‘A Small Revolution’: Family,

Sex, and the Communist Youth of
Chile during the Allende Years
(1970-1973)"

Alfonso Salgado

his article discusses the way in which the Partido Comunista de Chile
T(Communist Party of Chile or PCCh) coped with sexual and family

norms during the Popular Unity government. Between 4 November
1970 and 11 September 1973, communists and socialists united behind
president Salvador Allende as he strove to lead Chile to socialism while
respecting the country’s democratic institutions. The articles focuses
specifically on the Juventudes Comunistas de Chile (Communist Youth of
Chile or JJCC) and show that young communists attempted their own
small revolution in sexual and family norms in the midst of Chile’s socio-
political revolution. Underscoring the tensions between the party and its
youth wing, I argue that young communists approached the changing
patterns in family life and sexuality in a much more flexible manner and
challenged the conservative mores of the old guard.

Communist understandings of gender and family relations have
usually been conceptualised as conservative. Historians have explored the
paradoxes of a ‘communist morality’ that contained ‘conservative elements
of continuity and not rupture.”? Focusing on the 1960s and 1970s, the
burgeoning Chilean scholarship in this field stresses the difficulties that
communists had in coping with gender equality in both the private and
public realms.> American scholars have mounted an interesting critique of
the Popular Unity along similar lines. Heidi Tinsman, in a detailed recon-
struction of the Agrarian Reform during the Frei (1964-70) and Allende
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(1970-73) administrations, shows that both the centre and left-wing
governments promoted a model of the family centred on the male bread-
winner.* Examining the state’s distribution of birth control methods,
Jadwiga Pieper Mooney goes further and argues that the Christian
Democrats were in fact more responsive to womens demands than the
Popular Unity — an argument that parallels the findings of Margaret
Power’s study on women’s political mobilisation.> Other American
scholars have also pointed out the shortcomings of the Popular Unity by
studying political and social movements critical of the traditional left.
Florencia Mallon focuses on the Revolutionary Left Movements ‘trans-
gressive masculinity,’ a representation that challenged the family ideals of
the orthodox left by combining the heroic figure of the Cuban barbudo
and the hippie rebel.¢ Patrick Barr-Melej pays attention to youth esoteric
movements to underscore the generational clash that emerged during the
Allende years. The government, Barr-Melej argues, reacted negatively to
attempts of ‘sexual liberation’ and ‘total revolution’ that were neither tied
to the working class nor conventionally gendered.”

I draw on some of these insights, but argue that the emphasis on the
limitations of the left in challenging patriarchal structures has blinded
historians to the significant changes regarding family and sex that
segments of the Chilean left experienced in the late 1960s and early
1970s. Generation is a variable that gender analyses have overlooked.
Rather than assessing change in light of the transformations in the
West or current notions of family and sexuality, yardsticks that are
pervasive but rarely made explicit in the scholarship, the extent of the
change should be appraised in relation to the history of Chilean society
and Chilean communism in particular. A contextualised analysis
demands the assessment of both continuities and ruptures by docu-
menting the start points, end points, and rhythms of specific patterns.8
Consequently, I delve into a few particularly contentious issues in this
localised setting — premarital sex, birth control, family arrangements,
and marital breakups. In order to foreground the extent of change, I
underline the tensions between older and younger generations of
communist members.”

In the broader scholarly discussion, this generational emphasis intends
to cast new light on the relationship between the sexual revolution and
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the Latin American left during the 1960s and 1970s. Historians have
emphasised the failure of the political left in addressing gender norms
and sexual mores in a more innovative way. Allende’s Chile and Castro’s
Cuba have become paradigmatic examples of how the left reinforced —
rather than challenged — traditional family values.!® Those who have
studied new left groups sometimes offer a more nuanced view, but most
scholars have tended to underline the strict norms that revolutionary
clandestine activism imposed upon members — that is, political militancy
took precedence over private desires — and the difficulties that these
groups had in grappling with women’s liberation and homosexuality.!!
My contribution acknowledges the problematic articulation between the
sexual and political revolutions, especially regarding gender equality and
it provides ammunition for those scholars who emphasise overall change.
More importantly, my piece calls attention to the shared cultural sensi-
bilities of young left-wingers as a whole. Sexual revolution was not the
exclusive province of the new left or the hippie movement, for the simple
fact that the 1960s generation did not respect party boundaries. As Vania
Markavian has recently argued, the labels ‘orthodox left’ and ‘new left’ are
far from clear-cut categories by which to understand the cultural trans-
formations of the Latin American left during these years.'? To understand
the relationship between the old left and the different social and political
movements that emerged in these years, historians need to start paying
more attention to the counter-culture trends that shaped this entire
generation. 13

Chilean communism is an illuminating case study to understand the
cultural transformation of the old left in Latin America. The Chilean case
is particularly interesting because the PCCh’s electoral success and
subservience towards the Soviet Union made it an example within the
communist world movement — an example to be used against the more
heterodox communist parties of the region.!4 Yet, while the PCCh stood
as one of the regional beacons of the orthodox left and upheld Stalinist
notions of family and sexuality, the JJCC developed a rather tolerant
attitude towards marital breakups, premarital sex, and birth control that
rendered young communists more similar to their new left peers than to
their old left parents. In the following pages, I bring this contradiction to
the fore. The challenge is twofold: first, to delve into the conflicts
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between older and younger generations of members hidden beneath the
monolithic image of a communist party and second, to understand the
diverse sources of change in a rigidly hierarchical political organisation
that decreed change from above.

To uncover the young communists’ attitude towards family and sexual
conventions, this article focuses mostly on Ramona, a youth-oriented
magazine under the control of the JJCC. Significantly, some historians
critical of the gender politics of the left have mentioned this magazine in
passing, sometimes acknowledging in footnotes the magazine’s openness
towards topics such as sex.!> The magazine, whose name pays tribute to
one of the martyrs of the JJCC, appeared weekly between 29 October
1971 and 11 September 1973, publishing 98 issues of about 50 pages
each. The magazine tried to break the boundaries that separated commu-
nist members from left-leaning people in order to reach a broader
audience. The readership seems to have been relatively wide and socially
diverse, although predominantly from urban areas. Ramona appealed to
the youth by discussing popular culture (articles on music, television,
and movies abound) and addressing controversial issues, such as sex and
drugs. Politics also played an important role. Ramona supported several
campaigns organised by the Popular Unity government, published a
number of columns criticising the right and the ultra-left, and included
interviews with communist candidates in periods of elections. The idea
to publish this magazine came from the secretary general of the JJCC,
Gladys Marin, and a generationally-defined, yet professionally-diverse,
group of people willing to challenge the mores of the old guard and
seduce its peers.'® The magazine was staffed by young journalists and
students from Universidad de Chile’s School of Journalism; some of
them, such as Patricia Politzer, wrote the most controversial articles on
sexuality discussed below. Particularly important for the purposes of this
analysis are the ‘letters to the editor’ sections, ‘Manuel’s Answers’ and
especially ‘Only Ask... that here we answer even that’ — a not-so-subtle
allusion to sex.'” Although at first the editor of ‘Only Ask’ discussed
topics such as politics and sexuality in a somewhat theoretical register,
the section soon became a public forum to share sentimental disappoint-
ments and request love advice.!8
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Young Rebels: Pornography, Premarital Sex, and Birth Control

Sex was a taboo subject in Chile until the mid-1960s, when mass media
began to draw attention to contraception, female sexuality, and premar-
ital sex.!” Magazines played a key role in stimulating public discussion.
Paula, a magazine that targeted women launched its first issue in 1967
with a controversial article titled ‘Should I Take the Pill?’ The magazine,
which grouped open-minded middle-class journalists without strong ties
to the left, answered positively.2 Paula’s provocative journalism prompted
a more open discussion about female sexuality and forced Chile’s tradi-
tional women’s magazines, such as Rosita and Eva, to offer something
more than the typical fashion, cooking, and parenting advice. Youth
sexuality began to draw the attention of the public around the same time,
although the discussion took a while to gain momentum. The most
popular youth magazines of the 1960s, Ritmo and Rincén Juvenil,
focused on popular music and fashion trends, only rarely addressing the
issue of sexual relationships among young people. The appearance of new
youth magazines in the early 1970s, such as Ramona and Onda, contrib-
uted to changing the landscape.?!

Sex became an issue of public discussion in Ramona. An interview
article called ‘Sex at Three Speeds’ reveals the generational dimensions
involved, at least as imagined by young communists. The article delved
into the changing female attitudes towards sex among three generations
of women from the same family. The 83-year-old grandmother held the
most conservative beliefs. However, she played a minor role in the inter-
view as the conversation quickly turned into a debate between the
51-year-old mother and the 16-year-old daughter. The mother presented
herself as an open-minded woman. She nevertheless believed that young
people were not prepared to engage in sexual relationships. The daughter
contradicted her mother. The interviewer played a mediating role,
constantly pushing each participant’s argument towards its logical
conclusion: when the mother stressed the risks of pregnancies at a young
age, the interviewer mentioned birth control methods; when the
daughter argued that young women were both psychologically and
physically prepared to have sex, the interviewer asked her whether she
was in favour of ‘free love’” altogether. The participants did not reach a
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consensus. Although the overall article tended to side with the daughter,
the conclusion ventured a compromise: ‘Maybe they are all exaggerating
a bit — the old people with their acid criticism and the young people in
their exaggerated liberalism.’?2

Reluctant to look up to their parents, young Chileans turned instead
to their European peers. The discussion on the trends of the ‘sexual revo-
lution’ abroad figured prominently in Ramona.?? Divided into a capitalist
and a socialist camp, Germany attracted most attention. Ramona surely
drew a line between menacing transformations in the West and positive
improvements in the East. Nevertheless, the magazine’s treatment of the
sexual revolution abroad cannot be reduced to these Manichean terms.
Under a Cold War rhetoric that denounced capitalism and praised
socialism, young communists drew selective lessons from both camps.
German psychologists and doctors from both sides were given the status
of experts. One could even argue that, while rejecting many of the
Western European sexual trends, the discursive explosion itself accentu-
ated ‘the incitement to talk about sex,” to paraphrase Foucault.24 Indeed,
communist graphic designers accompanied many of these articles with
suggestive images.

Negotiating the boundaries of the permissible meant walking a fine
line. This became particularly apparent in the controversies generated
among communists of different generations by the publication of eroti-
cised images of women. In its second issue, Ramona interviewed a
showgirl and published a naked picture of her in the centrefold pages,
which generated controversy in the PCCh.2> “The party’s political
commission summoned us,” young communist cadre Ernesto Ottone
remembers in his 2014 memoirs:

We went with Gladys [Marin] as our standard bearer; we knew
things looked bad. They began by praising our creativity, and then
immediately asked us to “end the pornography,” [arguing] that ours

was a serious [political] party.2¢

Interestingly, Ramona came up in oral-history interviews I conducted
between 2011 and 2014 precisely due to the internal strife between the
young and old guard. Two of my interviewees recalled the same incident
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narrated by Ottone — before he had published his memoirs — and used a
strikingly similar language to speak about the controversy. Héctor, a
young communist who had joined the JJCC in 1968, remembered that
‘one time, Ramona interviewed a showgirl... And, in the centrefold pages,
the magazine published a nude picture of her.” According to Héctor, ‘the
old Party members (los viejos del Partido) made a scandal out of this
publication, and that happened in 1971, [or] 1972 Héctor used this
anecdote to illustrate the conservative stance (“e/ pacatismo”) of the old
guard on these issues.?” Boris, a young communist who came from a
deeply committed communist family, spontaneously remembered the
same incident when we were discussing the youth culture of the time:
“There was even a conflict because a naked woman once appeared in
Ramona. Thus, well, this created a scandal, even within the Party.” I asked
Boris whether the old communists were the ones scandalised by the
picture and he concurred. According to him, older members ‘would have
preferred a Ramona that was youthful but old, that is, young in its
format and old in its content, with more of those boring interviews with
political leaders. “There was a struggle there, sometimes, and you had to
try and break the siege because we said: “we are young, huevin, let’s read
something different.”’28

Communists had always used the ambivalent concept of pornography
to denounce the bourgeois eroticisation of women and at the same time
delimit the boundaries of sexual exposure. The line that divided ‘sexual
education’ from ‘pornography’ was a particularly thin one in communist
subculture, and the young communists of the time often crossed it when
trying to redraw the boundaries of permissible speech. A 1971 letter to
the editor of Mayoria, ‘the magazine of the workers’ edited by the
Popular Unity, reveals the obstacles that open-minded, left-wing journal-
ists encountered among their own constituency. In her letter, the reader
argued that it was not only the political right who were to blame when
it came to mass media ‘exploiting sex and pornography.” According to
her, left-wing tabloids such as Clarin and Puro Chile were also respon-
sible. The reader took particular issue with the left-wing magazine Onda,
which, like Ramona, was printed by the government editorial and
targeted teenagers. Ramona, which at the time the reader sent her letter
had only published a couple of issues, would surely have fallen in her list
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had it already enjoyed the broad circulation it later did. The complaining
reader of Mayoria was most likely a middle-aged communist sympathiser,
if not a member. She referred to the PCCh as the most ‘organised and
mature’ of the incumbent parties and hoped it could take control of these
newspapers and magazines — paradoxically, the party indeed owned one
of the papers she considered immoral. The editor of Mayoria explained
to the reader that she was ‘confusing two things. In our view, sexual
education is very different from the pornographic utilisation of sex.’??

A similar controversy sparked in Ramona’s pages. In May 1972, a
reader sent a letter complaining about the magazine’s fixation with sex.
He said he had noted an increasing tendency in Ramona and other maga-
zines to address sexual topics, sometimes verging on pornography, and he
argued against this trend: ‘T believe that if our youth is to remain healthy,
there should be no compromise on these topics. Nor should [the maga-
zine] awaken the desire for obscenities and vulgarities under the pretext
of “reporting.” In his response, the editor of the section ‘Only Ask
admitted that sex had become a popular topic, discussed more and more
often in Ramona and other magazines, but he did not consider this repre-
hensible. On the contrary, the editor believed that youth magazines had
finally began to address the concerns of young people, who wanted to
break the taboos and know more about sex. ‘In our view, the editor
explained, ‘information about sex is not merely permissible. We feel that
is our duty to talk about it, to promote culture and raise consciousness
about [the significance of] sexuality, so young people can experience love
and eroticism in a freer way than ever before.’

The editor’s long answer quoted the famous German sex educator
Oswalt Kolle to support his viewpoint. It also drew on, and recom-
mended the reading of, a handbook of sexuality recently published by the
government’s printing house Quimantd. By referring to these authorita-
tive sources, the editor clearly distinguished sex education from
pornography. The magazine endorsed the former and claimed to have
nothing to do with the latter: “There is no intention to publish pornog-
raphy neither in this problem page nor in any other section of Ramona.’
The following paragraphs expand on Ramona’s attempt to enlighten its
readers about sex, stressing both its achievements and shortcomings.30

Homosexuality began to be discussed by young communists, leaving
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the realm of vices to enter the domain of medical science, but the
tendency to link homosexuality with pornography and depravation was
still strong. Take for example Ramona’s article ‘48 Hours in Amsterdam.’
A Chilean journalist visiting Amsterdam mentioned that sex shops
abounded and he narrated his personal experience when entering one of
them. It was full of pornographic books ‘with the biggest depravations.
Homosexuality and lesbianism in full-colour pictures.’>! Notwithstanding
this and a few other examples, Ramona also contributed to the discussion
of homosexuality in a different register. In October 1972, the magazine
devoted three successive articles to homosexuality, motivated by the letter
of a reader. The way this three-issue report addressed the topic contrasted
with the language of the letter. The reader asked about homosexuality
because he was negatively impressed ‘by the amount of faggots [maricas]
one can see in the streets, soda fountains, and cinemas.” Ramona gave the
reader a well-documented response based on the scientific theories of
American and German experts, using the opportunity to discuss the
matter at length with its larger audience. The magazine began by
acknowledging the difficulty of addressing homosexuality seriously due
to the tendency to ridicule homosexuals or avoid the topic altogether.
The first article explained that there existed three sexual tendencies:
homosexuality, heterosexuality, and ‘autosexuality.” The majority of men
felt or practiced a combination of them. ‘Homosexuality, therefore, is an
issue of degree.” Ramona ventured an explanation of the ‘problem’” of
homosexuality in the following two issues, relying on theories that
underlined the lack of proper socialisation in a healthy family environ-
ment. These pseudo-scientific articles, written from a hetero-normative
viewpoint, make the limits of the young communists’ sexual revolution
apparent.3?

Premarital sex, a common yet rarely acknowledged practice in twen-
tieth-century Chile, was one of the most original themes discussed in
Ramona. Communists had surely engaged in premarital sex even during
the most virtuous periods of ‘communist morality, but the party had not
publicly commented, much less defended, this libertine attitude before.
Of special interest here is a 1969 interview that the PCCh’s secretary
general, Luis Corvaldn, gave to the communist daily £/ Siglo in a special
issue dedicated to the youth. His young interviewer posed the following
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question: ‘Do you agree with premarital relationships between young
people?” A question to which Corvaldn answered: ‘Yes, on the under-
standing that these relationships take place within the framework of a
healthy morality, based on love, and with the necessary precautions to
avoid any complications.” Leaving aside the degree of conservatism one
may read in Corvaldn’s words, this is a telling excerpt because it shows
the interest of young communists in discussing the topic. Indeed, it was
the JJCC interviewer who posed the question in the official party press
and forced the secretary general of the PCCh to state his opinion on this
rarely commented subject.3?

Depicting premarital sex as ‘a pronounced youth tendency’ in Chile as
well as abroad, young communists began to address the issue openly and
made it a topic of public discussion among communists of different
generations.?® To a certain extent, this emphasis responded to the
demands of the audience. The loss of virginity was a topic that concerned,
and sometimes tormented, young readers of the magazine. Two letters
published in ‘Only Ask’ speak to the frustrations some of them had in
satisfying their emotional needs and sexual desires. A 22-year-old
communist had unsuccessfully tried to have sex with many women,
‘decent ones and whores,” but he had been unable to perform the sexual
act. An 18-year-old communist reader lamented his own problems in
another letter. He had fallen in love many times, but he had never had a
girlfriend or a sexual relationship, for he was too shy and had an inferi-
ority complex. He concluded: ‘T am very miserable, for I spend most of
my time analysing and criticising myself, which has led me to think
about killing myself and even imagining I am a homosexual.” The editor
of Ramona’s ‘Only Ask’ section gave these readers reassuring responses
and a few tips to cope with their complexes. 3°

Ramona promoted not only the discussion about, but also the practice
of, premarital sex. It did so, nevertheless, indirectly and somewhat
timidly. In an issue published in May 1972, the magazine transcribed a
lively discussion on love and sex among high school students — all of
whom seem to have been left-wingers. ‘I agree with premarital sexual
relationships among young people as long as they are psychologically
prepared for them,” the first student said. The following students uttered
similar statements, though gendered discrepancies factored in the discus-
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sion — as a rule, the young women involved in this discussion tended to
be more sceptic than their male peers about the benefits of premarital
sex. In a July 1972 article devoted to parents facing their children’s newly
acquired sexual freedom, the magazine employed the expert voice of a
psychologist from a West German university to advance its arguments.
Rather than building obstacles to prevent premarital sex, parents had to
acknowledge and allow ‘what was already happening,’ the German
psychologist argued. The two journalistic pieces herein discussed
approached premarital sex defensively and ended with conservative
twists. Grappling with the contradictions between their physical needs
and their status as dependent adolescents, the high school students ended
their discussion praising the ‘sublimation of sexual activity’ for revolu-
tionary ideals. The final words of the German psychologist encouraged
parents to educate their children ‘to reject sex without love, just like
today they reject love without sex.’3

The most audacious articles seem to have been written by journalists
with less formal links to the party. Patricia Politzer, for example,
discussed the problems many young couples experienced when trying to
take their loving relationship to the next level. Drawing upon the
opinion of sexologists, she explained that ‘making out’ was a pleasant yet
only temporary phase and that it should not preclude couples from
engaging in what they wanted and needed — sex.” Something closer to
an editorial opinion on premarital sex can be found in the section ‘Only
Ask.” The following debate is illustrative. A mother asked the magazine
for advice to help her develop a trusting relationship with her daughter,
who was enjoying her youth by dating men and going out with friends.
The key, the editor of this section explained, lay in understanding the
time they lived in and respecting her daughter’s privacy. The editor
addressed the issue of premarital sex explicitly and even linked it to
political awareness: ‘the tendency among the most conscious youth is to
experience love in all of its dimensions before getting married.” Parents
should not create a scandal when they learn their daughters are having
sex, nor condemn them for what is not condemnable. The editor’s
response elicited a reply from a self-declared left-wing educator.
Paraphrasing Lenin, the educator accused the editor of implying ‘that
“even that” [i.e., sex] can be done with the same rashness with which
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“one drinks a glass of water.” In his response, the editor clarified the
magazine’s stance:

we favour a more open attitude towards sex. More information, less
prejudices, and a freer and calmer attitude, which would provide
sexual solutions for sexual problems. Honestly, we do not see in this
position the slightest defence of licentiousness or sexual laxity. We
are not promoting sexual terrorism. We just want to produce a small
revolution.3®

Birth control played a significant role in the young communists’ self-
styled revolution. Communists had traditionally had a difficult time
endorsing birth control — Lenin’s famous critique of ‘Neo-Malthusianism’
set the line. The U.S. funding of family planning programs in the Third
World made birth control an even more problematic issue during the
1960s. In Chile, birth control methods began to be widely distributed
during the Frei administration (1964-1970), which carried out family
planning programs thanks to the links it established with Chilean
doctors and foreign foundations.® A public discussion on family
planning and birth control began to take form. In the context of this
broader national debate, communist doctors tried to persuade the PCCh
to amend its negative stance on family planning and birth control.
Doctor Tegualda Monreal repeated for the communist daily £/ Siglo the
argument she had advanced in her influential academic pieces. She
explained that birth control methods should be made easily available to
the population in order to decrease the number of unsafe induced abor-
tions and maternal mortality. She also participated in a 1967 forum
organised by the Female National Commission of the PCCh, where she
claimed that every woman had the right to decide the number of children
she wanted to have — a statement that young communist leader Gladys
Marin backed.®0 In Principios, the theoretical magazine published by the
central committee of the PCCh, Doctor Herndn Sanhueza called to
reopen the party debate on family planning, arguing that proletarian
women demanded birth control methods.#! These doctors were moder-
ately successful in reopening the debate in the late 1960s and there is
evidence that some party leaders assumed a more flexible attitude in this
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conjuncture.? Unfortunately, the fact that the physician leading the
family planning crusade, Doctor Benjamin Viel, publicly campaigned for
the right-wing candidate Jorge Alessandri in the 1970 presidential
election, proved critical to the Allende administration’s decision not to
prioritise family planning programs.

Without referring to the American-sponsored concept of ‘family plan-
ning,’ birth control resurfaced in the pages of Ramona during the Allende
years. While older citizens were still discussing whether family planning
was desirable among married couples, young communists succeeded in
introducing the topic of birth control among its young readership when
discussing premarital sex. One of the most significant contributions of
this magazine to the young communists’ sexual revolution was a five-
issue report on birth control provocatively titled ‘How to have a
boyfriend without getting pregnant?” The report’s purported mission was
merely ‘to inform the magazine’s young readers of the birth control
methods’ at their disposal. The arguments the magazine employed to
present this report to the broader Chilean community were very similar
to those discussed above.

‘Premarital relationships are no longer an exception,” said the lead of
the first article in its defence. The article proceeded then to link
unwanted pregnancies with risky clandestine abortions, therefore
making birth control methods seem a lesser evil. The strongest — yet
still mild — political intervention was reserved for the subhead of the
last article. It explained that ‘some people believe that a youth
magazine like Ramona should not address these topics because it
encourages young people to engage in premarital sexual relation-
ships. We believe that this argument is wrong, and that the ones
who employ it are very distant from young people. We did not tell
young people to make love before getting married; they DO IT, and
without even asking for our opinion. Consequently, and since
Ramona is a magazine dedicated to young people, we have the obli-
gation to inform them of birth control methods, which will prevent
them from having to visit a midwife to solve the problem of an
unwanted pregnancy.” As this statement makes clear, the magazine
still addressed the topic defensively.43
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The most interesting tactical innovation in this revolutionary struggle
for premarital sex and birth control lay not in the consciously political
phrases sprinkled in the report, but in the eminently technical nature of
the piece. The report can be considered ‘technical’ in the sense that it
dealt mostly with medical issues and relied on the expertise of Doctor
Lucia Lépez, head of the maternity section of the Health National
Service. Published throughout April 1973, each article of this five-issue
report devoted between three and four pages to discussing different birth
control methods, such as contraceptive pills (4 April), intrauterine
devices (10 April), traditional methods (17 April), and male contracep-
tives (24 April). Most likely written by the aforementioned journalist
Patricia Politzer, these medico-journalistic articles had women as their
main target and were written in an overtly didactic format, following a
simple, almost catechistical pattern of questions and answers. The ques-
tions ranged from ‘what is a birth control pill?” and ‘where can one get
the pill?’ to ‘does the pill affect the sexual act?” and is it true that the pill
makes one fat?” This five-issue report, a medical intervention in the
Chilean body politic, reflected the confluence of young readers demanding
information to practice safe sex and left-leaning professionals (journal-
ists, doctors, and psychologists) promoting voluntary motherhood.

The discussion on abortion reveals some of the limits of the young
communists’ revolution. In Chile, the topic of abortion was brought to
public discussion in 1969, when a congressman from a centrist party
presented a bill to legalise abortion. The topic received some national
attention in the early 1970s, before the bill was buried. The women’s
magazine Paula interviewed doctors, legislators, and even priests on the
matter. In an interview in Paula, the communist doctor Tegualda
Monreal supported the bill. This women’s magazine also invited the
general public to contribute by sending letters. The contributions of the
readers reflected a diversity of views on the topic.44

Whereas Paula seems to have been campaigning for abortion rights,
Ramona treated legalisation with ambivalence. Ramona used the trope of
risky abortions to advance the cause of birth control, but it only
published a couple of articles on abortion itself. Published on 22
February 1972, the first of them included a section on the topic of
legalisation. The journalist did not openly take sides but she commented
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that several First World countries and ‘all the socialist countries’ had
already legalised abortion. Furthermore, the journalist finished her article
by quoting a doctor who was a staunch supporter of legalisation. This
piece was followed by the publication of a reader’s letter on 4 April 1972.
Ramona decided to publish this somewhat long letter in a special section
of the magazine considering it a direct and harrowing testimony about
the risks of abortion. The reader’s girlfriend had gotten pregnant with his
baby. She tried to terminate the pregnancy and ended up tragically dead.
The boyfriend advised other readers not to make the same mistake.

Ramonda’s subsequent silence on the issue of legalising abortion speaks for
itself. 45

Communist Couples: Monogamy, Love, and Marital Breakups

The PCCh had traditionally supported family life, but it had a somewhat
ambivalent attitude towards the institution of marriage.4® Communists
denounced the bourgeois family ideal because it subordinated women to
men and allowed male extramarital relationships behind the moralistic
fagade of marriage. Yet far from debunking the monogamous ideal alto-
gether, communists promoted its historical realisation. The party
sanctioned loving and violence-free conjugal relationships among its
members. A communist was not only supposed to be a revolutionary in
the street, but also a good spouse and parent at home. Or, as the statutes
put it, a communist had to ‘stick to the principles of communist morality
in his or her public and private life, watch over the proper education of
his or her children, [and] be an example at home and a good comrade
with neighbours and co-workers.”¥ Communist understandings of
family revealed its more conservative aspects when coping with gender
and generational tensions. Family relationships were supposed to be
harmonious and contribute to the socialist cause, for societies were
divided along class lines, rather than age or gender ones. The party tried
to promote a greater degree of gender equality through the integration of
women into the labour force but it paid little attention to gender equality
at home. Alongside the well-studied representations of women as workers
and activists, the communist press was plagued with articles that
addressed women as housewives.
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Relationships among older communist couples remained within a
patriarchal framework. This can be glimpsed in the 1969 interview that
secretary general Luis Corvaldn gave to the communist daily £/ Siglo. In
a section headed ‘Father, Husband, and “Uncle,” the journalist described
Corvaldn as a caring father and loving husband. Interviewed at home,
Corvaldn sometimes let his wife speak for him about these matters.
When the journalist asked him whether he considered himself a good
husband, Corvaldn redirected the question to his wife, who answered:
“We have been married for twenty-two years. And, I would marry Lucho
[Corvaldn] again.” Yet, an interesting section headed ‘Is there collective
leadership in the PC[Ch]? And at home?’ suggests that party leaders had
problems addressing the negotiation of gender roles. After discussing the
obscure decision-making process of the party, the young journalist asked
Corvaldn who was in charge at home: ‘you or your comparera?” Corvalin
said that it depended on the matter and explained that even their seven-
year-old daughter made some family decisions. At this moment,
Corvaldn’s wife interrupted him and jokingly complained that everyone
knew that Corvaldn was the head of the house, his small size notwith-
standing. It seems that the Leninist principle of ‘collective leadership,” to
use the words of the journalist, eluded communists in both the party and
the home. 4

During these years, family became a particularly sensitive matter
because it was believed that worldwide trends were challenging its
primacy. The letters to the section ‘Only Ask’ lay bare the anxieties these
issues awakened among young readers. They also render evident the
young communists’ defence of the family ideal vis-a-vis individualistic
and communitarian alternatives. Alicia G6mez noticed in her 1972 letter
that people in developed countries were seeking new living arrange-
ments. Some lived in hippie communes sharing sexual partners and
children, others preferred to remain single. She declared herself troubled
by these social developments and asked: ‘Do you think that the family,
the couple, will disappear?” In his answer, the editor of the section ‘Only
Ask’ pointed out that some Chileans were already dreaming of having
their own harem or going from one bed to the other. In capitalist socie-
ties, the editor explained, some had tried experiments like those
mentioned in the letter. According to him, this was merely ‘escapism.” In
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contrast, the socialist countries were setting a positive model. Family had
not disappeared in the Soviet Union. It was becoming a more equali-
tarian and liberating institution. ‘Under the current conditions,” the
editor concluded, ‘it seems that there is no better life system than a man
and a woman living together, having kids, being friends, and trying to
make their relationship as lively as they both are individually.” The editor
acknowledged that many couples failed, but he added: ‘there are also
ones that do function. And, this makes the effort worthy.#?

Other answers by the editor of Ramona’s ‘Only Ask’ reveal the nuances
of the young communists’ understanding of monogamy and love. In a
letter published in June 1973, a young left-leaning woman asked for
advice. She had been in a relationship with a left-leaning man from another
city for almost a year and a half. Her boyfriend was nice and considerate,
but she was not sure whether she really loved him. She had recently met
another man and started a secret, simultaneous relationship. The second
boyfriend was feeling ready for something more serious, but she was uncer-
tain whether she wanted to commit further. In his response, the editor of
the section ‘Only Ask’ pointed out that she seemed to love both men, but
neither of them enough to have ‘a special, exclusive, rich, and profound
relationship to not need any other affairs.” The editor gave her a piece of
advice that, he said, ‘could sound a little weird: do not decide yet. Give
yourself some time and get the urgency to define your sentimental issues
off your mind.” He was not encouraging parallel relationships. The girl
already had them. She now had to proceed slowly, ‘letting the events take
place by themselves. And, when you find yourself connected to one of the
two young men, when you have the sensation that that person is all you
need, only then should you make a formal decision.” The editor was not
giving up on the communist ideal of monogamous love: ‘the time for
exclusive love will come to you,” he finished by saying.>°

The attitude of younger communists towards the institution of
marriage remained fraught with ambivalence. Ramona tried to adapt the
institution of marriage to the new, more equalitarian times. Published on
16 January 1973, ‘Is It Worth Getting Married?” began by acknowl-
edging the paradox: infidelities and breakups showed that the institution
of marriage had not been successful, but people continued to get
married. In a section called ‘Shattered Homes, the article included ‘three
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dramatic testimonies on marital failures. It is the word of young people
who have suffered in their own flesh the impact of this problem.” The
solution lay not in rejecting marriage but in developing a different
approach which, following contemporary psychologists and sociologists,
the journalist termed ‘open contract.” This notion did not weaken rights
or responsibilities. It departed from traditional marriage in demanding a
greater degree of communication between the couple, more space for
each to have an independent life, and a flexible understanding of their
roles. As this and other articles suggest, the youth wing of the party
defended the family while attempting to redefine its most traditional
elements.!

In Chile’s somewhat conservative context, marital failures were one of
the most problematic issues. In contrast to other Latin American coun-
tries, Chile did not even have a proper divorce law, relying instead on
marriage annulment as the sole legal solution. Marital breakups were a
sensitive matter for Chilean communists, too. Although the PCCh could
embrace the idea of legislating on divorce in theory, in practice the party
tried to prevent marital breakups among its members at all costs. The
endurance of some conservative beliefs among old communists is partic-
ularly apparent in the aforementioned 1969 interview that Corvaldn gave
to the communist daily £/ Siglo. His young interviewer brought up the
topic of ‘morality, and asked: ‘Don’t you think that in this matter the
communists are, or may appear, a little conservative [pacatos]?” Corvaldn
explained, first, that the party had no intention of making angels out of
militants. He added ‘that without falling into Puritanisms [sic], the Party
takes great care in avoiding, to the extent possible, the breakup of
marriages... Perhaps this is why we may seem, to some people, a little
conservative.” Revealingly enough, it was Corvaldn who chose to illus-
trate the PCCh’s moral stance by discussing the way in which the party
dealt with the problem of marital breakdown. Corvaldn took pride in the
party’s attempt to prevent breakups and stressed this idea in a special
issue dedicated to the youth.5?

The letters sent to ‘Only Ask’ reveal the anxieties marital failure awak-
ened among young readers and the editor’s responses allow us to examine
the nuances of the JJCC’s stance. A letter published in June 1973 is illus-
trative. The author of the letter, a 21-year-old communist man who held
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a middle level position in one of the local branches of the JJCC, told the
magazine about his wife’s increasing indifference towards him, which had
only grown after the birth of their first child. They had married a year and
a half ago, partly motivated by the woman’s pregnancy. The letter writer
argued that he had done everything he could possibly do to solve their
marital troubles. He had even abandoned his political activism for a while
to devote more time to his wife, who blamed his activism for their prob-
lems. However, his wife had not made any efforts to save their marriage.
They had recently discussed ending the relationship. Only his concerns
with the social sanctions of his family and the community had prevented
him from taking the definitive step. The editor’s response was straightfor-
ward: ‘If your wife’s attitude does not change, you have no other solution
but to abandon the [sinking] ship.” The editor told him that he should not
fear the social sanction. That was an old-fashioned concern. Indeed, the
worst thing he could do was to raise his daughter in a ‘shattered home,
although he should be aware that being a father carried responsibilities
that went beyond marriage. In inspired prose, the editor ended: ‘Gather
strength, take a deep breath, and make a decision.’

The way the editor of Ramona’s ‘Only AsK’ treated the complex issue
of marital breakups was rather consistent, disregarding the political
affiliation and even the gender of the spouses. The editor’s answers to two
letters sent in mid-1972 prove the point. In a letter published in June, a
23-year-old man recounted his marital troubles. About a year ago, he had
married a single mother who soon began an extramarital affair. He had
recently left the house of his parents-in-law, where he used to live with
his wife, but he could still not digest the idea of a definitive separation.
In a letter published in September, a 27-year-old left-wing woman told a
similar, yet somewhat more complicated, story. Her husband had had
love affairs in the past. She had replied in kind. Now, her husband
showed no romantic interest in her, even though she was pregnant with
his first child. The editor gave similar answers to both readers. He told
the first one that the best solution was to end his relationship once and
for all. “You will always be dissatisfied with her. To wait for an improve-
ment is to lie to yourself.” There were many fish in the sea and he was still
young. ‘At 23, one should not fall into despair. You have your whole life
ahead of you.” Similarly, the editor explained to the second reader that
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there were no signs that her partner would suddenly become the ‘loving
husband, caring mate, and responsible parent she had searched for.” The
editor recommended this female reader to give her husband a deadline;
for example, six months after the baby was born. If, by then, the relation-
ship had not improved, she should say ‘goodbye’ to her husband and find
a more suitable man. ‘Search calmly... At 27, you still have much life
ahead of you.” Although one can find different emphases in the editor’s
answers, that which is surprising is the overall consistency of the advice
irrespective of the gender of the letter writer. As these examples reveal,
Ramona developed a tolerant attitude toward marital breakups — love
being the touchstone — and did not hold back from advising its readers
to end unfulfilling relationships.>

Conclusion

Recent literature tends to dwell on the enduring sexism of the Latin
American left, underestimating the significance of generational cleavages
and the degree of cultural change. Although younger generations of
communists upheld some of the conservative beliefs of the old commu-
nist subculture, they approached the changing patterns in family and
sexuality more flexibly. True, young communists continued to defend the
family ideal, stressing the importance of love and monogamy. And true,
they fell short of supporting homosexuality or abortion. But the signifi-
cance of change should not be underestimated. Ramona’s discussion of
marital breakups, premarital sex, and birth control underscores the
extent of this change. The young communists who published this
magazine advised their readers to engage in sexual relationships even if
they were not conducive to marriage, recommended them different birth
control mechanisms to practice safe sex, and did not hold back from
suggesting judicial separation to those whose marriage had failed.

The root of the cultural changes discussed in this piece came from
both ‘above’ and ‘below.” On the one hand, the young communist leaders
of the 1960s and 1970s were more educated and open to the outside
world than the leaders of the PCCH. The importance of this vanguard
of open-minded and worldly individuals in promoting change is particu-
larly apparent in the case of Ramona. On the other hand, the recruitment
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of thousands of new rank and file members propelled change. In the
context of massive youth mobilisation and increasing competition with
leftist political groups and esoteric social movements, the JJCC decided
to open its gates to inexperienced individuals from different back-
grounds. Leaders were confident they could indoctrinate these uninitiated
men and women within the prevalent party structures, but in the process
they had to engage with, and respond to, the specific concerns of this
new generation of members. These young members demanded more
information about sex and expected fewer obstacles to develop their own
selves. They pushed to create a world after their own image and, in the
end, reshaped the contours of the Chilean communist subculture in
significant ways.
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