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During the 1960s and 70s, several countries in Latin America experienced military
authoritarianism. Military coups overthrew democratically elected governments in Brazil in
1964, in Uruguay and Chile in 1973, and in Argentina in 1976. In these countries, state organs
perpetrated severe human rights violations; the people were threatened with arbitrary arrests,
torture, and state-sponsored disappearances.

This article reviews how the United Nations (UN) responded to military rule and its victims
under the Chilean regime. In particular, the article follows Gabriel Valdés, former Foreign
Minister of Chile under the presidency of Eduardo Frei, and the first director (1971-1981) of what
is now the Regional Bureau for Latin America and the Caribbean (RBLAC) under the United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP), responded to military rule in Chile in the years
after the 1973 overthrow of the government of Salvador Allende. Letters between Valdés and his
friends and colleagues in Chile have shown that he made every effort to help the victims of the
Pinochet regime. The help he gave to Chileans and others may not have been the normal mandate
of the UNDP. However, he responded pragmatically to the widespread human rights violations of
the time in semi-official ways.
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