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Abstract  

 

This thesis is a literary, oral, historical, and political observation and analysis of Argentinean life. 

When responses to the Argentine dictatorship of the 70s and 80s are viewed through a feminist 

lens, patterns are discovered. These are confirmed in interviews with four women who 

experienced the dictatorship in different ways. The interviews support the conclusion that 

education, building a social movement, opening creative spaces, and understanding the effects of 

dominance and toleration are vital to understanding a community’s responses to the dictatorship. 

It is through an exploration of these main themes, together with an account of Argentinian 

independent literature, a victims’ report, and the current status of activist circles that a clearer 

picture of the country’s status can be imagined. Further ideas are explored such as the conditions 

required for civil conflict to arise, and how women’s experiences with activism and emotion may 

be analyzed and understood. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

I am an immigrant. I moved from Argentina to Canada in July 2001 when I was a child. I have 

now lived more of my life in Canada than I did where I was born, in Buenos Aires, and, like so 

many other immigrants, I am stuck in a perpetual identity limbo. In some ways, I felt it was my 

duty to write this thesis because of what it represents for my culture and out of respect for the 

struggles of my parents to give me a better life. I am now more comfortable in English than my 

mother tongue, Spanish, but I preserve it as part of me nonetheless. I know and understand that 

the reason why my parents left my home country of Argentina was precisely to avoid the kind of 

life they had to live during the 1970s. Understanding these reasons and hearing their stories, I 

formulated my own opinions about how the government abandoned its people and consistently 

operated a corrupt system that limited not only citizens’ power but also national development. 

In learning about the process of immigration and the push/pull factors of migrant 

bureaucracy, I was exposed to the abuse that my parents experienced as citizens of Argentina. I 

could not believe why or how a government that was meant to care for its people could do such 

destructive things to families, and to those who needed the state’s support. It has never become 

any less wrenching to hear about what happened with The Disappeared, or any other trauma 

South America has experienced because of “bad politics.”  

In writing this thesis I became familiar with the activist community in Kingston, Ontario. 

I was welcomed and taught, critically engaged, and invited to attend various kinds of events, 

screenings, protests, teach-ins, and book talks. Even in this relatively small space, I learned of 

the pockets of differences amongst the left. It helped deepen my understanding about what I was 

reading, and it made me more self-aware. I don’t know if I will be an activist forever, but I have 

undergone meaningful life changes because of the people I have met, the things I have learned, 
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and the perspectives I have gained. I have learned what there is to fight for, what it is important 

to defend and protect, and that we, the writer and the reader, should be prepared to do so. 

I want to begin by acknowledging that this thesis is the product of what is effectively a 

transgenerational trauma. The events described in the following pages were lived by real people 

and it is important that their lives be honoured and remembered. My contribution to that is a 

lengthy formulation of an answer to the question: What does a feminist perspective contribute to 

an understanding of The Disappeared in Argentina and the grassroots resistance activism that 

emerged from the dictatorship? I intend to show that exploring these events from a feminist 

perspective takes us to the center of the resistance to the government in those traumatic years. It 

does so because that is a space women occupied, and which they did much to shape and improve. 

I would add that understanding the contributions of the feminist movement during this time has 

been a great help to my own development as a feminist and activist, something I hope to 

demonstrate to others in my work from here onward. 

The term, ‘The Disappeared’ refers to the approximately 30,000 people who were 

kidnapped, tortured, murdered and exiled in Argentina between 1976 and 1983. The perpetrator 

of these atrocities was an aggressive and violent military dictatorship intent on repressing its 

citizens for voicing their support for a social democratic government. In response to this state 

terrorism, communities, often with female leadership, organized themselves to resist the violence 

and to support their families and their neighbours (Birkhead 2001). This thesis explores the 

feminist side of that response. To do so, it draws on material from historical, political, and 

personal accounts. The last of these – the personal accounts of women who lived through the 

dictatorship – are particularly important. Beyond this specific focus, the thesis is also intended to 
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contribute to the discourse of feminism in the Western World, in particular to the literature 

pertaining to theoretical social analysis in relation to broad-based community activism. 

 In order to understand the events of The Disappeared in Argentina well enough to answer 

my central research question, context is essential. First, it is important to note that events like this 

have occurred, and are occurring, all over the world. They constitute the broadest context for the 

Argentinian experience but, needless to say, any exploration of them would take us well beyond 

the scope of this thesis. I do, however, need to offer a narrower history of some of the events that 

led to the military coup in March 1976.  

In particular, Juan and Evita Perón’s story is intimately connected to the complex history 

that would lead to the events of The Disappeared. This is not to say that they caused them to 

happen – in many ways quite the opposite – but they are an integral piece of this Argentinean 

history.  

 In 1943, Juan Perón rose to political prominence as a result of a coup which overthrew 

the government. He took on the role of Secretary of Labor and Social Welfare, later climbing up 

the ranks, as he had in the army, to Minister of War, Vice President, and finally, President when, 

in 1946, he won the election as leader of the Partido Justicialista (Justice Party), aligned with the 

country’s left (Dwyer 2017). He was a popular and charismatic figure, and he and his wife Evita 

became vessels for the hope and value the Argentinean people were looking for in their 

government. The government they led began to pass labour laws and to provide more social 

services and benefits that workers and especially women never had before. However, Perón’s 

politics were complicated. Essentially a populist, his presidency ran on a platform of “forced 

collectivism, social justice, political sovereignty and economic independence” (teleSUR 2016). 

Many Argentinians of all political stripes criticized Perón’s admiration of Mussolini and his 
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Fascist regime, and even argued that his own government was authoritarian. Because of the 

“forced” aspect of “collectivism,” even right-wing critics called it an authoritarian attempt to 

undermine the progress that had been made toward a better lifestyle and liberty for young people, 

women, and every member of the working class (Birkhead 2001). So, Perón brought people 

together and drove them apart. There is, however, general agreement that, as Matthew Karush 

and Oscar Carosa write, “Perón transformed Argentina’s economy, its social structure, and its 

political culture in ways that continue to shape Argentine reality” (cited in Wolfenden 2013).  

Evita Perón deserves mention in her own right. She came from a small and poor family, 

and did not grow up with any desire to be a political influence. She wanted instead to gain fame 

on the silver screen and on the radio. While navigating the prejudiced space of a woman in show 

business, she reinvented herself from a child rumoured to be “illegitimate” to become a rising 

star of the elite. As her marriage to Perón gave her influence in the political sphere, she had to 

become accustomed to media attention, public speaking, influence, and money. Evita was a good 

performer and Perón gave her a lot of time at the microphone. She embraced the role of First 

Lady and took it upon herself to completely shake up the political landscape in Argentina 

(Dwyer 2017). She would sit at a desk for days and welcome people of Buenos Aires to sit with 

her and explain their life’s problems. From those conversations, she would determine if they 

needed money, food, shelter, clothing, or something else (Larson 1997). She changed the lives of 

communities living in poverty in ways and at speeds that people had never before experienced. 

She also tackled feminist issues, making it possible for white women to vote for the first time 

ever in 1951. Her 1947 speech was a turning point in the campaign that led to this. Speaking on 

September 23, from the balcony of the Casa Rosada, Eva Perón told her audience: “Here it is, my 

sisters…a long history of struggles, setbacks and hopes…the joyful possibility of a triumphant 
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dawn; a victory for women over the denial, misunderstanding and vested interests of the 

hierarchy, cast off by our national awakening” (Birkhead 2001). The new law not only gave 

white working women the right to vote, but also the right to be voted for, that is to run for office 

(teleSUR 2016).  

At the time, Argentina was, for South America, a relatively wealthy country but, as with 

many things Peronist, there was a dark side to this wealth. It is very likely that Perón’s 

government made deals to host Nazis in Argentina in exchange for money during the war and 

afterward when they escaped to its sanctuary. In places like Colonia General Belgrano and 

Bariloche (Hoffman 2014), there still exist lively communities of German immigrants that reach 

back to those years. The public had no knowledge of these Nazi connections. All that was 

available to the public eye was Perón bringing rights and benefits to the population. Nonetheless, 

things began to go sour in part because of Perón’s lust for power but also because the benefits of 

Peronism were very unevenly distributed. It gradually became clear that Buenos Aires, the 

capital, was treated differently from the whole country. There were a lot of complaints about 

centralization and metropolis development; people in other parts of Argentina were angered by 

all the attention Buenos Aires was getting and all the resources it was receiving (Birkhead 2001). 

By comparison, the rest of the country was struggling economically and was not receiving the 

benefits that had been promised. This created an increasingly tense relationship between the 

working class and the owners of factories, fields, small businesses, and markets (Birkhead 2001).  

Eventually, the tensions boiled over. The bombing and strafing of the Plaza de Mayo by 

Argentine military aircraft on June 16, 1955, an attack in which more than three hundred people 

were killed, was part of an attempted anti-Peron coup, and a violent shock to the people of 

Buenos Aires (Dwyer 2017). It was a deeply symbolic act as well as a deeply violent one as it 
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signalled the beginning of an unbridgeable division between Peronistas and Anti-Peronistas, 

between democracy and a would-be dictatorship. In September of that year, Perón was ousted by 

a coup. Soon after, army General Eugenio Aramburu assumed leadership of the government and 

promptly outlawed anything that had to do with Perón or his politics. 

Perón was exiled to Spain on charges of corruption but in the view of many it was more 

accurately for trying to pass certain progressive laws. As Dwyer puts the matter: “He was 

excommunicated after trying to legalize prostitution and divorce, and his military opposition 

took advantage of the situation to launch a violent coup” (Dwyer 2017). During Perón’s years in 

exile, there were still left wing Peronistas fighting for his platform of socialism, social benefits, 

jobs, and equality. He was still popular among the working class, many of whom wanted him to 

return to Argentina. But while many people still believed in Perón and wanted him back, it was 

very dangerous to publicly support him and his ideas. There was heavy censorship as 

Argentina’s government went through many shifts in power. Governments, both democratic and 

undemocratic, led by women and by men in many different ways, came and went. It was difficult 

to get laws passed; there was a great deal of disorganization and miscommunication, as well as 

misallocation of funds and distracting media rivalries. It continues to this day. Reuter’s News 

lists at least six major economic crises in the last eighty years, nothing short of a continuous line 

of recessions (Marsh et al. 2014). One result of this turmoil was that leftist ideas became more 

popular among students and young people (Marsh et al. 2014). They wanted Argentina to be a 

sovereign country, free of foreign interference by the US, and by and large this was something 

people thought only Perón could accomplish. In short, many felt that Peronism was the only 

authentically leftist movement in the history of Argentina. The popular saying was, “Peronismo 

es Argentina” (Peronism is Argentina). On the other side of the coin, many anti-Peronistas felt 
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that the left was exclusively dominated by communist ideals, and that scared them. This was in 

large part due to the US/Soviet Cold War standoff.  

Where exactly Perón himself stood is an unanswered question. As talks about allowing 

him to come back began, many speculated that he would support the left but give concessions to 

the right. People who referred to themselves as revolutionaries had maintained contact with 

Perón during his exile in Spain, and learned that he was willing to come back but only if he could 

regain power and revive the Perónista movement. In November of 1970, a bill called The Hour 

of the People was passed, which re-established democratic elections. Perón was not allowed to 

run in the subsequent 1973 election but Hector Campara, a left-wing Peronista, stood in for him 

and won (Dwyer 2017). Shortly after, Perón ended his eighteen-year exile. 

Unfortunately, his return was the occasion for violence, as snipers opened fire at the 

airport, killing thirteen left-wing Peronists and injuring hundreds more, in what came to be 

known as the Ezeiza massacre (Jacobs 2008). Campara soon resigned and in a new election 

Perón was elected president, with his third wife, Isabel, as vice-president (Evita had died of 

cancer at age 33). It did not take long for many left-wing Peronistas to become increasingly 

suspicious of Perón’s intentions, for to them he seemed to be supporting the right and giving 

small concessions to the left (Birkhead 2001). The problem was that, fiscally, Perón’s 

government needed support and it was not coming from the rich so long as it promoted the 

socialist ideal of wealth redistribution. So Perón turned in the opposite direction. Eduardo 

Singerman, fraud investigator and Forbes writer, explained it like this: 

Perón viewed fascist corporatism as a useful method of social organization by which 

socially harmonious class participation would lead to a fair distribution of national output 

and elude in this way the class warfare predicted by Marxist socialism. In fact, Perón’s 

third position, which consisted of standing against international capitalism and 

international communism, was nothing less than fascist corporatism. This political-

economic theory aims at organizing society into corporations or associations of persons 
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with a common economic interest that are subordinated to the state. Under this 

philosophy, workers, employers, professionals, and other groups are organized into state-

controlled unions and trade associations in each field of economic activity. These 

corporations would then negotiate collective bargaining agreements for workers and 

employers in their fields (Singerman 2015). 

 

In 1973, Perón gave his last address (he was significantly ill at this point), and every 

group that had ever supported him was there. In Plaza de Mayo, the very same square that was 

bombed in 1955, war chants passed between groups, and what used to be an implicit, unspoken 

division of ideology and politics became explicit. A large contingent of students, women, and 

young people chanted “Perón, Evita, la patria socialista” (the socialist homeland), but Perón 

scolded those who chanted it, and it became crystal clear, at least to them, that he was no longer 

a supporter of socialism, but had indeed played the left for the benefit of the right. Perón 

famously called his leftist supporters “esos imberbes estupidos” (“those stupid imbeciles” or 

“those beardless kids” referring to their youthful age (Birkhead 2001). This triggered a radical 

shift in his support and cemented an irrevocable split between the left-wing Peronistas and right-

wing Peronistas. 

Perón died in 1974 leaving behind his third wife, Estela (better known as Isabela), who 

was very much influenced by the extremist right wing of the party. This led to more tension and 

conflict that Estela inflamed in part because she had no real political experience, much like 

Evita. But unlike her, Estela handed more power to the military, in particular José López Rega, a 

politician and policeman who was known for his membership in Alianza Anti-Communista de 

Argentina (AAA) (Anti-Communist Alliance of Argentina). Rega used this group, which had 

been made illegal after the coup that overthrew Perón, to control and even erase his political 

opposition. This was part of a larger military plan of repression and economic dominance known 

as Operation Condor (teleSUR 2016). As described on teleSur,  
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Operation Condor is the name for the 1970s covert efforts of U.S.-backed dictatorships to 

get rid of progressive opponents or to topple progressive governments outright in other 

parts of South America. Estimates of the violence include at least 60,000 deaths, 

thousands of disappearances and exiles, and the use of torture tactics. Victims included 

dissidents and leftists, union and peasant leaders, priests and nuns, students and teachers, 

intellectuals and suspected guerrillas (teleSUR 2016). 

 

According to teleSUR, Operation Condor’s goal was not only to repress the left but also 

to peddle neoliberal ideals throughout South America. With respect to the latter, intellectual 

cover was provided by the Chicago School of Economics and various government groups that 

took on the Southern Cone (the cultural and geographic space that includes the southernmost 

regions in South America) as an economic experiment. So, along with physical repression, there 

was a mass repression of any kind of ideological resistance. Operation Silence (teleSUR 2016), a 

different but equally repressive operation, also manipulated the legal system to keep human 

rights cases from reaching the courts, or to intimidate witnesses if they did. It was at the peak of 

this oppression, in 1976, that the military coup occurred (Dwyer 2017). Some Argentinians 

supported the coup because they thought it would be a “hard reset” for the government, and 

would serve to stabilize the political chaos that had been going on for years. The political right 

even argued that violence was necessary to control the leftist revolutionaries who also had guns 

and were being trained to use them. This threat turned out to be nothing compared to what the 

Argentinean military would bring to the streets of Buenos Aires.  

In 1976 Jorge Rafael Videla took power and over the course of his time in office came to 

be known as Argentina’s most violent dictator (Birkhead 2001). Videla’s rise to power was 

useful for US interests because it allowed for further development and colonial tactics that they 

were pursuing in Argentina and the rest of the Southern region. At this point, AAA became legal, 

and in the open it took a more systematic approach to repressing its opposition. This was an 

extremely difficult time for the Argentinean people. There was near-total disrespect for the 
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constitution, and disregard for the legal system and due process of law. The right began to peddle 

the idea of a civil war, which was later known as the Dirty War, but it would be extremely 

inaccurate to represent what eventually came to pass as a war. It was, more accurately, a 

genocide. (This is further explained in the Methodology section.) In addition to the systematic 

disappearances and killings, efforts were made to control and even reduce education, weaken 

security in the streets, withdraw social benefits, welfare, and other much needed social services. 

The right was also pushing for corporate involvement in city and political life.  

The foregoing is the historical context for the dictatorship of 1976-83 and The 

Disappeared, events that led to the murder or disappearance of 30,000 people, and a time when 

mass protests demanding a better and more democratic government were met with machine guns 

and tanks. The events of the late 1970s and early 1980s were the result of a complex history of 

left-wing opposition to capitalism, and what was seen as American colonial policies, and a 

persistent right-wing pro-American authoritarianism, both of which simmered for many years in 

the strange cauldron that was Peronism (Dwyer 2017). Argentina’s damaged relationship with 

the rest of the world remains unrepaired, as does its relationship with itself. The country (and its 

multiple generations) has undergone so much political, economic, and social trauma that to this 

day it remains splintered and still very much in the process of healing. Feminists were at the 

heart of these traumatic events and for them too there is still much reconciliation and healing to 

be done. Alongside its more traditional academic goals of description and analysis, this thesis is 

intended to contribute to that process of reconciliation and healing by bringing to light the stories 

a few of the remarkable women who lived through these events. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Argentina’s Independent Literary History 

 

To develop a coherent grasp of what a feminist perspective can contribute to an understanding of 

The Disappeared and the grassroots opposition to the dictatorship that governed Argentina 

between 1976 and 1983, one has to understand the nature of the materials available, especially 

the contribution that personal narratives have made to political writings on Argentinean culture 

and history. In a country where censorship has always been an issue, the story of the nation and 

its citizens is often to be found in diaries, homemade pamphlets, underground magazines and the 

like. It is reflective of an artisanal culture that has existed in the shadow of government 

censorship and even outright repression. In the same mode, zine-style publications, radio shows, 

and community meetings have also been popular ways to spread word about conflicts in a 

particular neighbourhood or community. Understanding the rough and unpolished nature of these 

materials and sources is important if we are to contextualize the relation between government 

censorship and the literary scene that has so much to do with Argentina’s cultural and political 

history, including the history of feminism. The interviews that are central to this thesis are 

connected to that tradition.  

As noted above, censorship had often existed to some extent or other – it is what has 

made the literary scene so deeply artisanal – but as violence and repression grew throughout the 

years of the dictatorship, efforts at censorship also grew. An ever-expanding number of resources 

and services were discontinued or shut down outright, and even well-known writers were driven 

underground, or into exile and imprisonment, such as Jacobo Timermann (Collectivo 2018). This 

led to counter-movements, resistance, and protest on the streets—something the dictatorial 

government of Jorge Videla was keen on stopping completely. 
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In the years of the dictatorship, it wasn’t just publishing houses and magazines that were 

shut down; the artistic community was affected as well. Repression extended to musicians, poets, 

visual artists, and even teachers. Literary and artistic activity in Argentina essentially came to a 

halt in the official public sphere. In private, however, the message was still getting out through 

the underground, artisanal culture that continued to exist (Lavaca 2017). Naturally enough, 

feminist groups were subjected to this censorship and participated in the resistance to it. For 

example, an important text, Putas y Guerrilleras (“Bitches and Militants”) was written by 

survivors of the Argentinean internment and labour camps (Lewin and Wornat 2014) where 

individuals who expressed opposition to the government were held and tortured. The text was 

largely a descriptive one. It told the story from the inside, breaking through walls of censorship 

which the public could not normally penetrate, documenting the horrific acts of violence, rape, 

torture, and emotional and sexual abuse that occurred behind the walls of those camps. These 

stories were eventually placed alongside the impeccably vivid testimonies collected in the report 

on the illegal and murderous actions of the dictatorship – described in the next section of this 

thesis – called Nunca Mas (Never Again). Since the dictatorship collapsed in 1983, it is safe to 

assume that the time between the advent of the oppressive regime and the public reception of the 

Nunca Mas report in 1984 was not lived in silence. So, despite censorship and even outright 

repression there is an oppositional literature (such as Lavaca Magazine and the Collective of 

Cultural Publications (Revistas Culturales)) which one can consult. 

 

The Nunca Mas Report 

After the collapse of the dictatorship, many previously secret matters emerged into the light of 

day. The strenuous work of healing, resistance, and struggle for greater and fairer human rights 

first took shape in the form of hundreds of national and international investigations into the 
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violation of human rights (CONADEP, 1984). The largest and most important of these was the 

Commission on the Disappearance of Persons (or CONADEP), whose report, entitled Nunca 

Mas, appeared in 1984. It documented the ways in which human rights were disregarded, 

endangered, and attacked during the dictatorship. In particular, it looked into the manner in 

which the basic human right to safety was betrayed by the very body that was supposed to 

protect it. This was, to say the least, necessary work since, as was noted above, the 1976 military 

coup had resulted in the disappearance – “abductions” in the words of the report – of over 

30,000, adults and children, primarily from the streets of Buenos Aires, but also from the 

provinces of Cordoba, Mar del Plata, and other regions. Many of the Disappeared were tortured, 

and some were murdered (CONADEP, 1984). 

In the words of the opening lines of the report, “Most of the events in this report will be 

hard to believe. This is because the men and women of our nation have only heard of such horror 

in reports from distant places.” But in fact these men and women did not suffer in silence. Their 

suffering was heard in the chants from the protests in the streets, in the banging pots and pans, 

and the chilling screams of people being ripped from their doorstep and flung into black 

windowless vans or into the universally dreaded Green Falcon, a vehicle that became a symbol 

of terror and power during the dictatorship. This activity had been especially intense at the outset 

of the dictatorship: 76.7% of the disappearances accounted for during its seven-year lifespan 

happened in one year, between 1976 and 1977 (Crenzel 2008). While the full extent of the 

crimes of the dictatorship were now being brought out into the public domain, all the 

disappearances, the willingness to exterminate opposition, and the use of the clandestine 

practices, would haunt people for the rest of the century (Crenzel 2008). 



 

 
 
14 

Although the commission’s report was created without explicit reference to the political 

conflicts that existed in the country at the time of The Disappeared, many felt that those aspects 

of the situation also needed to be aired, and it was hoped that the commission would do so. 

Unfortunately, in the end, the cases of human rights violations were documented in legal, and 

individual, terms, without political context. It recommended only that the courts proceed quickly 

with the processing of the documents in the report; that is, with the “investigation and 

verification of the depositions.” The commission also recommended that the new government 

pass laws declaring the abductions as crimes against humanity, that they recognize the 

importance of international human rights organizations, and that they “[r]epeal any repressive 

legislation still in force” (CONADEP, 1984).  

With respect to the ensuing legal process, on December 10, 1983 self-amnesty was lifted, 

which meant that the process of prosecution could now proceed through regular legal channels. 

The new government thus began to prosecute the leaders and officials of the previous regime. 

Many survivors also appealed for justice to the Geneva Convention, United Nations protective 

services, and even took refuge in conventional immigration procedures. Unfortunately, these 

levels of justice took years to access, and many still argue that justice has not been fully served 

(Chen 2015:257).  

Many issues remain to be settled, even to this day. One indisputable fact is one 

mentioned above: that what was colloquially known as the Dirty War is a misnomer. In the 

words of the Argentine writer, Liliana Heker, “there was no war, only the most unjustifiable state 

terrorism” (2015). The participation of Argentineans and other victims of the dictatorship was 

never consensual. It was a systematic invasion, occupation, and extermination of human life 

under the legal auspices of the state. As Nunca Mas demonstrated in its thousands of first-hand 
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accounts of disappearances and torture, many were drawn from “neighbors who had seen 

abductions, people who saw military or police going in and out of centres, doctors and nurses 

who aided pregnant women who [later] disappeared” (Crenzel 2008). Just as the resistance to the 

regime was a community effort, so too was recuperation of truth, but the part of it that was 

carried on in the courts moved slowly and often indecisively. 

 

Resistance in the Feminist Movement and Argentina’s Independent Literary History 

 

I have noted that artisanal (non-academic, non-professional) writings make up a large part of the 

Argentine resistance literature, providing stories and accounts that fill in gaps in the country’s 

history, and hence in the way it is remembered. Many small community bases of communication 

began as flyers, magazines, mix tapes, radio shows, and story-telling and poetry workshops. 

Feminist writing often developed along these lines because it had encountered repression long 

before the dictatorship of the generals. For example, one of the first feminist publications, Libre 

Pensamiento (“Free Thinking”) fell victim to the censorship laws of the church, which virtually 

ruled alongside the government from as early as 1910 in Argentina (Tarducci, 2017). In her 

thorough historical account of Argentinean feminism, Monica Tarducci tells us that although 

Argentina did not experience a lot of mobilization during the Second Wave of feminism, it did 

experience a surge in alliance creation and groups whose goal was to explore feminist problems 

and find solutions while navigating the “profoundly repressive tactics of the government” 

(Tarducci 2017). Many feminist publications came from the United States, such as “The Second 

Wave” publication (1970-71), whose content was about “maternity, the body, love, the family, 

and creating a new [platform] and language that could contextualize [feminine problems] of that 

time” (Tarducci 2017). 
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Groups such as Unión Feminista Argentina (UFA) [Feminist Union of Argentina], el 

Movimiento de Liberación Feminista 11 (MLF) [Movement of Feminist Liberation], el 

Movimiento Feminista Popular (MOFEP) [Movement of Popular Feminism], Nueva Mujer [New 

Woman], Centro de Estudios Sociales de la Mujer Argentina (CESMA) [Centre of Social 

Studies of the Woman Argentina], la Asociación para la Liberación de la Mujer Argentina 

(ALMA) [Association for the Freedom of the Woman, Argentina] and el Frente de Lucha por la 

Mujer (FLM) [Front for the Fight for Women] were created and maintained from 1970 to 1976, 

illustrating the way that feminism appeared to be growing and gaining momentum until the 

beginning of the dictatorship. However, beginning in 1976, the alliance between government 

officials and church organizations led to the decline of women in leadership and to many 

feminist groups being targeted and eventually having to shut down in order to preserve the safety 

of their members. The church had a great deal of influence with the government and hence a lot 

of influence in the messages that were passed through the government to the people (Tarducci 

2017).  

Tarducci argues that these organizations and publications were shut down because they 

produced “consciousness raising,” which was in direct contradiction to the kind of submissive 

behaviour the government wanted from its citizens. Rather than people thinking about liberation 

and freedom of the self, the state wanted compliance, silence, and obedience. Nonetheless, 

Tarducci (2017) writes:  

Between 1976 and 1979 only the Centre for the Social Studies of the Woman, Argentina 

remains and a few new groups were created: Association of Women Argentina in 1977, 

made up of women from all over the region without militant practices or alliances, 

[which] in 1978…would be transformed into Association of Women Alfonsina Storni, 

and in Cordoba…Association Juana Manso.” Despite the difficult circumstances, the 

feminist movement evolved from just talking about specific women’s issues in parts of 

Argentina, to discussing broader and more intersectional ones such as human rights 

issues, divesting from the ideology of neoliberalism, prostitution and sex work, labour 
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and wage discrimination, safe abortion legislation, femicide (a serious and ongoing 

national concern), sexuality and gender identity, women in politics, and the ethics and 

aesthetics of feminism” (Tarducci 2017). Many of these ideas were aired in issues of one 

of the most popular feminist publications, the magazine Brujas [Witches].  

 

However, as feminism became more mainstream in Argentina, it was at the cost of a number of 

women’s communities being relegated to the margins where they were both unrepresented (since 

they excluded working class women of colour) and unrealistically expected to help solve 

problems that were not priorities for them. For example, the Indigenous and lesbian communities 

of Argentina and South America had been a strong force for education and alternative 

community building in opposition to Western hetero-hegemony. But, discussions of feminism 

focused on the narrative of white, urban, middle-class heterosexual women, while ignoring the 

narratives of other women in outlying regions (Duarte 2012). 

In short, the feminist movement that existed in Argentina at the beginning of the 

dictatorship was largely focused on “political and legal equality for women, right to work and 

economic independence, control over one’s body, sexual choice and reproductive rights” (Duarte 

2012). While these were very important issues on one level of feminist analysis, they ignored a 

great number of other ones that were priorities for women outside the capital of Buenos Aires. 

The feminism of the capital was mostly concerned with the interests of “liberal” feminism (also 

referred to as white feminism), the “[placing of] gender relations and gender inequality at the 

centre of its analysis, paying less attention to issues of racism and heterosexual dominance or 

heteronormativity” (Duarte 2012). It is clear that labels to do with feminism require further 

exploration and development. A comparison of it with the feminism outside the urban liberal 

umbrella suggests that their only unifying characteristic was opposition to capitalism. In both 

cases, capitalism was seen as the common oppressor that impacted issues of sexual identity, race, 

age, and region. 
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Criticisms of South American Feminism 

 

An important aspect of the division between the liberal feminism of the capital and the feminism 

of the outlying areas is captured in the analysis of post-colonialism. Duarte (2012) touches upon 

the importance of postcolonial thinking, citing “feminist writer Mohanty [who raises] questions 

[concerning] the colonialist discourses of white feminism toward women of the so-called third 

world through their victimizing representations.” This is somewhat of a controversial point, 

because although liberal (and therefore white) feminism does tend to focus on a victimizing 

representation of itself, it cannot be denied that all the women of Argentina experienced horrific 

violence. Even though femicide and access to safe and legal abortion procedures may not have 

been the priorities of every feminist in the Southern Cone, it deeply affected a significant number 

of women in those areas. They suffered from endemic violence that continues to this day. 

  After drawing distinctions between feminist groups, Duarte focuses on the commonalities 

between them, noting how militarism and a certain kind of domination are frequent and recurring 

issues in both second and third wave feminism. She writes:  

[Faced with] the close link between militarism and masculine domination in the face of 

state repression, women formed groups in resistance, often in alliance with progressive 

wings of the Catholic Church as well as with broader left and national liberation 

movements. In response to the violent silencing of trade unions, opposition parties, and 

other traditional political subjects, the voices of women emerged to denounce torture, 

“disappearances,” and other human rights violations (Duarte 2012:155). 

 

This connection between militarism and male domination lay at the crux of the dictatorship. 

Duarte points out that some shared experiences united all feminist groups, but she also notes how 

the impact of these particular experiences on the development and growth of the feminist 

movement opened a gap between liberal feminists and the grassroots resistance movements 

(Duarte 2012). The consequent necessity to “compromise” undid years of grassroots efforts, 
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sometimes contributing to the demise of some organizations that were founded or organized 

before, during, or even shortly after the dictatorship.  

Outside forces were also at work. As feminists were aware, the conservative wings of the 

church often conspired in the undoing of the progressive efforts to separate church and state. 

“Feminist critiques pointed to the links between the state and the church”, writes Duarte, “and 

unveiled the ways in which the religious hierarchy contributed to the reproduction of feminine 

subordination by perpetuating and reinforcing the role of women as self-sacrificing, passive, and 

submissive” (Duarte 2012:156). Although, after the dictatorship this link was greatly weakened 

and there was some increased financial support for feminist organizations, it was not sufficient to 

enable them to achieve either their institutional goals or attain real autonomy. Duarte explains 

these terms as follows: “On the one hand, there are those [feminist groups] who call themselves 

institutional because they believe in the party system, yet they do not receive financing from the 

government or the parties. On the other hand, there are those who call themselves autonomous 

because they have an antiestablishment political stance, but they depend on financing that comes 

from the North [the US]” (Duarte 2012:169). 

As noted above, South American feminism has often excluded Indigenous and lesbian 

narratives. Unfortunately, racism and sexual discrimination was, and in some places in 

Argentina, continues to be, rampant. There has, however, been pushback from these 

communities. As Duarte puts it, the exclusion of these women meant that they have had to create 

their own movements. Hence, “Afro-descendant women, indigenous women, transgender 

activists, sex workers, domestic workers, lesbians, and young women from different 

organizations are enriching Latin American feminism and are questioning the limits of an agenda 
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based on the liberal perspective of equality and a universalizing view of rights, one that insists in 

speaking for ‘others’” (Duarte 2012: 160).   

By excluding Indigenous voices and efforts, the feminist movement alienated those in 

rural communities and therefore fuelled a struggle against heteropatriarchy, western ideals, and 

colonization. These were elitist attempts at dividing people according to their level of education. 

Duarte tells us that Alma López, a Maya K’iche’ from Guatemala, argues that, “The feminist 

movement that comes from academia is scarcely related to us. Why learn something that is 

unrelated to your reality or your culture? Violence doesn’t come only from the husband or the 

father, it is also generated by those who have taken over the land” (Duarte 2012: 163). Even in 

the meetings, information sessions, and rallies regarding The Disappeared and the dictatorship 

that were happening on university campuses, feminist intersectionalities were often ignored, and 

as a result, women outside the capital were often effectively shut out of the movement. The issue 

of unification still exists both in theory and in practice. A popular chant at the weekly 

demonstrations (public gatherings of large numbers of people with the purpose of disrupting 

daily life to draw attention to a political issue) on the streets of Buenos Aires reminds people of 

what is necessary if feminist action and discourses are going to reflect the real issues and 

problems facing their communities: “Nosotras unidas, no seremos divididas” (“We together, will 

not be divided”). 
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Chapter 3: Theoretical Perspectives 

Political Theory and the Context for Understanding Argentina’s Conflict 

 

Activist culture may look different around the world but a common theme is resistance to the 

violation of human rights and the protection of citizens. Political theories formulated around the 

ideas of a social contract (ensuring social and individual rights) and citizen security are highly 

relevant to understanding Argentinean life from the 1970s onward. In particular, John Stuart 

Mill’s concepts of social exchange and liberal democracy can help us understand why problems 

arise from the betrayal of these ideas. Although, as a Utilitarian, he rejects the notion of a social 

contract, Mill’s canonical text, On Liberty, succinctly explains the value of an agreed upon 

manner of interchange between government and citizen. In the chapter entitled, “Of the Limits to 

the Authority of Society Over the Individual,” he states:  

Though society is not founded on a contract, and though no good purpose is answered by 

inventing a contract in order to deduce social obligations from it, everyone who receives 

the protection of society owes a return for the benefit…This conduct consists, first, in not 

injuring the interests of one another, or rather certain interests which, either by express 

legal provision or by tactic understanding, ought to be considered as rights; and secondly, 

in each person’s bearing his share (to be fixed on some equitable principle) of the labours 

and sacrifices incurred for defending the society or its members from injury and 

molestation (Mill 1859 [1978]:73). 

 

What this passage tells us is that to foster a society that respects its individual members 

and also its internal communities, two basic imperatives are the protection of its members and 

respect for individual liberty. Mill insists that such protection and respect “ought to be 

considered as rights”: things we deserve as citizens but also as people, and therefore things that 

are essential to social progress. This progress cannot occur unless a sufficient number of citizens 

are willing to put in the work necessary to protect the community and the rights of its citizens. 

There is a kind of social code (if not a contract) that must be accepted by citizens as a sine qua 
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non of a functioning democracy. So, the question is, under what conditions is this code violated, 

and with what outcomes? 

 Recent texts, such as Carey (2015) and Boin, Hart, Stern, and Sundelius (2017), provide 

some answers to how basic human rights can be manipulated and abused by those in power. 

Carey deploys a concept of “relative deprivation theory,” to show how this occurs. This theory 

“uses people’s frustration levels to determine their proneness to rebel against the political 

regime” (Carey 2015:6) such that it becomes possible to gauge the effect of the actions of the 

authoritative or dominant actor on the submissive actor. By measuring expectations, frustrations, 

and the value placed on democratic rights, Carey’s theory draws a link between provocation and 

toleration. It shows how the dominant actor may agitate the submissive one until the latter deems 

protest to be the only option. It is, in effect, a calculation of something like “how much can we 

get away with?” The authoritarian regime tests the limits of aggression to find the point at which 

citizens will react.  

When citizens are put into these situations, what Carey describes as “expected utility 

theory” comes into play as “individuals weigh the costs and benefits of their actions” against the 

aggression they are facing and the threat to their rights they are experiencing (Carey 2015:8). In 

this context, expected utility theory requires one to recognize the distinction between social and 

political conflict. The political conflict that led to the dictatorship, and the violence that ensued, 

negatively changed the social landscape by withdrawing resources from citizens. Social conflict 

thus emerged as a response to that political conflict. My interviews revealed how those responses 

are both internal or personal ones, such as anger and trauma, and communal ones, such as group 

actions. One may describe this as a dialectical relationship between political conflict, in which 

power and aggression are directed against human rights, and social conflict in which citizens 
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respond to these acts. When the balance between these forces is lost and the scales tip towards 

one or the other pole, protest is near. In short, in almost any analysis of conflict resolution, it is 

reasonable to expect that those who are under attack will eventually react to the aggression they 

are facing. The authoritarian entity will calculate its actions in order to control protest, or 

whatever other form the reaction takes. The only way to do so is to examine its relationship with 

the submissive actor and work out what the limits of its aggression might be, to calculate how far 

it can go in terms of violence, repression, censorship, and so on. Eventually there arrives a 

decisive point where the citizens either become so passive that all the wishes of the dictatorship 

are realized, or alternatively, a revolution ensues. Uncertainty is built into the situation and is an 

essential component of it.  

Carey tells us that what happens depends in part on the vulnerability of the authorities. 

She argues that, in general, the risk of dissent tends to decrease as the political regime becomes 

more democratic (Carey 2015). Conversely, the less democratic the regime, the more dissent 

there will be. However, she notes that the opposite can happen: “higher repression [may lead] to 

lower levels of protest, because protest becomes too costly” (Carey 2015:42). This is, of course, 

what authoritative regimes want. The Videla government weighed its options and decided that 

provocation and intimidation was the best strategy; that it was worth the risk. As a result, it 

deprived its citizens of rights and engaged in political terror, most notably through intensive 

colonization and land takeovers for corporate business endeavours. It also exploited cultural 

differences between its oldest and newest communities and fomented violence against its own 

citizens. In the end, however, it was not a winning strategy; not a properly calculated one. Many 

citizens began to resist and the scales began to tip in the other direction. 
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Boin and his colleagues (2017) provide a deeper understanding of this dialectic between 

ruler and ruled, dominant and dominated actors. Their text sets out the various facets of the 

relationship that exists between citizen and government in times of political crisis. They argue 

that there are many ways to describe and explain crises, but much depends on looking at 

individual cases, observing who and how many people are affected, and the specific nature of the 

crisis (e.g. economic, environmental). The authors describe a general crisis as, “an undesirable 

and unexpected situation…something bad threatens a person, group, organization, culture, 

society, or the world at large” (Boin et al 2017:2). When a crisis occurs, the government has to 

manage people’s expectations in terms of their various social roles, their relation to authority, 

how much paternalism they will tolerate, and their desire for protection. If it cannot do so, the 

relation between governors and governed will begin to break down (Boin et al 2017:3) 

A government’s attempt to resolve a crisis must meet the challenges of being 

“effective…and understanding. It must also show good decision making, accountability and a 

capacity to learn.” How they do so depends on an assessment of the urgency, and uncertainty of 

the crisis (Boin et al. 2017:5). As Carey’s work suggests, if a government gets this assessment 

wrong, the crisis may spiral out of control. An added question, one that is relevant to the 

Argentinian crisis of 1976-1983, is: “How do people react to these crises when they know that 

the perpetrator is the very institution that is supposed to be in place to protect us?” The problem 

of “constructing a crisis narrative” (Boin et al. 2017:78) that justifies government actions is a 

risky one because if it is not properly done it can create an even larger gap in understanding 

between government and governed. This is what happened under the dictatorship. The 

responsibility of the governing institution is to be able to stay within the parameters of good faith 

in its power-holding strategies. But without effective and transparent lines of communication, in 
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particular one established through the media, there are few ways in which mutual trust between 

governors and governed can be established and nurtured. The result is a complete fracture of 

social cohesiveness and a steep decline in respect for rights. These are all things that Argentinean 

citizens had to deal with on a daily basis. In summary, to take Carey’s theory first, the 

dictatorship’s calculation of how aggressive it could be was “inaccurate.” It therefore failed to 

consider, or try to meet, the needs outlined by Boin and his colleagues. This precipitated a crisis 

of resistance that in turn led to increased aggression. The result of this tragic dialectic was The 

Disappeared.  

 

Feminist Theory and the Confluence of Reason and Emotion 

 

One of the themes that runs throughout the four interviews concerns the feelings of the women I 

spoke with and how those feelings were translated into community action. This raises an issue 

that has been extensively dealt with in feminist literature: the relation between emotion and 

reason. In her book, The Man of Reason, Genevieve Lloyd argued that in western patriarchy 

reason was long assumed to be a male attribute, though male philosophers have generally 

presented it as gender free. She writes that: “The maleness of the Man of Reason…is no 

superficial linguistic bias; it lies deep in our philosophical tradition” (Lloyd 1984: ix). She also 

notes that this is a problematic issue for many feminists, and has led to uncertainty about how 

reason is to be understood and tied to emotion, the attribute traditionally assigned to women. 

“Feminist unease about the ideals of Reason,” she writes, “is sometimes expressed as a 

repudiation of allegedly male principles of rational thought” (Lloyd 1984: 109).  

 In this context, Martha Nussbaum has written that feminists have understood the value of 

the liberal concept of reason, but they “have worried that liberalism is far too rationalist: that by 
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placing emphasis on reason as a mark of humanity, it has emphasized a trait that males 

traditionally prize and denigrated traits such as sympathy and emotion and imagination, that 

females traditionally prize” (Nussbaum 1997:26). She enumerates three responses to this issue. 

First; that women do indeed possess pure emotional responses to the world in a way that men do 

not. Second: that feminists must integrate emotions and reason such that each informs the other 

(this is Nussbaum’s position). Third: that women must be somewhat suspicious of emotions 

because they are formed – indeed deformed – by a patriarchal culture. Nussbaum attributes this 

position to Catharine MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkin (Nussbaum 1997:32), and while she 

doesn’t quite agree with it, she finds much of value in it. 

 Working through my interview material, I found resonances of all three positions. The 

women I interviewed had deeply emotional responses to what were, after all, traumatic 

experiences, and were intensely aware of the effects they had on them. This was particularly so 

when they talked about self-silencing or auto-censorship. However, they also spoke about how 

they struggled to connect those feelings to a larger community and to develop plans for 

community action. In this sense, the original emotional experience was rationally re-worked in 

the context of feminist activism and in opposition to masculinist culture. This is a crucial 

development. Juliet Mitchell offers a variation on the slogan, “The personal is political” by 

arguing that: “Women’s liberation is crucially concerned with that area of politics which is 

experienced as personal” (Mitchell 1971:61).  

Borland and Sutton (2007) have written about this process in the context of the 

involvement of women in Argentinean activism in 2002 and 2003, when the economic 

infrastructure of the nation virtually collapsed. Their research “includes women who identify as 

piqueteras, feminists, labour activists, sex workers’ union members, and popular assembly 
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participants as well as women in human rights organizations and groups defending the rights of 

lesbians, consumers, and racial/ethnic minorities. We call these women ‘activists’ because they 

dedicated significant time and effort toward social change as part of diverse social movements” 

(Borland and Sutton 2007: 171). They cite other authors’ descriptions of the situation at the time: 

“Many describe the neoliberal model implemented during the 1990s as a phenomenon that 

radically transformed Argentine society while recognizing its continuity with policies adopted by 

the military dictators who ruled Argentina from 1976 to 1983” (Argumedo and Quintar 2003; 

Ferradas 2003; Svampa 2005 cited in Borland and Sutton 2007). That combination, they argue, 

was almost a fatal one for post-dictatorship Argentina. As we have seen, in the face of this new 

shock to the system, women organized and helped to lead communities away from reliance on a 

corrupt government and toward self-reliance.  

Boland and Sutton argue that: “Since women were increasingly visible in the protests and 

many came to question the gender-differentiated effects of policies, the crisis provides a window 

to examine activism through a gendered lens and from a feminist perspective. Activism became a 

new quotidian that shaped the lives of women involved in movements and transformed women's 

experiences and perspectives about politics, gender relations, and themselves more generally” 

(Borland and Sutton 2007: 46). Borland and Sutton’s work thus focuses on how women’s 

involvement in activism and its culture was responsible for a direct improvement not only to 

their livelihoods, but to themselves as individuals: Mitchell’s ‘politics experienced as personal’.  

In their discussions of the importance of activism, my participants offered a similar 

narrative of how, through activism, they came to a deeper understanding of the way their 

emotions were embedded in a masculinist culture, and of the need to come to grips with that. I 

came away from the interviews with a strong sense of the dialectical relationship they 
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experienced between the individual and the community, and between emotion and reason. This 

may be legitimately described as a process of consciousness-raising (to which Tarducci refers on 

p.16, above), which Mitchell considers “one of the most important contributions of the 

[woman’s] movement to a new politics” (1971:61). According to her, consciousness raising 

occurs when women join small groups of other women in a way that “brings them into close 

personal solidarity and friendship with each other.” This can lead to a second stage in which the 

women begin to see themselves as “revolutionary collectives whose task it is to analyze the 

nature of women’s oppression and thereby to work out a strategy” for overcoming it (Mitchell 

1971:59). Borland and Sutton’s description of how Argentinian women moved from the 

intensely personal to the communal, how the personal was ultimately understood in terms of the 

communal, and, further, how this understanding placed them at the heart of the resistance to the 

dictatorship, underscores Mitchell’s theoretical analysis.  
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Chapter 4: Methodology 

 

For this project, it was important to collect first-hand accounts of the feelings and experiences of 

women during and also after the dictatorship. Originally I was looking for individuals that had 

any connection to the events in Buenos Aires, but as I began developing my ethics application I 

realized I needed to talk to a more specific group of people with particular experiences. For me, 

women, a group that suffered particularly harsh treatment under the dictatorship, seemed the 

obvious choice. So, I decided to narrow my inquiry, and focus on the feminist perspective of this 

part of Argentine history as it played out not only in Buenos Aires but in other parts of the 

country as well. It was important for me to hear accounts from women who had suffered under 

the dictatorship in order to substantiate claims in the literature on which I was relying, literature 

that purported to represent hundreds of thousands of voices. Ultimately, I settled on four women 

who come from different backgrounds.  

Once I had decided to focus on women’s stories and lives, I had to alter the way I went 

about looking for subjects. I had begun by reaching out to national organizations concerned with 

human rights and other sectors of the government, but replies were slow in coming, if indeed 

they came at all. I believe this was in part due to the political nature of my questions, which often 

bore the clear implication that there is still wrongdoing being perpetrated by the Argentinean 

government, in terms of reparations and other issues. In the end, finding subjects became a 

personal endeavour. I therefore decided to explore my personal contacts, of which I have many, 

and that turned out to be the best approach. Through my contacts with political activists, 

childhood friends, and my parents’ contacts from prior to our immigration to Canada in 2001, I 

was able to get in touch with women who had lived through the dictatorship and who could give 

me a first-hand account of what life had been like for them and for the communities in which 
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they lived and worked. Some women were more heavily affected by the dictatorship than others; 

some experienced state violence directly, and so could provide a first-hand account of that, while 

others were affected in less violent but nonetheless traumatic ways. In all cases, proximity to 

violence was a factor shared by all my subjects. 

Once I received approval from the General Research and Ethics Board (GREB), and was 

able to secure the consent of the four women, I conducted the interviews in a very short period of 

time: approximately eight days. In one case, the interview took place in person, while the rest 

were over the phone or Skype, since three of my participants lived too far away to visit. I sought 

and received consent from all of the participants to take notes and record our discussions, and 

indeed the women were eager to cooperate. This was surprising to me at first because I wasn’t 

sure why people would want to so openly share traumas with someone they didn’t know, but as 

the conversations went along it was easy to see that what they all had in common was an interest 

in the emergence of truth. They were excited to participate in this project because it meant that 

the atrocities of the dictatorship were being further exposed. In “las afueras” – the outside, or the 

exterior, as the rest of the world is referred to by Argentineans – the events of the dictatorship, 

and the fact that the repercussions of it are still being felt, remains unknown. The women were 

passionate about explaining to me that they believed it was very important that more people learn 

about what happened, and what still happens to this day. It felt like a plea for truth and justice, 

something I hope this project will contribute to by informing others about the nature of state 

repression, the power of community activism in the face of it, and the resilience and courage of 

these women and others like them.  

I am well aware that women were not alone in their suffering. Men were also tortured and 

abused in ways that paralleled female victims. The very label ‘victim’ is feminized in Spanish, a 
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status that exacerbates their already compromised social identities. The dictatorship was an 

enormous violation of the social contract that is supposed to exist between those who govern and 

those who are being governed, and it affected all people and all areas of life in Argentina: health, 

education, and of course, personal safety. That is why it is so important to understand the ways in 

which the contractual relationship between the government and its citizens was broken, and how 

that destroyed the foundation of a genuine and healthy civil society. The blunt use of the word 

‘genocide’ by many Argentinians accurately portrays what they believe was the result of this 

process. A culture marked by prejudice, lack of education, and intolerance is also an important 

part of the story. In the case of women, however, there is the added layer of the misogyny 

entrenched in the culture. This thesis will focus on that aspect of the crisis but it is important to 

remember that it is part of a larger narrative and political landscape. In what follows, I will bear 

that narrative and landscape in mind, and attempt to move back and forth between them and the 

women’s narratives. 

What was striking about collecting first-hand data through these interviews was learning 

how exactly each individual thought the issues of feminist grassroots activism and state-related 

violence were connected. They agreed that the feminist groups which breathed life into so many 

communities through local political activities, the creation of safe havens, education, and much 

more, were invaluable responses to the lack of support from the government accompanied by the 

ever-popular excuse of lack of funds. There was then, and continues to be to this day, a 

remarkable lack of attention paid to social infrastructure in Argentina. Many programs and 

services that people rely on for a decent life (child care, insurance of every kind, access to 

different currencies, public healthcare, progressive education, and much more discussed below) 

are underfunded, if indeed they are funded at all. According to Standard and Poor’s global 
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ratings, as of 2015 the country ranked 85th out of 138 countries in infrastructure development 

related to the social and physical state of the country (Macchi et al. 2017:1). 

Given this abysmal record, it is not surprising to find that one thing that marked feminist 

communities and the actions they undertook in support of their larger communities was a series 

of attempts to divest from inadequate government-sponsored funding and to become financially 

autonomous (Chjeter 2004). Despite their attempts, many of the efforts were not successful in the 

long term but neither were they entirely abandoned. While not many people in Argentina believe 

in the idea of international socialism, many are hopeful for socialism at a national or even at the 

local level. The women I spoke with stressed that the government’s corruption had literally 

stolen lives from their communities and that is why efforts to be self-sufficient seemed 

important. It was through these efforts to resist and insulate themselves from what they viewed 

as the oppressive forces of capitalism that my participants hoped to be liberated from masters 

who controlled everything from the food they could eat to the kind of books they could read.  

Ethics requirements were met by ensuring anonymity and perhaps more importantly, 

ensuring a safe and appropriate environment in which they would be comfortable sharing 

potentially explicit or violent details about their lives. Providing an emotionally comfortable 

environment was important because of the nature of the interviews and the questions that were 

being asked. It was important to establish a warm and friendly environment and to be able to 

expose my own vulnerabilities to my interviewees in order to help make them more comfortable 

in sharing their own stories. Because of my experience in mental health peer support and 

workshop leadership, I felt I was well prepared to handle such conversations. It was also an 

indispensable asset to feel comfortable navigating these delicate subjects in Spanish, the 

language in which all but one interview was conducted. 
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I have noted that when I began the project I was thinking of speaking with people from 

varied backgrounds: people of different ages, from different places, of different socioeconomic 

status, having had different experiences throughout the dictatorship. However, I knew from the 

outset that because of the nature of my inquiry I would almost certainly be speaking with people 

who were politically aligned on the left. I did not try to recruit people who believed that what the 

government did was in any way defensible; I was not interested in discussing the ethics of The 

Disappeared and certainly not whether these events really happened, which I take as irrefutable. 

Although it was not, as I noted above, my original plan to speak exclusively with women, I do 

not consider the decision to do so a limitation but rather a sharpening of focus. It became clear to 

me that it would have been problematic for me to include male voices because so much of the 

violence that occurred in Argentina was inflicted by men, and by a government that was 

overwhelmingly male, and that would introduce an extra dynamic I am unprepared to consider.  

Hence, the fundamental characteristic of this project is that it is focused on women’s 

experiences, their efforts at truth seeking and elevating the voices of other women who have also 

experienced horrible tragedies resulting from The Disappeared. They have much to teach us 

about the history of human rights and the problems that arise when, as Carey (2015) explains, 

authoritarianism descends into violent repression. I have taken the experiences of these women 

as truth and used them as a template to explain what happens when the social contract between 

governors and governed is shattered. 

  Organically, the interview participants provided a good balance of similarities and 

differences. Ranging in age from fifty to seventy-five, they all had experience in, or ties to, 

grassroots activist communities. This was important because it allowed me to ask specific 

questions about the experiences they had as activists whose work was often met with violence. 



 

 
 
34 

Additionally, their experience in grassroots communities allowed me access to a version of “ears, 

eyes, and boots on the ground” which afforded me a more immediate, and a more human, view 

of those years than if I were simply to read about them in an official government report. What 

they gave me were their versions of what happened to them during and after the dictatorship in 

Argentina, from 1976 onward. Some of them focused on recounting their life during the golpe 

[violent shock] while others focused more on the political progress of the country since then, and 

what they have done to inject feminist perspectives into the political work they do now.  

In these years, women suffered a unique kind of violence. Gender-based violence is only 

one characteristic of these events, but it is an important, indeed central, part of the story. Thirty 

percent of The Disappeared were women; some were taken with their small children and around 

three percent were pregnant (CONADEP, Nunca Mas 1984). Famously, and shamefully, some of 

these children were stolen and put up for adoption. Forty years after the end of the dictatorship, 

the Madres (Mothers), and now Abuelas, (Grandmothers) of the Plaza de Mayo continue to 

search for stolen children and grandchildren. The group of women began as a seemingly 

nonthreatening group of fourteen but over the years grew into hundreds of thousands of 

members, not all of whom were women.  I believe that a feminist perspective of these years 

allows one to tap into a special combination of experiences that leads to an understanding of the 

dictatorship that is relevant not only to women but also to everyone who cares about human 

rights. The narrative of these women is connected to, and informs, a larger narrative of solidarity. 

Being remembered was very important to the women. When I explained to them what 

drove me to explore these events they were encouraged by the thought that human rights in 

general, and the lives of those who survived the dictatorship in particular, were still important, 

still relevant, and not being forgotten. They shared with me how they had been involved in 
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feminist communities (attending neighbourhood meetings, planning and handing out flyers, 

canvassing for political parties, organizing meal shares or childcare, making local services more 

easily available to the elderly), and explained what the dictatorship had done to those 

communities, how it had weakened them, removed financial support, removed equipment or 

learning supplies, and passed laws prohibiting education about, or promotion of, sexual health.  

As I listened to the women’s stories, I began to understand more about their various ways 

of sharing this information with me. I had a set of questions prepared, but after I explained the 

nature of the project, I realized that it was better to let them order the events according to their 

own perspectives, in whatever way they preferred. I found that leaving the conversation open to 

see how, and in what direction, they wanted to take their narratives made for a more personal and 

compassionate space where they could feel listened to and valued for what they had to say. In 

some cases, my subjects felt there was so much material to go through that they did not know 

where to start. In those cases, I began by asking about the gender differences in the grassroots 

communities. I asked questions about who did more work, whose work was more recognized, 

what was the usefulness of dividing work by gender, and how communities benefited from those 

divisions. Interestingly, while an acknowledgement of differences in work between men and 

women was certainly there, it did not seem to be something my subjects were overly interested in 

changing. They seemed to take these divisions as established and think it would be easier and 

more beneficial for everyone to try to work within them and get as much done as possible in the 

“fairest” way possible. They also spoke about the emotional and physical labour of grassroots 

activist work, long-term versus short-term commitment, and the importance of family life and 

family role expectations. All of them also spoke about their roles as mothers.   
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Once interviews were recorded, they were transcribed. I also made annotations of my 

prompts and the participants’ answers by writing down key words or phrases, descriptions of 

specific interactions or experiences, and tones of voice that highlighted their stories. I also made 

notes on locations, dates, and other family members who may have been involved in their 

experiences. These notes were then synthesized and reviewed with a eye to identifying 

similarities and differences and unique points of view. 

 

The Interview Participants 

 

In this section I describe various elements of each interview to show why and how a grasp of 

feminist grassroots activism is conducive to achieving a better understanding of the dictatorship 

in Argentina. The summary that follows in the next section will consider some specific aspects of 

the interviews in more detail. 

The woman I interviewed in person, “O”, asked to meet with me before disclosing any 

information about her past. I found it reasonable for her to want to do so, to see my face, make 

eye contact, and see how I would physically react to intense stories. We met over brunch at a 

small café in Toronto. Even though I didn’t have any information about what she looked like, as 

soon as she stepped into the place we exchanged warm smiles and a hug. She spoke so quietly 

the whole time that I was often leaning over the table to catch everything she had to say. Our 

conversation started, as all others would as well, with me spending about five minutes talking 

about the project, and explaining why it interested me, why I wanted to explore these ideas, and 

how I thought it could help in the future. After that, I invited her to share with me what she 

wished. As I said, I wanted it to be open-forum style. I wasn’t expecting our first meeting to be 

an interview; I just wanted to hear her thoughts and get an idea about what she may want to 
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discuss later. Our conversation was not recorded due to the public nature of the setting and the 

fact that I wanted to respect her space and her decision to see whether she would want to expand 

on certain topics in a more in-depth interview later on. I took notes shortly after our meeting, 

when our conversation was fresh in my mind. She did expand on the answers she gave that day, 

albeit in writing and not over the phone or in person. The reason for this, she explained, was that 

while she was very open to talking about these things and wanted to share these times of her life 

with me, because of the immense trauma she had experienced she found it more bearable to write 

out her answers and to have time to think about her responses rather than being put on the spot. I 

happily agreed, but I would quickly find there was very little to be happy about in these 

responses, save for her surviving one of the most violent periods in Argentinean history. 

 O is now an upper middle class woman but at the time of her political involvement in 

Argentina she would have been described as belonging to a lower class. She is a person of 

colour. O’s participation in politics was not radical (as will be described below) but it is likely 

that her belonging to a traditionally indigenous rural part of Argentina influenced the military to 

scrutinize her activities. O had been detained by the paramilitary police in Chaco, a province in 

Argentina about ten hours North of Buenos Aires, at the age of twenty-one, while she was early 

on in her pregnancy. Before she was detained, she participated actively in neighbourhood and 

community politics with her then-husband. Although at the time he was more heavily involved 

politically than she was, the two of them would attend meetings and information sessions about 

Peronismo and how the movement was being represented, and divided, across Argentina. He also 

taught chess classes to children and O taught Spanish to the children of European immigrants. 

They lived a very communal lifestyle, often relying on the help of neighbours or other families to 



 

 
 
38 

get work done, look after children, round up food to share, or distribute information about the 

ongoing violence in Provincia Capital (Buenos Aires).  

 Even before the advent of the dictatorship, raids began to occur as the regime became 

increasingly violent and repressive. At its height, police and paramilitary personnel broke down 

doors and windows, and invaded places of business, homes, and schools to interrogate and corral 

the people inside. Their purpose was to obtain information about what the opposition, or left, was 

organizing. They looked for pamphlets, flyers, books, phone numbers and addresses, codes and 

code names, and the like. O and her husband were arrested in their home at the break of dawn in 

the fall of 1975. Military police broke in and demanded pamphlets, flyers, information, and 

details about local political organization, none of which they had there. The police left empty-

handed, but thereafter O began, out of fear, to retreat from her work in the community. Her fear 

grew as more and more military and police personnel appeared in their small town in Resistencia 

Province. O’s fear was justified since she was detained for a second time, and then formally 

arrested. Mistreatment of the worst kind began immediately, and did not stop. Her arrest was 

violent, her transportation was rough, and once at the centre (concentration camps, as they were 

later called), she was violated, tortured, and assaulted. Most women who went through the camps 

and centres were commonly raped by their captors or the paramilitary leaders.  

 Life for O at the detention centre was painful. She became sensitive to sound and could 

often hear people being tortured and pleading for it to stop. During her time in detainment, her 

family did not know where she was or even who had taken her. She was unofficially a missing 

person for three months: a desaparecida. O was eventually “legalized” – subjected to 

administrative procedures to identify her and to describe her treatment during this period – 

during the Videla administration, but not released. While still being held at the detainment centre 
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in January of 1977, she gave birth to her daughter. This was an immensely traumatizing 

experience. When she went into labour, she was taken out of her holding cell in handcuffs and 

transported to a clinic, blindfolded. While she was giving birth, she was surrounded by police 

officers pointing guns at her, as though she would take that inopportune moment to escape.  

 Twenty days after her daughter was born, she was taken away and handed over to O’s 

mother. O was moved to another detention centre for women, where she was able to make 

contact with other prisoners, and that was where she began to feel connected to other women 

who were going through similarly horrific experiences. After the fall of the dictatorship, she 

sought compensation and human rights representation – and won – before she left the country in 

the late 1980s. While O does not live in Argentina now, she remains actively connected to 

immigrant support groups, specifically for survivors of The Disappeared.  

Another woman I interviewed, M, also had a traumatizing experience during the 1970s in 

Argentina but, unlike O, this occurred when she was a young girl in the first years of high 

school, and it did not happen directly to her. M and her family are of European descent and lived 

in an urban, generally white, area of Argentina and in the Capital. Her own political beliefs did 

not become relevant until later in her life. But while she was not yet radical herself her family’s 

experiences began to change her understanding of feminism in politics. When she was just 

beginning to learn about politics and the importance of standing up for one’s beliefs, her sister 

became a desaparecida. Unbeknownst to her family, her sister had been politically involved, 

attending marches and leading chants, handing out flyers and making herself available for 

community efforts, until she became aware that she and her husband were being followed by 

military police in the streets of Buenos Aires. After much movement back and forth between 

different houses within Distrito Federal where she lived, it was the return to their own home that 
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sealed her and her husband’s fate. M recalls the turmoil, the immense fear and paranoia felt by 

her family at this time. Even when family members tried to reach out and offer money to arrange 

some sort of an escape, M’s sister remained “dedicated to the fight.” In addition to dealing with 

the horror of not knowing the status of her sister, she also had to support another sister and her 

father, both of whom had significant health concerns. The stress created by her family’s health 

issues and the political situation in Argentina was, she told me, indescribable.  

Throughout this time, what M learned most quickly and deeply was how to be quiet. 

Silence was something all the women I interviewed talked about a lot, including the idea of auto-

censorship. Learning when not to speak, and to whom not to speak, became an important part of 

the culture in Buenos Aires, because the streets, one’s correspondence, and even telephone calls, 

were constantly patrolled and monitored. M recalls that the motivating feeling that encouraged 

her to keep quiet, at home and on the street, was fear. The isolation that came from living 

without the ability to speak freely and truthfully, without being able to rely on anyone to hear 

what she had to say was, she realized, a self-perpetuating tool the government relied on to 

control people. The story of M’s sister and her husband – who were detained, tortured and 

disappeared – fell into that silence. To whom we speak and for whom we speak, seemed 

important to her, as they were the essential ways in which we represent what and who we care 

about. Today, M is dedicated to education, and, for her, the conduit to action is through Cristina 

Kirchner, ex-President of Argentina, who is currently still very active and looking to return to 

power with the support of left-leaning citizens. 

The third woman I interviewed, C, did not share any specific personal experiences that 

she had during the dictatorship, but rather spoke at length about why she believed a place like 

Argentina has experienced such gender-divided injustice and why women suffered as they did 
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during the dictatorship. C is a white, upper-class woman whose political involvement is mostly 

theoretical and professional in manner. She lives and works in a mostly white urban environment 

in Argentina and travels often. What C focused on was explaining the power that autonomy gives 

people, and why some men so dislike the fact that women can possess autonomous power over 

their bodies and their lives. To C, it is because of this intolerance that gender-based violence was 

able to grow as it did during Videla’s time in power between 1976 and 1981. She described how 

her father and brothers would criticize her for wanting to live on her own without a boyfriend or 

prospects of marriage. “Who will want you for a wife if you’re used?” they would ask. For her 

part, she wondered why her independent attitude was so infuriating to some men. Her answer is 

that it is an attitude that is inherently embedded in the masculine culture of Argentina, one it 

shares with the rest of Latin and South America. With the growth of feminism worldwide in the 

1970s, male dominance was challenged and that in turn stimulated a reaction. C claims that in 

Argentina, “liberty happens through the masculine” and that women must live in constant 

competition with, and revolt against, this dominant idea. This is a debilitating situation to the 

extent that it undermines co-operation and the sense of community that comes with it. This, in 

turn, undermines all efforts to achieve autonomy for both men and women. And certainly, I 

believe, it underwrote the politics of the dictatorship. 

C believed that it is only by understanding the value of autonomy, and how to achieve it, 

that a society can dismantle the ideas of masculinity, competition, and intolerance. According to 

C, men need to learn how to fully accept women’s aspirations for autonomy. This would entail 

an active turn away from the ideas of dominance, and an acceptance of the limits to one’s power. 

This, to C, is something that Argentinean culture has yet to achieve. In her view, Argentinean 

culture is still behind the rest of the Western world in understanding what it means to uplift 
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oneself as well as one’s community, and to get rid of the competition that stands in the way of a 

better, more equitable, society. For C, the process of consciousness raising that Mitchell 

describes is a slow and arduous process. In the end, it is primarily based on education, a point 

that was also echoed by O, M, and my last interviewee, D. Education, says C, “is a process on 

behalf of everyone; education is not a gendered effort.”  

The only interview I conducted in English was with “D.” I did not learn about D’s 

economic situation growing up, but she is now a Latina middle class woman. Her background is 

more progressive than that of the other participants but her political involvement has shrunk over 

time. She has lived and worked in both urban and rural environments. D, like O, no longer lives 

in Argentina but during the dictatorship was an activist in a town outside Buenos Aires where the 

presence of military personnel on the streets was a constant reminder of the oppression and 

violence that was occurring daily. D talked more about community issues than about the doings 

of the dictatorship. She explained how the divisions between community groups, especially 

within feminism, had mainly to do with privilege, or the lack of it. She argued that we equate 

experience to knowledge and assume that knowledge sets us above others who may lack similar 

experience. In her opinion, that “knowledge-competition” is what divides movements, and 

oppressive regimes thrive on those divisions. Part of this, D felt, is due to the uneven 

developmental timelines that community groups go through. As she pointed out, “there is a time 

sensitivity with movements which develop and grow at different times [and rates].” She thought 

that recognizing this helps people to understand why the activism of different groups may seem 

repetitive, because other groups have already undergone the experience they are now going 

through. 
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I asked her what she thought about the fact that Argentina seems to exist in a state of 

perpetual shock and crisis, and whether that may be a significant element in what deters people 

from becoming involved in activism and in staying committed to it for a long time. She 

concurred, adding that there needed to be a “therapeutic management of problems” to connect 

activist circles. What D meant by this phrase is that there needed to exist a direct relation 

between creativity and activism. For D, the creative elements of activism encompass a 

combination of feelings and spaces that can create a therapeutic community in order to help 

individuals better manage their problems both independently and as a group. “Flourishing 

activism comes from the [people], [from] what they put into the community, how they help and 

contribute. [It’s not about] the egos,” she added.  

D argued that activist culture in Argentina has been damaged by colonialism, and there is 

evidence that this is so. Cultures that are grounded in more traditional strategies, such as the 

Mapuche and Villa Mascardi, historically indigenous communities of Argentina (Khan et al. 

2017), have been arguably more successful at surviving and developing. While the Mapuche and 

Villa Mascardi did not escape colonialism, they delayed it by maintaining their rural 

communities through activism and constant protest against the invasion of their land. This is one 

of many examples of indigenous resistance and resilience in the area. However, while struggles 

for sovereignty over commercial use of the land and farming continue, due to the removal of 

some Indigenous communities, some central parts of Argentina no longer have active and 

entrenched communities. Some indigenous lands have been set aside for alternative commercial 

uses, and this has diminished the quality of life for indigenous people in Argentina. As a result, 

problems in those places have been dealt with not through grassroots activism but through 

emergency measures that lack long-term sustainability and creativity. For D, this is a problem 
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because she is convinced that real change does not come top-down from political parties, but 

from grassroots movements and established communities at the bottom.  

With respect to viewing The Disappeared from a feminist perspective, D argued that we 

need to understand the separate areas of political and non-political life and where and how they 

intersect. It is, therefore, valuable to look to other communities’ success in order to derive the 

inspiration, knowledge, and creativity necessary to solving local problems. Her childhood 

community did experience some grassroots successes, but D emphasized the importance of 

connections to communities en el exterior (abroad). Having stayed connected with her childhood 

community, which experienced violence during the dictatorship, D has seen the benefits of 

overlapping groups coming together to solve common problems, be they rooted in capitalism, 

colonialism, or repressive state regimes. 

 

Summary 

 

What does a feminist perspective contribute to an understanding of The Disappeared and the 

grassroots resistance activism that emerged during the dictatorship? As a preliminary answer, 

one supported by the relevant literature, the interviews indicate how, during the dictatorship, the 

experiences of marginalized and oppressed people – in this case, women – were translated into 

practices directed to achieving social improvement, reconciling with the past, and moving on 

from it. The grassroots communities of which women were an integral part helped people to 

understand what kinds of social arrangements could benefit them both individually and as a 

community. They developed ideas about education, social movements, creative space, and 

dominance and toleration that are integral to understanding the feminist perspective which in 

turn contributes to an understanding of the women’s responses to the dictatorship.  
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 This was so because women brought to the resistance a deeply entrenched and complex 

sense of community and communal organization, which shaped their political discussions. Since 

feminists had long acted as a community, with a history of sharing, supporting, discussing, 

arguing, and acting in concert with one another, they understood the dynamics of communal 

struggle and feelings “as a whole” (see Fischer 1993:78). This is more than solidarity because the 

raw way emotions are described in the context of the oppressive Argentinean regime begged for 

something more and perhaps deeper than solidarity. It required, alongside a capacity for rational 

political analysis, a sensitivity, or emotional acuity, which is deeply rooted in the feminist 

perspective. It was an approach that focused on the process of community actions, discussions, 

reportage, and group healing. In the interviews, two of the women – C and D – spoke almost 

exclusively from this perspective. C discussed the need to dismantle masculine ideas, and to 

replace competition with co-operation and toleration. D focused on the growth of feminist 

communities and other grassroots movements, and the need to overcome divisions in them. 

Perhaps it is when people focus on how they experience things as a community – on how they 

have experienced with others – that they can begin to contextualize and understand their 

individual emotions and sensations which had previously seemed so alien and isolated. As Juliet 

Mitchell argues, it is only through a connection to the ideas and activities of a larger (feminist) 

community that one can transform one’s understanding of one’s own feelings. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

Theme 1: Education 

 

Although the accounts of these women are just four among hundreds of thousands, I believe they 

draw attention to a series of ideas and experiences reflective of Argentinean culture, especially 

its tradition of feminist and grassroots activism. A key theme which emerges from the interviews 

is the importance of education, including education through storytelling. Education, both formal 

and informal, is at the core of how Argentinians have come to grips with the dictatorship and 

how they think about moving forward both as a culture and a society. Storytelling is significant 

because in many ways it is a woman’s vehicle, one that connects reason and emotion, which, as 

Martha Nussbaum (1997) asserts, is central to feminism.  

To discuss the state of education in Argentina, let me refer to a concept called 

‘conscientization’ that appears in the work of Brazilian activist and scholar Paulo Freire (1921-

1997), who is well-known for his ground-breaking work on pedagogy and accessibility of 

education. Maria Mies (1973: 1765) explains it as follows: “The term ‘conscientization’ 

epitomizes a different approach to educating and mobilizing the down-trodden masses, [one] 

which has been tried out in Latin America. Freire…holds that a mere change of the power 

structure without a cultural revolution, i.e. without a heightened awareness of the masses, 

will…repeat the old hierarchical system of domination of man over man.” In Freire’s view, 

education is essential to the development of a critical consciousness that is essential to the 

cultural revolution which is in turn necessary if a society is to achieve liberation from capitalism. 

Freire’s philosophy of education and outreach is relevant here because it explains how education 

and activism are connected. Basically, activism makes education accessible, in every sense of the 

word. Mies explains that Freire’s method is:  
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[B]ased on a new, or rather the renewal of a forgotten, concept of education. The existing 

educational systems and methods correspond to the capitalistic system of society: 

children are considered to be areas of investment. In their young age, knowledge is 

deposited into them in the same way as one deposits one's capital into a bank. In due 

course, when the capital has “ripened”, one expects enough interest to buy something 

else, i.e., with a good deposit of the right kind of knowledge a man can buy material 

privileges, status, career, prestige, influence, etc. In this bank concept of education, man 

is seen as an empty vessel that has to be filled – an object that cannot do anything out of 

its own resources but needs stimulation, guidance, and control. The controlling and 

guiding agency is society. (1973: 1767) 

 

The women I interviewed shared this sense of the connection between education, raised 

consciousness, and activism. They spoke about the role of education in the country’s history and 

its importance to attempts at reconciliation; and in particular, they spoke of the need for 

improvement in it. In their view, education – basic information about the disappearances, how 

the state handled violence and repression, current conditions in Argentina, as well as a general 

improvement in knowledge of science, sexual health, mental health, and politics – is still lacking 

in Argentinean society. Echoing Freire, they thought that there is no realistic chance of positive 

change – political, social, economic, or otherwise – without this education. And it is, they made 

clear, everyone’s responsibility. When I asked O: “What can we do to get to a place where we 

learn from these events instead of continuing to live through them?” she replied, “It’s about 

being militant, getting involved, educating [yourself and others].” When I asked M whether she 

now felt more confident and committed to the leftist movement, she said: “I would talk to people 

about education or work at the table and they would say ‘but I have a job’ and I had to explain, 

well, you’re not alone! Such a childish answer.” Her point was that people had to be more 

committed; that this was a lesson still not fully learned. The other interviewees echoed the 

sentiment. When I asked C who she thought was responsible for this education, she said, “It’s a 

process on behalf of everyone,” and D said, “when you alter people’s material reality, it rarely 
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changes the way they vote. What changes the way they vote is economics, science, and 

education.” 

As my interviewees understood, education is not a gendered issue per se because it is not 

the responsibility of any one group of people to dictate how it should proceed. Nor is it 

reasonable to place exclusive responsibility for education on one segment of the population; 

everyone needs to contribute to the effort. Better education would help people understand how 

their government has affected, and is affecting, the way they live. If they are happy with the job 

the government is doing, then they will simply be better able to navigate bureaucratic systems in 

order to maintain the status quo. But because so many Argentinians are not happy with the job 

the government is doing (Dupre 2001:36), better education will equip them to assess the 

difference between what it has promised and what it has delivered. This is necessary because 

there is a difference. Comparing the status of Argentinean education to that of the US, Dupre 

(2001:24) found that: “Despite the high-minded language and intent of Ley Federal [federal 

law], the new reform has been stymied on several fronts. The lack of funding for teacher salaries 

and basic supplies has undermined progress. Educators and administrators reveal more cynicism 

than optimism regarding the future of reform. After years of political upheaval, many seem 

distrustful of government initiatives and appear resigned to disappointment.”  

Dupre (2001) explains that although there have been many attempts to reform education 

in Argentina, they have been hampered by lack of funding due to austerity measures. The 

inability of the government to prioritize education at all levels, as well as to support teachers’ 

efforts in the classroom and in extra-curricular activities, remain problems. For example, from 

the 1990s until today, teachers carried out many strikes. In one instance, the media described 

their demands for a “35% pay increase” and referred to “the offer of 30.9% spread over two 
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instalments” (Anonymous 2016). This was an inadequate offer that clearly showed its disregard 

for the livelihoods of teachers and their wellbeing. The government’s failure to prioritize 

education was felt most strongly by students who suffered through shortened terms or 

incomplete curricula, walkouts, strikes, and interrupted scheduling of testing and grade 

approvals. One popular image that circulated was a banner that had been spray painted for a 

strike demonstration: “Dear Students and Parents, I truly apologize for not being in the 

classroom, but I had to go out to fight for my rights and yours. I hope you understand that I have 

no other path but to protest. I don’t stop teaching; I’m teaching how to fight.” 

Since the government has refused to invest in education, some communities are 

understandably skeptical about its potential to assume responsibility for educational reform. 

Many may think that control of education could be, or perhaps ought to be, left to communities 

and grassroots organizations, but this does not seem realistic in a country the size of Argentina. 

What is needed is a government that is sufficiently invested in local communities to allocate 

sufficient funds for the creation of progressive curricula that accurately represent the history and 

political landscape of the country and its citizens. In addition, storytelling and the artisanal 

literature I have described above, are essential to preserving the history of these times. They are a 

fundamental part of a progressive education, not least because it is a vehicle in which the 

emotions of the people who lived through those times are preserved. 

Education stimulates creativity, and creativity is important, both at the personal and the 

public level, in a vibrant democracy. It is important for people in the collective sense because it 

fuels growth and exploration of the self as well as the growth of the communal imagination. A 

vibrant process of education encourages people to be creative, to ask new questions and consider 

new takes on how to handle issues that emerge. In the public sphere, creativity encourages the 
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pushing of boundaries, not only artistically, but politically and economically as well. Like 

individuals, societies need to foster creativity if they are to develop new ways of solving old 

problems.  

My interviews taught me that recognition of the importance of education, both formal and 

informal, is deeply rooted in feminist movements. While they are not alone in recognizing this, 

they are in the forefront of demands for action on it. (Unfortunately, the dictatorship exhausted 

the country, including the feminist and leftist resistance movement.) An important aspect of 

these demands is that they are tied to the issue of domination and the consciousness-raising it 

makes necessary. I have pointed out that Argentina has traditionally been, and in many ways, 

still is, a male-oriented culture (Goñi 2015). This underwrites a culture of dominance which is an 

integral part of what allows abusive governments to take power in the first place. As is seen 

repeatedly all over the world, it underlies violence, war, and other elements of society which 

instantiate instability, conflict, and division (Goñi 2015). Because much of Latin culture still 

relies heavily on masculinist perceptions of power, dominance, and intolerance, these forces can 

be harnessed as means to harm others in the political, economic, and social spheres (Guy 2003). 

Confronting and overcoming this way of understanding power can make possible new kinds of 

interactions between institutions and people that are not based on intimidation, fear, and 

violence, but on understanding and empathy, even when differences exist.  

  Education, creativity, and opposition to the ruinous effect of dominance and the 

corresponding need for tolerance are deeply feminist values (Hamington 2010). Unfortunately, 

since these values were not shared by many men in the years leading up to the dictatorship, 

women were doubly victims since the sufferings of the disappeared women were layered on top 

of an already-existing system of cultural repression. The dictatorship was not a case of more of 
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the same, but it was a case of an extension and deepening of the same (Heker 2015). Only by 

considering the years of the dictatorship through a feminist lens, by viewing education, 

creativity, and domination through feminism, does it become possible to gain a deeper and richer 

understanding of that time. Moreover, such understanding is necessary to create the proper tools 

for social change at both the micro and macro levels. Feminism teaches us that being well 

prepared with long-term plans and positions is important, but that is only possible if the memory 

of history, and of its victims and survivors, is kept alive. 

 

Theme 2: Building a Social Movement 

 

It is important to understand that feminist participation in the resistance to the dictatorship has 

carried over into post-dictatorship activist movements. A prime example of this is the piquetero 

(picketers) movement of the 1990s, which arose as a response to high rates of unemployment. As 

Chejter describes it, “The piqueteros movement was born in the Argentinian provinces in the 

1990s following the shutdown of several factories due to national privatization policies and the 

subsequent structural readjustment of this so-called modernization process” (Chejter 2004:535). 

It saw thousands of people go out into the streets to protest the privatization of enterprises, 

suppression of unions, reduction in health care coverage, cuts to social services, and 

decentralization of insurance policies. Piqueteros would literally use their bodies to make 

roadblocks in the streets (Khorasannee 2007). It is an example of what peaceful protest and what, 

in some cases, civil disobedience, can achieve. Although in the first phase of the movement, 

women constituted the majority of those who took to the streets, the leaders were principally 

men. In response, women began to demand more representation in leadership and even turned 

some of the movement’s attention to the issue of domestic violence. This gives us a glimpse into 
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the legacy of the feminist principle of “united thought” that had grown out of the feminist 

response to the dictatorship: the essentially pedagogical idea of joining one’s thoughts and 

emotions in order to gain a deeper and better understanding of them, and to apply that 

understanding to social action.  

The piquetero movement tapped into, and indeed depended upon, a level of feminist 

activism and solidarity that had a long history, but which had been further developed and shaped 

by the resistance to the dictatorship. We can see the continued presence and influence of the 

piquetero/feminist movement in subsequent Argentinian resistances to government. As well as 

Pan y Rosas [Bread and Roses], a feminist labour group, there was the Unemployed Worker’s 

Movement of Solano (MTD). It was, as Khorasanee tells us,  

identified by its radical and autonomous approach to political, social, and economic 

issues. Its central purpose became the building of radical bonds of affinity through 

different community activities and political education. These activities included weekly 

assemblies to address issues facing the five neighbourhoods, as well as area groups that 

conducted a weekly review of each group's activities, from political campaigning to 

organic gardening. The movement also included regular workshops, such as a women’s 

group and philosophy workshops, both reflecting critically on everyday practical matters 

(Khorasanee 2007:768).  

 

MTD Solano mounted actions well into the early 2000s, and by 2002 over six hundred families 

were involved in efforts to achieve economic equality and employment security.  

Matt Feinstein, a participant in the piquetero movement, observed the development of 

grassroots resistance in the inherently unstable political environment of Argentina. His report 

reveals the degree to which he felt that he was educated by his participation in the piquetero 

movement. In the introduction to a video he made about these years, he says that: 

[I]n a movement founded on such basic needs as food, work and income, process alone 

was not enough. From the very beginning the MTD-Solano sought to gain increasing 

degrees of self-sufficiency. Bakeries, soup kitchens, organic farms, and leather-working 

shops were started, and groups were formed to address issues around health care and 

education. These were the projects I found when I arrived in Solano in the summer of 
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2003…Spending time with the autonomous piqueteros in Argentina has dramatically 

changed the way I think about community organizing and my role as an activist. 

(Feinstein 2005). 

 

Another key women’s social movement in Argentina is the Madres del Plaza del Mayo, 

fourteen women who marched around Plaza de Mayo in April, 1977 to protest the disappearance 

of their children. As Marilyn Mercer describes the protest, they did so:  

in spite of a ban on public gatherings ordered by the military junta in power, to demand 

information concerning their missing children, who had disappeared as part of a 

systematic effort by the government to rid Argentina of ‘subversive elements.’ The 

government at first did not take ‘Las Madres’ seriously, calling them ‘local’ women 

unwilling to accept that their children had voluntarily left the country on their own, [this 

being] the official response of the government. Quite simply, the military was not 

cognizant of the political nature of the Madres’ protests, and thus, did not suppress the 

group. This reaction was critical because it provided time for the organization to develop 

into a social movement...By refusing to quash the group immediately, the regime enabled 

a seemingly non-political group to gain undeniable political force (Mercer 1998). 

 

A masculinist government seemed unaware of the potential political impact of a protest by mere 

‘local women’. It did not foresee that, while rooted in an apparently specific female concern, its 

effects would stretch well beyond that. One such effect was to clear a space for the growth of 

“Argentine women’s greater political awareness” (Mercer 1998). A reciprocal effect was, of 

course, greater recognition of the importance of women’s issues and movements. Admittedly, 

this discussion is very limited here and deserves further exploration. 

In the post-dictatorship period in Argentinean history, there was quite a bit of grassroots 

organizing around very practical issues. Even though the country was in political turmoil and the 

economy was almost beyond repair, movements achieved their goals of including people in a 

united project that brought some aid and stability to communities. This form of solidarity was 

rooted in compassion or empathy, feelings harnessed for political analysis and concrete actions 

that combated the harm that the government was doing to people in their homes and in their 
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neighbourhoods. In the process, people were being educated about the benefits of solidarity and 

the possibility of taking charge of their lives.  

Speaking so many years after the fall of the dictatorship, my interviewees were especially 

interested in what people had learned from the experience, and whether it was sufficient to 

prevent it from happening again. In essence, they remained concerned with the process of 

political education as apart of activist movements. When I asked, “What should we do next?” 

and “How should we cope?” they unanimously agreed that activism had to be understood as a 

form of education and that further education is still required if people are to fully understand 

Argentina’s fraught political history, to forge the path forward to something better, and to 

prevent a recurrence of the dictatorship. In effect, they advocated for the construction of a social 

movement that integrates activism with popular and progressive education. 

When I asked O what people needed to know, she replied: 

The hard reality...I figure people should know that there was a special kind of holocaust 

that happened in Argentina where the population was very afraid and did not have rights. 

About the disappeared, the concentration camps, the stealing/theft of children and babies, 

the “death flights.” To tell it, to learn about it is of maximum importance, for Nunca Mas, 

for justice and the truth. Like I mentioned to you at one time, I thought there would never 

[again] be a Disappeared in Resistencia but the case of [Santiago] Maldonado showed me 

that I was wrong. The paramilitary, police, army, they’re [still] there. They have only left 

for a “vacation,” and have been waiting for the right moment [to return]. They have 

shown that they have and can use power. The fight continues and should never stop. 

Every one of us must continue to contribute with each of our little grains of sand. From 

wherever we are. 

 

M stressed issues that are ongoing for feminists, in particular the need for a practical militancy 

and the difficulty of getting men involved with them: 

There is a gender divide [within activist groups], but it’s kind of difficult to explain. 

What I see is that there is a different view of politics. The men worry more about the 

individuals, and the women are more communal, more concerned about the ideas and the 

actions. The last time I went to a discussion about safe abortion, there was one man and 

the rest were women. And the guy who was there was interested in the public health 

aspect of things. So yes, it seems difficult to find men who are just as involved as we are 



 

 
 
55 

with “women’s issues.” I also see a tendency for men to be more involved in politics; 

where there is a meeting that has to do with bigger or more general concepts, a lot more 

men come out. I know few women who get involved in politics to stay, but men are 

maybe more in it long term. They place great importance on the representatives we have 

in local government and in government in general. I think it’s more about being militant 

and getting involved: about education. People who say they’re not a part of it, well they 

are, they’re a part of society. Education is fundamental. 

 

 C also pursued the theme of the importance of feminist education in building social 

movements, arguing that women had to be “…thinking about intention, about the problem of 

how we place ourselves as objects. When we place ourselves as objects in spaces we are not 

working toward liberation. There is a strong culture of [male] domination and [of women] 

accepting limits that we must learn to oppose. In Argentina, the culture is not so developed that 

way yet.” She then added a note of caution that showed how great she took this change to be: 

It’s a process, on behalf of everyone. We need to move slowly; otherwise people will be 

shocked with a reality that we just don’t yet know how to deal with. We must learn to 

accept and adapt to things that are different from one’s own experience. We see this a lot 

in Argentina now with familias ensambladas [assembled or mixed families], different 

kinds of families. This growth and education comes from…the pressures to break down 

barriers to people marrying outside their race, gender, religion, and so on. The faster we 

try to resolve these issues the more violent things will become, but they need to [be 

resolved]. 

 

D talked about the ways in which the feminist movement is divided and how this has 

impeded the process of feminism: 

Everyone is corralled into the issues that they “know” most about, which they think are 

appropriate to talk about because that’s the experience they have, but it does create quite 

a bit of division because we’re all trying to do a lot for everyone all at the same time. 

Feminism has been taken over by a privileged, academic type who decides who is 

allowed to talk about what and who should care about what issues. There is lots of 

division, much of which is historical. We see this with both older and newer groups: there 

is antagonism. 

 

She then offered some thoughts about the post-dictatorship years, and how the progress of 

activist education may have stalled: 
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Kirchnerism united people but in a very superficial way, but people were still better off 

with her in power. [Of course that meant that] people were not mobilizing as much 

because they were getting what they wanted. When things get worse is when activism 

grows because people get more creative or maybe they just have more time? Maybe right 

now things are not bad enough for people to really demand intense change. Actions are 

not creative enough right now, there is not a lot of reflection or self-criticism. The 

flourishing of activism comes from the activists, from what they put into the community, 

how they help and what they contribute.  

 

To a large extent, the political education the women spoke of is allied with socialism. As 

is evident in their comments, in Argentina, there is a socialist perspective at work in most 

feminist/activist circles. The literature supports this. Khorasanee, for example, refers to 

capitalism as the common oppressor, adding that opposition to it has radicalized and motivated 

many women in Argentina. “Capitalism,” she writes, “is based on delegation, individualism, and 

authority, and on the material relationships formed by relations of economic production. The 

possibility of radical social change depends on the capacity of the multitude to continually resist 

such forms of domination” (Khorasanee 2007:770). Unsurprisingly, there was a close connection 

between socialism and feminist activity before, during and after the dictatorship. This may be 

because, as Andrea D’Atri, one of the founders of Pan y Rosas, has argued, “the struggle against 

capitalism is inextricably linked to the struggle against patriarchy” (D’Atri, 2007:17). This 

connection has a long history in Argentina. Marilyn Mercer points out that, beginning in the 

nineteenth century, feminism was principally an immigrant movement closely allied to the 

socialist party. She adds that in fact feminists tended to put socialist issues before feminist ones, 

and that this underwrites the close connection between the two movements that continues to this 

day (Mercer 1998).  
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Theme 3: Creative Spaces 

 

In the interviews, the women seemed to be talking – albeit often elliptically – about the 

importance of creativity and the development of social spaces that would engender it. I think this 

is linked both to the process of activist, or political, education, and to the dialectical relationship 

between the individual and the community outlined above. Such education fosters the ability to 

open up spaces in which it becomes possible to act creatively. The metaphor of finding a space to 

occupy is, I think, a good one. One finds resonances of this in O’s account of her life leading up 

to the dictatorship. At the time, she was a twenty-one-year-old teacher, married and expecting a 

child. She and her husband were both active in their community. I noted this in my account of 

the interviews but it is worth repeating here in her words:  

I worked in the neighborhood, in the countryside, with people who had very little. We did 

health clinics and vaccinations, small movie theatre in the village too. My husband at the 

time taught chess to kids. I taught Spanish to those who couldn’t speak it very well. There 

were east European immigrants and their children didn’t speak Spanish, so we would do 

joint childcare and teach them some basic Spanish so they could get along. We had 

support from one group of people who thought like us, we got together and had a good 

time. They came to visit and we shared resources and ideas. I had many friendships in the 

school, with other teachers, familiar people, and my in-laws. They were my community 

and we helped each other. 

 

These activities were underwritten by a strong sense of political engagement. Though O was not, 

in her estimation, as politically engaged as her husband, she read a lot and discussed issues like 

militarism in their region. It gave her life an anchor, a meaning and structure, by placing it in a 

broad community context. Her activism opened up what I would call a creative space in which 

her sense of what was possible could develop and grow. 

 M’s involvement in her community was even more explicitly tied to political activity and 

in her comments one sees the importance of literally placing oneself in a political atmosphere 

and, indeed, in a political party. Once again, the effect was to open up a creative space: 
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In the last two elections [before the dictatorship] I participated a lot, I was close to people 

who worked in San Isidro. I lived about a block away from a subway station and there’s a 

little shopping area. I was working on canvassing, we put up a table and talked to people 

as they walked by, and gave out flyers. I really wanted to do that because there was a lot 

of promotion by other parties but not really by ours. I wanted to talk to people and 

explain to them what our causes were. I was always involved, going to marches and 

protests, demos, that kind of thing, but this was the first time I got involved with an actual 

party. I went to meetings and we took care of tasks and chores. For people who lived on 

the streets, we got them food or clothing. There were meetings for men and women, 

people made suggestions on how to improve the community, and so on.  

 

M’s political engagement and activism has continued after the dictatorship, though in a 

less-focused way: “[Today] I’m very active politically. I’m not in any steady organization. I 

always gravitate towards ones that I feel actually get things done, and don’t just talk.” When 

asked about what motivated her now, she replied: 

Well, the Kirchnerism. That made me feel like I could believe in someone who cared 

about the same things as me. It was convincing and I wanted to fight against the real 

powers. It was a national issue. International Socialism doesn’t really convince me, but at 

the national level it seems do-able. I like it because it seems fair for everyone; for 

example, universal basic income. The law about sex education was amazing. That really 

changed things. There is now a kind of liberty or freedom about gender and gender 

interpretation and gender acknowledgment, that only happened with the Kirchner 

government. 

 

However, as we have seen, she added a somewhat dire warning about the effects of a waning 

concern for education and of a consequent closing down of the space she had once occupied as 

people retreated into their private lives and limited their horizons to their immediate personal 

concerns: 

I would talk to people about education or work at the table and they would say ‘but I have 

a job’ and I had to explain, well, you’re not alone! Such a childish answer. There was no 

vision about what happens to the country; many people only cared about what happens to 

themselves. They only looked as far as their bellybuttons. 

 

Despite these concerns, education and the opening up of creative spaces in which to act, 

has been very important to feminist movements. What I am describing is essentially the 

relationship that exists between acting and occupying the space in which one acts, making it 
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one’s own. Chejter puts the matter as follows: “By taking control of the streets and staking their 

claims for social justice, women can also empower themselves and transform their personal 

lives. These women are reinventing their personal space while challenging the use of public 

space. By practicing activism, they have begun to know themselves, their capabilities, and their 

talents, which are so often ignored or devalued” (Chejter 2004:539). This opening up of 

specifically feminist spaces – creative spaces in which women can decide how to act and how to 

control their lives – was integral not only to the growth of feminism but also to the resistance to 

the dictatorship and, despite M’s caveat, to post-dictatorship movements. 

 

Theme 4: On Dominance and Toleration 

 

Given the imbalance of power between resistance movements and the government, the activity I 

have been describing obviously did not come without individual cost, as O’s story makes clear: 

We started to see uniformed military personnel, people from the army and police in the 

streets and highways, asking for documents all the time. The military would come in at 

dawn looking for suggestive material and other things. Of course, they didn’t find 

anything. I kept working as if nothing had happened; but there was much tension, 

paranoia and fear. Of course, in a small town everyone knows each other and talk a lot. 

My family was critical of the fact that my husband was a communist and said we would 

end up badly. They probably wanted me to get separated. I was upset and stressed, and 

denied the reality of what was happing. To think that no one could have seen what would 

soon come! My husband went into hiding and I went to live with my in-laws. I thought 

that the police might detain me, mostly for inquiries about others because my 

involvement in the movement was legal. I did think they might detain my husband and 

that he could be jailed for longer, maybe a month or more. But in the end when I was 

detained, I was kind of waiting for it. I had stopped being politically involved; I thought 

at that point things had kind of just stopped. I followed the instructions of General Perón 

of ‘work in the home’ and [go] “from home to work.” The detainment was horrific. I was 

tortured, violated, chained the whole time. I could hear other people being tortured. Even 

now, when I listen to the radio very loudly, some sounds bring me memories of that time. 

I was left in isolation for some days and they tried to tell me that every step I took would 

be controlled. I was watched, intimidated, all things they know how to do very well. I 

was eventually returned to my parents’ home with limited liberty, what was called being 

“on watch.” 
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M was not detained and so speaks from a different, but haunting stream of consciousness, 

perspective, which I have done my best to render here: 

It is so difficult for me to talk about the dictatorship and so it’s difficult to transmit my 

message to young people. I think that the worst part about the dictatorship was how we 

silenced ourselves. The fear advances in such a way that it works to shut you up. The 

oppression happened in every direction. I went to The Buenos Aires, in ’75 (high school), 

there was a… how to explain... like a recess, even when it was “taken”, and our classes 

were about chess or debate, it was all over the place. After that was ’76, when we came 

into the school, they had mixed up all the classes and years and broken up all the cliques 

and groups of friends who were together. They put us in uniforms. We started to resist 

and the school became really political and then came the silencing. I think that in October 

of ’75 my mom died, so in my life everything was a disaster. My sister, who studied 

language and philosophy, and later worked as a French translator, got married six months 

before she went missing. So, we hadn’t really seen much of her because she had a 

different life. She was so busy, and there were no cellphones. But yeah, it was like a 

bucket of ice water when she went missing because we had no precedent for that sort of 

thing. One of our uncles knew that she was involved and offered her a way to get out of 

the country, but it didn’t work out. Later he felt so guilty. In the last weeks, she had been 

bouncing around from house to house, different family members, and like an idiot she 

thought it was safe to go back to her own house, but that’s where they caught her. When 

our uncle offered her money to get out of the country my sister got mad and said, ‘you 

don’t understand anything. You didn’t understand anything about what I’m doing. I’m 

doing this for the country. I’m doing this until the end. The fight is until the end.’ And so, 

she stayed. In that moment, my dad said that he would take care of it. We were really 

little. I had to cross Plaza de Mayo to get to one of my classes and I was pretty scared to 

cross through the campus because there were a lot of soldiers and military armed men, 

that was really scary to me. I keep thinking about what you said about silence… when 

you’re too scared to walk alone... the impunity of the police is what is fearsome. That’s 

what silences you, when you feel like someone could do anything to you. So anyway, as I 

would cross the plaza I saw the Madres. I went up to them and I wanted to march with 

them, to go around the plaza, and they yelled at me to go away… recall that this is in ’78. 

They told me to leave right away (because so many kids were going missing), and they 

looked after me, they tried to keep me safe. That made me feel like I was put in the role 

of the victim. I didn’t go out to fight with them, until much later, and then I came 

understand the purpose of the fight. I also felt super intense. In one of the marches I saw a 

book, a booklet, called “Mom, stop crying, go fight” and it was so telling to me… I fight 

while I cry. You can cry and you can fight. 

 

It took years to begin to shake these feelings, and indeed M is still very much afraid of what 

governments can do, and still finds them threatening and more than capable of closing down 

spaces activists have opened up: 
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I always say that when I thought that we were really in a democracy…was… the day that 

I saw cars parked outside the ESMA (Escuela Superior de Mecáninca de la Armada) 

[Superior School for the Mechanics of Arms/Navy School of Mechanics]. I tell you that 

because it’s something symbolic. When I saw the cars parked out there I said, okay, that’s 

it. Now there is liberty. That’s when I thought I could believe. And that happened, I don’t 

know, in ’98, sort of? So, you can have an idea. But auto-censorship, I think it’s a 

sensation that is ongoing. I’m very pro-Kirchner, I’m very active politically. And I’m not 

in any steady organization and I always gravitate towards ones that I feel stuff actually 

gets done, not just about talking. We have a group of friends and cousins; we call 

ourselves The Bunker. And my friend whom I used to participate with, she stopped 

taking her kids to the marches. At that point I felt like something had broken, fractured. 

When you stop going or stop posting things on Facebook because you’re scared…one of 

my friends in another province is almost too scared to leave her house because she thinks 

she might be detained, that kind of thing. And so, that’s what I’m seeing is happening 

today.  

 

Unfortunately, M’s lesson may be that a movement’s gains are not always permanently won. 

Spaces can close down. 

The literature shows that M’s reactions are very reasonable. Anger, trauma, victimization, 

and silence are the most common feelings expressed by people who have experienced what the 

women I interviewed experienced (Fischer 1993; Hamington 2010:26). Processing these feelings 

is, to say the least, not an easy task. It requires, to recall D’s terse words, “a therapeutic 

management of problems.” This can be an extremely lonely process, but grassroots participation 

in communities – a recurring theme – can, it seems, help the process immeasurably. This is 

something that resonated in M’s remarks – the tense dialectic of fear and the need to connect. 

And, in a figure of speech that catches this perfectly, O insists that: “The fight continues and 

should never stop. Every one of us must continue to contribute each of our little grains of sand.” 

Understanding how one’s feelings need to be linked into the roles and responsibilities of activist 

movements and the community’s reactions to oppression is extremely important. To cite O 

again: “When you auto-censor yourself, you don’t talk about things, [and you are in] a state 

where anything can happen at any time.”  
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In their remarks, O and M raise a very central issue: silence as an effect of dominance. In 

particular, I am interested here in the idea of self-silencing – what M and O referred to as auto-

censorship – as well as shame. My subjects explained how silence was a widespread and 

isolating response to the repression of the dictatorship, primarily because of the violence directed 

against those who attempted to speak out against it. As they understood, this isolation could be 

especially pernicious. As O put the matter: “Auto-censorship is automatic and that seems really 

serious. When you auto-censor yourself, you don’t even go outside: Work in the home; [go] from 

home to work.”   

Of course, auto-censoring is not completely “auto.” It is, as I have said, also an effect of 

oppression. It was, after all, clear that speaking out against the government would not be 

tolerated. Verbal or written dissent would be silenced by disappearance or even murder. As 

described in ‘The Creation of the Nunca Mas Report’ section, since people were being taken off 

the streets in plain sight while others were taken away under the cover of darkness, people were 

understandably reluctant to put themselves or their neighbours or friends at risk by speaking out. 

Spaces were literally closed down. Most community meetings were held in secret locations, and 

anonymous print – the artisanal literature I described at the outset of this thesis – became the 

main manner of communication through posters and flyers, briefing meeting minutes and action 

items. The effect was that many ideas and events were not widely shared out of fear that those in 

attendance at meetings or those who produced or read the underground literature would be killed, 

and many of them were. Even apparently trivial ideas could be dangerous. Liliana Heker, an 

author and editor of a left-wing critical journal who wrote about the political regime at the time 

of the “Dirty War,” writes: “To give an idea of the military government’s level of brutality: the 
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word ‘vector’ was prohibited (it was like prohibiting the multiplication sign) because it was 

considered a Marxist term.” She adds, however, that:  

Censorship is not infallible; in a time of repression in which the mass-media refuses to 

publish any text that questions power, those who have something to say can—and must—

create alternative ways for publishing those texts. It was with that conviction that, in 

1977, we founded a new literary magazine, El Ornitorrinco (The Platypus) where, 

besides giving a voice to a new silenced generation of writers, we dealt with topics that 

opened a debate about our now and then: censorship, auto-censorship, human rights, 

the desaparecidos, possibilities of action for writers in exile and under repression (Heker 

2015).  

There was, however, a price to pay. Heker describes the sensation of opening her apartment door 

every night with a creeping sensation, the “materialization of fear,” a feeling that “lurked.” 

Something that should be as routine as opening the door to your own home had become an act 

that made her feel surveilled and afraid. In this way, government silencing leads to self-silencing. 

 Closely tied to fear as a tactic for inducing silence was shame, although this seems to 

have been a feeling that operated more on men than on women. Shame caused people to remain 

silent about events that had to do with the status of their job or how much money they made. 

Feeling ashamed for losing a job or not having money made people reluctant to share these 

experiences with others. Even today there continues to exist a feeling of shame for being part of 

a culture that allowed for the government to so recklessly impoverish its people. During the 

dictatorship, not openly discussing these topics allowed the government and its media to 

manipulate information and to pass off lies as the truth. This is a problem that has extended 

beyond the years of the dictatorship, as it played a role in the economic disaster of 2001 (Chejter 

2004).    

Overcoming self-silencing and shame was very important to the resistance to the 

dictatorship, and therefore to overcoming the effects of dominance. The complex process of 

experiencing trauma and then using that experience to fuel growth in the community is an 
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example of resilience and creative response to a crisis. It is also one more example of how 

feminism was at the heart of Argentinian resistance movements. The history of their movements 

allowed Argentinian feminists to connect with one another, and so to subject their emotions to 

critical reflection, to practice communitarian thought, to immerse themselves in communities and 

to overcome isolation and pursue their collective interests.  

They were also tolerant. Despite their suffering, the women I spoke to were neither 

spiteful nor even particularly angry when discussing the work that they had done, taking risks 

that others had not taken. They were not angry with people who had not participated or 

contributed in the same ways they had. I anticipated some tension when discussing gender 

disparity or unequal distributions of labour in organizing and resisting, but there were no clear 

expressions of anger or reproach against men or indeed anyone else beyond the government 

itself. There were, to be sure, feelings of frustration – as in M’s comment about people who 

couldn’t see beyond their bellybuttons – but they were moderated by an underlying sense of 

patience. No one specifically argued that men did not do as much work as women. Having 

women in the forefront of organizing does not imply that they did all the work. These ideas tie 

back into the theoretical perspectives discussed in Chapter 3, and as will be emphasized yet again 

in Chapter 6. But perhaps it is because Argentinian women have always been at the forefront of 

activist organizing and labour distribution – as Mercer pointed out, this trend goes back to the 

nineteenth century –  that their experiences during this period of the country’s history, while 

magnified in terms of the violence and oppression they suffered, did not seem totally different or 

alien. And as M said, what is now important is that their work not be forgotten: “We need to 

listen to stories and narratives to build a better present.” 

 



 

 
 
65 

Chapter 6: Analysis 

 

A review of the material from relevant literature and theory in conjunction with the information 

collected through the interviews reveals overlapping themes that justify why a feminist 

perspective is essential to a broader understanding of the period of the Argentine dictatorship of 

1976-83. These themes are censorship and post-censorship testimony, militancy by the activists 

in response to militarism by the state, and the benefit of women’s participation in activism. It is 

my hope that the exploration of these themes will further understanding of the dictatorship and, 

perhaps, of similar crimes against humanity committed elsewhere.  

 The theme of censorship bears on the importance of first-hand testimony in the tasks of 

reconstruction and reconciliation. Self-censorship emerged as a theme of particular interest. We 

have seen how the women I interviewed talked of self-censorship, or self-silencing, during the 

dictatorship. The fear of being disappeared was sufficient to throw up barriers even between 

friends and families. Artisanal underground literature continued to flourish during these years, 

and to that extent government efforts at censorship failed. However, the self-censorship that my 

interviewees describe removed an essential line in the flow of information from individuals to 

the community. That is why understanding the feelings and experiences of the community as a 

whole was so important after the dictatorship. To come to grips with what had happened, 

Argentineans had to recover hitherto silent voices, and construct from them a fuller narrative of 

those years. To recover as a community required recovering individual voices. Here, as in those 

other countries, my interviewees felt that it was important that their stories be heard. 

In her book, Female Voice and Feminist Text: Testimonio as a Form of Resistance in 

Latin America, Kathryn Smith explains the particular importance of women’s personal 

testimonies as a source of truth and information from a cultural perspective: “Testimonio as a 
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form of resistance began as an offshoot of women’s political movements in general. It is 

important to note that Latin American women are not only reacting to, but transforming political 

and gender-oriented oppression in their respective countries” (Smith 2010:24). Smith further 

explains the particular emphasis on testimony in Latin culture: “testimonio, as a genre, is 

notoriously fluid and difficult to categorize, because the word can describe anything written by a 

first-person witness who wishes to tell [their] story of trauma” (Smith 2010: 26) and that 

testimony can take many different forms. In her book, Novels of Testimony and Resistance from 

Central America, Craft (1997) writes that: “[t]he form of testimony may vary, adopting narrative 

discourses such as autobiography, historical novel, interview, photographs, prison memoirs, 

diary, chronicle, letter, newspaper article, anthropological or social science documentary; it can 

be fiction or nonfiction” (cited in Smith 2010:27). The fluidity of this medium is important 

because it represents the many ways in which people tell their stories. All of them are ways of 

overcoming silence and prioritizing remembrance. As such, the stories of my interviewees are 

testimonios, part of an ever-expanding body of formal and informal literature that contributes to 

our understanding of the experience of women in these years and to their central position in the 

resistance to the dictatorship. No account of these events would be complete without such 

stories. 

The second theme is the militarism of the regime that existed in Argentina between 1976 

and 1983. The government responded to the women’s militant resistance with violence. 

Resistance indicates a desire for freedom, a desire not to be dominated by the institutions that are 

supposed to protect one’s freedoms. To be free from domination requires a certain level of 

toleration of those whose opinion differ from one’s own. Mill’s (1859 [1978]) dictum that a 
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difference in opinion is not a justifiable cause to violate someone’s basic rights to life and liberty 

must be accepted. As such, toleration relies on reasonable judgment. As McKinnon points out:  

Toleration can only be required in response to features of situations or persons to which 

the tolerator is opposed in significant ways, which the tolerator believes herself to have 

the power to alter, suppress, or eradicate, and which the tolerator – as a result of all of 

this – is disposed to interfere with so as to alter, suppress, or eradicate. Toleration should 

be thought of as a response to judgments of dislike or disapproval for which the tolerator 

takes responsibility, and thereby genuinely takes to be justified (McKinnon 2008:18-19). 

  

The dictatorship, of course, extended no such freedom to those who opposed it; instead it 

abrogated the social contract. As a result, many Argentinians ultimately resisted their 

government because they had nothing left to lose; toleration had given way to torture. Green and 

Ward rely on Hannah Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism to answer the question: “Why do 

states torture?” The authors write: “Torture in modern society arises when public democratic life 

is overwhelmed by the force of bureaucratic structures. Unaccountable and difficult to regulate 

because of its less public and technically complex nature, bureaucratic structures are in conflict 

with the forces of democracy” (Green and Ward 2004:130). The dictatorship was, in many ways, 

a bureaucracy gone mad, one that employed outright censorship, and even violence; in short, the 

direct manipulation of the human psyche and suppression of material bodies in violation of the 

social contract. Given the masculinist culture of Argentina at the time – one which arguably 

underwrote the dictatorship – to focus on feminist resistance is to highlight the degree to which 

misogyny was an important element of the repression. 

 The final theme is the benefits for women who incorporate themselves into activist 

resistance communities. The benefits of becoming a part of an activist culture seeking social 

justice is certainly not limited to women – anyone and everyone could benefit from the 

supportive and empowering capacities of social justice and grassroots communities – but this 
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was a particularly strong connection for the women I interviewed. There were three main reasons 

for this. 

First, they felt that they learned how to communicate by participating in resistance 

activities. Being a part of a grassroots community allowed them to share their troubles or 

difficulties on a peer-to-peer basis, to move from pure subjectivity to integrating their feelings 

into the community as a whole. This is in many ways a path that provided them with a communal 

support group where they learned many essential social skills such as active listening, public 

speaking, and communication etiquette. Part of this was described to me in the interviews as 

what one learns when one integrates oneself in an open and information-sharing group based on 

round-circle discussions. I imagine this is similar in most communities that share this model. 

These communities created a space where women could provide input in constructive and 

helpful ways, while leaving themselves open to criticism in equally helpful ways. 

Second, they learned that change requires community collaboration. In being a part of a 

community group made up of peers, the women came to understand that some problems require 

mutual aid: they cannot not be resolved in purely personal ways. They went through a process 

that may be explained through reference to utilitarian ethics. One begins by recognizing that 

engaging with a broader community can be risky, especially in the political context of repression, 

censorship and of course the Disappearances. In these circumstances, the self-silencing my 

interviewees spoke of might, on a utilitarian calculation, seem like the better option. However, 

this may be the worse choice. Barbara Herman sets the issue out as follows: 

We might think the agent needs to be reminded of his vulnerability. Without the 

information necessary to assess one's chances of needing the help of others, it is no 

longer rational to risk the frustration of such need for the sake of the benefits to be had in 

not having to help others. Supplementing the Kantian procedure with the veil of 

ignorance has the effect of making everyone conservative about risk taking. The duty of 
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beneficence would then apply to all persons and apply to them all equally (Herman 

1984:582). 

 

Herman refers above to Rawls’ (1971) concept of the veil of ignorance. In his thought 

experiment, Rawls showed how the imagined veil of ignorance prevents people from knowing 

what place they will occupy in that society once it is organized. Hence, each person functions as 

a kind of representative individual, devoid of personal information. Given that the actors are 

behind the veil, and do not know whether they will actually need the help of others, they tend to 

be, as Herman (1984) states, conservative about risk taking. This encourages them to choose 

community, and the protection of offers, over isolation. To this, we can add a critical (Kantian) 

element in the conception of moral judgment: there is also a duty to help others. This may be 

applied to the situation of women in Argentina during the dictatorship. Even though they chose 

to join grassroots community groups without precise knowledge of how that choice would work 

out, the act of presenting oneself and what one has to offer was a practical and rational thing to 

do, even if it left them vulnerable. If the Kantian argument is accepted, their choice was ethically 

required as well. In short, sometimes one’s duty may be clear even though there is no guarantee 

of the outcome of acting in accordance with it. I think this analysis captures the process that 

feminists went through, though perhaps in the reverse. The act of joining grassroots communities 

showed them how and why, given their original isolated position, it was both a rational and a 

moral decision. In this way, the feminist perspective highlights important practical and ethical 

considerations with respect to resistance to authoritarian governments.  

The third reason for the special connection between women and resistance organizations 

is found in the issue of creative problem solving and crisis management. This is tied to the 

previous point regarding the reasons for joining a close-knit community. Creative problem 

solving and crisis management are integral to overcoming the effects of isolation. Without these 
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skills, one may be too impressionable and too uncritical to exercise good judgment. As 

Khorasanee explains: “This struggle is on two fronts. The activists are constantly confronted 

with a diversity of perspectives and challenges from other activists, but also with [the need] to let 

go of internal strongly held dogma and replace it with self-criticism and reflection. This is a daily 

battle with the self and one of the most difficult challenges, especially since the dynamic of 

resistance as creation relies completely on commitment of its activists” (Khorasanee 2007). A 

community will usually have expertise and knowledge that can help one to develop the capacity 

to find solutions. Khorasanee explains that this process allows one to travel from an individual 

understanding of experiences to a comprehension of how those experiences are influenced by the 

surrounding world.  

When one sees that many others share their personal problems, they can begin to 

formulate ideas about solidarity. As Adam Cureton says, they come to understand solidarity as,  

[a] matter of a group of people being united or at one with regard to something 

(sympathies, interests, values, etc.), having genuine concern for each other's welfare, 

respecting others as group members, trusting one another not to intentionally undermine 

or free ride on the group, taking pride in the group as a whole, being ashamed of its 

failures and suffering loss or betrayal if members of the group do not live up to the 

requirements that the group places on itself, and perhaps having certain other affections 

for one's compatriot (Cureton 2011:696).  

 

This is possible only through a genuine sense of empathy and compassion for oneself, for one’s 

experiences, and for those of other people. 

Social actors move through this process as they go from dealing with troublesome 

individual bureaucratic nuisances to full-blown repression of rights that affect everyone. 

Conditions may become so bad on the personal level that the individual is forced to realize the 

larger problems that transcend one’s unique circumstances and connects them to others. This 

entails recognizing the existence of systemic oppression. This level of engagement demands a 
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commitment fostered through education, campaigning, protest, demonstration, discussion, 

reading, and even creating art. As my interviews show, this process involves a transition from the 

individualistic to the global, the acquisition of tools required to navigate that path, and 

appreciation of the dangers of regression into silence.  

A feminist perspective thus provides a unique insight into the development and progress 

of the resistance to the dictatorship in Argentina and into its aftermath. This is so because 

feminists already had a history of activism that provided women with organizational skills well 

suited to such resistance. That history nurtured the feelings of compassion and empathy 

necessary to fuel that activity. Women who connected with feminist groups were drawn out of 

their self-silence and individual suffering and were connected to others with whom they shared 

similar experiences. This allowed them to view the repression of those years through a broad 

communal lens, and to see a way forward. Those years are not over and they are not to be 

forgotten. The demands of remembrance and reconciliation remain, which means that the stories 

of the women I interviewed are still important thirty-five years later. The stories continue to open 

up and expand a line of communication and connection between individuals and the community 

that had been closed off during the dictatorship. To recover as a community requires the recovery 

of individual voices. As such, the testimonios of these women enrich the history both of feminist 

struggle in Argentina and of activist movements in general. They are a testament to the 

flourishing of the human spirit. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

 

The question with which this thesis has been concerned is: What does a feminist perspective 

contribute to an understanding of The Disappeared in Argentina and the grassroots resistance 

activism that emerged from the dictatorship? It has been my intention to show that a feminist 

perspective is essential to a full understanding of the dictatorship that existed from 1976 to 1983.  

It provides a perspective on the benefits of activism by bringing to light important aspects of that 

period that might otherwise be overlooked, or at least not sufficiently recognized. Moreover, it 

connects those years in Argentina to the ones before and after by revealing a thread of feminist 

activism that runs through Argentina’s history. As we have seen, Argentinian women have a 

history of leftist, grassroots activism and of organized resistance to authoritarian governments 

that extends back to their participation in socialist movements in the 19th century. This has 

continued to the present day in movements such as Pan y Rosas and the Piqueteras, in the 

artisanal literature such as the magazine Brujas, and in the still active Madres and Abuelas de 

Plaza de Mayo. 

 Other groups may be able to make a similar claim to continuity but no other perspective 

will bring to light the way in which this history has been marked by an entrenched hyper-

masculinist culture, which, I have argued, the dictatorship made use of, and indeed relied on, to 

enact its repressive strategies. This is something a non-feminist perspective will pass over in 

silence. Nor could any other perspective link the events of these years to the larger context of 

feminist struggles throughout the world. To ignore feminism would be to ignore the misogyny 

that helped to fuel the fire that was the dictatorship and the misogyny at work in so many other 

parts of the world. In addition, a broad feminist perspective recognizes important divisions in 

Argentine feminism, particularly those which exist between the middle-class liberal feminism of 
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Buenos Aires and that of the Indigenous voices found in the outlying parts of the country. By 

doing so, it gives an added meaning to the following question: What does it mean to be 

disappeared? Is it the mere removal of physical bodies from the streets? How do we remember? 

How do we forget? How can we accept that people and families fade into history? These are 

some of the questions I asked myself throughout this process. But I also ask: What are other 

ways in which people are disappeared? Economically? Socially? Culturally? I have attempted to 

suggest some answers to some of these questions, but it is clear that further exploration is 

needed. 

 If the importance of focusing on feminist activism is accepted, then one must also 

recognize the relevance of feminist theory to an analysis of these years. In this thesis, I focused 

on the part of feminist theory that is concerned with the overlap of emotion and reason in 

women’s lives and in their struggles. Such theory is essential to developing an understanding of 

the experiences of the women I interviewed, women whose lives are, I believe, representative of 

the lives of many women connected with The Disappeared. I moved from Nussbaum’s 

discussion of various theories about the place of reason and emotion in women’s lives and 

women’s movements, to Mitchell’s description of consciousness raising to show how women in 

grassroots activist communities learned from their experiences and combined personal growth 

with political education. This allowed them to overcome isolation and auto-censorship and to 

grasp the need to engage with other women (and men and individuals outside the gender binary) 

in a common struggle. The parenthetical inclusion of men is important because it is part of my 

argument that tolerant feminist approaches enriched all opposition to the dictatorship. The 

narratives of the four women who lived through these years are a testimony to this process, 

including their willingness to work alongside men. Feminist theory shows that within patriarchal 
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societies – especially within hyper-masculine ones – all struggles are feminist struggles. 

Education and creativity are the lungs of activism. These ideas can help us forge better 

connections with each other and develop a future-looking perspective, beginning at the local 

level.  
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