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Preface

The period of the military dictatorship (1976-1983) in Argentina continues to influence 
political relations despite numerous attempts to officially close the subject. This book analyses 
this phenomenon, focussing on the struggle of human rights organizations, victims of the 
dictatorship, and other social and political groups that have persistently tried to keep the 
past on the public agenda, mobilizing around the demands for truth, justice and memory. 
Through a historical analysis of this struggle, and the dilemmas and conflicts that emerged 
in this context, my research aims to gain some insights into the ways in which Argentine 
society has given meaning to the period of the military dictatorship. The study will contend 
that the societal actors demanding truth, justice and memory have played a crucial role 
in shaping both the contents of public memory and the ways in which the past was dealt 
with at the institutional and political levels. The insights acquired in this study are not only 
relevant for readers interested in Argentina, but also for scholars and practitioners concerned 
with the question of how societies deal with the aftermath of repressive regimes and gross 
human rights violations in other countries. But before developing the main argument, some 
historical background is necessary.

In the period between March 1976 and December 1983, a repressive military regime was in 
power, responsible for thousands of people disappearing, being imprisoned or assassinated. 
The majority of the victims were citizens who had been engaged in some kind of social or 
political activity, and who had spoken up for social justice. Among them were journalists, 
intellectuals, artists, politicians, professors of all levels of education, students and unionist 
workers, and later also human rights activists and relatives of the disappeared. The 
widespread terror that was imposed on society was carried out in the context of what the 
armed forces called the Proceso de Reorganización Nacional (National Reorganization Process, 
el Proceso) that started with the military coup on 24 March 1976. Their aim was the complete 
reorganization of Argentine society, in which the economy was to be modernized and 
liberalized, and become part of the world economy; the guerrilla and all other expressions 
of ‘subversion’ were to be eliminated at their roots; and the working class disciplined. A 
new moral order respectful of ‘Christian, modern and western’ values was to be imposed 
on Argentine society (Pion Berlin 1989: 105; McSherry 1997: 78-80; Munck 1998: 54). As 
soon as the military took power, the most basic civil and political liberties were suppressed: 
strikes, collective negotiations and students organizations were forbidden, unions came 
under governmental control, censorship was imposed on the media and political parties 
were suspended. The military took control of every single governing structure of the 
country, occupying most of the ministries and the provincial governments, and leaving the 
municipalities to allied civilians, principally of the Peronist and the Radical parties (Novarro 
and Palermo 2003: 21).
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A tradition of military involvement in internal affairs and political violence preceded the 
military coup of 24 March 1976. From 1930 onwards, the armed forces, which had become 
a national institution in its own right, regularly intervened with military coups, often in 
alliance with the landowning and urban conservative elites. This tendency was reinforced by 
the ten years of Peronist rule (1945-1955). While Perón managed to gain the unconditional 
support of the working class, he also met with the opposition of conservative sectors within 
the armed forces, as well as of important sectors of civil society. These sectors within society 
developed strong anti-Peronist feelings, and sought means to break the power of Perón. In 
1955 he was overthrown by a military coup backed by the Catholic Church hierarchy, all the 
non-Peronist parties, and important sectors of the middle classes and of the rural and urban 
economic elites (Cavarozzi 1997: 19; Marchak 1999: 57). Fear for Peronism also motivated 
another military coup in 1966. Until then, the military had always withdrawn after the 
coup, leaving the government to be run by civilian presidents. In 1966, however, they made 
a first attempt to remain in power. Their goal was to impose a political and social ‘order’ and 
stabilize the economy, understood as the reduction of the role of the state that had become 
central under the Peronist governments (Tedesco 1999: 9; 17).

During this dictatorship, known as the Revolución Libertadora (Liberating Revolution) 
and which lasted until 1973, political polarization deepened. The suppression of civil and 
political rights, in combination with an international context of the Cold War, sparked 
resistance movements among workers, students and the lower ranks of the Catholic Church, 
motivated by ideas of social justice and revolution. Sources of inspiration were as diverse as 
the Cuban Revolution, the experience of May 1968 in France, and the liberation struggles 
in the colonized world. A process of political radicalization set in among these sectors, in 
which the use of armed struggle became increasingly seen as a means to achieving social 
change. At the beginning of the 1970s, politico-military (or guerrilla) organizations emerged, 
the Marxist-Leninist Ejército Revolucionario del Pueblo (People’s Revolutionary Army, ERP), 
and the Peronist Montoneros being the two most important ones. The Montoneros received 
the support of Perón, who had become the central figure of the opposition during his exile in 
Madrid (Gillespie 1982: 40). The organization experienced an exponential growth following 
its strategic alliance with the Juventud Peronista (Peronist Youth, JP). This alliance provided 
the organization with a mass movement, which came to be identified as the Tendencia 
Revolucionaria (Revolutionary Tendency) within the Peronist movement.

These politico-military organizations, as well as other forms of protest such as mass strikes, 
riots, and demonstrations put the military regime under extreme pressure (Gillespie 1982: 113). 
As social protests increased, the government saw itself obliged to free the road for elections. 
Frenetic political activity characterized the period of the electoral campaign, which lasted 
until March 1973. The Peronist Tendencia Revolucionaria played a key role in the campaign, 
mobilizing impressive numbers of people on the streets, and at demonstrations and rallies 
in favour of Héctor Cámpora, the Peronist candidate who ran for presidency because Perón 
had been proscribed from running (Gillespie 1982: 134-5; Marchak 1999: 96-8). Cámpora won 
the elections, and was inaugurated President of Argentina on 25 May 1973. During his short 
presidency, the Tendencia Revolucionaria acquired a number of important political positions 
within the government, the National Congress, provincial governments, local legislatures 
and in higher education (Gillespie 1982: 130-2). But tensions also grew with respect to the 
right flank of the Peronist movement, represented by the trade unions. After Perón took 
over presidency in September 1973, these unions became increasingly dominant within 
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the government, gradually displacing the representatives of the left (Gillespie 1982: 133-5; 
Verbitsky 1985: 17). Perón’s death in July 1974 heralded a period of further escalation. Under 
the presidency of his wife and Vice President Isabel Perón, attacks on the left became more 
violent and directed at targets far beyond the guerrilla forces. The activities of para-police 
groups such as the Alianza Anticomunista Argentina (Argentine Anti-Communist Alliance, 
Triple A), which had started in 1973 – intensified, and reached their peak in 1974 and 1975. 
These death squads abducted, tortured and killed more than one thousand activists and left 
their bodies on the roads to imbue terror into the minds of their opponents. Numerous artists, 
writers and journalists went into exile after seeing their names on the death lists of the Triple 
A (Gillespie 1982: 154; Robben 2005: 136-8).

The situation worsened when, in January 1975, the involvement of the army in internal 
security was extended in the operation against the rural guerrilla forces of the ERP in the 
northern province of Tucumán. In February 1975, the government of Isabel Perón gave 
its official approval to army involvement, when key members of her government signed 
Decree 261, which authorized the armed forces to ‘annihilate’ the rural guerrilla insurgency 
in Tucumán. Many of the repressive practices that would be carried out during the military 
dictatorship of 1976-1983 were applied for the first time in Tucumán (Robben 2005: 148-
151). The involvement of the armed forces in internal security was taken a step further 
in October 1975, when the army became part of an internal security council led by Isabel 
Perón. Soon afterwards, the police was subsumed into the army (Nino 1996: 53). In this 
same period, newspapers reported daily on acts of political violence, real and supposed 
armed confrontations between guerrillas and security forces, political assassinations and 
bombings (Novaro and Palermo 2003: 80). Social protests, especially from the workers 
movement, further marked the period (Gillespie 1982: 203-4). In this context of economic 
crisis, social protest, political repression and guerrilla activity, an alliance began to emerge 
between powerful economic groups and the armed forces with the purpose of reorganizing 
the country. Rumours of a coup started to circulate, which became stronger as signs of an 
upcoming military takeover became more concrete. By the time the military coup took place 
on 24 March 1976, everybody was expecting it to happen (Baud 2001: 9-13). It was received 
both inside and outside Argentina as a welcome solution to the chaos (Feitlowitz 1998: 6).

The levels of repression that characterized this military regime, however, were not foreseen. 
Abductions, tortures and assassinations and even disappearances had already taken place 
in 1974-75. But from 1976, the repression acquired a qualitative difference, which lay in its 
systematic, widespread and clandestine character. A central aspect of this repressive system 
was the practice of disappearance. Targeted persons were brutally abducted in their houses 
or on the street by a group of heavily armed military and policemen wearing civilian clothes 
and driving cars without license plates, the so-called patotas or grupos de tareas (task groups). 
The local police were ordered not to intervene. In most of the cases, the victim’s house was 
sacked. Once abducted, the victims were ‘disappeared’. They were taken to an unknown 
prison or clandestine detention centre, where they were hooded, forced to endure terrible 
physical and psychological torture, and faced almost certain death. Victims were thrown 
from airplanes drugged but still alive into the sea, or they were executed and their corpses 
were burnt or buried as Nomen Nescio (name unknown, NN) in different cemeteries. A 
particularly gruesome fate was reserved for women who were abducted while still pregnant. 
Many of these women were kept alive in extremely harsh conditions until they had given 
birth. Immediately afterwards, most of them were killed and their babies were given to 
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military couples or couples befriended with the military to be re-educated according to ‘true’ 
Argentine values. Approximately three hundred of these cases have been officially denounced, 
but estimates run up to five hundred.

In the harshest period of the military dictatorship, from 1976 until 1979, disappearances 
occurred on a daily basis. The truth commission CONADEP has documented 8,960 cases of 
disappearance but the numbers are believed to be much higher. Human rights organizations 
have coined the number of 30,000 disappeared, estimating that for each disappearance, two 
had not been made public (Filc 1997: 37). Other estimates vary between 12,000 and 20,000 
persons (Calveiro 1998: 29; Font 2000: 75). A small minority of 2,793 persons survived 
(Página/12, 15.09.2009). Among these survivors, a dozen escaped. Some were released but 
under libertad vigilada (controlled liberty), meaning that they had to report their actions, 
and they were not allowed to leave the country. Others were given the opportunity to leave 
the country but were not allowed to come back. They joined the huge group of exiles who 
had already fled to Europe, the United States and other Latin American countries. A final 
group were legalized and became political prisoners at the disposition of the Poder Ejecutivo 
Nacional (National Executive Authority, PEN), becoming part of the already large group of 
political prisoners, many of whom had been imprisoned in the years preceding the military 
coup. According to the CONADEP (2003: 408) in 1976 alone the number of prisoners at 
the disposition of the PEN was 8,625, of which 2,443 had been arrested in the preceding 
years. Conditions in the prisons deteriorated enormously after the military coup in 1976 and 
there are several cases of detainees who were executed while being legal political prisoners 
(CONADEP 2003: 409). Still, being legalized meant ‘re-appearance’, and this always implied 
a greater chance of survival than being a ‘disappeared’.

Reflecting on the systematic character of the repression, Calveiro (1998: 31) states: ‘It was 
the repressive method of the state, it was not an isolated fact, not an excess of groups out 
of control, but a repressive technology adopted in a rational and centralized way’. The plan 
was well prepared and thought up by the highest ranks of the armed forces: the Generals 
Videla, Viola, Suárez Mason, Menéndez, Martínez, and other members of the military 
leadership. They drew inspiration from the Doctrine of National Security, the experience of 
the French military in Algeria, and from the training sessions in counterinsurgency warfare 
that they had received in the School of The Americas in Panamá (Armony 1997: 1-4; Novaro 
and Palermo 2003: 84). The plan involved the entire security and defence system of the 
country. The national gendarmerie, federal police, naval prefecture, provincial police and 
the penitentiary service came under the control of the Army High Command. Specialized 
military intelligence personnel carried out the ‘dirty work’ of torture and disappearances. The 
numbers of task group members reached several thousands and were composed mainly of 
young officials, sub-officials, policemen and civilians (Romero 1994: 284; Robben 2005: 194). 
This intelligence personnel acquired a high level of autonomy, but ultimately was under 
firm control of the military junta, as well as having complete access to military personnel, 
hardware and intelligence (Pion Berlin 1989: 103; Armony 1997: 17, 20). The armed forces 
also collaborated with other military regimes in the repression of their citizens through 
‘Operation Condor’, a joint collaboration between the intelligence services of Chile, 
Argentina, Paraguay, Bolivia, Uruguay and Brazil, which also received assistance from the 
CIA and other state security agencies (Armony 1997; McSherry 2005).

Besides eliminating political opponents, another purpose of this systematic repression was 
to spread terror and paralyse civil society. Calveiro (1998) argues that the secret detention 
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centres were meant to eliminate ‘subversive elements’ from society, but also to inspire terror 
and exclude the possibility that ‘subversion’ would re-emerge. Numerous persons witnessed 
kidnappings on the streets or abductions from houses. The blatant and violent ways in which 
they were carried out ensured that they did not go unnoticed. Often houses were plundered 
during or after the operation, with trucks taking away the furniture, in full view of the whole 
neighbourhood (CONADEP 2003: 282-92; 327). As for the victims, they literally disappeared 
to a secret world that remained invisible for common citizens. The open, and at the same 
time clandestine character of the repression, the violation of the private sphere through 
the abductions from the homes and the sacking of the houses, the disappearance of entire 
families and of persons who did not correspond to the image of the ‘subversive guerrilla’ that 
had been constructed over time all contributed to create a ‘culture of fear’, which deeply 
affected the workings and institutions of civil society (Corradi 1987: 113). A large group of 
people chose to ignore what was happening. The secrecy and ambiguity of the repression 
made it possible for people to deny what was going on (Novaro and Palermo 2003: 135).

This dramatic experience of gross human rights violations and state-orchestrated terror has 
left its hallmark on Argentine society. The issue of how to deal with this period has led to 
heated debates from the time of the democratic transition to the present day. As in many 
other countries dealing with similar legacies, disputes have evolved around what truth 
should be told, whether and how to punish the culprits, and how to lend meaning to the 
events of the past. One of the main actors in this debate has been the initially small group of 
persons, both victims and non victims, that chose to resist the dictatorship and denounce the 
disappearances both inside and outside Argentina. In the process leading to the transition 
to democracy, these isolated groups of individuals developed into a highly influential human 
rights movement composed of victims, human rights organizations, and engaged individuals, 
among them journalists, intellectuals, artists and lawyers. This movement became a leading 
actor in the struggle for truth, justice and memory and challenged the numerous official 
attempts to limit the prosecutions of culprits and close the subject. At the same time, within 
these same groups claiming justice, truth, and memory, there was significant diversity on 
what these concepts meant in practice. These struggles and disputes over how to deal with 
and remember the past human rights violations, as well as how they evolved over time, form 
the core of this book. 
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1. Struggling with the past in Argentina:  
 introduction

On 24 March 2004, the official commemoration of the military dictatorship in Argentina 
took place on the doorsteps of one of the greatest symbols of the dictatorship: the Navy 
Mechanics School, also known as the ESMA (Escuela de Mecánica de la Armada). Between 
1976 and 1983, part of the ESMA complex had been used as secret detention centre. It is 
estimated that approximately 5,000 people were held there in captivity, most of them ending 
up on the long list of the ‘disappeared’. During a highly emotional ceremony, President 
Néstor Kirchner signed an agreement that stipulated that the site would be converted into 
a ‘Space for Memory and for the Promotion and Defence of Human Rights’. He then 
apologized in the name of the state ‘for the shame of having remained silent about so many 
atrocities during twenty years of democracy’.1 At his side were three young people whose 
parents had disappeared. All three had been born in captivity in the ESMA. At the foot 
of the podium were representatives of the human rights organizations, survivors of the 
ESMA and other secret detention centres, and many other groups and individuals that 
condemned state terrorism. Shortly after the ceremony, the gates of the ESMA were opened 
and thousands of people spontaneously entered the terrain and the buildings, thus physically 
occupying a space that embodied a major symbol of the repression and that had been closed 
to ordinary citizens for many years.

A long history of struggle concerning the fate of the disappeared and the construction 
of a collective memory of the military dictatorship preceded the presidential decision 
to transform the ESMA into a space for memory. Raúl Alfonsín, the President of the 
democratic transition, ordered the historical trial of the juntas and signed the decree that 
led to the foundation of the truth commission, which investigated and documented the 
thousands of disappearances. Yet he was also responsible for two laws that made it possible 
for most of the culprits to go free. His successor, Carlos Menem, further institutionalized 
impunity when he decreed two presidential pardons that freed the high-ranking military 
officers awaiting trial, as well as the junta leaders who had been tried in 1985. Menem stressed 
the need for reconciliation of all Argentines and pleaded that the past be left behind. ‘The 
past has nothing more to teach us’, and ‘we must look ahead, with our eyes fixed on the 
future. Unless we learn to forget, we will be turned into a pillar of salt’, he stated (Feitlowitz 
1998: xi). To a large extent, his successors De La Rúa and Duhalde followed a similar line. 
It was only with Kirchner’s election in 2003 that the official discourse and policies changed. 
Kirchner’s presidency marked a radical change in official memory policies from those of his 
predecessors who had, in varying degrees, promoted silence and impunity.

From the very outset, official policies of impunity and silence had been strongly opposed 
by victims’ organizations, such as the widely known Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo, and 
other groups and individuals who constantly campaigned to keep the past on the public 

1 Página/12, 25.03.2004.
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agenda. These human rights-oriented groups, which were largely composed of victims of the 
dictatorship, emerged during the peak years of the repression. They acquired a leading role 
in the process of ‘coming to terms with the past’ that took place in Argentine society under 
the successive democratic governments after 1983, arguing that democracy could not be truly 
implemented if the past was not dealt with effectively. This meant investigating the facts of 
the repression, bringing perpetrators to trial, and constructing a ‘collective memory’ of the 
military dictatorship. The key concepts of ‘Truth, Justice, and Memory’ came to synthesize 
these demands. Over time, new actors, among them former political activists, children of 
the disappeared, students, journalists, intellectuals and neighbours, joined the struggle. They 
introduced alternative forms of activism and contributed to a deepening of the debate. Changes 
in the broader political, social and economic context also significantly influenced the struggles 
over the past and more specifically the meaning attributed to the period of the dictatorship.

This book is about the numerous initiatives to keep the past on the public agenda 
despite official attempts to close the subject. The groups and individuals involved in the 
struggle for truth, justice and memory will be at the centre of the analysis. Who are these 
persons who persistently tried to keep the past on the political agenda and what do they 
want? What motivates them and how are they influenced in their struggle by personal 
experiences, identities, beliefs and ideologies and by the larger economic, social and political 
developments in Argentina? And how do they manage to influence the societal context 
they are part of ? I will show how goals, demands, strategies, and internal relations have 
transformed over time in a dynamic interaction between civil society and the state. This 
process is highly conflictive, and constantly influenced by the present context of structural 
poverty, ongoing abuses from institutions such as the police, and unfulfilled promises of the 
democratic transition. Furthermore, the presence of conservative sectors that justify and even 
vindicate the military dictatorship has constituted a permanent constraint that has governed 
the terms of the debate.

Theoretical debates and concepts

All over the world, societies are dealing with the legacies of massive violence, human rights 
violations, and terror orchestrated by the state. Heated debates have emerged within these 
societies between human rights activists, victims, academics, lawyers, and government 
officials on ‘how much to acknowledge, whether to punish, and how to recover’ (Minow 1998: 
2). In many countries, especially in Latin America, human rights-oriented groups, victims 
and other oppositional actors have challenged the often restricted visions of governments 
on these issues. They have responded to official policies by turning to international law, 
publicizing names of offenders and the names of victims, asking for reparations and apologies, 
and creating monuments (Barahona de Brito et. al. 2001: 16; Hayner 2001: 22). In this way, 
‘truth, justice and memory’ have become important fields of contention. Debates evolve 
around how far legal prosecution should go, and how a given period is to be remembered. 
In this context, major conflicts have arisen over the interpretation of recent history, and over 
attempts to shape the historical consciousness of a country (Beezley and Lorey 2002: xiv). 
These disputes can last for decades, as the case of Argentina shows. At the heart of these 
disputes lie the establishment of individual and collective responsibilities, and the ability to 
extract lessons from a violent episode to build a ‘better’ society.
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The dilemmas societies face in the aftermath of violence have received a lot of attention 
from different theoretical perspectives. The scholarship on democratic transitions and 
consolidation has studied the subject as part of the discussion on the challenges that new 
democratic governments face in the aftermath of a dictatorship (O’Donnell, Schmitter, 
and Whitehead 1986; Diamond, Linz and Lipset 1989; Huntington 1991; Domínguez and 
Lowenthal 1996; Méndez, O’Donnell and Pinheiro 1999). The field of transitional justice has 
focussed more specifically on the range of measures adopted by new regimes to deal with 
the legacies of human rights violations, such as truth commissions, trials, and economic 
reparations (Herz 1982; Nino 1996; Méndez and Mascurriena 1998; Minow 1998; Teitel 2000; 
Barahona de Brito et. al. 2001; Hayner 2001; Roht-Arriaza and Mariezcurrena 2006). Both 
theoretical fields have generally privileged institutional politics and legislation and have paid 
special attention to the role of the state in processes of transitional justice.

Much of the early debate in the field of transitional justice in the 1990s evolved around the 
question of whether criminal prosecutions should take place for past human rights violations, 
or whether, on the contrary, trials should be limited or avoided for the sake of democratic 
stability.2 The debate at the time was strongly shaped by the experiences of Latin America 
and of Eastern Europe, where the transitions were to a large extent negotiated between elites 
and where the representatives of the previous regimes often remained powerful actors. In 
these contexts, official truth-telling was pushed forward as ‘a second best’ option (Roht-
Arriaza and Mariezcurrena 2006: 3). Later, truth commissions were also promoted in their 
own right, as a mechanism that could achieve things other than criminal prosecutions. It 
was assumed that, more than trials, truth commissions could establish patterns of repression, 
and give a nuanced understanding of the period under study, including an analysis of what 
social structures made the repression possible in the first place. They were also invested with 
healing capacities, offering victims a space to tell their story (Hayner 2001: 134; Roht-Arriaza 
and Mariezcurrena 2006). Finally, scholars pointed to the fact that testifying about their 
experiences, and being heard, could provide seemingly powerless victims with a sense of their 
own agency (La Capra 1998: 71; Mertus 2003: 228; Sanford 2003: 72).

Over time, voices arose against the assumption that truth commissions could replace 
legal prosecutions. In a study on the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission, 
Wilson (2001) criticizes the granting of amnesty for the perpetrators of crimes in exchange 
for testimony, and argues that the work of the commission did not automatically contribute 
to reconciliation. He suggests that the lack of retributive justice for the crimes committed 
during apartheid has undermined the rule of law in South Africa. A similar argument is also 
supported by Borneman (1997) in a comparative study on post-socialist Eastern European 
countries. He shows that many problems of un-governability and criminality in these 
countries can be traced back to the lack of retributive justice towards the crimes of the past, 
which has de-legitimized the rule of law. According to Borneman (1997: 7), ‘if the principles 
of the rule of law are not invoked and ritually reaffirmed, a society will be confronted with 
potentially endless cycles of violent retaliations’. It is in the dual process of punishing the 
culprits and redressing victims’ rights that ‘the political community is constituted in a moral 

2 See among others Huntington (1991), Zalaquett (1992) and Nino (1996) for an argument on why trials 
should be limited or even avoided for the sake of political stability. See among others Mignone et.al (1984) 
and Mendez and Mariezcurrena (1998) for the opposite argument that impunity disrupts democracy and 
prevents further consolidation. 
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community’. Punishment, then, is not merely an individual cause of the victims, but is part of 
a broader concern for the rule of law (Sanford 2003: 261).

The debate on transitional justice now seems to be moving beyond the ‘truth or justice’ 
dichotomy, looking more at truth and justice as complementary measures, both necessary 
to achieve some level of reconciliation. Furthermore, over the years transitional justice 
scholars and practitioners have started to acknowledge the importance of also looking at the 
ways in which transitional justice is implemented at the local level of the neighbourhood 
or the community. The mechanisms used in this context are often based on customary law, 
indigenous culture and traditions, and combine different elements of truth telling, justice, 
reparations and apology (Roht-Arriaza and Mariezcurrena 2006: 8-12). An important 
contribution in this context has come from a growing body of empirically-grounded studies 
conducted by anthropologists, sociologists and historians on how periods of extreme 
political violence have shaped social structures. These studies have focussed less on legal 
and institutional measures implemented at the state level, and more on how societies, local 
communities, groups and individuals have tried to give meaning to the past (Feitlowitz 1998; 
Roniger and Sznajder 1999; Koonings and Kruijt 1999; Robben 2000; Groppo and Flier 2001; 
Lorey and Beezley 2002; Remijnse 2003; Sanford 2003; Theidon 2004; Dubois 2005).

Another theoretical field that has extensively explored the question of how societies 
give meaning to a violent past is that of the broad field of memory studies. The experience 
of the Holocaust and the Second World War have engendered an enormous body of 
scholarly reflections on this topic in Europe, and especially in Germany. This literature 
has pointed at the moral imperative to remember that is connected to the experience of 
the Holocaust. It has addressed philosophical and historiographical dilemmas such as 
the limits of representation of the Holocaust as well as the limits of comparability of this 
historical episode with other cases of totalitarianism and state-orchestrated terror, especially 
the Stalinist experience in the Soviet Union (Maier 1988; Friedlander 1992; La Capra 
1998; Ricoeur 2000). At the heart of these discussions is the question of how to integrate 
an episode of massive violence and state-orchestrated terror into national history, making 
collective sense of it. Questions have been raised about the ‘abuses of memory’ (Todorov 
1998) and the necessity to reflect critically on what a society should remember of its traumatic 
past. Studies on the post-communist experiences in Eastern Europe have pointed out that 
memory can also play a role in fomenting renewed wars and conflict (Hirsch 1995; Vujacic 
1996; see also Barahona de Brito et. al. 2001: 332). The challenge then is to elaborate a memory 
that diminishes divisiveness and can have an ‘exemplary’ function (Todorov 1998).

Societies are constantly divided over the will to forget and the necessity to remember. In a 
study on memory in Chile, Wilde (2001) has coined the term ‘irruptions of memory’ to refer 
to periodic symbolic reminders of the military dictatorship that force Chileans to reconsider 
their past time and again. Various studies of Western Europe after the Second World War 
have shown how these societies have first gone through a long period of silence about the 
experience of the Holocaust (Rousso 1990; Van Vree 1995; Groppo 2001; Lvovich 2007). 
Sometimes a new generation for whom the memory is not an autobiographical, personally 
experienced one (Vinitzky-Seroussi 2002: 45) can contribute to opening up the debate and 
raise new questions, as happened in West Germany in the 1960s (Koonz, 1994: 268). At the 
heart of these silences is often the difficult issue of individual and collective responsibilities 
(Groppo 2001: 31). In a comparative study between Germany, Italy and France after the 
Second World War, and Argentina after the dictatorship, Lvovich (2007: 115) observes that in 
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Argentina there was no period of silence, due largely to the persistent activism of the human 
rights movement. But Argentina was no exception when it came to elaborating what he calls 
‘comfortable’ narratives in which the issue of civilian responsibilities was avoided. Similarly, 
in an essayistic study on how Argentine society has reflected upon its recent past, Vezzetti 
(2002) points to the lack of attention that has been paid to the role of civilians in the coming 
about and implementation of the military dictatorship.3 Outside Argentina the subject has 
received attention through the study of Baud (2001) on the role of civilians in the military 
government.

Within the wide range of studies on memory, one stream specifically concentrates on the 
social, political and cultural trajectories of the negotiation process that resulted in a particular 
monument or commemoration (Wagner Pacifici and Schwartz 1991: 377). Wagner-Pacifici 
and Schwartz (1991) studied the process that led to the creation of the Vietnam Memorial 
in Washington, as a means to understand how commemoration without consensus and pride 
is possible; Schwartz (1997) studied how the historical character of Abraham Lincoln was 
transformed through commemorative symbolism from a conservative symbol of the status 
quo during the Jim Crow era into the personification of racial justice and equality during 
the New Deal and the civil rights movement. This approach can also be seen in the series on 
the memory of the repression of the Southern Cone directed by Elisabeth Jelin.4 The series 
studies commemorations, monuments, memorials and territorial marks, archives, education 
and media and other vehicles of memory, unravelling the way they came about and developed 
over time, mostly in Argentina, Chile, Uruguay, Paraguay and Brazil.

In Argentina, like in the other countries of the Southern Cone, a story of the struggles 
about the past is also the story of the human rights movement that emerged at the height 
of the repression, and continues to be the main referent on matters of the past. The human 
rights movement has received widespread attention in the literature on Argentina. Scholars 
who have studied the emergence of the human rights movement and its influence during the 
democratic transition have pointed to the inventiveness of the movement and its capacity to 
mobilize others in the resistance against the dictatorship (Veiga 1985; Sondereguer 1985; Leis 
1989a; Brysk 1994; Jelin 1995). Some studies have focussed on the organizations of victims, 
especially the Mothers and Grandmothers of the Plaza de Mayo, drawing attention to the 
way these organizations challenged gendered practices and notions, or to how the Mothers 
of the Plaza de Mayo have broadened their agenda to formulate a critique of neoliberalism 
(Guzman Bouvard 1994; Filc 1997; Arditti 1999; Navarro 2001; Borland 2006; Bonner 2007). 
Barahona de Brito (2001) has shown that the human rights movements that emerged in 
Uruguay, Chile, Brazil and Argentina displayed significant diversity in their capacity to 
influence the accountability process after the democratic transition. In comparison to the 
cases of Uruguay and Brazil, the Chilean and Argentine human rights movement showed 
far greater strength and were able to significantly influence the agenda of the transition. 
Similarly, in an even broader comparative analysis, Sikkink (2008: 2) argues that the 
movement has been an ‘“exporter” of human rights tactics, ideas and experts’, and stands out 

3 As will be discussed throughout this study, this lack of public debate on civilian responsibilities can not 
be seen outside the context of impunity towards those most directly implicated in acts of torture and 
disappearances. 

4 Nine volumes published between 2002 and 2005: Jelin 2002a; Feld 2002; Jelin 2002b, Da Silva Catela and 
Jelin 2002; Jelin and Langland 2003; Pino and Jelin 2004; Jelin and Lorenz 2004; Cruz 2004; Jelin and 
Longoni 2005; Hershberg and Aguëro 2005. 
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for its many innovations. Others are more sceptical and have pointed out internal divisions 
within the movement and difficulties to move from oppositional tactics to more positive 
action after the transition to democracy (Corradi 1987; Brysk 1994; Jelin 1995; Taylor 1998).

This study draws upon these different theoretical strands. The insights from the literature 
on transitional justice will help us to better contextualize the Argentine case and to 
understand the institutional and political constraints and dilemmas that societies face in 
the aftermath of terror. The literature on (collective) memory will assist in unravelling the 
social and political process through which historical narratives come about and how they 
evolve over time. Finally, this study focuses on the role of civil society actors in confronting 
past violations, and how their attempts to influence the debate interact with official policies. 
Given this focus, a social movement perspective will prove particularly valuable for this 
research. It will help us to analyse the reasons behind the emergence and unfolding of these 
different societal initiatives pressing for truth, justice and memory, and provide us with tools 
to analyse their role in the public debates on the recent past. The literature on collective 
memory acknowledges the fact that memory is socially constructed and the result of 
competing visions of the past. But less attention is paid to how ‘agents of memory’ (Vinitzky-
Seroussi 2002: 33) try – and sometimes manage – to impose their vision of how and what to 
remember. A social movement approach, with its focus on agency and social and political 
change, will help us to understand how agency, including strategic agency, has affected the 
contours of the collective memory process in Argentina.

Argentina is an interesting case because the Argentine human rights movement has 
been very creative and persistent, and has seemingly achieved some successes over time. 
Furthermore, compared to other Latin American countries, the Argentine state initially went 
relatively far in acknowledging the truth and prosecuting the culprits. The truth commission 
was the first one to be established on the continent, and the trial of the juntas is generally 
seen as a milestone outside Argentina. Sikkink and Booth Walling (2006: 301) even contend 
that the Argentine accountability process was instrumental in initiating what they call 
the ‘Justice Cascade – a rapid shift towards new norms and practices of providing more 
accountability for human rights violations’. The human rights movement played a crucial role 
in instigating these accountability measures. Later, these initial achievements were reversed, 
putting Argentina on the same footing as other Latin American countries where a trade-
off took place between political stability and justice. Thus, when it comes to dealing with its 
legacy of past violations, Argentina is at once similar and different from its Latin American 
counterparts, making it an interesting case. In the following section, I will elaborate further 
on the main concepts that are used in this book, and discuss some of the most important 
insights drawn from both social movement theory and from the debates on transitional 
justice and collective memory that guide this study.

Conceptualizing the struggle for truth, justice and memory as a social movement
The social movement demanding ‘truth, justice and memory’ grew out of the historical 
human rights movement that emerged in opposition to the dictatorship. It started as a loose 
group of mostly victims and solidarity organizations that denounced the disappearances 
in unconventional ways, and developed into an internationally recognized human rights 
movement whose main goals were life, liberty and personal security (Brysk 1994: 7). Other 
actors participating in the movement are new organizations of victims that emerged after the 
transition, social and political organizations that identify with the demands of truth, justice 
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and memory, and engaged individuals such as journalists and intellectuals. Participants5 in 
the movement generally share a middle- or upper class background, but display significant 
heterogeneity in personal experiences, beliefs and ideological frameworks. This heterogeneity 
also finds expression in differences over strategies, goals and interpretations of the recent past. 
The binding element between these actors is the rejection of denial, impunity and silence 
towards the crimes of the recent past.

Social movements are a specific form of collective action. Tarrow (1998) and Della 
Porta and Diani (2006) explain what differentiates them from other forms of collective 
action, such as political parties or interest groups. Della Porta and Diani (2006: 23) identify 
three elements that characterize social movements. In the first place, they are involved in 
‘conflictual relations with clearly identified opponents’. Secondly, they are linked by internal 
networks, and finally they share a distinct collective identity. This leads them to formulate the 
following definition: ‘We have a social movement dynamic going on when single episodes of 
collective action are perceived as components of a longer-lasting action, rather than discrete 
events; and when those who are engaged in them feel linked by ties of solidarity and of ideal 
communion with protagonists of other analogous mobilizations’ (Della Porta and Diani 
2006: 23). These elements are also present in Tarrow’s (1998: 4) definition of social movements 
as: ‘collective challenges, based on common purposes and social solidarities, in sustained 
interaction with elites, opponents and authorities’.

A first distinctive element of social movements thus lies in the forms of collective action 
that characterize social movement activity. According to Tarrow (1998: 3) these actions are 
different from for instance political parties or interest groups, because they are contentious, 
meaning that they behave in ways that fundamentally challenge others or authorities. Their 
actions become contentious because they often advance new or unaccepted claims and lack 
regular access to institutions. Social movements, therefore, are always involved in conflictual 
relations with clearly identified opponents. But these opponents can change over time. The 
contentious actions of the human rights movement in Argentina were first directed at the 
armed forces under the military regime, but shifted to the democratic governments after 
the transition to democracy. The fact that collective action of social movements is generally 
contentious, however, does not mean that they never use other forms of collective action, 
such as ‘lobbying, legal challenges, and public relations’ (Tarrow 1998: 5). Brysk (1994: 6) also 
points to the fact that ‘the protest wing of a social movement often works in tandem with 
others who exert pressure through institutional channels’. Although this combination can be 
observed within the Argentine human rights movement as well, as we will see, there were 
also periods during which both wings opposed each other rather than working together.

Another distinctive feature of social movements is that they are composed of what Della 
Porta and Diani identify as dense informal networks, or what Tarrow has divided into 
‘common purpose’ and ‘sustained interaction’. According to Della Porta and Diani (2006: 21):

A social movement process is in place to the extent that both individual and organized actors, 
while keeping their autonomy and independence, engage in sustained exchanges of resources in 
pursuit of common goals. The coordination of specific initiatives, the regulation of individuals 
actors’ conduct, and the definition of strategies all depend on permanent negotiations between 

5 Following Della Porta and Diani (2006: 26) I chose to use the notion of participants instead of members, 
as a means to distinguish between social movements and social movement organizations. 
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the individuals and the organizations involved in collective action. No single organized actor, no 
matter how powerful, can claim to represent a movement as a whole.

In this context, Della Porta and Diani (2006: 25) make an explicit conceptual distinction 
between social movement organizations and social movements. Social movements are 
networks, therefore, they are fluid phenomena and can ‘either include formal organizations 
or not, depending on shifting circumstances’. This same fluidity can be observed in the 
Argentine human rights movement, where formal structures are absent and relations 
between participants in the movement constantly changed over time. Tarrow adds to 
this understanding the notion of sustainability. It is only when collective action against 
antagonists can become sustainable over time, through the mobilization of common purposes 
– often based on class interests or common or overlapping interests and values, collective 
identities and identifiable challenges, that one can speak of a social movement.

Finally, a last basic property of social movements, which importantly contributes to the 
sustainability of a movement, is the sharing of a distinct collective identity and what Tarrow 
identifies as ‘social solidarity’. According to Della Porta and Diani (2006: 21), ‘a social 
movement process is in place only when collective identities develop, which go beyond 
specific events and initiatives’. Tarrow (1998: 6) recalls the importance of ‘more deep-rooted 
feelings of solidarity and identity’ that are necessary to mobilize people for a common goal. 
Thus, collective identity is a condition for collective action to develop into a movement. 
Without the presence of such a collective identity, contentious forms of collective action 
such as riots and short outbursts of protest remain just that. Della Porta and Diani (2006: 
21-2) state in this context: ‘Within social movements, membership criteria are extremely 
unstable and ultimately dependent on mutual recognition between actors; the activity of 
boundary definition, i.e. of defining who is and who is not part of the network, indeed plays 
a central role in the emergence and shaping of collective action’. But collective identity is 
also strengthened through social movement activity; experiences of social protest stimulate 
feelings of belonging and shared history.

Sharing a collective identity does not mean that there is homogeneity among the actors 
involved in a social movements dynamic. On the contrary, social movements generally show 
high levels of heterogeneity. In this context, Jelin (quoted in Escobar et. al. 1992: 6) warns 
us that social movements are ‘always the objects constructed by the researcher, which do 
not necessarily coincide with the empirical form of collective action. Seen from the outside, 
they may present a certain degree of unity, but internally they are always heterogeneous, 
diverse’. In the Argentine human rights movement, the range of participants varies from 
institutionalized human rights organizations to loose groups of people that deliberately chose 
for an informal organizational structure. In general, ideological differences, class, gender, 
ethnicity, but also variations in levels of experience among individuals, including generational 
differences, as well as in levels of institutionalization among the organizations involved might 
all be present within a social movement.

In social movement scholarship, the heterogeneity of social movements is acknowledged, 
but there is still a strong tendency to establish clear-cut boundaries between insurgents 
and authorities, dissidents or challengers and state actors. Auyero (2007: 20) reminds us 
that reality tends to be more complex and also more ambiguous. Differences can emerge as 
much within the same movement, as between movements and their opponents. Furthermore, 
informal internal hierarchies can develop over time, especially when a movement is made 
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up of organizations and societal actors who have a longer history of participation within the 
movement than others. Paying some attention to these hierarchies can also shed a different 
light on the frequently returning vision of ‘the popular’ or ‘the subaltern’, in opposition to ‘the 
state’, or ‘the dominant groups’. This is not, however, to minimize the broader unequal power 
relations in which these social movement actors operate. As Van den Hombergh (2004: 56) 
emphasizes, there are important differences in power and room for manoeuvre between 
high-level political and economic institutions and societal actors that have reduced access to 
institutional channels or none at all.

Taking into account the political context
The Argentine human rights movement is part of a new generation of social movements 
that acquired visibility in Latin America from the 1970s onwards, and that some have 
characterized as ‘new social movements’ (Escobar et. al. 1992) and others as ‘identity 
politics’ (Hale 1997). While many social movement scholars have repeatedly emphasized 
the continuities between old and new social movements, there is a general consensus that 
the 1970s and 80s marked a shift in forms of collective action. In opposition to ‘old’ social 
movements, like the peasant or workers movements, new social movements are not class-
based but identity-based. Examples of new social movements are the women’s movement, the 
peace movement, environmentalist movements and human rights movements. They tend to 
be non-hierarchical, decentralized, open, spontaneous and participatory, and autonomous 
from the state (Foweraker 1995: 43). There are high levels of women participation in these 
movements ( Jelin 1994). Contrary to old class-based movements, they go beyond the search 
for material gain to challenge the very notions of politics and society themselves (Della 
Porta and Diani 2006: 9). In politicizing issues that were not conceived as such, new social 
movements challenge the arena of formal politics to, in Dagnino’s (1998: 57) words, ‘enlarge 
its own boundaries and broaden its agenda’. In doing so, they also expand the boundaries of 
citizenship, political representation and participation, and therefore of democracy itself (Hale 
1997: 580; Alvarez et.al 1998: 2).

Much of the new social movements literature in Latin America has focussed on the 
constitution of collective identities through movement activism, and the ways in which social 
movements have challenged existing notions of rights and citizenship. But less attention has 
been paid to the ways in which social movements are affected by their political and social 
environment. Yet, social movements do not operate in a vacuum. The political context is 
crucial to understanding why a movement has emerged and how it has evolved over time. 
The political context and its role in social movement dynamics has received special attention 
in the ‘political process approach’ (Tilly 1978; McAdam 1982). Scholars of this school of 
thought have pointed to the central importance of the political context in explaining the 
success and failure of social movements. Social movements often have a limited existence 
in time and Tarrow (1998: 7) has coined the term of ‘cycles of contention’ to grasp this 
dynamic character of social movements. In trying to explain why a social movement emerges 
or disappears, he attributes a central role to changes in the political context. He identifies 
both ‘political constraints’ and ‘political opportunities’ that influence the emergence and 
development of a movement. Political opportunities are ‘consistent – but not necessarily 
formal, permanent, or national – dimensions of the political struggle that encourage people 
to engage in contentious politics’. Political constraints refer to ‘factors – like repression, 
but also like authorities’ capacities to present a solid front to insurgents – that discourage 
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contention’ (Tarrow 1998: 19-20). The emergence and success of a social movement depends 
on a group’s ability to take advantage of the situation created by a broadening of political 
opportunities to bring forward its demands.

Bringing back the political context into the analysis has deepened our understanding of 
what elements influence the ‘repertoires of contention’ (Tilly 1986). Repertoires of contention 
can be non-institutional – strikes, marches, barricades, but also institutional, such as lobbying 
and negotiation. The degree of political openness or closure will strongly determine the 
means of claim-making applied. In a context in which there is little room for negotiation 
with official authorities, social movements will necessarily operate outside institutional 
channels and use protest and other non-conventional means such as symbolic actions 
to make their claims. In an extremely repressive context, the only means through which 
organizations and individuals can resist are often mostly symbolic. A change in political 
context might bring forward the need to adapt the means of claim-making. In the case of 
Argentina, the return of democracy clearly set a new agenda for the human rights movement, 
confronting its participants with the need to move from a tactic of persuasion to one of 
bargaining (Brysk 1994: 20).

Social movements always emerge and develop in relation to other political actors and, 
particularly, in relation to the state. Thus we need to shift our attention towards ‘interactions 
between new and traditional actors and between less conventional forms of action and 
institutionalized systems of interest representation’ (Della Porta and Diani’s 2006: 17). Such 
a focus on interactions will also be adopted in this study. It permits us to observe that 
institutional politics and movement actions are not separate domains but intertwined. ‘State 
institutions and political parties’, Goldstone (2003:2) states ‘are interpenetrated by social 
movements, often developing out of movements, in response to movements, or in close 
association with movements’. Such a perspective also draws attention to the fact that political 
actors are not static but dynamic and their political position can shift over time. Groups and 
individuals who engage in protest may also, later in time, work for political parties, run for 
office, or occupy government posts (Auyero 2007: 20).

The state furthermore, is heterogeneous and involves ‘multiple players and parties’ 
(Goldstone 2003: 20).6 State-social movements relations, then, are far more varied than is 
often assumed. A state can respond to social movement activity with repression but can 
also embrace movements and seek their integration into party politics, or search for an 
ongoing alliance with social movements. Furthermore, social movements that have managed 
to achieve high levels of influence in institutional politics can still continue to practice 
contentious politics to achieve their goals (Goldstone 2003: 20-4). These insights will prove 
particularly relevant to understand the more recent developments in Argentina after the 
election of Kirchner. In Argentina both scholars and social movement activists have tended 

6 The state has two different dimensions, one abstract and one tangible. Following McSherry (1997: 9-10), 
‘in its most abstract sense, the state represents the organization and concentration of political power and 
the apparatus of rule in any society. Along with its function as guarantor of order, the state also exerts 
some degree of control over the distribution of economic goods in society. It controls the means of 
coercion and the means of taxation’. On a second, more tangible level, the state ‘includes the constellation 
of bureaucratic institutions and apparatuses, including executive, legislative, and judicial branches, the civil 
bureaucracy, public and semi-public corporations, the legal system, and the coercive forces including the 
armed forces and the police (and in the case of Argentina, Gendarmería and Prefectura). The state then, 
includes the permanent bureaucracies, which do not change with the advent of new elected governments’. 
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to approach the relation between state and social movements from a binary logic in which 
the state is principally seen as a homogeneous block. This has to a certain extent obscured the 
existence of linkages between the state and the human rights movement or acknowledged 
them while interpreting them as a sign of cooptation.

Framing as a means to induce social and political change
This study aims to analyse how the Argentine human rights movement has evolved over time, 
in a dynamic interaction with its political and social environment. While, as discussed in the 
previous paragraph, social movements are constantly affected by their environment, they also 
affect their environment. Social movements generally try to induce social and political change 
at two different levels. In the first place, according to Della Porta and Diani (2006: 229), ‘all 
social movements tend to make demands on the political system’. They seek to influence 
policy making, as well as create procedural political changes, influencing the way the political 
system functions as a whole: in its institutional and formal procedures, its configuration of 
power, its elite recruitment. A second level at which social movements try to induce change is 
that of the production of meaning. Movements aim at cultural transformations that will lead 
to more structural changes. Movements seek to ‘influence bystanders, spreading their own 
conception of the world, and they struggle to have new identities recognized’ (Della Porta 
and Diani 2006: 232).

Thus, social movements are constantly involved in ‘meaning work’ that is, in the struggle 
over the production of ideas (Snow and Benford 1992: 136). This meaning work has also been 
conceptualized as ‘framing work’, referring to the shaping of grievances into broader and 
more resonant claims (Tarrow 1998: 21). The concept of the frame has been used to identify 
the general, standardized, predefined structure which allows recognition of the world, that 
guides perception, allowing one to build defined expectations about what is to happen, 
that is to make sense of one’s reality (Della Porta and Diani 2006: 74). Frames are different 
from ideology in that they do not require a whole coherent set of integrated principles and 
assumptions, as is the case with ideology7, but provide, instead, ‘a key to make sense of the 
world’, in the words of Della Porta and Diani (2006: 79). In many cases, frames emerge from 
ideologies, while at the same time frames can also affect ideologies. Snow and Benford (1992: 
136) have coined the concept of ‘collective action frames’ to refer specifically to the product of 
the framing work of social movements. Collective action frames ‘underscore and embellish 
the seriousness and injustice of a social condition or redefine as unjust and immoral what was 
previously seen as unfortunate but perhaps tolerable’ (Snow and Benford 1992: 137).

Often the same movement can have multiple, loose frames rather than a dominant one 
(Della Porta and Diani 2006: 74-8). But, as Tate (2007) points out in her study on human 
rights activism in Colombia, the same frame – for example the human rights frame – can 
be used by different social actors to advance different ideological projects. Thus, according to 
Tate (2007: 4), while all human rights professionals in Colombia share a focus on protecting 
lives, ‘their ideas of which human lives to give priority and how best to achieve their 
protection result from widely divergent views on the nature of power, on understandings of 
the role of the state, and on the origin and possible resolution of the Colombian conflict’. 

7 Ideology is conceived here as ‘a relatively stable and coherent set of values, beliefs, and goals associated 
with a movement or a broader, encompassing social entity […] assumed to provide the rationale for 
defending or challenging various social arrangements and conditions’ (Snow quoted in Della Porta and 
Diani 2006: 66). 
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We will see that this same diversity is to be found in the Argentine context among actors 
struggling for truth, justice and memory. While all aim at remembering the crimes 
committed during the dictatorship and punishing the culprits, and use a similar frame 
which could be defined as the ‘memory against forgetting’ frame, they are often motivated 
by very different projects. Dagnino’s (2004: 58) notion of ‘political projects’ will be useful 
in this context. It refers to ‘those sets of beliefs, interests, conceptions of the world and 
representations of what life in society should be that guide the political action of different 
subjects and play a central role in the struggle to build hegemony’. It will help us to analyse 
the ‘multi-positioned interests and identities’ (van den Hombergh 2004: 42) of the actors 
mobilizing around the same issues and using similar frames, and will help us to understand 
some of the internal conflicts that have arisen in this context.

Social movements organizers and participants are not the only ones engaged in framing 
work. As Tarrow (1998: 22) reminds us, ‘in addition to building on inherited cultural 
understandings, they compete with the media, which transmit messages that movements 
must attempt to shape and influence’. Furthermore, ‘states are also constantly framing issues, 
both in order to gain support for their policies and to contest the meanings placed in public 
space by movements’. Additionally, frames do not develop in isolation but rather in a dynamic 
interaction with other signifying agents. Movements then, are, according to Snow and 
Benford (1992: 136) ‘functioning in part as signifying agents that often are deeply embroiled, 
along with the media, local governments and the state, in what has been referred to aptly as 
the “politics of signification”’. Or, in Tarrow’s (1998: 22) words, ‘the struggle between states 
and movements takes place not only on the streets but in contests over meaning’. In this 
context, Baud and Rutten (2004: 5) speak of a ‘social dynamics of framing’ which involves 
both the mobilization of support and alliances, and confrontation with opponents. Framing, 
they write, is about ‘ideas forged in dialogue’ (Milner quoted in Baud and Rutte 2004: 5) and 
it includes the ‘interactive processes of talk, persuasion, arguing, contestation, interpersonal 
influence, subtle rhetoric posturing, outright marketing that modify – indeed continually 
modify – the contents of interpretative frames’ (Oliver and Johnson quoted in Baud and 
Rutte 2004: 5).

These social dynamics of framing will occupy a central place in this study. I will analyse 
the contents of the meaning work of the human rights movement, how it was carried out, in 
what ways it has influenced public interpretations of the past and how to deal with it, and 
how this has evolved over time. These questions will be answered by combining an analysis 
of cultural interpretations, values and beliefs, with a focus on the more concrete proposals to 
influence official policies and legislation on matters of the recent past. The capacity of the 
human rights movement to influence public interpretations will be traced in three different 
ways. In the first place, changes in public policy and legislation, and in procedural changes 
in the political system that occurred at the initiative of the movement will serve as a means 
to assess their impact. Secondly, I will look at the extent to which new actors have joined 
the movement over time and adopted the same interpretative frame.8 Finally, I will look at 
how the various collective action frames of the movement get a hold on public opinion and 
manage to influence the public debate. The mainstream media (newspapers, television, radio), 

8 In this context it is important to clarify that attempts by new actors to change these frames should 
not necessarily be seen as a failure, because interpretative frames are dynamic and constantly changing. 
The issue, however, will be to what extent they initially join the movement identifying with the basic 
interpretative frame that binds the movement together.
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which produce frames, but also reproduce dominant political frames and collective action 
frames, will form a useful platform for identifying some of these changes.

Collective memory and its politics
Memory, following Stern (2004: 105), ‘is the meaning we attach to experience, not simply 
recall of the events and emotions of that experience’. It is also above all a social process. 
Individual memories are constantly affected by our social environment (Zerubavel 1996: 283). 
In Auyero’s (2002: 154-5) words: ‘The relational setting in which actors are located affects 
the depth, tone and the very facts of their memories. Memory is thus socially constructed 
and inter-subjectively structured’. What individuals remember is largely determined by what 
the social group they are part of considers ‘memorable’ and how this should be remembered 
(Burke 1989: 98). The French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs was the first to point out the 
collective dimension of memory in the 1920s. In his two major works on memory, Les cadres 
sociaux de la mémoire and La mémoire collective, he argued that individual memories were 
always socially embedded, and that it is from collective memory frameworks that individuals 
construct what they think are personal or individual memories. He focussed on the family, 
religion and the nation to show how each of these categories conditions the ways in which 
memory is activated at the individual level. Collective frameworks of memory are not 
composed of a combination of individual memories, but of the instruments used by collective 
memory to recompose an image of the past adapted to the dominant ways of thinking of a 
society at different periods in time. Thus, from Halbwachs’ perspective, nobody remembers 
alone, and memories do not exist outside these collective memory frameworks (Halbwachs 
1925: xi; see also Crane 1997: 1376; Ricoeur 2000: 146-51).

Halbwachs has been criticized for not leaving enough room for individual remembering 
in his theory, and for suggesting that something like a collective memory would exist outside 
people’s minds, as a structural and structuring framework (Crane 1997; Klein 2000: 130). But 
his insights into the socially constructed character of memory and on the importance of 
the collective dimensions of memory have been highly influential in the study of memory. 
Collective memory will be taken here as consisting of ‘past reminiscences that link given 
groups of people for whom the remembered events are important, that is, the events remain 
significant to them later on’ (Osiel 1997: 18). In this context, it is important to recall that, 
following Zerubavel (1996: 293-4):

The collective memory of a mnemonic community is quite different from the sum total of the 
personal recollections of its various individual members, as it includes only those that are 
commonly shared by all of them (in the same way that public opinion, for example, is more than 
the mere aggregate of individuals’ personal opinions). It thus involves the integration of various 
different personal pasts into a single common past that all members of a particular community 
come to remember collectively.

Sometimes, collective memory is also referred to as social memory, preferred for being less 
static and leaving more room to the individual (Fentress and Wickham 1992: 79), or as public 
memory and historical memory (Aguilar 2002: 6). In this research, I will use the concept of 
collective memory interchangeably with social memory and public memory.

Collective memory has direct implications for the constitution of social ties within and 
among groups. It is ‘the way a group of people maintain a shared identity through the 
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course of their lifetimes’ (Boyarin 1994: 23-4). At the same time, it should not be taken as 
a reified entity that stands above and separated from individuals, but rather as ‘traces left 
by events that have affected the course of history of the groups involved, and who have the 
capacity to put on the scenery these common memories through public rites, celebrations 
and commemorations’ ( Jelin 2002a: 22). This points to the fact that collective memory always 
results from a selection process that involves remembering some things and forgetting 
others ( Jelin 2002a: 29). This selection process, furthermore, is to a great extent determined 
by the needs of the present. Schwartz (1997: 470) even states that collective memory always 
reflects the concerns of the present, and it vanishes when it ceases to be relevant to current 
experience. Similarly, Collins (2006: 94) insists on the fact that ‘people produce the past 
through a dynamic engagement with the present (and even the future)’. Thus, memory is 
essentially a process that belongs to the present, and in order to understand the process 
through which collective memory is produced, it is necessary to also focus on the current 
experiences, interests and needs of the different actors involved in this process.

The process through which national collective memory comes about is often a conflictive 
one. Zerubavel (1996: 296) has coined the term ‘mnemonic battles’ to refer to the conflicts 
that arise over the contents of collective memory. These mnemonic battles are typically fought 
in the public arena and range from the ‘correct’ way to interpret the past to what ought to be 
collectively remembered in the first place. These ‘mnemonic battles’ usually involve a wide 
range of individual and collective actors, from state leaders and institutions, to the media, 
academia, religious or political leaders and institutions, and other civil society actors. These 
agents of memory also display different relations to the recent past: for some, memory is an 
autobiographical experience, whereas others did not live through the experience themselves. 
They are often also differently located within social structures: gender, class and power 
relations all affect their position in the negotiation process (Gillis 1994: 3). The existence of 
different visions over the past produce ‘struggles to occupy a hegemonic space in narrating 
the past of a society’, in the words of Lorenz (2002: 55). Different groups aim at ‘officialising’ 
or ‘institutionalizing’ their narrative of the past ( Jelin 2002a: 36).

The notion of mnemonic battles already suggests that, using Stern’s (2004: 124-5) words 
‘the making of collective memory is a highly political process’. The relationship between 
memory and politics is, according to Stern, a reciprocal one: ‘Political upheaval and attendant 
atrocities generate memory struggles; politics and power, in turn, shape memory’s playing 
field’. Power, then, becomes an important category of analysis for understanding how some 
narratives manage to displace others and become hegemonic ( Jelin 2002a: 40). In this context, 
Wagner-Pacifici (1996: 307) states that reflecting on memory is also a way of thinking about 
power relations. Taylor (1994: 200) is even more explicit and states that memory is ‘a dynamic 
political category’ and ‘a fact of power’. What is remembered depends on who is in power. 
She thus argues that ‘memory as constituted is exclusionary: it omits what hierarchy does not 
recognize. Remembering, then, is also a process of forgetting. It is a process of simultaneously 
constituting some subjectivities and doing violence to others’. This situation leads to 
competing memories, each group developing a politics of the past, aimed at strengthening 
its own foundations while debilitating opposed or competing groups (Oberti and Pittaluga 
2006: 30). The more power a group, individual or institution has, the more possibilities it has 
to make its vision of the past hegemonic.

In these struggles over national collective memory, the state is in a privileged position to 
impose its narrative of the past, converting it into ‘the official story’. In the process of nation 
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building that took place in the Occidental world – including Latin America – during the 
nineteenth century, states have used their power to bring unity where there was diversity, 
with the political purpose of building a national identity. In this process, national education, 
patriotic symbols, monuments and commemorations were important instruments ( Jelin 
2002a: 40). Official histories have also served to reinforce the social order. In this context, 
Gillis (1994: 9-10) observes how, through remembering some actors and forgetting others, 
the commemorations in the nineteenth century served exactly this purpose. According to 
Gillis (1994: 10), ‘workers, racial minorities, young people and women gained admission to 
national memories at an even slower pace than they were admitted to national representative 
and educational institutions’. In the context of an authoritarian state, public space becomes 
dominated by one single political narrative that generally identifies clear enemies and foes, 
and serves to legitimize the regime in place. Explicit censorship and other forms of repression 
of civil and political liberties leave little room for counter-narratives ( Jelin 2002a: 42).

Attempts from the state, either in an authoritarian or a democratic context, to impose 
one dominant interpretation of the past have often been strongly contested, giving way 
to counter-memories. Professional historians, who have often been active fomenters of an 
‘official history’, have also at times played an important role in deconstructing these official 
versions of the past and shedding light on those aspects that have been omitted in official 
history. The counter-memories of those who have been erased from public memory have in 
fact often proved surprisingly resilient. In a context of authoritarianism, these alternative 
memories become subterraneous, prohibited and clandestine. But when this period of 
authoritarianism ends, and democratic space opens up, these subterraneous memories emerge 
or re-emerge, and find their way into public space, giving way to important struggles for their 
legitimacy and recognition into national memory ( Jelin 2002a: 42). More in general, subaltern 
memories have often led to the development of important resistance movements and, in the 
process, memory itself has been constructed, memory being strategically mobilized for the 
purposes of collective action. Thus, in an article on the black communities of the Colombian 
Pacific, Hoffmann (2002) shows how the retrieval of memory has become a major factor in 
the struggles against discrimination and domination. Similarly, in Guatemala, the indigenous 
leadership of the Pan-Maya movement has actively sought to make visible a history that had 
been suppressed by the dominant class but that indigenous peoples had covertly kept alive, 
the retrieval of memory thus becoming an important tool for empowerment (Eckstein and 
Wickham-Croley 2003: 24-5).

The acknowledgement of the existence of mnemonic battles that oppose groups that 
interact on the basis of unequal power relations should not obscure the fact that neither 
the state and the dominant classes, nor the subaltern constitute homogeneous entities. 
Those groups promoting counter memories are often divided and fragmented (Oberti 
and Pittaluga 2006: 28-9), and the state does not necessarily act as a homogeneous entity 
either, especially not in a democratic system ( Jelin 2002a: 44). Theidon (2004: 144) argues 
against the tendency to homogenize ‘the popular’ in a binary logic that opposes ‘popular 
memory’ to ‘official memory’, and recalls that to ‘homogenize “the popular” is erase the fact 
that one can be simultaneously oppositional and hegemonic in a given context’. Similarly, 
Robin Wagner-Pacifici (1996: 308) draws attention to the problematic aspects of the ‘alleged 
polarity of vernacular and official voices and versions’. These insights are particularly useful 
to understand some of the developments in the Argentine context. Here we will see that 
human rights organizations that arose in opposition to the military dictatorship, and 
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especially the organizations of victims, were able to build a certain hegemony within the 
broader movement struggling for truth, justice and memory that developed over time. Their 
moral leadership and their condition of victims of the repression were powerful legitimizing 
elements. However, this hegemonic position within the movement was also contested and 
challenged by other agents of memory.

Mnemonic battles over a ‘difficult past’9

The struggles over the past acquire particular intensity when they concern a great historical 
trauma of national dimensions, as was the case for the military dictatorship in Argentina, 
because they raise expectations about the possibility to implement a new moral and political 
order. Moments of institutional rupture and conflict force a society to revise its societal 
contract, and at the same time offer an opportunity to rebuild a national identity on a 
different basis (Groppo 2001: 25). The disputes over the meaning of the past in the aftermath 
of a period of authoritarianism are also very much about what kind of society one is aiming 
for. Through the elaboration of narratives about the recent past, the actors involved in these 
disputes are also expressing their political projects and expectations for the future ( Jelin 
2002a: 43). The conflicts that arise in this context, then, are as much about how to remember 
the recent past as about the state model or project that these different groups want to 
promote ( Jelin 2002b: 5). Memory, truth and justice almost seem to merge as the production 
of meanings over the past focuses exclusively on investigating the facts of the repression, on 
validating the experiences of the victims, and on establishing who were the culprits ( Jelin 
2002a: 43).10 Uncovering the truth and determining responsibilities become the way through 
which a collective understanding of the past is created.

In the countries of the Southern Cone, the various human rights movements that emerged 
in resistance to the dictatorships were among the principal actors promoting these demands 
for truth and justice. But the voices of those who had supported and even promoted the 
military regimes continued to challenge the voices of the victims and to question the 
legitimacy of their demands. The consequence was that in these countries, a scenery emerged 
in which opposed visions about how to interpret and deal with the recent past clashed and 
confronted each other in public space. This scenery has often been conceptualized in terms 
of a dichotomy of memory against forgetting, in which one sector struggles to keep the past 
alive whereas another sector strives to close the subject. Stern (2004: xxvii) has questioned 
this dichotomy for considering it too narrow and too restrictive. In his study on Chile, he 
explicitly distances himself from this dichotomy, and pleads for thinking in terms of a 
process of competing selective remembrances. Nevertheless, I still consider that the terms 
of ‘memory’ versus ‘oblivion’ are useful to identify the two broadly defined and heterogeneous 
camps that have emerged within the Argentine context. Those interpretations of the past 
that deny the very essence of the crimes committed, can be considered functional to oblivion. 
These facts have been acknowledged in the report of the truth commission, in the trial of 

9 The concept of ‘difficult past’ is borrowed from Wagner-Pacifici and Schwartz (1991: 379) and refers to ‘a 
painful moment in society, such as a military defeat or an era of domestic oppression’.

10 For a critical discussion of the complex relation between justice and collective memory, see Osiel’s (1997) 
insightful Mass Atrocity, Collective Memory and the Law. For a discussion of the relation between history 
writing and the law, partially based on Osiel, see also Ricoeur 2000: 413-436. Finally, for insights into 
concrete cases of juridical prosecution and collective memory, see the case of the trial against Klaus Barbie 
in Rousso 1994: 229-248. 
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the juntas and the subsequent truth trials and criminal trials, and will be taken here as a 
basis for collective remembrance. Those who will be identified as ‘agents of oblivion’, then, are 
the groups and individuals who deny that the crimes committed were part of a systematic 
plan orchestrated by the state to eliminate political opponents. This discursive denial of the 
facts is also accompanied by explicit and systematic attempts to close the subject, to bury any 
evidence of the crimes committed, which justifies the use of the term ‘agents’. The ‘agents 
of memory’, on the other hand are those who share a rejection of state terrorism and the 
conviction that these facts need to be remembered for future generations, and who actively 
seek to achieve this.

Agents of memory are motivated by the conviction that there is a moral imperative to 
remember the facts of violence and the victims, a moral and ethical obligation that is 
often referred to as devoir de mémoire, the duty to remember. Ricoeur (2000: 106) has 
pointed to the fact that the imperative to remember always accompanies the mandate not 
to forget, an obligation that can easily become a burden. Thus he states: ‘To say “you will 
remember”, is also to say “you will not forget”. It could even be so that the duty to remember 
constitutes simultaneously the height of good use and of abuse in the exercise of memory’. 
The obligation to remember, then, can lead to a constant repetition of the same events. In 
a critical essay on ‘the abuses of memory’, Todorov (1998) has coined the term ‘literal 
memory’ to refer to this kind of repetitive and obsessive memory as opposed to the notion 
of ‘exemplary memory’. The expression of ‘literal memory’ highlights a difficulty in processing 
the memories of the past, in ‘working them through’ and in making a critical selection of 
what should be remembered and what not in order to construct a better future – a dimension 
represented in the notion of ‘exemplary memory’. The exemplary memory is oriented towards 
the future, and extracts from traumatic memories those elements that have an exemplary 
value, that permit generalizations and lessons for the future. It contains a critical dimension, 
as a well as a universalizing one, and goes against memories that focus exclusively on group 
identities. Jelin (2002a: 58) points to the fact that it implies double work: ‘On the one hand, 
to overcome the pain caused by the memory and to manage to marginalize it so that it will 
not invade life; on the other hand – and here we step out of the personal and private area to 
move to the public sphere – learn from it, derive from it lessons that can become principles 
of action for the present’. Thus, according to Todorov (1998), it is only when working on a 
critical elaboration of the memories of the past, that they can be useful for society in the 
present and the future.

However, for those who experienced terror and loss in person, the imperative to remember 
often constitutes an intrinsic part of their lives. This existential dimension of memory 
struggles is one of the reasons why they cannot be reduced to a matter of politics alone. In 
this context Stern (2004: 128-9) rightfully observes that ‘paradoxically, what gives memory 
struggles about times of great human rupture and trauma such forcefulness – and potential 
to influence political legitimacy and alignments – is precisely the inability to reduce memory 
to a mere political instrument or strategy’. Memory in such a context is not simply political, 
but also moral and existential. Reflecting on memory struggles in Chile, he observes that 
it was in the first place indignation with the moral atrocities committed by the Pinochet 
regime that moved people to act and align themselves behind the human rights movement. 
The human rights language was able to capture this moral dimension of the struggle, and to 
override mere calculation of political advantage and disadvantage, or regime sympathy versus 
regime opposition. We will see that this was also the case in Argentina. At the same time, 
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memory was also existential, in the sense that people were themselves confronted with the 
experience or witnessing of atrocity. Again the experience of Chile is very similar to that of 
Argentina. In this context Stern (2004: 129) writes: ‘It was the existential aspect of memory 
that generated passion and persistence in the face of fear and adversity. […] For some 
survivors, relatives of victims, and witnesses, memory became an obligation and a condition 
of existence in the world, if one were to remain true and loyal to the self, to loved ones, or to 
friends and comrades’.

In the confrontational scenery that often emerges in post-authoritarian contexts, the 
newly-elected government and other state institutions such as the judiciary can play an 
important role in channelling the different interests that compete over the significance of 
memory and establish a new political and moral order. The instigation of truth commissions 
and trials, official statements, or the promotion of commemorations are all means by which 
the new democratic state can establish a break with the past. In the democratic context that 
emerges, societal actors will try to influence official policies and state institutions so as to 
institutionalize their demands for memory, truth and justice. But the state generally plays 
a more ambiguous role. Even when the executive feels a need to mark a break with the 
previous political order, this will not necessarily be done in the most absolute terms often 
requested by victims and human rights groups. The new governments are often constrained 
by the still powerful actors of the previous regime, as well as by the need to balance different 
political interests. Furthermore, in many cases the democratic state shows continuities with 
the previous regime,11 which makes it even less pre-disposed to go as far as societal agents 
of memory would want it to go. Often this leads to a trade-off between truth and justice, 
or to very limited trials. It can even lead to a retraction of the state from matters of the 
past altogether. The struggles to construct a memory of the recent experiences of terror then 
become confined to the societal arena.

When this happens, what are the consequences for the elaboration of a collective memory 
of the recent past? According to Jelin (2002a: 61) when the struggles to construct a memory 
of the repression are limited to the societal arena, there exists a risk that it enhances the 
conflictive character of the past. To what extent has the absence of the state on matters of the 
past, or its active role as an ‘agent of oblivion’ contributed to the conflictive character of the 
recent past in Argentina? Has it enhanced divisiveness, as Jelin contends? Reflecting on the 
societal process of remembering in Argentina, Robben (2005: 358) writes: ‘Even memorials, 

11 In this context McSherry (1997: 10) points to the relevance of analytically distinguishing the state from 
the government and from a regime. For a definition of the state, see note 6. A regime is the system by 
which political functions are carried out, and the regime may extend over different governments. The 
government is, in McSherry’s (1997: 10) words, ‘a set of particular elected officials and/or a governing 
set of incumbents, especially in the executive branch’. The analytical distinction between these three 
terms enables us to better understand some of the obstacles that arise to overcoming experiences of 
authoritarianism. In many Latin American countries, after the democratic transitions ‘democratic 
governments have been merged with undemocratic states, in which the armed forces are still politically 
autonomous, parallel military structures of power still exist, and civilian branches of the state (Congress, 
the courts) are still subject to military surveillance and control. In many cases, military institutions have 
implanted guardian structures with which to limit the exercise of civil and political rights and contain the 
powers of civilian government’. In Argentina, although the armed forces suffered from a serious backlash 
in the last year of the regime as a consequence of the economic failure and the defeat in the Malvinas 
War, they were still left with enough power after the transition to continue to pressure and influence the 
democratic governments.  
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monuments and commemorations, which have played a significant role in mourning the 
Holocaust, have in Argentina increased rather than lessened divisiveness’. How can these 
high levels of conflict over the matters of the past – not only between those who promote 
oblivion and those sectors who want to remember – but especially within this last group, 
be explained? To what extent does this have to do with the highly politicized character of 
the historical events to be remembered, or with the role played by official institutions? To 
what extent have the internal political and ideological differences among the victims and 
human rights groups, the most active agents of memory in Argentina, contributed to this 
divisiveness? These are questions that will be explored throughout this book.

Research choices: time frame, geographical focus, cases and methodology

This research is about the various ‘official and unofficial attempts to deal with the legacy 
of past violations’ (Sieder 2001: 162) that have unfolded in Argentina since the democratic 
transition in 1983. These include initiatives to disclose the facts of the repression, attempts to 
prosecute alleged perpetrators of past human rights violations, and the numerous initiatives 
to foment a collective memory of the period. The emphasis lies on the unofficial initiatives 
and how they have interacted with official attempts to deal with the past. Through a 
historical analysis of these interactions, and the dilemmas that emerged in this context, the 
research aims to gain insights into the ways in which Argentine society has given meaning to 
the period of the military dictatorship. It is assumed that an analysis of the political process 
of how these ‘politics of memory’ unfolded will also provide us with some answers to the 
question why the recent past has continued to be so topical in Argentina.

The point of entry to the study is the struggle of human rights organizations, victims of 
the dictatorship, and other social and political groups that demand truth, justice and memory, 
with a special focus on public memory initiatives. The research will address the following 
key analytical question: how has the struggle for truth, justice and memory of the Argentine 
human rights movement evolved over time in a dynamic interaction with its social and 
political environment? The research is organized around two main lines of inquiry. The first 
is oriented towards analysing the agents of memory, who they were, what motivated them, 
what their goals were, their strategies and their ‘political projects’ (Dagnino 2004: 58). The 
second line of inquiry is concerned with how they interacted with their political and social 
environment, how they were influenced by it but also how they managed to transform it. In 
general terms, the study aims at connecting the more subjective process by which ‘culture 
and cultural meaning are produced’ (Wagner-Pacifici and Schwartz 1991: 377), with concrete 
and down-to-earth politics involving political institutions, legislation, and (state) power. This 
connection is all the more important since in Argentina public memory initiatives were never 
entirely detached from the very concrete and urgent need to secure human rights and to 
deepen the quality of democracy. Indeed, throughout the research it will become increasingly 
evident that debates about the past are an integral part of the discussion on how to organize 
society in the present.

Although this research draws on insights from history, anthropology, sociology and 
political science, it can perhaps best be characterized as being situated at the point where 
anthropology and history intersect. In the first place, it is an exercise in what Silverman and 
Gulliver (1996: 150) have called ‘an anthropology of history’. The concern is ‘with what people 
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know and remember about their past, how and why, how people make sense of the past and 
relate to it in the present, and how people’s perceptions and understandings of their past 
are a retrospective product of their present’. This is very similar to what Giordano (1996: 99) 
calls the ‘actualized history’ that constitutes the main interest of anthropologists concerned 
with history. He defines this ‘actualized history’ as ‘a past that is more or less intentionally 

“mobilized” in the present’. More precisely, my concern here is primarily with public attempts 
to ‘mobilize’ the past in the present, rather than with people’s private memories.

Secondly, this work combines anthropology and history by proposing to historicize the 
social dynamics that are the object of this study. I am concerned with ‘how political and 
economic forces structure the micro-politics of cultural interaction and how actors react to 
and influence the course of large-scale processes’ (Driessen 1996: 76). Methodologically, this 
requires an approach in which the focus lies on particular cases – consisting of characters, 
events, or situations – that are ‘important not because they are representative, but because 
they show a process or a problem in particularly clear relief ’ (Zusman quoted in Auyero 2007: 
24). Thus it requires a combination of the anthropological concern with the small-scale level 
‘where the people live and interact and where they experience both change and continuity, 
trying to make sense of what they encounter and deciding what to do’ (Silverman and 
Gulliver 1996: 151), and of the more traditional approach to history that is concerned with 
concrete time and facts (Åsa Boholm 1996: 34; Giordano 1996: 99).

This study focuses on the period that runs from the democratic transition in 1983 until 
2006, when I did my last fieldwork. However, the centre of gravity of the study and especially 
the discussion of the case studies, lies in the period from 1996 to 2006. This choice was made 
after observing that the twentieth anniversary of the coup celebrated in 1996 constituted 
an important turning point in the struggles about the past. New actors and new debates 
emerged, and important advances were made in the search for justice. The subject became 
installed in public opinion and public attention for the recent past has only increased since 
then. Yet, these developments from the mid-1990s onwards cannot be understood without 
taking into account developments that occurred in the years before. The importance of 
previous developments is not always acknowledged in public comments and reflections on 
the memory process in Argentina. At times there is an implicit suggestion that memory 
struggles only started in 1996. The following metaphor used by one of my interviewees 
will prove helpful in overcoming such limited perspectives: ‘More than a coming up of 
memory I would speak of a river of which the mass of water starts to increase, sometimes 
slowly, but that towards the 1990s becomes much more vigorous’.12 Therefore, in this research 
I will depart from the general consensus that important changes did take place from 1996 
onwards, but I will also try to go beyond existing schemes, to point out both the differences 
and the continuities over time. This requires a more flexible approach towards issues such 
as chronology and dates than the choice for 1996 as a point of departure of the empirical 
research suggests. I will thus go back and forth in time to explain how from halfway through 
the 1990s demands for accountability and debates over memory grew ‘more vigorous’.

The study concentrates on the city of Buenos Aires, the political, economic and 
demographic heart of the country. The focus of the research lies on national politics and 
developments rather than looking at the particularities of the provinces, a perspective that 
would have required a different approach. The concentration of political institutions and 

12 Email communication 2007.
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human rights organizations, and of political and economic decisions of national relevance in 
the city of Buenos Aires demands a focus on developments in the capital city.13 Furthermore, 
in spite of contextual differences, the struggle for truth, justice and memory that unfolded 
in Buenos Aires acquired similar characteristics in the other two major urban centres of the 
country, Rosario and Córdoba. The patterns of repression in these cities were very similar to 
those in Buenos Aires, and the reactions and resilience of victims and solidarity unfolded in 
similar ways as well. Thus, when reflecting upon phenomena that occurred in Buenos Aires, 
some conclusions can also be drawn about what happened in these other urban areas.

Limiting the field of research to the capital also had another advantage, namely, the 
possibility of combining small-scale ethnographic research with the historical perspective, 
which is more inclined to look at broader developments over time. I was thus able to realize 
in-depth studies of several phenomena occurring in this city, which were at the same time 
of crucial importance for national developments because of their location in the capital city. 
The case studies chosen focus on certain characters, events, or debates. They were chosen 
because they reflect a number of developments that started to acquire more visibility from 
the mid-1990s onwards, while at the same time enabling me to analyse some of the processes 
at stake in the political struggles over the past in greater detail. They either give insights into 
the interactions between a varied number of actors involved in the struggles over the past, 
or in how particular debates over how to interpret the recent past have unfolded, or permit 
me to get a better understanding of how specific contemporary developments influence the 
struggles over the past. Taken jointly, and in interaction with the broader historical process as 
it has developed since 1983, these cases offer insights into the way the struggles over the past 
unfolded over time and what issues were central in a given period and a given setting.

Data for this research were gathered during four periods of fieldwork. A pilot study took 
place from July to August 2001, in the preparatory phase of the project. A second and third 
larger period of fieldwork took place from March until November 2003 and from August 
2004 until February 2005. Finally, the last period of data gathering took place in the months 
from October 2006 until December 2006. During the fieldwork I was based in Buenos Aires, 
but also travelled on a regular basis to the nearby city of Rosario in the province of Santa 
Fe, as well as making trips to the cities of La Plata, Morón and San Nicolás, all located in 
the province of Buenos Aires. The empirical data were obtained through a combination of 
written sources such as newspaper articles, official declarations, pamphlets and other sources, 
including in-depth interviews, as well as informal conversations and participant observation. 
In-depth interviews and participant observation were principally realized among the groups 
struggling for truth, justice and memory. Written material, and particularly newspapers 
proved useful in tracing some of the visions and attitudes of other societal and state actors, 
such as state leaders and representatives, politicians, or the military and the police.

13 In her study on Malvinas, Guber (1999: 44) reflects on the centrality of memory activities related to the 
Malvinas War in the capital of Buenos Aires: ‘Although most of the events analysed in these pages happen 
in the Argentine capital, people from the provinces usually take part in them. But the fact that the city of 
Buenos Aires is the main setting also reveals that porteño memories are usually hegemonic in Argentines’ 
views of their political past’. Similarly, Jelin (quoted in Calderón 1986: 23) reflects on the centrality of 
Buenos Aires as follows: ‘Argentina is a highly urbanized country, even though the agricultural production 
constitutes the core of the economic dynamics of the country for its role in foreign trade. Even more so, 
it is a macrocephalic country, with an urban agglomeration that rallies one third of the population, but 
almost the totality of political and economic decisions’. 
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The research started from a broad perspective to get a better understanding of the 
field, adopting a more focussed approach during the end of my first period of fieldwork 
and even more so during the subsequent two periods. My first interviews were mainly of 
an orientational character, exploring the human rights movement and aiming to expand 
my contacts. However, once my network started to broaden as well as my knowledge of 
the subject, I started to conduct interviews on a more frequent basis, combining this with 
other fieldwork activities such as the consultation of archives and participating in activities 
organized by the human rights movement. At the end of my first fieldwork, I had identified 
some of the cases and events that I wished to study in greater detail. During the last 
fieldwork, participation in meetings, gatherings, commemorations and other public and less 
public activities were combined with the analysis of the different kinds of documents and 
in-depth interviews. I ended up conducting approximately 130 in-depth interviews with 
leaders and rank-and-file members of human rights organizations, individuals participating 
in memory projects, victims of the repression, members of governmental institutions, former 
political activists, artists and intellectuals concerned with the subject.

Each one of the four periods of fieldwork was marked by some event that strongly 
influenced the character of the activities and debates about the recent past of that particular 
period, and also found expression in the interviews I conducted for the research. The first 
fieldwork, in July 2001, was marked by the depressing context preceding the outburst in 
December 2001. During the second fieldwork, the election of president Kirchner and his 
policies in the field of memory, truth and justice, particularly the annulment of the amnesty 
laws in August 2003, profoundly shaped the conversations I had. Then, in 2004, the decision 
to recover the ESMA for memory, a widely applauded measure, strongly contrasted with 
the disillusion with other aspects of Kirchner’s presidency, particularly at the level of socio-
economic policies. Internal divisions within the human rights movement as a consequence 
of different evaluations of his policies almost always popped up in interviews on the subject. 
Finally, during the last fieldwork, the disappearance of one of the witnesses in a human rights 
trial, Julio López in September 2006 was on everybody’s hearts and minds. Sometimes I 
wondered how to deal with the extremely dynamic political context. However, this shifting 
historical context and its influence on my conversations with interviewees was particularly 
revealing of the importance of the present in the debates over the past in Argentina.

The fieldwork was also a highly emotional journey into people’s painful experiences of 
loss and suffering. Personal experiences of state terrorism have profoundly shaped people’s 
public efforts to define what is truthful and meaningful about the recent past. During my 
fieldwork I was submerged for months in the world of those who had made the struggle for 
truth, justice and memory their lifetime project after having gone through such experiences. 
I listened to the life stories of mothers who had lost all their children and had succeeded 
in transforming their grief into activism. I spoke to children of the disappeared who, after 
suffering numerous disillusions, continued to search for their brother or sister born in 
captivity. I heard stories of people who had been abducted, tortured and were trapped for 
long periods in the obscure underworld of the secret detention centres. Many had been able, 
in spite of everything, to reconstruct their shattered lives and give a new meaning to their 
past experiences. Others were still struggling to make sense of it all. Listening to these stories 
was a constant reminder of the fact that the struggles over the recent past have a profound 
existential dimension for those who are involved. It pointed to the importance of developing 
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analytical explanations that would not lose sight of the stories of loss and suffering in which 
these struggles were embedded (Hernández Castillo 2006: 150).

The setting in which the fieldwork was carried out was a highly contentious one, raising 
the ethical problem of the political stakes of the research. Carrying out fieldwork in an 
environment of heightened group antagonism and polarization makes it difficult to sustain 
the position of the detached, neutral observer. In such a context, being open about one’s own 
political position might be the only ethical option. In her study on the environmentalist 
campaign against an industrial forestry project in the Osa Peninsula in Costa Rica, for 
instance, Van den Hombergh (2004: 283) makes an explicit choice against impartiality, taking 
sides with the campaigners. She claims that in addition to a strong personal and professional 
sympathy for their cause, the context was so polarized that she would never have been able 
to enter the protest community if she had not been so explicit about her political support 
for their cause. I came to a similar conclusion in the context of this research. In a context in 
which there are still voices that deny the disappearances or justify them, and in which human 
rights activists and victims of the repression continue to suffer verbal and physical threats, I 
chose to identify with the search for truth and justice and to be explicit about my position 
when establishing relations in the field.

Being explicit about one’s sympathies, however, does not preclude a critical approach to 
the research subject. In this book, I have tried to develop a sympathetic but critical analysis of 
the struggle for truth, justice and memory. This means not being afraid to write about issues 
that might not be in line with the vested interests of groups and movements (Tate 2007: 
26-7). Such an approach underlies the choice to write about a politically sensitive topic such 
as the conflicts that have arisen within the human rights movement. This is not a comfortable 
choice. In Argentina, writing about the internal differences within the human rights 
movement is particularly difficult. These conflicts are hardly what the movement wishes 
to show to the outside world. It does not offer the image of unity that participants in the 
struggle consider important to convince others of the justness of their cause. Yet, the internal 
differences are inevitable, they are part of the daily reality of the movement and sometimes 
erupt in the public sphere. At the same time, these internal differences are used in the press 
and by conservative sectors to de-legitimize the movement. It is these kinds of situations that 
have moved engaged scholars to plead against ‘humanizing power’ or against investigating 
the troubled micro-politics of social movements (Warren 2006: 220). These types of calls are 
also frequent among scholars and human rights activists in Argentina and have led them to 
silence issues that might weaken the public image of the movement. Similarly, reflecting on 
the Colombian case, Tate (2007: 23) states that here too, scholars have strategically ignored 
certain issues, a choice understandable in a context in which human rights organizations are 
under attack from both right-wing- and mainstream politics.

But such silences or forms of ‘self-censorship’ (Warren 2006: 221) also have political 
and analytical implications. Reflecting on these implications, Warren (2006: 221) asks: 
‘Does it mean that whole domains of social life have been, in effect, off the table of richer 
ethnographic analysis?’ She rather pleads for credible, critical and sympathetic social science 
that does not reproduce older polarizing discourse, and does not idealize social movements or 
demonize and essentialize at least one party in the analysis. Similarly, Tate (2007: 26) chooses 
not to ignore the delicate topic of the legacy of leftist political culture in the Colombian 
human rights movement, thereby contributing to a more informed debate. She also chooses 
to address controversies within the movement, going against the argument that ‘now is not 
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the time even to air the controversies addressed here’. She responds to this argument stating 
that she believes that, on the contrary, ‘beginning to address these contradictory legacies 
and practices is necessary to fully understand the present and begin to work toward a less 
violent future’. My argument for addressing the internal debates among the various groups 
struggling for memory is very similar. I believe they are an integral part of the story of how 
Argentine society deals with its recent past, and that understanding what lies behind the 
numerous conflicts and controversies will help us to make a more realistic assessment of the 
challenges ahead.

A final word should be spoken on how the interviewed persons and their organizations 
are addressed throughout the book. Specific organizations and institutions will always 
be identified, unless the matter is too delicate and might cause the organization trouble. 
Then it will be referred to by its generic characteristics, such as ‘solidarity organization’ or 
‘organization of victims’. Public figures such as well-known human rights representatives, 
public intellectuals, journalists, published authors, politicians and public officials will be 
referred to by their own names. In the case of controversial statements, or when discussing a 
conflictive situation in a given memory project, I will identify them by the generic categories 
relevant in that particular context, such as their membership of a particular organization or 
their character of victim or non-victim. All the other interviewees will be referred to with 
first-name-only pseudonyms. Although I would rather have given recognition to all those 
who play important roles in the struggle for truth, justice and memory, I decided to conceal 
their identities after verbal and physical threats against human rights activists increased from 
2003 onwards. Furthermore, many of these persons provided me with valuable insights into 
the internal dynamics of the human rights movement, but would not necessarily want to 
be identified with these insights. Giving them fictitious names is a way of respecting their 
privacy and their position in the movement. Finally, all the interviews were conducted in 
Spanish. The translations of extracts of these interviews are my own.

Structure of the book

The structure of this book follows both a chronological and a thematic logic. The first section 
of the book provides a historical background for the two other ones, which analyse two of 
the most important developments of the period from the mid-1990s onwards in more detail: 
the emergence of new actors in the struggles over the past, and the changes in the political 
and institutional context after Kirchner’s election in 2003. The first section, then, deals 
with the period of the democratic transition until the mid- 1990s, when the human rights 
organizations that emerged during the military dictatorship were still very much the central 
actor pressing for truth and justice. In its confrontation with official policies of silence and 
impunity, the human rights movement tried to construct a larger basis within civil society. 
The need to develop strategies to gain the support of the population intensified after a 
number of laws were adopted to end the legal accountability process, and public attention 
was diverted from the matters of the past. Activities to commemorate and remember the 
recent past became both a means to pressure for justice and to mobilize civil society for their 
cause.

The second chapter analyses the context in which the struggle for truth, justice and 
memory has emerged. In the first years of democracy from 1983 to 1985, the human rights 
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issue was of central importance in Argentine public life. The human rights movement was 
at its strongest in this period, and this was reflected in the importance attributed to the 
human rights issue during the first years of Alfonsín’s presidential term. However, although 
temporarily defeated, the armed forces still remained a powerful actor in the background. 
This importantly influenced the accountability process. The result was a compromise between 
different actors trying to influence the process. A crucial element of this period was also 
the framing of the military dictatorship in the juridical language of human rights violations 
instead of in terms of a political conflict. This way of framing the events has had important 
consequences for the societal process of remembering in the years thereafter. Therefore 
special attention will be paid to how this frame emerged in an interaction between official 
narratives, the narrative of the military, the perspective of the human rights movement, and 
the attitude of large sectors of civil society towards the flow of information on the repression.

The third chapter then, focuses on how the human rights movement attempted to regain 
some of the public space it lost after Alfonsín and, later, Menem stopped and even reversed 
the advances made in the juridical realm through amnesty laws and presidential pardons. As 
a consequence of these official policies and of the emergence of new problems and of new 
social and political organizations, the human rights movement underwent several important 
transformations. It developed new strategies to counter impunity, and started to realize the 
importance of constructing a collective memory of the military dictatorship. Constructing 
memory became an increasingly central issue, and a means to break down impunity and 
to consolidate democracy. One of the developments contributing to these changes was 
the participation of a new generation of victims – the children of the disappeared – in the 
struggles over the past. They brought in new ideas on how to pressure for truth, justice and 
memory.

The second part of the book describes and analyses the growing complexity of the debate 
over the past as a consequence of the increased involvement of new participants in the 
struggle. In the fourth chapter I discuss how, from the mid-1990s onwards, politically aware 
neighbours, victims and non victims became involved in the struggle for memory, truth and 
justice. In several cases these persons started to organize in their own neighbourhoods. In 
some neighbourhoods the presence of a former secret detention centre during the military 
dictatorship left its marks on societal relations and individuals living in its surroundings. One 
of these neighbourhoods is Floresta, where the presence of the secret detention centre of El 
Olimpo led to important mobilizations of the neighbourhood to regain the place for memory. 
In the struggle that unfolded in this context, various commissions of neighbours played an 
active role. The participation of these new actors has led to new expressions of collective 
memory, revealing the great diversity of memories on the period of the military dictatorship. 
But this diversity also led to tensions. In the context of the struggle, differences emerged on 
what strategy to adopt to regain the site for memory, and particularly on how to relate to 
the state. Later, when the former detention centre became a memory site, differences arose 
concerning the meaning that was to be attributed to the site.

In the fifth chapter, the focus lies on the debates that started to develop from midway 
through the 1990s about the years of social protests that preceded the military coup, and 
more specifically on the revolutionary organizations that occupied a protagonist role 
in that period. The chapter describes how, after many years of silence, former members of 
these organizations increasingly participated in the debates on the recent past. For different 
reasons such as official policies and personal difficulties in processing their stories of loss and 
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suffering, many former militants remained on the sideline for a long time. For several reasons, 
which will be explored in this chapter, this silence started to crumble from the mid-1990s, 
leading to a debate on the revolutionary struggles and ideals of the 1960s and ‘70s which 
continues until today. In this debate, attempts to vindicate the struggles of the 1970s often 
clash with the vision of other groups within society, among them new generations, members 
of the academia, and some of the more institutionalized human rights organizations. At the 
same time, former militants themselves display significant differences in their interpretation 
of both the past and of the present, and in their vision of what should be rescued from their 
previous political experiences.

Finally, the third part of the book deals with the important changes in the institutional 
and political context that occurred at the national level after Kirchner was elected President 
of Argentina in 2003. His presidential term marked a growing involvement of the state in 
matters of the past, a process that had already started at the local level of Buenos Aires and 
some other municipalities. This development had important consequences for the struggle 
for truth, justice and memory, which will be discussed in the two last chapters of the book. 
In the sixth chapter, attention will be paid to how the human rights movement interpreted 
and readjusted to the new political context, and the heated debates it unleashed among the 
various participants within the movement. Ideological and political differences on how to 
deal with the democratic state and how to conceive one’s own role in a democratic system 
emerged, and divided the movement over the interpretation of the new context. Whereas 
some chose for the further institutionalization of their demands, others chose the opposition 
ranks, leading to important differences within the movement.

The seventh chapter focuses on a specific case, the debates on the contents and purpose of 
the ‘Space for Memory and Human Rights’ in the ESMA. This case brings together the two 
most important developments of recent years that have been described throughout the book: 
the growing plurality of agents of memory and the new political and institutional context. 
The chapter analyses the consequences of a more pro-active state on matters of the past in 
combination with the growing involvement of new actors, particularly professionals working 
on memory, such as academics, museum specialists and artists, among others. Heated debates 
emerged between the historical human rights organizations, particularly those composed 
principally of victims of the repression, and these professionals on what to remember and 
how. One of the main issues of debate was how much room should be left for interpretations 
of the past that diverged from those offered by the human rights movement. These debates 
on the existence of a plurality of memories occurred in a context that was marked by the 
resurgence of voices vindicating state terrorism and even acts of violence such as verbal 
and physical aggressions against witnesses in the renewed human rights trials. This context 
strongly marked the position of the human rights movement, which tended to focus on 
protecting what it had achieved rather than creating room for new interpretations.
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2. The democratic transition:  
 dealing with the human rights 
 legacy of the military dictatorship

On 10 December 1983, Raúl Alfonsín, the presidential candidate of the Radical Party, 
assumed the presidency of Argentina, marking the transition to democracy after seven long 
years of military dictatorship. Alfonsín’s campaign combined a strong plea for democracy as 
the solution for Argentina’s economic, social and political problems with a promise to deal 
with the human rights violations, investigating the truth and prosecuting the culprits. His 
promise on dealing effectively with the human rights legacy of the dictatorship reflected the 
centrality of demands for human rights in the period leading to the transition to democracy. 
Much of this centrality can be attributed to the human rights movement that emerged in 
response to the gross violations committed by the military regime, and which played a central 
role in bringing down the military dictatorship. In the months preceding the transition, the 
movement was able to install and keep its demands for truth and justice on the public agenda. 
As a consequence, the armed forces were unable to – at least temporarily – secure impunity 
for their crimes. Human rights became, as one author put it, ‘one of the sacred elements of 
the transition’ (Lorenz 2006: 211).

The transition to democracy marked the beginning of a debate within Argentine society 
over how to deal with the legacies of the military dictatorship. This debate was part of a 
strong societal and political need to establish a radical break with the recent past, which 
was associated with political violence and authoritarianism. It was also characterized by a 
negotiation process involving human rights organizations and the government, which was 
in its turn conditioned by real and perceived pressures from the armed forces. The truth 
commission and the trial of the juntas that resulted from these negotiations constituted 
important foundational acts for Argentine democracy, establishing the moral foundations 
for the new democratic order, and symbolically breaking with a past of authoritarianism. 
But they were also foundational in another way, producing a historical interpretation of the 
military dictatorship that became firmly institutionalized, and that has profoundly marked 
the debate over the recent past right up to today.

This chapter will discuss the initiation of this debate within Argentine society. How have 
the first accountability measures in the realm of truth and justice affected the ways in which 
Argentine citizens collectively made sense of the recent past in the immediate aftermath of 
the dictatorship? The first part of the chapter will discuss the emergence of human rights 
organizations and their development into a movement capable of mobilizing large numbers 
of citizens in the transition to democracy. The second part will analyse the accountability 
process initiated under the Alfonsín administration, focussing on the negotiations between 
the military, the government, the judiciary and the human rights movement over how much 
of the recent past to acknowledge and punish, and what to remember. The last part of the 
chapter, then, will evaluate the measures that resulted from this negotiation process, analysing 
the interpretations of the past that they conveyed, and how they shaped the terms of the 
debate over the recent past in these first years of the transition.

proefschrift-Drunen.indd   47 27-04-10   09:26



| 48 |

Human rights in the transition from dictatorship to democracy

This section deals with the question of how the human rights issue acquired its centrality 
in the period of the democratic transition. As we will see, the answer to this question lies 
both in the ability of the human rights movement to take advantage of and create political 
opportunities, and in the role played by the armed forces. Although the movement displayed 
significant diversity, it was able, during the military dictatorship and in the period leading to 
the transition, to act as a unified actor mobilizing for the very basic right to life. The loss of 
a loved one proved a powerful binding element among the relatives of the disappeared, and 
formed a strong motivation to take action. Much of the strength of the movement derived 
from the emotional commitment of those who participated in it. Another advantage came 
from its social composition: many of the participants in the movement sprung from the 
middle- to upper classes, and had the skills and contacts, especially outside Argentina, to 
draw public attention to the disappearances. The various attempts of the military regime to 
close the subject and declare the disappeared dead only intensified the demands for truth 
and justice of the movement. By 1982, the fading support for the military regime due to 
the economic crisis and the defeat in the Malvinas War offered the movement important 
opportunities to push forward demands for disclosure of the truth and trials.

‘Where are the disappeared?’: the emergence of a human rights movement
The human rights movement that played such an important role in the transition to 
democracy was composed of a wide range of organizations, some of which had already 
emerged before the military dictatorship. The oldest of these organizations was the Liga 
Argentina por los Derechos del Hombre (Argentine League for the Rights of Men, Liga) 
created in 1937 to protect prosecuted political activists, mainly members of the Communist 
Party, and to support the leftist groups opposing Franco in the civil war in Spain. With the 
increasing repression from 1974 onwards, they widened the scope of their activities, helping 
relatives of the disappeared and political prisoners to organize (Interview GR 20.10.2003). 
In the same period, a number of other organizations were also created: SERPAJ, APDH 
and MEDH. The Servicio Paz y Justicia (Peace and Justice Service, SERPAJ) was initially 
founded as a pan-Latin American movement in 1971, and pursued the goal of social justice 
based on the liberation theology and the principles of civil disobedience developed earlier by 
Gandhi and Martin Luther King. The Argentine section of SERPAJ was created in 1974, and 
Adolfo Pérez Esquivel became its new leader. At the end of 1975, the Asamblea Permanente 
por los Derechos Humanos (Permanent Human Rights Assembly, APDH) was created as 
a pluralist organization including members of various political parties, representatives of 
several religions and well established Argentine intellectuals. The Movimiento Ecuménico por 
los Derechos Humanos (Ecumenical Movement for Human Rights, MEDH), representing 
different currents within the Church, was founded in February 1976 (Brysk 1994: 50-1; Jelin 
1995: 105).

All these organizations saw their activities increase dramatically after the military coup. 
They were soon joined by a new actor that would become increasingly visible – the relatives 
of the disappeared. Fathers, mothers, brothers and sisters of the disappeared started a 
desperate search for their relatives, which led them to official institutions such as the police, 
cartels, government buildings, churches and human rights organizations. They would go 
to any place where they hoped to find information. Existing human rights organizations 
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stimulated them to organize collectively. The Liga contributed to the creation of the first 
organization of relatives, Familiares de Desaparecidos y Detenidos por Razones Políticas 
(Families of Disappeared and Imprisoned for Political Reasons, Familiares), in September 
1976, bringing people in contact with each other and providing them with a place to meet 
(Interview GR 20.10.2003). Similarly, Susana, member of APDH, recalls that mothers of the 
disappeared used to come to the APDH for legal assistance, and that they would encourage 
them to organize (Interview SPG 20.12.2004). In April 1977, the Madres de Plaza de Mayo 
(Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo, Madres) were created. In October 1977, a group of mothers 
whose daughters had been pregnant when they were abducted detached themselves from the 
Madres and created the organization Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo (Grandmothers of the Plaza 
de Mayo, Abuelas) to concentrate on the search of their missing grandchildren.

There were some important differences between the organizations of relatives and the 
human rights organizations that were created before the coup. The most important one was 
the collective identity within these groups. For the organizations of relatives, victimhood 
constituted the basis for collective action. In this context, scholars have stated that the 
dictatorship created a new sort of family, based on the shared experience of disappearance 
and resistance, and expressed by the relatives in terms of ‘brotherhood’ (Filc 1997; Vecchioli 
2005). The experience of losing a relative was seen as not being transferable to others and 
as an important binding element among the victims. Thus, according to Madre Matilde 
Mellibovsky, ‘only and solely [a Madre] can understand another Madre’ (quoted in Vecchioli 
2005: 244). But a shared experience of loss and suffering was not sufficient to become a Madre. 
The choice to undertake action in the face of despair was considered an important additional 
element that differentiated the members of Madres from other mothers of the disappeared. 
In the testimonies of Madres there are frequent references to other mothers who were not 
able to mobilize and who remained in their homes out of fear or desperation. These mothers 
are generally presented as depressed and easily inclined to believe the military discourse, as in 
the following quote of one Madre: ‘There are mothers, who are not those who militate, who 
are those who stayed in their home, and who still believe what the military said, that “no, they 
were not disappeared but had gone abroad”’ (Interview CLA 21.10.2003).

The other human rights organizations mobilized according to political, religious and 
professional identities. These organizations included many victims, but these persons chose 
not to mobilize along the lines of victimhood. The organization Centro de Estudios Legales 
y Sociales (Centre for Legal and Social Studies, CELS) is a good example in this context. 
The organization was officially founded in 1980 by a group of lawyers and professors who 
had been participating in APDH, but had already started to function informally in 1978 
(Veiga 1985: 87; Mignone 1991: 106). Four of its five founding members had a disappeared 
child and the son of the fifth one was a political prisoner.14 But they chose to mobilize 
according to their professional background as lawyers and academics instead of focussing 
on their identity as victims of the dictatorship. The same was true for the various victims 
that participated in the human rights organizations that had emerged in the years before 
the military coup.15 This difference has led scholars and other observers to divide the human 
rights organizations into organismos de afectados (organizations of ‘affected’) and organismos de 

14 The founding members of CELS were the lawyers Emilio Mignone, Gustavo Conte, Alfredo Galleti, 
Boris Pasik, and the physician Federico Westerkamp (Bruschtein 2002: 71-2). 

15 Graciela Fernández Meijide, member of the APDH, had lost a child, and both Alfredo Bravo, president 
of APDH, and SERPAJ’s leader Adolfo Pérez Esquivel were abducted and suffered torture and detention.
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no-afectados (organizations of ‘non-affected’). I will refer to them as ‘organizations of victims’ 
and ‘solidarity organizations’.

The different motivations to engage in collective action also led to different strategies of 
mobilization. The organizations of victims, especially the Madres and Abuelas, constructed 
an image of ‘ideological neutrality’ (Robben 2005: 306), presenting themselves as housewives 
who irrupted on the public scene as a consequence of the disappearance of their child. Many 
mothers were indeed housewives who had previously remained confined to the private 
domain of the home. Several of them even had little knowledge of the political activities 
of their children. However, it was also a strategic choice for it was more difficult for the 
military to attack them if they emphasized that they were just mothers. In a context in which 
their children were accused of being ‘subversives’, they appealed to values such as family ties 
and the need to protect the private sphere, and distanced themselves from anything that 
might give the impression that their struggle was political. Those mothers who did have a 
militancy previous to their participation in Madres, often did not mention it.16 The Madres 
and Abuelas thus established a boundary between the moral cause of the relatives searching 
for their disappeared, and politics as associated with the domain of interests. The solidarity 
organizations, on the contrary, valorized political affiliation, professional background and 
public functions and mobilized them for the purpose of collective action. Members of these 
organizations drew upon their previous affiliations and networks to organize their activities 
(Vecchioli 2005: 250-4).

Organizations of victims and solidarity organizations also developed different means 
to denounce the disappearances. The organizations of victims were less institutional in 
their approach, and their actions were oriented towards demanding the government to 
provide information about the fate of the disappeared, and breaking the silence on the 
disappearances. The Madres acquired the greatest visibility because of their ability to realize 
powerful symbolic actions. Their most vital action was their weekly gatherings on the Plaza 
de Mayo to denounce the disappearances. These gatherings gave them the surname las locas, 
the madwomen. Going to the plaza became their main act of resistance. The Plaza de Mayo 
became the central meeting place of the Madres, where they expressed their sorrow and their 
anger about the disappearances. In their accounts of their own history, the plaza is both the 
place where they met with equals, other mothers who shared similar feelings of despair, and 
where a common experience was built which also strengthened their identity as a group. 
From the end of 1977, the Madres also started to use white headscarves as a distinctive 
identity marker. The white scarf proved a strong symbol marking their identity as mothers of 
a disappeared child, while it was at the same time a means to denounce the disappearances. 
It reinforced a sense of collective identity inside the group, defining who pertained to the 
organization and who did not, and provided a powerful message to the outside world.17

16 This differentiated Madres and Abuelas from Familiares. This organization was not only composed 
of relatives of the disappeared, but also of relatives of political prisoners, which gave them an explicit 
political character. Furthermore, they also always vindicated the political identity of their beloved ones. 
This political dimension is even included in their name: ‘Families of Disappeared and Imprisoned for 
Political Reasons’ (Interview MG1 08.04.2003 – my emphasis).

17 For an overview of the history of the Madres, see: Guzmán Bouvard 1994. See especially pp. 65-91 for the 
first steps towards mobilization. For insights into how the Madres themselves recall this first period of 
resistance, see: Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo 2003. 
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The solidarity organizations, on the other hand, often had a more institutional approach. 
Their activities were twofold. Firstly, they provided victims with legal assistance, and 
sometimes, as in the case of the MEDH, also with spiritual and economic support (Mignone 
1991: 106). Secondly, they documented the disappearances and searched for remnants of 
legality within the juridical system ( Jelin 1995: 107). The APDH and the Liga systematically 
collected information on each individual case of disappearance, creating evidence on the 
repression. These organizations also provided the relatives with legal assistance in the 
presentation of habeas corpus writs.18 These later constituted a huge body of evidence on 
the disappearances. With this documentation, human rights organizations could also 
publish lists of the disappeared in the newspapers, a means to draw public attention to the 
disappearances. CELS ultimately managed to gather a broad set of documentation, which 
enabled the organization to show that the repression had been planned by the armed forces. 
On the basis of this documentation, it introduced the notions of genocide and state terrorism 
to refer to the violations committed under the military dictatorship (Veiga 1985: 93; Mignone 
1991: 105; Cohen Salama 1992: 45).

CELS, together with the Madres, explicitly accused the military government of the 
disappearances, but this confrontational attitude was not shared by all the human rights 
organizations, especially not in the first years of the military regime. In the case of the 
APDH and the Liga, party affiliation sometimes conditioned their actions.19 This led them 
to be more cautious in denouncing the military regime. Between 1978 and 1979 there were 
heated debates, especially with and within these two organizations, on the extent to which 
the government was involved in the repression. One of the central discussions in this context 
was whether in Argentina one should speak of desaparecido (disappeared) or detenido-
desaparecido (detained-disappeared). The notion of desaparecido was less accusatory than 
the concept of detenido-desaparecido, which directly incriminated the state. This notion was 
introduced by one of CELS’s founding members, Emilio Mignone, who was then a member 
of the APDH. The refusal of the other members of the APDH to embrace this concept was 
one of the reasons for the creation of CELS (Veiga 1985: 93).

In spite of these differences, all the human rights organizations suffered equally from 
threats and attacks. The offices of the APDH, Liga, MEDH and CELS were sacked on 
several occasions and their leaders arrested (Mignone 1991: 57, 104; Cohen Salama 1992: 48). 
The Madres were to pay a particularly heavy price for their confrontational attitude. Their 

18 A habeas corpus writ is a warrant to bring a prisoner to court. It is a legal action through which a person 
can seek relief for unlawful detention, and is intended to protect individuals against arbitrary state 
detentions. According to Garro and Dahl (1987: 294), in the Argentine context ‘Habeas corpus failed 
as a remedy against arbitrary governmental action not because of the way in which the text of the law 
was drafted, but because it was deliberately made ineffective by the executive’s refusal to cooperate with 
the judiciary. In a majority of cases, military-, police- and prison authorities claimed not to know the 
whereabouts of a person when asked to give information in court. Not surprisingly, judges found it 
difficult or impossible to locate or rescue a single one of those who had disappeared’. 

19 This was especially the case for the members of the Communist Party. The Argentine Communist Party 
supported junta leader Videla. Following the characterization of the regime made by the Soviet Union, 
it argued that the disappearances were the work of the duros, the hardliners within the armed forces. 
Videla was supposed to be one of the blandos, the softliners, and should therefore be supported in order to 
prevent a takeover by the hardliners within the military government (Gelman and La Madrid 1997: 221). 
The support of the Communist Party would continue to be a problem within the human rights movement, 
because the members of the party participating in the APDH and in the Liga would consistently oppose 
direct confrontation with the government ( Jelin 1995: 110-1). 
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presence on the Plaza de Mayo profoundly irritated the military, who had not expected 
such a strong counter reaction from the relatives of the disappeared, and the Madres were 
frequently harassed while walking around the pyramid, and sometimes arrested. During the 
course of 1977, navy officer Alfredo Astiz infiltrated the group. He offered his collaboration 
under the pseudonym of Gustavo Niño and was received with open arms. This resulted in the 
abduction, in December 1977, of a large group of relatives and collaborators of the Madres 
in operations realized in the Church of Santa Cruz and in private homes. Among them 
were the three Madres Ester Ballestrino de Careaga, María Ponce de Bianco and Azucena 
de Villaflor, the first president of the Madres, as well as two French nuns, Alice Dumon 
and Léonie Duquet. All remain disappeared and have been seen in the ESMA (Guzmán 
Bouvard 1994: 77-9; Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo 2002: 15).20

In this confrontation with a common enemy, the human rights organizations increasingly 
operated as a movement and received substantial support from abroad. The repressive 
context and the isolation in which they were compelled to operate in the first years of the 
dictatorship created a relative sense of unity among a highly heterogeneous group of actors 
( Jelin 1995: 105-7). They jointly attempted to break the silence in their own country through 
the publication of lists of the disappeared in the newspapers, and by turning to international 
organizations and solidarity outside the country for help. Several human rights activists 
had contacts in Europe and the United States and used them to spread information on the 
disappearances in Argentina. They found support from human rights groups of Argentines 
in exile in Europe, the United States and in other Latin American countries, who played a 
crucial role in creating international awareness about the disappearances in Argentina. As 
people fled the country, they found their way to the offices of international human rights 
institutions and reported on the situation in their country.

The Argentine case was already being closely watched by international organizations such 
as Amnesty International due to earlier accusations of human rights violations under the 
Peronist government, and due to the dramatic example of the military coup in the Chile 
of Pinochet. In November 1976, Amnesty International was able to send a commission to 
Argentina to investigate the disappearances. They published a report a year after the coup, in 
March 1977, which was extremely critical of the situation in Argentina. Between 1977 and 
1979, the Assistant Secretary of State of the United States, Patricia Derian, also confronted 
the regime with the human rights violations. The Secretary of Politics of the American 
Embassy, Tex Harris, offered the relatives of the disappeared support and tried to obtain 
information about the fate of the disappeared. With the World Soccer Championships in 
June 1978, international attention definitely turned towards the human rights violations in 
Argentina. Hundreds of journalists visited the country, many of them with a second ‘human 
rights agenda’, and interviewed the Madres on their weekly walk around the pyramid. In the 
months previous to the Championships, the international media had been full of information 
on human rights violations in Argentina, and solidarity committees outside Argentina had 
tried to organize an international boycott. They did not succeed, but did manage to focus 
attention on the human rights violations (Baud 2001: 101-11; 143-58).

20 In July 2005 the Equipo Argentino de Antropología Forense (Argentine Forensic Anthropology Team, 
EAAF) identified the bodies of Azucena de Villaflor, Esther Ballestrino de Careaga and María Ponce 
de Bianco (Página/12, 09.07.2005). Two months later they also identified the body of Leónie Duquet 
(Página/12, 30.08.2005). 
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‘The disappeared are all dead’: the armed forces and the human rights issue
The accusations of human rights violations infuriated the military. Their first reaction was 
denial. They also accused Argentines living in Europe and the United States of fomenting an 
anti-Argentine campaign. According to Feitlowitz (1998: 35), ‘one could fill an entire volume 
with their bellicose statements on the subject’. In this context, Abós (1984: 30) points to the 
importance for the junta of being accepted as part of ‘western, Christian civilization’:

In spite of the harshness of its dictatorial practice, the discourse of the so-called ‘process of 
national reorganization’, authentically schizophrenic, exalted the values of democracy as their 
own. Given the fact that they auto-qualified themselves as defenders of the occidental values, the 
criticisms coming from the Occident sounded in the ears of the dictatorship as authentic gunshots.

As international pressures intensified, they saw themselves obliged to react to the accusations of 
human rights violations. Alarmed by the evidence on the disappearances, the Inter American 
Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) had asked to visit the country in February 1978 but 
the government had refused. But after the World Soccer Championships, the military junta 
felt strengthened by the massive display of nationalistic fervour during the Championships. In 
October 1978 it sent the commission an invitation (Palermo and Novaro 2003: 167).

The visit was scheduled for May 1979, but the military government managed to delay it 
until September. During these months, the military transformed some of the secret detention 
centres that might be visited by members of the commission. They reorganized the ESMA, 
and several detainees were transported to a nearby island during the visit of the commission 
(Feitlowitz 1998: 219). Furthermore, the delay gave them time to organize a campaign to 
re-boost the image of the junta. In what Feitlowitz (1998: 35) calls a ‘war of words’ they gave 
their own vision on human rights: ‘We Argentines are human, we Argentines are right – 
Los argentinos somos derechos y humanos’. During the visit of the commission, they wrote the 
slogan on a banner at the airport, it appeared on shop windows and in offices, and on private 
cars and taxis. Two worlds collided when employees of the Ministry of Interior wearing signs 
with this same text demonstrated on the Plaza de Mayo and ran into the relatives of the 
disappeared wearing their pictures with the text: ‘¿Dónde están?, Where are they?’ (Feitlowitz 
1998: 36). A few days before the visit of the commission, the offices of the APDH, MEDH 
and the Liga were sacked and three thousand files on the disappearances that were to be 
handed over to the commission were stolen (Guest 1990: 176; Cohen Salama 1992: 48).

In spite of these incidents, the visit of the IACHR, which took place between 6 and 20 
September 1979, proved a turning point. The members of the commission were persistent 
and found ways to go beyond the official version of the facts. Furthermore, relatives were 
ready to wait for hours to testify before the commission, despite an aggressive campaign 
of the junta to dissuade them, including the presence of provokers trying to intimidate the 
witnesses (Interview MM 15.11.2006). The report of the IACHR documented 5,580 cases 
of disappearances, and gave many details about the human rights violations (Guest 1990: 
177). The conclusions of the report ended up backing the denunciations of the human rights 
movement and accused the government: ‘By action or omission of the public authorities and 
their agents […] during the period that this report deals with – 1975-1979 – numerous and 
grave violations of fundamental human rights were committed’ (quoted in Cohen Salama 
1992: 49). The human rights organizations played a crucial role in the investigation, providing 
the commission with information and contacts. When the report came out, the regime 
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prohibited its circulation in Argentina, but human rights activists were able to introduce 
copies clandestinely (Mignone 1991: 110-1).

A few months before the visit of the IACHR, the junta had also started to give some 
answers about the fate of the disappeared. International pressure and a growing body of 
evidence made denial of abductions and disappearances impossible. The military declared 
that all the disappeared were dead. They argued that Argentina had been at war, that this 
war had required unconventional means but that a military victory had been achieved at the 
end of 1977. The ‘war against subversion’ now belonged to the past, where it should remain 
(Acuña and Smulovitz 1995: 38-40). In his discourse on the Day of the Army, on 29 May 1979, 
the Commander in Chief and future President General Roberto Viola declared: ‘It must be 
understood that here there has not been – it could not have been in a country historically 
pioneer in human rights – any violation of human rights. Here there has been a war, savage 
violence unleashed by terrorism, confronted decisively and overcome by the armed forces’ 
(quoted in Cohen Salama 1992: 46). This declaration was followed by a proposal to declare 
the disappeared dead and three law proposals to resolve the legal problems that had emerged 
as a consequence of the disappearances (Cohen Salama 1992: 48).

These declarations from the armed forces profoundly shocked the human rights 
organizations and the relatives of the disappeared. Ilda, mother of two disappeared, recalls 
that: ‘Emilio Mignone, who was one of the lawyers of CELS, he said: “they killed them, they 
killed them”. And well, this was when I…I remember I went back home…crying terribly. 
Because that was the first time that I could even conceive of the idea that they had killed 
them’ (Interview IM 11.11.2004). The declarations also spurred their indignation because 
they were framed in terms of a ‘war’ and because the armed forces did not assume any 
responsibility for the disappearances. In the subsequent period there would be more public 
declarations about the fate of the disappeared, not only from the military but also from 
politicians. In April 1980, Ricardo Balbín, the president of the Radical Party, stated that the 
disappeared were all dead: ‘We all know that the disappeared are dead, but a country cannot 
handle itself with ghosts. It has to handle itself with realities, however hard they might be. 
We prefer mothers crying over their dead and not begging, like now, for an answer from 
those who should give an answer but deny it because they can not give it’ (quoted in Cohen 
Salama 1992: 51). The Madres reacted with a letter stating that they were not begging for an 
answer, but were ‘demanding [an answer] in the name of the most elementary justice, because 
that is what corresponds’ (quoted in Cohen Salama 1992: 51).

Balbín made his declarations in a context in which the military government had initiated 
a dialogue with the political parties to negotiate a possible transition. The attempts of the 
military to close the subject, and the declarations of Balbín, who evidently had ambitions to 
succeed the military after the transition, preoccupied the human rights organizations. They 
feared a civic-military pact that would confine the crimes committed during the dictatorship 
to silence and oblivion. This enhanced their combativeness. The Madres, who had been 
obliged to withdraw from the Plaza de Mayo due to police repression, decided to return to 
the square (Guzmán Bouvard 1994: 98). The self-confidence of the human rights movement 
was boosted when, in October of 1980, the president of SERPAJ, Adolfo Pérez Esquivel, 
received the Nobel Prize for Peace. Pérez Esquivel decided to share the prize with the other 
human rights organizations. Furthermore, in his media interventions, he explicitly supported 
the Madres, thus legitimizing their struggle, and demanded openness and revelations on 
the disappearances ( Jelin 2001: 78). It was in this context that the Madres came up with 
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the slogan Aparición con vida (Appearance alive). This slogan was meant to reaffirm their 
opposition against any attempt to declare the disappeared dead. It was both an emotional 
and a political statement. While at that time it was evident that most of the disappeared 
were dead, relatives still hoped to see their beloved ones alive, hopes that were fuelled by 
the liberation of some of the disappeared. But if they were not alive, someone had killed 
them, and people had to be made accountable. These were the thoughts behind the slogan 
Appearance alive. It was soon followed by the demand of Juicio y castigo a todos los culpables 
( Justice and punishment for all the culprits).

The Nobel Prize symbolized the important international support for the struggle of the 
Argentine human rights movement. In Argentina, it marked the beginning of a period of 
growing public attention for the movement and its demands. In April 1981, when the Madres 
celebrated their fourth anniversary, two thousand persons accompanied them on the Plaza de 
Mayo despite the official ban on demonstrating and congregating on the streets (Sondereguer 
1985: 19). In October 1981, another demonstration was organized and numerous members of 
the political spectrum participated. On 10 December 1981, the Madres organized the first 
Marcha de la Resistencia (Resistance March). It was conceived as an extension over twenty-
four hours of their Thursday afternoon marches around the pyramid of the Plaza de Mayo. 
From then on, this Marcha de la Resistencia would be repeated every year in December. 
While other human rights organizations were at first sceptical about ‘this policy of staying 
on the plaza’, some of them joined the Madres on the second day of the march. As a sign of 
changing times, the presence of the Madres on the square also received wide media coverage 
(Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo 2002: 15-20).

Meanwhile, cohesion within the armed forces was weakening. In a context of economic 
crisis and mismanagement, General Viola replaced General Videla in March 1981. His stay in 
power was to be short-lived, giving way to an internal coup in December 1981 that brought 
General Galtieri to power. Increasing opposition and public protest against economic policies 
and the repression marked Viola and Galtieri’s presidencies. In July 1981, all Argentina’s 
major political parties joined forces and issued a call and programme for return of civilian 
rule, creating the multipartidaria (Brysk 1994: 58-9; Acuña and Smulovitz 1995: 44; Palermo 
and Novaro 2003: 372). The labour movement was also becoming increasingly active. In 
November 1981, it organized a march to the Church of St Cayetano – the patron saint of 
labour – with the slogan: ‘Peace, Bread and Work’. The movement managed to gather ten 
thousand people despite the heavy police operation. Massive firing of employees and growing 
unemployment stirred further protests in the factories during the first months of 1982. These 
contentious actions reached a climax on 30 March 1982, when a massive workers protest on 
the Plaza de Mayo was violently repressed (Abós 1984: 80-6).

A few days later, however, indignation about the repression vanished after the news spread, 
in the early morning hours of 2 April 1982, that the armed forces had disembarked on the 
Malvinas (Falkland) islands in the South of Argentina. They were to recover Malvinas from 
the British, who had occupied the islands since 1833 (Lorenz 2006: 23). The British responded 
to the invasion by sending their troops to the islands, marking the beginning of the Malvinas 
War. Giving way to deeply rooted feelings of nationalism, people from all layers of Argentine 
society spontaneously gathered at the Plaza de Mayo to express their support (Romero 1994: 
317). In the months that followed, thousands of citizens sent chocolates and warm clothing 
to the soldiers fighting on the islands in the harshest conditions, hoping for a victory. Even 
exiles who had fled the repression in the country supported the war (Lorenz 2006: 44). The 
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invasion itself ended in a disaster. In the first weeks of April approximately ten thousand 
soldiers and officials occupied the islands, fifty percent of whom were civil conscripts who 
had completed their military service or had only served three of the twelve obligatory months. 
There were almost no detachments of professionals (officials and sub-officials). The conscripts 
were very young, ill-prepared, and ill-equipped to fight in a war. Harsh physical punishment 
was applied to impose discipline (Lorenz 2006: 146-7). For two months the media created 
the illusion that Argentina was winning the war, until this proved unsustainable. On 14 June 
1982, the armed forces surrendered to the British. Of the more than 1,200 dead and wounded, 
many of the victims were conscripts (Palermo and Novaro 2003: 451-6).21

The defeat in the Malvinas War dealt a final blow to the regime, and initiated a long 
process of transition to democracy. The defeat debilitated the negotiating position of the 
armed forces and accentuated internal divisions, an element that was crucial to the initiation 
of the transition process (Catterberg 1989: 19; Acuña and Smulovitz 1995: 45). After the 
defeat, Galtieri resigned and General Bignone succeeded him, assuming the presidency on 
1 July 1982. He lifted the ban on political activity, and his main objective was to conduct 
the transition to democracy. In February 1983 he announced elections for October of that 
year (Tedesco 1999: 51-2). The acceleration of the transition process after the defeat caught 
political parties by surprise. The main political parties were themselves in a process of 
transition, and according to Tedesco (1999: 53), in 1982 ‘not yet ready to govern’. The Peronist 
Party was still suffering the consequences of the period of government from 1973 to 1976, 
and the Radical Party was undergoing important transformations after the death of its 
leader Ricardo Balbín in September 1981. Therefore, they let the armed forces organize the 
transition process, demanding solutions for the most pressing concerns of the moment: the 
human rights legacy, the corruption and the huge external debt that political parties were 
extremely reluctant to inherit (Acuña and Smulovitz 1995: 47).

Marching for life: mobilizations for political democratization and human rights
The transition process took more than a year, from mid-1982 until the elections in October 
1983. This period was characterized by high levels of mobilization. The lifting of the ban 
on political activity in July 1982 led to massive political affiliation. The labour movement 
also organized numerous protest actions against the economic crises. Civil society was 
re-emerging after a long period of darkness. Internal commissions started to reorganize in 
the factories and other places of work, and different groups emerged that organized around 
specific issues such as the housing conditions. Cultural activities were also blossoming again, 
through initiatives such as Teatro Abierto22 or series of rock concerts organized in 1982. Even 

21 For an account of how the Malvinas War has been processed in national memory, see: Guber 2004 and 
Lorenz 2006.

22 Teatro Abierto was a cultural movement created in July 1981 by a group of theatre artists, among them 
Osvaldo Dragún, Carlos Somigliana and Roberto Cossa. The slogan was Teatro abierto en un país cerrado 
(Open theatre in a closed country). The initiative had far more success than expected, and twenty-one 
authors and directors, and 150 actors, as well as technicians, stage designers and musicians participated 
in it. None of the contributors received a remuneration, and the seats were half the price of that of 
the cinema. The first cycle was inaugurated on 28 July 1981 and was a huge success, but also met with 
repressive measures. The theatre in which the cycle took place later caught fire. The reasons for the 
fire were never clarified, but it was generally assumed that it was a repressive measure by the military. 
The cycle was reproduced in subsequent years. See APDH and Gobierno de Buenos Aires, Memoria y 
dictadura. Un espacio para la reflexion desde los derechos humanos (Buenos Aires 2001) 30-1. 
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the mass media started to filter news and critical comments about the military regime. 
According to Romero (1994: 326), ‘in some way, society was experiencing a new spring’. In 
general, it was a period characterized by a strong rejection of any sort of violence, and less 
confidence in broad, all-encompassing solutions.

It was in this period that the human rights issue definitively acquired its centrality. The 
demands for ‘Appearance alive’ and for ‘Justice and punishment for all the culprits’ constituted 
a rallying cry in all the mobilizations for political democratization. The human rights 
movement developed into a powerful actor, capable of mobilizing large numbers of people 
against the military dictatorship (Sondereguer 1985). A crucial element in the success of the 
movement was its appeal to universal moral values that stood above political affiliations and 
preferences. This had several advantages. In the first place, during the military dictatorship, it 
was a way to frame demands for democratization in a context in which political opposition 
was impossible (Panizza 1995: 169). It was also a means to appeal to international solidarity at 
a time that human rights were being considered increasingly important (González Bombal 
1995: 215). Finally, it enabled people of different ideological orientations to unite. The human 
rights discourse was able to rally both those who vindicated the revolutionary ideals of the 
victims, and those who thought that guerrilla combatants should be brought to trial (Palermo 
and Novaro 2003: 491).

As a consequence, the human rights movement was able to play a fundamental role in 
reshaping the political agenda of the transition (Brysk 1994: 21). Human rights and the 
struggle for their defence became one of the core elements of the transition. At the societal 
level, the importance attributed to human rights was expressed through the widespread 
participation in the human rights movement, and in the creation of human rights 
commissions in unions and in professional and student organizations ( Jelin 1995: 125). At the 
political level, it was reflected in the fact that it became the major issue in the negotiations 
between politicians and the military leading to the transition. But the impact of the 
movement was not limited to installing human rights on the public agenda. The movement 
also produced a significant impact on political culture (Leis 1989a: 18; Peruzzotti 2002: 86). 
Romero (1994: 325) formulates this contribution as follows:

The human rights organizations did not only collocate the issue of human rights at the centre 
of the debate, putting the military on the defensive, but they also imposed on the entire political 
practice an ethical dimension, a sense of engagement and a valorization of the basic agreements of 
society above political affiliations, which, in the context of previous experiences, was truly original.

However, another element that contributed to the centrality of the human rights issue, 
was the insistence of the armed forces on securing impunity for their crimes (Acuña and 
Smulovitz 1995: 47). In an attempt to definitively close the subject, on 28 April 1983, they 
issued the ‘Final document of the military junta on the war against subversion and terrorism’ 
in which they defended the repression, stating that ‘whatever action was taken was the result 
of carrying out orders that were part of the service’ (quoted in Palermo and Novaro 2003: 
502-3). The document recalled that it was Isabel Perón who had ordered the annihilation 
of the guerrillas, first in Tucumán and later in the rest of the country, and stated that the 
characteristics of ‘terrorist action’ required extraordinary procedures. Reiterating earlier 
declarations, the document insisted that those who appeared on the lists of the disappeared 
and who were not in exile or in hiding in the country, should be considered dead, even when 
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it was impossible to define the moment of death or to localize the whereabouts (Palermo and 
Novaro 2003: 503). On 24 September 1983, a month before the elections, the armed forces 
passed the ‘Law of National Pacification’, securing amnesty for the crimes committed over 
the previous nine years. Both the ‘Law of National Pacification’ and the ‘Final document’ 
were vehemently repudiated by the human rights movement and most political parties 
(Rock 1987: 386; McSherry 1997: 109; Tedesco 1999: 52). The attempts of the military to secure 
impunity merely intensified demands for justice.

Raúl Alfonsín was the presidential candidate who best perceived the generalized demand 
for accountability for the crimes of the dictatorship. During his campaign, he promised to 
restore legality and the rule of law23 through the resolution of the human rights question 
(Wynia 1992: 132; Acuña and Smulovitz 1995: 49). In a reaction to the ‘Final document’ of the 
military, he stated that the crimes committed ‘will not only have to be judged by history, but 
also tried by regular civilian courts’ (quoted in McSherry 1997: 110). Reacting to the rumours 
about the ‘Law of National Pacification’, he stated: ‘An amnesty law dictated by the actual 
military government will be declared unconstitutional by the future judges’ (quoted in Acuña 
and Smulovitz 1995: 49). He also presented himself as the only truly democratic alternative. 
Radicalism, he stated, would initiate ‘a hundred years of democracy’, breaking with the 
cycles of military and civil governments. The Peronist Party (the Partido Justicialista, PJ), the 
principal rival of the Radical Party (the Unión Cívica Radical, UCR) in these elections, was 
presented as the party that would lead to a repetition of the (authoritarian and violent) past 
(González Bombal and Landi 1995: 159).24

As for the Peronists, they thought that they could continue to practise politics in the way 
they had done before the dictatorship. Contrary to Alfonsín, who proposed to rebuild a 
new constitutional order, they interpreted the democratic transition as one more period of 
political opening as they had experienced in 1973. They were so sure that they would win the 
elections that they were not really preoccupied with the accusations of a military-union pact 
made by Alfonsín in April 1983.25 For historical reasons – the Peronist Party had never lost an 
election in which they had been allowed to run – they counted on the victory. Therefore, Italo 
Luder, the presidential candidate, considered that it was unnecessary to win over the votes of 
those who were demanding accountability for the human rights violations, and preferred to 
preserve a good relation with the armed forces (Acuña and Smulovitz 1995: 48-9).

The Peronist candidate disregarded two fundamental aspects of the general climate of 
the transition: the rejection of old (violent) political forms, and the importance attributed 
to the rule of law and accountability for the human rights violations committed under the 

23 The rule of law entails ‘the universal and impartial application of legal norms’ (Nino 1996: 48).
24 The image that Alfonsín presented of his political party as being free from connections to the past did not, 

however, correspond to reality. In fact, both the Peronist Party and the Radical Party collaborated with the 
military regime and provided most of the personnel of the municipalities (Palermo and Novaro 2003: 21). 
It was true that the Radical Party had gone through an internal renovation after the death of its previous 
leader Ricardo Balbín, but there were still strong conservative currents within the party. 

25 In April 1983, Alfonsín denounced a secret deal between Peronist unionists who had been associated with 
Isabel Perón’s government, and several generals (the so-called pacto sindico-militar or military-union pact). 
He accused them of organizing an anti-democratic conspiracy, and of negotiating on the human rights 
question. Although there was no serious evidence for the deal, Alfonsín did manage to convince the 
media as well as other politicians. This accentuated the contrast between himself as the incarnation of a 
new political order, and the Peronist Party as dominated by right-wing unionists who also played a central 
role in the political violence of the 1970s (Rock 1987: 388-9; Palermo and Novaro 2003: 532).
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military regime. In this context, González Bombal (1995: 200) states: ‘The originative source 
of legitimacy of democracy was precisely its substantive difference from everything that 
was associated with the immediate past’. The internal factionalism of the Peronist Party 
and the overwhelming influence of the right-wing trade unions in the party brought back 
memories of the 1970s which people wished to leave behind. Luder was unable to convince 
the electorate that he would be able to manage the different factions within the movement 
and the omnipresent trade unions (Tedesco 1999: 54). The burning of a coffin with symbols 
of Radicalism during the closing campaign of the Peronist Party was received badly by the 
voters. Luder gave the image of a candidate who was depending on certain politicians and 
unionists whose image had strongly deteriorated in the eyes of public opinion and even 
within the Peronist movement itself (Palermo and Novaro 2003: 536-7).

When elections were held on 30 October, the UCR won 52 percent of the votes, and the 
PJ forty percent. The Radical Party also obtained a majority in the Chamber of Deputies. In 
the cities, Alfonsín’s majority was overwhelming: in the capital, Buenos Aires, he even won 
64 percent of the votes against 28 percent for Peronism (Palermo and Novaro 2003: 538). In 
most of the provinces, particularly the poorest ones, Peronism won, giving them a majority 
in the Senate. But it was clear that part of the Peronist electorate had gone over to Alfonsín. 
Although most of the votes for the Radical candidate came from the higher- and middle 
classes, they also managed to capture a significant number of votes among the lower classes, 
who would traditionally vote for Peronist candidates (Catterberg 1989: 54; Tedesco 1999: 54; 
Palermo and Novaro 2003: 538). As Catterberg (1989: 106) states, the election of 1983 marked 
a profound rupture in electoral behaviour. Alfonsín’s government was inaugurated on 10 
December 1983, the anniversary of the signing of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

Disputes over the accountability process

Alfonsín’s promise to deal with the human rights violations greatly contributed to his 
victory, but it soon became clear that his programme did not go as far as the human rights 
movement wanted. There were some very fundamental differences on how both conceived 
the issue. The main difference lay in the fact that Alfonsín wanted to punish human rights 
violations while at the same time including the armed forces in the democratic game. He 
thus wanted to avoid attributing responsibility for the repression to the institution as a whole. 
He also feared strong reactions from the armed forces. Therefore, political considerations 
prevailed over ethical ones. According to one of his closest advisors, his vision of justice was 
not retributive26 but forward-looking and oriented towards protecting the future social order 
(Nino 1996: 110). The human rights movement, on the contrary, stated that the institution as 
a whole was responsible for the violations, and that as many persons should be punished as 
necessary. They argued that ‘the future of Argentine society requires a subordination of the 
military to civilian justice’ (Mignone et. al. 1984: 149), and that punishment of the culprits 
was essential to achieve this subordination. These fundamentally different conceptualizations 
of how to deal with the armed forces became manifest as the accountability process started 
to unfold after the transition to democracy. The following section will show how these 
differences played out and shaped the accountability process.

26 Retribution implies that there is a moral debt owed to the victims that should be repaid (Osiel 1997: 166).
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Establishing the truth: what truth and who should be in charge?
One of the first concerns of human rights organizations, and a necessary step towards 
initiating a process of legal accountability, was to investigate the repression. Although the 
human rights organizations had gathered numerous testimonies, corroborated and reinforced 
by the report of the IACHR, the veil of secrecy that had covered the repressive practices of 
the regime demanded a thorough investigation of what had happened. Orders were generally 
given orally, and much of the written documentation was destroyed. The Federal Police, for 
instance, destroyed all files on ‘anti-subversive’ operations. It was also discovered later that 
President Bignone had ordered the destruction of the documentation on the plans of the 
repression (Nino 1996: 80). Furthermore, the acts of repression had mostly been realized 
clandestinely. Thus, as Osiel (1986: 145) remarks, ‘kidnappers drove unmarked cars; torturers 
wore no uniforms and employed pseudonyms; victims were kept blindfolded; detention 
centres were often established on private rather than public property’. The bodies of the 
victims were disappeared, leaving no evidence of the crime, and several buildings that had 
been used as secret detention centres were destroyed. The military and police remained silent 
about the repressive practices, and over time very few of them broke this ‘pact of silence’.

 Expecting resistance from the military and police with regard to submitting 
information about the violations committed, the human rights movement pleaded for a 
bicameral legislative commission (Brysk 1994: 68). Such a commission would have the power 
to subpoena witnesses and compel testimony, thus having greater access to information in the 
hands of the military (Mignone et. al 1984: 126). Furthermore, the human rights organizations 
considered that a bicameral legislative commission could become an important means to 
pressure for justice ( Jelin 1995: 128). But Alfonsín objected this proposal, because, according 
to Nino (1996: 72), ‘he believed that a commission linked to Congress would give legislators 
an unhealthy opportunity to compete in lambasting the military, and as a result create an 
extremely tense situation’. Instead, he promulgated a decree on 15 December 1983, creating 
the National Commission on Disappeared Persons (CONADEP). The commission was an 
executive commission under the supervision of the Ministry of the Interior, and its main task 
would be to investigate the fate and the whereabouts of the disappeared. The commission had 
jurisdiction to hear complaints from victims and pass it on to the judiciary, and to receive 
voluntary testimonies and documentation from private citizens (Nino 1996: 72). However, it 
could not compel witnesses to testify, and thus had to rely on the voluntary testimonies of 
victims and of a small group of military and police personnel (Mignone et. al. 1984: 126).

The presidential decree that created the CONADEP caught the human rights 
organizations by surprise, as they were lobbying actively among legislators for the bicameral 
commission. Alfonsín invited several representatives of the human rights organizations to 
become part of the commission, among them the Nobel Prize winner Adolfo Pérez Esquivel, 
who was offered the presidency. Pérez Esquivel refused, but several members of the APDH 
accepted the invitation. They decided to drop their demands for a bicameral commission and 
to integrate into the truth commission, with the purpose of pushing the presidential mandate 
as far as they could. Members of this organization also provided much of the staff of the 
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commission (Brysk 1994: 69-70).27 Organizations that opposed the CONADEP also ended 
up collaborating in the compilation of information and testimonies. The strongest opposition 
came for the Madres, who continued to demand a bicameral commission ( Jelin 1995: 130; 
Nino 1996: 73, 78). Still, many individual members of Madres ultimately did collaborate, 
testifying and handing over photographs and other relevant documents (Hayner 2001: 34).

 The collaboration of the human rights organizations with the CONADEP highly 
contributed to the quality of the report that resulted from the investigation (Cohen Salama 
1992: 103). It was called Nunca más (Never again) and presented 8,961 cases of disappeared 
people, recalling that ‘this number can not yet be considered definitive, because the 
CONADEP has ascertained that many of the cases of disappearances were not denounced’ 
(CONADEP 2003: 479). It also documented in detail the location and organization 
of 340 clandestine detention centres. Its authors clearly assessed that the repression was a 
systematic and well-planned integral part of the ‘Process of National Reorganization’. 
The report was first presented to the public through a television programme in July 1984. 
In September of that same year, it was officially handed over to the President.28 A broad 
demonstration attended by human rights organizations, political parties, social organizations 
and independent people was organized for the occasion ( Jelin 2001: 86). On 28 November 
1984, the book Nunca más was published.29 In order to continue the work of the CONADEP, 
Alfonsín also created an Under-Secretariat of Human Rights. Its first Secretary, Eduardo 
Rabossi, had been a member of the CONADEP (Cohen Salama 1992: 152-3).

In the months preceding the publication of the Nunca más report, several debates 
took place. There were discussions on the numbers of secret detention centres, how many 
denunciations the CONADEP had received, and to what extent this reflected the number 
of disappearances that had occurred. But the issue that generated most controversy was the 
decision of the commission not to include the list of repressors in the final publication. The 
commission had gathered data on 1,352 persons accused in the thousands of testimonies 
heard. Two weeks before its publication, the magazine El Periodista de Buenos Aires published 
the complete list. It included several religious leaders, among them the Papal Nuncio Pio 
Laghi. The Vatican immediately questioned the accusations and the government stated 

27 The members the CONADEP were: Ricardo Colombres (APDH, lawyer), René Favaloro (cardiologist), 
Hilario Fernández Long (engineer), Carlos T. Gattinoni (APDH, Methodist bishop), Gregorio 
Klimovsky (APDH, philosopher), Marshall T. Meyer (APDH, Rabby), Jaime de Nevares (APDH, 
Catholic bishop), Eduardo Rabossi (APDH, lawyer), Magdalena Ruiz Guiñazú (journalist) and Ernesto 
Sábato (writer), the latter being the president of the commission. The commission was constituted 
of five secretaries: the Secretary of Denunciations, in charge of Graciela Fernández Meijide (APDH); 
the Secretary of Documentation and Data Processing, headed by Daniel Salvador, the Secretary of 
Procedures, headed by Raúl Aragón (APDH), the Secretary of Legal Issues, headed by Alberto Mansur, 
and the Administrative Sercretary, headed by Leopoldo Silgueira. The commission was also supposed to 
include three representatives of each of the Chambers of the National Congress but only the Chamber of 
Deputies sent three representatives, of the UCR. The Peronist Party, which had a majority in the Senate, 
refused to send representatives (Nino 1996: 73; CONADEP 2003: 444; Memoria Abierta, ‘Muestra gráfica. 
XX años del Nunca más’, 2004). 

28 This decision was taken after a fierce discussion within the commission between those members 
representing the position of the human rights organizations, who wanted to hand over the information 
gathered to civilian courts, and the members of the commission representing the position of the executive 
power who wanted to hand in the information to the executive ( Jelin 1995: 130).

29 For the chronology of these events, see: Feld 2002: 150-1. See also Memoria Abierta ‘Muestra gráfica. XX 
años del Nunca más’, 2004. 
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that this was not the list it had received on 20 September. Ernesto Sábato, the president 
of the CONADEP, denied the accusations against Pio Laghi. Furthermore he added that 
being mentioned on the list that had been handed over to the President did not imply guilt. 
Ultimately, the list was not included in the publication, revealing the limitations of the 
commission.30 The book immediately became a bestseller. The first edition of 40,000 copies 
was sold out on its first day of release and 150,000 copies were sold in the first eight weeks 
(Granovsky and Ciancaglini 1995: 20; Hayner 2001: 34). The work of the CONADEP ended 
up achieving far more than both the government and the human rights movement had 
expected, and became a benchmark of truth (Acuña and Smulovitz 1995: 54).

Differences within the human rights movement
In this period, internal differences within the human rights movement about how to deal 
with the democratic government became increasingly visible. The Madres adopted the most 
confrontational attitude. As the first mass graves were exhumed by the government in 1984, 
and the CONADEP commission started to investigate the fate of the disappeared, they 
upheld their demand for ‘Appearance alive’. When the Nunca más report was published, they 
rejected it, seeing it as an attempt by the government to declare the disappeared dead without 
making anyone accountable (Guzmán Bouvard 1994: 135-7; Duhalde 1999: 144). One Madre 
formulated the critique as follows:

Fundamentally, CONADEP took declarations which had already been made by the human rights 
organizations. […] The book was paralysing because they describe all this horror and they don’t 
give a way out. The assumption is that the desaparecidos are dead and the story is over. They didn’t 
want to publish the list of torturers and murderers who had been named in the testimonies. But it 
was leaked onto the press and some newspapers published it. They kept the report well guarded in 
the President’s safe. (Quoted in Fisher 1989: 131)

As the Madres became more critical of the government, Alfonsín started to discredit them 
in the media, calling them ‘anti-democratic’ and accusing them of destabilizing the fragile 
constitutional democracy with their criticisms (Guzmán Bouvard 1994; Brysk 1994). But 
their position also led to clashes with the other human rights organizations, who argued 
that with the return of a democratic government, demands should be formulated in a less 
confrontational way.

Besides differences on how to deal with the democratic government, there were also 
differences on whether one should support the exhumations of corpses or not. Evidence of 
the existence of bodies buried as Nomen Nescio (name unknown, NN) was found as early as 
1979, with the visit of the IACHR (Cohen Salama 1992: 35). In 1982, a mass grave was found 
in the park cemetery of Gran Buenos Aires, in the locality of the Grand Bourg. Eighty-eight 
unmarked graves were found containing four hundred unidentified bodies (Cohen Salama 
1992: 60-1). Similar discoveries continued in the years that followed and would be treated 
extensively in the press, leading to what has also been called the ‘show of horror’, the constant 
exposure in the press of pictures and information on the exhumations of corpses (Cohen 
Salama 1992: 73; González Bombal 1995: 156). The discoveries of mass graves were generally 
welcomed by most of the human rights organizations, because they considered that they 

30 Memoria Abierta, ‘Muestra gráfica. XX años del Nunca más’, 2004. 

proefschrift-Drunen.indd   62 27-04-10   09:26



| 63 |

would contribute to revealing the truth about what happened to the disappeared and would 
be of great use in the search for justice (Robben 2000: 91). But it soon became clear that 
while graves were being opened with the purpose of exhuming the corpses, very few bodies 
could really be identified. The exhumations were carried out in a chaotic and irresponsible 
way, which entailed the risk of precious information getting lost. This raised the question of 
how necessary it was to open the graves (Guzmán Bouvard 1994: 142).

Most of the human rights organizations disagreed with the methods employed by 
the government to exhume the human remains, but acknowledged the advantages of 
identification. As Robben (2000: 94) states, ‘exhumations supplied evidence for legal 
prosecution, provided historical testimony of the human rights violations committed by the 
military, gave forensic proof about the birth of children by pregnant disappeared, and allowed 
surviving relatives to begin their process of mourning’. Through contacts they had established 
earlier on with scientists in the United States, Abuelas heard that the techniques of forensic 
anthropology could determine whether a woman who had been abducted while pregnant had 
given birth before her death. In 1984, on the demand of Abuelas, the CONADEP invited a 
team of scientists, including the forensic anthropologist Clyde Snow, who started to work 
on the exhumations together with Argentine students of anthropology (Cohen Salama 1992: 
120). In 1986 these students founded the Equipo Argentino de Antropología Forense (Argentine 
Forensic Anthropology Team, EAAF), which is still the main organization working on the 
exhumation of corpses in Argentina, and has acquired worldwide relevance over the last 
twenty years.

The Madres, however, decided that they would not accept the exhumations of the 
corpses, despite the emotional burden this implied. They saw the exhumations as a means 
employed by the government to declare the disappeared dead and to close the subject.31 They 
considered that it was more important to identify the assassins than the victims, and that 
the exhumations were a way of instilling terror into the population and diverting attention 
away from establishing responsibilities.32 They also criticized the fact that many of the 
exhumations were ordered by judges who had also served under the military dictatorship. 
But the negative response of the Madres was also linked to a particular conception of 
collective action in which individual needs were always subsumed to the collective struggle. 
The Madres stated that if the disappeared had been buried in a grave together with other 
victims, they should be left there with their companions.33 In a similar vein, they stated 
that searching for the remains of their own disappeared son or daughter would break the 
solidarity among the group because it would make the search individual (Guzmán Bouvard 
1994: 151). Furthermore, they considered that the open wound that was a consequence of the 

31 Thus in an interview in 1984, Hebe de Bonafini stated that with the exhumations of corpses the 
government intended to ‘transform the mothers of the disappeared into mothers of the dead. And with 
this, close the problem of the disappeared’ (Diario de las Madres, December 1984).

32 In a statement by the Madres published in October 1984 to explain their position on the CONADEP and 
the Nunca más, they also referred critically to the issue of the exhumations stating that: ‘With the massive 
exhumation of corpses, its posterior alleged identification and delivery to its alleged relatives, they will 
stop being “disappeared” and will be simple cases of homicide, without determining the circumstances of 
fact, reason, and the way in which the deaths occurred and without individualizing those who, in direct or 
indirect ways, participated in these abhorrent crimes’ (quoted in Leis 1989b: 166).

33 Juanita, Madre of the Plaza de Mayo, explained this in the following terms: ‘The reason for the rejection 
was out of respect for the children, because they were buried in mass graves, with the disappeared 
companions, and therefore it is sacred for us not to touch the graves’ (Interview JP 01.04.2003). 
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disappearance of their child fuelled their struggle and combativeness. They thought that if 
they found the corpse of their child, they would be able to partly close the wound and would 
no longer feel the need to struggle. They thus decided to leave the wounds open, so that ‘the 
assassins will be condemned, as they deserve to be, and that what has happened will not 
happen again’ (quoted in Robben 2000: 92).

The institutional position of the Madres on the exhumations ultimately led to the 
separation in 1986 of one group of mothers. They rejected the uncompromising attitude 
towards the Alfonsín government and had problems with the leadership style of the 
president of the Madres, Hebe de Bonafini. Hebe de Bonafini had been the elected president 
since the disappearance of the charismatic founding mother Azucena de Villaflor in 1977. But 
one group of mothers was unhappy with what they saw as an authoritarian style, and this 
coincided with disagreements on the institutional position adopted by the Madres towards 
the exhumations. In 1986, this group composed of a dozen of Madres decided to quit the 
organization after having lost the elections to vote a new leader. They reorganized and called 
themselves Madres – Línea Fundadora (Mothers – Founding Line, Madres LF) because 
several of them had been among the first Madres to go to the Plaza de Mayo.34 There was 
also a class element involved in the separation, as most of the mothers who remained with 
Hebe de Bonafini were working class women, whereas those who left the organization were 
from the middle- and upper classes (Brysk 1994: 245; Guzmán Bouvard 1994: 162-3; Font 
2000: 96-7). Madres LF generally adopted more moderate attitudes, and aligned with the rest 
of the human rights organizations. The majority of the Madres that stayed in the Asociación 
Madres de Plaza de Mayo (Association Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo, Asociación Madres) 
assumed more radical positions which contributed to them becoming increasingly separated 
from the rest of the human rights movement.

Full legal accountability or exemplary justice?
Despite these differences, the human rights organizations were united in their approach to 
justice. They demanded that all the culprits be punished, regardless of their rank within the 
security forces, and for the immediate annulment of the self-amnesty of the military. They 
also stated that they should be judged by a civilian court instead of a military court and 
pressured for a systematic retirement of members of the judiciary who had been in function 
during the military dictatorship (Bartolomei 1994: 25).35 Human rights organizations also 
demanded the replacement of policemen who had served under the regime, as well as the 
reform of the institution. With regard to the armed forces, it was insisted that a structural 
reforming of the military institution was required, including a reduction in the military 
budget, the dismantling of the repressive apparatus, and the displacing of those members 
who had been involved in the repression. They also demanded the immediate release of 

34 A small group of Madres had already left earlier, in disagreement with the position that Madres adopted 
against the CONADEP and with the leadership style of Hebe de Bonafini. Together with some fathers 
of the disappeared, several of them later reorganized and created the Fundación Memoria Histórica Social 
Argentina (FMHSA) in 1987, which focussed on the construction of memory (Interview IM 11.11.2004). 

35 The military had replaced most of the judges sitting at the time of the coup, drawing many of these new 
judges directly from the ranks of retired officers. These judges had shown little willingness to initiate 
investigations on the disappeared. This was also evident from the lack of progress made in the criminal 
prosecutions for human rights abuses that were initiated by victims in the final months of the dictatorship 
(Mignone et. al. 1984: 123-4).
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all political prisoners inherited from the military dictatorship as well as the return of the 
children born in captivity. Finally, they wanted forced disappearance to be declared a crime 
against humanity (Brysk 1994: 68; Acuña and Smulovitz 1995: 56).

Alfonsín responded to these demands in different ways. Within the judiciary, the judges of 
the Supreme Court were replaced, as well as judges in politically sensitive courts, principally 
the Federal Criminal Court of Appeals of Buenos Aires, which would play a crucial role in 
responding to human rights violations (Nino 1996: 67). The new judges appointed had also 
served under the dictatorship, but were promoted to the Federal Court of Appeals under 
Alfonsín (Garro and Dahl 1987: 321-2). Alfonsín’s policy was to confirm the judges who had 
worked during the military dictatorship, unless there was clear evidence against them. Ninety 
percent of the judges were confirmed in their positions (Brysk 1994: 114; Bartolomei 1994: 18). 
Alfonsín also removed the police and the gendarmerie from army control, and the prefecture 
from navy control. Furthermore, each corps of the armed forces became directly accountable 
to the President through the Minister of Defence. The head of each branch was changed 
from a commander in chief to an advisory chief of staff. The Minister also took over control 
of the production of arms, which was an important source of income for the military. Finally, 
the military budget was reduced to half its original amount, and staff was reduced at all levels 
of the armed forces (Nino 1996: 73; McSherry 1997: 119).

In the field of legal accountability, Alfonsín promised to annul the self-amnesty of the 
military. But he also believed that the trials should be limited, that the armed forces should 
not be accused as an institution, and that a military court should be in charge of the 
prosecution. He thought that leaving this responsibility to a military court would have the 
advantage of fulfilling his electoral promises of prosecution of the guilty, without the armed 
forces becoming his enemy (Acuña and Smulovitz 1995: 51). According to Osiel (1986: 149), 
Alfonsín thought that ‘through a gradual process of re-education and renewal, it might be 
possible to cultivate a new generation of military leaders staunchly committed to democratic 
principles’. From this same perspective, he stated that both state terrorism and guerrilla 
actions should be brought to trial. This was meant as a signal to the armed forces that the 
government was not organizing an ‘anti-military’ campaign, but was judging both groups 
that it considered guilty of provoking the political chaos and violence in the country (Acuña 
and Smulovitz 1995: 51).36 The importance Alfonsín attributed to maintaining a good relation 
with the armed forces became more pronounced over time, and expressed itself among other 
things through a shift in language: whereas during the transition the human rights issue was 
referred to in terms of elucidating ‘the human rights violations’, it increasingly came to be 
referred to as ‘the military question’ ( Jelin 1995: 126).

In order to effectively limit the trials, Alfonsín developed the concept of the three levels 
of responsibility according to which human rights crimes should be judged. These levels 
distinguished between those who gave the orders, those who carried them out, and those 
who committed excesses. Alfonsín’s objective was to instigate processes against the first and 
last groups, exempting the second group on the principle of Due Obedience (Mc Sherry 
1997: 111). Furthermore, he proposed channelling all prosecutions through the Supreme 
Council of the Armed Forces, the highest appellate tribunal of the armed forces. In order to 
do so, he submitted a project to the Congress to reform the Military Juridical Code. In this 
project, he proposed modifying the Code to make it possible for military courts to conduct 

36 I will return to this later in this chapter.
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the processes against the military and police officers accused of human rights violations. 
He also introduced an article that would exempt those who had responded to orders from 
prosecution (Mignone et. al. 1984: 125-6). Simultaneously, he ordered the juridical prosecution 
of three of the four military juntas for criminal offences such as the illegitimate privation 
of liberty and torture (decree 158/83). He also emitted decree 157/83 that ordered the penal 
prosecution for illicit association, attacks to the public order and peace of the guerrilla leaders 
who had survived the repression (Acuña and Smulovitz 1995: 51; Ciancaglini and Granovsky 
1995: 18; Moyano 1995: 91).37

However, pressures of the human rights movement and the stubborn attitude of the 
armed forces, changed the panorama. All human rights organizations, and politicians 
from the opposition ranks, criticized the decision to let the Supreme Council take charge 
of the human rights abuses, expressing doubts about its impartiality (Garro and Dahl 1987: 
319). They successfully pressured for changes in the law project presented by Alfonsín. The 
principle of Due Obedience was removed and a reform was introduced stating that a civil 
court would take over the cases if the military court was not able to resolve them within 
a certain period of time (Mignone et. al. 1984: 154; Bartolomei 1994: 291; Duhalde 1999: 
148; Feld 2002: 14). The Supreme Council let the first deadline in June 1984 elapse, and was 
granted two extensions, setting the ultimate deadline on October 1984. Alfonsín’s policies 
were further complicated when the Supreme Council issued a report stating that no limit 
of time could be applied to such a case. In the report, they questioned the credibility of the 
testimonies of survivors, and pronounced, without a trial, that the orders given by the juntas 
had been correct and legitimate. If there had been excesses, those who had committed them 
should be judged (Mignone et. al. 1984: 139-41; Duhalde 1999: 148). The Federal Criminal 
Court of Appeals concluded that the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces was not 
competent enough to lead the process, and took over the case, thus initiating the historical 
Juicio a las juntas, the Trial of the juntas (Feld 2002: 15).

Exemplary justice: the trial of the juntas
The public trial against three of the four juntas began on 22 April 1985, and included 709 
cases of murder, unlawful deprivation of freedom, torture, robbery, etc. (Bartolomei 1994: 
291). The prosecutors selected their cases on the basis of the material gathered by the truth 
commission (Cheresky 1992: 24; Hayner 2001: 89,93-4). The selection criteria were that the 
cases should ‘cover a variety of victims from different sectors of society, the most important 
detention centres of the country, the periods during which each of the juntas held office and 
all three of the armed services’ (Bartolomei 1994: 286). In this way, they would prove the 
systematic character of the repression. The prosecutors frequently turned for help and extra 

37 These included Mario Firmenich, Roberto Perdía, and Fernando Vaca Narvaja of Montoneros, and 
Enrique Gorriarán Merlo of the ERP. The former guerrillas were all living in exile, and thus escaped 
immediate prosecution (Moyano 1995: 91). However, the number one leader of the Montoneros, Mario 
Firmenich, turned himself in at the Argentine consulate in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil in 1984. The government 
of Alfonsín immediately started extradition procedures. Back in Argentina, Firmenich was tried in 1987 
and given a thirty-year sentence (Moyano 1995: 191). In 1985, the judge Miguel Guillermo Pons would 
send out another order of capture for former members of the guerrilla organizations. This order included 
rank and file members such as Osvaldo Lovey, Jorge Goya, Lili Mazzaferro, Oscar Bidegain and others. 
As a consequence of hasty work, some of those included in the order had already been included in decree 
157, as was the case for Rodolfo Galimberti, and others were disappeared, such as Jorge Gullo, Adriana 
Lesgart and Norberto Habegger (Larraquy and Caballero 2000: 394-5).
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information to the human rights organizations, who actively collaborated in numerous ways, 
by locating witnesses, testifying, and helping to establish patterns of repression. The assistant 
prosecutor Luis Moreno Ocampo stated that ‘without the human rights organizations, there 
couldn’t have been a trial’ (quoted in Brysk 1994: 78). The trial was held before a panel of six 
judges appointed by the government.38 The junta members were not charged for ‘genocide’ 
or ‘crimes against humanity’, for these were crimes that were not specifically defined in 
Argentine criminal law. They were charged for criminal offences such as unlawful deprivation 
of freedom, torture, robbery and other crimes committed in the context of the repression 
(Garro and Dahl 1987: 302-3; Bartolomei 1994: 286; 291).

The trial lasted from April to December 1985, hearing 833 witnesses from the most varied 
backgrounds over 78 days of testimony. Images of the trial (without sound) were broadcast 
on the television news each night.39 In order to guarantee transparency, it was conducted 
through public and oral audiences open to the public and the press. This was unprecedented 
in Argentine jurisprudence (Feld 2002: 16). A newspaper of the trial (El diario del juicio) 
was published on a daily basis, spreading information on the most important testimonies of 
the day.40 The trial took place in a general atmosphere of military pressure and rumours of 
a coup. Witnesses, judges and prosecutors in the trial were threatened. Thus, according to 
McSherry (1997: 176), ‘in two months in 1985, there were 21 violent attacks and 1,500 bomb 
threats. Elementary schools, Radical Party offices, synagogues, popular cafés, and government 
officials’ houses were targeted by anonymous persons on an almost daily basis. Telephone 
messages warned the public of impending attacks, sparking widespread fear and anxiety’. 
Military leaders disqualified the trial as being no more than a leftist manoeuvre. The Army 
Chief of Staff, General Héctor Ríos Ereñú, stated that only an amnesty law could make 
Argentina a great nation. Former President Frondizi, closely allied to the military, called the 
trial a ‘political show’ (Nino 1996: 84). During the trial, the defence of the junta leaders on 
various occasions referred to the witnesses as ‘the detained’, or ‘the subversives’ (Fisher 1989: 
141; Brysk 1994: 77; Mc Sherry 1997: 177).

The hearings ended on 14 August 1985, and on 11 September the prosecution presented 
its plea. Public Prosecutor Julio Strassera started his plea by qualifying the repression as the 
‘major genocide recorded in the young history of our country’, and by stating that he was not 
alone in his demand for justice, for he was accompanied by the ‘more than 9,000 disappeared 
that left, through the voices of those who were lucky enough to come back from the shadows, 
their silent but therefore no less eloquent accusatory testimony’ (quoted in Ciancaglini and 
Granovsky 1995: 145). The prosecution deconstructed the argument that Argentina had been 
at a state of war, and added that, even according to the laws of war, violations had been 
committed. It argued that the junta leaders were the authors of a systematic and criminal 
plan to eliminate the opposition and that they were responsible for murder and torture by 
acts of commission and by omission (Nino 1996: 85). Strassera demanded life imprisonment 
for five of the nine junta members, and ten to fifteen years for the other four, ending his 
plea dramatically with the words ‘Gentlemen Judges: I want to give up any pretension of 
originality to close this warrant. I want to use a phrase that does not belong to me, because 

38 These judges were Jorge Torlasco, Guillermo Ledesma, Andrés D’Allesio, Ricardo Gil Lavedra, Jorge 
Valerga Aráoz, and the President of the Criminal Division León Arslanián (Garro and Dahl 1987: 322).

39 For a discussion of how the decision to broadcast the trial without sound was adopted and what motivated 
that decision, see: Feld 2002: 33-8. 

40 For a chronicle of the trial, see: Ciancaglini and Granovsky 1995. 
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it belongs to the entire Argentine people. Gentlemen Judges: Never again’ (quoted in 
Ciancaglini and Granovsky 1995: 182).

The defence started on 30 September 1985, and followed different lines of argumentation. 
One argument contended that the crimes had been committed ‘in execution of legal duty’, 
following the annihilation decree signed under Isabel Perón in 1975. Another argument 
invoked the legal defence of necessity, stating that the ‘war against subversion’ had been a 
necessary reaction to an unprecedented threat. Similarly, a third line of argument held 
that there had been a violent attack of ‘subversive elements’ and that the armed forces had 
acted in self-defence. Finally, the defence argued that Argentina had been in a state of war, 
which demanded unconventional means and in which operations were not bound by rules 
(Garro and Dahl 1987: 325). The defences also questioned the legality of the trial. Videla’s 
public defender questioned the trial for being political and cast doubts on the testimonies of 
the victims. He dismissed the testimonies of the persons who had testified for CONADEP 
and which constituted the main evidence of the prosecution by calling the CONADEP a 
centre for fabricating evidence. Similar questioning came from Viola and Massera’s defenders. 
Massera’s defender claimed that the trial was a conspiracy to destroy the armed forces. 
Massera himself argued later in a public statement that he did not need to defend himself 
for having won the ‘war against subversion’. He stated that the fact that he and other junta 
members had been brought to trial showed that ‘subversion’ had won the psychological war, 
but that the armed forces would defeat them again (Nino 1996: 85-6).

On 9 December 1985, the Court of Appeals presented its decision. The Court 
systematically deconstructed all the arguments of the defence. The judges recognized that 
the massive and illegal repression that had been committed had been organized from the 
highest command structures. It also rejected the argument that Argentina had been at war. 
The means employed were considered worse than what it sought to combat, and the threat 
of ‘subversion’ had been far less imminent than argued by the defence. They stated that the 
author of a crime is the one who controls events, and therefore the juntas could be held 
accountable for acts they had not themselves committed. The evidence had shown that the 
commanders controlled the state apparatus that had produced the crimes (Garro and Dahl 
1987: 327). The Court proclaimed that ‘the defendants had contributed to the crimes not only 
by giving the directives but also by facilitating their execution’ (Nino 1996: 89). However, it 
did not recognize the argument of a coordinated planning of the repression by the junta 
leaders. The judges insisted on assigning individual responsibility to each commander in 
chief and not to the juntas as a collective entity. Thus, although they recognized the fact that 
from time to time there had been cooperation, ‘it does not follow that the operations were 
conducted by a higher authority than that of each commander in chief ’ (quoted in Nino 1996: 
88).

This explains why the sentences turned out to be lower than those demanded by the 
prosecution. Only five of the nine convicted generals were found guilty, and only junta 
leaders Massera and Videla were condemned to life imprisonment. Viola received a sentence 
of seventeen years, and Lambruschini was given eight years. Finally, Agosti was given just 
four and half years. The other four members of the juntas were acquitted (Guzmán Bouvard 
1994: 160; Ageitos 2002: 180, 185). The verdicts disappointed the human rights organizations 
and the victims. Hebe de Bonafini left the courtroom out of protest after hearing the first 
absolution (Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo 2003: 35). She called the verdict ‘a terrible 
and tragic fraud perpetrated on the Argentine people’ (quoted in Fisher 1989: 141). However, 
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the sentence also included a key provision, Punto 30, that went directly against Alfonsín’s 
attempt to limit the trials and also pointed at the growing independence of the judiciary 
(Acuña and Smulovitz 1995: 58). Punto 30 stated that the trials had uncovered evidence 
implicating many more repressors, and the courts were legally required to investigate these 
crimes (Brysk 1994:79). Furthermore, the Court also suggested that not all the subordinate 
officers could be exempted from punishment on grounds of Due Obedience (Garro and 
Dahl 1987: 328). This paved the way for proceeding with the numerous cases that were 
pending, and that had been brought in by victims and their relatives since the end of the 
military dictatorship.41

Evaluating the accountability process

The transitional justice measures that were adopted under the Alfonsín government were 
generally perceived both inside and outside Argentina as important steps forward in the 
accountability process. However, there were also criticisms, which grew stronger over the 
years, and which were mostly directed at the historical interpretation that underlay the 
measures. According to this interpretation, Argentine society was presented as a victim of a 
confrontation between two forces, the guerrillas and the military. The military dictatorship 
was the product of an authoritarian political culture in which the military and guerrillas 
shared equal responsibilities. The human rights programme of the government was supposed 
to establish a break with this authoritarian political culture and to replace it with a culture 
based on the rule of law. This vision became the dominant historical interpretation of the 
events of the recent past. It had a number of implications for how Argentine society reflected 
upon the period of the military dictatorship, how responsibilities were established, and what 
facts of the past were shared or, on the contrary, silenced in this period. This section will 
explore the different consequences for the public reflection on the recent past of the way the 
accountability process was implemented under the Alfonsín government.

From ‘war against subversion’ to human rights violations
Although several of the human rights organizations, especially the Madres, have been critical 
of Alfonsín’s policies for dealing with the legacy of human rights violations, his measures 
have been both nationally and internationally applauded. Sikkink and Booth Walling (2006: 
305-6) for instance point to the uniqueness of the CONADEP report and the trial of the 
juntas when placed in an international context. They recall that the CONADEP was ‘the 
first important truth commission in the world, and provided a model for all subsequent truth 
commissions’, and that the report was the first to be published and available to a broader 
public. Its title, Nunca más, became a slogan adopted by transitional justice movements all 
over the world. Similarly, referring to the trial of the juntas, they recall that ‘no previous trials 

41 By mid-1984, two thousand criminal complaints against military officers had been brought in by private 
parties (Garro and Dahl 1987: 311).
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of the leaders of authoritarian regimes for human rights violations during their governments 
had ever been held in Latin America’.42

Many observers in Argentina, including human rights activists, have also made positive 
evaluations of the transitional justice instruments implemented under the Alfonsín 
government. In the first place, they point to the fact that the Nunca más report and the 
trial of the juntas have obliged Argentine people to confront their past, and have created 
consciousness concerning the human rights violations ( Jelin: 1995: 135). The trial, even more 
so than the CONADEP report, had a profound impact on the Argentine public because of 
the public hearings in which, day after day, the victims recounted the horrors they had gone 
through. At the time, the philosopher José Pablo Feinmann reflected on the impact of the 
trial in the following terms:

The CONADEP report reached many Argentines. But only many. This trial floods the Republic. 
It penetrates the houses, the bars, all the institutions. Nothing can resist it.. […] The testimonies 
succeed each other. The testimonies are there. They are not a number, a statistic. They occupy 
their place and talk to the judges. They narrate indescribable events. But they narrate them. Their 
voice breaks. Some cry. They are tangible beings. Every day, Argentina receives these testimonies. 
(Quoted in Feld 2002: 44)

Secondly, both measures were of great importance for permitting the construction of juridical 
proof about the human rights violations, the construction of a database of information that 
demonstrated the systematic character of the repression. In more conservative parts of the 
country, where the discourse of the ‘war against subversion’ still has a strong hold, the Nunca 
más is a powerful instrument against denial.43 In this context, Acuña and Smulovitz (1995: 58) 
state that the trial became ‘the space in which the juridical logic, through transforming the 
data of history into proof, ended up producing the legitimate information about what had 
happened in the last years in Argentina’.

The measures have also played a crucial role in de-legitimizing the voice of the military in 
favour of those of the victims. Both the Nunca más and the trial deconstructed the argument 
of the armed forces that the repression was inevitable in the ‘war against subversion’. The 
Nunca más and the trial presented the Argentine public with the evidence that what had 
happened in Argentina should be understood as crimes against humanity, putting it on 
the same level as other experiences of ‘administrated massacres’44 of the twentieth century, 
particularly the Holocaust (Vezzetti 2002: 18). In this context, González Bombal (1995: 214-5) 
rightfully points to the fact that the deconstruction of the ‘war paradigm’ used by the military 
to justify their crimes, started with the actions of the human rights organizations. Through 
their accusations they strongly contributed to de-legitimizing this justification of the 

42 In this context, Sikkink and Booth Walling (2006: 306) point to the fact that in Bolivia the Congress did 
initiate ‘accountability trials against high ranking members of the military government of General García 
Meza in 1984, but the proceedings did not begin until 1986, and the decisive phase of the trial occurred 
from 1989-1993’. Globally, the Nuremberg trials and the Tokyo trials after the Second World War and the 
trials of the colonels in Greece in 1974 can be seen as antecedents. 

43 Seminar ‘III Jornadas de Memoria’ (Núcleo Memoria, IDES), Fieldnotes 15.10.2004.  
44 I follow Osiel’s (1997: 9) definition of administrative massacres: ‘Administrative massacre […] entails 

large-scale violation of basic human rights to life and liberty by the central state in a systematic and 
organized fashion, often against its own citizens in a climate of war – civil or international, real or 
imagined’. 
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repression. The trial of the juntas, then, was the culmination of this ‘profound transformation 
of meaning’, as González Bombal formulates it. For the victims, the Nunca más and, even 
more so, the trial meant that their voices acquired legitimacy after having been distrusted and 
silenced during the dictatorship. In this sense, both the trial and the Nunca más implied an 
‘ethical rescue of the victims’ (Vezzetti 2002: 23).45

The trial of the juntas also played an important role in consolidating the democratic 
regime and the rule of law. In the first place, it showed the capacity of the democratic 
government to subordinate military power to civilian rule. This reinforced the credibility 
of the new democratic system. According to Cheresky (1992: 24), this was even one of the 
core achievements of the accountability measures adopted by the Alfonsín administration. 
Through applying equal treatment before the law against those who had previously abused 
their powers when they were occupying state structures, the credibility of the democratic 
government was reinforced. Acuña and Smulovitz (1995: 99) also point to the fact that the 
punishment had an exemplary function and a dissuading effect on the armed forces which 
could not be entirely reversed by the impunity laws that would follow in 1986 and 1987.46 
According to them, the investigation of the crimes and the subsequent verdicts meant 
a significant cost for the armed forces, which explains the subordination to constitutional 
power. Secondly, at a broader societal level, the CONADEP and the trial of the juntas 
contributed to a cultural shift, in which the rule of law was seen as the guarantor of 
democracy. They were instrumental in establishing what González Bombal (1995: 195) calls a 
‘a new principle of culture “Never again (Power without Law)”’.

The ‘theory of the two devils’ and the de-politicization of the past
But many human rights activists, relatives of the disappeared and scholars have also been 
critical of the accountability process and pointed at its limitations. They have criticized the 
attempts of Alfonsín to limit the trials and the disappointing sentences against the junta 
leaders. But mostly, they have been critical of the historical interpretation that underlay 
the human rights programme of the government, which they considered either untrue 
or a simplification of the complex political and social dynamics of the 1970s. Alfonsín’s 
advisors, mainly lawyers and philosophers of the University of Buenos Aires, saw the 
military dictatorship as part of a pattern in Argentine history that was characterized by a 
recurrent appeal to military rule, and an authoritarian political culture (Nino 1996: 61). 
One of Alfonsín’s advisors, Malamud Goti (2000: 53), spoke of a ‘dictatorial mind’ chronic 
to Argentine history, and of a ‘deeply rooted bipolar logic of “friends and enemies”’ that 
profoundly marked politics before and during the military dictatorship. Similarly, Nino 
(1996: 44-50) identified four recurrent trends in Argentine history, which he called ideological 

45 Concretely, it gave way to the creation of a new organization of victims of the repression, the Asociación 
de Ex Detenidos Desaparecidos (Association of Ex Detained Disappeared, AEDD). I will return to this in 
chapter five. 

46 These laws will be discussed in chapter three. 
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dualism, corporatism, anomie, and concentration of power.47 According to him, these four 
trends paved the way for successive dictatorial regimes culminating in the last military 
dictatorship, and set the stage for massive human rights violations perpetrated by the military 
government between 1976 and 1983 (Nino 1996: 49).

The more problematic dimension of the official historical interpretation, however, was 
that it compared the actions of the guerrilla organizations to those of the armed forces and 
reduced the complex social and political process that had led to the military dictatorship to 
a confrontation between these two armed factions. According to Alfonsín and his advisors, 
the guerrilla and the military shared a ‘common ruthlessness and hatefulness, a persistent 
inclination to view enemies as less than human and therefore subject to violent suppression 
whenever this served the interests of one’s party or faction’ (Osiel 1986: 158). They argued that 
there had been ‘two terrorisms’, on the side of the military and on the left, who were ‘one 
side of the same coin’, in the words of the Minister of Interior Troccoli (Osiel 1986: 158). 
This interpretation was explicit in the prologue of the Nunca más report, stating: ‘During 
the decade of the 1970s, Argentina was convulsed by a terror that came as much from the 
extreme right as from the extreme left, a phenomenon that has occurred in many other 
countries’ (CONADEP 2003: 1). Both terrorisms were considered responsible for the 
generalized situation of illegality that had been characteristic of the military dictatorship. 
This reasoning, in which the military dictatorship was reduced to a conflict between two 
groups in confrontation with each other, became known as the Teoría de los dos demonios 
(Theory of the two devils) (Cohen Salama 1992: 99).

The human rights programme of the government was designed in accordance with these 
ideas. In the first place, it was meant to break with ‘historically rooted “insidious cultural 
patterns”’ (Grandin 2005: 4), replacing them with a culture based on the rule of law. In 
order to do so, it was necessary to construct a dispassionate account of the repression, which 
would in no way permit a vindication of the political ideals and collective struggles that had 
prevailed in the period leading to the military dictatorship. Such a dispassionate account was 
best represented through the ‘impartiality and transparency of court procedures’ (Grandin 
2005: 5). The intervention of the judiciary through the trial of the juntas was a means to 
de-activate the narratives that had legitimized past actions. The task of the judiciary was to 
establish responsibilities, identifying the perpetrators and the victims of violations. Political 
motives on both sides were irrelevant in this account. This enabled both the narrative of the 
‘war’ of the armed forces, and the political cause that had motivated the actions of many of 
the disappeared to be de-activated (González Bombal and Landi 1995: 165). The Nunca más 
report responded to a similar logic. The report focussed on individuals whose rights had 
been violated, but omitted the political motivations of both victimizers and victims, with the 

47 Ideological dualism, in Nino’s (1996: 44-9) account, refers to the clash between two world views, liberal 
and conservative forces, that characterized Argentine history. These tensions were enhanced by the fact 
that in Argentina liberalism was not necessarily democratic. Both supporters and enemies associated it 
with the defence of capitalism, and with a minimum of concern for the rights of the weakest sectors 
within society. Corporatism is a means of controlling sectors of society through the state apparatus. It can 
be either inclusionary (as was the case under Perón) or exclusionary (as was the case for the successive 
military regimes). In Argentina, corporatism has characterized the armed forces, the Catholic Church, the 
trade unions and certain economic groups and entrepreneur’s associations. Anomie stands for ‘a disregard 
of social norms, including the law’. Finally, the concentration of power refers to the concentration of 
power in the province of Buenos Aires, as well as to the concentration of power in the presidency at the 
expense of the legislative and judicial branches.
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exception of unionist vindications (Taylor 1994: 193; CONADEP 2003: 375-8). The historical 
context offered merely consisted of recalling the political chaos and political violence of the 
1970s, without analysing the origins and motives of this political violence (Crenzel 2004: 66).

But just as important as establishing a break with the authoritarian past was the moral and 
juridical condemnation of those who were seen as the main culprits: the armed forces and 
the guerrilla organizations. The armed forces were punished through the trial of the juntas. 
But several measures were also aimed at establishing the responsibility of the guerrilla. The 
first one was the decision to prosecute not only the juntas but also the guerrilla leaders. A 
moral condemnation was further expressed through the previously mentioned prologue of 
the Nunca más. Alfonsín’s decision to confirm the sentences given to political prisoners under 
the military regime was another means of establishing responsibilities. Most of the thousands 
of political prisoners of the military dictatorship were released during the period 1982-1983. 
But several hundreds still remained in prison after the democratic transition, despite the fact 
that they had been, in Brysk’s (1994: 85) words, ‘either illegally arrested, tortured, denied due 
process, judged by military tribunals, held under state of siege provisions, or charged under 
Proceso-era codes, and all had experienced inhumane conditions of imprisonment’. Human 
rights organizations constantly applied pressure to get them released, and the political 
prisoners themselves initiated a hunger strike demanding that their cases be reviewed and 
they be instantly released. But the most they achieved was that the bad conditions during the 
military dictatorship were acknowledged through a commutation of sentences. Their cases 
were not revised, but the years in prison during the dictatorship would count double. The 
commutations led to the liberation of all but fourteen of the prisoners (Brysk 1994: 86; Veiga 
1985: 86).48

The official interpretation of the recent past and how to deal with it was mostly a 
reformulation of a number of ideas already circulating in society. As we saw in previous 
sections, there was a strong societal demand for legal prosecution of the perpetrators of 
human rights violations. In this context, Crenzel (2004: 67), following philosopher Alejandro 
Kaufman, speaks of a ‘punitive paradigm’ that predominated in the 1980s. This punitive 
paradigm was accompanied by a strong rejection of the illegality and violence that were 
associated with the 1970s, and a revalorization of the rule of law. Similarly, the theory of 
the two devils was not an invention of Alfonsín but drew upon visions that were already 
circulating in society (Vezzetti 2002: 121). Its origins lay in the discourse of the military on 
the need to combat subversion, a discourse that became firmly entrenched in society. When 
the military came to power, there was evidently a certain consensus within society about the 
need to repress the guerrillas. It was only gradually that society started to express indignation 
about the disappearances, when cases became known of people who did not fit into the 
stereotypes circulating on the guerrillas (Ciancaglini and Granovsky 1995: 89). But even then, 
this did not lead to a vindication of the guerrillas. Rather, it led to a rejection of both the 
guerrillas and the illegal repression (González Bombal 1995: 206). In the 1980s, the guerrillas 
were still largely seen as terrorists, and the general opinion was that they should not have 
been killed but tried in court (Robben 2005: 323; 416). Thus, the official interpretation of the 
recent past can be seen as a synthesis of existing interpretations. But its implementation 

48 Human rights organizations continued to demand the release of these political prisoners, each case being 
brought to the Supreme Court for revision. Ultimately, all the cases were reopened, but eight of the 
fourteen prisoners ended up serving their complete sentences.
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through official policies transformed it into ‘official memory’. As such, it came to shape the 
contours of the debate over the past, establishing a number of boundaries on what could and 
could not be said.

Adjusting the narratives of the past to the needs of present
The dominant interpretation of the recent past and how to deal with it had a number of 
consequences for the public debate on the 1970s. In the first place, the suggestion that 
those who had been members of guerrilla organizations shared a degree of responsibility in 
the military dictatorship had the effect of creating hierarchies among the victims. In this 
hierarchy, those who had no political record at all were ‘greater’ victims than those who had 
participated in guerrilla activities and had been conscious of the risks involved. The necessity 
to demonstrate the magnitude of the crimes and to show its indiscriminate character led 
to emphasizing those elements that proved the ‘innocence’ of the victims (Lorenz 2004a: 
102). González Bombal (1995: 206) reflects on the general state of mind during the transition 
to democracy in the following terms: ‘In particular, the preoccupation revolved around 
the possible mistakes and irreparable injustices committed in the repression. In this sense, 
the information on children, pregnant women, the elderly, that is to say, those we could 
denominate as being the “hyper victims”, was considered beyond the admissible’. These 
elements were also present in the Nunca más report. In the prologue of the report for instance, 
the authors recalled that most of the victims were ‘innocent of terrorism’: ‘All were mostly 
innocent of terrorism or even of pertaining to the combatant staff of the guerrilla, because 
these fought back and died in the confrontation or committed suicide before surrendering, 
and few arrived alive at hands of the repressors’ (CONADEP 2003: 10; Lorenz 2004a: 102).49

This differentiation between ‘innocent’ and ‘guilty’ victims had important implications 
for what was revealed and what was not revealed about the identity of the victims. It led to 
systematic attempts by relatives and human rights activists to disconnect the victims from 
any kind of political activity which could make them ‘guilty’. In practice, although indeed 
few of the victims were combatants, most of them were politically involved and connected 
in some way to the revolutionary organizations of the left (Palermo and Novaro 2003: 488; 
Gasparini 2005: 98).50 Nevertheless, relatives consequently remained silent about the political 
activities of the victims. During the military dictatorship, especially in the initial years, 
this was a matter of life and death. After the transition, the prevailing perception that the 
guerrillas shared responsibility in the political violence of the 1970s caused human rights 

49 The commission refers to the widespread practice of the Montoneros of carrying a cyanide capsule, 
which they could take in the case of abduction. Committing suicide was seen as a way to escape torture, 
considered necessary in order to preserve the organization. 

50 According to Palermo and Novaro (2003: 488): ‘In an immense majority, the disappeared had been 
members of the armed organizations of the revolutionary left, armed or disarmed, Peronists or not. 
Moreover: except for the kidnapped of unionist origin, the proportion of victims effectively related to 
the guerrilla groups (although with different grades and with very varied responsibilities) was without 
doubt very high. Beyond the differences that could exist on this matter, depending on the social milieu 
of the victims, all of them were enrolled militants, and not youngsters who incidentally appeared in some 
agenda. There were also these kinds of victims, as well as relatives and friends demanding for the victims, 
occasional witnesses of some abduction, journalists and lawyers engaged with human rights. But the 
condition of innocence of those kidnapped had little to do with not being connected to the organizations 
identified as “subversive” or “terrorists” by the regime, and until little time before by many of the new 
exegetes of innocence’.
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activists, relatives and survivors to remain silent about the political activities of the victims. 
This was reinforced by the constant attempts of the armed forces to justify the disappearances, 
claiming that Argentina had been at war and that all disappeared had been ‘subversives’.

In an interesting account of one of the most powerful symbols of the indiscriminate 
character of the repression, known as the Noche de los lápices (Night of the pencils), Lorenz 
(2004a) shows how this construction of ‘innocent victims’ took place. The Noche de los 
lápices refers to the abduction and disappearance of nine high school students in the city 
of La Plata between 16 and 19 September 1976, of whom six remain disappeared.51 The 
episode attracted public attention for the first time when Pablo Díaz testified at the trial of 
the juntas. Díaz was one of the first witnesses to testify, and in his testimony, which Lorenz 
(2004a: 104-5) qualifies as a ‘foundational moment’, the operative of 16 September appeared 
intimately connected to the activities undertaken by these students to obtain a special ticket 
for secondary school students.52 The consequence was that in the public representation of the 
event, what remained was the abduction of a group of adolescents that had a non-political 
demand, of a unionist character (the student fare), and that few considered inadequate. 
In this narrative, the political militancy of the students that coexisted together with their 
unionist activity (they were all members of grassroots organizations supporting Montoneros 
and the PRT-ERP) was put aside, remaining generally unmentioned.53 This version was also 
reproduced in the book published in 1986 and in the film premièred in September of the 
same year. Pablo Díaz collaborated intensely on both products.

According to Lorenz (2004a: 112), both the book and the movie played a crucial role 
in consolidating an interpretation of the events of the Noche de los lápices in which the 
innocence of the youngsters was a central theme. Pablo Díaz himself reflected on the 
consequences of his depurated version of the facts in the following terms:

[I feared] that because of the fact of having militated politically in some organization that adhered 
to the guerrilla organizations, they would separate me from the prejudices. This should not have 
happened to the kids of the pencils, but to those who were from guerrilla organizations! No, no, 
no, none of this should have happened to anybody. […] I think I went through a process that was 
similar to that of many Madres: ‘no, my son was innocent’. […]

51 Both the film and the book that were made of this episode only speak of one survivor, Pablo Díaz, and the 
abductions of the two other students, Emilce Moler and Patricia Miranda are not included in the story. 
The story of the Noche de los lápices was based on the testimony of Pablo Díaz. Several years passed before 
Emilce Moler and Patricia Miranda were able to tell their stories (Lorenz 2004a: 100).

52 On the question: ‘What relation did you explain that you had with the other boys and girls that had been 
detained?’ Pablo answered: ‘Because of the student fare, because of the demand that we had gone to make 
and because of the relation of the group with the Coordinator of Secondary School Students that existed 
in the city of La Plata, we were various kids of secondary schools all between fourteen and eighteen years 
old, and we had gone to the Ministry of Public Works, at that time it managed the transport and we 
started seeing each other. By sight, we did not really know each other as such, later, when I met them 
in various camps where I have been, I started relating all this, and later because of the interrogations I 
undergo’ (quoted in Lorenz 2004a: 104).

53 This vision is well illustrated through the following quote from the magazine La Semana in 1985, in 
Lorenz (2004a: 105): ‘For staging a soft student protest, a group of adolescents of 16 and 17 years was 
abducted, tortured and disappeared. […] It was certainly one of the most horrendous and absurd crimes of the 
Proceso’ (emphasis of Lorenz).
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This interpretation remained, and I feel responsible for what I have done. No, obviously, I talked 
about the student fare, but the consciousness was initially political, to come to the struggle for the 
student fare. We decided this politically within our organizations. (Quoted in Lorenz 2004a: 106)

Díaz’s account also shows that concealing the connections of the disappeared with 
revolutionary politics was often a conscious choice of survivors and relatives, to avoid the 
stigmatization of the guerrilla that still prevailed.

The concealment of the political activity of the disappeared was reinforced by the focus on 
punishment and legal prosecution of the culprits. Human rights activists, lawyers, journalists 
and relatives of the disappeared all aimed at demonstrating the magnitude of the repression. 
The denunciation of the atrocities committed during the dictatorship strongly prevailed 
over the debate on the historical and political situation that had made the crimes possible. 
According to Crenzel (2004: 67), this focus on denouncing the human rights violations:

…diverted attention from the social and political process constituent of the dictatorship and the 
disappearances. It overshadowed the reflection on the consensus that the military dictatorship 
achieved, on the social identities that supported it and envisioned it as the means to restore 
the disrupted ‘order’ and ‘security’ and to whom the dictatorship granted legitimacy for its own 
exercise of authoritarian practices.

The lack of reflection on the social and political dynamics and responsibilities behind the 
repression was reinforced by the choice for human rights reporting as the means to produce 
historical knowledge on the dictatorship. In this context, scholars have pointed to the 
limitations of the kind of knowledge produced through human rights reporting, as it focuses 
on the facts of the repression and does not address the question of why the violence happens 
(Tate 2007: 301-2).

The theory of the two devils reinforced this lack of reflection on these issues, as it provided 
societal actors with an excuse to avoid a debate on their responsibilities in the military 
dictatorship. Yet the military regime did benefit from important civilian complicities. 
These complicities consisted of political support for the military regime, but also of active 
participation of individuals in the repression. These individual cases have been extensively 
documented in the Nunca más, various testimonies implicating individual members of the 
Catholic Church, leaders of the unions, business leaders and members of political parties in 
the repression.54 None of these societal actors were prepared to acknowledge their share of 
responsibility in the military coup. As the military dictatorship came to its end, they started 
to distance themselves from the military regime, making explicit that they would not share 
the costs of the repression. In this context, Palermo and Novaro (2003: 501) speak of a ‘turn to 
the neutrality of sectors which, to a greater or lesser extent, had supported them (the armed 
forces)’. Duhalde (1999: 88) has reflected in critical terms on the attitude of civilians who 
supported the coup and were all too happy to attribute all responsibilities to the armed forces 
and the guerrilla:

54 In this sense, there is an evident tension between the prologue of the report, which reproduces the idea 
of a society caught between two external forces, and the corpus of testimonies that clearly demonstrates 
civilian complicities (Crenzel 2004: 67).
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The mythical discourse following the fall of the dictatorship […] tried to show that the military 
acted as an ‘occupational force’ towards civil society, reducing the cruel phase lived through to a 
confrontation between military and civilians. In this way, society as a whole, after the bath in the 
democratic Jordan, exonerated itself from any responsibility towards the proceso.

For these sectors, the theory of the two devils was an ideal excuse to close the subject.
A number of other elements contributed to these responsibilities being concealed. In 

the first place, the government also wanted to avoid a debate on civilian responsibilities 
because it did not suit Alfonsín’s vision that trials should be limited and should have an 
exemplary function. By focussing on one single civil actor, the guerrilla, Alfonsín could 
avoid the prosecution of other civilians who had collaborated with the dictatorship, which 
he feared would lead to thousands of trials (Osiel 1986: 154). Secondly, the debate on civilian 
complicities was further complicated by the fact that the military defence precisely used the 
argument of civilian complicity to diminish the responsibility of the armed forces in the 
repression. During the trial of the juntas, it painfully recalled the support of leaders of the 
Peronist Party as well as that of other political parties, of the Catholic Church hierarchy, of 
economic groups, the unions, the media and many ordinary citizens. All these societal actors 
welcomed the coup in the hope that the military would ‘restore order’ in the chaos which 
was perceived to come from the right and from the left (Osiel 1986: 171). Therefore, in those 
years even the human rights organizations preferred to concentrate responsibilities on the 
armed forces. The result of these mechanisms was that no prosecutions took place against 
these civilians, neither was there an internal debate or recognition of the major civil actors 
who openly supported – and benefited – from the dictatorship.55

As for the more diffuse groups within civil society – the ordinary citizens who had 
accepted the propaganda of the military and looked the other way when abductions had 
taken place – they preferred to see themselves as victims than to reflect upon their role during 
the dictatorship. The most common attitude was denial. When the information on the 
repression became exposed in the media, in the Nunca más report and the trial, many were 
shocked, and stated that they had not known about the abductions and disappearances. In 
one of the first films on the military dictatorship, La historia oficial (1985), the main character, 
Alicia, wonders, when she hears about the disappearances: ‘But, would it be true?’ Alicia’s 
disbelief resonates through other testimonies recollected in the period 1984-1985 among 
ordinary citizens: ‘We used to talk, but we could not convince each other of something so 
immoral. It was only from Malvinas that I realized; we learned about it after 1980, 1981. There 
were comments, but they were covered up; I heard about the disappeared in the queue voting 
for Alfonsín’ (González Bombal 1995: 205).

Arguably, it seems that the theory of the two devils fitted the needs of a society that 
was reconstructing itself and preferred to look ahead than backwards. The tendency at all 
levels was to reject anything that reminded one of the 1970s. In the new conception that 
predominated from 1983 onwards, the defence of democracy and institutions, and of political 
and civil rights, was considered more important than the ideals of social justice that had 
prevailed in the 1960s and 70s, especially within the Peronist experience (Cheresky 1992: 
14). Thus many intellectuals and politicians who had previously sympathized with the 
revolutionary ideology turned their backs on these ideas and embraced a vision of democracy 

55 For a study of the role of civilians in the military regime see also: Baud 2001. 
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that was firmly opposed to the values predicated in the 1960s and ‘70s. Among Alfonsín’s 
closest advisors were a group of intellectuals who had sympathized with the revolutionary 
ideas of the 1960s and ‘70s and now embraced a democratic discourse constructed in 
opposition to the 1970s characterized as a period of chaos and factionalism (Palermo and 
Novaro 2003: 511).56 There was little reflection on which aspects of the traditions of the 
previous period were rejected or maintained. The general tendency was to ignore the 
connections between the democracy of the 1980s and previous political experiences, thinking 
of the past mainly in terms of ruptures instead of continuities (Pittaluga 2006: 37-8).

Conclusion

In this chapter I have argued that human rights and the struggle for their defence became 
crucial in the transition to democracy. In this period, the human rights movement put the 
massive character of the human rights violations to the fore, demanding the protection of 
human rights. Appealing to human rights was also a strategic choice in an international 
context in which the human rights language was becoming increasingly powerful. The appeal 
to universal values such as the right to life and the right to protection against torture and 
arbitrary detention in the context of gross violations of these fundamental rights unified 
people of very different orientations. The continuous attempts of the military to secure 
impunity for their acts only enhanced demands for accountability of the crimes committed. 
Demands for truth and justice and a generalized rejection of authoritarianism and of the 
absence of legality strongly shaped the character of the democratic transition.

Alfonsín, the presidential candidate of the Radical Party, won the first post-dictatorship 
presidential elections in October 1983. He promised human rights trials and a democracy 
based on the rule of law. However, anticipating pressures from the military, he attempted 
from an early stage to limit the trials in numbers and in duration. His legal strategy was 
designed around one major concern: the inclusion of the armed forces in the new democratic 
order. Therefore he wanted to avoid the armed forces being accused as an institution. The 
armed forces, however, closed ranks and refused any trial for human rights violations. The 
human rights movement, on the other hand, thought that Alfonsín did not go far enough 
in his policies to deal with the past. The accountability process initiated under Alfonsín 
ended up being a compromise between these opposed demands. The CONADEP was 
only supposed to investigate the fate of the disappeared and had limited powers, but with 
the collaboration of the human rights organizations it managed to provide a thorough 
investigation. As for the process of legal accountability, Alfonsín’s attempts to limit the trials 
were thwarted by the human rights movement and by an increasingly independent judiciary. 
The inclusion in the sentence of Punto 30, that paved the way for new prosecutions, was a 
clear sign of this growing independence.

These first accountability measures were important foundational events for the new 
Argentine democracy in several ways. They made denial of the human rights violations 
impossible, deconstructed the argument of the armed forces that Argentina had been 
at war, and confronted Argentines with their own past. Simultaneously, the trials and the 
Nunca más were also foundational in other ways. Both measures conveyed a master narrative, 

56 These included Juan Carlos Portiantiero, Pablo Giussani and Emilio de Ipola. 
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which suited well the political and cultural moment of the transition. They simultaneously 
reformulated and implemented visions and interpretations of the past that were circulating 
in society at the time. The past was understood in terms of a confrontation between two 
groups, the guerrillas and the armed forces, although it was recognized that the armed forces 
bore the greatest responsibility for having operated using the state apparatus. Society had 
become a victim of these two forces. This narrative framework, which came to be known 
as the ‘theory of the two devils’, contributed to a lack of debate on civil responsibility in 
the military coup and the repression. It also led to an interpretation of events that made a 
distinction between ‘innocent’ and ‘guilty’ victims, which reinforced the concealment of the 
political identity of the disappeared.

The effects of the theory of the two devils were enhanced by the juridical language in 
which the past was framed, speaking of human rights violations, victims and perpetrators 
rather than of political actors and projects. While this had the advantage of deconstructing 
the military discourse and de-politicizing a highly politicized past, it also had consequences 
for the debate, and the understanding of the military dictatorship as part of a historical 
continuum. Both processes led to a general vision that recognized the human rights 
violations but provided no thorough reflection on the backgrounds and origins of these 
violations. It left aside reflections on what motivated both the widespread adherence to 
revolutionary projects on the left, and the harsh repression from the right, and presented the 
new democratic order as radically different from previous experiences. In practice however, 
Argentine democracy, far from being able to establish the radical break with the past that 
was envisioned, showed numerous continuities in both actors and policies. Despite criminal 
prosecutions, many former torturers walked free on the streets and often still integrated 
both the police and the armed forces, even gaining promotion despite a human rights record. 
Political and economic actors who had been accomplices of the dictatorship continued to 
influence policies under the democratic regime, and economic policies were very much 
in line with those that had prevailed under the military regime. These continuities would 
become more evident in the second half of the 1980s and the 1990s. The consequence of this 
unfinished and unsatisfactory accountability process was the initiation of a struggle for truth, 
justice and memory that still persists today. It is this struggle that will be described in the 
next chapters of this book. 
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3. Beyond the democratic transition: 
 the struggle against impunity and 
 the growing importance of memory

Following the trial of the generals, the Alfonsín administration searched for means to make 
an end to the juridical prosecution of military and policemen. This led to the adoption of two 
laws that institutionalized impunity, a process that was consolidated with two presidential 
pardons under Alfonsín’s successor Carlos Menem. The scenery that emerged under Menem’s 
presidency was further characterized by corruption, ongoing abuses by the police and other 
security forces, and deepening socio-economic inequalities. The consequence was a growing 
disillusion with the democratic model implemented in Argentina, and the emergence 
of new issues and forms of social protest, which diverted attention away from the past-
oriented demands of the human rights movement. Official policies emphasized the need for 
reconciliation and little or no space was given to the past in the media. In this context, the 
human rights movement and the victims became the main ‘guarantors of the memory of the 
repression’ (Feld 2002: 80). Halfway through the 1990s, however, the public confessions of a 
number of perpetrators brought the past right back onto the front pages of the newspapers. 
Simultaneously, the human rights movement was strengthened by the participation of a new 
generation of victims and of other actors that identified with its demands.

These developments constitute the background to the emergence of two fields of 
tension that have become symbolic for the struggles over the past from the 1990s onwards: 
reconciliation versus punishment, and forgetting versus remembering. During the 1990s, 
these tensions found expression in the confrontations between the official authorities that 
promoted policies oriented towards closure of the past, and the human rights movement 
that opposed these policies. The quality of Argentine democracy was at the heart of these 
confrontations. The human rights movement argued that memory and justice were necessary 
conditions for a democracy based on respect for human rights. The government on the other 
hand argued that punishment would destabilize the country and that memory would keep 
Argentina trapped in the past. In its role of oppositional actor, the human rights movement 
gained renewed strength, thus challenging the predictions of scholars in the early 1990s that 
it might ultimately be extinguished (Leis 1989a; Brysk 1994). On the contrary, the movement 
proved surprisingly vigorous and was able to reinvent itself in an adversarial context. At the 
same time, differences concerning how to relate to the democratic state, which had already 
become visible in the context of the democratic transition, deepened. This would prove a 
pervasive source of tension within the movement, as we will see throughout the rest of this 
book.

This chapter discusses the transformations outlined above. It describes how the struggle for 
truth, justice and memory of the human rights movement unfolded in opposition to official 
policies in the 1990s, with justice and memory becoming important fields of contention in 
this period. The first part of this chapter provides a historical background. It shows how the 
state gradually retracted from the matters of the past, and discusses the particular historical 
developments that created new opportunities for the human rights movement. The second 
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part focuses on the struggle against impunity as one of the two fields of contention of the 
1990s. It discusses how the human rights movement established connections between the 
crimes of the past and of the present, and what strategies and activities were deployed to 
make an end to impunity. The last part then analyses the emergence of memory as a 
relatively new field of activity, alongside the demands for truth and justice. Memory in this 
context was conceived in opposition to oblivion and as a means of achieving social change 
and constructing a different kind of democracy. In this process, differences became visible 
concerning what democracy meant to each actor involved and what social change was 
supposed to entail.

Impunity laws and presidential pardons

The history of the period following the trial of the generals in 1985 until the first years of 
Menem’s presidency (1989-1995) has been extensively studied.57 The basic features of this 
period are the attempts by human rights activists and the judiciary to pursue the prosecution 
of the military and policemen, unrest in military quarters, and the institutionalization of 
impunity. The move of the Alfonsín government from an active policy to uncover the truth 
about the disappearances and establish responsibilities, to the adoption of two laws making 
an end to the prosecutions was less surprising than it might seem. As we saw in the previous 
chapter, it was Alfonsín’s intention right from the start to limit the trials for past human 
rights violations. After the trial of the juntas, the military unrest caused by new trials against 
lower ranks within the armed forces provided the government with strong arguments to put 
an end to the legal accountability process for the sake of democratic stability. The policy of 
trading justice for political stability was pursued under Menem and led to a period of silence 
about the recent past. However, a number of historical developments halfway through the 
1990s which, following Wilde (2001), could be qualified as ‘irruptions of memory’, forced the 
Argentine public to reconsider its recent past. This section will explore these developments, 
thus providing a historical background to the rest of the chapter.

The consolidation of impunity
The first law to make an end to the prosecutions was the ley de Punto Final, or Full Stop 
law adopted in 1986. Alfonsín was determined to limit the trials to the highest ranks within 
the armed forces, and had already pressured the judiciary on various occasions throughout 
1986 to apply the concept of ‘Due Obedience’. These attempts failed, however, and at the 
end of the year he sent to Congress a bill setting a sixty-day deadline for initiating new 
prosecutions. The only cases excluded from the law were those concerning rape, theft and 
the abduction and concealment of minors. The government justified the bill by pointing 
to the unrest in military quarters about the cases still running, which involved around six 
hundred military, and the time it would take to bring all these cases to trial (Ciancaglini and 
Granovsky 1995: 315-7). The law was passed on 24 December 1986, just before the beginning 
of the long summer vacations in Argentina. It generated huge demonstrations and a sense 
of outrage among broad sectors of society, including the Radical Party itself. The judiciary 

57 See for example: Cheresky 1992; Brysk 1994; Bartolomei 1994; Acuña and Smulovitz 1995; McSherry 1997; 
Ageitos 2002. 
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and human rights organizations reacted against the law by intensifying their activities. Many 
court systems in various provinces cancelled their summer vacations in order to process as 
many cases as possible. Hundreds of new cases were presented to courts as human rights 
organizations and families heightened activities to beat the deadline (McSherry 1997: 211-2; 
Arditti 1999: 47).

This increased activity radicalized the most authoritarian sectors within the armed forces, 
leading to the military uprising of Semana Santa (Holy Week), in which ‘active-duty officers 
with painted faces seized garrisons across the country and demanded a “solution” to the trials’ 
(McSherry 1997: 213). These officers became known as the Carapintadas (Brysk 1994: 101; 
Acuña and Smuloviz 1995: 67-8; McSherry 1997: 220).58 Despite massive popular support for 
democracy, the upheaval ended with the adoption of the ley de Obediencia Debida or Due 
Obedience law. The law was sent for approval to Congress a few weeks after the uprising on 
13 May 1987 and exonerated all the officers under the rank of lieutenant colonel from criminal 
charges. The government argued that the officers had faced ‘irresistible coercion’, forcing 
them to commit criminal acts during the military dictatorship. The Congress approved the 
law and the Supreme Court made it constitutional in June 1987 despite numerous appeals 
challenging its constitutionality. As a consequence, ‘hundreds of accused torturers were freed. 
[…] The number of officers facing charges dropped from four hundred and fifty after the 
Punto Final, to a hundred’ (McSherry 1997: 212-7). Two more uprisings by the Carapintadas 
took place in January and December 1988. On both occasions, the rebels demanded an 
increase in salary and the recognition that the ‘war against subversion’ had been legitimate. 
Although both uprisings were crushed, they did lead to concessions to the armed forces, such 
as increased funding for the army and a pay rise for the military, as well as public statements 
that to some extent vindicated the ‘war against subversion’ (Acuña and Smulovitz 1995: 71-2; 
McSherry 1997: 222).

Events at the end of January 1989 strengthened the position of the armed forces in an 
unexpected way. On 23 January 1989, several dozen members of the leftist organization 
Movimiento Todos por la Patria (MTP) attacked the military barracks of La Tablada on the 
pretext that a military coup was at hand.59 The attack was meant to stop the coup but had 
as its ultimate goal the sparking of a massive popular uprising. The operation ended in a 
complete disaster. The guerrillas met with fierce resistance and surrendered after a night of 
exchanging fire. The treatment reserved for the defeated guerrillas recalled the worst practices 
of the military dictatorship. The thirteen prisoners arrested inside the regiment were stripped 
of their clothes, hooded and handcuffed or attached by their feet and beaten constantly. 
Several other detainees were found dead, probably executed, while six others remain 

58 The Carapintadas were ‘insurrectionist officers, mainly from the army but also including officers from the 
air force, Gendarmería, Prefectura and police as well as right-wing civilians’ (McSherry 1997: 202). Most 
of them were combat officers, many of whom had participated in the repression (McSherry 1997: 134). 

59 The MTP was officially founded in 1986. It was a movement with grassroots activities, with its origins in 
the Partido Revolucionario de los Trabajadores (PRT) but also counting on the participation of militants of 
other leftist groups, including Peronism, who did not necessarily have a past of armed struggle. After the 
military upheaval of the Semana Santa, part of the group started to plead for armed struggle and Enrique 
Gorriarán Merlo, former leader of the PRT-ERP (the armed wing of het PRT during the 1970s), was 
incorporated into the leadership. As a consequence of these developments, several leading members left 
the movement (Página/12, 29.01.1989). 
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disappeared (Brysk 1994: 119-20).60 The human rights movement forcefully repudiated both 
the guerrilla attack and the subsequent repression. Nevertheless, the event was an important 
setback. According to Brysk (1994: 120), the resurgence of political violence ‘shifted the social 
discourse away from the consolidation of democracy to the military’s “logic of necessity”’. It 
also reintroduced the term ‘subversive’, which was used to refer to the guerrillas in the media, 
and it gave the armed forces the opportunity to revalorize the concept of internal war. It led 
Alfonsín to reconsider positively the demand of the armed forces to intervene in internal 
conflicts and internal intelligence. Finally, the image of the human rights movement was also 
negatively affected by the fact that two persons who had been related publicly to the human 
rights movement participated in the attack (Brysk 1994: 118-21; Acuña and Smulovitz 1995: 75; 
Mc Sherry 1997: 192-6).

Impunity for past violations was further consolidated when a Peronist candidate, Carlos 
Saúl Menem, took over the presidency on 9 July 1989. At that time, Alfonsín was faced 
with hyperinflation, food riots and ‘a general sense of hopelessness’ (Arditti 1999: 48). The 
political, economic and social crisis forced him to leave the presidency five months earlier 
than scheduled. Once in power, Menem exchanged pardons for obedience from the armed 
forces (Acuña and Smulovitz 1995: 89). One of his first measures was to pardon high-ranking 
officers prosecuted and convicted for human rights violations who had not fallen under the 
previous laws. The pardon, signed on 6 October 1989, benefited 277 people and also applied 
to military who had been condemned for their participation in Malvinas, and military men 
who had participated in the upheavals under the Alfonsín administration. Former guerrillas 
awaiting trial were also freed from further prosecution.61 Only the former junta leaders 
Videla, Massera, Viola and Lambruschini and the Generals Camps, Richieri and Suárez 
Mason and former Montoneros number one Mario Firmenich were excluded (Acuña and 
Smulovitz 1995: 81). They were pardoned a year later, on 29 December 1990. Martínez de Hoz, 
former Minister of Economy under Videla, also benefited from the pardon. Twenty-four 
hours after leaving prison, General Videla demanded an apology and a full recognition from 
society for his work on behalf of democracy (Arditti 1999: 48-9).

At the same time, the rebellious sectors within the armed forces were definitively 
neutralized under Menem’s administration. On 3 December 1990, the fourth and last 
military uprising was staged under the leadership of Seineldín. Of the 277 persons who had 
benefited from the presidential pardon of 1989, 174 participated in the uprising. Menem 
referred to the uprising as a failed military coup. The repression of the rebels was initiated 
almost immediately and at the end of the day, sixteen military and five civilians had been 
killed, leaving fifty injured and over three hundred detained. In contrast to the previous 
rebellions, the insurgent sectors failed to gain the support of loyalist troops and the High 
Command. After the pardon of 1989, and with rumours circulating that a second pardon was 
on the way, there was less support for their demands (Acuña and Smulovitz 1995: 83-8). Once 

60 See also: Comisión Interamericana de Derechos Humanos, OEA, Informe n°55/97, 18.11.1997; Amnesty 
International, Argentina: The Attack of the Third Infantry Regiment Barracks at La Tablada: Investigations 
into Allegations of Torture, ‘Disappearances’ and Extrajudicial Executions (1990); Página/12, 23.02.1989. 

61 On the list including former guerrillas, some gross errors were made: ten persons were named who 
remained disappeared and were even listed in the CONADEP files, as well as two persons who had been 
assassinated and whose cases had served as evidence in the trial against Videla. The list also included 
several other persons who had been absolved from further prosecution by the courts earlier on (Página/12, 
10.10.1989). 
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impunity was secured for the crimes of the past, the institution isolated the Carapintadas 
and acquired a more professional profile (Cheresky 1992: 26). Another contributory factor 
for the submission of the armed forces to civilian rule was the fact that Menem expanded 
the capabilities of the state for intelligence, internal security and repression. He further 
promoted military involvement in counter-terrorism and drug-interdiction plans that drew 
on counterinsurgency training and doctrine. He also progressively inserted military officers 
and political personal of the repression into key civilian positions in the Interior and Defence 
Ministries and other important state agencies (McSherry 1997: 232).

Menem stated that the pardons were necessary ‘to heal the wounds of the past’, to generate 
‘national reconciliation’ and ‘pacify the country’ (Bartolomei 1994: 296-7; Pierini 1999: 74). 
The notions of reconciliation and pacification came to occupy a central place in Menem’s 
discourse on the recent past. He qualified the demands for truth and justice of the relatives 
of the disappeared as ‘manifestations of revenge’ (revanchismo) and ‘resentment’ (Ludmila Da 
Silva Catela 2001: 238). He frequently reminded the public that he had the moral right to 
pardon, because he himself had been a political prisoner during the dictatorship. Menem’s 
Under-Secretary of Human Rights Alicia Pierini also insisted on the context of political 
instability in which the pardons were adopted, criticizing Alfonsín’s policies for raising 
unrealistic expectations in the realm of justice.62 Pierini further explained that the pardons 
should be understood as part of a broader programme of ‘eradication of resentment’, which 
also found expression in symbolic gestures such as the joint repatriation of the remains of 
Juan Manuel de Rosas and Domingo Faustino Sarmiento, two historical leaders who had 
been sworn enemies in the nineteenth century (Pierini 1999: 75). In practice, however, like 
in many other Latin American countries, reconciliation became a code word for impunity 
(Roht-Arriaza and Mariezcuerrana 2006: 12).

Struggling against isolation, silence and impunity
The Full Stop and Due Obedience laws and the presidential pardons generated widespread 
protest. The Full Stop law was passed with demonstrators protesting outside the Congress 
and polls showed that a majority of the public opposed the bill. The Due Obedience law 
again generated protest and led to the resignation of Alfredo Bravo, the Under-Secretary 
of Educational Affairs and a survivor of disappearance (McSherry 1997: 211-18). The 
presidential pardons provoked similar reactions. With the exception of positive statements 
from some members of the Church hierarchy,63 the unions64 and right-wing politicians 
who had served during the dictatorship,65 a broad spectrum of human rights organizations, 
members of political parties, intellectuals and other civilians forcefully rejected the measures. 
All comments pointed to the risks a pardon presented for the position of the judiciary as a 

62 In an interview with Feitlowitz (1998: 244), she also pointed to the fact that ‘…I think everyone over the 
age of fifty should say where they were during those years, what they were doing. But if we prosecute 
these crimes by the penal code, it will never end. We’ll have 500,000 people in jail. And nothing but 
rancour to show for it. Our goal is to heal the institutions; you don’t do that by dissolving them’.

63 On the differences within the Church see: Pagina/12, 13.10.1989; Pagina/12, 17.09.1989; Pagina/12, 
29.09.1989.

64 Página/12, 30.12.1990.
65 Página/12, 27.12.1990.
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guarantor of rights in the democratic system.66 On 8 September 1989, approximately 100,000 
persons marched to express their disagreement.67 Human rights organizations and political 
parties declared the day on which the second pardon was signed, 29 December 1990, as ‘Day 
of protest and national mourning’ and invited citizens to congregate on the major squares of 
the country to express their opposition.68

After the adoption of the presidential pardons, the human rights organizations saw their 
capacity to mobilize citizens diminish (Lorenz 2002: 81). There is a consensus within the 
literature on the human rights movement that at the beginning of the 1990s, the movement 
had become isolated from both civil and political society (Leis 1989a; Gomez 1989; Cheresky 
1992; Brysk 1994). Mabel, president of Familiares, recalls: ‘And after that it was as though 
the people said, well, nothing is of any use anymore, not the marches, not the struggle, 
nothing, and there was a mantle of silence, after the pardons. We continued to work, we 
continued to denounce, but we made press releases and nobody would publish anything, 
nothing would appear on human rights anywhere…’ (Interview MG1 08.04.2003). According 
to Valdez (2001: 67), both the impunity laws and the presidential pardons made an end to 
the ‘spontaneous consensus that the demands for Truth and Justice that had been motorized 
by the human rights organizations since the transition to democracy used to receive’. The 
presidential pardons marked the retraction of the state from matters of the past, with the 
consequence that demands that had lain at the basis of the transition to democracy now 
became ‘sector-related’ demands, of the victims instead of society at large. For the human 
rights organizations it meant that they had to re-invest time and energy in recapturing the 
interest and involvement of society (Feld 2002: 80).

There were various reasons for the diminished mobilizing capacity of the movement in 
the initial years of the 1990s. The first one was the demoralization and disillusionment of 
many of its individual members after the impunity laws and the pardons, which led them 
to become less active or even to leave the movement. The institutionalization of impunity 
deeply affected those who had placed their hopes on truth and justice. In this context, the 
first two laws implemented under the Alfonsín administration often had an even stronger 
impact than the pardons, because many human rights activists had actively collaborated with 
Alfonsín’s human rights programme and had really believed in his concern for justice. They 
felt profoundly betrayed, especially after the widespread support for democracy during the 
uprising of Semana Santa in 1987. Thus, Carmen, Madre LF, remembers how distressed she 
and the other Madres felt when they heard about the Due Obedience law: ‘Look, one of the 
Madres who has since died sat on the ground and started to cry. Because we supported him, 

66 In a critical article, journalist Horacio Verbitsky stated that together with an upcoming reform of the 
Supreme Court, the pardon of 1989 ‘brings into question the value that the government attributes to the 
judiciary within the republican order’ (Página/12, 01.10.1989). Political scientist Atilio Borón opined that 
the pardon ‘affects the credibility of our political institutions and offends the sense of justice on which the 
democratic state is seated’ (Página/12, 03.10.1989). Opposition to the first pardons also came from inside 
the Peronist Party itself, provoking an internal crisis (Página/12, 08.09.1989; Página/12, 13.09.1989). In a 
letter published simultaneously in the New York Times, El País in Madrid, and Página/12 in Argentina, 
former detained-disappeared Jacobo Timmerman stated: ‘The democratic restoration at the end of 1983 
had as a first result the functioning of an independent judiciary. It is the only thing the Argentine people 
obtained from democracy. Now Menem buried the illusion that the final decisions of the judiciary have 
any validity’ (Página/12, 06.01.1991).

67 Página/12, 09.09.1989.
68 Página/12, 30.12.1990.
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everybody, all the people, all the people on the streets supporting him and he gave in to the 
military, you know? This was terrible for us. I remember Elida sitting on the floor, crying…’ 
(Interview CLA 21.10.2003).69

For the victims, the adoption of the impunity laws and the presidential pardons were 
particularly painful. The idea that torturers had gone free was unbearable (Da Silva Catela 
2001: 245). Concretely the laws meant they could be confronted with their torturers or the 
murderers of their beloved ones at any time. Miriam Lewin, survivor of the ESMA, met 
three times with one of the repressors of this detention centre, Tigre Acosta (Ciancaglini 
and Granovsky 1995: 348). Mario Villani, who had been through various secret detention 
centres during the dictatorship, met several times with one of his torturers, Julio ‘El Turco’ 
Simón (Feitlowitz 1998: 85-7).70 The murderer of Mariano’s71 father lived five blocks away 
from his house and he saw him on various occasions (Interview MDT 07.10.2004). For the 
victims, these types of encounters were profoundly disturbing. They left them with feelings 
of impotence and anger, and revived old fears. Mario, for instance, recalls that after running 
into his torturer, he would travel to his office in the most roundabout way just in case he was 
being followed. The laws and the pardons also meant that persons who had a well-known 
record in human rights violations under the military dictatorship could fulfil a public role 
again and even be elected. Domingo Bussi, who had been in charge of the counterinsurgency 
launched against the rural guerrilla in Tucumán, was elected deputy and later governor of 
that same province. Police officer Luis Patti was elected mayor of Escobar in the province 
of Buenos Aires despite having a human rights record. Later, Menem named him official 
investigator in the case of María Soledad in Catamarca, a case that became one of the major 
symbols of impunity of the 1990s (Malamud Goti 2000: 143-5).

The demoralization within the movement that resulted from this situation inevitably 
influenced their mobilizing capacities. But also contributing to the retraction of the 
movement from the public sphere was the fact that the political context had changed 
and that new issues were diverting attention away from the crimes committed during the 
dictatorship. These new issues had to do in the first place with the consequences of the 
highly exclusionary economic model implemented under Menem. Immediately after coming 
to power, Menem radically reformed the state through the establishment of a market 
economy. Within a few years, tariff rates were reduced, quantitative controls on imports were 
removed, drastic cutbacks in state expenditure had taken place and the largest companies 
in the country (telecommunications, airline, railways, petroleum, steel and companies in the 
military defence) had been privatized (Teichman 2001: 111). The economy was stabilized and 
hyperinflation was controlled through a convertibility plan that tied the Argentine peso with 
the American dollar. For the middle- and upper classes, this plan came to symbolize welfare 
and trips abroad. It guaranteed their support for Menem’s political programme (Armony 
2001: 311). But Menem’s policies had a high social cost. Throughout the 1990s, the country 

69 See also Da Silva Catela 2001: 245 for similar testimonies.
70 Mario César Villani was a survivor of all the major camps of the capital: Club Atlético, El Banco, El 

Olimpo, Malvinas (located in the city of Quilmes in the province of Buenos Aires) and the ESMA. He 
spent a total of four years in captivity, and has been a crucial witness in the trial of the juntas and other 
subsequent trials. For a particularly moving and insightful account of Mario Villani’s memories of his 
years of detention, see Feitlowitz 1998: 71-88.

71 Pseudonyms are marked in italics when used for the first time in the text. The code MDT refers to the first 
letter of the pseudonym and the initial(s) of the interviewee’s surname.
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became characterized by socio-economic fragmentation and marginalization (Azpiazu et. al. 
1998: 19). Svampa (2005: 12) speaks of a process of ‘structural mutation and reconfiguration 
that Argentina went through in the 1990s…’, which led to an ‘exclusionary society, structured 
on the basis of the crystallization of inequalities as much economic as social and cultural’. 
The group of ‘new poor’, who had pertained to the middle classes but became part of the 
large group of poor, grew.72 The population in the urban villas miserias (shantytowns) 
increased.73 This situation led to new forms of social protest against the neoliberal policies of 
the government, such as the heterogeneous movement of unemployed, the Piqueteros, whose 
marker became the roadblocks or piquetes.74

Simultaneously, under Menem’s presidency, institutional violence, especially from the 
police, acquired great visibility and became an important issue of social protest. Several 
cases of police violence against middle- and upper class victims put the subject on the public 
agenda (Stanley 2001: 238).75 Police violence consisted of torture in police dependencies and 
the practice of gatillo fácil (trigger-happy),76 as well as corruption and the involvement of 
the police in criminal activities. These practices were seldom adequately punished. On the 
contrary, police repression and illegal practices were supported by sectors of society that 
were external to the institution, such as judges and forensic doctors, who showed themselves 
disposed to covering the illegal practices of the police (Tedesco 2000: 538; Stanley 2001: 
248-9). Families of the victims of police violence started to organize and demand justice.77 
A number of specific crimes that fed the perception that the judiciary was incapable of 
clarifying and punishing crimes, turned into highly mobilizing symbols of impunity (Pereyra 
2005: 180). Among them were the rape and assassination of seventeen-year-old María 
Soledad in the province of Catamarca in 1993; the bombings of the Embassy of Israel in 1992 
and of the AMIA in 1994, which resulted in hundreds of victims, and the assassination of the 
photographer and journalist José Luis Cabezas in Pinamar in 1997. All these cases revealed 
the involvement of police officers, of well-known politicians or of businessmen, and a web of 
corruption and covering up of evidence in the investigations. They stirred public protest and 
led to recurrent mobilizations for justice.78

While most of these new forms of social protest and issues gained momentum in the 
second half of the 1990s, their contours started to become visible in the aftermath of the 

72 Households are poor or indigent if they do not have any kind of income, or if their income is less than 210 
pesos per month, insufficient to buy the minimum food basket (Tedesco 2000: 534). 

73 For instance, in the city of Buenos Aires, in 1983, 12,600 persons were living in villas against 140,000 in 
1999. This growth was both a consequence of the high levels of unemployment in the provinces and in the 
capital, and of the growth of the families already living in the villas (Tedesco 2000: 534). 

74 For an excellent study on the formation of the movement of unemployed, see: Svampa and Pereyra 2003. 
75 Two cases that stirred public indignation were the death in 1991 of seventeen years old Walter Bulacio 

in police dependencies of the capital city after being arrested at the entry of a rock concert, and the 
disappearance of student of journalism Miguel Bru in 1993 in La Plata, province of Buenos Aires (Svampa 
2005: 230).

76 The expression gatillo fácil, ‘trigger-happy’, refers to the easiness with which police officers pull the trigger 
of their fire arms in police operations (Stanley 2001: 238). 

77 For a study on police violence and the forms of collective action that it generated see: Denissen 2008.
78 For an analysis of the case of María Soledad see: Bergman and Szurmuk 2001. For information on police 

involvement in the cases of the AMIA and José Luis Cabezas, see: Tedesco 2000. The Cabezas case was 
also particularly revealing for the risks ran by journalists under Menem. In 1993, another journalist, Mario 
Bonino, was killed. Journalists were also regularly confronted with verbal and physical aggression (CELS 
1998).  
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presidential pardons. The human rights movement thus faced either a public that was 
supportive of Menem’s economic policies and therefore less inclined to look back on the 
past, or sectors of society that were hit by his policies and had other concerns. In this new 
context, human rights organizations had difficulties giving renewed significance to their 
cause (Valdez 2000: 5). According to Peruzzotti (2002: 85), the failure to move beyond 
a past-oriented agenda in a rapidly changing context explains at least part of the social 
and political isolation of the movement in this period. He also criticizes what he sees as a 
‘maximalist political strategy around retributive issues’ (Peruzzotti 2002: 85), which failed 
to take into account the political constraints of the process of democratic consolidation. In 
a similar line of analysis, Brysk (1994: 124) points to the fact that alliances of some of the 
human rights organizations, like the Madres, with minority leftist parties and leftist analysis 
in general ‘introduced a politicized and ideological dimension that restricted the movement’s 
appeal’. The intransigent position of the Madres under the leadership of Hebe de Bonafini 
on a number of issues, such as the exhumations, also contributed to alienating ‘families that 
were seeking legal proof and spiritual comfort’. It wasn’t until halfway through the 1990s 
that the movement was able to regain some of the terrain it had lost, aided by a number of 
developments, which the movement also partly helped to set in motion through its activities.

The past hits back
At the end of 1994, a retired Navy Captain who had served during the military dictatorship, 
Adolfo Scilingo, approached journalist Horacio Verbitsky with the intention of revealing 
how the repression was organized within the navy, and particularly in the navy’s major secret 
detention centre, the Navy Mechanics School known as the ESMA. Scilingo decided to 
confess his crimes after the Senate refused to grant promotions to two of his friends and 
former colleagues, Antonio Pernías and Juan Carlos Rolón, because of their participation in 
the repression.79 He believed that it was not Pernías and Rolón who should be castigated, but 
the High Command that had given the orders. After having tried in vain to attract attention 
for the subject through letters sent to Videla, Menem and the successive chiefs of the navy, he 
decided to approach Verbitsky and speak up about his experience in the ESMA. On 2 March 
1995, Verbitsky presented extracts of their taped conversations in a very popular television 
programme, Hora clave. The next day they were published in the newspaper Página/12.80 The 
conversations between Verbitsky and Scilingo would later become a best-selling book, El 
vuelo, published in 1995. However, it was Scilingo’s own appearance in the same television 
programme a few days later that really produced a great impact. Scilingo ratified the tapes 
and testified in detail about his participation in the ‘death flights’ that were a hallmark of 

79 In Argentina, the Senate must approve the promotion of military officers. In 1992 a project was passed 
through the Senate obliging the decision to be made public through public hearings of the officials to 
be promoted, a matter that used to be decided in closed sessions. After the transition to democracy, the 
promotion of military officers became a delicate affair because persons who had a human rights record 
continued to be promoted behind closed doors. The promotion of Lieutenant Colonel Guillermo 
Minicucci, who had been a director of two clandestine centres, El Banco and El Olimpo, to the rank 
of colonel in 1991 provoked the outrage of an opposition senator from the Radical Party, Adolfo Gass, 
and he presented the project that would make the deliberations public. When called before the Senate, 
Pernías and Rolón both confirmed that torture had been a common practice within the navy during the 
dictatorship. Rolón also stated that the navy used the principle of rotation of task force to involve as many 
officers as possible in the repression (Feitlowitz 1998: 201-2).

80 Página/12, 03.03.1995; Página/12, 05.03.1995.

proefschrift-Drunen.indd   89 27-04-10   09:26



| 90 |

the repression. He also revealed the existence of lists of disappeared circulating in the army 
(Feitlowitz 1998: 195).

Menem reacted on the declarations by calling Scilingo a crook and ordering his arrest for 
being involved in writing a series of bad checks in 1991. Within the armed forces and the 
police, Scilingo was seen as a traitor for breaking the ‘pact of silence’ (Feitlowitz 1998: 194). 
But they could not prevent Scilingo’s confession from having a considerable impact. In the 
first place, his declarations revived demands for truth from the victims and human rights 
organizations and, more specifically, demands for information from the armed forces on the 
fate of the disappeared. An intense debate unleashed between human rights organizations, 
the armed forces and the government over the existence of lists of disappeared circulating 
within the armed forces. Human rights organizations pressured Menem, as a Commander 
in Chief of the Army, to produce documentation on the disappeared. The Federal Chamber 
of Buenos Aires backed this demand through a resolution that ordered the President to 
make the list of the disappeared public.81 This ‘battle of the lists’, as it was referred to in the 
newspapers, ended in an unsatisfactory publication of an old list in the hands of the Under-
Secretariat of Human Rights which contained numerous errors (Feitlowitz 1998: 215-7). 
However, these developments did lead to new initiatives that would result in securing a ‘right 
to truth’.82

Scilingo’s declarations also set in motion other processes. One of them was a debate on 
the role of the Church hierarchy in the military dictatorship. In his declarations, Scilingo 
pointed to the complicity of members of the Church.83 In the weeks after his statements, 
Catholics who had searched for the help of the Church after the disappearance of their 
relatives testified about the ill-treatment they had received and recalled that many clergymen 
kept lists of the detainees. This was not in itself new information, as it was revealed during 
the trial of the juntas, but given the highly sensitive public opinion, it turned the role of the 
Church during the dictatorship into an issue of debate on television, on the radio and in 
the newspapers (Feitlowitz 1998: 217-23). It did not lead to a joint statement of the Church 
hierarchy on the subject, but some individual members of the Church hierarchy did come 
forward and urged for a thorough revision of the role of the institution during the military 
dictatorship.84

Scilingo’s confessions also stimulated half a dozen ex-military men who had been directly 
involved in the repression to follow his example. The media jumped on the opportunity. For 
months on end, they were featured day after day on television, radio, in newspapers and 
magazines. They openly admitted that army members were implicated in the repression, that 
torture was a common practice and that most of the disappeared were killed. On several 
occasions, torturers were featured together with their victims, sometimes taped separately but 

81 Página/12, 21.03.1995.
82 Página/12, 09.04.1995; see also: Anguita 2001: 88. The right to truth will be explained later in this chapter.
83 ‘“The ecclesiastical authorities were consulted to search for a Christian and not too violent manner of 

assassinating the political detainees”, declared the marine Adolfo Scilingo. He also recalled that, when 
returning for the flights they made to throw their victims in the ocean, “the chaplains comforted the 
officials with quotes from the Gospels on the necessary separation of the chaff from the wheat”’ (Página/12, 
04.03.1995).

84 Página/12, 29.04.1995; Página/12, 30.04.1995.
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shown together on the screen, sometimes confronted live in the studios.85 The commotion 
provoked by these confessions led to an institutional reaction from the then Army Chief of 
Staff, General Martín Balza. In a discourse on national television, Balza reformulated ideas 
presented in 1992 within the army and assumed institutional responsibility for the illegal 
repression (Feitlowitz 1998: 225). He criticized the military coup of 1976 and deconstructed 
the due obedience argument stating that ‘nobody is obliged to follow an order that is 
immoral or that departs from the military laws and regulations’.86 Later, the air force 
commander and the commander of the navy also made institutional statements, but these 
declarations mainly confirmed the traditional discourse of the armed forces that spoke of a 
‘war against subversion’.87

The renewed societal interest in the recent past was soon capitalized upon by the human 
rights movement, and became manifest during the twentieth anniversary of the coup on 24 
March 1996. This anniversary was massively attended and included numerous independent 
individuals who were not connected to any organization, many of whom participated in 
the commemoration for the first time ( Jelin and Kaufman 2000: 96-7; Lorenz 2002: 87). 
Furthermore, contrary to earlier commemorations, which had been in the hands of the 
small group of human rights organizations, this march was called upon by more than two 
hundred organizations, ranging from unions, to political parties, associations of professional 
artists, neighbourhood associations, organizations in defence of civil rights, student unions 
and others. This was the result of the efforts of human rights organizations, the oppositional 
union Central de Trabajadores Argentinos (CTA) and some intellectuals, organized in the 
Comisión por la Memoria, la Verdad y la Justicia, to articulate the different activities planned 
to commemorate the coup. The consequence was a permanent presence of commemorative 
activities during the month of March 1996.88 Commemorations were organized in university 
departments, tributes to the disappeared members of labour unions and organizations of 
professionals, and several governmental initiatives took place to mark the anniversary. The 
media played an important role in spreading the information on the activities, publishing 
supplements on the dictatorship years, and calendars with the activities organized both in the 
month preceding the anniversary and on the day of the anniversary itself ( Jelin and Kaufman 
2000: 96-7; Lorenz 2002: 83-4).

During this commemoration, generational change within the human rights movement also 
became visible, as a new organization encompassing the children of the disappeared, executed, 

85 In March, only a few weeks after Scilingo’s confessions, Hector Vergéz, frequently cited in testimonies 
of witnesses and who had been in charge of the secret detention centre of La Perla in Córdoba, gave 
an interview on the radio (Página/12, 21.03.1995). In April 1995 former Sergeant Ibañez was interviewed 
for a radio programme and was called by the mother of a disappeared, Sara Steimberg, who wanted to 
know what had happened to her disappeared son. In May 1995 Mario Villani was interviewed for national 
television parallel to Julian ‘El Turco’ Simón, who had operated in El Olimpo, Club Atlético, and El 
Banco (Feitlowitz 1998: 208-9). That same year, the Socialist deputy Alfredo Bravo, member of the APDH 
and former detained-disappeared, was confronted live with his torturer Miguel Etchecolatz in Hora 
clave (Bonaldi 2003: 56). Earlier on, that same programme had united victims of the dictatorship with a 
relative of someone who had been killed by the guerrillas and with General Díaz Bessone (Gelman and 
LaMadrid 1997: 267-8).

86 Página/12, 26.04.1995.
87 Página/12, 04.05.1995.
88 In Buenos Aires city, there were sometimes up to ten simultaneous activities per day in the week preceding 

the commemoration (Lorenz 2002: 83-4).

proefschrift-Drunen.indd   91 27-04-10   09:26



| 92 |

political prisoners and exiles, made its first public appearance under the name of Hijos por la 
Identidad, la Justicia, contra el Olvido y el Silencio (Children for Identity and Justice, against 
Oblivion and Silence, H.I.J.O.S.). The organization was officially created in April 1995 at a 
national gathering nearby Córdoba during the Holy Week. In one of their first interviews to 
the press, in April 1995, they explained that the idea emerged following a tribute organized in 
the Faculty of Architecture in the city of La Plata at the end of 1994 for the disappeared of 
the faculty. This was where they met for the first time, and decided to contact other children 
of victims of the dictatorship who had participated earlier in a series of workshops organized 
for this target group, the Julio Cortázar workshops in Córdoba. During the Holy Week, 
they organized a camp in Río Ceballos attended by seventy youngsters. From that initial 
gathering, regional groups emerged throughout the country, in Córdoba, Buenos Aires, La 
Plata, Rosario and Mar del Plata.89 They presented themselves to the public through an open 
letter published in the newspaper Página/12 on 30 April 1995, and were present at the yearly 
returning event of the Marcha de la Resistencia in December 1995. Meanwhile, the group 
grew rapidly. In October 1995 a new camp was organized in Córdoba that was attended by 
approximately 300 participants and fourteen regionales (regional sections) from cities all over 
the country. By the time of the twentieth anniversary of the coup, membership had reached 
impressive proportions (Bonaldi 2006: 145).

The other human rights organizations welcomed H.I.J.O.S. as a necessary complement to 
the existing map of family-related organizations. The members of these organizations were 
getting older and they feared the moment that they would no longer be able to carry on 
the struggle. In this sense, the emergence of a new generation of relatives prepared to take 
over their cause was observed with a certain relief, as expressed by Nora Cortiñas, mother 
of the Plaza de Mayo LF: ‘The Mothers, we carry many years of search, which is struggle, 
or struggle which is search. Our reserves are running short. It is good to know that the 
network of H.I.J.O.S. has been created, that there is new life force (savia) that will fight its 
own struggle with a new approach. Ours may be losing its shine’ (Gelman and LaMadrid 
1997: 179). H.I.J.O.S also showed that the past could not be forgotten by decree. In this sense 
its emergence was seen as both a product of years of struggle to keep the subject alive, and 
as a powerful symbol of a memory that returned against all odds. Liliana, former detained-
disappeared expressed this in the following way: ‘…To me it felt like “here it is”, no? This is 
the result of not forgetting (del no olvido). If they wished to conceal, to hide, here it is in this 
group, in this group alone, even if there would be nothing else, they could not do it, this 
aim to hide, the concealment, they could not do it. That is the feeling I had when H.I.J.O.S. 
appeared’ (Interview LC3 24.10.2003). H.I.J.O.S. then, became a powerful symbol of the 
victory of memory over oblivion.90

H.I.J.O.S. irrupted on the public scene with a surprising force. Within a few days after 
its creation, the organization already had access to some of the media, walked at the head 

89 Pagina/12, 30.05.1995.
90 The appearance of H.I.J.O.S. was also part of a broader process of incorporation of younger generations 

in the human rights organizations. This was particularly the case for Abuelas, where several of the 
grandchildren who had been identified by the organization, and others who were searching for their 
brothers and sisters, started to collaborate actively with the institution. These youngsters contributed 
significantly to changes in the way Abuelas formulated its message to society (Bonaldi 2006: 158).
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of the marches91, made public speeches at the main events on the human rights calendar, 
was invited to schools to tell its story, and organized its own marches and homages. All 
these elements reveal the acceptance and rapid social recognition of the organization within 
important sectors of society (Bonaldi 2006: 155). In Da Silva Catela’s (2001: 264) words, the 
organization encountered a ‘morally fertile ground’, which gave its demands and its presence 
legitimacy. The organization particularly appealed to younger generations, both victims and 
non-victims. In the marches, the group of H.I.J.O.S. stood out for its youthful and colourful 
presence, which differentiated it from the older human rights organizations. Emilio, who 
later became a member of H.I.J.O.S., recalls how he was impressed by the column of the 
organization at the commemoration of the twentieth anniversary: ‘…until then, one had very 
much been used to the fact that that the 24th of March was something very gloomy, full of 
sorrow […]. When I saw this column of H.I.J.O.S. come forward, throwing fire, jumping, 
boys and girls half disguised, it impressed me a lot, and I liked it a lot’ (Interview EM1 
16.10.2003). In general, the participation of a new generation also rejuvenated the human 
rights movement, importantly contributing to a renewed public presence.

Countering impunity

In this context of renewed interest for the past, impunity arose as a central concern. The 
presence in the media of well-known torturers who had gone free under the Full Stop and 
Due Obedience laws and the presidential pardons confronted citizens with the fact that 
they were sharing public space with criminals who had escaped punishment. A number of 
practices under the Menem administrations further fed the perception of impunity. Among 
them were Menem’s abuses of presidential powers. He constantly appealed to presidential 
decrees to implement state reform,92 and abused his veto prerogatives, a measure which 
permitted presidents to veto congressional initiatives appealing to presidential powers. Both 
practices seriously limited the role of the legislative power (Peruzzotti 2001: 151; Teichman 
2001: 119). They were complemented with measures that were an important setback for 
judicial autonomy. Almost immediately after assuming power, Menem used his majority 
in both houses of Congress to raise the number of judges of the Supreme Court from six 
to nine, and fill the three new seats with judges who were supportive of the government. 
The Public Prosecutor and the Attorney General were asked to resign. These decisions 
seriously undermined judicial autonomy (Peruzzotti 2001: 150; Anguita 2001: 241-2). These 
undemocratic practices were accompanied by corruption scandals, especially in the context 
of the privatizations and ostentation of the political class (Tedesco 2000: 535; Teichman 
2001: 125). The effect was that Argentine citizens had little or no confidence at all in state 
institutions (Powers 2001: 39). The juridical system was widely perceived as lacking 

91 In the marches, those who walk at the front are generally considered the most legitimate actors for making 
the claims that are the subject of the march. There are often intense struggles between organizations 
concerning who should be at the head of the march. 

92 Just in the first term of his presidential tenure, from 1989 to 1993, Menem enacted 308 decrees against only 
35 in the period from 1853 to 1989, of which ten had been enacted by Alfonsín (Peruzzotti 2001: 151).
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independence and unable to provide justice for common citizens.93 In this context, impunity 
or impunidad came to express both the widespread experience of pervasive violence and of 
the lack of justice for common citizens (Humphrey and Valverde 2007: 181).

Human rights organizations played an important role in creating an awareness of 
impunity as a problem that constituted a threat for the democratic order. Pereyra (2005) 
recalls that the political use of the notion of impunity started in the mobilizations against 
the presidential pardons. He sees the development of different forms of civic protest against 
impunity in the 1990s as one of the legacies of the historical human rights movement. 
Similarly, Abregú (2000: 13) states that, whereas at the end of the 1980s few Argentines knew 
what the concept meant, ‘today there is a widespread understanding that impunity is rampant 
in our society, and that this is a serious political and social problem that undermines our 
fragile democracy’, and states that ‘the human rights movement helped establish the idea of 
impunity, or lack of accountability…’ The notion of impunity also enabled them to connect 
their struggle for truth and justice for the crimes of the military dictatorship to the new 
problems arising under the democratic governments. A central aspect in the argumentation 
of the human rights organizations was that the new crimes were a consequence of impunity 
towards the crimes of the past. They thus systematically recalled the origins of some of the 
new expressions of power abuse and impunity in the present, tracing them back to the years 
of the military dictatorship. This argument became the dominant collective action frame of 
the 1990s. This section will discuss the main ideas behind this collective action frame and the 
various repertoires of contention that the movement applied in this context.

‘Impunidad’ as the nexus between the past and the present
Continuities between the present and the past were considered most visible within the 
security forces. Human rights organizations argued that the new cases of institutional 
violence were a consequence of impunity and of the lack of reform of the security forces. 
They saw continuities both in terms of the persons employed, and in ideology and practices 
(Interview MP2 07.01.2005). This continuity expressed itself in the first place through the 
cases of torture, trigger-happy and illegal activities of the police. But there were also many 
signs of the pervasiveness of a repressive practice and ideology within the armed forces and 
the intelligence services. Thus the armed forces continued to demand the Senate to promote 
officers with a human rights record. They also insisted upon retaining their monopoly on 
intelligence and internal security. Army Intelligence Battalion 601, which had been deeply 
involved in the repression, remained virtually intact under a new name (Brysk 1994: 104). 
There was also evidence of involvement of military intelligence operatives in the bombings 
of the Embassy of Israel (1992) and the AMIA (1994). In 1996 the Head of the Secretariat 
of State Intelligence (SIDE) admitted that ‘unidentified’ intelligence groups had conducted 
phone tapping and political surveillance on left-wing candidates for political office 
(McSherry 1997: 155).

93 A 1994 survey on the perception citizens of Buenos Aires Capital Federal and Gran Buenos Aires of the 
juridical system revealed that 88 percent of the interviewed believed that the administration of justice 
was not equal for all. 84 percent believed that the judges were influenced by the government. 78 percent 
recognized that they felt little or no protection from the judiciary, 82 percent stated that the Argentine 
judiciary did little to protect the rights of the common citizen, and 88 percent stated that it did little or 
nothing to protect citizens with fewer resources (Bartolomei 1998: 203).
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Human rights organizations also pointed to continuities in economic policies, and saw 
this as a consequence of impunity. In the first place, impunity for the direct perpetrators had 
made it almost impossible to even start discussing the complicity of civilians (Interview MB 
25.10.2003). Therefore, those who had actively supported the coup and benefited politically 
and economically from the repression had escaped responsibility and continued to play a 
role in the new democratic order. Secondly, both Alfonsín and Menem searched for alliances 
with these same civil actors, in order to secure political stability and avoid the possibility of a 
new civic-military coup. This meant that the balance of powers that was consolidated under 
the military regime was not reversed after the transition but rather strengthened. This paved 
the way for a further concentration of capital at the hands of those sectors that had already 
importantly benefited from the military dictatorship (Verbitsky 1998: 44; Tedesco 2000: 530; 
Teichman 2001: 124). In his intervention at a conference on impunity, Verbitsky (1998: 44) 
recalled that none of the civilian accomplices of the military had been prosecuted, but that 
they shared equal moral and political responsibility for the massacre perpetrated. Similarly, 
the organization H.I.J.O.S. systematically asked for justice and punishment for ‘all the 
genocides and their accomplices’ (Interview MC 22.09.2003).

The issue of the continuities between the economic model implemented under the military 
regime and the economic policies carried out by the democratic governments were to acquire 
increasing centrality as the social consequences of neoliberalism became more visible. This 
interpretation was accompanied by a renewed interest in the revolutionary movements and 
struggles that had characterized the 1960s and 1970s, as we will see in chapter five. In this 
context, human rights organizations argued that the military dictatorship had been a reaction 
of the dominant sectors to the high levels of mobilization of important sectors of civil society, 
with the ultimate purpose of implementing an exclusionary economic model (Casullo 
2006: 42). Hebe de Bonafini sustained this argument from an early stage. In a discourse for 
the Marcha de la Resistencia of 1989, she declared: ‘Yesterday, to apply the economic plan 
of Martínez de Hoz, they had to take away so many men and women that were struggling 
for the revolution and the liberation, furthermore sending into exile thousands and 
thousands. Today, to go ahead with the plans of yesterday, they leave thousands of workers 
jobless, driving into desperation, anguish and hunger so many Argentines’ (Asociación 
Madres de Plaza de Mayo 2002: 75). By 1996, for the twentieth anniversary of the coup, this 
vision was firmly installed among the other organizations as well, as the document of the 
commemoration shows: ‘On 24 March 1976, the most ferocious dictatorship of Argentine 
history was installed, which implanted state terrorism. With its anti-national, anti-popular 
and pro-imperialist policy, it consolidated the basis of the current exclusionary model’ 
(quoted in Lorenz 2002: 88).

According to Lorenz (2002: 88), the fact that the declaration was elaborated jointly with 
other social and political organizations logically influenced its content. He points to the fact 
that the declaration marked a change in the discourse of the human rights organizations, 
including new elements and new political actors, and establishing links between the present 
and the past ‘that must be remembered because it influences the present’. As the economic 
crisis deepened and the costs of years of neoliberalism became increasingly visible, pointing 
to the connections between the economic policies of the military and the neoliberalism of 
the 1990s became commonplace, as we will also see in the next two chapters. It was one of 
the central issues of the commemoration of the 25th anniversary, on 24 March 2001. In their 
magazine of autumn 2001, H.I.J.O.S dedicated a whole dossier to the economic polices of 
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the dictatorship and their continuities in the present. They drew attention to the role played 
by economic groups and their collaboration with the repression, to the external debt that 
grew exponentially during the military dictatorship, and the privatizations carried out under 
Menem.94 In 2003, SERPAJ published a document on the collaboration of the leading staff of 
Mercedes Benz and of the head of the labour union SMATA in the disappearances of fifteen 
workers pertaining to an internal commission that opposed the policies of the enterprise. The 
document also contained information on a demand initiated against the state, requesting 
the President to reclaim from private companies the external debt that they had contracted 
during the military dictatorship and that had been covered by the state at that time.95

Impunity was also increasingly interpreted as a problem that had started with the 
impunity laws and the presidential pardons, but that had consequences that went far beyond 
the juridical domain and permeated political culture. Bartolomei (1998: 193) explains the 
workings of impunity in the following terms:

By its very definition – the absence of punishment for those guilty of crimes – impunity would 
seem to remain circumscribed to a strictly juridical field. Even though this aspect is important, 
impunity does not reduce itself to a merely juridical problem. It is before all and above all, a 
phenomenon that affects society as a whole and as such has political, economic, social, ethical 
and cultural dimensions. That is to say, impunity installs itself in all the spaces of society, corrodes 
and corrupts political life, destroys the social fabric and the legitimacy of the juridical system, 
installs terror and desperation in the people, weakens democratic participation and trust in the 
new governments, installs privileges for some sectors of society and consecrates the law of silence 
as the supreme rule for survival. To conclude, impunity ensures the reproduction of injustice in all 
its dimensions and the continuity of the status quo.

Impunity had pervasive effects on people’s moral values, on their perception of right and 
wrong, which paved the way for new violations, corruption and a lack of justice for new 
crimes. As Mariana, daughter of a disappeared couple, explained, impunity ‘imposed the idea 
that everything is the same. That there are no rules. Of a total lack of respect for the other’ 
(Interview MP2 07.01.2005).

Impunity towards the crimes of the dictatorship was thus considered to be more than a 
juridical phenomenon, and its effects were visible in the present. Reflecting on the effects of 
impunity on Argentine society, Mariana, stated:

One can see the marks of impunity in what happened in the disco in Once (a fire took place in a 
disco in the neighbourhood of Once and hundreds of persons died as a consequence of inadequate 
safety measures). I believe that these things occur in a society where massive aberrant crimes 
took place. Not only the disappeared, but also the prisoners, the exiles. Something that affected 
hundreds of thousands of persons. And for many years there was no one responsible. I think this is 
something that terribly damages a society. (Interview MP2 07.01.2005)

94 Revista H.I.J.O.S, Año 6 nº10 (Autumn 2001) 14.
95 The demand stated that ‘Human rights organizations request the President of the Nation that he 

demands the private companies which, during the military dictatorship, did not pay their debts contracted 
in dollars outside the country and that were taken over by the state, to return the sum of 23,000 millions 
of dollars plus interest and commissions’ (SERPAJ-Argentina, La complicidad del poder económico con la 
dictadura: El Caso Mercedes Benz (2003) 16).
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Establishing a connection between the lack of punishment for the crimes of the past and the 
new violations committed in the present also had the advantage of re-actualizing the past-
oriented demands of truth and justice of the human rights movement. Drawing attention 
to the consequences of impunity in the present was a powerful means to mobilize people for 
a cause that might otherwise be considered less important in the light of the new problems 
and violations that were occurring. It showed that these demands went beyond the necessity 
of the direct victims for retribution, but that they concerned society at large for the whole 
democratic order was endangered by impunity for the crimes of the dictatorship.

Combating impunity through different means
Human rights organizations perceived that if impunity was not only a juridical construction, 
but also a cultural phenomenon, their actions should not only be oriented towards the 
development of legal and institutional measures, but also towards civil society. They should 
be directed towards creating a consciousness and awareness about what impunity was, how 
it could be implemented in the first place, what purpose it served and why it was necessary 
to make an end to it. Creating awareness of what had happened, it was believed, could 
contribute to breaking the wall of impunity, and ultimately create civil support for the 
re-initiation of trials against the repressors. Furthermore, in a context in which all legal roads 
were blocked, the recognition of what had happened and its condemnation by civil society 
would become a first act of justice. Investigating the fate of a disappeared, identifying an 
exhumed body, or securing economic reparations for the victims all became temporary and 
inadequate substitutes for legal justice.

Old differences between the more institutional organizations and the Asociación Madres 
de Plaza de Mayo who did not believe in the judiciary or in any other state institution largely 
determined the strategies adopted. The Asociación Madres preferred to operate outside 
the legal and institutional system, stimulating and accompanying mobilizations and other 
forms of popular protest. To a certain extent, the newcomer H.I.J.O.S. identified with the 
anti-institutionalism of the Madres, but at the same time, other differences of criteria and 
interpretation soon emerged, shifting them away from the Madres. The same had happened 
earlier with the Asociación de Ex Detenidos Desaparecidos (Association of Ex Detained 
Disappeared, AEDD), an organization of survivors of the secret detention centres created in 
1984 and which always remained outside the historical alliance of human rights organizations. 
Most of the human rights organizations however – Madres LF, Abuelas, Familiares, 
CELS, APDH, SERPAJ, Liga, MEDH, in different gradations – chose to operate from 
within the system, with the instruments at hands. They searched for loopholes in the law, 
appealing to international justice, or transforming proposals coming from the Under-
Secretariat of Human Rights to adapt them to their own objectives. Instead of opposing the 
institutions, they searched for alliances with staff members who could help them, particularly 
professionals of the judiciary, legislators or representatives of the executive sympathetic to 
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their cause. They also pressured the state to assume its responsibilities in securing human 
rights.96

Pressures on the state
The organizations that chose for an institutional approach managed to secure several 
rights that obliged the state to recognize and assume its responsibility in dealing with the 
legacies of the human rights violations. An important achievement was the securing of 
a right to truth and mourning. Scilingo’s confessions gave the demands for information 
on the disappeared an extra impetus. After the confessions, two founding members of 
CELS, Emilio Mignone and Carmen Lapacó Aguiar (who is also a member of Madres 
LF), presented a demand to the Federal Chamber of Buenos Aires to investigate the fate 
of their disappeared daughters, Mónica Mignone and Alejandra Lapacó. They invoked a 
universal right to truth and mourning recognized by the Inter American Court of Human 
Rights (IACHR).97 After the Federal Chamber ruled against the investigations, Lapacó’s 
case was taken all the way to the Supreme Court, which decided that such issues should not 
be brought to trial by criminal courts.98 Despite the ruling of the Supreme Court, federal 
courts accepted demands for investigation based on the right for truth. A few months later, 
the Supreme Court surprisingly ruled in favour of another case (the Benito Urteaga case). 
Meanwhile, CELS took the case of Carmen Lapacó before the IACHR. The Court stated 
that the impunity laws did not rule out the investigation on the fate of the disappeared 
and the search for their remains. It put the responsibility for this search in the hands of the 
government and ruled that similar cases should be taken by the criminal courts. Menem 
recognized his responsibility in 1999, giving new impetus to the provincial cases (Verbitsky et 
al. 2000: 36-41; Abregú 2000: 18; Filippini 2006).

From 1999 onwards, Juicios por la verdad (Truth trials) were initiated throughout the 
country, in the Federal Chambers of Buenos Aires capital, Córdoba, Bahía Blanca, Mar del 
Plata, La Plata and Santa Fe. They intended to reconstruct what had happened in a specific 

96 This group was reinforced with the creation of two more organizations, the Fundación Memoria Histórica 
y Social Argentina (Argentine Historical and Social Memory Foundation, FMHSA) created by parents of 
the disappeared in 1987, among them former Madres de Plaza de Mayo, and the Asociación Buena Memoria 
(Association Good Memory, Buena Memoria), created officially in 1998. Buena Memoria was composed 
mostly of exponents of the generation that was in adolescence in the 1970s. Many of them had been 
politically active and had suffered exile, disappearance and prison. Most of them had been students at 
the prestigious Colegio Pellegrini and the Colegio Nacional Buenos Aires. Both schools had been very 
politicized in the 1970s and counted a significant number of disappeared among their ranks (Interview 
AN 10.06.2003). Both the FMHSA and Buena Memoria would mainly concentrate their activities on 
memory although they supported the initiatives of the human rights organizations oriented more 
specifically towards truth and justice.  

97 In 1994 a request of habeas data was filed for the cases of Roberto Santucho and Benito Urteaga. The 
habeas data is a juridical process meant to guarantee citizen’s access to registers containing information 
about them, and had been incorporated in the constitution that same year. The demand was initially 
rejected, but accepted by the Supreme Court in 1998 (Interview MG 21.12.2004; Filippini 2006: 5). In 
1995, after Scilingo’s confessions, lawyer Horacio Méndez Carrera realized another presentation for the 
two French nuns abducted in 1977, Alice Dumon and Léonie Duquet to the Federal Chamber of Buenos 
Aires (Filippini 2006: 3-4). However, it was through Carmen Lapacó’s case that the demand acquired 
visibility.

98 In Argentina, criminal courts have more possibilities to investigate cases of state terrorism than civilian 
courts, because these courts also conducted investigations in the first years of democracy and thus have 
access to more information. 
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case of disappearance(s) through testimonies of witnesses or relatives of the victims. Until 
the annulment of the impunity laws in 2003, the perpetrators were not able to be convicted, 
but they could be called to court to testify. If they refused to appear, they were detained. 
The successes of the Chambers were mixed, depending on the resources of each court, the 
strategies chosen and the engagement of each Chamber in accomplishing the proposed 
objectives. The Chamber of La Plata has received most publicity because of the great 
number of repressors that were ordained to testify before this Court. The Chamber has been 
especially keen on obtaining official information on state terrorism. Oral trials have taken 
place in La Plata every Wednesday, and it was said that almost every Wednesday someone 
suffers of amnesia (Verbitsky et. al. 2000: 36-40). The trials have contributed to deepening the 
knowledge about the functioning of the repression, the fate of the victims and the identity of 
the repressors. In La Plata, one of the first places where trials were initiated in 1999, after 
years of silence, many people provided valuable information on other disappeared as well as 
on people who had worked in the different secret detention centres.99

Securing a right to truth and mourning was a means to oblige the state to assume 
its responsibility in the investigation of the fate of the disappeared and to make denial of 
the human rights violations more difficult. This was also the idea behind the programme 
for economic reparations for the victims of the repression. This programme was the result 
of a cause initiated by thirteen political prisoners against the Argentine state for damages. 
The case was brought before the IACHR, and after three years of litigation, the Argentine 
government came to an amicable settlement with the petitioners in January 1991. As a 
consequence, an executive decree was adopted, compensating a group of 260 former political 
prisoners (Interview CE1 02.08.2001; Hayner 2001: 176). Soon after, the Congress adopted 
law 24.043, compensating all individuals who had been imprisoned between 6 November 
1974 and 10 December 1983, the period during which the country had been under a state of 
siege. This situation in its turn led to compensation for those who survived disappearance 
and for the relatives of a disappeared person. This led to the law 24.411 being adopted in 
1994 providing economic compensation to the relatives of the detained-disappeared and the 
assassinated during the repression (Pierini 1999: 76-80).

The possibility of receiving economic compensation for the disappearance of a relative 
provoked an intense debate among the relatives and the human rights organizations. Hebe 
de Bonafini was the most vehement criticaster and accused relatives who accepted the money 
of ‘selling the blood of our children’. She asked, outraged: ‘Now they are going to give the 
economic reparation, between 100 and 200 thousand dollars for each disappeared. But how, 
if there is no money for the retired, for the teachers, there is no money for the hospitals, 
the people are dying of hunger. How is this possible? Does it not enter their heads that 
they are giving this to us to buy our consciousness and the blood of our children?’ (Gelman 
and La Madrid 1997: 60). Others raised a number of arguments against Hebe’s accusations. 

99 In this context, Schifrin, judge in the truth trials of La Plata states: ‘We have received 420 testimonies, 
and declarations without oath as well. Of these 420 testimonies, many are from relatives of the victims, 
whom in many cases had never declared before, not in the CONADEP and not anywhere else. And other 
testimonies are from liberated persons, many of whom had never declared either. Wherewith we managed, 
especially on the case of the Comisaría 5ª (a secret detention centre), to know a lot about the people that 
went through this place. That is to say, of people about whom we had never had even the most minimum 
information’ (‘La infatigable búsqueda de la justicia. Entrevista con Leopoldo Schifrin’, Punto y Seguido nº1 
(February 2001) 64-5).  
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They recalled that many families had gone through difficult economic situations after the 
disappearance of their relative, and that the money was a welcome relief in this situation. But 
most importantly, they argued that given the fact that it was the state that had committed the 
crimes of abduction, torture and disappearance, the state was obliged to repair the damage 
it had caused. They pointed to the fact that this was supported by international legislation, 
particularly from the IACHR.100

Part of the debate was also about the legal framework that would be adopted to 
compensate the victims. In this sense, the programme for economic reparations brought to 
light the difficult legal situation of the relatives of the disappeared. Relatives who wanted 
to realize any legal procedure concerning their disappeared, such as succession rights or 
inheritance procedures, or even re-marry someone else, had to appeal to the ley de presunción 
de fallecimiento (law of presumed death), which declared a person dead after ten years of 
being missed. For relatives it was very difficult to realize such a procedure. Emotionally they 
had the feeling that they were ‘killing’ their relative (Interview LB 28.10.2003). Furthermore, 
within the microclimate of the relatives of the disappeared and the organizations of human 
rights, it was considered politically unacceptable to officially declare the disappeared dead 
(Da Silva Catela 2001: 155). When the programme for economic reparations was presented, 
a debate arose about the legal framework that would be adopted to grant the compensation. 
Many relatives feared that they would receive the money for common death. In order to 
solve this problem, human rights organizations started to work with the Under-Secretariat 
of Human Rights to create a legal framework that would recognize disappearance as a 
crime perpetrated by the state. This resulted in the creation of a legal framework of forced 
disappearance, through the law 24.321: ausente por desaparición forzada (absent due to forced 
disappearance), adopted in June 1994. This framework was especially important for the 
relatives, because it solved many of their practical problems. But it also had an important 
symbolic value for it implied an official recognition of forced disappearance as a crime 
perpetrated by the state. It was thus one more step against denial.101

One organization that was particularly successful in appealing to the state and creating 
opportunities within the state institutions were the Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo. According 
to Mariana, at the time a collaborator of the organization, this was a consequence of the 
fact that they were searching for living persons: ‘We have no other choice. Because we are 
searching for people that are alive. You have to solve it and this gives you another kind of 
urgency. You can not say: “here I am not going to sit and talk”’ (Interview MP1 06.01.2005; 
see also Cohen Salama 1992: 107). The Abuelas developed effective methods to find their 
missing grandchildren, combining circumstantial evidence obtained through detective work 
with blood testing to confirm scientifically the real identity of the child. To facilitate their 
work, they requested the government to create a National Genetic Data Bank to permanently 

100 See interventions of Mignone and Carlotto in: Plataforma contra la Impunidad 1998: 87-8; Página 12, 
13.12.1998, Ciollaro 1999: 135. The economic reparations also initiated intense debates within the families 
of the disappeared, and caused divisions within the human rights organizations internally (Interview AC 
27.11.2006). 

101 Reflecting on the emotional and symbolic significance of the law, Lita, who has two disappeared children, 
states: ‘After many years, this was in the year 1994 this law, we made this law, we had this law, and then 
I said [...]: “The day that I die, when they open the drawer of my commode, where I have the death 
certificate of my husband and everything, here they will find a birth certificate of my children and another 
one that states that they are absent due to forced disappearance. Taken from the Civil Registration, with a 
state law in which for the first time state terrorism is mentioned”’ (Interview LB 28.10.2003). 
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store the genetic information of the families looking for the disappeared children. This was 
created in 1987 (Arditti 1999: 71-4). Furthermore, in order to counter the legal obstacles they 
met when trying to unite a child with its biological family, they managed to secure a right 
to identity for every child (Arditti 1999: 103).102 To secure this right they appealed to the 
International Convention of the Rights of the Child ratified in Argentina in 1989. They 
helped develop Article 8 of the Convention, which obliged the state to respect the right of 
every child to preserve his or her identity and to take action to restore that identity when it 
was put in jeopardy. The right to identity became the legal argument on which the Abuelas 
built their cases (Arditti 1999: 146-7). The responsibility of the government to secure this 
right was established through the creation, in July 1992, of a National Commission for the 
Right of Identity (CONADI). The purpose of the commission was to impel the search for 
the missing children and to secure the commitment of the state to the Convention of the 
Rights of the Child (Arditti 1999: 150).103

Appealing to civil society
The Abuelas have also been well aware of the importance of achieving broader support for 
their cause. This has always been of crucial importance for the organization, because they 
depended to a large extent on reports from witnesses for their investigations. As Rosa, vice 
president of Abuelas explains: ‘…from the beginning, from the first child we found, we found 
him because of a denunciation. It could be an anonymous telephone call, an anonymous letter, 
or people could come personally to see us and we would not ask their name or anything 
else because we did not want them to become involved…’ (Interview RR 23.11.2006). From 
the 1990s onwards, as the youngsters grew older, they tried to reach them directly through 
several campaigns. At rock concerts, sports meetings and exhibitions, they asked: ‘¿Y vos 
sabés quien sos? – And you, do you know who you are?’ The central idea behind this powerful 
question was to ‘socialize the search’, showing that the issue of the disappeared youngsters 
did not only concern the direct relatives, but society at large. In Mariana’s words: ‘…we have 
always wanted to socialize this search and make people really feel that five hundred of us are 
missing. Not that the grandchildren of the grandmothers are missing. Especially that our 
generation would feel that five hundred of us are missing. That it can be anyone. If I am 
in a disco, dancing, it can be anyone who is here. Trying to impose that idea, I think we 
achieved this quite well’ (Interview MP1 06.01.2005). The message of the Abuelas was that, 
until the last missing child was found, doubts would continue to surround the identity of all 
the youngsters born during the military dictatorship (Interview AL 29.09.2003).

The Abuelas were particularly successful in gaining support for their cause. From 2001 
onwards, artists started to collaborate through the cycles Teatro por la Identidad (Theatre for 
Identity), cycles of theatre plays on the suppression of identity, which became very popular 
and expanded throughout the country and even overseas, especially in Spain. Later, Music 
for Identity, Dance for Identity, Tango for Identity, and even Sports for Identity followed. 
They also received widespread media coverage. Reflecting on the public legitimacy that the 
organization had acquired, Mariana stated:

102 For the Abuelas, the returning of a child to its biological family also meant returning the child his right to 
identity, his right to know his own history and to live in an environment without lies. 

103 As is the case for the Data Bank, the CONADI also works on cases of children disappeared in 
circumstances other than during the military dictatorship. 
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I realize because of the repercussion that the activities of the Abuelas have. In the quantity of 
television and radio programmes that ask for the Abuelas. In the awards and tributes that they 
receive. In all these things that say something about spaces gained (espacios ganados). Spaces of 
legitimacy gained. You realize when you talk to someone and you say: ‘I work with Abuelas de 
Plaza de Mayo’ and they do not mix them up with the Madres. They know already what it is 
about. What the Abuelas do. And if I say that I have a brother who was born in captivity, people 
already understand what it is about. And a few years ago this was not the case. (Interview MP1 
06.01.2005)104

The strategy of presenting the dictatorship as a collective experience that went beyond 
individual cases was successfully applied by other organizations as well. Thus the right 
to truth was invoked as a right that was not only an individual right of a relative to know 
the truth, but the right of society at large to know what had happened (Human Rights 
Watch 2001: 14; Filippini 2006: 3). It was part of a broader discourse of the human rights 
organizations. Every Argentine citizen, except the perpetrators and their accomplices, was 
ultimately a victim of the dictatorship. This also became central in the discourse of the 
newcomer H.I.J.O.S., which primarily oriented its activities towards civil society. From the 
beginning, H.I.J.O.S. wanted to be more than a place of contention and friendship. Its young 
members wanted to influence the political process, and although they saw themselves as 
the heirs of the ‘historical’ human rights organizations, they also wanted to intervene in a 
different way than their elders. They had grown up under democratic governments and were 
disillusioned with a democracy that failed to punish its criminals. They had little faith in 
the institutions and this was particularly true of the judiciary. Impunity arose as their central 
concern. They defined both justice and impunity as social constructions, and considered that 
achievements in this realm would only be made through mobilizing broad sectors of society 
(Interview ET 26.05.2003). In order to achieve such support, it was important to explain to 
citizens who had not been victims of the repression, why it was important to continue to 
mobilize for these demands. This could best be done if the human rights movement managed 
to go beyond the tragedy of the disappearances and point to the continuities, in terms of 
human rights violations, between the present and the past.

H.I.J.O.S. developed a political practice, the escraches, that made it possible to merge both 
their longing for justice and their belief that justice started with the participation of actors other 
than the direct victims. Escrachar is Argentine slang for the word ‘to uncover’, ‘to denounce’, and 
emerged to draw public attention to the fact that many of the military and police personnel 
who had actively participated in the repression and had been freed through the impunity 
laws were still on active duty. In a context in which legal roads to justice seemed cut short, the 
escraches were meant to generate a social and moral condemnation: if there was no possibility 
to achieve legal justice, then society should become the prison of the repressors, or in the words 

104 This support contrasted with the first half of the 1990s, when several cases of children who did not want 
to live with their biological families turned public opinion against the Abuelas. According to Mariana, 
besides the campaigns of the Abuelas to explain their cause to a broader public, the shift in public opinion 
also had something to do with the fact that the children who had been identified by the organization 
came forward and testified about the importance of knowing the truth. Thus she stated: ‘This was what 
opened people’s eyes. The children themselves, and not the grandmothers. The children themselves saying: 

“this is how I can plan my life (proyectar mi vida), the other way, no”’ (Interview MP1 06.01.2005).
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of H.I.J.O.S., ‘if there is no justice, there is escrache’.105 What is generally remembered as the 
first escrache started as a joint action between H.I.J.O.S. – Regional Capital and Abuelas in 
December 1996 to repudiate José Luis Magnacco, a gynaecologist who was accused of being 
involved in the robbery of babies born in captivity. They demanded that the authorities of 
the hospital fire him. As the authorities refused, they talked to some of the patients and the 
employees of the hospital, explaining who Magnacco was. They returned a week later with 
posters and flyers in order to create support for their demands. They also went to his house, 
identifying where he lived and searching for a moral condemnation from the neighbours. 
This protest was repeated on four successive Fridays until the authorities agreed to fire the 
gynaecologist (Da Silva Catela 2001: 265-6; Bonaldi 2006: 164-5). This action showed the 
potential of this form of protest, which was to improve in the years to follow.

An escrache was (and still is) generally organized around one repressor. The escraches took 
place in the neighbourhood where this person lived, and this was also where his identity and 
personal history were publicly revealed. On the day of the escrache, participants invaded the 
neighbourhood of the repressor and through speeches and flyers informed the public of the 
crimes committed by this person. The demonstrations ended in front of the repressor’s home, 
marking his house with red signs that symbolized blood. In the initial years, many members 
of H.I.J.O.S. received threats and the escraches were often violently repressed, but they 
were usually well received by the people of the neighbourhood.106 The escraches increasingly 
developed into colourful events in which popular artists like the Grupo de Arte Callejero 
(GAC) made official signposts with texts stating ‘Careful, at two hundred metres, assassin 
loose’ leading to the house of the repressor, and huge self-made dolls representing figures of 
the dictatorship. People dressed up and played the drums, giving the whole event a festive 
character (Bonaldi 2006: 167).

The escraches can be seen as a synthesis of earlier expressions of repudiation against 
repressors. After the impunity laws in 1987, human rights organizations published a document 
entitled Culpables para la sociedad – libres por la ley (Guilty for society – free for the law) 
including the names, grades, functions and crimes of the four hundred military and policemen 
that went free under the Due Obedience law. Organizations like CELS and the APDH also 
used to revise the lists of officials within the armed forces to establish whether perpetrators 

105 In this context, they demand: ‘for justice and punishment of those responsible for state terrorism. They 
fight for condena social (social condemnation), taking into account that the institutional justice at the 
service of power decreed impunity with the Full Stop and Due Obedience laws and the presidential 
pardons’ (quoted in Da Silva Catela 2001: 264). The notion of condena social was formulated as follows: 
‘When the crime is organized by the state, it is society that has to identify the criminals, judge them, 
condemn them, persecute them even in their dreams’ (fragment of the discourse of H.I.J.O.S. in the 
escrache to Ernesto Frimon Weber on 7 October 2000, quoted in Bonaldi 2003: 50). Another statement 
said: ‘We have to search for the moral condemnation of the assassins. Achieve social punishment. That 
the country becomes a prison for them. We know that it will be very difficult through the judiciary. This 
does not mean that we renounce to the derogation of the pardoning laws and that justice will not truly be 
achieved’ (Gelman and LaMadrid 1997: 169).

106 In this context Emilio, member of H.I.J.O.S.-Capital, states: ‘there are the most diverse reactions, but in 
general, the anger of the neighbour, or the eagerness of the neighbour that justice be done, often surpasses 
our own claims. We might be militating for the escrache, we talk to him and tell him that, well, that we 
want them all to be judged and punished, and they state that they should be killed. “No but he has to be 
judged…” “no, but we came and…” Once, when we had one in Lugano, the people were really furious, 
they wanted to burn the guy’s house…’ (Interview EM1, 16.10.2003; see also Kaiser 2000: 15).
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of human rights violations would be given a promotion.107 Reflecting on these initiatives, 
Mignone (1991: 169) stated: ‘If the judiciary does not punish the culprits, society has to do it’. In 
1989 the Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo initiated a campaign to ‘generate consciousness 
around the need not to forgive and not to forget, even though the same power of the state 
wants to impose that policy’ (Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo 2002: 63). They spread the 
names and duty stations of the military involved in the repression and asked: ‘Do you know 
where the torturers and assassins of our children are now? Do you know what post they occupy, 
what activities they perform, where they live?’ They called upon everyone to denounce where 
the repressors were working and living.108 In 1995, they organized an ‘ethical and popular trial’ 
against the repressors on the Plaza de Mayo, where they were ‘condemned to be nothing’.109 
There were also spontaneous acts of repudiation of civilians who recognized a repressor on the 
streets. Astiz was repudiated publicly on several occasions. During the 1980s, several repressors 
were removed from their posts or unable to reintegrate their village or town because of actions 
of local human rights groups, political parties, unions and students groups (Brysk 1994: 132-3; 
Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo 2002: 56-7).

107 For an extensive overview of the ways in which the human rights organizations have challenged the 
promotion of officials in the military and police forces, persons who aspired to hold electoral office in the 
legislature or the executive, or members of the judiciary with a human rights record see: Barbuto 2007.  

108 Página/12, 11.10.1989.
109 Página/12, 05.05.1995; see also Gelman and LaMadrid 1997: 61; Da Silva Catela 2001: 266; Asociación 

Madres de Plaza de Mayo 2002: 100.

Picture 1. Escrache to the priest Hugo 
Mario Bellavigna in the neighbourhood 
of La Paternal, 27 November 2004.
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The escraches drew upon these previous experiences and transformed them. They 
developed into useful mechanisms for channelling feelings of anger and indignation, but 
they also claimed to be more than just an act of repudiation. It was understood as a political 
practice that made it possible to denounce impunity and create awareness about the legacies 
of the dictatorship and impunity among sectors that would otherwise not be involved in the 
struggle for justice. In Juan’s words:

…it was about occupying public space. Going out on the streets. But not only going, as historically 
used to happen, to denounce in front of the palaces of power, but to occupy territories like the 
neighbourhoods and political places, places about which a different political rationality would say: 
‘What are you doing there, in the neighbourhood?’ It was this, the most simple ‘Mr. neighbour, 
Mrs. neighbour, this guy who seems to be a good old man, well, he did this, and this, and this’. 
(Interview JF and MDT 01.12.2004)110

The idea was that the escraches could grow into a means of creating historical awareness 
on what had happened during the dictatorship years, and reverse the pervasive effects 
of impunity on political culture. As Mariano explains: ‘Here it is very much related to 

110 This focus on the neighbourhoods instead of on official institutions located in the centre differentiated 
them from the other human rights organizations and made them part of a broader phenomenon of 
‘decentralization of memory’ which will be discussed in chapter four.

Picture 2. Hanging up signs indicating 
the address of the home of the person 
targeted. Escrache to Cecilio Abdenur 

in the neighbourhood of Haedo, 4 
December 2004.
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the question: “In what ways can we activate within society commitments around memory 
and around what happened, in what ways can we activate a social condemnation of these 
crimes?”’ (Interview JF and MDT 01.12.2004). Furthermore, as a practice that brought the 
inhabitants of a neighbourhood and other social organizations together, H.I.J.O.S. also 
saw the escraches as a means of reconstructing social ties that had been destroyed during 
the military dictatorship. As will be discussed in chapter four, over time, this aspect of the 
escraches would become increasingly important. The escraches were most widely attended 
between 1997 and 1999,111 reflecting and at the same time contributing to a general context 
in which the issue of impunity was acquiring greater centrality. Although numbers of 
participants widely varied and never really went beyond a thousand, the photogenic character 
of the escraches and the symbolic force of the organization H.I.J.O.S. contributed to giving 
the practice broad media coverage and made H.I.J.O.S well-known to the public (Bonaldi 
2006: 168).112

111 1998 would definitely become ‘the year of the escraches’, as one of the national newspapers titled (Bonaldi 
2006: 168).

112 H.I.J.O.S. acquired visibility with the escraches, but they also developed other activities, such as the 
search for the disappeared brothers and sisters, channelled through the commission Hermanos. In the 
regional section Buenos Aires capital they also have a commission Identidad that reconstructs the history 
of revolutionary protest of the 1970s, and organizes tributes to well-known militants of that period. 
Furthermore, they have a radio programme, La lucha que nos parió, and a magazine, Revista H.I.J.O.S. 
These are but some of their activities, which vary according to the regional sections. 

Picture 3. Demonstrating in front of the house of Cecilio Abdenur, escrache in Haedo, 4 
December 2004.
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Loopholes in the law: countering juridical impunity
The escraches occurred in a context in which some of the more direct attempts to make an 
end to juridical impunity were starting to bear fruit. Immediately after the impunity laws and 
the pardons had been adopted, human rights organizations declared them unconstitutional. 
They turned to the IACHR to strengthen their position. In 1992, the IACHR ruled that 
with the Full Stop and Due Obedience laws, the Argentine government had violated the 
American Convention of Human Rights. However, the decisions of the IACHR were not 
binding, although they did constitute a means to pressure national governments and would 
become an important instrument in the search for truth and justice, making the internal 
process more dynamic (Valdez 2001: 68; Font 2000: 73). Meanwhile, alternatives were being 
investigated so as to get round the impunity laws and the pardons. In this context, the 
work of the Abuelas again had a unique significance. Baby theft had not been included in 
the impunity laws and the presidential pardons. The investigations of the Abuelas made it 
possible to gather a wide range of evidence on the systematic character of this practice during 
the military dictatorship, thus paving the way for new trials. Between 1998 and 1999, judges 
ordained the arrest of a dozen military men, among them ex-junta members Videla, Massera 
and Bignone, accusing them of involvement in baby theft (Lozada 1999: 242-3; Human 
Rights Watch 2001: 18-9).

This occurred in a context in which international trials and prosecutions against 
Argentine military and policemen were becoming increasingly common after the arrest 
of Pinochet in London in 1998. Immediately after the transition to democracy, trials were 
opened in several European countries for the disappearance of their citizens in Argentina. 
These initiatives mostly came from Argentine citizens living outside the country, but also 
involved Argentine human rights organizations collaborating with witnesses and plaintiffs. 

Picture 4. 24 March 2003. The commemoration of the military coup.
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In 1983 Italy initiated a judicial process for the disappearance of Italian citizens. In 1991, a 
French tribunal condemned Navy Captain Alfredo Astiz to life imprisonment in absentia 
for the disappearance of the French nuns Alice Dumon and Léonie Duquet. Similar legal 
suits were filed in Sweden (against Astiz for the disappearance of the Swedish teenager 
Dagmar Hagelin), and in Germany (Roniger and Sznajder 1999: 129-30). The most ambitious 
legal initiative, however, came from Spain. In 1996, the Spanish Public Prosecutor Carlos 
Castressana, impressed by the massive demonstrations to commemorate the twentieth 
anniversary of the coup, presented a case to prosecute the ex-commanders for genocide and 
crimes against humanity.113 Castressana’s demand was not only for Spanish citizens but also 
for Argentine nationals. After the arrest of Pinochet in 1998, the Spanish judge Baltasar 
Garzón, responsible for the Pinochet affair, also asked for the extradition of a hundred police- 
and military men, with the order to try them in Madrid under the principles of Universal 
Jurisdiction. Menem refused the extradition, stating that the demand infringed Argentine 
sovereignty (Anguita 2001).

The escraches, the truth trials, the testimonies in the media of youngsters born in captivity 
and identified by Abuelas, the trials for baby theft, the permanent focus on the dictatorship 
years in the media, the international demand for extradition of military and police coming 

113 For a discussion on the debate going on within the judiciary and beyond about whether the events that 
unfolded in Argentina can be characterised as genocide or whether crimes against humanity is a more 
adequate notion, see chapter seven. 

Picture 5. The pyramid of the 
Plaza de Mayo decorated for the 
commemoration of the military coup 
organized by the Asociación Madres de 
Plaza de Mayo, 23 March 2003.
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from Spain combined to create a generalized effervescence around the issue of impunity. 
It also stimulated six members of the former Alianza (an alliance between the progressive 
FREPASO and the Radical Party) to present a law project to declare the impunity laws 
unconstitutional. The project generated intense debate and unrest in the Congress. It did not 
come further than repealing the Full Stop law and the Due Obedience law, which meant 
that the laws were no longer applicable from 1998 onwards. They did still cover the crimes 
committed before that date (CELS 1999: 55-8). Nevertheless, the organization CELS 
interpreted the abolition as a first step towards annulment and started to build a legal 
case to overturn the laws. By the end of 2000, CELS requested the Minister of Justice to 
investigate a case in which two enforcers were already convicted for the stealing of a baby, 
but not for the abduction of its parents (the Poblete case). They also demanded that he 
declare the unconstitutionality of the Due Obedience and Full Stop laws in this particular 
case. In March 2001, federal judge Gabriel Cavallo asked the Argentine judiciary to resume 
bringing this case to trial, and presented a legal argument in which he appealed to a number 
of international conventions. He argued that according to these international principles, 
the impunity laws should be overruled for being unconstitutional (Interview MJG and LB 
23.07.2001; CELS 2002).114 He won the case in the Federal Chamber, which set an important 
precedent.

114 For the detailed legal argument see: Página 12, 06.03.2001, in which Cavallo’s argument was added as a 
supplement. 

Picture 6. Protest action of the Asociación de Ex Detenidos Desaparecidos in front of the 
Court for the unconstitutionality of the impunity laws, June 2004.
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Preserving memory for the future

Parallel to the numerous activities initiated to combat impunity in the 1990s, the struggle 
for the construction and transmission of a memory of the military dictatorship also became 
increasingly important. Two main factors contributed to making memory a greater priority 
among the human rights organizations. In the first place, the passage of time, visible through 
the victims of the repression getting older and the emergence of new generations who had 
not grown up under the dictatorship, confronted human rights organizations with the need 
to transmit their experiences. Secondly, memory also emerged forcefully because the road to 
legal justice was blocked (Lorenz 2002: 79-80). Memory was increasingly seen as a means 
to counter impunity, as expressed in the following quote of Mabel, president of Familiares, 
when she explained that over the last years: ‘We have been working on the subject of memory 
a lot. Because, well, we understand that….the only way that some day there will be justice, 
is that the people do not forget. That they do not forget what happened, how it happened 
and for what reasons it happened’ (Interview MG1 08.04.2003). The same reasoning was also 
visible in Juan’s observation that the escraches developed from ‘a reading that impunity was 
based on oblivion and explicit concealment’ (Interview JF and MDT 01.12.2004). Breaking 
with silence and oblivion, then, was a first step towards justice.

Memory thus became an extension of the struggle for truth and justice, and came to refer 
to the activities of the human rights organizations to influence collective consciousness. Truth, 
justice and memory were seen as inseparable. Justice and truth were necessary in order to 
remember, as one slogan of the Marcha de la Resistencia of 1993 stated: ‘For truth and justice, 
so that the memory of the genocide does not get lost’.115 But memory was also necessary to 
make the demands for truth and justice prosper, as was expressed in Mabel’s earlier statement 
that ‘the only way to have justice is that people don’t forget’ (Interview MG1 08.04.2003). 
Furthermore, memory was seen as one of the principal means through which repetition 
of the human rights violations could be avoided. As Alba, member of Abuelas, explained: 
‘All the human rights organizations of victims have the purpose or one of the purposes to 
spread [information], never lose memory to prevent this ever happening again’ (Interview AL 
29.09.2003). Or, in the concise words of Carmen, Madre LF: ‘Memory because if the people 
forget, it can happen again’ (Interview CLA 21.10.2003). In broader terms, it was believed that 
truth, justice and memory were necessary to reach a society that was substantially different 
from the one that had gone through the military dictatorship.

Memory, then, like truth and justice, became an instrument to intervene on the present 
and transform the future, as Sebastián, collaborator of SERPAJ, expressed it through the 
words of the Nobel prize leader Adolfo Pérez Esquivel: ‘[Memory] serves to illuminate 
the present and where we are heading to’ (Interview SDW1 06.05.2003). Human rights 
organizations strongly insisted on the fact that memory should not be disconnected from 
the needs of the present and the future. There was a consensus on the fact that memory 
could help to better understand the problems of the present and serve as an instrument to 
transform the future. However, differences emerged in determining the character of the social 
change to be achieved, how radical these transformations should be, and how they could be 
achieved. These differences were – again – to do with how the democratic governments were 
perceived, what model of society one aimed at, and how the causes and consequences of the 

115 Instituto Espacio para la Memoria, ‘Diario de la Marcha’ (December 2006).
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military dictatorship were analysed. The following section will discuss the different visions 
among human rights organizations on how to interpret the present context, and how these 
different perspectives found expression in both the contents and the forms of remembering.

What memory for what future?
Two central lines of analysis ran through the human rights movement on what to remember, 
for what purpose and how. A first difference had to do with what to remember, what aspects 
of the past should be stressed for the purposes of the present. The main difference in this 
context was the place given to the human rights violations and to the political ideals of 
many of the disappeared in the process of remembering. A second difference was related to 
the role of the state in this process, and the extent to which participation of the state in 
memory initiatives was acceptable or not. The overarching issue, however, was a debate on 
democracy. The discussion was about what democracy was, to what extent Argentina was 
a democracy, and how to achieve ‘true’ democracy. Important differences emerged between 
those who considered that there was a substantial difference between Argentine democracy 
and the preceding military regime, and those who saw more continuities with the previous 
regime. The first group generally pleaded for transforming institutions from within, using 
the possibilities offered by the democratic system, whereas the second group considered that 
change should be more radical and should occur outside state institutions.

Both currents argued for a more inclusive and participatory democracy and a conception of 
human rights that also addressed social, economic and cultural rights, but there were clearly 
differences in accents when it came to an interpretation and evaluation of the democratic 
model implemented in Argentina. The most critical group, composed of Asociación Madres 
de Plaza de Mayo, AEDD, Liga, MEDH and H.I.J.O.S. (and showing internal diversity) 
criticized the socio-economic inequalities and argued that this model was at best a formal 
democracy. When referring to Argentine democracy, H.I.J.O.S. systematically wrote 
democracy and democratic transition between brackets and recalled that democracy was 
also used to justify all kinds of crimes, such as genocides, social exclusion, etc.: ‘Democracy 
serves to legitimize killings, massive exclusions, genocides. Today democracy does not mean 
democracy, it is a concept that lacks dignity’.116 In the conclusions of their fifth national 
congress, they wrote:

We characterize both the national and the provincial governments within the limits of a ‘formal 
democracy’, with ‘representatives chosen by the people’ which still gives them some legitimacy 
because democracy is an important value in our society. But clearly, the policies of these 
‘representatives’ every time contain less the interests and needs of the majorities, violate the human 
rights recognized by the people: social justice, legal justice, right to work, to health, etc. Our work 
will be to de-legitimize these ways of doing, and to take over politics.117

The Madres headed by Hebe de Bonafini were even more radical in their criticism and 
considered that there was not much difference between the military dictatorship and the 
democracy installed after the transition. They equated the new economic policies with 

116 Revista H.I.J.O.S., Año 5 nº8 (Spring 2000) 15.
117 Revista H.I.J.O.S., Año 5 nº8 (Spring 2000) 28.
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terrorism and spoke of the unemployed as the ‘new disappeared’. In a summary of their main 
principles they stated:

The lack of work is a crime. The businessmen who leave millions of men and women without work 
are criminals. State terrorism is always organized by employees at the service of the economic 
groups. They want to convert us into slaves. We, the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo believe that 
the unemployed are the new disappeared of the system. Dignified work is a right that nobody can 
take away from us, and for which we will have to struggle until the last consequences. (Asociación 
Madres de Plaza de Mayo 2003: 168)

They urged for a revolution and one of their principles was not to vote, stating that: ‘We 
do not vote because we do not believe in this miserable and corrupt political leadership’ 
(Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo 2003: 169). On how to achieve ‘true democracy’ they 
stated: ‘We believe that only the revolution will bring true democracy with social justice 
and dignity for our people’, and ‘we are convinced that the only democracy possible is the 
revolutionary one’ (Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo 2003: 167; 169).

The other group, composed of the majority of the human rights organizations (CELS, 
the APDH, SERPAJ, Madres LF, Abuelas, Familiares, FMHSA, Buena Memoria) was 
equally critical of the socio-economic model but held a conception of democracy that was 
more inclined to valorize political and civil rights such as freedom of speech, pluralism, 
constitutionalism and strong institutions. They insisted that the situation under a democratic 
government elected by the citizenry was fundamentally different from the previous 
experiences of authoritarianism. They believed that under a government elected by the people, 
albeit deficient in a great number of fields, the means to deepen the democratic model was 
through constructive participation instead of radical confrontation. This vision was well 
expressed by Mignone (1996: 222) in an article reflecting on the new role of human rights 
organizations in the 1990s:

Historical experience shows that gradual modification pays out better, is less painful and risky 
and lasts longer than abrupt revolutions that frequently lead to the worst excesses. For this reason 
the human rights organizations, without refusing the task of denunciation, should not limit 
themselves to this function. They have to also offer viable alternatives, remain independent of the 
government offering a critical support; reprobating, but also applauding, depending on the case. 
Merely conspiracy-oriented formulas do not explain nor achieve anything. An adequate path to 
follow is that of working for the participation of citizens in all the state and corporate areas.

These differences also had profound implications for how the period of the 1970s 
was characterized, and particularly, how the revolutionary struggles of that period were 
valorized. Whereas for organizations like H.I.J.O.S. and the Asociación Madres, the military 
dictatorship had cut short a process of social transformation that should have been revived, 
for the more institutional organizations like CELS or the APDH what was to be rescued 
from the decade of social protest that preceded the dictatorship was not so straightforward 
and was at least an issue of debate. They argued that memory should focus on the 
mechanisms of state terrorism, and on its pervasive effects on institutions in the present. The 
other organizations argued that the focus should lie on the fact that a whole decade of social 
protest was cut short with the dictatorship, which should be revalorized as an example for 
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the present. The different perspectives on the democratic context and how to transform it 
also led to different visions about the role of the state. The more institutional organizations 
insisted on the fact that memory should be channelled through the institutions of the state. 
The state should assume its responsibility and develop a memory policy in order to guarantee 
continuity over time. The other organizations however, were absolutely against participation 
of the state because they argued that those who were representing the state were the same as 
those who had secured institutional impunity. They argued that the state, in this context, used 
memory as a means to ‘clear itself of guilt’ (Interview GR 20.10.2003).

At the same time, besides these political differences, there were also differences in 
perspectives, which were related to personal stories and necessities. Although all human 
rights organizations appealed to memory as an instrument to transform the present and the 
future, for the relatives of the disappeared there was also a more intimate need to remember 
their loved ones. In this sense, remembering was not the same for a father or mother of a 
disappeared as for someone collaborating in a human rights organization but who had not 
been a direct victim of the repression. Furthermore, even among the direct victims there were 
differences. Whereas a former member of one of the guerrilla organizations might prefer to 
recall a disappeared person for his or her political commitment, relatives often remembered 
the same person in the intimacy of family life, as a brother, sister, son or daughter. Whereas 
some were longing for a place to mourn their disappeared, and channelled their energies 
into the construction of a monument, others were not interested in monuments at all. Thus, 
political identities and personal stories also interfered in the visions on memory, creating 
variations within the two political lines of analysis previously described.

‘Putting faces on the silhouettes’ and materializing memory: monuments and archives
The organizations of relatives that ended up supporting institutional memory initiatives 
did not immediately see the necessity of developing these kinds of projects. Ilda, one of 
the founding members of the Fundación Memoria Historica y Social Argentina (FMHSA), 
remembers well that in the 1980s there was little interest for memory as something that 
required specific activities. The FMHSA was created in 1987 precisely with the objective of 
stimulating memory activities, particularly through the creation of a Casa del desaparecido 
(House of the disappeared), a project for a museum with information and objects 
remembering the disappeared. She recalls that ‘at that time we called together the human 
rights organizations that were functioning in that period to propose them this [project] 
and really, there was no concern for this issue, for memory, to do the kind of thing that we 
wanted to do, it was not part of any of the projects of any of the organizations, so we did 
not get much hearing…’ (Interview IM 11.11.2004). From 1990 onwards, with legal impunity 
looming as an insurmountable obstacle, memory did increasingly enter the vocabulary of 
these organizations, although it did not immediately translate into more institutionalized 
projects until the second half of the 1990s. They saw their very existence, the marches, the 
commemorations and the numerous symbolic actions they realized in all those years as being 
acts of memory. However, the passing of time confronted them with the question of who 
would remember the disappeared once they themselves were dead. They increasingly realized 
the importance of establishing markers of memory for future generations, and started to 
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demand more institutional initiatives such as the establishment of a museum118 and the 
construction of a monument for the disappeared.

One of the first institutional initiatives in this context was a project to build a park of 
memory and a national monument for the disappeared in the city of Buenos Aires. The idea 
to construct a park of memory came from a new organization, Buena Memoria, that was 
created with the idea of promoting the use of art in memory initiatives. This interest in art 
was determinant for the characteristics of the park of memory. Marcelo Brodsky (2000/2001: 
6), member of Buena Memoria, explains in an article on the park of memory: ‘We considered 
that the narrative denunciation of the facts, be it historical, juridical or journalistic, had 
reached a limit in its ability to communicate, it was becoming repetitive and at some point 
innocuous. It was necessary to remember in a different way’. They thought art would be a 
more direct means to convey memory, ‘that would directly get at the heart’. The initial idea 
was to construct a park of memory that consisted of sculptures. Another crucial element was 
that it should be located near to the River Plate, in reference to the thousands of disappeared 
who had been drugged and thrown into the waters during the numerous death flights 
carried out by the armed forces (Valdez 2003: 98-9). The other human rights organizations 
supported the idea and added a crucial element to the project, proposing the construction 
of a monument with the names of the disappeared and assassinated during the military 
dictatorship.119

Given the fact that the project implied a major intervention in the public space, it 
required the approval and involvement of the local authorities of Buenos Aires. The initiative 
coincided with important reforms within the city government, which had just become 
autonomous from the national government, with the consequent creation of a legislature at 
the city level.120 The newly constituted parliament opened on 10 December 1997, international 
day of human rights, and the human rights organizations took advantage of the fortunate 
combination of events to present a petition to several deputies of the different porteño blocks 
demanding the construction of the park of memory and the monument. The petition was 
accepted and a Comisión pro Monumento (pro Monument Commission) was created to 
develop a law that would make the project viable. In July 1998, law 46 creating both the 
monument and the park of memory was approved by a majority of the legislators of the city 
government. 57 out of 60 legislators of the city of Buenos Aires finally voted in favour of 

118 How the historical demand for a museum evolved will be discussed in chapter seven. 
119 Brodsky 2000/2001: 6; Página/12, 18.03.2001.  
120 In 1994 Alfonsín and Menem agreed upon the so-called Pacto de Olivos, which stated that the city of 

Buenos Aires would become autonomous in 1996. Historically, it was the national government which 
appointed the Intendente (mayor) of the city of Buenos Aires. But from 1996 inhabitants of the capital 
could choose their own government. In 1996 the first elections for Head of the Government of Buenos 
Aires took place, which were won by the Radical candidate Fernando de La Rúa, who would later become 
the President of Argentina, from 1999 until he was ousted by protesters in 2001. That same year, in 1996, 
the Legislature of the City of Buenos Aires was created. It started to function officially in 1997. Prior to 
this, the legislature was called Consejo Deliberante (Interview AC 17.12.2004). 
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law 46. The law institutionally framed the work that was already being performed by the pro 
Monument Commission, and gave it a legal basis.121

Both the design of the monument and the choice of the sculptures for the park were the 
result of concourses. The winning project for the monument was inspired by the Vietnam 
Veterans Memorial of Maya Lin in Washington and by the Jewish Museum of Berlin 
designed by Daniel Libeskind. The monument divided the park into two, and recalled a scar 
as its form: it was designed in a zigzag, leading from the entrance of the park to the river. The 
monument was to be composed of four large walls on which the names of the victims would 
be inscribed. Space was to be left open so as to be able to engrave more names in case new 
victims were denounced (Huyssen 2000: 25-8).122 Later, the pro Monument Commission 
added a proposal for an information centre at the foot of the monument, with a database with 
information on the victims. These could be photographs, drawings, poems, etc., anything the 
family of these persons wanted to provide for (Interview MG1 08.04.2003). The sculptures 
for the park were chosen through an international concourse for Contemporary Art. Of the 
665 projects presented, the international jury selected eight works, and recommended the 
construction of three more sculptures that were given a special mention. Furthermore, six 
artists that had been selected previously for their prestige, their trajectory and engagement 
with human rights, were asked to design a sculpture for the park (Valdez 2003: 101-2).

The monument and the park of memory united three issues that were of central 
importance to the organizations of relatives. In the first place, it responded to a longing for a 
place to mourn their loved ones. As Alba, who has two disappeared sisters, explained: ‘One 
of the fundamental reasons was that as the relatives of the disappeared, we wanted to have a 
place where we could go to shed a tear and leave a flower, a place with the name of our loved 
one, where he can be remembered’ (Interview AL 29.09.2003). Secondly, the monument was 
a means to show how widespread the repression had been. It would be an act of permanent 
denunciation. Mabel, president of Familiares and mother of a disappeared, recalls how she 
was impressed by the Vietnam Memorial and how it convinced her of the need to build a 
monument for the victims: ‘…I was very much impressed, when I visited the United States, 
and saw the monument for the victims of Vietnam, it was impressive seeing the names, 
because this gives you an idea of the dimensions of […], the size of what the repression had 
been’ (Interview MG1 08.04.2003). From that moment onwards, she constantly insisted that 
‘we have to make a monument with the names, with the names, with the names…’ Thirdly, 
the monument and the park were considered to secure memory over time, as a member of 

121 The law stated that the commission would be composed of 27 members representing the legislative and 
executive powers of the city, one representative of the University of Buenos Aires, and one representative 
of each of the ten human rights organizations that promoted the law (Abuelas, Madres LF, APDH, 
Buena Memoria, CELS, Familiares, FMSHA, MEDH, SERPAJ and the Liga). The text of the law also 
established the functions and the duration of the term of office, which would finish three months after 
the inauguration of the park. A team of professionals would advise the commission on technical and 
administrative matters (two persons who elaborate the lists of the detained-disappeared and assassinated 
that were to be engraved on the monument; two arts specialists; an advisor in architectural matters; a 
secretary and six guides and guardians of the park). The financing of the Commission would come 
from the City Government of Buenos Aires (Valdez, 2003: 100-1; see also law 46, ‘Boletín oficial de la 
Ciudad de Buenos Aires’, 25.08.1998; Comisión pro Monumento a las Víctimas del Terrorismo de Estado, 
Proyecto Parque de la memoria 2003).

122 See also: Comisión pro Monumento a las Víctimas del Terrorismo de Estado, Proyecto Parque de la 
memoria 2003.
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Buena Memoria explained: ‘The idea of the monument has to do with this; it has to do with 
the fact that these persons can be in some place where they will be remembered forever by 
future generations, when we will not be there anymore, when we, the persons most affected 
by this, will not be there anymore to remember them’.123

The park of memory and the monument gave way to the first of a number of mixed 
commissions involving the participation of both members of the local government of Buenos 
Aires and representatives of the human rights organizations.124 It pointed to a growing state 
involvement in memory initiatives, as well as to a growing institutionalization of memory 
in the city of Buenos Aires.125 Part of this development was the creation of an alliance 
in 1999 between the historical human rights organizations, in order to coordinate and 
articulate initiatives in the field of memory. The alliance was initially composed of CELS, 
APDH, SERPAJ, Abuelas, Familiares, Madres LF, Buena Memoria and FMHSA and was 
called Memoria Abierta.126 The objective of this alliance was twofold. It would classify and 
systematize the documentation spread over the different human rights organizations, and it 
would work on the relation between human rights organizations and the state in relation 
to memory initiatives (Interview PV1 26.08.2003). Memoria Abierta would also create 
an oral archive registering the testimonies of the protagonists of the 1970s: relatives of the 
disappeared, human rights activists, survivors of the repression, and protagonists of the 
political and social protest organizations of the 1970s.

123 Audiencia Pública Ley 46, Buenos Aires, 22.05.1998.
124 Other mixed commissions will be discussed in chapters four, six and seven. 
125 This process of institutionalization will also be discussed in chapter six and seven. 
126 Some organizations later withdrew from the alliance.

Picture 7. The park of Memory in Buenos Aires, 2004.
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The creation of an alliance like Memoria Abierta that would concentrate on the 
systematization and preservation of documentation and oral testimonies was part of a 
broader phenomenon. Several archives and documentation centres were created at the end 
of the 1990s, including a biographical archive of the Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo in 1998 
and the Comisión Provincial por la Memoria in the city of La Plata that same year. There 
was a sense of urgency in these undertakings, as Alejandra, former coordinator of the oral 
archive of Memoria Abierta explained: ‘The people are dying, the papers are humidifying, 
the ink is fading, memories are scattering. We have to avoid all this getting lost. If we don’t 
participate, who will do it?’127 Similar preoccupations also led to the creation of the Archivo 
Biográfico (Biographical Archive) of the Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo. This archive was created 
to register the voices and memories of the relatives of the missing children so that this 
material could be handed over to a person recovering his identity.128 As was the case of the 
oral archive of Memoria Abierta, the archive was perceived as an urgent necessity, because 
many grandparents of the missing children were passing away. In this context, Isabel, who 
worked for the Archivo Biográfico since its creation, recalls the worried observation of the 
younger Mariana, when one of the grandparents died: ‘When one of the grandfathers died, 
I remember because Mariana Pérez, who is one of the granddaughters, the granddaughter 
of Rosa Roisinblit, said it. Mariana said: “the grandfather died, the grandparents are dying…
who will tell our brothers and sisters when they reappear, who will tell them about the family, 
who will tell them about their life?” And this is how it started’ (Interview IC 07.11.2006).

The creation of oral archives also responded to an imperious necessity among the relatives 
to reconstruct the individual life stories of the disappeared. Thus for Isabel, who had several 
disappeared relatives, memory was about: ‘Not forgetting what happened here, not forgetting 
why it happened, and also, the individual stories. It would be really terrible if people were 
to forget…if they were to forget all these men and women that lived here and made plans 
and died in this terrible way, so obscure moreover’ (Interview IC 07.11.2006). Ilda, who was a 
mother of two disappeared, explained that what they wanted when they created the FMHSA 
was to ‘preserve the story of our children, their existence as persons. They existed, they were 
like this and did these things and thought these things and believed in these other things. 
We want to preserve them somehow, so that they will not disappear the way they disappeared’ 
(Interview IM 11.11.2004). This need was not in itself new. For the relatives, searching for a 
means to bring the disappeared back into the public space had been a preoccupation from 
the start. One of the first important symbolic activities carried out with this purpose was 
the siluetazo, an activity organized in the context of the Marcha de la Resistencia of 1983, 
during which real-life silhouettes were glued to the walls of the buildings surrounding the 
Plaza de Mayo, representing the thousands of disappeared (Asociación Madres de Plaza 
de Mayo 2002: 29). But the silhouettes had no faces, and increasingly, relatives wanted to 

127 Página/12, 18.03.2001. 
128 When a child (now a young person) is found and recovers his true identity, he is given the material 

gathered on his biological family. The material is composed of oral interviews with relatives, friends and 
companions of militancy of his parents, as well as photographs and a transcription of the interviews. The 
material is meant to help these persons, who are now often in their late twenties, to reconstruct their 
family story, and to get to know better who their parents were, and in this way, to help them reconstruct 
their own identity. The intention is to reconstruct the family histories of all the cases of disappeared 
children that have been registered by Abuelas (Interview LB 05.09.2003; Interview IC 07.11.2006). 
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‘give a face to the silhouettes’, in the words of one of them.129 Photographs of the victims, 
used in the marches and commemorations, either as decoration on the plazas, or carried by 
the participants on hard boards or laid on the bodies of the mothers, were one means to 
make the disappeared ‘reappear’. Other similar reminders of both the existence and absence 
of the disappeared (Oberti and Pittaluga 2006: 16) were the small announcements that 
were published every day in the newspaper Página/12 from the early 1990s onwards. This 
newspaper offered relatives the possibility to publish small reminders on the anniversary of 
the disappearance at no cost. Every day several of these reminders appear in the newspaper 
(Da Silva Catela 2001: 140-7). From the 1990s onwards, the pictures were also increasingly 
accompanied by a text or a story, and the oral archives were part of this process.

‘Memory of struggle’: memory as a daily practice
For the organizations of victims, however, archives and monuments continued to be but one 
of various means of constructing memory. When asked about the difference between the 
activities of Memoria Abierta and the memory activities of Madres LF, Carmen explained: 
‘Oh no, Memoria Abierta is something else, but Madres never left its other activities for 
Memoria Abierta’. Later she clarified: ‘The activities of Memoria [Abierta] are not as…how 
can I say…something now and then, but not as active as ours. Memoria [Abierta] will make…
[…] makes the oral document, lets say, all these things, but is not an activity like ours, of 
intervention like that’ (Interview CLA 21.10.2003). On the memory activities of the Madres 
she stated: ‘Well, if I go to a school and talk to the kids, and we talk and tell about the things, 
this will be…we are transmitting through these kids so that memory continues. That is why 
we say “truth, justice, memory”. That is to say, we transmit all our things so that the people 
remember’. This was different for an organization like CELS, that chose to channel most of 
its memory activities through Memoria Abierta. For the organizations of relatives, memory 
continued to be a daily practice, something that was transmitted through their very presence 
on the public scene, be it through talks in schools, or at conferences or in their participation 
in marches and other public activities.

This vision of memory as a daily practice was also shared by the Asociación Madres de 
Plaza de Mayo, H.I.J.O.S., and the AEDD. However, there were important differences 
between these organizations and the organizations involved in institutional memory 
projects. For the Asociación Madres, memory was not about the victims but about the 
perpetrators and about those who made it possible for them to go free. Clarifying their 
slogan No olvidamos, no perdonamos (We do not forget, we do not forgive), Hebe de 
Bonafini stated: ‘“Not forgetting, not forgiving” means not forgetting what happened with 
the Radical government, which threw the mess of this government to Menem, who takes it 
with arrogance and says that he will arrange everything because he believes that he is God’ 
(Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo 2002: 66). Furthermore, memory should also be about 
the continuities in economic policies that led to new inequalities. Therefore, they radically 
opposed any initiative that involved the participation of the state, which they considered 
responsible for institutionalizing impunity and for continuing the economic policies of 
the dictatorship. This was also one of the main reasons why they opposed the project 
of a monument for the disappeared, as they explained in a letter to the pro Monument 

129 Primeras jornadas de debate interdisciplinario, Organización institutional y contenidos del futuro museo de la 
memoria, Colección ‘Memoria abierta’ (2000) 46.
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Commission: ‘…If necessary, we will use pikes, hammers and iron sticks to erase the names 
engraved on this monument, which for us offends our beloved revolutionaries who opposed 
the economic plans of hunger and misery that are being applied today by those who are 
constructing the so-called park of memory’ (quoted in Valdez 2003: 107). H.I.J.O.S. shared 
this perspective and stated:

In relation to the human rights policies of the government, we see that it is trying to wash its 
hands and its responsibilities realizing tributes, constructing monuments and other types of 
ceremonies for the ‘victims of state terrorism’. Obviously, they do not mention the causes of the 
assassinations, tortures and disappearances, they dissociate themselves from their responsibilities 
in relation to the prevailing impunity, and they forget to mention that they share the same project 
for the country as the one imposed by the military, given the fact that they continue to benefit the 
same sectors.130

The Asociación Madres also opposed the construction of the monument because they 
considered that the emphasis of memory should not be on the deaths and disappearances, 
but on the political struggles and ideals of the disappeared. This perspective was shared 
by the AEDD. For the AEDD, the choice of the river as a location of the monument and 
park of memory strengthened their rejection. In their view, the choice for the river focussed 
on the wrong aspects: it insisted on the symbolization of the death of the victims, which 
was, in the words of the AEDD, ‘just what we least needed to remember, given the fact 
that their absences are an evident loss for our affections and our political practices’. Instead, 
they wanted to recall their companions in the opposite way: ‘We want to […] bring back to 
the present their existences full of creativity, solidarity, and devoted to analysis, debate and 
projects of struggle’ (Vazquez 2000/2001: 8). In general terms, the Asociación Madres was 
completely opposed to almost any kind of homage, monument or plaques to remember the 
disappeared. They saw it as a means of ‘freezing’ memory, of declaring the disappeared dead 
and of ending the struggle. Thus Hebe stated: ‘I do not approve of any of this putting the 
names of the disappeared on the walls. At the university they placed a marble. Afterwards, 
the people will put flowers and candles. This is death. What we say is that one should not 
recognize death. It is the military who should say that they killed them. If we recognize it, it 
is very serious’ (Gelman and LaMadrid 1997: 56).

According to the Asociación Madres, the memory of the past should concentrate on 
the revolutionary ideals of the disappeared, instead of focussing on the repression. Some 
plaques and monuments were accepted, if they managed to convey the notion of the 
political commitment that had once mobilized the disappeared. Reflecting on a plaque 
in the University of Rosario Hebe stated: ‘In Rosario, in the university, they put a plaque: 

“Detained-disappeared companions”. I liked that. The word companions (compañeros) reflects 
the measure of the commitment’ (Gelman and LaMadrid 1997: 56). Under the leadership of 
Hebe de Bonafini, the Madres – together with the organization Familiares – were among 
the first organizations to vindicate the disappeared as political militants. In her discourse on 
24 March 1986, Hebe de Bonafini recalled that ‘many of our children said it: we are popular 
militants and are proud of what we do, we prefer to live twenty years on our feet and not 
centuries on our knees’ (quoted in Lorenz 2002: 75). This vision would become stronger 

130 Revista H.I.J.O.S., Año 5, nº8 (Spring 2000) 28. 
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over time, comparing the disappeared to revolutionaries. Thus in 1993 they stated that the 
military had ‘abducted and disappeared 30,000 revolutionaries’ (Lorenz 2002: 80). According 
to Lorenz, this also had consequences for the character of the commemorations of 24 March, 
as not the pain of the loss was remembered, but the revolutionary commitment of the 
disappeared.

For the Madres, the best tribute to the disappeared was to fight in the present for the 
same objectives. This was the only way to guarantee their presence over time. The disappeared 
continued to live through the emergence of new generations of militants and collective 
action, as was expressed in Hebe’s discourse at the resistance march in 1999: ‘Today we 
feel that our children are more alive than ever. They live on in everyone who struggles with 
their people’.131 Therefore, activities of the Madres were principally oriented towards new 
human rights violations and socio-economic inequalities occurring under the democratic 
governments. In Argentina they accompanied the emerging movement of piqueteros and 
other new and old forms of social protest. Outside Argentina, they supported any initiative 
that attempted to offer a political alternative for capitalism, such as the Zapatistas in 
Mexico, the MST in Brazil or the Cuban revolution.132 In 2000, the Madres created their 
own university, the Universidad Popular de las Madres de Plaza de Mayo, where young people 
could follow a programme on different forms of collective action. At the inauguration of the 
university Hebe stated: ‘This university will be the most beautiful thing, the biggest dream, 
it is the incredible path towards the revolution, towards the revolution that our children 
dreamt of, it cost them their lives but they did not take away their dreams, they did not take 
away our hopes, and they did not take away from us the possibility to be their proud mothers’ 
(Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo 2003: 161).

Thus for the Madres, memory should be about continuing the struggle of the disappeared 
in the present, and it should focus on the ideals of social change instead of on the tragedy of 
the disappearances. The AEDD, the Liga, the MEDH and H.I.J.O.S. shared this vision in 
different gradations. The notion of ‘memory of struggle’, referring to the fact that memory 
was about struggling against injustices in the present, was well expressed in the following 
reflections of the late pastor José de Luca, historical leader of the MEDH:

On memory we take a clear stance, for which sometimes we differ with other organizations: we 
maintain that it is a memory of struggle. […] This means that memory also implies keeping alive 
the struggle, no? A struggle that today is more valid than ever, because the economic and social 
genocide covers a very important number in this area…in numerical terms, and I emphasize, in 
numerical terms it covers far more persons than in those days. (Interview JDL 17.03.2003)

131 Página 12, 13.12.1999.
132 This sometimes led them to making faulty judgements such as supporting the ETA in Spain. This invoked 

critical reactions and obliged the Madres LF to differentiate themselves publicly from the Asociación 
Madres to avoid confusion (Clarín, 05.11.2000). Similarly, Hebe de Bonafini interpreted the attacks of 11 
September 2001 on World Trade Center as an expression of anti-imperialism and admitted publicly that 
she felt ‘joy’ for what had happened, again causing a polemic (Tres Puntos, 25.10.2001). Hebe’s comments, 
supported by intellectuals collaborating with the Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo, were criticized 
publicly by Horacio Verbitsky, the current president of CELS. The debate was fought over in the media, 
basically in the newspaper Página 12 and in the magazine Tres Puntos. 
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Similarly, H.I.J.O.S. stated: ‘H.I.J.O.S. understands memory as the synonym of struggle and 
vindication of the struggle. Therefore, a piquetero is far closer than Sábato (referring to the 
president of the CONADEP) of what we understand as memory. A generous but critical 
memory. A memory that is an action in the present, that can only be resistance and creation, 
that does not accept manipulation and domestication’.133

One major difference however, divided the Asociación Madres from these other 
organizations, especially from H.I.J.O.S. The Madres radically subsumed the past to the 
necessities of the present: according to them, investigating the individual stories, even 
if they included the political actions of the disappeared, would divert attention away from 
the problems of the present and possibly create divisions. Thus Hebe criticized the search 
of children of the disappeared for more information about their parents: ‘Searching for the 
friends of their parents, the companions, does not make sense, it seems to me. Or if they were 
politically active in Montoneros, or in the ERP, or in the PC. This can divide them. They 
have to get used to the idea that the disappeared all struggled for the same cause, or at least 
against the same enemy’ (Gelman and LaMadrid 1997: 54). For H.I.J.O.S., the individual 
stories of militancy were important. In contrast to the Madres, they needed to think about 
their parents less in terms of heroes and martyrs than in terms of common human beings, 
and therefore they needed to reconstruct individual stories, question the political practices 
of their parents and investigate their achievements but also their errors. Thus they explained: 
‘What we want to achieve is a critical recovery (not idealized) of the past, to use it as an 
instrument in the present. […] We want to […] show that the men and women of that 
generation were not demons thirsty for blood, nor martyrs, nor perfect heroes with perfect 
projects. They were persons who decided to commit themselves, organize and give it all’.134

For H.I.J.O.S., vindicating the struggles of their parents was as much about rescuing 
particular aspects of the projects of the 1970s, as about creating new projects. Thus they 
explained: ‘…our task is of rescue, although of creation. It is the continuity of the struggle, 
in the dreams, in the principles, in the diversity. But it is of rupture, in time, in forms and 
in certainties’.135 Juan, member of H.I.J.O.S.-Córdoba, explained this necessity of critical 
selection as follows: ‘I believe in any case, that it is necessary to make a critique of the 
political forms of the 1970s. Because there is a certain idealization, like everything that was 
done was good. And it seems to me that this does not help us to constitute ourselves as 
a political subject’ (Interview JF and MDT 01.12.2004). Remembering, then, was a critical 
selection process that chose to focus on the ideals of social change but constructed new 
political practices adapted to the present context. They particularly criticized the vanguard 
and vertical features of most of the political practices of the 1970s, and that pervaded in 
the traditional political parties of the left, and aimed at implementing a more democratic 
decision-making process. In contrast to the other human rights organizations, they had 
no president or vice-president, and each member of H.I.J.O.S. could participate on equal 
terms in the decision-making process. Their internal organization was thus characterized by 
horizontality and consensus. This meant that each decision, even the smallest one, had to be 
discussed in the weekly meeting of H.I.J.O.S. Furthermore, voting on decisions was excluded. 
Discussions could extend into the early morning hours until consensus was reached.

133 Revista H.I.J.O.S., Año 6, nº10 (Autumn 2001) 4.
134 Revista H.I.J.O.S., Año 5, nº8 (Spring 2000) 12-3.
135 Revista H.I.J.O.S., Año 6, nº10 (Autumn 2001) 4.
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Horizontality and consensus, for H.I.J.O.S., constituted more than a methodology: it 
was a political principle and reflected a particular vision of democracy: ‘If we have the 
possibilities to build something from nothing, why would we reproduce the system that 
oppresses us every day, with its hierarchies, its leaders, and the almost non-existent possibility 
to influence their decisions?’ they asked.136 It also distinguished them from the other human 
rights organizations. In general, in its relations with the other human rights organizations, 
H.I.J.O.S. tried to remain independent. Their forms of political structure led them to search 
for alliances with new emergent forms of collective organization that shared their vision on 
how to construct politics, as Emilio explained:

I believe that maybe we identify much more with the forms of doing politics of others 
organizations that are not exactly…, or other political groups that are not exactly of human rights, 
more than with one of the human rights organizations. For example, groups of the university, 
or piqueteros or others, that work in a more horizontal way, that build their…that try to come 
to political forms through consensus between the members of the group. That is what mostly 
distinguishes us, I believe, from the more traditional human rights organizations. (Interview EM2 
27.10.2003)

Although H.I.J.O.S. was one of the first to apply horizontality and consensus, it was part of 
a broader development that took a flight at the end of the 1990s, and even more so with the 
emergence of neighbourhood assemblies after the crisis of December 2001. As we will see in 
the next chapter, it was part of a general rejection of more traditional forms of constructing 
politics, and of a general disbelief in the advantages of institutional politics.

Conclusion

In 1990, when Menem ordered the pardon for the junta leaders convicted in 1985, the road 
to legal accountability seemed definitely blocked. An initial process of retraction set in for 
the human rights movement in this period, which scholars interpreted as the end of the 
movement. In this context, several scholars also attributed the growing political and social 
isolation of the human rights organizations to their uncompromising demands. Although 
this is certainly part of the explanation for their isolation in the first half of the 1990s, it 
was also a consequence of a more general historical context in which there was no space for 
demands related to the recent past. Neoliberal policies combined with official policies that 
pleaded for ‘reconciliation’ and ‘pacification’ that were meant to definitively close the subject 
relegated the past to the background. Human rights organizations saw themselves confronted 
with the need to readjust to the changing context and to reformulate their demands in terms 
of more contemporaneous needs and preoccupations.

From 1995 onwards, the movement went through a number of important transformations. 
Specific historical developments contributed to these transformations. Firstly, the confessions 
of Scilingo in 1995 shocked public opinion and revived the concern for the recent past. They 
produced what Feitlowitz (1998: 194) has called ‘the Scilingo effect’. Scilingo’s confessions 
took place a year before the twentieth anniversary of the military coup, and that particular 

136 Revista H.I.J.O.S., Año 6, nº11 (Winter 2001) 15.
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commemoration mobilized groups, social and political organizations and individuals who had 
not previously organized around the demands of the historical human rights organizations. 
It also coincided with the emergence of a new organization of victims, H.I.J.O.S., that was 
created at the same time as the confessions of Scilingo, and was particularly concerned with 
ending impunity and silence. The emergence of H.I.J.O.S. marked a generational change 
which was also visible through the participation of a younger generation within some of the 
existing human rights organizations, particularly Abuelas. H.I.J.O.S. played an important 
role in reviving the demands for truth and justice of the human rights movement and 
reaching a broader public.

After the developments of 1995, the human rights organizations succeeded in maintaining 
the subject on the public agenda by pointing to the continuities between the past and 
the present. Impunity became identified as the cause and consequence of the many 
deficiencies of Argentine democracy. In a context in which the police continued to abuse 
its power, democratic institutions and especially the juridical system offered only selective 
protection, and where economic policies produced growing socio-economic inequalities 
and marginalization of large sectors of society, this connection between the past and the 
present was easily established. Continuities were identified principally in the security 
forces and in the neoliberal economic policies. The human rights organizations argued that 
impunity had not only let off the military and policemen who had permitted and executed 
the disappearances, but also civilian complicities. The balance of power had not changed 
following the democratic transition.

With the legal road blocked, activities of the human rights organizations to combat 
impunity were oriented towards searching for alternative means of ending impunity. 
Activities centred on creating consciousness about the military dictatorship and securing a 
number of rights that would make it more difficult for society to deny what had happened, 
and for the state to shirk its responsibility in securing human rights and in dealing with 
the legacies of the authoritarian past. A right for truth and identity, economic reparations, 
the derogation of the impunity laws by the Congress in 1998 and the reopening of trials for 
baby theft showed that this strategy was being successful. Parallel to these developments, 
memory became increasingly important as a field of activities in its own right. Memory was 
conceived in opposition to oblivion and silence, which were associated with the impunity 
laws implemented under Alfonsín and Menem. It was also seen as an instrument for social 
and political change, meant to intervene on the present and transform the future. In this 
context, old and new differences became visible on how to interpret the past, the present 
and the future, in which incompatible visions on democracy and the role of institutions and 
of the state led to conflictive visions on memory and on how to construct it. In the next 
two chapters I will elaborate further on these debates, showing how the participation of new 
actors in the struggle for memory importantly influenced both the issues and the forms of 
remembering.
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4. ‘El Olimpo for the neighbourhood’:  
 local involvement in the 
 construction of memory

On 4 October 2004, an agreement was signed that transferred the control over the former 
secret detention centre El Olimpo from the Ministry of Interior to the City of Buenos 
Aires. The agreement ordered the relocation of the Federal Police occupying the plot, and 
determined that the place would become a ‘site of recovery of the historical memory of the 
crimes committed by state terrorism and for the promotion of human rights and democratic 
values’.137 El Olimpo was located at the heart of the middle-class neighbourhood of Floresta, 
in the western part of the city of Buenos Aires. From the mid-1990s onwards, several 
neighbourhood and human rights organizations, accompanied by survivors of El Olimpo 
and relatives of victims of that detention centre, mobilized to pressure national authorities 
to relocate the police and transform the place into a memory site. The active participation of 
neighbours in the struggle to expel the police, several of whom had lived near the building 
during the dictatorship, constituted a distinguishing element in this struggle. Another feature 
was the fact that all activities took place in the neighbourhood of Floresta instead of on the 
traditional location of the human rights organizations, the Plaza de Mayo.

Both the involvement of community members and the localized character of the struggle 
to recover a former secret detention centre were important new phenomena in Buenos Aires, 
starting in the mid-1990s. In several neighbourhoods of the city and some municipalities of 
the province of Buenos Aires, committed neighbours, accompanied by members of human 
rights organizations, developed initiatives to recover the memory of state terrorism in their 
localities. Experiences ranged from the recollection of information on the disappeared of 
the neighbourhood to the organization of commemorative activities for the victims. In the 
neighbourhoods and municipalities where secret detention centres had functioned during 
the military dictatorship, activities focussed on denouncing their presence and searching 
for means to convert them into memory sites. These initiatives to recover secret detention 
centres were part of a broader phenomenon that was not limited to Buenos Aires but was 
also visible in other parts of the country. Several of the local groups that emerged in the 
neighbourhoods of Buenos Aires were also influenced by the events of 19 and 20 December 
2001, when citizens took to the streets en masse and new forms of collective action developed 
that had a strong territorial and anti-institutional character.

The growing diversity of actors in the struggle for truth, justice and memory deepened 
the debates over the past but also enhanced the potential for conflict. In this chapter, I will 
describe how different local groups initiated a struggle for memory in constantly shifting 
relations with institutional politics, and often in conflict with each other. I will explore 
this through a detailed analysis of the process that converted El Olimpo from a ‘site of 
impunity’ into a memory site. The case gives insights into the construction of memory at 

137 Convenio N° 27/GCABA/SC/04, Boletín Oficial de la Ciudad Autónoma de Buenos Aires, 18 October 
2004 (núm. 2047)
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the local level, shows the impact of official policies and national developments on local 
politics, and sheds light on the dilemmas that arise when trying to construct memory 
with a multiplicity of actors. The first part of the chapter shows that the initiatives in the 
neighbourhood of Floresta were part of a broader phenomenon of ‘decentralization’ of 
memory to the neighbourhoods. The second part focuses more specifically on El Olimpo, 
and analyses the different initiatives that arose to re-signify El Olimpo when the police was 
still occupying the building. Finally, the official decision to relocate the police initiated a new 
phase in the debate, which will be discussed in the last part of the chapter. Examples from 
other experiences of converting former detention centres into memory sites show that the 
dilemmas that arise in this context are not exclusive for the Olimpo case.

From the plaza de mayo to the neighbourhoods

The local memory commissions and initiatives that emerged from the mid-1990s onwards 
were part of a broader transformation in the struggle for truth, justice and memory. As we 
saw in chapter three, an important part of the human rights movement became increasingly 
oriented towards remembering the disappeared as individuals rather than as a collective 
of victims. A parallel development was the growing interest of this sector in ‘materializing’ 
memory through monuments and other memory marks. The phenomena of ‘individualization’ 
of the disappeared and of ‘materialization’ of memory through the establishment of markers 
of memory became visible through the multiple commemorations that were organized in 
the context of the twentieth anniversary of the military coup. These tributes centred on a 
particular group of disappeared, such as for example students or hospital employees, and were 
often accompanied by the placing of a plaque or another commemorative sign. Furthermore, 
the initiative was often not taken by the human rights organizations, but by former 
colleagues or study companions of these disappeared persons, many of whom had not been 
previously active in the struggle for truth, justice and memory.

The local memory commissions that arose within the neighbourhoods were one 
more expression of this growing diversity of actors and forms of remembering. At the 
same time, these commissions generally wanted to do more than just organize one single 
commemoration. They also aimed at reconstructing the memory of the neighbourhood 
and creating awareness about the crimes that had been committed during the military 
dictatorship. They had a small-scale and territorial approach but with an explicit agenda of 
social change. In this sense, they were also inscribed in the broader process of ‘decentralization’ 
of collective action that was set in motion in the 1990s in response to a growing disillusion 
with traditional politics. In this section I will show how the emergence of local memory 
commissions was one of a number of broader developments both in the struggle for truth, 
justice and memory and in the field of collective action, and I will discuss the ways in which 
these commissions contributed to the construction of a collective memory of the dictatorship.

New voices and new places for truth, justice and memory
In November 1994, the Faculty of Architecture of the city of La Plata organized a homage to 
Carlos de la Riva, ‘Fabiolo’, victim of the Triple A and the first of a long list of disappeared 
and assassinated students and professors of the faculty. This activity initiated a ‘boom of 
commemorations’ (Da Silva Catela 2001: 183-6). What characterized these commemorations 
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was that they clearly delineated ‘symbolic frontiers and group membership’, as Da Silva 
Catela (2001: 173) formulates it. She writes that: ‘If, in a general way, people talk about “the 
disappeared”, these tributes make explicit which disappeared one wants to talk about and 
remember through them’. The necessity to regroup the disappeared according to their activity 
at the moment of their disappearance constituted ‘an important and innovative difference 
within the field of collective expressions that seek to, among other things, give back their 
identity to these individuals…’ Thus, whereas in the 1980s actions were oriented towards 
denouncing the disappearances as a collective drama, these new commemorations were about 
remembering the disappeared for who they had been, reconstructing them as individuals 
with determinate social and political identities (Diáz 2002: 39).

Many of these initiatives were also intended to create a collective consciousness about 
the repression and to denounce the consequences of impunity. Therefore, they frequently 
resulted in the erection of monuments and the placing of plaques, the planting of trees or 
the painting of murals, which both rendered a tribute to the disappeared while denouncing 
their absence. The commemoration in the Faculty of Architecture in La Plata resulted in the 
creation of a monument. In other faculties of both La Plata and Buenos Aires and in several 
secondary schools, plaques were placed with the names of the victims of these institutions. 
Other markers of memory have been murals, as in the Faculty of Veterinary Sciences, or 
photographs as in the Faculty of Natural Sciences, both in La Plata (Da Silva Catela 2001: 
194). ‘Urban marks’ (Díaz 2002: 35) to remember the victims of repression, repudiate the 
facts or denounce places in public space also multiplied from 1996 onwards. In the city of 
La Plata, a municipal decision was adopted in 1996 that ordered the signposting of all the 
places that had been used as secret detention centres. The plaques were collocated three years 
later on two police buildings (Da Silva Catela 2001: 208-9). In the city of Buenos Aires, in 
March 1996, a small square in the neighbourhood of San Telmo was renamed ‘Plaza Rodolfo 
Walsh’, after the disappeared journalist and Montonero Rodolfo Walsh. That same year, on 
the anniversary of the Madres de Plaza de Mayo on 30 April 1996, a street in the fancy area 
of Puerto Madero was renamed Azucena de Villaflor as a tribute to the first president of the 
Madres disappeared in December 1977 (Feitlowitz 1998: 191).138

The neighbourhood commissions were part of these new expressions of memory. Among 
their members were also persons who did not have a previous history of militancy in human 
rights organizations, although these initiatives rarely came from persons who had not 
personally known a story of repression. As Pablo, member of one of the first groups working 
on memory explains:

We started […]. Afterwards, people of the neighbourhood who did not have anything to do with 
us or with this story saw us work and people started to join us. But the initiative, the impulse 
always comes from somebody who has to do with this story, who was politically active or…in the 
case of Vecinos de San Cristóbal, something similar occurs, I know three who have a recognized 
activism in the Association of Ex Detained Disappeared, the other one is now in Familiares […] 
and [another person], who has always been there and was a lawyer for political prisoners, and then 
neighbours have joined. (Interview PL 22.10.2004)

138 The renaming of the street after Azucena de Villaflor was part of a broader initiative of renaming the 
streets of Puerto Madero with names of well-known Argentine women. See also: Página/12, 09.03.1996.  
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Pablo himself was once a member of the Marxist PRT-ERP and a political prisoner. In 
another of these pioneer commissions, four Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo were among the 
initiators as well as several other relatives, brothers and sisters and former companions of 
militancy of the disappeared.

In Buenos Aires one of the first commissions that started to work on memory in their 
neighbourhoods was the Comisión por la Memoria, la Verdad y la Justicia de Liniers, Villa Luro 
y Mataderos. These three neighbourhoods are located in the southwestern part of the city 
of Buenos Aires and constitute one voting district. It started as an initiative of inhabitants 
of Liniers and Mataderos, particularly of persons who carried out militant activities in 
these neighbourhoods in the 1970s, and four Madres de Plaza de Mayo living there. The 
commission was created after the commemoration of the twentieth anniversary of the coup. 
After the massive demonstration on the Plaza de Mayo, they felt the need to transpose 
memory activities from the Plaza de Mayo to their neighbourhoods, ‘because’, as Teresa, one 
of the founding members of the commission and a militant in the 1970s, explains:

Here they walked, here they thought, because here they dreamt, because here they went to school, 
because here they worked. Plaza de Mayo is something of the government, but this is theirs. 
They were here, like we are here. This is our territory. So the homage has to be here, so that this 
neighbourhood will know that there were people who thought, who wanted something else, and 
for wanting and thinking differently, they are not here anymore. (Interview TB 20.11.2006)

They realized their first public activity on 24 November 1996. It consisted of planting trees 
for the disappeared of the neighbourhood on a central square of Liniers, and placing a 
commemorating plaque and a monument. They have repeated this activity every year, 
published a book with the stories of the disappeared in 2004, organized commemorations in 
front of the houses of the victims, painted a mural and have recently also initiated educational 
workshops in the schools of the three neighbourhoods.139

Another neighbourhood commission that initiated activities related to the military 
dictatorship in 1996 was the commission Encuentro por la Memoria, working in the 
neighbourhoods of San Telmo, La Boca and Barracas in the south of Buenos Aires. The 
group was composed of about ten persons, several of whom had been militants in the 1970s, 
and who were performing social and political activities in the neighbourhood La Boca. In 
the mid-1990s the group decided to work on memory in the neighbourhoods of San Telmo, 
La Boca and Barracas. Their first public activities concentrated on denouncing the presence 
of a former secret detention centre in San Telmo, Club Atlético. Club Atlético was once a 
huge old building located along Paseo Colón, a central avenue in the southeast of the city. 
Between February 1976 and December 1977, approximately 1,500 persons were held captive 
in the cellars of the building. In 1977, the military government destroyed it to construct a 
highway passing above Paseo Colón. Survivors of Club Atlético had been claiming for years 
that a secret detention centre had functioned under the highway, and had been working on 
a historical reconstruction of the centre. In 1996 Encuentro por la Memoria gave visibility to 
these denunciations by organizing activities under the highway together with the survivors 
of Club Atlético, relatives of the victims and human rights organizations. In order to mark 

139 Comisión por la Memoria, la Verdad y la Justicia de Liniers, Mataderos y Villa Luro, Por la Memoria 
(Buenos Aires, 2004); Interview EC 09.11.2006; Interview TB 20.11.2006. 
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the place where Club Atlético had once existed, they constructed a totem, which they placed 
on one of the columns of the highway. The totem was destroyed several times but they 
replaced it and later also organized other artistic expressions on that location. The group has 
also carried out a thorough investigation on the disappeared of the three neighbourhoods, 
reconstructing not only lists of names but also life stories, and organized commemorative 
activities in front of the houses where they disappeared.140

The third commission that was created in this period was the commission Vecinos de 
San Cristóbal contra la Impunidad, working in the neighbourhood of San Cristóbal in 
the southeast of the city. In 1997, a group of neighbours gathered to participate in an 
escrache against Héctor Vergéz, a man who had been one of the torturers in the La Perla 
concentration camp in Córdoba. On the day of the escrache, Vergéz left the neighbourhood 
and the group dissolved. According to Silvina, who participated in this first escrache, they 
didn’t think it was necessary to create a new organization working on human rights if several 
already existed. However, in 2001 H.I.J.O.S. invited them to participate in another escrache 
against an ex-commissioner living in the neighbourhood and who had been a member of the 
para-police group Triple A in the 1970s. After the escrache, which took place in September 
2001, the neighbours remained organized as Vecinos de San Cristóbal contra la Impunidad. 
Like the commission of Liniers, Mataderos and Villa Luro and the group Encuentro por la 
Memoria, they proposed to work on the memory of the neighbourhood. They denounced the 
presence of a former detention centre in their neighbourhood and carried out research on 
the disappeared of the neighbourhood of San Cristóbal. This resulted in a commemorative 
activity on 20 March 2004, during which they marched along the main avenue of San Juan 
from the street of Virrey Cevallos to Boedo, and planted seventy trees on both sides of the 
avenue. Each tree represents a disappeared or assassinated person of the neighbourhood. At 
the foot of each tree a plaque gives information about the disappeared person.141

The decentralization of memory and collective action
The different local initiatives to reconstruct memory in the neighbourhoods were clearly 
inscribed in the broader struggle for truth, justice and memory, and its initiators identified 
with the aims of the historical human rights organizations. At the same time, however, 
what did differentiate these neighbourhood initiatives from the approach of the historical 
human rights organizations was their decentralized character. They focussed on territories 
and on groups that were not necessarily within the reach of the historical human rights 
organizations, which traditionally used to mobilize on the Plaza de Mayo and make political 
claims on the state. The neighbourhood commissions wanted to take the subject of the recent 
past to an environment where people had been marked by the military dictatorship and the 
repression but were not accustomed to speaking about it. Thus Pablo, member of Encuentro 
por la Memoria explains:

140 Interview PL 22.10.2004; Delia Barrera, ‘Desenterrando el horror…para hacerlo memoria’, Tantas vidas, 
tantas voces año 2, nº6 (December 2002) 4-5. 

141 Interview SB 12.11.2004; Carlos Lordkipanidse, ‘Organización para la lucha desde los barrios’, 13.12.2000, 
www.exdesaparecidos.org.ar; ‘Documento de la Comisión de escrache de H.I.J.O.S., Noviembre de 2001’, 
in: Colectivo Situaciones, Genocida en el barrio. Mesa de Escrache Popular (Buenos Aires 2002); Revista 
H.I.J.O.S., Año 6  nº12 (Summer 2002) 15; Página/12, 19.03.2004; Página/12, 21.03.2004.
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…we did not propose big things, we proposed something concrete, our point of departure was 
the major lack of information and the need for society at large to take over these claims [of the 
human rights movement]; that it would not be the human rights organizations anymore, but 
the whole society who, through its organizations, its different expressions, would take over the 
subject of the disappeared, of memory. So we thought that it was a qualitative change: it is not 
only family members of the disappeared, the intention was to try to put the subject in a concrete 
social environment that the disappeared activists had passed through. (Interview PL 22.10.2004)

These objectives were very similar to those of the organization H.I.J.O.S. when they 
introduced the escraches. Like the neighbourhood initiatives, H.I.J.O.S. wanted to generate 
a different consciousness among ‘common’ citizens. They wanted to reach sectors of society 
that were not necessarily informed or concerned about the recent past and who chose to 
go to the neighbourhoods instead of to the Plaza de Mayo. In this context, it is important 
to notice that the escraches went through important transformations over the years, one 
of which was the revalorization of the work in the neighbourhoods, especially in Buenos 
Aires. The escraches originated in this city, rather spontaneously and in joint collaboration 
with neighbours, especially with the group Encuentro por la Memoria. However, H.I.J.O.S. 
soon received widespread media coverage, which led them to increasingly prioritize actions 
that would guarantee media attention above their work in the neighbourhoods.142 In 2001, 
after a number of badly-organized activities which resulted in poorly-attended events, the 
branch in Buenos Aires seriously revised this conception of the escraches and decided to 
‘go back to the neighbourhood, carry out militant actions from door to door, talk with the 
neighbours, not depend on the media and many other things’.143 This resulted in pre-escrache 
activities, extended over a period of three months, and which were meant to inform the 
neighbourhood and stimulate the participation of community members in the organization 
of the escrache.144 H.I.J.O.S.-Capital also revived the slumbering Mesa de Escrache Popular, 
which used to be a support group of the commission of escraches of H.I.J.O.S., and 

142 Encuentro por la Memoria was among the first groups to organize its own escraches in 1997, at a time 
when the escraches of H.I.J.O.S. had not yet acquired visibility. In these first escraches, Encuentro por la 
Memoria attempted to favour the work in the neighbourhood above the act of repudiation itself. However, 
they stopped organizing escraches when this political practice became increasingly mediatised through its 
association with H.I.J.O.S. (Interview PL interview 22.10.2004). 

143 ‘Documento de la Comisión de escrache de H.I.J.O.S., Noviembre de 2001’ in: Colectivo Situaciones, 
Genocida en el barrio. Mesa de Escrache Popular (Buenos Aires 2002). The decision to revise the escraches was 
also part of a more general process of revision of H.I.J.O.S-Capital after an internal crisis. It also resulted 
in the decision to accept the participation of persons who were not of the so-called ‘four origins’ (children 
of disappeared, assassinated, former political prisoners and exiles). In practice, since the beginning of 
H.I.J.O.S., young persons had been participating in the activities of the organization, but they were not 
allowed to participate in the weekly assemblies where all the decisions were taken. They constituted a 
so-called frente de apoyo. From 2001, this support group became an integral part of the organization, its 
members being allowed to participate in the decision-making process. This was called Población abierta. In 
some regional sections of H.I.J.O.S. Población abierta had been accepted from the start, as was the case in 
Córdoba and in Rosario (Bonaldi 2006: 174-6; Interview ET 26.05.2003).

144 Several activities were organized during these three months. The activities started with informing 
the neighbourhood through posters, folders and talks with the neighbours. Later, activities to inform 
people about the history of the dictatorship were organized. These could be conferences, an open radio 
programme in the neighbourhood, a series of movies, Teatro por la Identidad, different artistic groups 
with a well-known support for the human rights movement and their cause, etc. (Fieldnotes, 20.11.2004; 
Interview RI 22.11.2004; Interview LL 08.12.2004).
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transformed it into an independent entity unifying all neighbourhoods, social and political 
organizations that were interested in participating in the organization of an escrache. In this 
new concept, H.I.J.O.S. would become only one of many organizing actors. Indeed, the Mesa 
de Escrache Popular generally had thirty to forty participants working on the organization 
of an escrache, whose membership included only up to ten from H.I.J.O.S. The mesa grew 
increasingly independent over time, and from 2004 onwards H.I.J.O.S. was no longer even 
participating.145

Both the Mesa de Escrache Popular and the commissions working on memory in their 
neighbourhoods chose for a small-scale approach, and set themselves concrete and feasible 
objectives. Reflecting on the territorial character of their commission, Eliana, member of the 
commission of Liniers, Mataderos and Villa Luro explains: ‘…the neighbourhood aspect, I 
think it has to do with the fact that beyond remembering this people in their natural places, I 
think it makes it more dynamic to be able to work at the level of the neighbourhood, it gives 
it a more realistic scale, more accessible […]. It is a bit like the politics of decentralization 
that is used today, to be able to work with a smaller unit, more operational’ (Interview EC 
09.11.2006). Instead of trying to acquire power through ‘taking the state’ or ‘transforming 
the institutions’, the goals were more modest, as is expressed in the following quote from a 
member of the Mesa de Escrache Popular. In her evaluation of an escrache organized against 
a priest in 2004, she stated that she hoped that the escrache had contributed to:

145 See: Interview RI 22.11.2004; Interview LL 08.12.2004; Interview AHG 21.12.2004. 

Picture 8 and 9. Pre-escrache activities for the escrache to the priest Hugo Mario Bellavigna 
in the neighbourhood of La Paternal, 20 November 2004.
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…leave the subject installed, lets say…I don’t know, the common neighbours, I think it is very 
difficult that they would go to the march of the escrache […], that they would sing ‘Church and 
dictatorship,’ […] ‘Church garbage’ (Iglesia y dictadura, Iglesia basura) (laughter) but…for me, lets 
say, I hope so! I don’t know if it will be a hundred percent, but I do hope that these guys will feel 
something, that they will not remain totally indifferent, […] I don’t know, if they receive these 
folders three weekends on a row, that…this, that…minimally, they think and take sides and that 
maybe they feel like going onto the street or applauding, even though they would not dare to 
participate in the march, that is at least what interests me. (Interview LL 08.12.2004)

To a great extent, this transformation of the landscape of social protest in Argentina 
was a consequence of the crisis of representative democracy.146 Traditional political parties 
failed to contain political aspirations and were often considered corrupt, inoperative and 
grandiloquent. Political parties were also seen as sources of division and fragmentation, 
especially the leftist parties that participated in different forms of social protest and collective 
organization. On the subject of leftist political parties Teresa, member of the commission of 
Liniers, Mataderos and Villa Luro stated: ‘The issue here is the political parties of the left, 
they are very extremist, but not operational. They always see a problem everywhere (le ven la 
quinta pata al gato), you see, and I am not into this anymore. Everything is bad, they never 
see the good side’ (Interview TB 20.11.2006). Political parties in general also failed to connect 
to the daily reality of common citizens. Referring to the political parties that were active in 
the Law Faculty where he was studying, Manuel, a member of an independent student group 
explained: ‘…they do not emerge from daily reality, these folders (of the political parties), 
these slogans, rather they come from a general programme that was created outside the 
faculty and that is imposed on the student population. So you are talking about things that 
do not respond to your concrete needs. And this makes you look like as if you’re from another 
planet’ (Interview MB 25.10.2003).

Aspirations for social change became increasingly channelled through alternative forms of 
collective action that organized outside traditional political party structures, had a territorial 
character, and stated concrete demands. Their internal organizational structure was generally 
horizontal and decision-making was based on consensus. This ‘organizational and expressive 
format’ (Svampa 2005: 232) would also become common within the broader movement of 
unemployed that emerged in the mid-1990s and gained strength and visibility in the context 
of the economic and institutional crisis of 2001-2002. The twenty-fifth anniversary of the 
military coup in March 2001 was strongly marked by the context of economic recession. 
Social and political organizations spoke of ‘economic genocide’ and demands for a change 
in economic policies were central in the commemoration. At the main event on the Plaza 
de Mayo the Madres LF stated that ‘the struggle of our children is our struggle’, an assertion 
that re-affirmed the revolutionary ideals of the generation of the disappeared. The ceremony 
culminated with the words of the leader of the Zapatistas, Subcomandante Marcos, which 
inscribed the struggle for truth, justice and memory in a broader Latin American search 
for alternatives to neoliberalism and representative democracy. Multiple commemorative 
activities were organized both at the local level of Buenos Aires and throughout the country, 
thus, in Lorenz’s (2002: 96) words, ‘repeating the phenomenon of 1996’.147

146 See also chapter three.
147 See also chapter three.
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This state of mobilization continued throughout 2001, and reached a climax at the end 
of the year, when on 19 and 20 December 2001 people took to the streets. The protests were 
a direct response to a discourse pronounced by former President De la Rúa in which he 
declared a state of siege after acts of plundering in cities of the interior and in the suburbs of 
Buenos Aires.148 Argentines responded with huge protests everywhere, the famous caceralozos 
– people banging on pots and pans – that started in the neighbourhoods and ended on the 
Plaza de Mayo. These protests were heavily repressed, but also led to the fall of President 
Fernando De la Rúa and his government. The following year was characterized throughout 
by the emergence of all kinds of social and political organizations whose binding slogan 
was: Que se vayan todos (Let them all leave), asking for all the politicians to leave the scenery. 
Among them were the movements of unemployed, the different experiences of fábricas 
recuperadas, factories broken and abandoned by their owners in the context of the crisis and 
that were taken over by their workers, and numerous cultural groups and alternative media. 
One of the major forms of protest that emerged in the wake of the December days were 
the asambleas barriales, or popular assemblies that were constituted in all the neighbourhoods 
of Buenos Aires and in some of the localities of the urban periphery. They were generally 
composed of middle- to lower class inhabitants of the neighbourhoods of Buenos Aires 
and appealed to heterogeneous groups with varied aspirations, but bound by a generalized 
rejection of representative democracy (Dinerstein 2003: 187-200; Svampa 2005: 264-6; Talpin 
2007: 205-10).

The popular assemblies participated actively in the anniversary of the military coup on 24 
March 2002, and their presence contrasted with the absence of signs and members of the 
traditional political parties (Svampa 2005: 23). In the neighbourhoods, these assemblies 
became the main form of collective organization in 2002. This influenced the work of the 
existing memory commissions in different ways. Silvina, member of Vecinos de San Cristóbal, 
recalls that some people left the group to participate in the popular assemblies (Interview 
SB 12.11.2004). Encuentro por la Memoria decided to get involved in the popular assembly 
of Plaza Dorrego of the neighbourhood of San Telmo and influence the process from 
within. Besides promoting social projects for the neighbourhood, they also tried to stimulate 
an interest for the recent past. They organized special events on 24 March and stimulated 
the assembly to become a participant in the project to recover Club Atlético (Interview PL 
22.10.2004). In general terms, the events of 2001 had a profound impact on public space. In 
the words of Rafael, member of the Mesa de Escrache Popular, after 2001 ‘the street has never 
been the same again’. Whereas in previous periods people had often been reluctant to take 
the streets, they were now constantly organizing all kinds of public activities, the escraches 
being one of the favourite forms of protest (Interview RI 22.11.2004). The high levels of 
mobilization and sensibility made it easier for the commissions working on memory to 
introduce their subject in the neighbourhoods.

Reconstructing the memory of the neighbourhood
The neighbourhood commissions have contributed in different ways to the construction of 
memory. In the first place, they have importantly contributed to the elaboration of the history 
of the repression through the compilation of lists of the disappeared and the reconstruction 
of their life stories. For the commissions that have taken the job, it has implied a great 

148 For a detailed analysis of the plundering in Buenos Aires, see: Auyero 2007. 
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investigatory effort. The groups Encuentro por la Memoria and Vecinos de San Cristóbal 
completed the painstaking job of looking through the files of the truth commission. It took 
both commissions at least a year to go through all the files, because the disappeared had not 
been denounced per neighbourhood or locality. The disappeared of the capital city were all 
archived in one big file, and so the commissions had to check the postal codes of these files 
one by one to see whether they coincided with the postal codes of their neighbourhoods. 
Other sources of information were the newspapers of the period, searching for references 
of enfrentamientos (armed confrontations) in the neighbourhoods (Interview PL 22.10.2004; 
Interview SB 12.11.2004). Spreading information about the undertaking on the local radio 
was another means to recollect information on disappearances in the neighbourhoods. 
Furthermore, the commemorative activities organized in the neighbourhoods also led to 
more information and new names (Interview TB 20.11.2006).

Secondly, the neighbourhood commissions contributed to breaking silences within the 
families of the disappeared. An important part of their work consisted of contacting the 
families to corroborate information and inform them about their activities. In this context, 
the members of the commissions received a wide range of reactions. Pablo recalls that when 
they contacted the families, they found persons ready to talk but others who would rather 
shut the door (Interview PL 22.10.2004). Similarly, in San Cristóbal, many relatives were 
reluctant to participate. Silvina recalls that they met siblings who refused to talk because 
members of the commission had already come three times, a father who asked them how 
much he should pay, and one elderly man who even threatened to prosecute them if they 
used the name of his daughter. A threat to which Silvina responded that in that case he 
would have to do the same to ‘the CONADEP, the Inter American Commission, the 
Secretary of Human Rights, all those who have names. Because the name of your daughter 
is in the Nunca más’. But, the opposite also happened, as siblings came all the way from 
Mendoza, Bahía Blanca or the province of Buenos Aires to assist during the ceremony of 
planting trees for the disappeared (Interview SB 12.11.2004).

For many of these families, it was not common at all to speak openly about their personal 
experience of loss and suffering. In this sense, the activities of the commissions could have a 
disruptive effect, as Eliana, member of the commission of Liniers, Mataderos and Villa Luro, 
explains:

We have had companions who have written their story and later got sick. We have had one 
case that was really a psychiatric case. His own problems added to this, yes, yes, it has provoked 
personal crises, family crises, some mother who fell ill after planting the tree, it has been very 
mobilizing […]. It is painful, for the elderly people it is very difficult, for the brothers and sisters 
as well. For the brothers and sisters as well, because besides the fact that it generates things that 
one sometimes…they seem so simple, but there are issues of guilt, pains, resentments, you see… 
(Interview EC 09.11.2006)

However, it could also be healing, as it was for S., companion of a disappeared. S. had 
never told her daughter anything about her father until she was invited to write down her 
story. After knowing the truth, her daughter could do the necessary genetic exams and 
adopt the name of her disappeared father (Interview EC 09.11.2006). Conscious of the 
delicate situation of many relatives, the commission of Liniers, Mataderos and Villa Luro 
has always paid special attention to giving them sufficient emotional support, and has been 
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keen on stimulating their participation in the process of reconstruction of the memory of the 
neighbourhood. The book that they have published on the disappeared of the neighbourhood 
is a compilation of the memories of these relatives. In order to help those who had difficulty 
in writing down their stories, they organized workshops. For some of the relatives, it was the 
first time that they spoke openly about their experience.

Neighbourhood commissions also played a role in reviving the memories of the 
dictatorship among residents who were not personally affected by the repression through 
the organization of activities. In order to inform and confront the neighbourhoods of San 
Telmo, La Boca and Barracas with the absence of several of their former residents, the group 
Encuentro por la Memoria made posters containing basic information on each disappeared 
(who he was, whether he had children, what his relation was to the neighbourhood, etc.), 
and spread them all across the three neighbourhoods. The posters preferably also included 
a picture so as to ‘humanize the disappeared’, as Pablo formulates it. They also identified 
the houses where these persons had been living, and asked the neighbours whether they 
knew that this or that person had disappeared and how this had occurred. These activities 
culminated in a march, the ‘march of the torches’, on 25 March 2001, which has been 
repeated every year since then. The point of departure of the march was the house of one 
of the disappeared of the neighbourhood. From there the column of people marched 
through the neighbourhood, stopping at all the houses where someone had disappeared. On 
the pavement in front of each house, they painted the silhouette of the disappeared on the 
ground, and wrote down his name. The march ended at Club Atlético. The marking of the 
houses showed similarities with the ritual of the escraches, where people also wrote slogans 
on the pavement. The intentions were also similar, in the sense that the marking of the 
houses of the disappeared was a means to confront the neighbours with their own denial, as 
Pablo explains: ‘After this, nobody could say that he did not know that in this house there 
had been a disappeared’ (Interview PL 22.10.2004).149

When reflecting on the presence of community members in the march of the torches, 
Pablo states that their presence in the march was impressive. Thus he recalls enthusiastically: 
‘You could see how, as you were advancing, people you knew from the neighbourhood joined 
us. People of whom you would say: “I never thought that this person could have some kind 
of solidarity or some relation to this topic in this sense”’ (Interview PL 22.10.2004). In the 
neighbourhoods of Liniers, Mataderos and Villa Luro, where the commission has also 
organized commemorative activities in front of the houses of residents, these commemorative 
activities have led to new information on the experience of repression in the neighbourhoods. 
Particularly illustrative of how activities in the neighbourhoods can contribute to the 
reconstruction of the local history of the repression is the case of San Cristóbal, where the 
commission was able to identify a former secret detention centre in the neighbourhood, in 

149 The group Encuentro por la Memoria is also one of the main initiators of a new project that has started in 
the context of the commemoration of the thirtieth anniversary of the military coup in 2006, the baldosas 
de la memoria (tiles of memory), which are to be placed throughout the city of Buenos Aires. These 
baldosas de la memoria are colourful tiles with the names of one or several disappeared persons, placed 
where these persons were disappeared, used to live, study, work or carry out militant actions. A municipal 
regulation gives the initiative a legal framework. In order to make the work of the neighbourhood 
commissions more operational in this context, the network Barrios X la Memoria y la Justicia has also 
been created, uniting the various neighbourhood commissions of the city of Buenos Aires (Interview EC 
09.11.2006; Página/12, 02.04.2006).
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the street of Virrey Cevallos. A resident living close to a house that was used as a secret 
detention centre during the dictatorship approached the members of the commission 
telling them that ‘there was something strange with the place’ (Interview SB 12.11.2004). 
The commission started to do research and found out that the building had been a secret 
detention centre during the military dictatorship. They denounced its existence and pressured 
the Legislature of the City of Buenos Aires to expropriate the building.150

The activities to denounce the presence of a former secret detention centre in San 
Cristóbal have also helped some of the neighbours living close by to speak up about their 
experiences as witnesses of terror. Silvina recalls the period after the discovery had been 
made public as follows:

In the beginning, the neighbours wouldn’t say anything. But slowly they started to speak. And 
there are testimonies that are incredible, how the people…the terror that has made the people 
keep this to themselves during all these years and then they tell it with such anguish…I would say 
almost like somebody who makes a declaration of being guilty. […] For instance: in the building 
where this companion lives (the one who spoke about the secret detention centre), an older 
woman of seventy years old came down from the building, so a journalist interviewed her, and she 
said: ‘I have my room stuck to the wall of this house, and I heard the screaming, but I never told 

150 Interview SB 12.11.2004; Natalia Concina, ‘Virrey Cevallos 630 (Barrio San Cristóbal)’, Tantas Vidas, 
Tantas Voces Año 3, nº8 (December 2003) 8-11.

Picture 10. The house in the street 
Virrey Cevallos that was used as a secret 
detention centre during the military 
dictatorship.
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Picture 11 and 12. Mural made by the popular assembly Plaza Dorrego of the neighbourhood 
of San Telmo on 24 March 2002. The mural is a typical representation of Argentine history 
in the post-2001 context. Starting in 1976, it ends in 2001 with the text: ‘do not cover this 
mural, we are about to change the movie’.
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my daughter because I didn’t want her to suffer’. The daughter was there and said to her: ‘mom, 
you heard?’ And see how many years passed by, twenty-seven years. So she says: ‘as for me, it is the 
first time, because you, the journalists, are here, that I raise my head to look at this horrible house.’ 
She said: ‘I am not going to look at it ever again’. (Interview SB 12.11.2004)

Similar accounts are to be found in other neighbourhoods where secret detention centres 
were located. Several recent experiences of recovery of former secret detention centres show 
that these kinds of projects can stimulate residents to speak up about their experience. In 
a number of cases, residents of the neighbourhoods where these former detention centres 
are located have been either among the initiators of the projects, or have been stimulated 
to participate. In the case of the secret detention centre of Virrey Cevallos, the commission 
of Vecinos de San Cristóbal has played a crucial role in achieving the expropriation of the 
building. In the case of Club Atlético, where an excavation project was started in 2001, 
the group Encuentro por la Memoria has persistently drawn attention to the presence 
of this former detention centre. Similarly, in the case of El Olimpo, local groups have 
played an important role in denouncing the presence of the secret detention centre in the 
neighbourhood. These local groups show many similarities with the initiatives described in 
the previous sections. At the same time, secret detention centres have a significance that 
transcends the neighbourhoods where they are located, and give the local process of memory 
a particular dynamic that will be discussed in the following sections.

El Olimpo: from site of impunity to site of memory

El Olimpo functioned as a secret detention centre for six months during the last military 
dictatorship, from August 1978 until February 1979. It was part of a circuit of several secret 
detention centres in the city of Buenos Aires: Garage Azopardo (1976 until February 1977), 
Club Atlético (February 1976 until December 1977), El Banco (December 1977 until August 
1978). The link between the centres was that when one of these centres was dismantled, its 
detainees could be displaced to another recently opened centre.151 El Olimpo was the last 
one of these centres to be established. According to information from the National Secretary 
of Human Rights, approximately a thousand persons have passed through El Olimpo, of 
whom about a hundred persons survived. The name ‘El Olimpo’ was given to the place by 
the victimizers, who considered themselves to be like the Gods of the Olympus. They had 
the power to do whatever they wanted with the detainees.152 Eight blocks from the building 
another secret detention centre was located, Automotores Orletti, which functioned prior to 
the existence of El Olimpo from May until December 1976, according to estimations. It was 
a crucial instrument in the repression practised in the context of Operation Condor, and 
was especially used for detainees from the surrounding countries: Uruguayans, Chileans and 
Bolivians.153

151 Milva Benítez et.al., ‘De luchas y sobrevivencias’, Tantas vidas, tantas voces Año 1, nº2 (March 2001) 9. 
152 Laura Di Ciano et.al., ‘Cerca de casa, los dueños de la vida’, Tantas vidas, tantas voces, Año 1, nº3 ( June 

2001) 9-13.  
153 Anabel Alcaide, ‘Automotores Orletti. La cueva multinacional’, Tantas vidas, tantas voces, año 3 nº7 (May 

2003) 9-15.
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In 1984, after the return of democracy, the CONADEP paid a visit to the building of El 
Olimpo, accompanied by survivors. By the time they visited the place, the part where the 
detainees had been held had already been destroyed. Nevertheless, compared to other secret 
detention centres, the information on El Olimpo is quite complete. According to Ana, a 
former detained-disappeared of El Olimpo and El Banco, the survivors of El Olimpo have 
been able to reconstruct almost entirely the list of the disappeared of El Olimpo, including 
their name and surname (Interview AFB2 09.10.2003). After the democratic transition, the 
building remained in the hands of the Ministry of Internal Affairs. In 1995 it was occupied by 
the Federal Police, which installed a Planta de Verificación Vehicular on the terrain. This plant 
was in charge of the technical revision of cars, to check whether they were in good enough 
condition to be driven. This was an obligatory procedure for anyone owning a car in the city 
of Buenos Aires.

The former secret detention centre had its impact on the neighbourhood. El Olimpo 
is located in the heart of the neighbourhood of Floresta, and the building used to be 
the terminal of a tramway in the 1930s. In those years, it played an important role in the 
urbanization process of the southwestern part of city, connecting the southwest with the rest 
of the city of Buenos Aires. From the 1960s onwards, it became the terminal of the bus nº5, 
a bus line that took people all the way to the centre. Additionally, the building is located on 
the crossroads of several important streets of the neighbourhood. There are houses located in 
front of the building, and a primary school is situated fifty metres from it. Gabriela used to 
live three blocks away from El Olimpo during the military dictatorship and witnessed the 
transformation from a common building of the neighbourhood into a secret detention centre. 
She used to go there all the time, until one day she discovered that the bus stop had been 
removed, in the year 1977. She saw how the buses were re-routed and the building walled in. 
When she tried to find out why this had happened, she was told that the building would now 
be used as a garage and was given orders from the police guarding the building not to ask any 
more questions (Interview GN 09.10.2003).

Gabriela was seventeen years old when this happened. Her testimony shows how the 
presence of El Olimpo progressively took hold on the direct surroundings and the people 
living close to the building. She kept returning to it. She did not know what was going 
on but had the feeling that it was something terrible. Some neighbours had commented 
that they had seen trucks coming in at night, so she wanted to find out. Typically, when 
democracy returned and she asked them again, the same neighbours claimed they had not 
seen anything. According to Gabriela, people knew but were afraid: ‘I was not the only one, 
another companion, […] also remembers this place perfectly and she knew perfectly well 
that this was a chosen place. What happened was that you did not have a clue about what 
happened inside, but you knew that these places were occupied by the police for some reason’. 
Later in the conversation she returned to the issue and insisted:

But listen, how can it be that you live in front of the place, you see that from one day to another 
the police is there, they start making constructions inside the building, they start covering 
everything, how can it not catch your attention? On the corner there was a carpenter in front of 
El Olimpo, in a place that now is abandoned, the carpenter knew perfectly. Because Mario Villani 
(a survivor of El Olimpo) told me that they used to whistle at him and ask him things. (Interview 
GN 09.10.2003)
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Several rumours also circulated about El Olimpo, for example that neighbours saw 
pregnant woman walking in the yard of El Olimpo, that the residents living close to the 
building saw the trucks coming in and out, but the stories remain confused and contradictory 
(Interview FM 30.10.2003; Interview AM 30.09.2004). The encounters organized by the 
different organizations working on the topic of El Olimpo have shown that some neighbours 
are willing to talk about their personal experiences. Thus in one of the first encounters 
organized by one of these groups, one resident recalled: ‘I used to pass by El Olimpo at night 
and heard screaming, and in the beginning I thought it was cats. You couldn’t pass because of 
the powerful lights on the pavement, or because they wouldn’t let you pass’. Listening to his 
story, another neighbour recalls: ‘I was studying in the Liceo 2 of Caballito and we used to 
stop there. They told us it was a madhouse, I was about fifteen, sixteen years old. Ambulances 
and military cars would go in and out. What we heard gave us a good enough impression 
of how horrible it was… We stopped going because we thought it was a madhouse and 
we decided not to go there anymore’.154 In a video realized in 1996 containing testimonies 
of persons who lived close to former secret detention centres, among them El Olimpo, 
many contradictions emerge. Almost all the informants state that they perceived strange 
movements in and around the building, but when asked directly, they claim that they knew 
nothing.155

These confused memories show how difficult it is to get a grip on what people knew and 
what they did not know about the repression. This remains one of the most difficult issues 
when trying to understand the social mechanisms that make possible widespread human 
rights violations. There are numerous examples of conscious and unconscious denial of, what 
Cohen (2001: 1) defines as ‘information that is too disturbing, threatening or anomalous to 
be fully absorbed or openly acknowledged’. Clearly, people use defence mechanisms to avoid 
knowing. The secrecy of the repression in Argentina made it easier for people to deny what 
was happening. Still, even witnessing an abduction did not mean that people understood the 
full meaning of what they saw. Feitlowitz (1998: 151) recalls how one of her informants, Suki, 
told her about witnessing a kidnap on the streets. Even after having spoken about what she 
saw, this woman still stated full of doubt: ‘Even now, you have to wonder. Did it happen? 
Can it be?’ When Feitlowitz reminded her that she saw it with her own eyes, Suki answered: 
‘No, we knew nothing. Even now’. Similarly, in a very different context, Bourgois (2005: 111) 
shows how ‘genocides unfold invisibly in front of ethical witnesses’. While in Auschwitz in 
1943 working as a forced labourer, Bourgois’s father did not know about the gas chambers. 
The extermination of Jews was unfolding before his eyes, yet he did not see it.

At the same time, among the neighbours of Floresta, feelings of shame and guilt for 
not having been able to do anything regularly emerged in the context of the workshops 
organized in the neighbourhood. In some cases it was also one of the principal motivations to 
participate and start initiating activities related to the recent past and particularly El Olimpo. 
Evangelina for instance, has lived her whole life in the neighbourhood. In 1996, as a director 
of the primary school located nearby El Olimpo, she initiated a project on memory in her 
school. She motivates her initiative in the following terms: ‘I was not of those persons who 
knew what was happening in all its magnitude, and I think that in some way it was a means 

154 Vecinos por la Memoria, ‘Registro del Encuentro del 7 de noviembre de 2003’.
155 María S. Cantino and Graciela Guilis, Vecinos del horror. Los otros testigos (Buenos Aires 1996); See also: 

Florencia Levin, ‘Memory and Amnesia in the South. How societies process traumatic memories of 
violence and conflict’, Presentation at the SEPHIS Workshop, Bangladesh 20-23 January 2006. 
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to elaborate and appease my lack of participation and presence at that moment’ (Interview 
EM 20.08.2003). When I asked Gabriela, who has been active in the struggle to give a new 
meaning to El Olimpo, what this involvement meant to her, she did not want to answer at 
first. At this point she got very emotional. ‘What I can say…or what I want to say’, she finally 
continued, ‘is that I took this as an emblem of struggle to repay to a certain extent what I felt 
as a personal debt. Because when you remain with the heartaches of what you weren’t able to 
do and the leftovers of all the persons that were taken away you would want to do something, 
even though it is minimal’ (Interview GN 09.10.2003). For Evangelina, the presence of El 
Olimpo so close to the school where she was working also had a strong impact: ‘The presence 
of that building fifty metres from the school was a fundamental motivating source and it still 
conditions our work. Because it is a permanent presence, with its ghosts, its obscurity, with 
the fact that it is still occupied by the police, it’s as though every story is revived’ (Interview 
EM 20.08.2003). Clearly, the presence of El Olimpo has left strong marks on some of the 
inhabitants of the neighbourhood, which find their expression in silences, confusion, shame, 
but which have also been a source of activism, as we will see in the following section.

First initiatives for El Olimpo
The first activities related to El Olimpo can be traced back to 1994. At that time some 
neighbours, human rights organizations and political parties started to organize activities 
in the neighbourhood. However, these were sporadic activities, generally on 24 March, and 
with very little participation from the neighbourhood. One of the only neighbourhood 
organizations that participated in these activities was the group Vecinos Solidarios de Floresta, 
which was created in the early 1990s and consisted mainly of people with some kind of 
previous political activism record. The first activities were centred on the question of impunity. 

Picture 13. Bus nº5 passing the building known as El Olimpo.
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With the police occupying the building, it became the symbol of the impunity towards the 
crimes of the past. Mobilizations in front of El Olimpo had to do with denouncing the 
presence of the police and making public the fact that it had been a secret detention centre. 
In 1995, two members of the city council wrote a first law project to transform El Olimpo 
into a museum of memory ( Jelin and Kaufman 2000: 97).156

On the twentieth anniversary of the military coup, several activities converged which 
led to public activity in front of the building, and to what Lorenz (2002: 84-5) calls a 
controversy between the state and human rights organizations. The two councillors renewed 
their proposal for a museum of memory in El Olimpo, and together with human rights 
organizations, victims and neighbours, they invited people to attend a symbolic inauguration 
of the museum. Furthermore, the primary school located near to El Olimpo had realized 
an educational project on the military dictatorship for the first time that same year, and 
proposed to participate in the activity presenting the results of the project. Each class had 
made a wall-sized painting representing the word ‘Memory’ written with figures of little men. 
The idea was to put these paintings on the walls of El Olimpo. However, when the group 
arrived in front of the building, the police had surrounded the block. The presence of police 
and even of anti-riot armoured trucks created a tense atmosphere and showed the lack of 
official support for these kinds of initiatives ( Jelin and Kaufman 2000: 97).

In general terms, in 1996 there was still little interest among common residents to 
participate in activities related to El Olimpo. Testimonies of those who participated in those 
first activities show that the neighbourhood used to look but not to participate. Marta, who 
participated in some of the activities organized by Vecinos Solidarios de Floresta in 1996, 
recalls:

We were fifteen souls (gatos locos), the people of the neighbourhood used to look at us very 
disapprovingly. We did the demonstrations anyway, we used to leave from the side of Orletti and 
walk to El Olimpo, and the whole way we would make a little bit of noise and the neighbours 
would get out of their houses making signs at us, insulting us. People only changed their attitude 
after 2000, or 1999, at least in the part of the neighbourhood where the demonstration used to 
take place. But until that moment people would ask: ‘What’s their problem?’ (Interview MF 
06.10.2004)

Similarly, Evangelina, the director of the primary school, recalls that at that time it was still 
very difficult to get people to accept her memory proposal. Thus, she explains: ‘I invited eight 
schools of the neighbourhood to participate in this project in 1996. All of them told me 
they would consider it but they didn’t even answer the proposal’ (Interview EM 20.08.2004). 
Evangelina was even denounced to the Secretary of Education by a family who had members 
working for the Federal Police.157

156 See also: Página/12, 17.09.1995.
157 The accusation did not work out as this family had expected, because it brought the project to the 

attention of the Secretary of Education of the city of Buenos Aires, who declared it legitimate and part 
of the curriculum as established by the official authorities. 24 March is now officially included in the 
curriculum of all primary and secondary schools in the city of Buenos Aires, as the day to remember the 
military dictatorship (Interview EM 20.08.2004; Lorenz 2004a: 169; Gobierno de la Ciudad de Buenos 
Aires, 1976-2001. 24 de marzo, día de la memoria (Buenos Aires 2001) 3). 
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In 1999 a new group was formed that started to work on the topic of El Olimpo from a 
different perspective. Among its main initiators was Gabriela, who had participated in the 
activities of El Olimpo from the start. Gabriela was also a member of the Gestión Asociada 
del Oeste (GAO), a territorial network of research and participatory management, which 
treated urban issues in the western part of Buenos Aires. The GAO was a creation of the 
academic institution FLACSO, and was part of a project to implement a methodology of 
urban planning and management oriented towards increasing citizen’s participation in official 
policies. Gabriela proposed to include the case of El Olimpo in the GAO network. A group 
was formed, which is now known as the group Buscando un Destino de Uso Público para el 
Olimpo (Buscando un Destino), with the purpose of applying the FLACSO methodology 
on the case of El Olimpo and with the institutional backing of the GAO network. The 
FLACSO methodology implied the implementation of a decision-making process in 
which all the actors with an interest in El Olimpo – neighbours, social, political, cultural 
organizations that might be interested, human rights organizations, professionals, but also 
official authorities – were invited to participate actively through a number of workshops. 
These preparatory workshops led to a final workshop where a decision would be made by 
consensus on what to do with the place. The decision adopted in the final workshop was 
to be implemented through official measures. As the FLACSO methodology was about 
urban planning, it implied that El Olimpo would not be treated exclusively as a symbol of 
state terrorism, but should be considered for what the building represented within the urban 
context. This meant that, for instance, the fact that the place had previously been a tramway 
terminal and therefore an important element in the urbanization process of western Buenos 
Aires, should also be taken into account. Furthermore, because of its location in the city, it 
should include green space.158

The group of people who started to work on El Olimpo were not all members of GAO. 
It was a relatively small group in the beginning, mostly composed of people living in the 
neighbourhoods surrounding Floresta. The group included two students, a teacher, an 
anthropologist, and an employee of the park of Avellaneda, where an experience of 
co-governance functioned, involving residents of Floresta and its surroundings and the 
city government of Buenos Aires. Ages and political affinities varied as well. In 1999 and 
2000, the group managed to organize three workshops, inviting the neighbourhood, official 
institutions, social and political organizations, and human rights organizations. During these 
workshops, professionals and members of the national and local government were invited 
to talk about the possibilities of converting the place into a memory site. The participants 
were also invited to perform several exercises in groups. The exercises were designed to make 
people reflect collectively on the period of the military dictatorship and often turned into 
very emotional moments (Interview EC2 23.11.2004; Interview FR 8.10.2004).

Nevertheless, the group encountered a lot of difficulties in gaining acceptance in the 
neighbourhood. Their initiative was received with hostility and distrust. These difficulties 
mostly had to do with the institutional aspects of the project. In the first place: GAO was 
a problem. The network did not have enough legitimacy in the neighbourhood. People did 
not know the GAO network and looked upon it with distrust. Secondly, the idea of using 
a methodology was not appreciated. It gave the participants the idea that they were being 

158 GAO, ‘Buscando un Destino de uso público para el Olimpo’, Documento base, versión preliminar Mayo 
de 2001.
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confronted with a project that was already so structured that they had no say in the matter. 
In the words of Paulina, one of the members of the GAO group: ‘The people were a bit 
paralysed when we first used the word “methodology”. They started to become nervous. It 
was a word that seemed a bad word, we were only proposing a working scheme’ (Interview 
PB 24.09.2003). Thirdly, the proposal to invite official authorities to discuss the question of 
El Olimpo was criticized. For many people, including human rights organizations, it was 
very difficult to accept that a dialogue was possible with official authorities that allowed 
the impunity for past violations to persist. This criticism grew stronger as the general 
context of economic, institutional and social crisis also increased. Finally, the human rights 
organizations also criticized the fact that the GAO project proposed to treat El Olimpo as 
an urban issue and not exclusively as a symbol of state terrorism. According to them, the fact 
that the building had previously been a tramway terminal was unimportant in the light of 
what the building had been used for since.

Although the group managed to organize three workshops, it was also boycotted by 
specific groups and was not able to achieve legitimacy in the neighbourhood. Furthermore, 
in December 2001 the situation exploded in Buenos Aires, and social protests due to the 
economic and institutional crisis made it impossible to speak about the case of El Olimpo 
and even less to speak of co-government. Paulina recalls:

For us, as participants of this project, it was very difficult to come to the assemblies with our topic, 
at a historical moment in which there was a huge economic crisis, where people didn’t know 
whether they would get back their savings, where they didn’t know whether they would still have 
a job, nobody knew who was going to be the president… It was almost crazy to come with this 
project, it was suicidal, it was like throwing it to them, giving it to them, and then: what were they 
going to do? (Interview PB 24.09.2003)

This situation coincided with the death of one of the members of the group who had been 
one of the most active promoters of the project. The last action of the group before their 
reorganization in 2003 was to promote a law to declare El Olimpo a historical site. Protection 
was becoming urgent because information had been published in the press on the fact that 
the building of El Olimpo might be sold to the supermarket chain COTO. On 28 June 
2002 the Legislature of the City of Buenos Aires approved a law that declared El Olimpo a 
historical site (Interview GN 09.10.2003).

The impact of 19 and 20 December 2001
The crisis of 2001 and the subsequent wave of social protest in the following year also had 
a great impact on the neighbourhood of Floresta, and introduced the phenomenon of the 
popular assemblies that proposed different forms of political participation and representation. 
In general, the popular assemblies that emerged in the different neighbourhoods of Buenos 
Aires had a series of characteristics in common. In the first place, they brought very different 
kinds of personalities together, although the main social origins of its members was 
middle class, with some lower class participants. They started as protest forums attempting 
to organize social protest and create new forms of practising politics. Consensus and 
heterogeneity emerged as key concepts to give these ideals consistency (Talpin 2007: 203-18). 
However, in practice many of these ideas failed to concretize. The groups were generally too 
heterogeneous and the goals too ambitious. Decisions were often taken by vote instead of 
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by consensus. Furthermore, many assemblies developed an exclusionary character: either you 
would conform to the culture of the assemblies, or leave. Another problem was that members 
of the leftist parties as well as intellectuals participated in these experiences and tried to 
impose their political ideas. As a consequence, most of the persons who had joined with the 
idea of transforming the traditional, often authoritarian way of doing politics were driven 
away from the assemblies. The diversity of personalities and objectives, and later the growing 
sectarianism, ultimately led to the dissolution of many of these assemblies (Dinerstein 2003: 
187-200; Svampa 2005: 40-1).

The neighbourhood of Floresta was no exception in this process. All over the 
neighbourhood popular assemblies emerged, strongly rejecting official authorities and 
anybody who had been associated to them. Those residents who had participated in the 
experience of co-management in the park of Avellaneda could hardly go to the assemblies. 
They were either repudiated or ‘looked at with defiance’, as Fabio, participant of the assembly 
of Avellenada, recalls (Interview FM 30.10.2003). At the same time, there was a generalized 
interest among the neighbours to participate in any kind of activity. Fabio, who had also 
participated in the initial actions of Vecinos solidarios de Floresta, recalls: ‘This had never 
happened to me, to participate in a kind of activity that would generate so much sympathy 
and not this strange thing that told you, when we did the demonstrations here [in the 1990s], 
that the people saw you as a strange animal. […] Participation in the assemblies was very 
active and almost family-oriented, with the kids, with everything’. According to Fabio, ‘the 
first six months of 2002 were the most intense’ (Interview FM 30.10.2003). He himself 
participated in the popular assembly of the Park of Avellaneda, which later moved to a 
building near the park. A canteen was organized, a place where poor families could come to 
eat daily, and for Fabio the larger ideological purpose of the assembly vanished. Instead of 
discussing and organizing activities that could contribute to a change in power relations and 
political practice, everything became centred around the activity of the canteen. Furthermore, 
one person had taken over the leadership of the assembly and organized matters in an 
authoritarian way, which ultimately led to most participants leaving.

This led to the creation of a new group in 2003, whose members almost all came from this 
popular assembly or other popular assemblies in the neighbourhood. What bound them was 
a participation in the organization of the marches for the anniversary of the coup and other 
activities related to El Olimpo. They also shared the will to give a new impulse to the ideals 
of the first period of the popular assemblies, such as constructing politics from the bottom 
up, outside the institutional channels, and through horizontality and consensus. They decided 
to call themselves Vecinos por la Memoria and to centre their activities on a concrete question, 
El Olimpo. They formulated three specific objectives: the police should leave the building; it 
should become a memory site; and finally: encourage a debate in the neighbourhood on the 
recent past and the meaning and impact of El Olimpo in the neighbourhood. El Olimpo 
would be a means to stimulate political activity in the neighbourhood, create awareness 
about what had happened in the past and its connection with the problems of the present. 
The ultimate goal was that through increased political participation and awareness based 
on different principles and values, existing power relations and forms of social organization 
could be transformed.

In the second half of 2003 and the beginning of 2004, the group organized four encounters 
with neighbours, to stimulate discussion on the meaning and impact of El Olimpo in the 
neighbourhood and to start brainstorming about what to do with it. For the first encounter 

proefschrift-Drunen.indd   145 27-04-10   09:26



| 146 |

they invited survivors of El Olimpo to speak about their experience, and confronted their 
experience from ‘inside’ with that of the neighbours living ‘outside’.159 The encounters were 
always organized in the form of a workshop, the participants being divided into groups and 
given a specific task, like writing a narrative, playing a scene, drawing graffiti. Notes were 
taken of all the encounters, and the ideas that emerged during these meetings on what to do 
with El Olimpo were noted down and included in a preliminary project, which was finished 
in June 2004.160 Another activity consisted of placing a table several blocks away from El 
Olimpo, in Lacarra and Rivadavia every Saturday between 11 am and 1 pm. Here members of 
the group sold yerba mate161 to sustain their activities financially, and offered a platform for 
neighbours interested in talking about what they knew about El Olimpo.

According to Adriana, member of Vecinos por la Memoria, information started to 
circulate in this context on what had happened in the neighbourhood during the dictatorship, 
although much of it was based on rumours and gossip. People apparently did feel the need to 
talk:

At the table that we started to put in Lacarra and Rivadavia, which was one of the first activities 
we organized, appeared this necessity of the people to speak. They would look at us, they knew 
that the subject was El Olimpo and they started to tell us things, give information. It was like the 
people had never allowed themselves to talk about the topic, nobody had brought it up and said: 
‘well, lets talk about this’. (Interview AY 21.09.2004)

Besides these encounters with neighbours, Vecinos por la Memoria also regularly denounced 
the presence of El Olimpo through paintings on the walls of El Olimpo stating: ‘Tortures 
took place here’, ‘Assassinations took place here’, ‘We will come back for the 30,000 
disappeared’. They also organized festivals and activities such as a ‘hug to El Olimpo’, 
where a big group of participants would hold hands all along the building of El Olimpo to 
protest against the police presence in the building. These actions gave them visibility in the 
neighbourhood.

They sought contact with other organizations working on memory in their neighbour-
hoods, particularly with the group working in the nearby neighbourhoods of Liniers, 
Mataderos and Villa Luro. But they also had contact with the Comisión de Derechos Humanos 
de Uruguayos en Argentina, whose members were interested in the case of the former secret 
detention centre Automotores Orletti, where many Uruguayans had disappeared. One of 
the basic principles of the group was that anybody who was interested could participate, and 
their weekly gatherings on Saturday were open to everybody. The group started with eight 
persons, but grew significantly in 2004, and in 2005 the most active members of the group 
were approximately twenty persons who gathered weekly. Most of its members also took part 
in political or social activism in other groups. Two members of the AEDD also participated, 
another person combined Vecinos por la Memoria and the Mesa de Escrache Popular, one 
woman was also a Madre de Plaza de Mayo and so on. The political practice was horizontal, 

159 Fieldnotes, 26.09.2003; Interview AY 21.09.2004. 
160 Vecinos por la Memoria, ‘Ante proyecto Olimpo’, June 2004. 
161 Yerba mate is a special tea typical from Argentina and Uruguay. Yerba is generally produced by large 

agricultural producers and sold in the supermarkets. The yerba mate sold by Vecinos por la Memoria 
comes from small producers in the north of the country.
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Picture 14, 15 and 16. The ‘hug to El Olimpo’ organized by Vecinos por la Memoria.
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nobody could speak on behalf of others, nor participate on behalf of a political party or group, 
and decisions were taken by consensus, even if this implied hours of discussion.

Tensions and new developments
By the time Vecinos por la Memoria appeared, the group Buscando un Destino de Uso 
Público para El Olimpo (GAO) had been inactive for a while. It soon became clear that 
Vecinos por la Memoria was not interested in the experience of the other group. Among 
the persons that were now members of Vecinos por la Memoria, some had been among the 
harshest criticasters of the GAO initiative. During their activities, they never mentioned 
the existence of the group Buscando un Destino. In a document giving an overview of 
their activities, they referred to the first activities organized by the now dissolved group of 
Vecinos Solidarios de Floresta, but did not speak about the previous experience of the other 
group.162 Several months after they first initiated their activities, Vecinos por la Memoria still 
did not know that El Olimpo had been declared a historical site. This lack of recognition 
caused irritation among the members of the group Buscando un Destino. The tensions that 
were latently present between these two groups became evident in the course of 2004 as the 
national context turned more favourable to memory issues.

The main problems between the two groups were concerned with ideological differences. 
The persons participating in these two groups had very different ideas about how to achieve 
social and political change. The group Buscando un Destino believed in social change 
through the implementation of institutional measures, and therefore sought collaboration 
with the official authorities and institutions that would ultimately have to secure these 
measures. They evaluated activities in terms of achievements, in terms of the decisions that 
had been taken, the measures that had been approved. The group Buscando un Destino was 
composed of several persons who already had experience in co-government in the context of 
other projects, one person was a representative of the Legislature of the City of Buenos Aires 
and another member of the group was her assistant. Most of them were also critical of the 
popular assemblies. Elsa expresses her distrust of the assemblies in the following way:

No, no, I didn’t believe in this and didn’t participate in any assembly. […] In the first place, 
because the thing of the assemblies, this screaming, and many participants raising their hand 
and expressing their opinion without any argumentation, and that everybody…that what you say 
remains in the air but that nothing is written down, nothing remains of what has been said, no, 
no…[…] I don’t want to use my energy for that. I believe in the word, the word in the right 
place, the precise word, not the word because of the word and shouting. No, that is not my nature. 
(Interview EC2 23.11.2004)

Vecinos por la Memoria on the other hand emerged from the popular assemblies and 
spoke in enthusiastic terms about the days of social protest of December 2001. They generally 
interpreted it as a point of departure for something new. Marta expresses this feeling as 
follows: ‘It really changed after 2001, I think that December 2001 changed all of us, at least 
the ones who are active in this (El Olimpo). We started going to the assemblies, and to look 
for a way to change this situation’ (Interview MF 06.10.2004). Vecinos por la Memoria was 
seen as an attempt to implement the ideas of a different kind of politics introduced by the 

162 Vecinos por la Memoria, ‘Ante proyecto Olimpo’, June 2004.
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popular assemblies. As this was their main objective, they evaluated activities in terms very 
different to that of the group Buscando un Destino. An activity had been positive if a lot of 
people had participated, if the atmosphere was good, if people were enthusiastic, and a long 
discussion to achieve a consensus was evaluated as positive because it showed that everybody 
was willing to change its way of doing things. Concerning the relation with the government, 
most of the participants of Vecinos por la Memoria believed in the Que se vayan todos slogan. 
They distrusted official authorities and institutions and considered that the only attitude to 
adopt towards local and national authorities was one of opposition and demand. Employees 
of the government might be nice people, but they were ultimately always functional to the 
system. Thus, according to Leonardo: ‘What can the progressive director of a school, fighter 
against the system, do? He can do many things but he will have a structural limit. What 
can a minister do? A minister will directly have to obey orders. The higher up you go in the 
ranking list, the more inflexible the pressures and the directing measures become’ (Interview 
LG 06.12.2004). This conception made it impossible to collaborate with official authorities.

Changes in the national policy from 2003 onwards made it seem possible for these 
groups to realize some of their goals. In 2003 Kirchner assumed presidency and he made 
the demands of truth, justice and memory one of the core issues of his presidency.163 The 
consequence of this change in national policies was that human rights organizations could 
achieve some of their long-term demands. At the local level of Buenos Aires, they could 
already count on a rather favourable policy since the election of Aníbal Ibarra as mayor of 
the city in 1999. Ibarra created the post of Director of Human rights, which was elevated to 
Under-Secretariat of Human Rights after his re-election in 2003. The Under-Secretariat of 
Human Rights enjoyed good relations with most of the human rights organizations. They 
worked together in the context of the mixed commission of the park of memory created 
in 1999, and in the context of the excavation project of Club Atlético initiated in 2002. In 
the commission of Club Atlético, human rights organizations, survivors, neighbourhood 
organizations and the Under-Secretariat of Human Rights and other official entities had 
been working together since 2002. Furthermore, in December 2002, law 961 was approved by 
the Legislature of the City. This law created the Instituto Espacio para la Memoria (Institute 
Space for Memory, IEM). It was elaborated through an intensive collaboration between 
human rights organizations and legislators, and established the creation of an institution in 
the city of Buenos Aires, which would supervise all the memory projects of the city. The law 
stated that all the places that had been detention centres would come under the supervision 
of this institute. The institute itself would be constituted of representatives of the human 
rights organizations, representatives of the different political blocks of the Legislature of the 
City, and important persons in the field of human rights.164

However, the experience of mixed commissions was limited to human rights organizations 
and the Under-Secretariat and progressive legislators of the city of Buenos Aires. These 
experiences were not well known outside the circle of human rights organizations. Law 961 
was unknown to many of the neighbours organizing around El Olimpo. Apparently, there 
was a lack of communication between local initiatives and the historical human rights 
organizations. Furthermore, despite progressive policies of both the Under-Secretariat of the 
city and the National Secretariat of Human Rights, both institutions also lacked transparency 

163 Kirchner’s policies will be discussed more extensively in chapter six and seven. 
164 This will be discussed more extensively in chapter six. 
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about their goals and activities. Official authorities had their own agenda, which was not 
necessarily communicated with the various groups organizing in the neighbourhood. Thus 
in March 2004, the National Secretary of Human Rights, Eduardo Luis Duhalde, stated 
in a newspaper interview that they had been working for several months on the subject of 
El Olimpo, and that members of the National Secretariat of Human Rights had already 
visited the place with survivors of the secret detention centre.165 Meanwhile, Vecinos por la 
Memoria had unsuccessfully been trying for months to make an appointment with Duhalde.

The increased activity of the national authorities on issues related to the recent past, 
and the perceived lack of transparency on their motivations and goals, led to two different 
reactions among the persons working on El Olimpo, which were in line with their previous 
strategies. On the one hand, Buscando un Destino saw the positive attitude of the national 
government as a reason to re-initiate its activities. They believed that they had to make use 
of this situation to implement institutional measures that would secure the continuity of El 
Olimpo as a memory site. It was more than ever the moment to renew contacts with official 
authorities. For Vecinos por la Memoria on the other hand, the attitude of the government 
was a reason to redouble the pressure on the authorities and to reaffirm its demands. Thus 
for different reasons the two groups increased their activism and by doing this entered into 
a power struggle to impose their ideas on what to do with El Olimpo. The latent tensions 
between these two groups came to light when the group Buscando un Destino tried to 
organize an activity on El Olimpo. The group wanted to organize a festival on 16 August, 
the day that the centre was officially opened in 1978. They contacted the Secretariat of 
Human Rights, which proposed organizing the festival in the building. As soon as Vecinos 
por la Memoria found out about the proposal, it declared its opposition and managed to 
gain the support of members of historical human rights organizations and other political 
organizations. The festival had to be cancelled after harsh discussions.

What was the problem? Besides the fact that the proposal came from the group Buscando 
un Destino and the Secretariat of Human Rights, without having consulted Vecinos por 
la Memoria previously, the members of this group totally disagreed with several aspects of 
the proposal. They disagreed with the idea of entering the building and engaging in a public 
activity without having performed a prior technical check of the place to find any juridical 
evidence. They also disagreed with the idea of organizing a public activity with the police still 
occupying the building. Leonardo explained the criticisms of his group as followed:

Their proposal was something unimaginable from our point of view, politically and technically it 
was a disaster. They wanted to organize a festival during which people would walk through the 
former detention centre, walk through the facilities, they were going to paint where there had 
once been cells, they were going to paint lines with whitewash where all this had been, without 
organizing a technical inspection of the place beforehand, without searching for proof that might 
still be there and which would make the reopening of juridical processes possible. […] It seemed 
something terrible to us. And besides, it seems terrible to us, this vision of coexistence of officials, 
human rights organizations and the police on the other side of the spectrum as if nothing had 
ever happened. (Interview LG 06.12.2004)

165 Página/12, 29.03.2004.
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In the process initiated as a consequence of the discussion on the festival proposal of the 
group Buscando un Destino, more and more actors appeared who were somehow implicated 
in El Olimpo. Thus contact was finally established between all the actors interested in 
working on the case. The struggles for El Olimpo acquired more visibility among the human 
rights organizations, which had until then focussed their attention on other issues. Another 
consequence was that Vecinos por la Memoria became an actor that could hardly be ignored. 
Furthermore, the differences between Vecinos por la Memoria and the group Buscando un 
Destino finally became explicit. Vecinos por la Memoria sent out an electronic communiqué 
informing that they considered it necessary to distance themselves from the networks of 
GAO and FLACSO. Explaining their position they wrote: ‘Our differences are political, in 
terms of content and form; in terms of the point of departure, the methodology and the 
development, and finally our objectives. Based on concrete events that have taken place, 
we believe that a joint construction with those who developed this project is not possible. 
There is a lack of the minimum amount of trust required to sit down and work together’.166 
Finally, a group of survivors of El Olimpo who had been participating in the process of either 
Vecinos por la Memoria or Buscando un Destino, now became an actor in its own right, 
starting to participate as a group and presenting its own proposal on what to do with El 
Olimpo.

Who is in charge of the place?

What the previous section has shown is that throughout the 1990s several neighbourhood 
initiatives were founded to deal with the presence of the former detention centre in the 
neighbourhood. Politicized and conscious neighbours of Floresta and its immediate 
surroundings were interested in using the presence of El Olimpo as a point of departure to 
rethink the memories of repression in the neighbourhood. However, the persons involved 
in the two main initiatives adopted a completely opposite approach to the issue, which 
resulted in tensions and mutual distrust. The differences between the two groups were also 
an expression of a more general division in the field of collective action between those who 
chose for an institutional approach, and those who distrusted the institutions and preferred 
to operate outside the system. This resulted in a tense situation that ended in an open conflict 
when official authorities arrived on the scene. Underlying the conflict was a struggle on who 
would receive the credits for bringing El Olimpo under public attention, and ultimately 
who would have more ‘rights’ when deciding what to do with the building. As the following 
section will show, this conflict continued after official authorities decided to expel the police, 
but acquired a different dynamic with the involvement of survivors and representatives of the 
human rights organizations. Furthermore, we will see that disputes over who should be in 
charge were not confined to El Olimpo but also occurred in the context of other projects for 
the recovery of former secret detention centres for memory.

‘Neither police nor government employees, El Olimpo for the Neighbourhood’
In the period after 16 August 2004, Vecinos por la Memoria increased protest actions in the 
neighbourhood to demand a number of measures. These measures included the relocation of 

166 Email communication Vecinos por la Memoria, 20.09.2004.
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the police occupying the building and the appointment of a special technical commission to 
check the building for any juridical proof. They also requested that El Olimpo should become 
a memory site in the hands of neighbours and human rights organizations. They organized a 
‘hug to El Olimpo’ on 25 September 2004 to call public attention to their cause. The activity 
was well attended and also received some media attention.167 A few days later, on 4 October, 
an agreement was signed between the national government and the city government. The 
agreement sealed the transfer of the building from the national Ministry of Internal Affairs 
to the city government, the relocation of the police within a term of 180 days, the visit of a 
special commission to investigate the place, and the assurance that the place would become 
a memory site, under the supervision of the yet to be concretized IEM. In his discourse, 
Kirchner referred to Duhalde’s declaration in the newspaper in March of the same year, and 
explained that the question had suffered delays, but that when he saw images of the ‘hug to 
El Olimpo’ on television he decided to accelerate the process.168 This anecdote is recalled by 
Vecinos por la Memoria to argue the importance of their actions in making the agreement 
possible.

Obviously other factors also played an important role in the government’s decision. Some 
have pointed to internal disputes between the National Secretariat of Human Rights and 
the Under-Secretariat of Human Rights of the city government. There were many pressures 
being exerted from different sides. The children of the school close to El Olimpo had sent 
the Commission of Human Rights of the Legislature of the City a demand to pass the 
building from the national government to the city government, and some legislators were 
considering the case. These external pressures were important to accelerate the process. But 
the official decision to remove the Federal Police from El Olimpo had already been taken 
months earlier. A meeting Kirchner had with the children of the disappeared in November 
2003 proved a decisive moment. During this meeting, the children of the disappeared 
mentioned the presence of the Planta de Verificación Vehicular in El Olimpo, and one of them 
explained how hard he found it to have to go to such a place for the obligatory procedure 
of the technical revision of his car. Kirchner responded that he was unaware of this fact and 
officially instructed the Secretary of Human Rights and the Minister of Justice to initiate 
the necessary procedures to modify this situation.169 This can be considered the starting 
point for the official involvement in the case of El Olimpo. In the interview with Duhalde in 
March 2004 mentioned earlier, the Secretary of Human Rights explained that they had been 
working on El Olimpo for several months and that ‘there is a presidential decision, shared 
by the Minister of Justice’ concerning the relocation of the Federal Police. He also explained 
that they had already visited the place accompanied by survivors and had been cleaning it 
up because ‘the whole area where the secret detention centre had functioned was a nest of 
different rats and where garbage and junk had accumulated’. He further announced that 
‘soon we will enter the phase of debating with the survivors and the neighbourhood assembly, 
who took on the responsibility of fighting for the preservation of El Olimpo, and discuss 
with them the future characteristics of these dependencies’.170

The agreement that was signed in October 2004 implied a substantial change in the 
setting around El Olimpo. Officially, El Olimpo would fall under the supervision of the IEM. 

167 Página/12, 26.09.2004.
168 Página/12, 05.10.2004.
169 Página/12, 21.11.2003; Informal conversation with a participant in the meeting, 12.12.2009. 
170 Página/12, 29.03.2004.
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However, at that time the institute had not yet been constituted, and until that was the case 
the Under-Secretariat of Human Rights of the city government took over the issues that 
fell under the orbit of the IEM. Therefore, meetings between the different actors involved 
in El Olimpo took place at the Under-Secretariat of Human Rights of the city government, 
which also determined the conditions of participation. The format applied was the same as 
the one used in the context of the excavation project of Club Atlético, in which human rights 
organizations, neighbours, survivors and family members of the disappeared participated in 
a mixed commission. According to this format, human rights organizations, and social and 
political organizations were allowed to send only two representatives to the meetings. Family 
members of those who had disappeared in El Olimpo and survivors of the centre were not 
governed by this restriction. The groups that initially participated in these meetings included 
Vecinos por la Memoria, the group Buscando un Destino, Madres LF, H.I.J.O.S., Abuelas, 
Familiares, Hermanos171, AEDD, the Comisión de Derechos Humanos de Uruguayos en 
Argentina, the Comisión por la Memoria de Mataderos, Liniers y Villa Luro, and survivors 
of El Olimpo, as well as employees of the relevant areas of the city government.172

In the context of these meetings, different positions clashed with each other, showing how 
difficult it was to construct memory among a multiplicity of actors. One of the main disputes 
in the first period was about the role of the official authorities in the management of El 
Olimpo. Conflicts emerged primarily because the group Vecinos por la Memoria opposed 
the process of institutionalization set in motion from October onwards. Vecinos por la 
Memoria was firmly opposed to any involvement of official authorities in the administration 
of El Olimpo. They wanted the government to provide the financial resources for the project, 
but wanted ‘the neighbours’ and human rights organizations to administrate the building. 
For this purpose, they were even trying to gain a legal status. The group of survivors was 
also suspicious of governmental involvement in the management of the building but 
did not believe in what they saw as a private enterprise in which ‘the neighbours’ would 
administrate the building. The group Buscando un Destino on the other hand believed that 
although civil society should participate in the process, it was the responsibility of official 
authorities to implement a memory policy and therefore take care of memory sites like El 
Olimpo. In practice however, despite efforts to reverse this situation, the participation of 
official authorities was already established through law 961 that stipulated that El Olimpo 
would ultimately fall under the supervision of the IEM. Furthermore, in the first year until 
the police left the plot in June 2005, meetings took place in the buildings of the Under-
Secretariat of Human Rights under the supervision and coordination of employees of the 
Under-Secretariat of Human Rights of the city government.

Vecinos por la Memoria resisted the institutionalization of the work in El Olimpo in 
different ways. They opposed the idea that they should send representatives of their group 
to the meetings in the Under-Secretariat for Human Rights, because they were against any 
form of representation. They had to conform, but tried to enhance their presence through 
sending two representatives of Vecinos por la Memoria, and several other members who 
would participate as relatives and survivors, who were not subject to any restrictions with 
regard to participating. They also tried to strengthen their position by arguing that they had 

171 Hermanos was the organization of brothers and sisters of the disappeared and was created in 2003. 
172 These were the Under-Secretary of Human Rights, the General Direction Historical Area, the Secretariat 

of Infrastructure and Planning and of the Centre for Participatory Management nº7 (Folder ‘Proyecto de 
Recuperación de la memoria del centro clandestino de detención, tortura y exterminio “El Olimpo”’).
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been the ones who had expelled the police. They felt that this gave them more rights than 
others.173 The Under-Secretariat of Human Rights of the city and the National Secretariat of 
Human Rights on the other hand recalled that the recovery of El Olimpo for memory could 
not have been possible without an official decision.174 Until May 2005, when the police finally 
left El Olimpo, Vecinos por la Memoria also continued to organize protest activities against 
the presence of the police, and against the presence of funcionarios, government employees. 
At the end of December 2004, they organized a ‘Popular festival “El Olimpo for the people”’ 
with the slogans: ‘For memory, El Olimpo for the neighbourhood’, and ‘Neither police 
nor government employees. El Olimpo recovered by the neighbours and the human rights 
organizations’.175

The position of Vecinos por la Memoria on the role of the state reflects a profound 
political crisis and a lack of confidence in governmental institutions, which can be seen as an 
extension of the institutional crisis that reached a climax in December 2001. The discussion 
also expresses more general tensions between moderate and critical positions, which ran 
through the entire movement involved in the struggles for truth, justice and memory and 
also divided organizations internally. These tensions were also present within the group 
Vecinos por la Memoria, as Leonardo, explains:

What we want is that it is the people that should be administrating the plot, reconstructing its 
memory without employees of the government. The thing is that maybe some companions are not 
so convinced of the possibility that this will happen, and up to what point one should negotiate 
if this doesn’t happen. Some of us will not accept that on this piece of land employees of the 
government and fighters (luchadores) live together, under any condition. Others perhaps are not so 
convinced of this. It is a discussion within the group. (Interview LG 06.12.2004)

According to Leonardo, the different positions depend on the goal one has set oneself: 
those who have set themselves the goal to enter the building and appropriate it will have 
to negotiate with the government. Whereas those who have set themselves the goal to 
change the system and existing power relations, will have no other choice than to refuse 
institutionalization through participation in co-government.

Who decides what to do with El Olimpo?
Behind the dispute over the role of the state in the process of memory construction in El 
Olimpo was the question concerning who would control the place and, by extension, who 
would be able to decide what to do. Each group had developed its own project for El Olimpo, 
and some important differences were evident. Thus for the group Buscando un Destino, it 
was of great importance that El Olimpo should be treated as a part of a broader vision on 
urban planning. This meant taking into account its location in the neighbourhood and its 
history beyond the use the building was given during the military dictatorship. This vision 
was firmly opposed by Vecinos por la Memoria, who wanted to focus on what the secret 
detention centre had meant for the neighbourhood, including when it was occupied by the 
police in times of democracy. As for the survivors, they wanted the place to become a ‘School 

173 Informal conversation with a member of Vecinos por la Memoria, Fieldnotes, 09.11.2006. 
174 Informal conversation with an employee of the Secretariat of Human Rights, Fieldnotes 09.10.2006. 
175 Folder Vecinos por la Memoria, 18.12.2004; Announcement Indymedia, 15.12.2004. 
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for Leaders’ that would provide the formation of union, social, political and community 
leaders. The organization H.I.J.O.S. in its turn was against the idea of leadership as well as 
against changing anything on the property, except signposting it. These initial proposals were 
presented in the first months of 2005, but discussions on what to do with the place interfered 
with the central debate on the role of official authorities in the process.

The dynamics started to change after the Federal Police left the building in June 2005. A 
Mesa de Trabajo y Consenso (Committee for Work and Consensus) was created, and started 
to function on the property. According to Liliana, this change had a positive impact on the 
participants of the commission, because the discussion now shifted to concrete issues:

It not only changed the dynamics of the situation, it changed the dynamics of the discussion, that 
is to say, it was like the first, second time that we gathered, ‘what do we do with this?’, was the 
theme. Concretely, what do we do with this? It is huge. Meeting in the dining hall of the city 
government was one thing, and meeting here was something else entirely. Here I am, now what 
do we do with all this? Are we going to continue here? (Interview LC4 30.11.2006).

Those who had argued that nothing should be changed on the property, like H.I.J.O.S., now 
realized that this position was unsustainable. Concretely, only one part of the whole property 
had been used as a secret detention centre, and the remaining section was a huge terrain 
without anything, just dirty and dark. Actually being in El Olimpo confronted them with 
the fact that changes to this part of the property had to be more substantial. Thus, as Liliana 
explains, ‘this thing that, well, “everything was the pozo”,176 well being here, this fell apart; not 
everything was the pozo. It seems that this thing of changing the site of our meetings was 
important, for us it was important’ (Interview LC4 30.11.2006).

The change of location of the meetings also coincided with a decrease in the level of 
conflict in the commission. According to Gustavo, one of the members of the commission, 
people got tired of the high levels of conflict and started to rethink their political practice:

All of us, at first, we wanted to say what had to be done, until soon…[…] I believe that because of 
the fatigue that resulted from the arduous, endless, at times heated discussions, this fatigue, which 
necessarily implied that if one continued in this way there would be no consensus possible and 
thus no Mesa possible, made each one of us rethink personally, without even speaking it out loud, 
that we had to word things in a less confrontational way, try to reach a consensus and understand 
that we were among companions, and that the best way was to listen to each other, to listen, this 
was the only way that this would be able to move forward. (Interview GL 20.11.2006)

Another development that also contributed to a different atmosphere was the fact that 
the group of Vecinos por la Memoria became internally divided on what attitude to adopt 
towards the commission and stopped participating in March 2006. Some of its former 
members continued to participate, and later reconstituted as the new organization Vecinos por 
la Memoria Olimpo-Orletti.177

176 The word pozo (pit) is frequently used to refer to secret detention centres during the military dictatorship. 
For a lexicon of the words and expressions used during the military dictatorship to refer to everything 
related to the repression, see: Feitlowitz 1998: 51-62.

177 Informal conversation with a member of the Mesa, Fieldnotes, 09.11.2006.
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As the character of the meetings changed, a consensus was reached on the fact that the 
part that had functioned as a secret detention centre should remain as it was, but signposted. 
What to do with the rest of the property remained an issue of debate. The commission also 
agreed on the organization of public activities and on the creation of a popular library on 
human rights. El Olimpo was opened to the public for the first time at the end of November 
2005. During a period of three days, people could visit an exhibition on the former secret 
detention centre Club Atlético and participate in workshops on the period of the military 
dictatorship.178 Other activities followed: a debate on genocide was organized, a documentary 
was shown on the situation in the schools of the province of Buenos Aires followed by a 
debate on education; a debate was organized on the Operation Condor, among other 
activities. A cycle of history workshops was also organized on Fridays in collaboration 
with the commission of Liniers, Mataderos and Villa Luro. According to Tomás, one of 
the members of the commission, the organization of these activities further contributed to 
decreasing the levels of confrontation because people got to know each other better:

It has always been difficult, what happens is that afterwards, the passing of time and the 
concretization of some activities and some objectives make you see what you have in common. 
When you organize an activity and you complete it, you realize that all this militancy that you 
had side by side with the other person was translated into something, then you feel more like 
companions. So I think that something like this happened, the time made us feel more like 
companions, that we got to know each other better. (Interview TC 07.12.2006)

Thus from the end of 2005, the commission entered a new phase, which could be qualified 
as a phase of construction, consolidation and institutionalization. An expression of this was 
the decision to hire two more governmental employees to assist the person already in charge 
of the administration of the property. These three employees formed a nexus between the 
city government and the commission. They also coordinated the meetings of the commission, 
took notes, and were in charge of the internal communication. At the same time, however, in 
this phase of construction, many of the differences that had first led to open confrontations 
remained present and resurfaced on various occasions. Although this was not discussed 
openly, there continued to be substantial differences among the members of the commission 
on how memory should be constructed and transmitted from the particular space of El 
Olimpo. Whereas some wished El Olimpo to be a space from which to intervene actively 
in the struggles of the present, others believed that the significance of El Olimpo lay in its 
history as a secret detention centre. The latter group thought that the work of the commission 
should concentrate on what had happened in El Olimpo, and its significance in the broader 
context of state terrorism. One participant expressed this difference by stating that he wanted 
to carry out militant actions, whereas others wanted to testify.179

This fundamental difference became evident in a discussion on whether the commission 
should participate in a front organized by secondary school students to protest against 
a wave of threats they had suffered at the end of 2006. This was firmly opposed by the 
representative of H.I.J.O.S., who argued that this should not be the function of the 
commission: ‘I think that the place of the Mesa should not be to talk about dismantling 

178 Página/12, 26.11.2005.
179 Informal conversation with a member of the Mesa, Fieldnotes, 09.11.2006.
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the repressive apparatus. Here in the Mesa, we have to talk about El Olimpo’.180 Part of 
the problem also lay in the different conceptions of what the objective of the commission 
was. H.I.J.O.S. was particularly strict in stating that the commission was an articulation of 
different organizations, and that militancy should be practised from one’s own organization. 
According to him, the commission had been created for a particular purpose, to discuss the 
construction of memory in El Olimpo. However, for others, the commission was their new 
space of militancy. Reflecting on this situation, one survivor explained: ‘There are many 
companions for whom this has meant recovering their militancy, so they feel part of this as 
militants’ (Interview AFB3 08.11.2006). For those who were participating on behalf of their 
organization, the commission was not a space of militancy but a place to discuss a broader 
project for El Olimpo. Their militancy was channelled through their organizations.

The different visions on the role and purpose of the commission was also related to 
more fundamental differences on memory, which recall the broader divisions within the 
human rights organizations discussed in chapter three. Whereas for some memory was 
constructed through the organization of activities and through participation in struggles of 
the present, for others it was about creating archives, documenting and reconstructing what 
had happened. As a consequence, the advances made by the commission were evaluated in 
different terms. Tomás for instance, a representative of H.I.J.O.S., was very critical about 
what the commission had achieved until then: ‘I think that what happened, is that this need 
[to do something] has been covered in the worst possible way, which is doing things for the 
sake of doing them, without being able to have the necessary discussions…’ (Interview TC 
07.12.2006). According to him, instead of organizing activities, they should have been having 
in-depth discussions about how to reconstruct the identity of the disappeared of El Olimpo. 
Paulina, member of the GAO group, was equally critical. She even stopped participating in 
the meetings because she observed a lack of debate on a broader project that would permit 
El Olimpo to be sustainable in the future.181 This was a very different picture for those 
who considered that the organization of activities was part of the construction of memory. 
They were generally far more positive about what had been achieved, as is illustrated in the 
following quote of Liliana, survivor of El Olimpo: ‘For me it is a good place, as a trigger to 
[…] to become aware […] … of what it can mean to lose rights, let’s say. And not only as 
memory, as something static, but rather as something alive, because memory is also what 
we are doing now (referring to the activities), what is happening now’ (Interview LC4 
30.11.2006).

At the same time, there was another latent source of conflict which cut through these 
different positions on memory, which had to do with who the legitimate voices in the 
debate on El Olimpo were. This tension principally manifested itself between human rights 
organizations and survivors on the one hand, and some of the neighbours participating in 
the commission on the other hand. Among the victims and human rights organizations, 
there was a fear that the essence of El Olimpo would be lost. Tomás explained this essence 
as follows: ‘The proposal of H.I.J.O.S. is a bit around this, not doing just anything in El 
Olimpo, El Olimpo is a clandestine centre, that is what it was, this is the place where people 
saw our parents alive for the last time. And to generate a space for memory from this is 
not to generate just anything, no, that can not be the case’ (Interview TC 07.12.2006). They 

180 Meeting of the Mesa de Trabajo y Consenso, Fieldnotes, 28.10.2006.
181 Informal conversation, Fieldnotes, 14.10.2006.
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sensed that this could happen if the neighbours gained too much influence, because on 
several occasions they had expressed the idea that for them El Olimpo should be for the 
neighbourhood, and oriented towards the needs of the neighbourhood. The neighbours on 
the other hand stated that they had earned the right to have their say about El Olimpo 
because of their struggle to expel the police from El Olimpo, and questioned the unrestricted 
participation of survivors and human rights organizations in the Mesa. The survivors and 
human rights organizations responded by saying that the neighbourhood was not the 
reason of their participation in the commission. Thus Liliana explained: ‘I do not come for 
the verificadora (when the place was used for the revision of vehicles), for the…the period 
that the police was there, […] I am not interested in what came afterwards. I am here for 
what happened during the dictatorship’ (Interview LC4 30.11.2006). They questioned the 
neighbours for not representing anybody, especially not after Vecinos por la Memoria had 
left the commission. Tomás stated: ‘They stayed in the Mesa. And they do not represent 
anybody, that is the question…’ (Interview TC 07.12.2006).

These issues surfaced in the debate on the statutes of the commission, an official document 
elaborated among all the members of the commission. Tomás criticized the fact that the 
voice of a neighbour weighed just as heavily as that of a member of Madres or Abuelas, and 
established a hierarchy in which victims and historical human rights organizations had 
more rights to speak about what to do in El Olimpo than a neighbour of a recently created 
organization. Thus he stated that in the rules as they had been elaborated:

A resident of the neighbourhood has…who has the representation of the neighbourhood 
organization that in my opinion is not a neighbourhood organization, has the same weight, has 
the some power of decision, has the same power to veto – and this seems very complicated to 
me – as an organization like the Asociación de Ex Detenidos [Desaparecidos] which has thirty 
years of militancy, which represents other things. It is not the same as what someone can think 
who has a total of thirty years of militancy. When I am given the voice of eleven years of collective 
construction, this should always generate an important basis. And I think…the problem is that 
this happens at the cost of the survivors who were inside, it is not the same a resident or a survivor, 
it can not be the same. And this happens at the cost of the human rights organizations. Leaving 
out H.I.J.O.S., I do not want to be navel-gazing, but if the Mothers participate, are you going 
to tell me that it is the same if the Mothers miss one of these meetings as when, I don’t know, 
the Centro de Estudiantes del Cortázar, which has just been formed, is missing? (Interview TC 
07.12.2006).

In the context of this discussion, the once firmly opposed members of the group Buscando 
un Destino, and of the former Vecinos por la Memoria found some common ground. Paulina, 
member of the group Buscando un Destino, criticized the fact that it was increasingly 
leaving out persons who did not have a personal story of repression. She predicted that 
the commission would end up being exclusively composed of victims and members of the 
human rights organizations.182 Similarly, Gabriela complained about the fact that since the 
rules were elaborated in the commission, it was becoming more difficult to participate as 
an individual without the backing of an organization. According to her, this would lead to 

182 Informal conversation, Fieldnotes, 14.10.2006.
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a closed space without any possibilities to incorporate new voices.183 At the same time, the 
hierarchies between victims and representatives of the historical human rights organizations 
and non-victims were also internalized by many persons who had not been directly affected 
by the repression. Thus Elsa, member of the group Buscando un Destino reflected on this 
issue in the following terms:

Surely the last word will be for the [human rights] organizations…I can see myself as very 
enlightened, but if at my side a Mother of the Plaza de Mayo, H.I.J.O.S., or former disappeared 
are giving their opinion, I will give less value to my own opinion in their presence, because, you see, 
they have another motivation…I would like this kind of work (of deciding between many different 
actors), but they will always have the first possibility to decide. (Interview EC2 23.11.2004)

Clearly, the ideal of ‘opening up the game’ (abrir el juego) as expressed by one member of the 
commission, was difficult to realize. We will see that this did not apply exclusively to the case 
of El Olimpo.

Disputes between new and old actors
Initiatives to recover former secret detention centres and transform them into memory 
sites have acquired visibility since 2002. Like the project of El Olimpo, they have been the 
result of intense pressures of a variety of actors, and have benefited from the commitment 
of local politicians or the change in policies at the national level. In all these cases, once the 
decision was taken to transform a place into a site of memory, human rights organizations, 
survivors, relatives and engaged community members came to work together on the 
reconstruction of memory at these sites. Each one of these cases has its particularities, 
depending on the context in which they unfold, the persons involved in the process, or the 
number of survivors of a former secret detention centre. But, as in the case of El Olimpo, 
differences in perspectives have occurred concerning the extent to which neighbours should 
be involved in the process. This will be illustrated briefly by discussing two examples, the case 
of Club Atlético in the neighbourhood of San Telmo and the case of Mansión Seré in Morón, 
province of Buenos Aires. These cases are interesting because they express two opposed 
views on how the construction of memory is conceived and on the place attributed to the 
community in that process. These opposed visions seem to be related to the composition of 
the teams working on these projects.

The project to excavate the basements of the former secret detention centre Club 
Atlético, was initiated in 2002. This was a long-term demand of the survivors. The Direction 
of Human Rights of the city government played a leading role in the project. A first 
excavation uncovered the basements of the building, including the cells where the detainees 
had been kept, showing that there was enough to be discovered to justify a larger recovery 
project. The Direction of Human Rights invited human rights organizations, survivors 
and relatives of persons who had disappeared in Club Atlético to participate, as well as 
the group Encuentro por la Memoria and the neighbourhood assembly of Plaza Dorrego. 
A commission was created in which each organization could send two representatives, and 

183 Informal conversation, Fieldnotes, 17.10.2006. 
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survivors and relatives could participate without restriction.184 In 2003, the commission 
was formalized in a Comisión de Trabajo y Consenso, with the task of designing the general 
contents and ideological fundaments of the programme. An Executive Unit was also created, 
in charge of the coordination and evaluation of the day-to-day activities of the project. In 
both commissions, besides the actors already mentioned, the labour unions Central de los 
Trabajadores Argentinos (CTA) and Unión de Trabajadores de Prensa de Buenos Aires (UTBPA) 
participated, as well as employees of the relevant areas of the city government.185

Club Atlético became the first project of recovery of a former detention centre in the 
capital city of Buenos Aires. Therefore, in contrast to El Olimpo, where with the exception of 
H.I.J.O.S., Hermanos, and the AEDD, human rights organizations are formally represented 
but do not go to all the meetings, in the case of Club Atlético most historical human rights 
organizations participate actively. They constitute, together with the survivors and the siblings 
of the disappeared, the main participants in the commission (Interview PL 22.10.2004). The 
neighbourhood organizations participate but according to one of the participants, employee 
of the Direction of Human Rights, ‘what the neighbours bring in is little. They have given 
information in the beginning, telling that they heard the screaming and saw policemen 
coming in and out the building, but besides that they do not have a lot to bring in. What 
we are looking for are the people who own the houses that border El Atlético. […] We 
delegated this part to the neighbours, but well, it is difficult’. Reflecting on this situation 
she stated: ‘For us the thing is not a priority’ (Interview CA 13.08.2003). The priority for the 
commission is rather to reconstruct the history of the repression: who passed through the 
centre, what happened to them, how was the centre organized, and who were responsible for 
the human rights violations that took place here? The commission also displays a high level 
of institutionalization, and a strong participation by the city government. Except for victims 
of the repression, it is difficult to become a member of the commission. Awareness-raising 
activities have been organized on a regular basis, especially at schools, but they are meant to 
inform, not to get people involved in the project.

Mansión Seré is different from both the experience in Club Atlético and El Olimpo in 
several ways. Mansión Seré was once a beautiful antique house, located in the provincial 
municipality of Morón. After having been in disuse for a while, the house was occupied in 
1976 by the air force, and converted into a clandestine detention centre generally referred 
to as Atila or Mansión Seré. The place was used until 1978 as a clandestine detention centre, 
but dismantled after the escape of four detainees on 24 March 1978. The house was partly 
destroyed by the air force. From 1978 until 1985 the ruins remained abandoned. What was 
left over of the house suffered further decay because residents stole materials from the 
house to resell them. In 1985 the municipality of Morón decided to convert the place into 
a sports centre and despite protest actions from human rights organizations the remains 
of Mansión Seré were destroyed, erasing every evidence of its existence. In 1986 human 
rights organizations of Morón placed a commemorative plaque and they started to demand 
excavations of the foundations of the house. It was only when Martín Sabatella became 
mayor of Morón that they found a response to their requests. Sabatella created the first 

184 Interview CA 13.08.2003; Delia Barrera, ‘Desenterrando el horror…para hacerlo memoria’, Tantas vidas, 
tantas voces año 2, nº6 (December 2002) 4-5.

185 Interview CA 13.08.2003; Folder ‘Proyecto de recuperación de la memoria del centro clandestino de 
detención “Club Atlético”’. 
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Direction of Human Rights of Morón and financed an excavation in the park, which started 
in 2002.

The excavations were realized by a team of archaeologists and anthropologists of the 
University of Buenos Aires, all students and mostly without a direct connection to the 
historical human rights movement. The team of archaeologists and anthropologists became 
the most important entity in the project. Thus, whereas in Club Atlético it was a technical 
commission subsumed to the commission, in the case of Mansión Seré the team of about 
thirty archaeologists and anthropologists was the decision maker. Reflecting on the 
differences between Club Atlético and Mansión Seré, Cecilia explains: ‘With Mansión Seré, 
we know each other, we have participated together in talks. But they have another way of 
working. There the most important entity is the working team, the group of archaeologists 
and social anthropologists. Here it is the contrary: the most important is the commission. 
The archaeological team is at the disposition of the commission. These are different ways of 
working’ (Interview CA 13.08.2003). Furthermore, in Mansión Seré the group of survivors 
is far less organized and less numerous than in Club Atlético or even El Olimpo. These 
elements have contributed to giving the project a different orientation.

In contrast to the experience of Club Atlético, for the team working on Mansión Seré the 
crucial element of the project is to get the community involved in the reconstruction of the 
memory of the place. The community, in their view, are the residents of the neighbourhood, 
and by extension, society at large. The team working in Mansión Seré particularly insists on 
the necessity to involve the neighbourhood in the project, because they see the participation 
of the residents as a guarantee for the continuity of the project over time. Thus Carla, one of 
the members of the team, explains that in their work in the neighbourhood,

we are looking at the material patrimony, […] and also at all that is oral history, everything that 
the neighbourhood starts to tell us. That is very arduous because you are involving them in the 
participation of the project, which in fact is one of its characteristics, the open character of this 
project, that is to say: in themes that have to do with memory, let’s not always take the same 
actors, let’s not work only with ex-detained-disappeared, with family members of the disappeared, 
with human rights organizations, but let us work with the neighbours, where there are also a lot 
of groups and organizations working, because we say: if the neighbour is not conscious that this 
place is his, or does not consider the place to be his, then really this work does not make too much 
sense… (Interview CDV and XV 16.10.2003)

What the residents have to tell about their experiences is considered of great value. Thus 
Ximena, another participant in the project, explains: ‘…part of the oral history is also present 
in the history of the neighbours. They saw a lot, they lived in front of the place. It is this thing 
that when we are talking about reconstructing the history, we are speaking of reconstructing 
the whole history, not only one part of the history’ (Interview CDV and XV16.10.2003).

At the same time, it has not been easy for the team to acquire the necessary legitimacy 
among the local human rights community to speak about the memory of state terrorism. They 
were initially hired with the idea that they would ‘just excavate’, and they were not expected 
to expand the project and transform it according to their own ideas. The configuration of 
people mainly coming from the capital city of Buenos Aires, young, with little experience in 
human rights issues, and with a scientific and technical background, contributed to making 
it difficult for the group to be accepted. The fact that the team received a small allowance 
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from the municipality of Morón also complicated their situation because the traditionally 
oppositional historical human rights organizations of Morón saw them as employees of the 
local government.186 Some organizations openly disagreed with the project and boycotted it. 
Carla explains: ‘Well, we have had experiences of sessions (with human rights organizations 
and institutions) that were quite complicated. […] They said to us: you are a technician. We 
are excavators who take things out and nothing more, we are not even allowed to make an 
analysis of our findings’ (Interview CDV and XV 16.10.2003).187

According to Carla, it is difficult for the historical human rights organizations to accept 
the participation of new voices in the construction of memory:

To whom does this patrimony belong? It is everybody’s and nobody’s at the same time, it is this 
idea of participation or possession, and here there is a lot of that, this idea of protagonism and 
to say: ‘this is mine and I am the owner of this’. No, no. This is the difficult thing to realize and 
explain to a lot of human rights organizations who have been working for thirty years in a certain 
way, and each of them from their own perspective. (Interview CDV and XV 16.10.2003)

The issue of who has the right to speak about the past emerged several times in a meeting 
with other groups working on secret detention centres in the city of Buenos Aires, showing 
that it was not confined to Mansión Seré.188 Indeed, we have seen that it also emerged in the 
context of El Olimpo, and the different actors involved in this process have questioned each 
other’s legitimacy to speak and decide what to do in El Olimpo. What these experiences 
show is that the construction of memory when it involves a multiplicity of actors, from 
victims, to human rights organizations, politicized neighbours, students or local authorities, 
can be a cumbersome affair. The variety of perspectives on what to do with former secret 
detention centres, what their function should be, and who should be involved in the process 
of memory construction has led to sometimes open, and sometimes covert disputes over who 
has the right to speak and decide on these places.

Conclusion

Despite many differences, all the local experiences discussed throughout this chapter do have 
a number of features in common. The first groups that started to work on memory in their 
neighbourhoods were part of broader developments within the struggle for truth, justice 
and memory that became visible from the mid-1990s. Former acquaintances of militancy, 
study and work of the disappeared played leading roles in the shift that occurred from 
remembering the disappeared merely as victims, to remembering them for who they had 
been as individuals. This development occurred simultaneously with a necessity to establish 
memory marks in the public space as a means to counter denial and impunity and at the 
same time trigger collective forms of remembering. The neighbourhood commissions that 
were created in the mid-1990s were part of these new expressions of memory. They were also 

186 Interview DB 20.06.2003; Interview AR 04.11.2003. Meeting of different recovery projects of former 
secret detention centres, Casa de la Memoria, Fieldnotes, 04.10.2003.

187 See also: Oral Archive of Memoria Abierta, ‘Interview with Verónica Seldes’ 02.09.2003.  
188 Meeting of recovery projects of former secret detention centres, Casa de la Memoria, Fieldnotes, 

04.10.2003.
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clearly inscribed in the broader struggle of the historical human rights movement, focussing 
on the victims of state terrorism: they assumed their demands for truth, justice and memory, 
and in many cases were composed of persons who had links with the historical human rights 
organizations and had been familiar with a personal story of repression.

At the same time, these groups differentiated themselves from the historical human rights 
movement by focussing on places and people that were located outside their traditional 
sphere of influence and action. They had a clear intention of ‘decentralizing’ memory: instead 
of making demands on the state and demonstrating on the Plaza de Mayo, they wanted to 
take memory to places where people were not accustomed to speaking openly about their 
personal experiences during the military dictatorship. Furthermore, they had concrete 
objectives and chose for a small-scale, localized approach, believing that this was the best 
way to start transforming social reality. In this sense, these neighbourhood experiences were 
also part of a broader development characterizing the landscape of social protest, and which 
was largely related to a disillusionment with representative democracy and more traditional 
forms of collective construction. The institutional crisis and social protests of December 2001 
importantly contributed to reinforcing these alternative forms of collective organization. 
The high levels of politicization also strengthened the existing experiences of memory 
construction in the neighbourhoods and created a fertile ground for the emergence of new 
groups working on memory at a local level.

The initiatives that arose in the neighbourhood of Floresta to recover El Olimpo 
for memory were similar to the local committees for memory that emerged in other 
neighbourhoods of the city. These initiatives started to unfold in the mid-1990s and were 
extremely diverse, ranging from the more institutional proposal of the GAO group to the 
anti-institutional Vecinos por la Memoria. This group was a direct continuation of the 
neighbourhood assemblies that flowered throughout the neighbourhood from 2001 onwards 
and its presence shows the impact of the events of 2001 on local memory initiatives. The 
crisis of representation of 2001, which found expression in the slogan Que se vayan todos, 
proved to have ramifications in subsequent years. It was expressed in the radical rejection 
of the group Vecinos por la Memoria of any governmental involvement in the context of El 
Olimpo as well as of any group who might propose a more institutionalized form of memory 
construction, as was the case for the GAO group. The possibility of an official decision to 
relocate the police, and the situation that emerged after the national government had ordered 
the relocation of the police, intensified existing conflicts on the role of official authorities in 
the process of memory construction in El Olimpo.

The fact that these disputes were about a place that had a symbolic importance that 
reached far beyond the local context of the neighbourhood increased the complexity of 
the case. The symbolic significance of El Olimpo and the involvement of external actors 
differentiate El Olimpo from other neighbourhood initiatives but make it similar to other 
experiences of recovery of former detention centres. The concrete possibility to construct a 
memory site in El Olimpo made it of interest not only for neighbours but also survivors, for 
relatives who had lost their loved ones and for historical human rights organizations. The 
involvement of new actors from outside the neighbourhood, including official authorities of 
the city government increased the diversity of perspectives on what to do with El Olimpo. In 
effect, a dispute arose about who had more right to speak about what to do in and with El 
Olimpo. Tensions emerged between victims and human rights organizations on the one hand, 
who fear that the identity of El Olimpo as a former secret detention centre will become lost 

proefschrift-Drunen.indd   163 27-04-10   09:26



| 164 |

and neighbours on the other hand, who fear that they will be left out of the decision-making 
process. These tensions are not confined to El Olimpo and appear in the context of almost 
all the experiences of recovery of former detention centres that have emerged since 2002. In 
all these cases, the question arises as to how to construct memory on the basis of diversity, 
instead of trying to impose one vision to the detriment of others. This is an exercise that both 
‘old’ and ‘new’ actors find difficult, as will also become clear from the following chapters.
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5. The former militants of the 1970s: 
 reintroducing politics in 
 the memories of the past

In 1996 one of the first documentaries on the revolutionary movements of the 1970s, 
Cazadores de Utopía, was distributed on a small scale in the cinemas of Buenos Aires. The 
documentary was based on testimonies of former members of the revolutionary left, and was 
designed to break with prevailing visions on this experience, which the director and his team 
considered inaccurate. Whereas the documentary was welcomed by former militants who had 
participated in revolutionary organizations, intellectuals – some of whom had been militants 
themselves – and members of younger generations criticised its nostalgic tone. In the 
academic journal Punto de Vista, one of the authors stated that the documentary concealed 
the real objective of the revolutionary organizations, the seizing of state power, behind the 
more diffuse notion of ‘utopia’. In the leftist newspaper Página/12, a journalist too young to 
have taken part in political involvement in the 1970s criticized the documentary for idealizing 
the experience. She also stated that the documentary used a language that excluded those 
who had not participated in these experiences. Her criticism generated a minor polemic 
involving former militants and members of younger generations.

The polemic on Cazadores de Utopía was part of an emerging debate on the revolutionary 
organizations of the 1970s.189 From the mid-1990s, a growing number of movies, publications 
and other cultural products on the revolutionary experience of the 1970s found their way 
to the public. This outburst of cultural products, mainly publications, occurred after a long 
period during which, with a few exceptions, former militants had remained silent on their 
political experience in the 1970s. The authors were generally former members of revolutionary 
organizations, and their work aimed at deconstructing prevailing accounts on the militant 
experience. They also criticized the dominant memories that tended to silence the political 
identity of the disappeared, and aimed at constructing a memory that recognized the 
political choices for radical social change of a great majority of the victims. These initiatives 
were favourably received by many former militants, but also led to critical reactions. These 
came from other former militants, as well as from persons who had not participated in the 
revolutionary organizations, among them intellectuals, human rights activists and members 

189 By revolutionary organizations I refer to the politico-military (or guerrilla) organizations that emerged 
at the beginning of the 1970s. Among the non-Peronist Marxist organizations, the most important one 
was the Ejército Revolucionario del Pueblo (People’s Revolutionary Army, ERP), the armed force of the 
Partido de los Trabajadores (Workers Revolutionary Party, PRT). Within the Peronist orientation Fuerzas 
Armadas Peronistas (Peronist Armed Forces, FAP), Descamisados and Montoneros were the three main 
organizations. After 1972, Montoneros absorbed all the other Peronist guerrilla organizations. Both PRT-
ERP and Montoneros were composed of a relatively small group of combatants who carried out all kinds 
of armed operations, from stealing food to distributing it among the poor, to attacks on police stations, 
bank robberies and the bombing of several commercial establishments, or the extortive kidnapping of 
managers and representatives of big companies. These organizations also included a large group of 
grassroots militants who carried out political propaganda activities (see among many others, Gillespie 
1982; Marchak 1999; Robben 2005). 
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of younger generations. The debate that unfolded on how to evaluate these experiences 
revealed fragmented memories and often incompatible visions within the group of former 
militants, and between former militants and persons who had not participated in these 
experiences.

The evaluation of the role of the revolutionary organizations of the 1970s remains one of 
the burning issues in the debate on the recent past. What is at stake in this debate? This 
chapter will argue that political and ideological stances in the present constantly influence 
the memories and interpretations of the revolutionary experience of the 1970s. It will show 
that behind the discussions on how to interpret past events lies a political struggle for the 
legitimacy in the present of certain ideals and values that guided that particular historical 
experience, as well as a discussion on who should bear the responsibility for the dramatic 
events of the dictatorship. The argument will be made through an analysis of how the debate 
on the revolutionary experience evolved over time. In the first part of the chapter, I will 
discuss the initial absence of a debate on the recent past and the silence of the surviving 
members of the revolutionary organizations, explaining how the general historical context 
interacted with personal difficulties of former protagonists to speak publicly about their 
experiences. The second part will focus on the growing visibility of former militants from 
the mid-1990s onwards and the different ways in which they intervened in the public space. 
What elements interacted to create a public space for former militants to enable them to 
tell their stories, and what stories did they choose to tell once they decided to speak up 
about their past experiences? Finally, the last part will show how these public stories on the 
revolutionary experience were received beyond the circles of former militants, and how a 
debate unfolded on what could eventually be learned or recovered from this experience for 
the present.

Constructed silences in the narrative of the recent past

This section shows how, during the military dictatorship and in the transition to democracy, 
a silence was constructed around the militant experience that had mobilized thousands 
of people in the years preceding the military coup. The dominant narrative of that period 
reduced the complex social and political experience of the 1970s to a confrontation between 
guerrilla combatants and the armed forces, with society trapped in the middle. This dominant 
narrative became firmly entrenched in society and also expressed a general difficulty, within 
Argentine society, in understanding the full scope of what had occurred before and during 
the military dictatorship. This was even the case for human rights activists and relatives of 
the disappeared. They sought explanations as to why some had survived and others had not, 
and applied moral categories of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ to experiences that were far more ambiguous. 
The consequence was that survivors of disappearance, exile and imprisonment were looked 
upon with suspicion. All these elements contributed to a situation in which there was little 
room for former militants to tell their stories. This lack of public space also interacted with 
the personal traumas caused by physical endurance and the loss of not only friends and 
companions of militants, but also of a life project. This personal dimension also greatly 
influenced how each one of the survivors of the revolutionary experience chose to participate 
in the new political and social context of the transition.
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Dominant narratives after the transition
As we saw in chapter two, after the transition to democracy, several elements converged to 
construct a partial account of the 1970s, in which the widespread social protest that had 
characterized those years was reduced to the actions of a handful of guerrilla combatants. 
Attention in the 1980s lay more on denouncing the human rights violations committed, 
and on assembling juridical proof on the systematic character of the disappearances, than 
on exploring the political causes of the repression. From the side of the official authorities 
there was even a conscious policy to de-politicize the events of the 1970s and make an end 
to any attempt to vindicate either the logic of necessity of the armed forces, or the political 
ideals and struggles of the revolutionary organizations. In the dominant interpretation of the 
period, the so-called ‘theory of the two devils’, these organizations were accused of spreading 
terror and of sharing equal responsibility with the armed forces in the events that led to 
state terrorism. This interpretation, which was institutionalized through official policies, was 
widespread in the 1980s. Common citizens massively rejected anything that even remotely 
reminded the political practices of the 1970s, and they had no interest in revising the projects 
and ideals that had motivated them in the first place.

The strongest public rejection was directed towards the surviving former leadership 
of Montoneros, and particularly against the number one Mario Firmenich. In a survey 
conducted in September 1989 on the presidential pardons, 83 percent of the interviewees 
stated that Mario Firmenich should not be pardoned.190 After his release in 1991, he was 
repudiated in public on numerous occasions and the student centre of the Faculty of 
Economic Sciences where he was studying declared him ‘persona non grata’. In 1996 he 
announced that he would leave the country because he was unable to ‘reinsert into society’.191 
But other less public members of Montoneros and PRT-ERP also felt the weight of the 
stigmatization of the guerrilla organizations. At a very concrete level, in the 1980s former 
militants could hardly mention their previous political identities, because there was a risk 
of being legally prosecuted. Several political prisoners from the period of the dictatorship 
remained in prison up until 1987. Various former detained-disappeared of the ESMA 
even had legal cases running against them, being accused of involvement in a number of 
kidnappings carried out by Montoneros (Interview MP2 07.01.2005).

The attack on the military barracks of La Tablada, Buenos Aires, which marked guerrilla 
resurgence in January 1989, strongly contributed to this generalized rejection.192 Among those 
who participated in the attack were a large number of former members of the PRT-ERP, the 
most well-known being one of its former leaders, Enrique Gorriarán Merlo. According to 
Eduardo, former member of the PRT-ERP, the events of La Tablada made it impossible to 
vindicate any of the actions of the PRT-ERP:

…I think this was a fierce blow, and what’s more, the proof is there that never again in Argentina 
would there be a revolutionary group that could recover this history of militancy of the 1970s. 
Today, there are some groups founded by former militants of the PRT but who do not vindicate 
this story. Nowadays, there is a very large group of people within Kirchnerism that originate from 
the PRT, but no – because people know this – they do not speak about the PRT. They make a 

190 The survey was conducted by Heriberto Muraro (González Bombal and Landi 1995: 174).
191 Clarín, 20.03.1996; Página/12, 21.03.1996.
192 For details on the attack of La Tablada see chapter two. 
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kind of before and after. They never spoke about this again, they always maintained this idea of, 
‘well, lets not disturb a ghost’. (Interview EA3 24.11.2004)

Graciela, another former member of PRT-ERP, who participated in the organization of a 
new political movement including several former militants of the PRT-ERP explained that 
when they invited persons to participate, people’s first reaction was one of horror. They ‘did 
not know whether Gorriarán Merlo was behind us, or whether we would have the same 
madness. They looked at us with fear and preoccupation’ (Interview GD2 05.01.2005).

We saw in chapter two that the stigma surrounding the guerrilla experience led human 
rights organizations and relatives of the disappeared to silence the political identity of their 
loved ones. What started as a defence mechanism under the military dictatorship continued 
after the transition because of the generally hostile reactions towards anything that might 
be associated with the guerrillas. Alejandro, a former member of the Equipo Argentino de 
Antropología Forense (Argentine Forensic Anthropology Team, EAAF), recalls that such 
silences frequently occurred when the team started to do research in the second half of the 
1980s:

And here we collided with another issue, and that is that the relatives denied the political 
militancy of their disappeared loved ones. The repression in Argentina was very selective, there 
were people who did not engage in political militancy and also disappeared, but at that time and 
also partly today, there were relatives who have to deal with their respective guilts, and they say ‘my 
son’s name was in his neighbour’s diary’. And the son was…a political militant, committed, surely, 
to armed struggle. (Interview AI 14.12.2004)

It was not only the external context that made it difficult for relatives to recognize the 
militancy of their loved ones. In many cases they also shared ideological differences with the 
political choices of their relatives. Many of those who later became active members of human 
rights organizations had observed the militancy of their children with reluctance, especially if 
they had been members of a guerrilla organization. In several cases, they had been politically 
conservative and criticized the choice for armed struggle of their children (Interview AI 
14.12.2004). In other cases, they were not interested in politics and were confronted with the 
implications of the political choices of their children when they disappeared. In this sense, 
according to Graciela, former member of PRT-ERP, the denial of the political militancy of the 
disappeared was almost a logical reaction: ‘Neither could we expect much more, because they 
did not come from political organizations, with a militant history of many years. They were 
fathers and mothers who went out to search for their children’ (Interview GD2 05.01.2005).

As a consequence, in the years of the transition, human rights organizations and 
relatives constructed an image of the disappeared that systematically omitted their political 
commitments. A young person who did social work in the neighbourhood as a member of 
a revolutionary organization was presented as a social worker and his political affiliation 
was not mentioned. Intellectuals, writers and artists affiliated to revolutionary organizations 
were said to have disappeared because of their profession.193 This limited the possibilities of 

193 Journalist Rodolfo Walsh, an emblematic victim of the repression, was also part of the intelligence team 
of Montoneros; Héctor Oesterheld, author of the comics El Eternauta, was also member of Montoneros; 
Haroldo Conti, well-known writer, was a member of the PRT-ERP, to name just a few examples. 
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society to fully understand the mechanisms of the repression. It made it particularly difficult 
for organizations like the EAAF, which were dedicated to truth-seeking, to reconstruct the 
exact fate of the disappeared. The repression had its own logic: it dismantled revolutionary 
organizations through the practice of abduction, torture and fresh abductions. Thus in 
order to understand how the sequence of disappearances had occurred and why someone 
had been abducted, it was necessary to know the nature of his militancy and his level in 
the organization (Interview AI 14.12.2004). Furthermore, in many cases, militants had gone 
into hiding and parents did not always know where they had been living at the moment of 
their disappearance. To reconstruct the story of when and where someone had disappeared, it 
was necessary to speak to fellow-militants who had more information on the daily activities 
of the disappeared person. Knowing the militancy of a disappeared then, was of crucial 
importance (Interview CA 13.08.2003).

Throughout the 1980s, the de-politicized image of the disappeared predominated in the 
narratives on the past. The role played by the human rights organizations in consolidating 
this image was strongly criticized from the 1990s onwards by new organizations like 
H.I.J.O.S. and by former militants. However, as Pilar Calveiro, a former Montonera, recalls, 
it was also a way of making their demands viable in a particular historical context in which 
a distinction was still made between ‘guilty’ and ‘innocent’ victims.194 In this sense, the case 
clearly shows how the needs of the present determine the content of memory: different 
memories are constructed according to the needs of each historical moment.

Surviving the repression: coping with the legacies of terror and moral judgements
Former militants themselves also contributed to these silences and remained in the 
background for a long time. Reflecting on this situation Mariana, daughter of a disappeared 
couple states: ‘…I think that they did not speak because society was not ready to listen to 
them’ (Interview MP2 07.01.2005). But personal difficulties in processing the losses suffered 
as a consequence of the repression also contributed to leaving the dominant narratives on the 
past unchallenged. All those who had been politically involved in the 1970s and had survived 
had to cope with the legacies of the repression. They all had suffered traumatic experiences 
during the military dictatorship. They had either survived disappearance, or been political 
prisoners, gone into exile or had been forced to hide in their own country, or a combination 
of these experiences. In all cases they had lost friends, relatives and fellow-militants, and had 
lost a project that had entirely structured their lives. The society into which they returned 
after having spent years in secret detention centres, prisons, or in exile, had been profoundly 
transformed as a consequence of the military dictatorship, and fitting back in was not easy.

These personal difficulties were reinforced by the fact that they were often confronted 
with moral judgements, and with ambiguous feelings about their survival, especially among 
relatives of the disappeared. The situation was especially difficult for the survivors of the 
secret detention centres because they were telling a story that nobody wanted to hear. While 
the Madres were still hoping to see their children alive, the survivors were saying that the 
military were systematically assassinating all prisoners (Pastoriza 2004a: 55). Furthermore, the 
experience of survivors did not fit into the moral and political framework that prevailed at 
the time. In many cases detainees in the secret detention centres had to pretend to convert to 
the ideology of the military and reject their past. Resistance lay in little things and was not 

194 Conference Pilar Calveiro at the UTPBA, Fieldnotes, 17.08.2004.
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immediately visible to the eye. In such a context, some survivors interpreted their liberation 
as a small victory over a repressive system that was oriented towards extermination. This was 
not always understood as such by those who had not gone through this experience. Thus Lila 
Pastoriza (2004a: 55) explains: ‘Obviously, there were a lot of matters that made it difficult to 
explain what the world of the clandestine centres was, the ambiguity that characterized it. 
The people asked us for heroes and traitors, black or white, things that did not exist in that 
way or at least did not exist in my experience’.

As a consequence, after their liberation, survivors were questioned for having survived 
while so many others never returned. Ana, former detained-disappeared, recalls that 
within the human rights organizations, there was a strong distrust of survivors, as rumours 
circulated that all those who had been released had collaborated with the military. Reflecting 
on this situation she states: ‘That part was very difficult, this thing that you felt that there 
were doubts about why you had survived. The same way that there had been a “for some 
reason they took them” (por algo se los llevaron), “for some reason they released them” (por 
algo los liberaron)’ (Interview AFB2 09.10.2004). For the mothers of the disappeared it was 
particularly difficult to accept the fact that some had survived whereas their own children 
remained disappeared. Osvaldo recalls that some mothers whose children had disappeared 
questioned him and other survivors by asking: ‘Why is my son disappeared and you survived?’ 
(Interview OB 13.10.2004). According to Cecilia, a member of the EAAF, these suspicions 
continue to play a role today (Interview CA 13.08.2003).

Until their dissolution at the end of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s, the politico-
military organizations to which many of the survivors had been affiliated also pronounced 
harsh judgements. The very presence of these survivors was unbearable, because it challenged 
both the ideological convictions and the revolutionary morale that had guided these 
organizations. The whole revolutionary undertaking was based on the idea that people were 
masters of their own destiny, and that they could determine how to live and how to die. 
Personal sacrifice and martyrdom were central values.195 The conviction was that one should 
live heroically and die the same way. According to the revolutionary morale, militants should 
never fall into the hands of the enemy alive. Talking under torture was considered a moral 
degradation, and committing suicide a victory over the enemy.196 The capsule of cyanide 
that the members of Montoneros carried with them everywhere to prevent them from being 
kidnapped alive was part of this philosophy.197 But the repressive system implemented in 
Argentina was precisely oriented towards the destruction of the identity and the sense of 
agency of the victims (Calveiro 1998). Thus, contrary to what revolutionary organizations 

195 See Feinmann 1998: 72 for an analysis of the relation of the Montoneros with heroism and death. See 
Carnovale 2005 for an analysis of these same issues within the PRT-ERP. 

196 See for example the ‘Carta a mis amigos’, that Rodolfo Walsh wrote shortly after the suicide of his 
daughter, Vicky Walsh, a member of Montoneros, in which he speaks of the ‘moral degradation, giving 
away information (la delación)’ caused by torture (Anguita and Caparrós 1998b: 167-8). 

197 This measure was introduced after the disappearance, in December 1975, of Roberto Quieto, member of 
the Montonero leadership. He was detained and tortured, and there was evidence that he had been talking 
under torture. Besides bringing him to trial in absence for treason, it made the leadership decide that 
they should never surrender alive, and should they be abducted, they should either fight back or commit 
suicide by taking the cyanide capsule. According to Firmenich himself, this measure was later extended to 
all members of Montoneros, after the common members of the organization criticized the leadership for 
keeping for themselves the privilege of not being tortured (Felipe Pigna, ‘Entrevista a Mario Firmenich’, 
www.elhistoriador.com.ar). 
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assumed, in the underworld of the secret detention centres, victims never really had a choice 
and they certainly had no influence on whether they would die or survive. Even when they 
tried to commit suicide, the victimizers brought them back to life, because they were the ones 
to decide when one should die (Actis et. al. 2001; Longoni 2005: 221).

In such a context, the revolutionary morale that was supposed to guide the militant’s 
actions, proved unsustainable. People did fall into the hands of the military alive, and they 
did talk under torture. Furthermore, they had to deploy strategies to cope with a repressive 
system that tended to destroy their very subjectivity. In doing so they transited through 
what Primo Levi has called ‘the grey zone’, or what Calveiro (1998: 128) has reformulated 
in the Argentine case as follows: ‘The camp is an infinite range, not of grey, which supposes 
a combination of white and black, but rather of different colours in which clear, pure tones 
do not appear, but rather multiple combinations’. This reality did not fit into the binary logic 
of heroes and traitors that predominated in the revolutionary organizations, and they rather 
chose to judge the survivors according to the moral standards that they were accustomed 
to. According to these moral standards, survivors had betrayed the revolutionary cause. They 
were considered traitors because they had survived whereas according to the revolutionary 
code they should have died in combat, and because their coping strategies did not fit into the 
logic that guided these organizations and their actions.198

These moral judgments contributed to creating a taboo on the issue of collaboration. 
Thus, according to Cecilia, a member of the EAAF: ‘There are themes that are taboo, like 
the collaboration of the detainee. It is a taboo. One can not speak about it. There is still a 
division between those who acted in the right way and those who acted badly. There were 
many different levels of collaboration, that is for sure’ (Interview CA 13.08.2003). Similarly, 
Marisa, survivor of the ESMA states:

Most of the kids handed over some piece of information, an appointment, a house, but kept the 
rest for themselves. But this piece of information was the one that unfortunately fed the famous 
cadena de cantadas (one detention leading to the other). This is something that you can still not 
talk about with the [human rights] organizations, with the relatives you can not talk about it, nor 
with a lot of former militants either. But those are the facts. (Interview MS1 05.10.2004)199

Survivors themselves contributed to this taboo as well, internalizing the idea that some things 
that happened in the secret detention centres could not bear the light of day. Reflecting on 
this situation Elisa, survivor of the ESMA states: ‘Some fellow-militants believe that “there 
are things that can never be told” and I disagree with that’ (Actis et. al. 2001: 99).

The judgments and suspicions towards those who were liberated reinforced their own 
feelings of guilt for having survived. They had no answer to the question why they had 
survived, and, according to Lila (2004a: 55), ‘we felt very guilty for not being able to provide 

198 See Longoni 2005 for a very interesting analysis of how the figure of the traitor was constructed in three 
different novels on the militant experience of the 1970s, Recuerdo de la muerte, El fin de la historia, and Los 
compañeros.

199 See also the discussion between Miriam Lewin and Elisa Tokar in: Actis et.al. 2001: 99-100.
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an answer’.200 For those who had themselves believed in the binary logic of the 1970s, not 
being able to fit the personal experience of disappearance into this framework was a constant 
source of guilt. In this context Elisa recalls having met a former fellow-militant after twenty 
years, who, to her astonishment, started off the conversation by telling her that he had given 
no names under torture. Recounting the situation she states: ‘I stood there staring at him and 
was thinking: “What is he saying to me? How can it be that he is giving me this militant 
explanation after everything that happened?” Guilt is a recurrent theme; it seems that for 
being alive I am carrying all the deaths on my shoulders. You carry them with you, have them 
inside your soul’ (Actis et.al. 2001: 279).

Guilt, however, was not limited to survivors of secret detention centres, but was also a 
common feeling among those who had been liberated from the state prisons, had returned 
from exile, or had simply lived through the dictatorship in Argentina. People felt guilty for 
having survived while so many others had died. For exiles who had been affiliated to the 
revolutionary organizations, these feelings were enhanced by the fact that, according to the 
moral standards of their organizations, leaving the country meant betraying the cause. Moral 
judgements of fellow-militants who remained in the country reinforced a personal sense of 
betrayal and loss. Paula recalls that when she went into exile: ‘I felt that I was saving myself 
while others were staying. There was first and foremost a feeling of “every man for himself ” 
and this, the people who stayed behind carrying out militant actions absolutely questioned it. 
They questioned those who decided to leave’ (Guelar et.al. 2002: 122). Beatriz, who later went 
into exile herself, explains: ‘Various others had stopped being politically active and stayed in 
the country. They were called quebrados (broken), and they were treated with a lot of disdain’ 
(Guelar et.al. 2002: 98). Daniela mentions feeling constantly guilty while exiled in Spain: ‘…
there was the guilt for being alive, for having money, for being with my parents, for being 
accompanied, for being able to study…’ (Guelar et.al. 2002: 185).

Questioning those who had left the country was not confined to the revolutionary 
organizations. During the dictatorship, the military denied the forced character of exile 
and constructed the image of an exilio dorado (golden exile). This notion was appropriated 
by some intellectuals, both inside and outside Argentina, who suggested that being an exile 
could also be considered a privilege.201 These moral judgements and the personal feelings of 
guilt for having survived made it difficult for exiles to speak openly about their experiences. 
Those stories that were told were constructed in opposition to the notion of ‘golden exile’, 
insisting on the forced character of exile and its tragic dimensions, an image of exile that 

200 There was no apparent logic in who was liberated and who was assassinated. Among the survivors 
were members of the political organizations that had supported the guerrilla and unionists, but also 
combatants of the guerrillas; individuals who had collaborated actively and others who had not even 
given names under torture. The AEDD, created in 1984 as a space of contention for those who had 
survived disappearance, formulated some hypothesis to answer the question of why they had survived. 
They stated that there was not one single criterion for liberation, although there were more releases after 
1977. The decisions varied according to the military force that led the detention centre, the heads of every 
centre, and the political events occurring in the country. But the main reason they identify is that some 
individuals were liberated to inspire terror on the rest of the population through their testimonies (www.
exdesaparecidos.org.ar; Longoni 2005: 209-10).

201 See the polemic between Liliana Heker, who stayed in Argentina and Julio Cortázar, who went into exile 
even before the military dictatorship ( Jensen 2000) and between Rodolfo Terragno and Osvaldo Bayer, 
both exiles (Bernetti and Giardanelli 2003: 128). See also a critical reaction of Bayer on intellectuals who 
had remained in Argentina in Roniger and Kierszenbaum 2005: 7.
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Jensen (2000) has called exilio martirio (martyr exile). These two opposed images dominated 
the memory of exile, and left no room for the mix of both tragedy and normality that had 
also characterized many lives abroad. This mixture is well reflected in the following quote 
of Daniel. Recalling his return to Buenos Aires after years of exile in Spain he states: ‘I left 
alone when I was twenty, I was coming back at 27 and now there were three of us; it was 
not that bad and that also hurt’ (Guelar et. al. 2002: 151). The drama of the disappearances 
in Argentina further contributed to relegating the experience of exile to the sidelines, as also 
happened with the memories of political prisoners.

In general terms, all those who had suffered from the repression had to cope with feelings of 
guilt, moral judgements and with a lack of understanding for the complexity of the experience 
they had gone through. Those who had been members of revolutionary organizations also had 
to deal with the destruction of what had been a lifetime project. The general sense of defeat 
is well expressed by Mirta Clara, who was a political prisoner for eight years and whose 
husband was assassinated, when she states: ‘One desired so many things for oneself, and new 
possibilities for the country…put so much passion…and nothing of this was possible’ (Actis et. 
al 2001: 302). Similarly Tina, survivor of disappearance and former exile, explains:

The most important part of my life includes nine years of militancy, the concentration camp, exile, 
life in Geneva. I spent all my youth inside the organization, and it is very difficult to start living 
again when everything you loved has ceased to exist. I have some things done. The problem is the 
five minutes of desperation and when I say: ‘they beat me’. It is these five minutes. (Diana 1996: 53)

For years, survivors concentrated on reconstructing their shattered lives. This left little room 
for reflection on their previous political activities, and even less for a more public debate on 
these issues. Necessarily, there was what historian Felipe Pigna calls a ‘natural delay’ in the 
public reflections on these experiences (Interview FP 06.06.2003).

The public presence (and absence) of former militants after the transition
After the transition to democracy, former militants chose their own paths according to their 
personal needs and the experiences they had gone through. Among the former militants who 
had survived repression in secret detention centres, a large group concentrated on the task of 
bearing witness about what had happened. For them, testifying about the repression was both 
a necessity and a means of resistance, as Lila (2004a: 54), survivor of the ESMA explains: 
‘In the clandestine centres, the possibility to tell, that someone, even though it would only 
be one, would survive to denounce, was one of the central themes of the resistance and of 
the very possibility to survive. This was like some kind of obsession for the prisoners’. To 
testify about what had happened was felt as a responsibility towards those who had been 
killed. Jorge, survivor of El Vesubio, was convinced that he would be killed. When he was 
unexpectedly released, he made the promise to testify about what had happened and whom 
he had seen (Interview JW 29.11.2004). Survivors started to testify about their experiences 
during the military dictatorship, especially if they went into exile after their liberation, but 
they acquired visibility in the context of the truth commission and of the trial of the juntas. 
Their testimonies were also of great importance to the relatives of the disappeared who were 
searching for information on their loved ones. Most of the survivors had been in captivity 
with persons who remained disappeared, and this information could be a crucial piece of 
information in unravelling the truth about the final destiny of a disappeared person.
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A group of survivors actively involved in this task of bearing witness soon felt the necessity 
to create their own organization, in which survivors would be able to share their experiences 
with others who had gone through similar situations. This led to the creation of the 
Asociación de Ex Detenidos Desaparecidos (Association of Ex Detained Disappeared, AEDD) 
in 1984. The AEDD insisted from an early stage that they were not only survivors of the 
repression, but also of a particular political experience. This shared story of political activism 
also differentiated them from other human rights organizations, as Jorge, the first president 
of the Association explains:

Because that of the Madres, Abuelas, it is different, these are people who, in general, did not have 
any kind of militancy, and whose child had been abducted, and from there they start having a 
political militancy in an area like that of human rights. We already had a militancy from before. 
So there were a lot of things in which we were different from the human rights organizations. 
(Interview JW 29.11.2004)

The AEDD and other survivors who testified during the trial of the juntas and before the 
truth commission were the most visible spokespersons among the survivors of the repression. 
But there was also a broad group of survivors who needed many years to process their 
experience and have the courage to tell their story or even to acknowledge themselves as 
survivors of the repression. Many testified for the first time in the context of the truth trials 
initiated in La Plata and in other cities from 1998 onwards. Events such as the twentieth 
anniversary of the military coup also triggered many survivors to testify.202 Some did not 
even tell their story to their own children, as was the case with Mario’s parents. He grew 
up thinking that they had never been politically involved, while in fact they had been active 
in Montoneros and had been survivors of secret detention centres.203 Reflecting on the 
difficulties of survivors of disappearance in dealing with their experience, Luis, a brother of a 
disappeared, explains:

Being a survivor was a very hard task, very hard, almost impossible to bear. It was very difficult to 
find the spaces to reorganize. There was the Association…[of Ex Detained Disappeared]. There 
were some spaces that were useful to open a bit of this horror that people had gone through. But 
there were also many survivors who shut the door, who left, who did not want to know, or who 
have only wanted to know after a long time. (Interview LC1 03.10.2003)

Fear was an important legacy of these experiences and it strongly conditioned the political 
participation of former militants after the military dictatorship. Reflecting on this situation, 
Noemí states:

We did things from the place where we were, from our working places, or each one of us in some 
activity that was feasible, with a lower profile, or a higher profile, depending on the possibilities, 
on what each one of us felt like doing, depending on the fear. Fear was determinant, there were 

202 See also: Emilce Moler, Tantas Voces, Tantas Vidas, año 1, nº4; Interview MS1 05.10.2004; Observations 
truth trial La Plata, Fieldnotes, 06.08.2003.

203 Informal conversation, Fieldnotes, 19.10.2004.
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those who were not prepared to expose themselves to anything, and others who did assume a 
certain risk. (Interview NC 10.08.2003)

Marisa and her husband were both detained-disappeared in the ESMA. This experience 
left especially Marisa completely terrorized. When her husband wanted to resume unionist 
activities she warned him: ‘I am going to prepare your bag; you are not going to put at risk 
my safety and that of my daughters, I do not want to know anything about anything. You 
will have to choose, it is either the cooperative bank or staying in this house’ (Interview MS2 
19.10.2004). Fear also interacted with a more general sense of disillusion generated by the loss 
of a life project, of companions, of everything that had given meaning to one’s actions before 
the dictatorship. How this feeling limited the political re-inclusion of former militants is well 
illustrated in the following quote of Liliana:

Where am I going to be politically active […] where am I going to find a place as marvellous as 
this one, where life was militancy, where life was politics, where there really was a political project, 
beyond whether it was feasible or not, we believed that it was feasible to a certain extent, we 
believed that it was possible and now I can not find a place like that, everything stays half-hearted, 
everything stays…nothing is enough… (Interview LC3 24.10.2003)

Still, many former militants did look for new fields of collective participation. A number of 
former militants chose for party politics. A group of former Montoneros who had remained 
close to the surviving leadership of the organization tried to regain some political space in 
the Peronist Party through the Renovación Peronista (Interview FC 28.11.2004). Another 
group of former Montoneros, under the leadership of the head of the Peronist Youth in 
the 1970s, Rodolfo Galimberti, tried to revive the Peronist Youth movement that had been 
dismantled (Larraquy and Caballero 2000). In 1989 members of both movements supported 
Menem in his campaign and later integrated his administration.204 Others chose for 
political participation in one of the opposition parties, or participated in emerging political 
alternatives that were critical of the traditional political parties. Examples are Polo Social, the 
ARI in its early years, and Alianza Sur, which later became the Frente Grande. In all these 
experiments, former militants participated or were even among the founding members.205 
Others rejected party politics and the public exposure that it implied, and went in search of 
different fields of participation. They became active in labour unions, in social and cultural 
projects, in human rights organizations, or developed professional activities that reflected 
their former engagements. Intellectuals rejoined the institutions that had ejected them 
during the military dictatorship (Roniger and Kierszenbaum 2005: 13).

None of the former militants who rejoined different political, social and cultural spaces 
tried to revive previous political experiences. They participated as individuals who did not 
necessarily renege on their previous sympathies, but did not vindicate them either. This did 
not mean that there was a common vision of what this experience had meant, and how it 

204 According to journalist Silvina Walger, in 1994 there were five hundred former Montoneros and members 
of the grassroots organizations of the Tendencia Revolucionaria working in Menem’s administration 
(Walger 1994). Among them were Fernando Vaca Narvaja and Roberto Perdía, as well as the wives of 
Roberto Perdía and of Mario Firmenich. For more information on former members of the Revolutionary 
Tendency within Peronism in Menem’s government, see: Gorbato 1999.

205 Interview FC 28.11.2004; Interview MS1 05.10.2004; Interview MG 21.12.2004; Interview SD2 05.01.2005.
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should be remembered. The survivors differed greatly in the way they evaluated their 
experiences. Internally, a process of critical revision of the revolutionary organizations had 
started among some groups within the communities in exile (Bernetti and Giardanelli 2003). 
Many of these criticisms were directed at the leadership of these organizations. In the case of 
Montoneros, however, the leadership insisted on vindicating each one of their decisions, even 
the most controversial ones. These differences would acquire a more public character from 
halfway through the 1990s. But until then, little of these internal debates transcended the 
circles of militants. The media did not offer a platform to discuss these issues, and the number 
of publications on the subject were limited compared to the documentation, testimonies, 
and analyses that would appear in the second half of the 1990s. Oberti and Pittaluga (2006: 
136) state that in the 1980s, ‘the field of studies on the militancy and the politico-military 
organizations of the 1960 and ‘70s was an almost uninhabited area’.

Publications from former militants on the subject were hardly evident. An exception was 
Juan Gasparini’s Final de cuentas, published in 1988. Gasparini was a former Montonero who 
had been detained in the ESMA for several years and his analysis was extremely critical of 
the leadership. Many of the issues he raised in his book would become central in the debates 
of the second half of the 1990s. Gaspirini’s book can be seen as a first attempt at critically 
reviewing the Montonero experiment without being condemnatory. On the side of the PRT-
ERP, a similar attempt came some years later with Luis Mattini’s Hombres y Mujeres del PRT-
ERP (1990), a critical analysis and insider account of the activities of the organization by one 
of its former leaders. Other works on the subject published in those years tended to focus on 
the problem of violence, and analysed the guerrilla as the expression of a broader political 
culture characterized by authoritarian and violent practices. Pablo Giussani, former adherent 
of Montoneros and author of Montoneros, la soberbia armada in 1984, wrote a condemnatory 
work in which the Montoneros were labelled as a terrorist organization comparable to the 
Red Brigades in Italy. A more nuanced study came from Hilb and Lutzky (1984), pioneers 
within academia in treating the subject of the guerrillas of the 1970s. They analysed the 
different expressions of the ‘new left’ and the related problem of political violence in 
Argentina. In their analysis, the emergence of the guerrilla was the expression of a broader 
authoritarian political culture that conceptualized politics as a war, thinking in terms of 
enemies and foes. They showed that the guerrilla organizations had no faith in democracy 
as a political system nor as a set of values that could direct political practices, and attributed 
responsibility to the guerrilla in creating the necessary conditions for a military take-over 
(Oberti and Pittaluga 2006: 133).

Hilb and Lutzky’s analysis, and other works produced on the subject in this period206 
were inscribed in a broader revalorization, in the 1980s, of representative democracy among 
progressive intellectuals (Oberti and Pittaluga 2006: 133). Democracy was conceptualized as 
a political system based on pluralism and on the construction of consensus, in opposition to 
authoritarianism that conceived politics as a confrontation. This revalorization of democracy 
in opposition to the authoritarian political practices of the 1970s necessarily led to a break 
among intellectuals with the traditions of the 1960s and ‘70s. This found expression in a 
process of ‘professionalization’ of intellectual practice. In contrast to the 1960s and ’70s, when 
intellectuals had been deeply involved in the political process, they now tried to establish 

206 Other (academic and non-academic) publications on the revolutionary left in those years were Gillespie 
1982; Bonasso 1984; Ollier 1986 and 1989; Santucho 1988; Anzorena 1989; and Seoane 1991. 
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a distance between their professional practice and their political engagements (Interview 
FL 05.12.2006). It also found expression in the fact that concepts that had permeated the 
thinking on social and political reality were discarded. Reflecting on how many intellectuals 
dealt with their past militancy in 1992, philosopher José Pablo Feinmann stated:

One lives the militancy of the 1970s with guilt. It is as if the struggles of the 1970s meant the 
most absolute error. And from absolute error, the only consequence that can be drawn is absolute 
inaction. We have gone from ‘the one who is not politically active is an idiot’, as used to be said in 
the decade of the 1970s, to ‘the one who is politically active is out of fashion’, as is said nowadays. 
There are even words that have become discredited. Imperialism, dependency, socialism, revolution. 
Nobody talks about that anymore. (Quoted in Roniger and Kierszenbaum 2005: 13)

In general terms, there was little or no space to reflect publicly on the revolutionary 
experience of the 1970s from a critical but less condemnatory perspective. This lack of 
political space to speak about the revolutionary experience strongly influenced the few 
manifestations intended to shed a different light on this period. They could easily fall into 
the trap of idealization and omission of the more delicate and problematic dimensions of the 
experience.207 An issue that remained particularly difficult to treat was the option for armed 
struggle. In a compilation of testimonies on the women who had participated in the guerrilla 
organizations, the author stated: ‘…even though the theme of the armed actions was not the 
most central point that interested me, it ended up imposing itself as the only ambiguous 
point of the conversations. I mean that the theme was avoided “because it had not affected 
them”, “because it was in other areas”, etcetera’ (Diana 1996: 21). Diana made her interviews 
at the beginning of the 1990s. At that time many of the women she wanted to interview were 
still reluctant to talk. Reflecting on this fact, one of her interviewees states: ‘It is very difficult 
to talk about these things. We all have a lot of sorrows to bear. The partners, the friends, 
exile…’ (Diana 1996: 14). Thus the general context interacted with the personal situation of 
the protagonists, who were not necessarily ready to initiate a more public debate on their 
participation in the political process of the 1970s.

Recovering a voice and vindicating a story

From the mid-1990s onwards the number of publications, documentaries, or other products 
on the revolutionary organizations of the 1970s increased dramatically. Several of them, 
although not all, came from former militants. In 1995, a first documentary Montoneros. 
Una historia, from the thirty-five year old Andrés Di Tella, was shown on a small scale in 

207 This was exemplified in the supplement published in the newspaper Sur on the history of the Peronist 
Youth. Such a supplement was unusual for the period, and had to do with the characteristics of the 
newspaper. It was financed by the Communist Party, oriented towards the nationalist left, and several 
of its collaborators had adhered to the revolutionary left (among them were Eduardo L. Duhalde, David 
Viñas, Beatriz Sarlo, Horacio González and María Moreno). The publication of the history of the Peronist 
Youth was triggered by the presidential elections of 1989. The authors of the supplement clearly had the 
intention to revalorize the revolutionary experience within the Peronist movement. Therefore, the vision 
presented left little room for the unresolved debates related to the experience, such as the option for 
armed struggle and its deviations (Pittaluga and Oberti 2006: 103-8).
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the Cultural Centre Ricardo Rojas. The documentary told the story of Ana, a member of 
the organization Montoneros and survivor of the ESMA. Her testimony was cross-cut 
with the memories of other former Montoneros. In 1996, a few days before the twentieth 
anniversary of the military coup, the earlier mentioned documentary Cazadores de Utopía 
went into première in a movie theatre in the city centre of Buenos Aires. It was a compilation 
of testimonies of former members of the Tendencia Revolucionaria within the Peronist 
movement, of which the director and his assistants had also been part. That same year, 
Marta Diana, herself not a former militant but a classmate of former Montonera Adriana 
Lesgart, published Mujeres guerrilleras, a compilation of testimonies of women who had been 
members of various revolutionary organizations. In 1997, Eduardo Anguita, former member 
of the PRT-ERP, and Martín Caparrós, former member of the Tendencia Revolucionaria, 
published the first of a series of three testimonial books on the revolutionary experience of 
the 1970s entitled La Voluntad. Una historia de la militancia revolucionaria.

These are some examples of publications and works on the revolutionary experience of the 
1970s that were published in the second half of the 1990s. The stream of products on the 
revolutionary organizations continues today. This increasing attention for the subject was 
accompanied by reflections and debates in newspapers and journals, in academia and among 
the groups and organizations dealing with the recent past, and in which the voices of the 
former militants became increasingly important. Several elements, such as a new generation 
asking their elders to tell about their past experiences and the crisis of representative 
democracy, led former militants to break the silence. When they finally started to intervene 
in the public debate on the recent past, they did so with the explicit intention to confront 
dominant narratives of the 1970s. While this was a necessary step to break through existing 
stereotypes of the militants of the 1970s, it also conditioned the ways in which the experience 
was narrated. At the same time, the public contributions of former militants to the debate 
revealed multiple and sometimes contradictory memories of the revolutionary experience. 
This section deals with these diverse attempts of former militants to rewrite the history of the 
1970s, showing how they wrestled as much with their own memories as with the dominant 
narratives they were seeking to deconstruct.

Re-connecting with a past of militancy
Several elements contributed to breaking the silence of former militants. One crucial 
factor has been the emergence of a new generation demanding information on the 1970s 
and questioning the silence of their elders. In the documentary Montoneros. Una historia, 
Ana states that it was her sixteen-year-old daughter who triggered her to speak about her 
experience when she asked: ‘Mom, what happened in the seventies?’ Similarly, Roberto, who 
was an adolescent during the military dictatorship, stated in an interview in 1995:

The lack of information gives the impression that there is a word missing. This word that is 
missing is that of those who also dreamt like them. It is the leg that’s missing from the table. We 
know what the military think, we know what Firmenich thinks, we know more or less what the 
people think, but we do not know what those who participated and disagreed think, those who at 
one point became critical. We do not know because it has not been published anywhere, nobody 
wrote a book and signed it. Here a debate is lacking between the generation that participated and 
our generation… (Gelman and LaMadrid 1997: 359)
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In this context, the children of the disappeared played a particularly important role in 
breaking the silence of former militants. Many of them had grown up with little information 
on the militancy of their parents. They had generally been raised by their grandparents, or 
other relatives who did not necessarily know the details of the militancy of the disappeared 
person, or disagreed with their political choices and could not speak about it. It was often 
when they were in their teens, halfway through the 1990s, that children of the disappeared 
started to investigate who their parents were. They were not satisfied with the image that 
existed of their parents as merely passive victims, and wanted to understand who they had 
really been. Their interest ranged from the political choices that had motivated their parents 
to the more personal aspects such as what things they enjoyed doing and what they used to 
laugh about (Bonaldi 2006: 162). In an attempt to reconstruct their own family story, they 
contacted their parents’ fellow-militants, hoping to hear who their parents had been and how 
they had lived their short lives.

These demands coming from the children of the disappeared stimulated former militants, 
among them survivors of the secret detention centres, to tell more about their years of 
political militancy. It helped survivors to move beyond their role of witnesses of the horrors 
of torture and captivity in the secret detention centres. This was enhanced by the fact that the 
children of the disappeared generally approached survivors with less suspicions than many 
of the older relatives. At a more public level, the organization H.I.J.O.S. also contributed to 
creating a political space for former militants to be more explicit about their previous political 
identities. From its first public appearances, the organization systematically vindicated the 
disappeared as political militants. In one of the first public speeches of the organization at 
the commemoration of the twentieth anniversary of the military coup, the spokesperson of 
H.I.J.O.S. stated:

We are proud of our revolutionary parents, and we assume the commitment to continue for 
memory and justice until the ultimate consequences. Twenty years ago, companions, our parents 
decided to have us. They knew that maybe they would not see the victory, they would not see the 
country that they were building, and they wanted us to see it. Companions, how are we not going 
to vindicate them? (Quoted in Lorenz 2002: 87)

H.I.J.O.S. was not the first organization to insist on the political identity of the disappeared, 
but its message was powerful because of the public attention that the organization received.

The emergence of a new generation demanding a different story than the dominant 
discourses circulating until then also confronted former militants with their own silences. 
Dolores, a former militant, recalls how she became aware of the silence of her generation 
when she attended a demonstration on the Plaza de Mayo that brought together two 
generations of victims, the mothers and the children of the disappeared:

At this point in history there is a gap between two generations, the mothers and the children. That 
was very clear to me when we had a great demonstration in the Plaza de Mayo and the mothers 
and others were saying the same things they have been telling us for the last twenty years. The 
daughters and sons were trying to listen to another statement than that of their parents. And 
then we realized there is a whole generation that has been silent for all this time. My generation. 
(Quoted in Marchak 1999: 186)
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In several publications of former militants who wrote about the 1970s, the demand 
of younger generations is presented as one of the motivations for writing about their 
experiences. In Montoneros. La Resistencia después del final (2004), former member of the 
Juventud Universitaria Peronista ( JUP)208 Marisa Sadi quotes the earlier mentioned Roberto 
as a justification for her work. Similarly, in No dejés que te la cuenten (1997), former Montonero 
Ernesto Jauretche states that his book was written in the first place for the younger 
generations who are questioning the political conduct of their elders.

Other developments also importantly contributed to creating a space for former members 
of the revolutionary organizations to speak more openly about their experiences. The 
historical context in which H.I.J.O.S. vindicated the political struggles of their parents 
was one of growing disillusionment with democracy. This led to a questioning of the idea 
so strongly embraced in the 1980s that democracy was the panacea for Argentina’s social, 
economic and political troubles. As a consequence, the rejection of the social and political 
protests of the 1970s as exclusively violent and destructive also started to crumble, permitting 
a revalorization of these experiences. The first signs of this revalorization were perceived 
halfway through the 1990s, particularly among some of the human rights organizations and 
groups organizing around the demands for truth, justice and memory.209 But it was in the 
context of the social, economic and political crisis of 2001 that the 1970s increasingly came to 
be referred to not only as a period of repression, but also of widespread social protest. More 
than vindicating specific organizations, what was revalorized was the idea that had been 
central in the struggles of the 1970s, that collective organization could lead to social change 
(Interview LP 27.09.2004).

The radical character of the revolutionary struggles of the 1970s made it the closest 
antecedent to the widespread anti-institutional manifestations of 2001-2002. This was 
also interpreted in this way by former militants, to whom the mobilizations of 2001-2002 
brought back memories of the massive crowd mobilizations and excitement of the 1970s. 
Pablo, a former member of the PRT-ERP, compares the protests with the Cordobazo in 
1969, a historical crowd mobilization staged jointly by workers and students in the city of 
Córdoba, and which marked the beginning of years of widespread social protest and guerrilla 
activity (Interview PL 22.10.2004). Felipe, former Montonero, compared the period from 2001 
onwards with the period of 1973-76 in terms of the maelstrom of activities that characterizes 
both periods (Interview FC 28.11.2004). Eduardo, a former member of PRT-ERP, states that 
there is a relationship in the conceptualization of social and political reality between the 

208 The JUP was one of the grassroots organizations that carried out political activities for the Montoneros. 
These grassroots militants were made available through a strategic alliance of the Montoneros with the 
Juventud Peronista (Peronist Youth, JP) in 1972. Participation in the JP became the first step for many 
militants to inclusion into the Montoneros, and all activities carried out by the JP ultimately came to 
serve Montonero goals. After the elections of 1973, the Montoneros built different front organizations for 
their political work, through the creation of JPs at the universities (Juventud Universitaria Peronista, JUP), 
among secondary student unions (Unión de Estudiantes Secundarios, UES), among the Peronist workers 
(Juventud Trabajadora Peronista, JTP), shanty town dwellers (Movimiento Villero Peronista, MVP), and a 
feminine variant (Asociación Evita, AE), which all ultimately reported to Montoneros. Collectively these 
organizations came to be known as the Tendencia Revolucionaria, the Revolutionary Tendency within the 
Peronist movement, and it was through these organizations that the Montoneros were able to mobilize 
impressive numbers of people on the streets, at demonstrations and rallies (Gillespie 1982: 134-5; Marchak 
1999: 96-98; Robben 2005). 

209 See chapter three. 
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1970s and 2001-2002: ‘This is the seventies. In the political range of ideas there is a relation’ 
(Interview EA5 28.12.2004).

Concretely, the social protests of 2001 and 2002 stimulated many former militants to 
become politically involved again. Felipe participated in the protests of 19 and 20 December 
together with other former militants: ‘We participated on the 19th, the 20th. Many 
companions were there burning cars…the same Vaca Narvaja210…[…] burning cars on 
the 9 de julio (a major avenue in Buenos Aires)’ (Interview FC 28.11.2004). In the months 
thereafter, the popular assemblies constituted a new political space outside political parties 
that strongly attracted former militants. According to Inés, a former Montonera, they 
contributed to reuniting former militants who had lost contact, and to reorganizing on the 
basis of previous political identities:

The popular and neighbourhood assemblies, this also gave way to the appearance of the setentistas 
(militants of the seventies)… And of much more social work, to open up more… And […] to start 
finding each other again…like mushrooms after the rain […] Before [the crisis of 2001] there was 
not such an evident thing, I am not saying that it was not there anywhere. Perhaps there were a lot 
of people like withdrawn in their work, in their profession, and this provided a space to reactivate 
things and to meet up with the others. (Interview IP 20.09.2004)

But what definitively permitted former militants to recover some of the public space they 
had lost after the dictatorship was the fact that during his presidency (2003-2007), Néstor 
Kirchner publicly recognized and vindicated his own participation in the JUP, a grassroots 
organization responding to the Montoneros. In doing this, Kirchner ‘whitewashed’ the 
experience of militancy of the 1970s, as Marisa formulates it:

He whitewashes when he says ‘I am the son of the Madres, I am…I participated, I was there.’ He 
whitewashes when he goes to the ESMA and embraces the survivors, who were all Montoneros, 
from the first one until the last one, from extremely well-trained and educated members (cuadros) 
to people that weren’t, but he does it. So there you also see it. He whitewashes when he starts 
inviting former Montoneros to the various [government] areas. (Interview MS2 19.10.2004)

On the importance of the presidential gestures, Noemí states: ‘It is like an obscure curtain 
was moved and like [for] some of those who had to do with the story of the 1960-70s, the 
fact that there is a President who had something to do with this story and has…it is quite 
a strong thing, which has left us all like a bit surprised’ (Interview NC 10.08.2003). The 
presidential gestures and statements strongly contributed to de-stigmatizing those who had 
been members of revolutionary organizations in the 1970s.

Testimonies of the 1970s: between vindication and (self-) criticism
Former militants have occupied the public space that emerged in the mid-1990s in several 
ways. In the different places they had rejoined socially, politically and culturally, they 
increasingly spoke up about their previous political identities, and insisted on the need to 
remember the disappeared as political militants. Disappeared or assassinated intellectuals, 
writers and artists like Rodolfo Walsh, Francisco ‘Paco’ Urondo or Héctor Oesterheld were 

210 One of the surviving leaders of Montoneros.
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increasingly remembered as political militants instead of the focus being placed on their 
cultural legacy. Some former militants even explicitly tried to revive old political identities, 
although adapted to the new political context. An example of such an initiative is the 
Mutual Sentimiento, created in 1999 by former political prisoners, mostly former members 
of the PRT-ERP. The association states that it pursues the same political objectives that 
once motivated the revolutionary organizations of the 1970s, but with different means. In 
the words of the president, Graciela Draguicevich, ‘…here we are trying to continue with 
the same banners [of the PRT-ERP], but with other arms’ (Interview GD2 05.01.2005). 
Another similar initiative is the Movimiento Auténtico Peronista (MPA) founded by former 
Montoneros. The magazine of the MPA is called El Descamisado, the name given to 
Montoneros’ most important propaganda platform in the 1970s. This choice is representative 
for the level of vindication of the Montonero identity within the MPA, as also becomes clear 
from their founding document.211

One of the more visible means through which former militants occupied the political 
space that was opening up was through the production of books, documentaries and other 
cultural products on the subject. Many of these works had a strong testimonial character. 
These works had a ripple effect, and strongly contributed to the de-stigmatization of the 
revolutionary experience of the 1970s. They were clearly intended as a deconstruction of the 
narratives circulating at that time on the militant experience of the 1970s: the theory of the 
two devils, and the de-politicization of the victims of state terrorism (Oberti and Pittaluga 
2006: 121). According to the authors of these works, these narratives had contributed to 
making the whole militant experience of the 1970s an undertaking that made no sense 
when viewed from the present. Through the voices of the protagonists who talked about 
their experiences, their motivations and their hopes and fears, they wanted to contribute to 
a different understanding of the militant experience of the 1970s. Furthermore, in order to 
go beyond the tragedy of the disappearances, they tried to rescue those elements that had 
been part of the militant experience but were generally omitted when referring to the 1970s: 
the joy involved in being engaged in politics, the feeling that one was shaping the course of 
history, and the thrill of the whole experience (Oberti and Pittaluga 2006: 127).

The intention to challenge the dominant narratives was explicit in the documentary 
Cazadores de Utopías, directed by David Blaustein. In an interview in Página/12, Blaustein 
explained that the documentary aimed at breaking with prevailing images of the 1970s: ‘I 
think that the film can act as a historical hinge between an image that was imposed for years 
and the true motives of my generation’.212 This alternative version of the militant experience 
of the 1970s contained various elements. In the first place, the documentary wanted to show 
that the militants of the 1970s had not been the ‘devils’ depicted in official history, but persons 
guided by ideals of social justice. This intention was clearly expressed in a comment by 
Blaustein on how the audience reacted to the documentary:

With satisfaction I received the comments of the young people that came out astonished or, at 
least, surprised with what they had seen. They realized that these people do not have anything to 
do with this role of ‘bad guys’ that a particular version of official history had attributed to them. 

211 See: http://www.eldescamisado.org/
212 Página/12, 20.03.1996.
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Some told me that, easily, they would buy a second-hand car from them…implying that above 
all they understood that it is about sincere people, committed to what they believed at the time.213

Simultaneously, it aimed at deconstructing the de-politicized image of the disappeared that 
predominated, as Mercedes Depino, co-scenario writer of the documentary, explained in an 
interview: ‘[We wanted] to show that this story was the project of a generation that was 
the decade of the seventies, where the aim was the transformation of society’ (quoted in 
Rodríguez 1999: 290). Finally, the documentary also aimed at constructing a version of the 
past that went beyond the tragedy of the disappearances and showed that the period of the 
1970s had also been a time of excitement, passion and hope. Citing Blaustein again: ‘Let’s not 
give the feeling of the defeated, lets not give the feeling of tragedy, lets give the feeling that it 
made sense and that there is a future to conquer…’ (quoted in Rodríguez 1999: 304).

Cazadores de Utopías was one of the first documentaries by former militants on their 
experience in the 1970s. Therefore, it both expressed and contributed to a change on how the 
experience of militancy of the 1970s was looked and reflected upon (Oberti and Pittaluga 
2006: 119). A similar role could be attributed to the trilogy La Voluntad, written by Martín 
Caparrós and Eduardo Anguita, and which gave an overview of the revolutionary experience 
covering the period from 1966 to 1978. The first of the three volumes, published in 1997, 
immediately became a bestseller. The three volumes were written as a novel but based on 
testimonies of former protagonists and documents of those years. Like Cazadores de Utopías, 
the books were intended as a deconstruction of prevailing narratives, and particularly that 
of the theory of the two devils. One of the aims of the book was to make understandable to 
outsiders why numerous youngsters had opted for active participation in one of the guerrilla 
organizations, making a choice for armed struggle as a means to achieve social change. They 
chose for a focus on the personal stories of the militants, and particularly, on their emotional 
world, so as to create a different understanding of that period. Thus in Anguita’s words:

…we thought that it had to have a gaze that was able to be surprised, to be moved, that is to say, 
that the narrative had to dwell on the stories that showed changes and that they had to show 
a tremulous soul, they had to show a surprised person, an indignant person, let’s say, it had to 
exaggerate from an emotional point of view those things that the cold history that had been told 
so far did not show, because at the time, it was more used for the rod of the good and the bad, 
violence and non-violence, whether these kids had been mistaken or not mistaken. (Interview 
EA5 28.12.2004)

These are but two examples of how former militants intended to break with the existing 
narratives, appealing to life stories and testimonies of the protagonists to give insights into 
some of the ideals, motivations and emotions involved in the militant experience of the 1970s. 
They contributed to a renewed attention for the militancy of the 1970s. Thus, sociologist 
Carlos Altamirano (1996: 1) stated that the main merit of Cazadores de Utopía was that it 
encouraged a debate on the 1970s and particularly the Montoneros. At the same time, the 
interventions of former militants in the media and in other cultural settings also gave 
visibility to the great disparity of memories on this particular experience. Even when former 
militants shared a common will to shed a different light on the experience of the 1970s, 

213 Página/12, 20.03.1996.
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they could have almost incompatible explanations for the destruction of the revolutionary 
organizations, commonly referred to as la derrota (the defeat). A major dividing line ran 
between on the one hand those who attributed entire responsibility to the repression and 
the military dictatorship and continued to vindicate each one of the actions of the guerrilla, 
and on the other hand those who were more critical and also attributed responsibility to the 
decisions of the leadership of these organizations. These divergent explanations were strongly 

– although not exclusively – related to one’s position within the hierarchical structure of the 
revolutionary organizations. The most critical voices often came from those who had been 
involved in the grassroots organizations allied with the guerrillas, and who were taking part 
in political activities in the universities, neighbourhoods, secondary schools and factories, the 
so-called perejiles.214

Criticisms against the leadership were harshest among former members of the 
Montoneros. The leadership was criticized for prioritizing the military above the political, 
for sustaining a centralist and vertical decision-making process, and for taking decisions 
that isolated the organization from its political bases and exposed the lives of its members.215 
Some measures were particularly controversial and are generally mentioned in this context 
as examples of the militaristic and authoritarian turn the organization took over the years, 
particularly from 1974 onwards. One of them was the assassination of the union leader 
and close collaborator of Perón, José Ignacio Rucci in September 1973,216 a measure that 
was harshly criticized, and is often considered the first sign of the growing militarization 
of the organization (Gillespie 1982; Bernetti and Giardanelli 2003; Calveiro 2005). Equally 
controversial was the decision of the leadership to go underground in September 1974, after 
the death of Perón, and to reinitiate military operations after a period of abstention that had 
started with Cámpora’s victory at the elections in May 1973 (Gillespie 1982: 174-5).217 The 
decision left thousands of grassroots militants unprotected because they could not easily go 

214 The word perejiles was used to refer to the thousands of grassroots militants that carried out political 
activities for the guerrilla organizations. Depending on how and by whom it was used, it could either have 
a depreciative meaning, or be a means to vindicate this particular group of militants.  

215 Similar criticisms also took place within the PRT-ERP. One difference was that the organization 
recognized its defeat a few years earlier than Montoneros. In July 1976, Roberto Santucho, the 
uncontested leader of the PRT-ERP, was assassinated. A year later, in April 1977, the organization 
declared that it had been defeated, and ordered the retreat of its members into exile (Robben 2005: 157). 
Montoneros would not dissolve until 1983. 

216 Rucci’s assassination was intended to force Perón to recognize the Montoneros as a powerful actor within 
the Peronist movement in a context of growing polarization between left- and right-wing Peronism. The 
operation, which was not assumed publicly, was strongly criticized internally at the time. It was a measure 
taken in a democratic context, against an ally of Perón, and could not count on any support within the 
Peronist movement (Anguita and Caparrós 1998a: 184-94).

217 In practice they continued to realize operations to provide them with capital reserves, such as the 
abduction of businessmen and the disarming of policemen, as well as operations of so-called ‘popular 
justice’. These consisted of assassinating persons who had been involved in the repression against members 
of their organization, or of union leaders considered to be representative of right-wing Peronism, as was 
the case of Rucci. Other victims were the leader of the Builders Union Rogelio Coria, Builder Union 
bodyguard Felix Navazo, Lanusses’s Interior Minister Mor Roig, and ultra-right CNU leader Martín 
Salas. Navazo had been identified as one of those who participated in the Ezeiza shootings in 1973 and 
was known to be engaged in para-police activity in La Plata, Mor Roig had been in office at the time 
of the Trelew massacre in 1972, and Coria and Rucci were accused of being traitors to Peronism and the 
working class. These were but some of the actions carried out by Montoneros while Perón was still alive 
(Gillespie 1982: 165-6).
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underground: they had a job, a family, and no means to live a clandestine life. The measure 
revealed a great indifference on the part of the leadership for this category of militants. It also 
isolated the organization from its political bases, and as such it was considered symptomatic 
for the militarization of the leadership, which increasingly favoured armed operations above 
constructing politics from below.

At the time, many of these decisions were intensely discussed within the organization. 
Communities in exile also conducted heated debates on these issues. Underlying the disputes 
was an internal struggle between those sectors who believed that arms stood above politics 
and those who believed that arms should always be subsumed to politics. This led to several 
splits until the dissolution of the Montoneros in 1983.218 In general, dissident voices were 
hardly taken into account by the leadership. This was clear when in the course of 1976 a 
strong dissidence developed among one sector of the Montoneros, the Greater Buenos 
Aires North Column (Columna Norte) and in the city of La Plata. Columna Norte alone 
represented nine hunded Montoneros. However, the national leadership trivialized the 
dissidence and presented it as ‘classist, ideologist and militarist’ (Gillespie 1982: 242-3).219 
Similarly, between 1976 and 1977 Rodolfo Walsh, respected intellectual and member of the 
intelligence service of Montoneros, wrote several internal documents in which he urged 
the leadership to make a less triumphant analysis of the historical context and to protect 
what was left of the organization (Sadi 2004: 21-6). The response of the leadership to Walsh’s 
documents was to plan two ‘counter-offensives’, in 1979 and 1980, which involved the return 
of militants in exile to Argentina to organize the resistance against the dictatorship. Both 
operations led to the disappearance of almost all its participants, including several members 
of the leadership.220

In the public interventions of former militants from mid-1990s onwards, these issues 
appeared time and again as the unsolved themes of the Montonero experience. Contributing 
to the difficulties to come to terms with these aspects of the experience has been the lack 
of critical reflection among the surviving members of the leadership on their own role. In 
their public interventions they recognized some ‘political errors’ but refused to assume 
responsibilities for the consequences of several of their decisions. When asked why the 
organization did not invest more human and economic resources into preserving the lives of 
the members of the organization, Firmenich answered:

Our strategy was not to save people. If we had had that strategy, we would not even have started. 
The strategy was to transform the power structure in Argentina, not to save people. From the 
point of view of preservation we did everything that was possible. But one thing is the point of 
view of Amnesty International, which is a humanitarian organization, and another one is that of a 
revolutionary organization.221

Similarly, Montonero leader Roberto Perdía explained how the leadership made a clear 
choice, when they went underground in 1974, not to financially support the thousands 

218 A first separation took place in 1974, followed by two more, one in 1979 and one in 1980 (Anguita and 
Caparrós 1998a: 224-6; Bernetti and Giardanelli 2003: 64, 71-6). 

219 See also Larraquy and Caballero 2000 and Anguita and Caparrós 1998b for more details on the dissidence 
of Columna Norte.

220 See Zuker 2003 and Larraquy 2006 for a history of the counteroffensives.
221 Felipe Pigna, ‘Entrevista a Mario Firmenich’, www.elhistoriador.com.ar
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of grassroots militants at the periphery of the organization: ‘We could not assign so much 
money to this project, it would have left us without funds to engage in politics, and on the 
other hand, many of these five thousand militants would have gone abroad to badger us 
(rompiendo las pelotas) in exile’ (Larraquy and Caballero 2000: 276).

The lack of critical reflection of the surviving leaders on their own practices, and 
controversial attitudes such as the support for Menem’s candidacy in 1989 and the 
participation in his first government (Gorbato 1999: 327) all strongly contributed to a 
rejection of many former Montoneros of their leadership. These former militants also felt 
a strong need to stress to a public that had mainly heard the story through the surviving 
leadership that they were not representative for the militant experience of the 1970s. This 
argument was repeatedly invoked in a debate that was initiated after the publication of 
an unauthorized biography of Rodolfo Galimberti in 2000, written by two journalists 
who had not taken part in any militancy in the 1970s. Galimberti had been the leader of 
the Peronist Youth in 1972 and had been close to the leadership of Montoneros.222 He had 
also been representative of the more militaristic current within the organization. In the 
1990s he became allied with Menemism and openly befriended a well-known torturer of 
the ESMA (Larraquy and Caballero 2000). In the media he was frequently cited as a bad 
example of what had become of the former revolutionaries of the 1970s. The publication of 
his biography initiated a debate in Página/12 on the militant experience of the 1970s, in which 
former militants were the main contributors. In several of these interventions, the authors 
stated that Galimberti was not representative for the militants of the 1970s, either because 
the experience was collective and could not be reduced to individuals such as Galimberti 
and others,223 or because most militants, particularly at the grassroots level, had shown very 
different attitudes.224

In this context, the grassroots militants who had been involved in political activities rather 
than armed actions, but were also part of the revolutionary experience, emerged as the ideal 
counterpart to the militaristic leadership that had valued armed struggle more than politics. 
Both former militants and others who wrote on the subject in a critical way repeatedly 
insisted on the fact that the voices that should be heard were not those of the leadership, 
but those, still invisible, of the grassroots militants. They were considered the ‘real means 
of support of the revolutionary project’,225 those who, according to philosopher Feinmann, 
‘took the responsibility. They believed in communitarian causes. They sought a better society. 
They did not die for being stupid. They did not die for nothing. They died for being generous’ 
(Feinmann 1998: 105). Clearly, there was a need to vindicate this particular group, which 
had experienced a different reality from that of the leadership and from those higher in 
the hierarchy of the organization. Adriana Robles, former grassroots militant, wrote a book 
significantly entitled, Perejiles. Los otros Montoneros (2004), revisiting her own memories and 
telling the stories of former fellow-militants, mostly members of the Unión de Estudiantes 

222 Galimberti broke with the Montoneros in 1979, together with another leader of the organization, Juan 
Gelman, and they founded the movement of Montoneros Auténticos later renamed in Peronismo en la 
Resistencia (Bernetti and Giardanelli 2003: 64). 

223 Mario Wainfeld, ‘Cuando el coro era protagnista’, Página/12, 21.01.2001; Alicia Pierini, ‘Debatir la historia, 
no sobre personas’, Página/12, 18.02.2001; 

224 José Pablo Feinmann, ‘Galimba, el colimba’, Página/12 21.01.2001; ‘La política sin sujetos’, Página/12, 
28.01.2001; Marisa Sadi, ‘Desde la base’, Página/12, 08.04.2001.

225 Marisa Sadi, ‘Desde la base’, Página/12, 08.04.2001.
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Secundarios (UES). In her introduction, Robles insists upon the need to show ‘the other 
Montoneros’, ‘the perejiles, the less formed and less informed basis of the politico-military 
organizations. The unknown, those who many do not know who they were’ (Robles 2004: 16), 
those who remained in the shadows and occupied lower ranks.

The need to vindicate this category of militant was also explicit in Marisa Sadi’s book 
Montoneros. La resistencia después del final (2004), on the handful of militants, including 
herself and her husband, who continued to carry out militant actions in Argentina during 
the dictatorship. At the same time, more than Robles, Sadi was writing against the leadership. 
Indignation about the attitude of the leadership, and their lack of recognition for what the 
grassroots militants had gone through was one of her main incentives to write the book. 
Indeed, she decided to write her story after the publication of several books that focussed 
on the experience of the higher ranking Montoneros, among them the biography on 
Galimberti (2000) and Miguel Bonasso’s autobiographical Diario de un clandestino (2000). Of 
Galimberti’s book she says: ‘When I read it for the first time I thought it was disgusting, 
this book. […] I thought it degraded everything…’ (Interview MS2 19.10.2004). Bonasso’s 
autobiography made her indignant for a different reason. Bonasso had been a high ranking 
Montonero who had lived underground in Argentina for several years while being supported 
financially by the organization, and according to Sadi, the book was not representative at 
all of what she and other grassroots militants had gone through during the dictatorship.226 
Recalling her indignation at the time the book came out, she states: ‘…here I got completely 
cracked up. I said: “It is not fair! It is not fair that history is distorted in this way”. The issue 
is that El diario de un clandestino made me so furious because I think it is most remote from 
the reality that we went through’ (Interview MS2 19.10.2004). This motivated her to tell her 
own story.

Those who contrasted the grassroots militants with the leadership did not only want to 
vindicate this category of militants but also aimed at constructing a different narrative of the 
experience of the 1970s. They wanted to go beyond the image installed through the theory 
of the two devils and the public manifestations of their former leaders, to show who the 
militants had really been. However, when establishing a dichotomy between leaders and the 
grassroots militants, they were, in a way, reproducing the moral logic of the theory of the two 
devils. Thus, according to historian Federico Lorenz:

When facing the criticisms, many responded by reinforcing a stereotyped image, differentiating 
themselves but reproducing the dominant logic. If the guerrilla, for instance, was synthesized in 
some of its leaders, the answer consisted of testimonies to show that ‘we were not them’, ‘we were 
not all like that’. But ultimately one was confronting [criticasters] using the framework proposed 
by the dualism of the two demons.227

226 She criticized the fact that on several occasions Bonasso disregarded the security measures required to 
protect himself and those militants who fell under his responsibility. Furthermore, she was also extremely 
critical of the hierarchies within the organization between grassroots militants and higher ranking 
members of the organization, and which was reflected in the difference in financial means at their 
disposal. Whereas Bonasso could still lead a rather normal life thanks to money that was sent to him by 
the leadership on a regular basis, other militants less directly connected to the leadership had excruciating 
financial problems (Interview MS2, 19.10.2004).

227 Federico Lorenz, ‘Lucha Armada en la Argentina – Presentación’, 30.11.2004. 
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Similarly, Oberti and Pittaluga (2006: 99) have warned for the consequence of a memory 
based on a dichotomy in which militancy stood for positive values, whereas the negative 
aspects of the experience were attributed to the leaders. According to them, it did not 
enable the exploration of the politico-military organizations as the complex political 
and subjective entities that they were, and therefore could lead to uncritical memories. 
Many former militants continued to reflect upon the past in moral terms, condemning 
or idealizing attitudes of former companions and their leaders, instead of analysing the 
experience as a historical process. This contributed to reinforcing taboos on the more 
controversial dimensions of the militant experience of the 1970s instead of leading to a better 
understanding of the past.

Searching for a third way: the analytical perspective
Increasingly, some former militants who saw the limitations of the normative terms in which 
the debate was unfolding started to plead for a more analytical perspective. They urged for 
a balance of the experience that would not fall into the trap of condemning or idealizing 
attitudes of former companions, and would not silence the more controversial issues that 
could contribute to the existing negative public image of the militant experience of the 1970s. 
Philosopher Ricardo Forster (1996: 54) described this challenge in the following terms:

To travel through the sixties and seventies, to focus on the intensities of a period full of 
opportunities and dangers, means to refrain from justificatory gestures without these becoming, as 
some sectors of the left point out, traitors of memory, hypocritical gravediggers of the redeeming 
ideals for which some of the best members of that generation gave their lives.

Forster urged former militants to take up the challenge. In 2004, he reiterated his call for 
a critical revision of the revolutionary experience that managed to go beyond mystification 
while at the same time avoiding the condemnatory discourse conveyed through the theory of 
two devils (Forster 2004).

In 1996, when Forster insisted for the first time on the need for a critical discussion, the 
debate on the militant experience was merely starting, and there was little interest among 
former militants to discuss the more delicate topics publicly. Lila, a former Montonera who 
had been involved in some of the first initiatives to organize a public debate on the militant 
experience of the 1970s, remembers how difficult it was to discuss its more controversial 
aspects at the beginning of the 1990s. She recalls that at the time, many militants strongly 
criticized the documentary Montoneros. Una historia, for speaking openly about issues that 
‘nobody would say’, such as the fact that abducted militants released names under torture, 
suspicions circulating against Firmenich, etc. (Interview LP 27.09.2004). In 2004, when 
Forster reiterated his call, the situation had slightly changed, and there were signs of a 
growing willingness on the part of former militants to be more openly critical about the 
militant experience. Both an expression of and a contribution to this debate was the journal 
Lucha armada en la Argentina, launched in 2004, and dedicated exclusively to the analysis 
of the experience of armed struggle as it had unfolded in Argentina in the 1960s and ‘70s. 
The journal was a joint initiative of Sergio Bufano, former militant of the Organización 
Comunista Poder Obrero (OCPO), a Marxist guerrilla organization, and Gabriel Roth, a 
researcher of the Centro de Documentación e Investigación de la Cultura de Izquierdas en la 
Argentina (CEDINCI), an archive of the Argentine left. The journal was meant as a platform 
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for former militants, academics and public intellectuals, to enable critical reflection upon the 
revolutionary experience of the 1970s.

In the first issue, Bufano and Roth defined their intentions. They stated that the 
experience of armed struggle still awaited a critical historical evaluation free from prejudices, 
and which would acknowledge the political richness of the experience. They pointed to the 
fact that until then, reflection on the topic had tended to be self-legitimizing, reducing the 
revolutionary experience to stereotypes, anecdotes and mystifications. According to them,

the lack of critical perspective imposed a mould in which justification replaced the analysis of the 
circulation of ideas, obscured the internal life of the organizations and the theoretical assumptions, 
the conflicts and tensions that emerged from them. It is well known that without a critical 
interpellation, without contrasting between what is said and what is done, history becomes a 
legitimizing instrument for an uncritical memory that lacks reflection.228

Their proposal was based on the belief that viewing the acts of the past from a critical 
perspective that would recover both the good and the bad things would help to avoid being 
either too indulgent or too demeaning towards the recent past. According to them, the 
main characters of that particular historical experience ‘should not be afraid of opening up 
memories and reviewing the strategies and sayings of the past. Recovering that which can 
be recovered and recognizing the errors’.229 Lucha Armada became an important platform for 
former militants, historians and others interested in reflecting upon the 1970s. The journal, 
which appears every three months, is often accompanied by a public presentation.

One of the persons who made several contributions to Lucha armada and has been highly 
influential in the development towards a more analytical reflection on the militant experience 
of the 1970s was Pilar Calveiro. Pilar Calveiro had been a member of Montoneros, and was 
a survivor of several secret detention centres, among them the ESMA. After being liberated, 
she went into exile in Mexico, from where she started to intervene in the debate in Argentina 
from the end of the 1990s onwards. Her first publication, Poder y desaparición. Los campos de 
concentración en Argentina, which appeared in 1998, was one of the first serious attempts to 
analyse the repressive system in Argentina not as an aberration, but as a product of Argentine 
society. It also went beyond the dichotomies between ‘heroes’ and ‘traitors’ that were still 
frequently applied to survivors who had collaborated or simulated collaboration while being 
detained (Pastoriza 2004: 57). These insights were elaborated further in Calveiro’s second 
book, Política y/o violencia. Una aproximación a la guerrilla de los años 70 (2005a), dedicated to 
an analysis of the guerrilla organizations and their role in the process that led to the military 
dictatorship. The book was also accompanied by a number of public presentations, which 
indicated, according to Oberti and Pittaluga (2006: 41), that ‘its appearance constituted an 
opportunity to install new coordinates in relation to the debate on the organizations of the 
seventies’.

In her analysis of the guerrilla movement, Calveiro developed several arguments that 
offered former militants new parameters to re-examine the militant experience without 
falling into either demonization or idealization. In the first place, instead of speaking about 
the past in moral terms, she pleaded for an analysis of the 1970s as a political process. Thus 

228 Lucha armada 1, 2004: 2.
229 Lucha armada 1, 2004: 2.
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she stated: ‘It is not about one, two or twenty-five million demons; it is about understanding 
what happened, that is to say, what happened to us, to all of us, from the place each one of us 
occupied and still occupies’ (Calveiro 2005a: 13). Similarly, in an earlier interview, she stated: 
‘I always thought that it was a political story, that entailed a lot of personal dramas, but that 
was essentially political and that we had to tell it from the political point of view, talk about 
the military project and its confrontation with the armed organizations’.230 Analysing the 
1970s as a political process permitted her to free the recent history from the moralizing 
perspective through which it had often been interpreted. It also allowed her to construct a 
memory that would be able to reconnect the individual and private memories constructed 
by relatives of the disappeared with the broader political process they were part of. It would 
make it possible to go beyond the individual stories and anecdotes.

This emphasis on analysing the experience of the 1970s as a political process also created 
room for evaluating the role of the guerrilla organizations and their possible contribution 
to a general climate of violence that culminated in the military dictatorship, one of 
Calveiro’s central preoccupations. The guerrilla, she argued, had been a ‘phenomenon that 
was inseparable from this history and of great prominence’ (Calveiro 2005a: 13), and she 
considered that it was absolutely necessary to reflect upon the role and responsibility of the 
guerrilla organizations in the political process that led to state terrorism. According to her, 
this reflection should be realized in the first place by those who had been protagonists of 
this political experience. Thus the surviving leadership, as well as each individual militant, 
had the responsibility to reflect upon their attitudes and choices in the 1970s. However, few 
former militants had dared to reconsider their own responsibilities critically, out of fear of 
confirming the theory of the two devils, or because, as one former militant expressed it, ‘there 
is a profound fear of losing one’s identity’.231 The political perspective offered Calveiro a 
means to go beyond these limitations. She insisted on the fact that rather than speaking of a 
‘self-criticism’ or a ‘mea culpa’, one should speak of a political balance. Thus she stated: ‘I do 
not believe in mea culpas – whether these are cathartic or catastrophistic – but I do believe in 
the possibility to sincerely understand the past to “open” the future’ (Calveiro, 2005a: 13). In 
one of her presentations she clarified: ‘I would not use the word “self-criticism”. I believe that 
what we have to do is make political evaluations’.232

This exercise should start with ‘re-historicizing the past’, as one of the chapters of her 
book was entitled. This meant analysing the revolutionary organizations of the 1970s in their 
particular historical context. In the 1960 and ‘70s, the world was organized according to the 
bipolar logic of the Cold War. The constellation in which the guerrilla had emerged was ‘a 
constellation of spaces and values that vindicate the state, the public and politics as possible 
principles of universality. They accepted the struggle, the confrontation and the revolution as 
a means, not the only ones, which were valid and valuable for politics’ (Calveiro 2005a: 14-5). 
This was opposed to the constellation that emerged from the end of the 1980s onwards, in 
which civil society and the private sphere were valorized in opposition to the state and the 
political system, which were, in Calveiro’s (2005a: 15) words, ‘almost always demonized’. In 
this new constellation ‘one vindicates agreements, and with a certain hypocrisy, condemns any 
form of open violence, especially political violence’ (Calveiro 2005a: 15). Without taking into 

230 Página/12, 01.11.1998.
231 Conference Pilar Calveiro at the UTPBA, Fieldnotes 17.08.2004.
232 Conference Pilar Calveiro at the UTPBA, Fieldnotes 17.08.2004.
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account these differences, the actions of the militants of the 1970s were ‘incomprehensible or 
even insane – even for themselves’ (Calveiro 2005a: 16). Re-historicizing the past also meant 
recognizing the defeat of the guerrillas in Argentina as part of a more general defeat of the 
revolutionary initiatives that had burgeoned in the 1960 and ’70s throughout Latin America.

The insistence on understanding the experience of the 1970s in its specific historical 
context was not in itself new. However, the more testimonial approaches that had 
predominated until then mainly focussed on the sentiments and ideals that had motivated 
the generation of the 1970s. They did not provide an analysis of where these sentiments came 
from, how they were embedded in a particular set of values, and what this meant for the way 
social protest unfolded in the 1970s. Calveiro’s intervention was also different from earlier 
proposals because she insisted on the fact that although the defeat of the guerrillas had 
been part of a broader historical process, this could not be used as an excuse. The guerrilla 
organizations also had their share of responsibility in their own defeat, and this responsibility 
should be acknowledged and evaluated. In this context, Calveiro was particularly critical of 
those former militants who tended to use the theory of the two devils as a means to avoid 
reflecting critically upon their own role. Referring to an interview with Firmenich in which 
he affirmed that the theory of the two devils had been one of the instruments used after the 
transition to democracy to ostracize the Montoneros, she stated: ‘…they mix up the dirty 
war with the demand for accountability that people claim and that he (Firmenich) should 
give. He also uses the theory of the two devils to wash his hands of his share of responsibility’ 
(Calveiro 2005a: 22-3).

Calveiro achieved success among former militants who shared her perspective. They 
welcomed her interventions as ‘a leap in the discussion’ (Interview LP 27.09.2004). 
However, the theory of the two devils continued to cloud the debate. Criticisms against the 
revolutionary organizations were often seen as a confirmation of the theory, and therefore 
many former militants were afraid of being misunderstood if they spoke publicly about the 
most controversial decisions and practices of their organizations. According to Lila, one of 
the persons who have promoted Calveiro’s ideas in Argentina, the theory of the two devils 
was often used to put a stop to these discussions. She recalls several meetings where the 
audience questioned more critical reflections on the militant experiences, stating that this 
served to reproduce the theory of the two devils (Interview LP 27.09.2004). This mechanism 
became obvious during the presentation of the first issue of Lucha Armada. Sergio Bufano, 
one of the four speakers, pleaded for a more analytical approach to the guerrilla movement 
that would not avoid discussing the more controversial topics. Reacting to his presentation, 
one of the persons in the audience immediately accused him of re-implementing the theory 
of the two devils, thus cutting short the debate before it had even started. 233

The sensitivity to the theory of the two devils was reinforced when judge Bonadío ordered 
the arrest of the three surviving leaders of the Montoneros in 2003, accusing them of being 
responsible of the abduction of fifteen Montoneros who had returned to Argentina in the 
context of the second counteroffensive in 1980.234 Former militants interpreted his move as a 
means of re-floating the theory of the two devils and became even more cautious about what 
they said and what they did not say. Marisa Sadi, who was about to publish her book on the 

233 Presentation of the magazine Lucha Armada, Fieldnotes, 30.11.2004. 
234 Veintitres, 21.08.03; Página/12, 11.09.2003.
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Montoneros, remembers that Bonadío’s arrest order ‘pestered her a lot’. When I asked her 
why, she answered:

The demons. The demons, the demons. Then there were people who said to me: ‘It can not come 
out, it can not come out, […], because the demons, because…’ The matter was complicated. I came 
across a much generalized attitude among the people I interviewed. They told you everything but 
in general the majority clarified ‘you can tell this, and this you can not, you have to be careful, be 
aware because this can not come out, we are not prepared’…things that sincerely…well, I have 
had some time bombs, like that, let’s say, but in general it was information that not…of which 
I do not believe that it was something to say ‘this is something that can not be told’. I was very 
respectful. But there is this fear on the part of the ones who participated that we will not be 
understood. (Interview MS2 19.10.2004)

Thus, although there were several attempts to reflect more critically on the revolutionary 
project of the 1970s, it still remained difficult for former militants to speak openly about its 
more controversial aspects.

Broadening the debate to ‘outsiders’

The debate on the militant experience of the 1970s was not limited to former militants, 
although they were major contributors. ‘Outsiders’, persons who had never had any 
participation in the militant experience of the 1970s, or who had sympathized with, and later 
distanced themselves from their previous political identities, also increasingly intervened in 
the discussion. Lucha Armada for instance was a joint initiative by a former militant and a 
historian who had been too young to be politically active in the 1970s. Many of the authors 
in the journal had not themselves been militants. Similarly, in the newspaper Página/12, 
one of the platforms in which the debate on the militant experience unfolded, younger 
generations also participated in the discussion. In Puentes, a magazine exclusively dedicated 
to the memory of the repression, contributions came from human rights activists and former 
militants, but also from academics and journalists who had not been members of the guerrilla 
organizations of the 1970s. The militant experience of the 1970s was also discussed in Punto 
de Vista, and Confines, journals that offered a platform for intellectuals to reflect upon a wide 
range of social, political and cultural topics. Finally, outsiders also participated in the debate 
through publications and other cultural products, such as documentaries and movies. Several 
of these products came from children of disappeared, but this was not always the case. Many 
young film directors or historians without a personal story of repression were also becoming 
increasingly interested in the subject.235

Many of these outsiders were critical of the testimonial approach that predominated in the 
renewed attention for the 1970s. They considered these interventions nostalgic and idealized 
forms of reflecting upon the past. Cazadores de Utopías for instance, received numerous 
criticisms from individuals who had not participated in the revolutionary experience of the 

235 Among them were the publications of Lucas Lanusse 2005; Vera Carnovale with several articles on the 
PRT-ERP; Oberti and Pittaluga 2006; and documentaries such as Montoneros. Una historia, of Guido Di 
Tella and Trelew (2004), of director Mariana Arruti.   
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1970s. It was criticized for failing to explain anything, and for speaking a language that was 
shared only by those who had participated in the experience. Thus one journalist stated: 
‘Cazadores…does not explain, it moves. It does not clarify, it remembers. It is, in this sense, a 
period film, one that appeals to feelings, but that also requires knowledge, which, for different 
reasons pertain to a specific generation’.236 Similarly, sociologist Carlos Altmarino (1996: 1) 
stated that: ‘The work of Blaustein-Jauretche is not, nor has it been made with the intention 
of being, an instrument of reflection. It is a movie to mourn, made by ex-Montoneros for 
ex-Montoneros’. Journalist Gabriela Cerruti stated that the documentary systematically 
failed to analyse the events narrated. It failed to produce answers to the more controversial 
aspects of the experience, such as the decision to go underground, the counteroffensive, 
or the choice for political violence as a means to achieve social change. In her concluding 
remarks, Cerruti stated: ‘For many of those who felt actors in those years, Cazadores de Utopía 
is a self-tribute, the movie that “we owed ourselves”. Maybe now that they have settled this 
debt with themselves the moment has come to find a slightly less passionate and partial way 
to help us – we, the others – to understand this history’.237

Thus there were important differences between the ways former militants – in all their 
diversity – remembered the revolutionary experience of the 1970s, and how many outsiders 
did. These differences had much to do with the ideological point of departure of both 
groups, and with whether they approached the past as an object of study or as an experience 
that might still prove to have political value for the present. In the first case, the focus 
lay on deconstructing existing myths while in the second case, the focus was on how past 
experiences could strengthen political identities in the present. In the following sections, I 
will show how these differences played out. The first section describes the perspective of those 
outsiders who have adopted a critical position towards the militant experience of the 1970s. 
These are typically persons who have not themselves participated in that experience or who 
have distanced themselves from past political choices. I will then show how their perspective 
differed from that of former militants who vindicated their previous political identities, 
even when they were critical of that experience. I will do this by contrasting the outsiders’ 
perspective with the position of former militants on two central issues of debate: the choice 
for political violence as a means to achieve social change, and the question concerning what 
to recover from the past experiences for the needs of the present. Finally, this section will 
close with a discussion of aspects of the political experience of the 1970s that, due to the 
strong focus in the public debate on the experience of the politico-military organizations, 
have received less attention and are now increasingly being raised by historians.

The outsiders’ perspective: was it worth it?
Outsiders expressed their uneasiness with what they saw as idealized forms of remembering 
the 1970s in different ways. One current of criticism came from members of younger 
generations who were searching for different ways of reflecting upon the past. They wanted 
to raise new questions and deconstruct some of the myths about that particular experience. 
This was explicit in Papá Iván (2000), an autobiographic documentary realized by María 
Inés Roqué on her father, Juan Julio Roqué, founding member of the Fuerzas Armadas 
Revolucionarias (FAR) and a well known Montonero leader who was assassinated in 1977. 

236 Página/12, 20.03.1996.
237 Página/12, 07.04.1996.
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Taking a letter she received from her father when he decided to go underground as a point of 
departure, María Inés Roqué explored his life and questioned some of the choices he made. 
She openly wondered how one could combine a family life and intense political activity in a 
guerrilla organization, a question she ended up finding no answers to. Her voice-over in the 
film revealed her ambivalent feelings towards the militancy of her father, an issue that still 
remains difficult for children of former militants to admit publicly. She also broke the silence 
surrounding the issue of collaboration of some of the detained-disappeared by letting Miguel 
Angel Lauletta, a survivor of the ESMA, appear in her film. Lauletta had collaborated 
actively with the marines and was accused in Miguel Bonasso’s Recuerdo de la muerte of 
having celebrated the death of Roqué with a toast in the ESMA. Within the human rights 
community he was generally not considered an authoritative voice to speak about the ESMA 
and about other fellow detainees. In several ways, María Inés Roqué’s documentary revealed 
a refreshing detachment from the established canons on the story of the 1970s.238

Roqué questioned some of the basic assumptions and decisions of her father and, 
by extension, of his generation. However, she did this in the traditional framework of 
testimonies and stories told by protagonists. Albertina Carri’s, Los Rubios (2003), challenged 
even these forms of representation. Los rubios (The blond ones), were her disappeared parents, 
the prominent intellectuals and former Montoneros Roberto and Ana María Carri. More 
than a movie about her parents, it was an exploration of how to narrate their absence. She 
chose to do this in an unconventional way, making her personal search for memories of 
her parents the core of the film. Thus the movie shows an actress representing Albertina 
Carri walking in the neighbourhood where Albertina had lived, and films her talking 
with neighbours who remembered her parents. Scenes of daily life with her parents and 
their abduction are represented using Playmobil figures. The making of the film is part of 
the story. She shows her own vacillations and doubts about the film, and includes scenes 
in which the actress has to repeat the same line several times. Throughout the movie, Carri 
confronts the discourse of the generation of her parents in several ways. On various occasions, 
her voice-over questions their one-dimensional discourse. The hesitations, the rehearsals 
and doubts she expresses throughout the film were another means to differentiate herself 
from her parents, who were a part of a generation of discursos enteros (one-track discourses).239 
Fragments of interviews with former companions of militancy of her parents are interrupted 
halfway or drowned by other noises. Reflecting in voice-over on the testimonies of the 
former companions of militancy of her parents, she states that these stories did not help her 
because they only spoke of her parents in terms of heroic, idealized persons. In this sense, 
Carri’s movie is both an attempt to break with what she considered the dominant forms of 
remembering, the testimonial approach, and with the idealized memories of the generation 
of the 1970s.240

From a different perspective, several academics and public intellectuals also criticized 
the forms of remembering the experience of the 1970s. Some of them had themselves been 
militants in the 1970s, but had distanced themselves from their previous political sympathies 
and now positioned themselves as outsiders. They were critical of what they saw as a selective 
revival of the past for the political needs of the present, which they considered far remote 

238 See also: Página/12, 29.07.2004.
239 Showing of Los Rubios and debate, IV Conference of Faculty of Sociology of the University of Buenos 

Aires, Fieldnotes, 21.10.2004.
240 Radar, Página/12, 19.10.2003.
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from historical truth. The public vindication of former President Kirchner and his wife of 
their own militant experience was seen as particularly illustrative of this mechanism.241 Thus, 
according to Beatriz Sarlo: ‘…the decade of the seventies has had an imaginary recycling in 
Kirchnerismo through the idea of a juvenile militancy that was committed to transformation, 
and of which the President and his wife would feel a part. This has nothing to do with 
historical truth, but rather with the kind of political identification they have made’.242 
Similarly, Carlos Altamirano stated that Kichner and his wife appealed to a purified version 
of the past that responded to the political needs of the present:

I think it is important to clarify that the version of the ‘70s (of Kirchner) is a version that relates 
more to memory and identity than to effective history. It is a current that connects with its past 
and produces a remembering of this past around this view in which, for example, Firmenich has 
no place at all. It is a stylized and polished version. It is aimed at the constitution of an identity, 
and therefore has an important symbolic value.243

These mechanisms, they argued, operated even in those cases in which former militants 
wanted to present a more nuanced version of the past. According to Hugo Vezzetti (2002: 
205), these interventions systematically revealed what he called ‘a defensive operation aimed 
at relieving the group from the major and uncertain task of reconstructing an identity, and 
above all, at elaborating the less acceptable, painful, and even offensive aspects of the own 
participation’. He criticized the testimonial approach to the past that predominated, for it did 
not permit the critical distance necessary to debate what elements should be preserved and 
handed down to future generations (Vezzetti 2002: 203). Beatriz Sarlo considered that the 
fact that the protagonists of the decade of revolutionary protest were still alive made it very 
difficult to come to a more objective understanding of the past. Criticizing the mechanisms 
that led former militants to ignore the most disturbing aspects of the previous political 
experiences, she pleaded for more openness about what the revolutionary projects entailed: 
‘For me the operation of bad faith would be to not say that they put a bomb under the bed of 
Paula Lambruschini, who was fifteen years old,244 because we will never understand the past 
if we make this kind of omissions’.245 Only a detached and dispassionate approach to the past 
would make it possible to come to a historical account that was closer to historical truth.

The interventions of these academics were part of a broader debate on the political causes 
of the repression and particularly on the role of civil actors in the process that led to the 
military dictatorship, with the guerrilla organizations being one of these actors. This topic 
started to receive attention from academia from the second half of the 1990s. Historian 
Hilda Sábato was one of the first to call for such a debate. In an article published in Punto 
de Vista in 1994, she argued that the issue of collective responsibility, understood not as 
collective guilt, but, following Habermas, as a ‘collective responsibility with regard to the 
mental and cultural context in which the massive crimes were possible’ (Sábato 1994: 31) had 

241 For examples see chapter six. 
242 Página/12, 25.09.2005.
243 Página/12, 17.02.2004.
244 Paula Lambruschini was the daughter of Vice-Admiral Lambruschini, a target of the Montoneros in 1978 

for his responsibility in the secret detention centre ESMA. On 1 August 1978, the Montoneros placed a 
bomb in his home, killing his fifteen-year-old daughter (Robben 2005: 163). 

245 Página/12, 25.09.2005.
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been almost absent from public reflection on the past.246 In August 2000, Sábato reiterated 
her call in the magazine Puentes. A few months later, in March 2001, historian Luis Alberto 
Romero urged historians to write and investigate on the political causes of the repression: ‘It 
is about time that the historians started talking’, he wrote in the newspaper Clarín.247 He 
insisted on the fact that ‘the demon did not come from outside; it was incubated among 
us’. A sign of the growing interest in the subject was the fact that the antecedents of the 
dictatorship constituted one of the central themes at the Second International Encounter on 
the Construction of Collective Memory in the city of La Plata in August 2001 attended by 
well-known national and international academics and human rights activists.248 It was also 
the main subject of a book by Hugo Vezzetti published in 2002, Pasado y presente. Guerra, 
dictadura y sociedad en la Argentina.

In this debate on the antecedents of the dictatorship, these intellectuals were extremely 
critical of the guerrilla, and attributed a major role to these organizations in installing a 
culture of violence and fear that paved the way for the military dictatorship. In this sense, 
their analysis recalls the first academic publications on the topic that appeared in the 1980s. 
Vezzetti systematically spoke of ‘insurgent terrorism’ to refer to the guerrilla organizations. 
Carlos Altamirano and Luis Alberto Romero both argued that the guerrilla contributed to 
installing a society of fear that permitted the acceptance of high levels of repression after 
the military coup (Romero 2001; Altamirano 2001). Carlos Altamirano (2001: 49) also 
deconstructed the frequently used argument that guerrilla violence emerged only because 
of a lack of pluralism and democratic culture in the 1970s. According to him, the guerrilla 
also emerged because of a deep and uncompromising belief in the revolution, inspired by 
Guevarism and the Cuban Revolution: ‘Only the Revolution – that was the belief – would 
bring social regeneration and would allow, piece by piece, another world, that of the liberated 
people and the new man to be built’. He also argued that although the Doctrine of National 
Security was invented before the guerrilla movement emerged in Argentina, guerrilla actions 
did contribute to its revival (Altamirano 2001: 49).

In general terms, these intellectuals concluded that there was little or nothing to recover 
from the militant experience of the 1970s, which they saw as militaristic, hierarchic, anti-
democratic, and anti-political. They considered that the use of violence to achieve social 
change, a central dimension of the guerrilla experience, was extremely problematic. This 
vision was exposed clearly in an analysis by Claudia Hilb (2001) on political violence and 
the guerrilla movement in Argentina. Drawing on theoretical insights from Hannah Arendt, 
she distinguished two forms of violence: reactive violence and instrumental violence. Reactive 
violence referred to massive protests such as the Cordobazo, in which broad sectors of the 
population reacted out of impotence; feeling that there were no other means left to express 
their discontent. Rationalized or instrumental violence, on the contrary, was premeditated: 
it was a means to achieve a goal. Its proposal was to be a substitute for politics, rather 

246 Exceptions were, according to her, Tulio Halperín Donghi’s La larga agonía de la Argentina peronista (1994), 
and Luis Alberto Romero’s Breve historia contemporánea de la Argentina (1994). Both studies were from 
historians who explored the origins and implementation of authoritarian practices in Argentine political 
culture. Another work that explored the role of civil society was the movie Un muro de silencio (1991), 
directed by Lita Stantic. 

247 Clarín, 19.03.2001.
248 For a compilation of the most important presentations of the encounter, see: Puentes Año 2 nº5, (October 

2001). 
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than being a reaction towards the impossibility of politics. According to Hilb, this kind of 
violence was profoundly anti-political, because it claimed to replace politics. Hilb argued 
that contrary to what former militants often stated in their defence, revolutionary violence 
in Argentina was not reactive but instrumental. This required values that were to a certain 
extent incompatible with the ideals of social justice that motivated guerrilla action, such as 
discipline, order, hierarchy, heroism and courage, in their very essence militaristic values. As 
a consequence, the guerrilla movement was doomed from the start to fall into militarism and 
authoritarianism (Hilb 2001: 50-61).

Thus there was a whole group of people who participated in the debate on the militant 
experience of the 1970s, and who were very critical. They disagreed even with the more 
nuanced attempts to vindicate some aspects of the experience for the present. Among 
younger generations, there was also irritation about the ways in which former militants 
tended to idealize their own political experience in counter-position to the more recent 
political experiences. In her reaction on Cazadores de Utopías, Gabriela Cerruti, who 
was in her thirties when the film came out in 1996, stated that the 1970s were a burden to 
new generations. Thus she wrote: ‘The glorious seventies are the karma of the subsequent 
generations. One can not raise a debate without making clear that they were much better 
than those who would come later’.249 Positioning herself clearly in the present she asked, 
defiantly: ‘Was it worth it? Was it marvellous or unbearable? Or did the valuable barely 
last two years? How much time are we going to pass yearning for those two years without 
thinking about the price that had to be paid for those twenty-four months of glory?’250 For 
former militants who vindicated their previous political experience, whether ‘it had been 
worth it’ was not an issue. What was an issue of debate was what particular aspects had been 
worth it, and which ones should be discarded.

The difficult debate on the use of political violence
The differences between former militants who recovered their previous political experience 
(or aspects thereof ) and outsiders who condemned it, were ideological. They had different 
ways of looking at democracy, at politics and at social change. The two opposing positions 
recall those that divided human rights organizations and that have been described in 
previous chapters. In general, the first group, the former militants, tended to favour socio-
economic equality above civil and political liberties, and the collective above the individual. 
The second group, the critical outsiders, considered that individual civil and political liberties 
should never be subsumed to collective projects even if these were meant to achieve greater 
socio-economic equality. They favoured constitutional democracy, even in all its deficiencies, 
above any other system, and were critical of experiences that pointed to authoritarian 
political practices. Hilda Sábato, who was a sympathizer of the revolutionary left in the 1970s, 
referred to her own ideological transformation in the following terms:

I at least did not believe in liberty, I believed in equality and I was ready to exert any type of 
authoritarianism in order to achieve a more egalitarian society. Today I think, I desire, I fight, 
so that this society will be based on some principles like pluralism, anti-authoritarianism, 

249 Página/12, 07.04.1996.
250 Página/12, 07.04.1996.
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and a democracy in which liberty and equality have equal weight. With all the instability and 
contradiction that this might mean.251

They were critical of the authoritarian and anti-institutional character the political 
engagements of the 1970s had assumed, and feared a revival of these political practices.

Those former militants who did hold on to their previous political identities recognized 
democracy as being preferable to a dictatorship, but were critical of democracy as it was 
implemented in Argentina. They considered that democracy could be as coercive and 
violent towards its citizens as authoritarian regimes, although the means might differ. Latin 
American democracies, and particularly Argentina, could hardly be qualified as such, given 
the socio-economic inequalities that characterized them. Thus according to Calveiro (2004: 
75), ‘democracies in Latin America today are closer to oligarchies than to democracies’. 
Similarly, according to historian Felipe Pigna:

Economic democracy is the only, lets say, real democracy, because it is the one that puts you on an 
equal footing. It is impossible to speak of equality when a person works fourteen hours a day, is 
illiterate, can not defend himself, does not have a penny, and in front of him there is a lawyer who 
has five million dollars and has studied at Harvard; the disparity is huge. So the two persons do 
not have the same rights. […] So well, evidently there is no democracy. What one defends is a 
legal framework of guarantees, very precarious to tell the truth. (Interview FP 06.06.2003)

They considered that these unequal power relations needed to be levelled, and sought for the 
means to do this. In this sense, as in the 1970s, their central preoccupation remained how 
to achieve a more equal distribution of resources. The dilemma was, in Pigna’s words: ‘How 
do you take away the power from the powerful if not by force? What is the way?’ (Interview 
FP 06.06.2003). Looking back on their militant past was also a search for answers to this 
question. It was a search for what could be recovered and what should be discarded from that 
particular experience.

This vision on democracy, institutions and how to achieve social change also led them 
to have a different vision on the issue of political violence. They looked upon guerrilla 
violence in different ways, but never condemned it entirely. Those who were most vindictive 
of the experience argued that the choice to turn to arms was a logical decision at the time, 
justified for being an act of resistance against oppression. Thus in his book No dejes que te la 
cuenten, former Montonero Ernesto Jauretche proposed to ‘put on the table the historical 
role that Peronism has played in the last fifty years and the legitimacy of the popular use 
of political violence’ ( Jauretche 1997: 9). Similarly, Maria Fleming, former Montonera and 
wife of the number two of the Montoneros Fernando Vaca Narvaja, stated: ‘We carry the 
historical responsibility of having been a generation that resisted various dictatorships, let’s 
not forget about that’.252 The assassinations of enemies, the so-called ‘acts of popular justice’ 
were not condemned as such if they were considered to have received sufficient support from 
‘the people’. This is well illustrated in the following quote from an interview with former 
Montonero Miguel Bonasso in the newspaper La Nación, in which he reflected on the 

251 Primeras jornadas de debate interdisciplinario, Organización institucional y contenidos del futuro museo de la 
memoria, Colección ‘Memoria abierta’ (2000) 69. 

252 Veintitres, 21.08.2003.
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decision of the Montoneros to kill unionist leader José Ignacio Rucci: ‘It was a monstrous 
crime, especially after having vacillated about an act, which might be considered similar, 
against the brujo (wizard) José López Rega, after the massacre of Ezeiza. This death at least 
would have been seen by many people as… Interviewer: Like it was more logical to kill 
López Rega? Bonasso: Exactly. That is what I mean’.253 These militants recognized strategic 
‘errors’ of their organization regarding specific armed actions, but did not question the basic 
assumption that in the particular context of the 1970s armed struggle was justified.

Others were more critical and acknowledged that from the parameters of the present, 
it was necessary to be more explicative about some of the choices made in the 1970s. Still, 
however, contrary to outsiders who considered that the choice for armed struggle was 
inherently authoritarian and therefore problematic, the question for these sectors was not 
whether armed struggle as such should be condemned. Rather the debate evolved around 
whether it was justified in the context of the 1970s, and how to evaluate the use that was made 
of it. In general terms, there was a consensus about two main issues: that a differentiation 
should be made between ‘popular’ violence, used as a means to resist oppression, and state 
violence; and that no process of radical social change could be achieved without some form 
of (popular) violence. Thus Pablo, a former member of the PRT-ERP, stated: ‘I am absolutely 
convinced that if it is not in a violent way…the social sectors that are excluded from society 
in another way will not seize power nor achieve important social achievements’ (Interview PL 
22.10.2004). Similarly, Pigna considered that, ‘well analysed, well led, with a political meaning, 
well, it is obvious that historically it is valid, and it was. And there are the world processes: all 
over the world there were episodes of violence that nowadays are national events’ (Interview 
FP 06.06.2003). Violence, in an authoritarian context, could give oppressed people a voice. 
From this perspective, armed actions could accompany processes of social change, for they 
had the capacity, in the words of Calveiro (2005a: 44) to ‘amplify the political voice’. She 
mentioned the Ejército Zapatista de Liberación Nacional (EZLN) in Mexico as an example of 
this added value of the strategic use of political violence: ‘The Mexican indigenous movement, 
for example, could speak in a “loud voice” after the creation of the EZLN, as an armed 
movement that had a really singular and carefully thought-out use of violence’.

However, violence as a means to achieve social and political change would only work if 
armed struggle remained subsumed to politics, if it accompanied the political process. The 
criticism that was made of the guerrilla experience was directed towards the vanguard 
approach of the organizations and their increasing militarization, particularly from 1974 
onwards. The organizations in Argentina believed that they could lead the revolutionary 
process, instead of accompanying a process initiated by the people. Whereas in the early 
years, during the dictatorship of Onganía, there was a certain level of support for the 
guerrilla movement, their increasing militarization isolated them from their basis and led to 
a separation of armed struggle from the political process. Thus, it was not the use of political 
violence in itself that was criticized, but the way it was applied by the guerrilla organizations 
in Argentina. Illustrative of this conception is the following quote of Eduardo Anguita, one 
of the authors of La Voluntad and former member of the PRT-ERP:

E: Concerning the matter of violence in the seventies, I have a position of absolute ambiguity 
because on the one hand I know that the processes of revolutionary transformation necessarily 

253 La Nación, 23.03.1997.
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demand the valiant decision of persons. I don’t know if I was sufficiently valiant or not, but I did 
what I believed I had to do and…globally, I do not regret this. But on the other hand, the use 
of violence in the absence of good political leadership leads to militarism and this sickens any 
process of revolutionary transformation, and in our case militarism caught us from the beginning. 
It is not that it caught us many years later, it caught us right from the beginning.
S: You are talking about the ERP?
E: Yes, the ERP, Montoneros, all the Argentine guerrilla groups. We were born addicted to 
militarism and this has profoundly marked us, because when they defeated us by force of arms, it 
was clear that we did not have the capacity to appreciate all the rest of the joint knowledge that 
we had, so what we had in common remained…remained left aside… (Interview EA5 28.12.2004)

The extent to which political violence remained an explosive matter became clear in the 
polemic that arose after an intellectual from Córdoba, Oscar Del Barco, sent a letter to the 
magazine La Intemperie, in which he condemned any form of political violence. In his letter, 
he reacted to an interview published in an earlier issue of the same magazine, in which a 
former member of the guerrilla organization Ejército Guerrillero del Pueblo (EGP) recalled 
the assassination of two members of the group by the leadership. This episode shocked Del 
Barco and motivated him to write a letter that condemned the use of violence as a means to 
achieve social change. In his letter, he stated, indignantly: ‘There is no “ideal” that justifies the 
death of a man, be it of General Aramburu254, of a militant or of a policeman. The founding 
principle of the entire community is you shall not murder’. He compared the two icons of 
the Latin American guerrilla, Fidel Castro and Che Guevara, with Stalin, Lenin, Trotsky 
and Mao and called them ‘serial assassins’.255 His letter generated a bitter polemic in La 
Intemperie and in Lucha Armada. Reactions aimed at demonstrating the simplicity of Del 
Barco’s reasoning for not taking into account that fact that values and founding principles 
did not exist outside their historical context. Del Barco was accused of being ‘fundamentalist’, 
‘mystical’, or ‘hysterical’.256 Reflecting on these reactions, philosopher Héctor Schmucler 
wrote: ‘Is it so difficult to understand that condemning assassinations because no human 
being should believe itself to have the right to deny someone else their life, does not mean 
accepting the ideas of the other and giving in to the struggle to establish different conditions 
of existence?’ 257 Although much of the polemic arose as a result of the terms Del Barco had 
chosen to condemn political violence, the reactions also showed how difficult it still was to 
discuss the issue in militant circles.

254 General Aramburu was a victim of the Montoneros in May 1970 and it was with his kidnapping and 
subsequent assassination that the organization presented itself to society. Aramburu was targeted for his 
responsibility in the military coup that overthrew Perón in 1955, the simultaneous bombings of the Plaza 
de Mayo, the crushing down of a Peronist rebellion in 1956, and the disappearance of Eva Perón’s body. 
Many Peronists saw his death as a justified act of popular justice but other sectors saw it as an expression 
of the ever increasing levels of violence in the country (Robben 2005: 107-8). 

255 ‘Carta de Oscar del Barco’, La Intemperie nº17 (Córdoba: December 2004).
256 See for example the intervention of Diego Tatián in La Intemperie nº19. For other reactions see also La 

Intemperie nº18; Hector Leis, ‘Acerca de la carta de Oscar del Barco’, Lucha armada Año 2 nº5 (2006) 92-4; 
and Mario Beteo, ‘Los límites de la polémica’, Lucha armada Año 2 nº6 (2006) 66-72.  

257 See ‘Carta de Hector Schmucler’, La Intemperie nº20 (2005).
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What to recover for the present?
Besides their different understanding of political violence and social change, former 
militants and critical outsiders als differed in their approach to the past. Whereas former 
militants revised their past with the purpose of extracting political lessons for the present, 
outsiders considered that historical truth was key and therefore a more distant and 
investigative approach was necessary. Their motivations for exploring the past were thus 
intrinsically different. The contrast becomes most visible when looking at the contributions 
of Pilar Calveiro, who addresses similar questions as critical outsiders like Sarlo, Vezzetti 
or Altamirano. Calveiro, like Sarlo, pleaded for a re-examination of the past that would not 
avoid the most difficult aspects of the militant experience. Like Vezzetti and Altamirano, 
she was interested in analysing the role and responsibility of the guerrilla in the process 
that led to the military dictatorship. However, whereas these intellectuals saw the past as 
an object of study that required a certain distance, she pleaded for revisiting the militant 
experience from a political perspective, analysing what it could mean in the search for an 
alternative for social change (Calveiro 2004: 77). She recognized the subjective character of 
this approach, but consciously chose it. Making explicit her intention to intervene on the 
present, she introduced her own work on the militant experience of the 1970s as an ‘exercise 
of memory’, rather than a ‘history of the problem’ (Calveiro 2005b: 32). Contrary to history, 
memory, as Calveiro understood it, started out from the lived experience, and particularly 
from marks left by lived experiences on the social body. It was an instrument for transmitting 
these experiences to others, and could establish links – Calveiro speaks of ‘building bridges’ 
– between ‘the needs of the present, the experience of the past, and the need to open up 
an always different future’ (Calveiro 2004: 72). Establishing bridges between the past, the 
present and the future would permit identifying the similarities and the differences between 
the experience of the 1970s and the present. This in its turn would make it understandable 
from the parameters of the present, and make it possible to recover particular aspects of the 
experience.

Although she formulated her proposal in terms of questions to address when revisiting the 
past, Calveiro did have a concrete vision of what should be recovered from the militancy of 
the 1970s. Concretely, she aimed at recovering a particular understanding of politics that had 
been central in the 1970s, and which she defined as: ‘A politics in the strong and resistant 
meaning of the term, as a challenge to inventing a common world’ (Calveiro 2005b: 36). She 
contrasted this with the way politics was understood in the present. ‘Nowadays it is as though 
practising politics would have become acting according to a pre-established and poor script, 
and representing persons preconceived by the media, washed-up, sad beings instead of real 
actors, capable of creating, inventing and taking risks – recognizing that these have always 
been scant’ (Calveiro 2005b: 36). According to her, from the military dictatorship onwards, 
there had been a ‘loss of politics’:

I believe that there is a loss of participation in what we call politics. The whole privatizing 
tendency tends to think of politics as an area of experts from which the rest can dispense with. The 
idea is promoted that politics is a specialized place, taken care of by those who have a technical 
capacity to take complex decisions, and what the rest of us would do is to go to the urns and vote, 
for one or for another, depending on the face that appeals most to us of those who appeared on 
television. Here there is a loss of politics, understood in terms of power relations that involve – 
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and are the duty of – the collective, and on which public projects and policies depend. (Calveiro 
2004: 75)

This vision was broadly shared among former militants. It was argued that the 1970s 
had been a period in which a particular conception of the political had predominated, that 
sharply contrasted with political practices in the present. Thus, according to former militants, 
in the 1970s a conception of politics in which the common good stood above individual 
needs had been generalized among the militants engaged in revolutionary organizations. This 
was often referred to as ética militante (militant ethics). It was this ética militante together 
with the will to engage in a cause for social justice that was to be recovered for the present. 
When reflecting upon what she valued from her past militancy, Mónica, former member of 
the Juventud Guevarista ( JG)258, stated:

What I basically value is my ideology, my ethics, my inclination towards solidarity and caring, 
that remain intact, and that can be with a plaster, with a bandage, half amputated, but… […] 
everything that I did I would do again, because it arose from the best intentions, and with the 
purpose of creating a more dignified and more egalitarian society… (Interview MP 18.10.2003)

This engagement was contrasted with the present, in which these values were absent, political 
participation was on the decrease and politics was associated with personal gain and 
corruption. Thus, Marisa, a former member of the JUP, stated:

…I believe that all the values that were proclaimed in the seventies are worthy of being transported 
throughout the years and to be brought back. Especially because now there are no values, this is 
real and concrete. Not only in politics are we…there is a degradation that I directly can not…I try 
to stay away from party politics and the rest, because I think it is very shocking. (Interview MS2 
19.10.2004)

The lack of political participation and of a more ethical political practice, were seen as 
direct consequences of the military dictatorship. The high levels of repression had cut short 
political organization, and had destroyed the social ties that were necessary to foment 
collective organization. Fear of repression had led to individualism and a retraction from 
the public sphere. Furthermore, a whole generation of politically engaged citizens had 
disappeared, and this necessarily had consequences for the present. Jorge, former militant and 
member of the AEDD, formulated this as follows:

We in the Association, we often say that the victims of state terrorism were not the 30,000 
disappeared, but the entire society. And when we look at different things we realize that there is a 
strong influence, if you see what the unions are, the associations of employees, the student centres, 
the neighbourhood organizations, there are still aspects of fear, of non-commitment, of the idea 
that others will solve the things. (Interview JW 29.11.2004)

258 The Juventud Guevarista ( JG) was the Marxist counterpart of the Peronist Unión de Estudiantes 
Secundarios (UES). Like the UES for the Montoneros, the JG was the grassroots organization of 
secondary school students that carried out political activities for the PRT-ERP.  
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Jorge contrasted this lack of engagement with the attitude of the generation of the 1970s: 
‘If someone asks me what the generation of the seventies was, I say that we wanted to be 
actors, not spectators. And because of that we made many mistakes, but we did things. Today 
it seems like the students, the leaders of the different unions, say, “well, we are going to see 
what happens”, and nobody does anything’ (Interview JW 29.11.2004).

Through revalorizing the ethics, solidarity and commitment that had characterized the 
militant experience of the 1970s, former militants hoped to reverse these effects and create 
an awareness that collective organization could lead to social change. Therefore, they actively 
pleaded for a memory of the past in which there would be room for the political dimensions 
of the experience. They were often critical of the more individual and private ways of 
remembering the disappeared that had predominated among human rights organizations and 
relatives. They considered it one more expression of the de-politicization of an experience 
that had been eminently political. Not only for political reasons, but also out of respect 
for whom the disappeared had been, a memory of the past should recapture the political 
meaning of the experience and try to re-elaborate it for the needs of the present. For Graciela 
Daleo, former Montonera and member of the AEDD, this search for public recognition of 
the militant experience of the 1970s was not an ‘anachronistic search or insisting on a fixation 
with nostalgia. It is about reconstructing our identity as a people. Going back to thinking 
about making the revolution. Which is not a moment in life, but life lived in a revolutionary 
way’ (Daleo 1998: 241).

Not all militants pleaded for a revalorization of the concept of revolution. Lila, a former 
Montonera, stated that she now principally aimed at ‘the transformation of society in a place 
where solidarity is valued a little bit more…at this stage we do not aspire to that of before, 
which was to change it entirely’ (Interview LP 27.09.2004). In general, rather than pleading 
for radical social change, former militants had a more selective approach to their militant 
past. Certain values and the ideals of social change were valorized while other aspects were 
discarded. This is why many identified with Kirchner’s vindication of the past, which they 
considered an important step forward in this re-politicization of the memories of the past. 
They valorized it for permitting to reinstall those particular aspects of the militant experience 
that were relevant for the present as well. These were, according to former militant and 
intellectual Casullo, ‘the search of a social good, fraternity with the other, a national idea’.259 
Kirchner focussed on the militant experience of the early years before it fell into militarism 
and adopted messianic proportions. Thus according to Casullo: ‘…Kirchner speaks of other 
types of the seventies, the seventies of life, of politics, of intentions of change, of ethics and 
morals’.260 Principally, what was to be recovered was a certain notion of resistance and of 
agency, the belief that through collective organization one could contribute to social and 
political change.

New issues for the historical debate on the 1970s
One of the consequences of the debate that took root from the mid-1990s has been that 
relatives of the disappeared, human rights organizations and other groups struggling for truth, 
justice and memory have increasingly recognized the political identity of the majority of the 
disappeared publicly. Although, for many relatives, participation in armed struggle remains 

259 Página/12, 01.02.2004.
260 Página/12, 01.02.2004.
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a difficult subject, few would now still deny the political participation of their disappeared 
relatives. Among human rights organizations, some, like H.I.J.O.S., Familiares, or the Liga 
vindicate the political struggles of the disappeared for the present, whereas others, like 
CELS, Abuelas or the APDH are more cautious. But all recognize the fact that most of the 
disappeared were political militants, often members of a guerrilla organization. In the media, 
the militant experience of the 1970s is openly discussed and even politicians, including the 
President, have vindicated their previous participation in a revolutionary organization. Thus, 
although among broad sectors of society there is still indifference or even rejection of the 
revolutionary experience, a public space has emerged in recent years to acknowledge, discuss 
and even vindicate a more politicized memory of the 1970s.

However, in the attempts to re-politicize the memories of the past, most attention has 
gone to the experience of the revolutionary organizations of the 1970s, and especially the 
Montoneros. Far less attention has been paid to other experiences of social protest that 
emerged and developed in the 1970s, and that constituted a broad movement of political and 
cultural contention. Among them were the combative labour unions that emerged in the 
numerous factories in the surroundings of the cities of Buenos Aires, Rosario and Córdoba. 
These unions were able to move from very practical demands to a complete redefinition of the 
question of private property. Their activities also had a strong confrontational character. They 
included the occupation of plants and the taking of hostages. They often had a great capacity 
to mobilize other sectors of society as well, especially in the cities, where the factories were 
visible to the citizens and where the workers took to the streets to ask for the support and 
solidarity of the people (Romero 1994: 241-2). In the public health sector, the education 
system, the cultural or even the financial sector, initiatives developed that aimed at more 
profound social and political transformations, which would start on the workfloor but would 
irradiate to other sectors of civil society. An example of such an experience was the Proyecto 
de Hospital Nuevo that was implemented in 1973 in the Hospital Nacional Alejandro Posadas 
in the province of Buenos Aires. The project aimed at breaking with established ranks and 
hierarchies between medical and non-medical employees, implementing a more participative 
decision-making process concerning the policies of the hospital. Furthermore, it considered 
that access to health was a right that should be guaranteed through a public and free health 
service that would also actively involve the community in the prevention and promotion of 
health. The project was implemented after a period of intense mobilizations of employees of 
the hospital, which led to the removal of the conservative management team of the hospital 
and their replacement by the candidates proposed by the employees (Alvarez 2003: 19-25).

Guerrilla organizations often supported these initiatives, and in several cases militants of 
the revolutionary organizations were among the group of initiators. In the case of Hospital 
Posadas, several of the employees who played an active role in the reform of the hospital 
were members of the Peronist grassroots organizations depending on Montoneros, and the 
organization actively participated in the taking of the hospital (Interview CP 16.12.2004). 
Similarly, the guerrillas actively supported the demands of workers and contributed to the 
most radical actions, particularly the taking of hostages (Interview SB 05.10.2004). However, 
these collective initiatives were still independent of the guerrillas. Furthermore, in contrast 
to the guerrillas that were organized according to vertical and hierarchic structures, they 
aimed at implementing radical forms of democratic participation on the workfloor or within 
the unions. Finally, although many of their actions were anti-institutional, they did not 
rely on armed struggle to achieve their political demands. This is why, according to Oberti 
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and Pittaluga (2006: 134), this contentious movement ‘…did not remain trapped in the 
authoritarian and exclusionary political practices that were characteristic for the political field 
of Argentina’. These initiatives particularly prospered between 1969 and 1974, after which they 
became badly hit by the repression of the Triple A and saw their space diminished as armed 
struggle increasingly occupied the centre of the stage. In this sense, Oberti and Pittaluga 
(2006: 134) state that these practices were:

Doubly defeated: defeated by the state repression of the democratic period of 1973-1976 (by the 
Triple A, but also by the new penal code and the law on Professional Associations) and the 
state repression between 1976 and 1983; and defeated within the same field of the new left, in 
which they lost the struggle to constitute a hegemonic and autonomous expression of the mass 
movements.

Historians and others who have participated in the debate on the past have increasingly 
pointed to the absence of these experiences in the discussion of the antecedents of the 
dictatorship. Particularly striking has been the lack of attention for the experience of the 
combative unions. Reflecting on this situation, historian Federico Lorenz states: ‘A big 
absentee in this discussion is the workers movement. For me this is a concern. The public 
image of the workers movement is that they are corrupt, traitors, I say, there were plenty of 
people who did not have anything to do with that’ (Interview FL 05.12.2006). This absence 
is also expressed in the fact that, although according to the numbers of the CONADEP at 
least thirty percent of the disappeared were workers, the figure of the disappeared worker 
has received far less attention in public commemorations than that of the disappeared 
intellectual or student. According to Da Silva Catela (2001: 175-6) this absence is due to the 
fact that those who could have vindicated these figures, the unions, have shown little interest 
in doing so. Those unions who have organized commemorative activities generally represent 
the middle classes, particularly the educative unions like ATE or SUTEBA, the unions of 
state employees, or the relatively new Central de los Trabajadores Argentinos (CTA). Lorenz 
explains the absence of the image of the disappeared worker in dominant memory by the 
fact that, contrary to the middle classes, this sector lacks the relations and what he calls the 
‘cultural tools’ that are necessary to impel their demands (Interview FL 05.12.2006).

Historians like Lorenz or Oberti and Pittaluga, as well as some of the protagonists of 
these other collective experiences, have pointed out the need to go beyond the focus on the 
politico-military organizations. Reflecting on the current knowledge of the 1970s, Lorenz 
states that there is too much information on some aspects and too little on others. Thus 
he explains: ‘We are still in the situation of telling. That is why I was telling you that the 
thing with the testimony is a cheat, it is not that there are plenty of testimonies, there are 
plenty of testimonies about some things, but many are lacking on other things’ (Interview 
FL 05.12.2006). Illustrating his statement, Lorenz mentions his experience as a historian 
recollecting testimonies for the oral archive of Memoria Abierta. In this archive, eighty 
percent of the testimonies are from members of the middle classes and more specifically 
from militants of the armed organizations. Of these eighty percent, seventy percent are 
from former Montoneros. One attempt to redress this situation has been the inclusion of a 

proefschrift-Drunen.indd   205 27-04-10   09:26



| 206 |

collection on the workers of the Astilleros Astarza.261 It was when Lorenz started interviewing 
these workers that he realized what their absence meant for the historical understanding 
of the 1970s. He realized that this huge group of militants had not been able to go into 
hiding and even less into exile, thus going through an entirely different experience. It also 
confronted him with the fact that many of the elements that had acquired great centrality 
in public memory, such as for example the anniversary of the military coup, did not have 
the same relevance for them because they had been persecuted since 1973 (Interview FL 
05.12.2006). The inclusion of these other stories has only recently started.

Conclusion

In the 1980s, several elements contributed to construct a silence on the political identity of the 
disappeared and the period of political confrontation between different societal projects that 
preceded the military dictatorship. Several factors, which reinforced each other, contributed 
to this situation: the general rejection of political violence; an official policy which aimed 
at closing the subject; the difficulties of the survivors of the repression to deal with their 
own experiences both of repression and of participation in a political project that had been 
destroyed together with the dictatorship; the necessity to condemn the crimes committed 
by the military dictatorship; all these elements contributed to constructing a narrative of the 
past that ignored the political causes of the repression. Studies produced on the subject in 
the 1980s were condemnatory of the experience, and the imagery of the guerrilla movement 
was that of a handful of militaristic combatants who had been relatively isolated from the 
population. There was little space to present a more nuanced account of the experience. 
The lack of critical self-reflection of some of the surviving leaders of these organizations, 
particularly of the Montoneros, about the way they conducted their political struggle did not 
help to get a clearer picture of those years. The resurgence of guerrilla violence and of military 
repression in 1989 reinstalled the fear of political violence and contributed to the difficulty of 
speaking in a different way about the revolutionary protests of the 1970s.

With the twentieth anniversary of the military coup, which also marked the emergence 
of a new generation that had not been a protagonist of the 1970s, the need to construct a 
different narrative of these years became stronger. New generations started questioning their 
elders about their activities in the 1970s; a context that was less euphoric about democracy 
and where both explanations and alternatives for the present context of socio-economic 
inequalities was sought; children of the disappeared who wanted to know more about their 
parents; all these elements confronted former militants with their own silences and triggered 
them to intervene more actively in the construction of an alternative narrative of the militant 
experience of the 1970s. Former militants started to tell their stories, attempting to break 
with the negative image of the guerrilla experience constructed in the 1980s, as well as with 
the de-politicized image of the disappeared that had been fomented by relatives and human 
rights organizations. These interventions also showed important differences between how 
leaders and combatants remembered the militancy of the 1970s, and grassroots militants who 

261 The case of Astilleros Astarza is illustrative of the repression that hit the working class. It refers to the 
arrest, on the morning of 24 March 1976, of sixty dockworkers of the Astarza shipyard in San Fernando 
(province of Buenos Aires). They were taken to the nearby Tigre police station. Some of them were later 
released, but a large group of them remains disappeared (CONADEP 2003: 376; Robben 2005: 198). 
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had been mainly dedicated to political tasks. Grassroots militants were often not only writing 
against the ‘demonization’ of the guerrilla movement, but also against their former leadership, 
whom they held responsible for taking ruthless decisions.

In their attempts to distance themselves from their leaders, however, these interventions 
often tended not only to present an idealized version of the grassroots militants but also to 
reproduce the logic of moral condemnation that was constitutive of the theory of the two 
devils. This perspective was being increasingly criticized. Former militants who valorized their 
previous political identities but were critical of the idealization in much of the testimonial 
literature wanted to go beyond the moralistic approach. They proposed approaching the 
subject from a political perspective, thinking of the past in terms of a political experience. 
They proposed making a political balance of what had worked and what had not, searching 
for a political explanation for the defeat of their organizations. The testimonial literature 
was also strongly criticized by outsiders who considered that the versions presented were 
mystifications. They were critical of what they considered a political use of the past and 
believed that an evaluation of the militant experience of the 1970s would benefit from a 
more distant approach. Although these two groups urged for a more critical approach to the 
past, fundamental ideological differences ran like a dividing line between them. Those who 
pleaded for a more detached approach to the past considered that there was nothing to be 
recovered from the militant experience of the 1970s in terms of political practices and values 
for the present. But this was different for former militants who vindicated their previous 
political identities. To them, the question was not whether the experience had been worth it, 
but rather, what aspects could help in the formulation of an alternative for the present.

Although in many forums the general prejudices against the revolutionary experience 
continue to predominate, the militant experience of the 1970s has definitely acquired greater 
centrality in public memory. Not only has the political identity of the disappeared been 
acknowledged among groups struggling for truth, justice and memory, but the revolutionary 
organizations of the 1970s have also become a central issue of discussion in the media, as 
well as in different cultural and political fields. The experience of revolutionary Peronism 
has received particular attention, among others because former President Kirchner and 
numerous of his close collaborators were part of this experience and publicly vindicated their 
previous political identities. In this sense, the attempts of former militants to re-politicize 
the memories of the recent past have been highly successful and the revolutionary experience 
of the 1970s has now become an integral part of the public memory of those years. At the 
same time, historians have increasingly stressed the fact that whereas there is now a lot of 
information available on the politico-military organizations of the 1970s, there is still little 
information on other aspects of this highly contentious period.

The absence of the workers movement in the discussions on the politicized 1970s is 
striking in this context, and is increasingly mentioned by historians as a gap in both the 
knowledge and the memories of the past. To a large extent, the lack of testimonies on the 
workers experience can be attributed to the fact that workers and their relatives have been 
less active in making public claims for their disappeared. Demands in this context have 
been mainly impelled by the sectors of the (urban) middle classes, represented in the human 
rights organizations, the cultural sector and the political sector. This reveals the extent to 
which public memories are determined by the capacity of groups and individuals to install 
their version of the past in public space. The recent questioning of the strong focus on the 
revolutionary organizations in public memory also reveals that counter-narratives can, over 
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time, become ‘dominant’ narratives that become, in their turn, challenged again by other 
counter-narratives. The Kirchner administration played an important role in institutionalizing 
a certain interpretation of the revolutionary experience – and of the military dictatorship in 
general. In the following chapter we will take a more in-depth look at this role, and analyse 
some of its side effects for the struggle for truth, justice and memory.
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6. The institutionalization of truth, 
 justice and memory: new challenges 
 for the human rights movement

In May 2003 the Peronist Néstor Kirchner was elected President of Argentina. Distancing 
himself from his predecessors, he made the unresolved legacies of the past one of the core 
issues of his presidential term. He adopted a number of measures in the field of truth, justice 
and memory that corresponded to long-term demands of the human rights movement, 
and stated that the defence of human rights would become state policy. He thus created 
important political opportunities for the human rights movement to institutionalize 
its demands. However, Kirchner’s presidential term (2003-2006) also led to a profound 
fragmentation of the movement. Actors struggling for truth, justice and memory became 
deeply divided on how to react to the new political context. Some organizations chose to 
support the Kirchner administration and accepted the dialogue. Others chose the opposition 
ranks and came to confront their historical allies. Old ideological differences within the 
human rights movement re-emerged, and conflicts that had previously been settled internally 
were now staged publicly. As the ambiguities and limitations of the Kirchner administration 
became more visible, the organizations that had chosen for dialogue were confronted with 
thorny dilemmas on how to position themselves with respect to the government.

As we saw in previous chapters, how to relate to the state has been one of the central 
dilemmas of the human rights movement ever since the democratic transition. Under 
Kirchner’s presidency, the debate re-emerged in all its complexity. The central issue was 
whether it was possible to maintain a critical judgement while cooperating with the state. 
This dilemma was not exclusive to Argentina. In many Latin American countries, social 
movements developed in opposition to the state, or were forced to deal with an overwhelming 
state apparatus that used systems of patronage and clientelism, frequently combined with 
state repression and violence (Foweraker 1995: 61). In such a context, social movements 
were particularly concerned with preserving their autonomy from the state. The emergence 
of ‘progressive’ governments that, quoting Zibechi (2005: 14-5), ‘adopted the language of 
movements’ and ‘claimed to defend identical objectives’, confronted social movements with 
the need to reposition themselves on this issue. Although there was a historical distrust 
towards state institutions, many social movements also saw these progressive governments as 
an opportunity to advance their agenda. This opportunity, however, immediately confronted 
them with a number of dilemmas that were not easy to solve. How, for instance, to maintain 
critical independence while at the same time avoiding confrontation? What to do when the 
government offered a movement or part of the movement the opportunity to integrate into 
state structures? (Zibechi 2005: 15).

How these dilemmas played out for the human rights movement under the Kirchner 
administration will be explored in this chapter. It will show how the various human 
rights organizations wrestled with their political roles in the new context, and discuss the 
fragmentation of the movement that resulted from it. There are two reasons for focussing 
attention on these issues. In the first place, the debates under Kirchner merit attention 
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because they are a synthesis of many of the previous debates on how to relate to the state. 
Secondly, the situation that unfolded under Kirchner offers an insight into where the 
human rights movement stands twenty years after the end of the dictatorship. The chapter is 
organized as follows. The first part will discuss some of the measures that Kirchner adopted 
in the realm of truth, justice and memory. It will show what was new about them but also 
how he was able to build on earlier advances made at the local level, especially in Buenos 
Aires. The second part will then analyse the different interpretations within the human rights 
movement of the new political context, and explain the origins of these differences. Finally, 
I will analyse the consequences of the new political context for the political practice of the 
human rights movement. I will show that it had a significant impact on chosen strategies as 
well as on internal and external alliances of the human rights movement.

Kirchner and the ‘politics of memory’

The elections of 2003 were the first after the crisis of December 2001 and the rise and fall of 
several presidents.262 Eduardo Duhalde, former governor of the province of Buenos Aires 
and member of the Peronist Party, assumed the presidency in January 2002 on the condition 
that elections would be held in 2003. His mandate officially lasted until 2003. However, he 
lacked legitimacy in the eyes of international institutions such as the IMF as well as of 
large sectors of Argentine civil society. The IMF refused to negotiate with a non-elected 
government, and domestic popular protest continued to pressure the government. Criticisms 
and protests strongly increased after the assassination by the police of two Piquetero leaders, 
Maximiliano Kosteki and Darío Santillán, on 26 June 2002 in the province of Buenos Aires. 
This situation led Duhalde to bring forward the elections by six months (Sánchez 2005: 460). 
Political rivalries between Menem and Duhalde and internal divisions within the Partido 
Justicialista (Peronist Party, PJ) led to three different Peronist candidates: Carlos Menem, 
Adolfo Rodríguez Saá, and Néstor Kirchner.263 Kirchner was Duhalde’s candidate (Sánchez 
2005: 461-2). The other main presidential candidates were right-wing politician Ricardo 
López Murphy, Leopoldo Moreau of the Radical Party, Patricia Walsh of the leftist Izquierda 
Unida, and Elisa Carrió, representing the Afirmación para una República Igualitaria (ARI) 
(Llanos 2004: 98).

The presidential campaign was, according to Sánchez, ‘in many ways the most austere, 
dispassionate and devoid of content since the transition to democracy in 1983. The electorate 
showed an inordinate degree of apathy and a concomitant low degree of involvement’ 
(Sánchez 2005: 461). The candidates were largely perceived as representing the past rather 
than the future, and there was a profound scepticism about the political process. The 
campaign for presidency was dominated by the internal disputes within the Peronist Party 

262 De la Rúa was replaced by the head of the Senate Ramón Puerta. After intense meetings in parliament, 
the majority of which had been occupied by members of the Peronist Party since October 2001, the 
governor of San Luis, Rodolfo Rodríguez Saá, was chosen to replace De la Rúa. However, his presidency 
only lasted a week. Ramón Puerta again replaced him, but he renounced an hour later. The head of the 
Chamber of Deputies, Eduardo Camaño, took over his office until Eduardo Duhalde replaced him on 1 
January 2002 to complete De la Rúa’s presidency, which would end in December 2003.

263 All candidates had to run for presidency outside the party, under names like Frente para la Lealtad 
(Menem), Frente para la Victoria (Kirchner) and Movimiento Nacional y Popular (Rodríguez Saa).
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and by the discussion concerning whether Menem had any real chances to win the elections. 
The first election round in April ended with a small victory for Carlos Menem, who was 
followed closely by Néstor Kirchner. Analysts believed that in this election many votes for 
Kirchner had been strategic, in order to avoid a victory for Menem, who was seen among the 
public as the man responsible for the economic, social and institutional crisis of 2001-2002 
(Svampa 2008: 82).264 A week before the first round, opinion polls indicated that Menem 
might actually win. This had the effect of grouping the votes either around or against his 
candidacy (Llanos 2004: 99). The second round, scheduled on 18 May, increasingly developed 
into a referendum against Menem. Opinion polls showed that the choice for the electorate 
was not so much about voting either for Kirchner or for Menem, but about voting for or 
against Menem. The polls also showed that Kirchner could win the election with almost 
seventy per cent of the votes. Sensing that the result of the election might turn out to be 
catastrophic for him, Menem announced his withdrawal on 14 May. This gave Kirchner the 
presidency, but deprived him of the overwhelming victory that was expected. He won the 
elections with 22 per cent of the votes (Sánchez 2005: 470-1).

In spite of a weak starting position, Kirchner nevertheless managed, within a very short 
time span, to become a president with high levels of political support. The following section 
will describe how, immediately after assuming presidency, Kirchner was able to build a 
political power basis that permitted him to pass on many measures that would previously 
have been resisted by Congress. We will see that much of this support was acquired through 
implementing an agenda of moral and political change, which addressed both the legacies 
of Menemism and of the military dictatorship. The second part of this section deals more 
in detail with the concrete measures that Kirchner adopted to deal with the recent past and 
which constituted a substantial part of Kirchner’s agenda of moral and political change. The 
section ends with a contextualization of these measures. It argues that, while Kirchner’s 
policies in the field of truth, justice and memory clearly established a break with his 
predecessors, they should also be seen as part of a broader phenomenon of growing support 
for the cause of the human rights movement.

Building political power from a weak starting position
At the time of his election, Kirchner was a relatively unknown member of the Peronist Party, 
governor of the wealthy province of Santa Cruz in Patagonia since 1991. His wife, Cristina 
Fernández de Kirchner, senator for the province of Santa Cruz in Buenos Aires, was perhaps 
better known than Kirchner himself. They had met while studying in the city of La Plata, and 
had both been members of the Juventud Universitaria Peronista (Peronist University Youth, 
JUP), one of the political organizations linked to the Montoneros. During the dictatorship 
years they lived in internal exile in the province of Santa Cruz, Kirchner’s home province. 
They both returned to politics after the transition to democracy, as members of the Peronist 
Party. In 1987, Néstor Kirchner was elected intendant of Río Gallegos, the capital of the 
province of Santa Cruz, while his wife was elected provincial deputy. Cristina would twice 
be elected national deputy and twice senator for the province of Santa Cruz. Néstor Kirchner 
was elected governor of Santa Cruz in 1991, after his Menemist predecessor had left the 

264 Two more elements contributed two Kirchner’s success: the choice for Daniel Scioli, a former 
Menemist who had the support of sectors of the middle classes, as a Vice President; and the promise 
to give continuity to Duhalde’s Minister of Economy Roberto Lavagna, popular among sectors of the 
establishment for having stabilized the economy after the crisis (Cheresky 2004: 4).
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province bankrupt and was rendered destitute through impeachment. Within the Peronist 
Party, he was a relative outsider, the only governor to have chosen the side of Duhalde in his 
rivalry with Menem. He was also an ambitious man. As early as 1998 he made plans to create 
a transversal political movement to be launched in 2003, with the purpose of becoming a 
presidential candidate in 2007. Internal disputes within the Peronist Party made it possible to 
realize his project four years ahead of schedule.265

Kirchner campaigned with a progressive discourse that was constructed in opposition 
to ‘old politics’ and particularly in opposition to Menemism. Whereas Menem conducted 
a campaign that sought to capitalize on a certain nostalgia for the image of governance 
that had characterized his ten years of presidency, Kirchner spoke of a project of ‘national 
reconstruction’, and advocated against the neoliberal policies of his predecessors.266 He 
pleaded for ‘production and work’, for regional integration, and for a more autonomous 
position vis-à-vis the United States, in opposition to the ‘carnal relations’ that the successive 
Menem administrations had maintained with the United States in the 1990s. He also 
proposed to make an end to the listas sábanas (closed party lists) that were used for the 
election of legislators, with the purpose of promoting vertical accountability (Sánchez 2005: 
462-3). Furthermore, he was explicit in his support for reform of the judiciary, particularly of 
the Supreme Court, which he accused of upholding the interests of the Menemist sector. He 
also opposed increased participation of the armed forces in internal security affairs and stated 
on several occasions that he was favourable to the annulment of the Full Stop and the Due 
Obedience laws.267

All these elements were reflected in Kirchner’s speech on his presidential inauguration 
on 25 May 2003. In what the leftist newspaper Página/12 qualified as a ‘social-democrat 
discourse’, he spoke of intentions and did not make promises. Explicit on his own political 
identity, he stated: ‘I am part of a decimated generation. Punished by painful absences. 
I joined the political struggles believing in values and convictions that I am not going to 
give up at the entrance of the Casa Rosada’.268 In his speech he criticized the neoliberal 
policies of his predecessors and announced that he would try to implement a ‘national 
capitalism’, revalorizing the central role of the state in the economy. The foreign debt would 
not be paid with ‘the hunger of the people’, poverty was not a matter of social assistance 
but of economic policies, and external policy would be oriented towards contributing to a 
strong and stable Latin America. He also stated that his government would be organized 
around the principles of ‘truth and justice’, and that governance could not be constructed 
on impunity.269 His message was generally well received. Reflecting on this fact, journalist 
Sandra Russo (2003: 18-9) observed: ‘It is surprising, in the days that followed, to note the 
meagre criticisms that such a clear, targeted message full of ideology received. This message, 
precisely re-ideologized politics, especially and above all state politics’. She attributed this to 
the fact that the tiredness with a particular cycle and model was so evident that few could 
disagree with Kirchner’s criticism directed at neoliberalism. ‘There are no arguments to refute 
that which is dead’, she stated.

265 Página/12, 27.04.2003.
266 Página/12, 13.04.2003.
267 Página/12, 26.04.2003; Página/12, 19.05.2003.
268 Página/12, 26.05.2003.
269 Página/12, 26.05.2003.
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However, there was also scepticism. There were doubts about Kirchner’s political will to 
implement more structural changes that would require him to confront the most powerful 
sectors of society. There was an evident tension between Kirchner’s progressive discourse 
and a political inclination towards what Bonasso called ‘real-politik’.270 Illustrative of this 
tension was the fact that his campaign was constructed in opposition to ‘old politics’, while 
his candidacy was backed by one of the main caudillos of the Peronist Party. His choice 
for an alliance with Duhalde distanced him from former allies who were less inclined to 
compromise. This tension was also visible during his governorship in Santa Cruz. On the 
one hand, during his administration – which benefited from income from the tourist sector, 
large oil reserves and a mining industry – he combined significant public investments in 
infrastructure, housing, education and health with a strict budgeting policy. Santa Cruz 
became the province with the best distribution of incomes and with the lowest poverty rates, 
after the capital city of Buenos Aires.271 On the other hand, critical observers remarked that 
Kirchner’s political practice as a governor was not very different from that of many other 
politicians of the Peronist Party and representatives of ‘old politics’. According to Sánchez 
(2005: 462), as a governor of Santa Cruz, Kirchner made ‘extensive use of patronage to 
consolidate his hold on power, the silencing of sources of dissent, the subjugation of the 
courts, executive control of the media and the amendment of the constitution to allow 
himself to be re-elected indefinitely’. This raised doubts about the sincerity of Kirchner’s 
progressive discourse.

There were also doubts about Kirchner’s real possibilities to govern in an independent way, 
without the tutelage of Duhalde. Indeed, without his support, Kirchner would never have 
won the elections, and this was expected to limit his autonomy.272 Furthermore, Kirchner’s 
low voting percentage did not give him a strong starting position. But Kirchner surprised 
everyone by managing to construct his own power base in a relatively short time span. 
He made clear that he would not avoid confrontations with his benefactor, and openly 
manifested his disagreement when, in the month prior to handing over his presidential 
powers, Duhalde wrote a pardon for both former guerrilla leader Enrique Gorriarán Merlo 
and former Carapintada Mohammed Seineldín.273 He also opted to concentrate decisions 
in his own hands, neither consulting nor compromising with others. This style would be 
increasingly qualified as authoritarian, but in the first period of his presidency it was a means 
to strengthen his weak position. Thus he chose his government ‘in orchestrated solitude’, to 
use the words of Torre (2003: 16), and opted mostly for ministers within his intimate circle. 
Furthermore, besides being from the same generation, between 45 and 53 years old, none of 
them formed part of the establishment and several were not even members of the Peronist 
Party.274

270 Página/12, 27.04.2003.
271 Página/12, 27.04.2003.
272 Veintitres, 01.05.2003.
273 Página/12, 20.05.2003. These differences would become more explicit as Kirchner advanced in the 

construction of his power base. In August 2003 a dispute with his Vice President Daniel Scioli would 
provoke the first institutional crisis of the new government (Veintitres, 21.08.03; Página/12, 20.08.2003; 
Página/12, 24.08.2003). Ideological and political differences with Duhalde soon characterized Kirchner’s 
relation with his former ally (see for example Página/12, 12.10.2003). Eventually, Kirchner even got rid of 
Roberto Lavagna in November 2005 (La Nación, 28.11.2005; Página/12, 29.11.2005). 

274 Página/12, 21.05.2003; Veintitres, 05.06.2003.
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The implementation of an agenda of moral and political change intended to reform both 
political culture and democratic institutions was also of crucial importance for reinforcing 
his political position. In this agenda, both the legacies of the military dictatorship and of 
the years of Menemism were the main targets. With far-reaching efforts, Kirchner used his 
presidential powers to reform the military hierarchies, the judiciary, to address corruption 
in the PAMI (the national social security for pensioners), and to challenge the power of the 
great corporations, especially by preventing the privatized public utility companies from 
raising their tariffs after the devaluation of the peso in 2002.275 He also stood firm in the 
debt negotiations with the IMF and other foreign creditors of the state, challenging the logic 
of the institution according to which states have to bow to the ‘imperatives of the market’ 
(Torres 2003: 16; Cheresky 2004: 7). With these measures, some of them of great symbolic 
importance in the post-December 2001 context, and with steady economic growth276, in 
a short time span he managed to create what Cheresky (2004: 7) has called ‘some kind of 
post-electoral electorate’: opinion polls gave Kirchner about seventy per cent support for his 
policies. It enabled the alignment of different political institutions, especially the Congress, 
which voted in numerous initiatives that it would never have done in the previous period.277

Talking of ‘Truth, Justice and Memory’: concrete measures and symbolic gestures
Many of the most important measures of Kirchner’s agenda of moral and political change 
were adopted in the first two years of his presidential term, and particularly in the first 
months after being elected. One of the first measures dealing with the legacies of the past 
was the forced retirement of the leadership of the armed forces – twenty-seven generals, 
thirteen admirals and twelve sergeant majors. This meant the renewal of 75 percent of the 
generals leading the army, and fifty percent of the leadership of the air forces and the navy. 
Age was given as the decisive factor to justify retirement: no military personnel that might 
have participated in the repression of the 1970s could be promoted.278 Commander in 
Chief Ricardo Brinzoni279, involved in a lawsuit for a massacre that took place in Margarita 
Belén in the Chaco province during the dictatorship, was also retired. Brinzoni had been 
a fervent defender of the Full Stop and Due Obedience laws and had tried several times 
to make arrangements with politicians to prevent the Supreme Court from declaring the 
laws unconstitutional. The younger Roberto Bendini replaced him.280 At an official diner 
with the new leaders of the armed forces on 7 July 2003, Kirchner asked them to hand over 
information on the disappeared. Reconciliation, he stated, could not take place on the basis 
of silence and complicity.281

Significant advances were also made in the realm of justice. During his presidential 
campaign, Kirchner had been explicit in his rejection of the Full Stop and Due Obedience 

275 This in itself was not new, as Kirchner’s predecessor Duhalde had maintained a similar line of action, 
and was also a response to the strong protests that followed the December 2001 crises (Wolff 2007: 20). 
However, especially in his first period of presidency, Kirchner had a confrontational style that gave him 
credibility among the Argentine public that Duhalde had lacked.

276 In 2003 economic growth stood at 8.7 per cent, and according to official statistics, unemployment declined 
by 5.9 per cent, decreasing from 21.5 per cent to 16.3 per cent in 2004 (Petras and Veltmeyer 2005: 33).

277 See also: Gorbato, ‘Néstor Kirchner: el partido de la opinion pública’, 14.07.2003. www.weblog.com.ar
278 Página/12, 25.05.2003; Puentes, año 3, nº10 (August 2003) 8.
279 Brinzoni replaced Martín Balza in 1999.
280 Página/12, 25.05.2003; Página/12, 29.05.2003.
281 Puentes año 3, nº10 (August 2003) 8-9.
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laws. Important achievements had already been made towards annulment as a consequence 
of the persistent attempts of human rights organizations, accompanied by some politicians 
and jurists. A project to promote nullification by the Congress in 1998 failed but did 
provoke heated debates which led to the derogation of the laws.282 On the juridical front, an 
important success was achieved in March 2001, when Federal Judge Gabriel Cavallo declared 
both laws unconstitutional in the Poblete case.283 Other judges of the lower courts followed 
Cavallo’s example, showing that there was interest, among the lower courts, in prosecuting 
victimizers in spite of the Full Stop and Due Obedience laws. In November 2001, the Second 
Courtroom of the Federal Chamber ratified Cavallo’s sentence, setting a precedent for 
the future.284 The final decision, however, was to be made by the Supreme Court. By 2003, 
the matter was still pending, and there were little expectations of a positive outcome. The 
Supreme Court had become strongly discredited after Menem passed a juridical reform that 
permitted him to appoint judges favourable to his policies, thus importantly constraining 
judicial autonomy.285 Suspicions of an unfavourable outcome were reinforced when 
information was leaked on the intention of the Menemist members of the Court to close all 
the pending human rights cases prior to the elections.286

Kirchner decided to operate on different fronts at the same time. In the first place, he 
reversed a decree signed by former President De la Rúa, which had made impossible 
extraditions of military accused of involvement in human rights violations of the past. The 
measure was adopted on 25 July 2003, and responded to a demand from the Spanish judge 
Garzón to extradite 46 military accused of involvement in the repression.287 The nullification 
of the decree did not mean that the military would automatically be extradited, as this was 
to be resolved by the judiciary. However, the political message was clear: if the military could 
not be judged in Argentina, the possibility should exist to be judged outside the country. 
Parallel to this decision, Kirchner made public declarations stating that he would support a 
decision of the Congress to annul the Full Stop and Due Obedience laws.288 This stimulated 
members of the Chamber of Deputies to present a new proposal for annulment of the 
laws. On 12 August 2003, after a debate in the Chamber of Deputies that lasted more than 
seven hours, the deputies approved the law 25.779289 that revoked the Full Stop and Due 
Obedience laws.290 A week later, the Senate took the same decision.291 The annulment of the 
laws gave an incentive to the Federal Chamber of the Federal Capital to send two huge cases 
– the ESMA case and the case for the crimes committed under the jurisdiction of the 1st 

282 See chapter three for more details.
283 An antecedent to the Cavallo case was a decision of the Federal Chamber of Buenos Aires on the 

disappearance of Conrado Gómez in May 2000. In this context, the sentence recalled that the crime 
of disappearance was not prescriptive and stated that the Due Obedience law should not be applied 
automatically but investigated in each individual case. Cavallo pursued the same line of analysis in his 
sentence (Página/12, 07.09.2003).

284 La Nación, 31.07.2003.
285 See chapter three.
286 Página/12, 06.04.2003; CELS 2007: 43.
287 La Nación, 26.07.2003.
288 La Nación, 31.07.2003; Página/12, 31.07.2003.
289 Published in the Boletín Oficial, 03.09.2003.
290 Página/12, 13.08.2003; La Nación, 13.08.2003.
291 La Nación, 21.08.2003.
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Corps of the Army – to the Court of First Instance.292 Human rights organizations, relatives 
and victims started to present lawsuits, leading judges to reopen cases that had been closed 
as a consequence of the impunity laws. A third big case, the ‘Camps case’, was reopened in 
March 2004.293 Thus, investigations progressed despite the fact that no pronouncements had 
been made by the Supreme Court.

Simultaneously, Kirchner initiated a reform of the Supreme Court. Kirchner publicly 
criticized the lack of independence of the Supreme Court under the previous governments, 
and pressured the Congress to initiate impeachment procedures against its members.294 
Within a time span of approximately two years, six of the nine judges that represented the 
‘old order’ were forced into retirement.295 Kirchner also signed a decree in June 2003 (222/03) 
that limited the presidential power to appoint new judges, and enhanced transparency 
and civil participation in the process.296 New appointments would be submitted to public 
scrutiny and subjected to a designation process that was determined in the constitution. 
Organizations and individuals could approve or challenge the candidate in an official 
document sent to the Minister of Justice. Furthermore, the candidate had to answer the 
critical questions of the Senate in a public audience (CELS 2004: 84, 92-4; Cheresky 2004: 
5). The first judge to be appointed in this way was Eugenio Raúl Zaffaroni. He was known 
for his engagement with human rights and progressive views, and had the support of human 
rights organizations.297 He was soon succeeded by Carmen María Argibay, and Elena 
Highton de Nolasco, who thus became the first women to be appointed to the Supreme 
Court. Ricardo Lorenzetti was the last judge to be appointed.298

It was this renewed Court that finally took up the Poblete case that had been pending 
for so long.299 On 5 May 2005, the Attorney General of the Nation, Esteban Righi, had 
declared on the basis of the Poblete case that the Full Stop and Due Obedience laws went 
against the principles established in the national constitution.300 On 14 June 2005, the Court 
confirmed the unconstitutionality of Full Stop and Due Obedience laws in the same case, 
allowing justice to be done for the crimes committed under the military dictatorship. In the 

292 La Nación, 02.09.2003; CELS 2007: 43.
293 La Nación, 17.03.2004; Clarín, 17.03.2004.
294 See Página/12, 05.06.2003; Página/12, 06.06.2003. Most of them already had numerous causes pending 

against them for irregularities in the exercise of their function, but in 2002 the Senate had decided to 
leave the denunciations for what they were (Página/12, 29.05.2003).

295 The first judge to come under scrutiny was the president of the Supreme Court, Julio Nazareno, who was 
accused of corruption and bad performance of his function as a judge. To avoid being removed from office 
he retired on 27 June 2003. Two other judges, Guillermo López and Adolfo Vázquez, made the same 
decision. A fourth judge, Eduardo Moliné O’Connor, awaited impeachment and was removed from office 
for irregularities in his functioning (CELS 2004: 78-9). Finally, the fifth judge accused of being part of the 
‘automatic majority’, Antonio Boggiano, was removed in September 2005. Another member of the Court, 
Augusto Belluscio, retired that same year because of his high age (Clarín, 01.09.2005). 

296 Página/12, 20.06.2003.
297 Página/12, 02.07.2003; Página/12, 07.10.2003.
298 Two of the five judges were not replaced. This was part of a debate on the possibility to revert Menem’s 

decision to enhance the number of judges from five to nine. In November 2006 Cristina Fernández de 
Kirchner, who was then still a senator, presented a bill to repeal the law. Her proposal was welcomed by 
the Supreme Court (Página/12, 10.11.2006; Página/12, 11.11.2006). The deputies of the Congress approved 
the law on 29 November 2006 (Página/12, 30.11.2006). 

299 See chapter three for information on the Poblete case. 
300 Página/12, 06.05.2005.
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same sentence, which was approved by seven of the eight judges, the Court ratified an earlier 
sentence of August 2004 (Arancibia Clavel) stating that crimes against humanity were not 
prescriptive and should not be granted amnesty. The sentence also ratified the validity of law 
25.779 declaring the nullification of the Full Stop and Due Obedience laws.301 The decision 
of the Court took away the last legal obstacle to judgement for the crimes committed during 
the dictatorship.302 On 4 August 2006, former officer of the Federal Police Julio Simón, 
known as ‘El Turco Julián’, was condemned to 25 years of imprisonment for the privation of 
liberty and torture of two persons (the Poblete case). Soon thereafter, on 19 September 2006, 
an ex-commissioner of the Police of Buenos Aires, Miguel Angel Etchecolatz was sentenced 
to life imprisonment in the city of La Plata (CELS 2007: 44-7).303

Although these advances in the juridical realm could certainly not be attributed exclusively 
to the Kirchner administration, the political will to end impunity towards the crimes of the 
past was important and earned Kirchner credit among the human rights organizations. He 
also showed his support for the struggle of these organizations in other ways. For example, 
he appointed Eduardo Luis Duhalde, a well respected individual within the human rights 
movement, as the new Secretary of Human Rights.304 Duhalde had been a militant as well 
as a lawyer assisting political prisoners in the period preceding the military dictatorship. He 
had also been in exile during the dictatorship, from where he had played an important role in 
denouncing the human rights violations.305 A few weeks after assuming presidency, Kirchner 
welcomed the human rights organizations at the Casa Rosada,306 and he continued to receive 
them on a regular basis during his presidential term. Both in his encounters with human 
rights organizations and in public, he often appealed to a shared identity and a shared history 
of militancy, loss and persecution. During an encounter with children of the disappeared, he 
recalled that he had known the father of one them during his years of militancy.307 In his first 

301 Among these seven judges there were some variations in the votes and the arguments presented. Carmen 
Argibay for instance did not ratify the law annulling the Full Stop and Due Obedience laws because she 
believed the Congress only had the faculty to repeal and not to nullify the laws (Página/12, 19.06.2005). 

302 The presidential pardons of 1989 and 1990 protecting the higher ranks within the military and the 
police were declared unconstitutional in the case of Santiago Omar Riveros on 13 July 2007 (Página/12, 
14.07.2007). 

303 Other condemnations followed, although their number remains limited considering the amount of 
accused. According to CELS, in December 2009 there were 1386 accused all over the country, of which 
59 have been condemned. Between 2003 and 2007 five trials took place, of which four resulted in 
condemnations. Besides Julio Simón and Miguel Etchecolatz, the former chaplain of the Buenos Aires 
provincial police Christian Von Wernich was condemned to life imprisonment on 9 October 2007 (Clarín, 
09.10.2007). On 18 December 2007, the leadership of the Intelligence Battalion 601 was condemned 
for 20 to 25 years of imprisonment (CELS 2008: 31). This was the first condemnation against members 
of the armed forces since the annulment of the Full Stop and Due Obedience laws. In 2008, nine new 
trials started (CELS 2009: 23), which resulted in more condemnations. October 2009 saw the start of 
the second trial in the context of the ESMA case. 19 accused are to be judged, many of them emblematic 
figures of the repression such as Alfredo Astiz and Jorge Eduardo Acosta. The first trial of the ESMA 
case started in 2007 but was aborted due to the death of the accused, Héctor Febres, in suspicious 
circumstances. For up to date information on the trials see also the blog in which CELS keeps track of 
the cases: http://www.cels.org.ar/wpblogs/  

304 Former President Duhalde gave the Under-Secretariat for Human Rights the rank of Secretariat 
(Interview NV 06.11.2003).

305 Página/12, 28.05.2003.
306 Página/12, 04.06.2003.
307 Página/12, 21.11.2003.
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discourse at the United Nations, he stated: ‘We are the sons and daughters of the Mothers 
and the Grandmothers of the Plaza de Mayo’.308 Similarly, at a commemoration for four 
disappeared students of La Plata whom he had known personally, he stated: ‘It was them, but 
it could have been us’.309

Confirming his engagement with the search for truth and memory of the human rights 
organizations, Kirchner also ordered the creation of an Archivo Nacional de la Memoria 
(National Archive of Memory) in December 2003. This archive fell under the supervision 
of the Secretariat of Human Rights, and its central objective was to ‘obtain, analyse, classify, 
duplicate, digitalize, and archive information, testimonies and documents about the violation 
of human rights and fundamental liberties in which the responsibility of the Argentine 
state is involved, and about the social and institutional response to these violations’.310 The 
archive was to centralize the documentation produced by the military and police, as well as 
the CONADEP files, the files of the CONADI gathering cases of missing children, and 
those produced in the context of the reparation laws for the victims of state terrorism. The 
files of the CONADEP had been completed throughout the years and digitalized. Together 
with the files of the CONADI, they constituted the bulk of the documentation of the 
National Archive of Memory (Lorenz 2007: 3). But the intention was to actively search for 
documents produced by the military and the police during the military regime. The first 
military documents to be digitalized by the National Archive of Memory was documentation 
retrieved for the Feced Case. Feced was the Commander of the 2nd Regional Unit of the city 
of Rosario. The material recollected documented the repressive activities of the 2nd Corps of 
the Army that operated in Rosario and surroundings (Da Silva Catela 2007: 192).

Thus through a combination of concrete measures and symbolic gestures, Kirchner made 
explicit his identification with the cause of the human rights movement for truth, justice 
and memory. These ‘politics of memory’ reached a climax when he decided to transform 
the Navy Mechanics School ESMA, reputed for being one of the biggest secret detention 
centres during the dictatorship and an emblematic symbol of terror, into a ‘National Space 
for Memory and Human Rights’, a measure that will be discussed extensively in chapter 
seven. The ceremony that sealed the decision took place on 24 March 2004. It was the first 
official commemoration of the military coup. Prior to the commemoration, the Commander 
in Chief of the Navy Admiral Godoy stated in a speech that the ESMA was ‘a symbol of 
barbarism and irrationality’, and that ‘facts qualified as aberrant and offensive to human 
dignity’ had taken place there.311 Until then, only the Chief of Army, Balza, had pronounced 
such a far reaching criticism on the participation of the armed forces in the repression.312 
A few days before the official ceremony, the President and his wife visited the plot and the 
buildings of the ESMA together with survivors of the former secret detention centre. At 
the official ceremony in front of the ESMA, they met on the stage with three youngsters 
who had been born in the ESMA. Poems by Ana María Ponce, a member of the Peronist 
Youth and detained-disappeared of the ESMA, were read. In his official statement that day, 
Kirchner criticized the policies of his predecessors and recognized state responsibility in both 
the repression and the impunity towards the crimes of the past (CELS 2004: 37). Before 

308 Página/12, 26.09.2003.
309 Página/12, 29.11.2003.
310 Decreto 1259/2003 de creación del Archivo Nacional de la Memoria, Buenos Aires, 16.12.2003.
311 Página/12, 05.03.2004.
312 See chapter three for more details.
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moving on to the official ceremony at the ESMA, he visited the Military College and took 
down the portraits of the former junta members Jorge Videla and Reinaldo Benito Bignone 
that were still hanging on the walls.313

Contextualizing Kirchner’s measures
Kirchner’s measures to deal with the legacies of the past had a great political impact. Indeed, 
his policies in this field and his personal identification with the human rights movement 
strongly contrasted with that of his predecessors. His policies also had an impact because 
they were being developed at the national level. Coming from the executive branch, and even 
more so, from the President himself, a discourse promoting truth, justice, and memory had 
a greater political influence than when coming from local governments. This was especially 
the case in the Argentine political context, in which the President was a powerful actor 
who strongly determined the political course followed (Svampa 2008: 83). However, the 
appropriation of the language of ‘truth, justice and memory’ was also a strategic move. While 
it certainly alienated important sectors on the far right, it was a policy that captured well the 
spirit of the time. The post-December 2001 context clearly demanded a stance against the 
politicians representing the old era. Furthermore, some of the reforms in the realm of truth, 
justice and memory were implemented without high political cost, because they could draw 
on advances made by the human rights movement at the local level. In the city of Buenos 
Aires, but also in some localities of the province of Buenos Aires, local politicians and state 
entities had already adopted policies to institutionalize some of the demands of the human 
rights movement. Similarly, at the juridical level, the lower ranks of the judiciary had adopted 
measures that paved the way for some of the advances made at the national level.

As has been discussed in previous chapters, an important sector within the human rights 
movement314 considered that the state had the responsibility to implement memory policies 
and its claims were oriented towards achieving the institutionalization of its demands. In 
several localities, these organizations were successful in influencing public policies. In the 
province of Buenos Aires, the Legislature of the Province created the Comisión Provincial 
por la Memoria in 1999. It was financed by the provincial authorities and contained a 
supervisory board of recognized human rights activists such as Nobel Prize winner Adolfo 
Pérez Esquivel and the president of Abuelas, Estela Carlotto. The commission developed an 
extensive educational programme on the military dictatorship, Jóvenes y Memoria (Youth and 
Memory), which was implemented in various schools of the province. In March 1996, the 
Legislature of the Province of Buenos Aires was also one of the first to adopt a law declaring 
that every 24 March all schools of the province should devote one hour of their classes to 
discussing themes related to the military dictatorship.315 A similar law was adopted in 
March 2000 by the Legislature of the City of Buenos Aires, declaring 24 March as Día de 
la Memoria (Day of Memory). Earlier, in May 1998, the Legislature of the City had already 
declared 16 September – the day known as the Noche de los lápices (Night of the pencils), when 
several students of the city of La Plata were abducted – as Día de los Derechos del Estudiante 

313 Página/12, 17.03.2004.
314 CELS, SERPAJ, APDH, Buena Memoria, FMHSA, Abuelas, Madres LF and Familiares.
315 Página/12, 15.03.1996.
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Secundario (Day of the Rights of the Secondary School Student).316 Another significant 
example of the success of human rights organizations in influencing public policies was the 
elaboration and approval by the Legislature of the City of Buenos Aires in 1998 of law 46 
that created the park and monument of memory.317

In the city of Buenos Aires, new opportunities emerged for the human rights movement 
when Aníbal Ibarra won the elections in May 2000 and became head of the government in 
August of that same year. Ibarra had been one of the representatives of the FREPASO in the 
pro Monument Commission and maintained good relations with several of the human rights 
organizations. During his work as a prosecutor in the 1980s, he had been actively involved 
in cases of children abducted during the military dictatorship and he was explicit in his 
support of the human rights cause. Ties with the human rights movement were strengthened 
through the appointment of Gabriela Alegre as a Director of Human Rights.318 She was 
a member of the organization Buena Memoria, one of the initiators of the park of memory 
and the monument. She had also been politically active in the 1970s and had experienced 
exile. She had excellent relations with several of the victims organizations, particularly with 
Madres LF, Abuelas and Familiares. Under her leadership, several other members of human 
rights organizations became employees in the Direction of Human Rights. Ibarra’s period of 
governance, which lasted until his dismissal from office in March 2006,319 gave an impulse 
to memory projects in the city of Buenos Aires. Examples of the pro-active attitude of the 
executive were the decision to excavate on the site where former detention centre Club 
Atlético had functioned, and the active support for law 961 creating the Instituto Espacio para 
la Memoria (Institute Space for Memory, IEM).320

316 Gobierno de la Ciudad de Buenos Aires, 1976-2001. 24 de marzo, día de la memoria (Buenos Aires 2001); 
APDH and Gobierno de Buenos Aires, Memoria y dictadura. Un espacio para la reflexión desde los derechos 
humanos (Buenos Aires 2001). 

317 See also chapter three. Not surprisingly, support from politicians was often motivated by a personal story 
of persecution and loss under the military dictatorship. Thus several of the legislators and their advisers 
who promoted the law 46 creating the park of memory and the national monument for the disappeared 
had been politically active during the 1970s, and had suffered disappearance, prison and exile. Of the four 
legislators of the FREPASO that integrated the pro Monument Commission, three had been politically 
active in the 1970s and had suffered either disappearance or political imprisonment. Delia Bisutti was 
detained-disappeared and her husband remains disappeared. Her mother-in-law was one of the 
historical Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo. Eduardo Jozami was a political prisoner during the military 
dictatorship. Liliana Chiernajowsky had a disappeared family member and was a political prisoner during 
the dictatorship. The representatives of the Peronist Party Juliana Marino and Alicia Pierini had similar 
backgrounds (Vecchioli 2001: 86-7).

318 After Ibarra’s re-election in 2003, he promoted the Direction of Human Rights to the status of Under-
Secretariat as a political message of his engagement with human rights. Gabriela Alegre was promoted to 
the position of Under-Secretary of Human Rights of the city government.

319 Ibarra’s dismissal from office was the consequence of a fire in the discotheque of Cromañon on 30 
December 2004, that caused the death of 194 people, most of them young and including several babies. 
In the discotheque the bare minimum of security rules had not been respected. Ibarra was soon seen 
as the main culprit of the tragedy and was the subject of numerous protests by the relatives of the 
victims of Cromañon during 2005. The Legislature initiated an impeachment procedure against him for 
bad fulfilment of his executive function, which ended on 7 March 2006 with his dismissal from office 
(Página/12, 09.06.2005; 30.07.2005; 15.11.2005; 30.12.2005; 15.11.2005; 02.01.2006; 07.03.2006; 08.03.2006; 
14.03.2006).  

320 See chapter four for details on Club Atlético and more information about the IEM, and chapter seven for 
details on how law 961 was implemented. 
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On several occasions, both Ibarra and Alegre reiterated that the IEM was to become the 
place where the public memory policies of the city of Buenos Aires were to be elaborated and 
implemented.321 In doing so, they were recognizing the role of human rights organizations 
as central actors in the elaboration of public memory policies. This recognition was also 
an expression of the levels of legitimacy that these organizations had acquired over time, 
especially among progressive sectors of the middle classes. As already described in chapters 
three and four, artists, intellectuals, members of the judiciary, and journalists increasingly 
manifested their support for the demands of truth, justice and memory of the human 
rights movement. This support was also enhanced by the crisis of December 2001, as a 
public reflection process developed that established causal relations between the military 
dictatorship and the crisis. More in general, the concept of ‘memory’ increasingly came to 
refer almost automatically to the ‘memory of state terrorism’ and acquired great centrality in 
public discourse. Reflecting critically on this situation, one former militant stated: ‘…there is 
a very facile discourse. And especially in the media, among politicians, in the cultural sector…
everything is memory now’ (Interview AS 24.06.2003). But it also reflected the broader 
appropriation of a discourse that had previously been mainly sustained by the human rights 
movement. The appropriation of this discourse was also part of a post-December 2001 search 
for a different kind of politics, in which ethics and human rights were central, in opposition 
to the corrupt and elitist political practice that had been characteristic for the 1990s. From 
this perspective, adopting the language of ‘truth, justice and memory’, and promoting an 
agenda of moral and political change, was also a means for Kirchner to gain support from 
independent citizens in search of new political referents.

Dealing with the new political context: different approaches

In the first year of his presidency, Kirchner’s popularity reached unprecedented levels. Even 
after eight months of presidency, opinion polls continued to register approval ratings of 85 
per cent, positive assessments of the government and optimistic expectations for the coming 
year (Llanos 2004: 87). Within the human rights movement, a broad sector, mostly composed 
of more moderate human rights organizations,322 was positive about Kirchner’s human rights 
policies. Suprisingly, approval also came from the Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo, who 
used to be radically opposed to any government. After her first meeting with Kirchner, Hebe 
de Bonafini declared: ‘We thought that he was like all the rest, that he was like Menem, 
and we realized that it was not the case’.323 Besides his concrete measures in the realm of 
truth, justice and memory, an important element of Kirchner’s success among human rights 
activists was that he managed to create a sense of shared collective identity. The fact that he 
had been politically active in the 1970s, and that he vindicated his previous political identity 
publicly was important in this context, as well as his numerous public expressions of support 
and identification. However, not all human rights activists and organizations were sensitive 
to these gestures and they even distrusted Kirchner’s expressions of support. A small but 
vocal group strongly criticized his administration from the start, and its criticisms intensified 

321 Document Familiares November 2006; Interview LB3 20.12.2004.
322 Abuelas, Madres LF, Familiares, Hermanos, SERPAJ, APDH, CELS, Buena Memoria, FMHSA. 
323 Página/12, 04.06.2003.
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as the limitations of the government became more visible. This section will discuss these two 
different perspectives on the Kirchner administration, and show how these were strongly 
related to ideological differences on how to conceive the state and one’s own role as a civil 
society organization in a democratic context.

Positive reactions towards Kirchner’s policies
Several elements contributed to the positive evaluation by an important sector of the human 
rights movement of the Kirchner administration. The first one was Kirchner’s agenda in 
the realm of justice. Justice remained one of the most important demands of human rights 
organizations. After having struggled against official impunity for many years, they were now 
dealing with a President who not only expressed support for their claim for justice, but who 
also pressured politicians and members of the judiciary on the matter. This had a profound 
impact, especially on the organizations of victims. But almost as important were Kirchner’s 
numerous symbolic acts of reparation. Relatives of the disappeared and former militants of 
the 1970s were particularly sensible to these gestures. Mariana, daughter of two disappeared 
militants, explained: ‘I was very moved when, in his inauguration speech, even though it 
would not bring him anything more because he was already President, Kirchner admitted 
to being part of that generation. He vindicated the disappeared and put them in the same 
place as the pioneers that populated Patagonia, as the immigrants…let’s say, together 
with a whole saga of national heroes’ (Interview MP1 06.01.2005). Similarly, Jorge, former 
detained-disappeared, stated: ‘That the President of the Nation comes forward stating that 
the disappeared were good people, is very important. Neither Alfonsín nor Menem said this. 
[…] So, that Kirchner comes forward saying that he vindicates the detained-disappeared 
companions, is very good. […] It is therapeutic’ (Interview JW 29.11.2004). These public 
expressions of support coming from the President representing the state were seen as the 
official recognition of their suffering and of the legitimacy of their demands.

The opening up of the Casa Rosada to the human rights organizations and the victims 
of the dictatorship, and the personalized and informal atmosphere of these audiences 
also positively surprised human rights activists. Carmen, Madre LF and former detained-
disappeared recalled one of the audiences with the President: ‘…I don’t know who brought 
up the fact that I had been disappeared. And afterwards, when we were about to leave, 
Kirchner takes my hand and puts his arm around mine and says to me: “I have been shocked 
by what has happened to you”, he said to me. You know? He is affectionate. I am telling 
you this as a story because he is affectionate, he is sensitive, you know, to our situation’ 
(Interview CLA 21.10.2003). Similarly, Mariana described a meeting between the President 
and a group of children of the disappeared: ‘It was very strange, within five minutes we were 
already addressing him informally’ (Interview MP1 06.05.2005). Kirchner’s personal approach 
enhanced his credibility. Representatives of the human rights organizations appeared in 
the media making positive statements about the President in which they emphasized his 
sensibility. Hebe de Bonafini stated, after her first audience with Kirchner: ‘We are moved 
[…] He accepted with a lot of humility what we said to him, and he told us that the doors of 
the Casa Rosada would always be open’.324

Furthermore, the fact that Kirchner and many of his ministers, staff members and advisers 
were former militants who openly vindicated their previous political affiliation also enhanced 

324 Página/12, 04.06.2003.

proefschrift-Drunen.indd   222 27-04-10   09:26



| 223 |

their legitimacy among relatives of the disappeared as well as among former militants.325 
The fact that this generation was now governing was considered an important step forward 
in reconstructing a specific political memory that had been suppressed in the first years of 
democracy.326 Journalist Luis Bruschtein, an exponent of that generation, and who counted 
several disappeared among his family, stated: ‘It is not that the Montoneros won. But there 
is a historical thread that is unavoidable and that will have a healthy effect on society as 
whole, which, once and for all, should assume history as its own and not as alien facts, at 
its convenience’.327 Several mothers of disappeared children were even more explicit in 
highlighting continuities. Lita, mother of two disappeared, stated: ‘Those who are now in the 
government are the ruling class that could have been our children’ (Interview LB 28.10.2003). 
There clearly was a perception, among relatives of the victims, representatives of the human 
rights organizations, and former militants, of a shared past, identity and set of values with the 
President and several of his staff members.

There was also cautiousness towards the new administration within this group. Human 
rights organizations insisted on the fact that the advances in the realm of truth, justice and 
memory were not a gift from the President but the result of their struggle. Furthermore, their 
approval remained restricted to specific initiatives of the President and some of his staff 
members. This was expressed clearly by Hebe de Bonafini:

We don’t support the government, we support certain initiatives of the President. In the 
government, there are persons who don’t have anything to do with the Mothers. We don’t like 
Lavagna, we don’t like Scioli, we don’t like Beliz, and although some attitudes have changed, it still 
has a smell of Menem, and the provinces are governed by the mafia. But we think that Kirchner 
has done many positive things.328

They were also critical of the lack of structural economic reforms.329 But these criticisms 
were often tempered by referring to the difficulties such changes implied. Thus Lila, former 
Montonera sated: ‘I think it is not easy to govern this country, not only because you don’t 
have proposals and plans, and because of the IMF, but also because […] there is no social 

325 The Minister of Labour Carlos Tomada, the Chancellor Rafael Bielsa, the Chief of Government 
Alberto Fernández, the Minister of Education Daniel Filmus, and the General Secretary of Presidency 
Oscar Parrilli had all participated in revolutionary Peronism of the 1970s (Página/12, 25.05.2003). This 
tendency was reinforced after Kirchnerism won the legislative elections in October 2005. The new 
Minister of Economy, Felisa Miceli and the new Minister of Defence, Nilda Garré, had both been 
political militants in the 1970s (Página/12, 29.11.2005; Página/12, 29.11.2005). Similarly, many of Kirchner’s 
advisors, like Jorge Taiana, Carlos Kunkel, and Miguel Talento had participated in revolutionary Peronism. 
The Attorney General of the Nation Esteban Righi had participated in the Tendencia Revolucionaria 
of Peronism and had been Minister of the Interior during the short presidency of Cámpora in 1973 
(Clarín, 06.06.2004), and one of the new ministers of the Supreme Court, Ricardo Lorenzetti (Página/12, 
03.09.2004) participated in the Unión de Estudiantes Secundarios (UES) of the Tendencia Revolucionaria. 
Many former Montoneros also worked for the two Menem administrations (Gorbato 1999). However, 
the main difference was that whereas under Menem’s government this history of political activism was 
silenced, under Kirchner it became appropriate to mention one’ s trajectory as a former member of the 
revolutionary movement (Schneider 2003: 20-2).

326 See also chapter five.
327 Página/12, 25.05.2003.
328 Clarín, 07.03.2004.
329 Página/12, 10.12.2004.

proefschrift-Drunen.indd   223 27-04-10   09:26



| 224 |

movement. The government sent many signals to ask for support, but they are not there, 
but not because they are not with the government, but because socially they are destroyed’ 
(Interview LP 27.09.2004). In general, most groups demanding truth, justice and memory 
chose to give Kirchner the benefit of the doubt.

Criticisms against the Kirchner administration
Other sectors of the human rights movement were less indulgent and expressed increasingly 
harsh criticisms against the government. Among these organizations, the most prominent 
were the AEDD, the Liga and the MEDH, but members of various neighbourhood 
commissions and organizations in the city of La Plata shared these criticisms. An article 
in the magazine of the AEDD can be considered representative for this position. In this 
article, the AEDD stated that there were many concrete measures that conflicted with 
Kirchner’s declarations. The authors criticized his ‘tactics of alliance with several of the worst 
expressions of the provincial caudillismo’, which, according to them, augured a continuity with 
the feudal policies that predominated in the interior of the country. These continuities were 
also visible in the fact that many of those who were the target of the ‘let them all leave’ slogan 
of the December days were still there or had returned, often with the support of the national 
government. They were equally critical of the negotiations of the government for the foreign 
debt, and considered that very few initiatives were being taken to reactivate the economy and 
redistribute the wealth. Finally, they were critical of the fact that despite official affirmations, 
repression continued to be the response to social demands.330

These criticisms grew stronger as the ambiguities of the Kirchner administration became 
more visible in 2004. The importance attributed to human rights in the rhetoric of the 
government was not always reflected in practice. In this context, the year 2004, when the 
demands for security acquired a prominent place on the political and the public agenda, 
was a turning point. The lack of security had been a political and public issue since the end 
of the 1990s. However, from 2002 onwards, a specific type of criminality was on the rise: 
extortive kidnappings. Although this type of kidnapping made victims among different 
strata of society, the most well-known and publicized cases were from the middle- and upper 
classes. During 2004, a number of these cases were followed intensively in the media, and 
captured the public imagination. Extortive kidnappings as a specific type of crime came to 
occupy a central role on the security agenda (CELS 2004: 148). One case brought the security 
debate to the forefront of the political and public agenda: the kidnapping and murder of 
Axel Blumberg, the son of businessman Juan Carlos Blumberg, in March 2004. After the 
assassination of his son, Juan Carlos Blumberg initiated a public campaign for more security, 
which managed to mobilize broad sectors of society, especially from the middle- and upper 
classes.

Blumberg was an advocate of mano dura policies. He proposed a number of reforms 
within the penal system, the judiciary and the police. Among them were demands for 
harsher punishments, a lowering of the age of arrest to fourteen years, the creation of a new 
arms law, a state of emergency within the judiciary, and the extension of the working day 
of judicial employees. He organized several marches that were widely covered by the media 

330 AEDD, ‘Panorama y horizontes’, Tantas vidas, tantas voces, año 3 nº8 (December 2003) 1-2.
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and mobilized thousands of people.331 The wide popular support in society for his demands, 
and the huge media attention he received led the provincial and national governments to 
attribute great importance to the case. Immediately after the first march, the governor of the 
province of Buenos Aires, Felipe Solá, declared a security emergency in the province, and 
his Minister of Security resigned. His successor, León Arslanian, presented a programme 
to combat crime in the province and reform the police (Denissen 2007: 124). Both at the 
provincial and national levels, the penal system was reformed so as to make possible 
harsher punishments and reinforce the system of preventive detention (CELS 2004: 64). 
Furthermore, a number of interventions that identified shantytowns as a major source of 
insecurity were reinforced. The Plan de Protección Integral de Barrios (Plan of Comprehensive 
Protection of Neighbourhoods), which started in 2003 and was initially planned to last just a 
month, continued well into 2004. It consisted of wide security operatives in shantytowns and 
other marginalized areas. In the context of these operatives, there were constant controls in 
the shantytowns and their surroundings, and the neighbours had to coexist with the security 
forces in a way that seemed more characteristic of an occupation than of a protection plan 
(CELS 2004: 29-33).

A shift in policies was also visible in the work of the Secretariat of Human Rights from 
2004 onwards. When he assumed office as a Secretary of Human Rights in 2003, Eduardo 
Luis Duhalde had a political agenda that was oriented towards going beyond the traditional 
tasks of the Secretariat of Human Rights to also tackle violations of social, economic and 
cultural rights in the present (Interview CE2 29.10.2003). In this first period, from 2003 to 
2004, the Secretariat played an active role as a mediator in social conflicts throughout the 
country. It was also particularly keen on addressing the gross violations that were being 
committed in the provinces of the interior of the country, many of which still were being 
managed as feuds. However, increasingly, its activities became more limited. In its annual 
report on the human rights situation in Argentina in 2007, CELS (2008: 29) criticized the 
Secretariat of Human Rights for limiting itself to ‘the themes related to the search for truth 
and justice about the crimes of state terrorism’.332 According to a former employee this 
development was a consequence of internal pressures:

There is not a lot of space within the government for dissidence, or for internal politics. The 
Secetariat will not say this publicly, but it translates it into facts. So they started to ask us not to 
intervene in situations with problems of torture in cases of detention, blows to the detainees. I 
used to intervene personally, there were kids that I would take out of prison myself. I used to talk 
with judges, with policemen so that they would not punish them. They told us not to get involved 
in these things anymore. (Interview HF 30.11.2004)

331 Three marches were held in 2004, the first march being on 1 April 2004. Estimates for this march run 
between 120,000 and 350,000 participants. Other marches followed on 22 April and on 26 August. In 
2006, in the middle of a court case, a fourth march was organized on 31 August (Denissen 2007: 124-8). 

332 The attempts to deal with human rights violations in the provinces did continue after 2004 however. 
Directions, Under-Secretariats and Secretariats of Human Rights were implemented in the different 
provinces of the country from 2003 to 2006. In 2004 only five provinces and the city government had an 
area of human rights. In 2006, there were 21 including the city government of Buenos Aires (Interview 
AFB3 08.11.2006). 
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Reflecting more in general on the human rights policies of the Kirchner administration, 
CELS (2008: 28) stated that ‘…the fundamental and almost exclusive feature of the human 
rights policy of the outgoing government has been the interest in consolidating the juridical 
process for crimes of state terrorism’. Criticizing this focus, the organization insisted on the 
need to avoid ‘the social agenda on human rights remaining focussed exclusively on these 
trials’.

In general terms, criticasters state that despite a number of serious attempts during its four 
years in power, the Kirchner administration was not able to reform state institutions in such 
a way that they would become more democratic and respectful of human rights, nor was it 
able to significantly reduce the levels of poverty and marginalization. Substantial economic 
reforms oriented towards a redistribution of wealth did not occur. The driving force behind 
the economic recovery was a boom in foreign trade on agro- and mineral exports – oil, 
meat, grains and soybeans. The sectors of growth (petroleum and mechanized agriculture), 
were capital-intensive and employed only small numbers of workers (Petras and Veltmeyer 
2005: 34; Svampa 2008: 90-1). The economic growth did lead to falls in unemployment, 
and an increase in salaries, but the levels of poverty were still dramatically high.333 From 
2004 onwards, there was also an increase in the precarity of labour.334 The social tensions 
and conflicts that arose from this situation were increasingly met by repression and the 
criminalization of social protest (CELS 2004: 65; Svampa 2008: 84-5). Furthermore, the lack 
of significant reforms of state institutions such as the judiciary, the security forces and the 
penal system also led to a continuation of authoritarian practices within these institutions, 
which generally hit the most marginalized sectors of society. Arbitrary detentions and the 
use of torture in police stations continued to be common practice and were often covered 
up by the judiciary (CELS 2004: 18-9). In the prisons, the conditions for detainees were still 
abominable. Most establishments were overpopulated. The lack of space in the prisons led to 
the illegal situation of holding detainees in police stations, sometimes for several years. Most 
of these detentions were preventive and detainees could be awaiting trial for years.335 The use 
of torture on detainees was common, and violence in general was frequently used to cover up 
corruption within the penal establishments.336

As these limitations became more evident, from 2004 onwards, the most critical sector 
accused Kirchner of using the measures in the realm of truth, justice and memory as a means 
to divert attention away from the fact that more structural changes were lacking. Analysing 
the decision to convert the ESMA into a museum of memory, Leonardo, member of the 
group Vecinos por la Memoria mobilizing for El Olimpo337 stated:

333 In 2004, 51.7 per cent the population was still living under the poverty line (Petras and Veltmeyer 2005: 
35). In 2006, it had fallen to 31.4 per cent but this number was still impressive (CELS 2007: 31; see also 
Svampa 2008: 86 for more data).

334 Of the number of new paid jobs that were created between 2003 and 2005, 70 per cent were informal, and 
by mid-2007, these informal jobs counted for 43.2 per cent of the total amount of paid jobs (Svampa 2008: 
87).

335 In the province of Buenos Aires for instance, 89 per cent of the detainees were held in preventive 
detention, awaiting trial (CELS 2004: 54-64).

336 See also CELS 2004: 54-64; Comité contra la tortura, Comisión Provincial por la Memoria, El sistema de 
la crueldad. Informe sobre corrupción, tortura y otras prácticas aberrantes en el Serivcio Penitenciario Bonaerense. 
2000-2004 (La Plata, October 2004); see also: Pita and Martínez, ‘El sistema de la crueldad’, Puentes, año 5, 
nº13 (November 2004) 4-6; and Puentes año 5, nº15 (September 2005) 3-22. 

337 See chapter four. 
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…we believe that it has to do with co-opting some companions, slowing down many of the popular 
demands, for human rights or for other things: to project an image that might be considered 
progressive, that has as a flipside the most fantastic repayments that have been made of the 
foreign debt, and many situations of repression […] the political objective of these measures is to 
concede room to the human rights organizations, so that these organizations will close their eyes 
to the situations of repression that are actually occurring, and on the calamitous hunger that exists 
among the people nowadays. (Interview LG 06.12.2004)

According to Juliana, member of the Coordinadora contra la Represión Policial e Institucional 
(Coordination against Police and Institutional Repression, CORREPI), Kirchner’s 
government managed to construct an image of itself as progressive, while being one of the 
governments that most strongly promoted the criminalization of social protest. Furthermore, 
it had been able to transform a society that had been demanding radical transformations in 
2001-2002, into a society that had an unprecedented confidence in a government that had 
numerous things in common with its predecessors (Interview JPZ 10.11.2004).

Underlying ideological differences within the human rights movement
Behind the conflicting visions on how to interpret Kirchner’s policies lay basically two 
ideological currents on how to conceptualize the state in a democratic context and on how 
to understand the relation between the state and civil society organizations. These ideological 
differences also led to different evaluations of how to characterize the human rights 
violations committed under democratic governments, and subsequently, their own priorities 
in the struggle for human rights. The sector that was critical of the Kirchner administration 
analysed the political situation in Argentina from a perspective of class struggle. These 
organizations and individuals emphasized the coercive role of the state and conceived it as 
operating systematically in opposition to the interests of the majorities, and in favour of the 
elites. The state was conceived as the organization that successfully served capitalist interests. 
They rejected the mainstream liberal view that the state was an institution established in the 
collective interest of society as a whole, with the purpose to reconcile competing interests in 
the name of the common good. Instead, the state served the interests of those who owned 
the means of production, with the ultimate goal to defend the class system that characterizes 
capitalist societies. In this context, although they recognized that there were differences 
between the state under a dictatorship and in a democratic regime, they considered that these 
differences were limited because they were ultimately guided by the same principles.

These critical groups thus essentially conceived the state as the enemy and the successive 
governments occupying state structures were seen as working to maintain class inequalities. 
In doing so, the governments were systematically violating people’s rights, especially their 
economic and social rights (Interview GR 20.10.2003). These violations were not seen as 
side-effects but as constituents of the system. Furthermore, from this perspective there was 
no substantial difference between the violations committed in a democratic context and 
those committed during the military dictatorship. The social exclusion provoked by neoliberal 
policies was referred to as a ‘social and economic genocide’, and unemployment, poverty, 
marginalization and the repression of social protest were mechanisms of social disciplining 
that were intrinsic to the prevailing economic model. The role of a human rights organization 
then, according to these groups, was to denounce this intertwining of the state with specific 
class interests, and to denounce the violations that resulted from that relation. From this 
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perspective it was crucial for them to maintain autonomy and independence from the state. 
Thus, according to María del Carmen Verdú, member of CORREPI: ‘One should never be 
with the government. One can be either with the government, or with the working people, 
but never with both at the same time’.338 Similarly Florencia, member of AEDD, stated: ‘…
we think that we have to be independent and that when we have to denounce a human rights 
violation, this independence allows us to denounce it irrespective of the colour or the size 
[…] of the government of the moment…’ (Interview FJ 26.10.2003).

Given the conception of the state as representing the interests of ‘the happy few’, these 
groups ultimately aimed at changing the system. Thus, according to Diana Kordon, member 
of Liberpueblo: ‘We have to liquidate the oligarchic and imperialist state. Being oligarchic 
and imperialist is one of the essences of the state’.339 The role of human rights organizations 
in this context was to accompany this process: ‘The struggle for human rights is absolutely 
tied to the anti-imperialist and revolutionary struggle’.340 Human rights organizations should 
position themselves in the broader class struggle. There was no neutral position and one 
had to choose sides, either for the oppressed, or for the oppressors. Reflecting on how she 
conceived the role of a human rights organization Graciela, president of the Liga, stated:

There are no abstract human rights issues, it all depends on which position you take. […] It is 
a class problem, which position you assume. […] We defend human rights, but whose human 
rights? Of the excluded, the marginalized, of those who don’t have a job, the oppressed. These are 
the ones we are talking about, not the other ones. We do not defend the human rights of Videla, 
nor of Massera, nor of Kirchner, because they know how to defend their rights, they will have 
their capacity or not. We defend this and have a vision about it. (Interview GR 20.10.2003)

According to Graciela, human rights organizations should question the status quo. If a person 
had been tortured, a human rights organization should go beyond denouncing this specific 
case to question the structure and ideology that permitted it. Insisting on the political role of 
human rights organizations she stated: ‘…when you discuss human rights you are discussing 
the political course of the country’ (Interview GR 20.10.2003)

In this vision, state institutions, such as the parliament and the judiciary, were also seen 
as instruments of domination. The law, which was a product of these institutions, was 
considered to protect the interests of the elites. Graciela explained how this worked by 
making a distinction between what was legal and what was legitimate:

For example, it is legal to demonstrate on the streets using my right to petition, but it is illegal 
in my country – when confronted with a rubber bullet or with gases – to throw a stone at a 
policeman; I am resisting authority by doing this. And if I smash a window I am damaging private 
property. And if, with this stone, I gather other stones and make a roadblock, I am cutting off the 
road and that is a federal crime, I am sent to federal justice. And it is not legal. But what I was 
doing is legitimate. (Interview GR 20.10.2003)

338 Seminario de la Liga por los Derechos del Hombre sobre las secuelas del genocidio, 28 y 29 de octubre de 
2006, Fieldnotes, 29.10.2006. 

339 Seminario de la Liga por los Derechos del Hombre sobre las secuelas del genocidio, 28 y 29 de octubre de 
2006, Fieldnotes, 29.10.2006. 

340 Seminario de la Liga por los Derechos del Hombre sobre las secuelas del genocidio, 28 y 29 de octubre de 
2006, Fieldnotes, 29.10.2006.
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Part of the task of human rights organizations then, was to transform the law and the 
institutions in such a way that they would serve the interests of the majorities. In this context, 
state institutions and laws were considered to be political constructions that were permeable 
to collective actions and pressures. The ultimate goal was to radically transform both the 
judicial and the political system, and this could best be done through mobilizations and 
political pressure.

The human rights organizations and groups that were less condemnatory of the 
government did not want to transform the system, but to improve and consolidate it 
(Mignone 1996: 222). This meant accepting operating within the system, and following the 
rules of the system. Furthermore, contrary to the oppositional group, these organizations 
did not conceive the state as a sealed system, neither did they attribute all the limitations 
of democratic governments to issues of political will. They believed that these limitations 
might also be the consequence of the weakness of the state towards its public administrative, 
technical and enforcement institutions. Thus, reflecting on the trials against military and 
policemen and the difficulties they were encountering, Laura, a member of CELS, stated 
that the problem was mainly due to a lack of management within the judiciary and a lack 
of public policies to make the judiciary more efficient. ‘No, I don’t think it is deliberate. […] 
everything points to the fact that what is lacking is public management’ (Interview LB5 
17.10.2006). Part of the solution, according to her, was to: ‘Make available brains and resources, 
human resources, technical resources, computing resources, we have been insisting on that’ 
(Interview LB5 17.10.2006). State weakness and internal limitations of state institutions were 
recognized as part of the problem.

Most of these organizations also made a much more categorical distinction between the 
state under a dictatorship and under a democratic government. They considered that with the 
return of democracy the state had also become permeable to citizens’ influence. Exercising 
this influence was considered crucial to prevent the state from being captured by powerful 
private interests. This vision was combined with a perception of the state as being of 
heterogeneous composition, a situation that was perceived as an opportunity: within the state, 
one had enemies, but there were also persons with whom one could make strategic alliances. 
This vision was expressed clearly by Alba, member of Abuelas:

…we think that the state is ours, it is not owned by anybody, it is not owned by any government, 
and we know that there are classes, groups, persons, who agree with our struggle or who think 
about justice, truth, memory in the same way as we do. And we have to work with these persons. 
And besides, we should not leave the state to a bunch of guys who, for a determinate circumstance, 
won the elections and are the government. The government and the state are two different 
things; the state is owned by all the Argentines and the Argentines have to take advantage of the 
possibilities that this state is offering them. Otherwise, we are giving up in the same way as those 
who give up the things of the state. (Interview AL 29.09.2003)

They also distinguished fundamentally between human rights violations committed under 
the military regime and those committed under democratic governments. Some questioned 
the use of the term ‘social and economic genocide’ to refer to violations in the present, 
because they considered that it compared two situations that were not comparable. Thus 
Miguel, vice president of APDH explained:
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This last dictatorship can not be compared […] to anything that happened previously in Argentina. 
Some people, sometimes, there are differences on this matter as well, say, ‘no, but also…’ or they 
compare it with now, they say, ‘yes, there is no repression now, there is no torture, yes, but still 
there is a social genocide because there is poverty, because it is the same’, and it is not the same. 
The ills that this country, Argentina, has at this moment exist and they are real, and we also blame 
the government for the inequalities, the poverty and all these things, but it is not comparable 
to a state that has a criminal apparatus that systematically detains, disappears […], tortures, kills, 
assassinates, this is not comparable to anything in Argentine history. (Interview MM 15.11.2006)

They also questioned the intentionality that the more radical groups saw in these new 
violations. They considered that the human rights violations committed under the democratic 
governments did not respond to a plan, but were the consequences of the lack of reform 
of state institutions, impunity for the violations of the past and the continuation of the 
economic model introduced during the dictatorship. Thus, reflecting on police violence under 
the democratic governments Pérez Esquivel, president of SERPAJ stated: ‘It is not that it is a 
state policy, but rather a remainder of the training received during the dictatorship, and even 
before, which until today we have not been able to banish’.341 Therefore, if one wanted to 
prevent new violations from happening, the crimes of the past needed to be addressed first.342

It was through these different ideological frameworks that the new political context was 
analysed. This also explains how each human rights organization and individual activist 
positioned itself in what Wolff (2007) has called the ‘cooperation versus confrontation’ 
debate. According to Wolff (2007: 23), who has analysed this dilemma for the movement 
of unemployed, the piqueteros, this debate is really about how far social change should 
go. Thus, on the case of the piqueteros, he writes: ‘Behind the debate, when and where to 
participate and when and how to confront the government, lay the major question of 
whether some sort of general stabilization or the further destabilization of the political 
order was deemed necessary in order to foster the profound change all piqueteros called 
for’. Within the human rights movement, those organizations and individuals that aimed 
at more radical social transformations considered that the opportunities created under 
Kirchner were just a cómo sí (as if ), as Mónica, former detained-disappeared, formulated it 
(Interview MP 18.10.2003). The expression cómo sí referred to measures, or politicians, who 
seemed to be progressive, but who only offered limited reforms. They argued that a cómo 
sí presented the risk of neutralizing oppositional forces but offering no real change. Those 
organizations and individuals that wanted to reform the system from within, considered that 
even though Kirchner’s administration showed many limitations, it was still an option for 
change. Their position was reinforced by the fact that besides being confronted by a radical 
leftist opposition, Kirchner also had to deal with a very strong opposition from the right 
of the political spectrum. Opposition came from sectors of the military, from the influential 
conservative newspaper La Nación, from financial speculators, and from provincial governors 
linked to former President Menem (Petras and Veltmeyer 2005: 33). In this context, they 
considered that it was better to offer critical support than radical opposition.

341 ‘Las diferencias. Entrevista con Adolfo Pérez Esquivel’, Lavaca.org, 06.04.2006.
342 Interview CN 10.11.2006; Interview MM 15.11.2006; ‘Las diferencias. Entrevista con Adolfo Pérez 

Esquivel’, Lavaca.org, 06.04.2006.
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What it meant for political practice

Necessarily, the different interpretations of the new political context led to different 
strategies. The most critical group chose for an opposition role, whereas the more moderate 
organizations and individuals chose to grasp the opportunities that the new political context 
offered, accepting various levels of cooperation with the government. These two choices had 
consequences for the political practice of both sectors, although the most difficult dilemmas 
emerged for the sector that chose for some levels of cooperation. These organizations and 
individuals were confronted with the question of how far cooperation should go and how to 
maintain independence from the government. Both positions also had consequences for the 
internal relations within the already heterogeneous movement, as the choice that one sector 
made was strongly criticized by the other. Those who had opted for the opposition ranks 
considered that the cooperative organizations had been co-opted by the government, whereas 
the more moderate groups and organizations considered that the oppositional sectors were 
playing the cards of conservative forces within society. It became even more difficult to 
present an image of unity to the public and to organize joint activities. This section describes 
how the different visions within the human rights movement of how to deal with the 
Kirchner administration played out in practice and ultimately led to the fragmentation of the 
movement.

Opposing the government or choosing for dialogue: new alliances and strategies
The human rights organizations that were critical of the government refused any form of 
cooperation with the state. They prioritized social protest as a means to achieve social and 
political change, and searched for alliances with political parties and other actors that shared 
their position.343 This group was initially composed of the AEDD, the Liga and the MEDH, 
and some organizations that focussed mainly on human rights violations committed 
under the democratic governments. Among them were the CORREPI, created in 1992 to 
denounce institutional violence, and the Centro de Profesionales por los Derechos Humanos 
(Centre of Professionals for Human Rights, CEPRODH), created in 1997. Several of these 
organizations, such as CEPRODH, Liberpueblo, and APEL were related to political parties 
of the left. The Liga had historical ties to the Communist Party.344 The annulment of the 
laws in August 2003 led these organizations to create a group to coordinate activities in 
the judicial realm. Initially only composed of lawyers, it was soon expanded to also include 
other persons who were interested in supporting the legal cases (Interview AV 20.10.2004). 
In 2004 the participation of social and political organizations, relatives of the victims, and 
complainants was formalized in the creation of a space called Justicia Ya ( Justice Now) in the 
cities of La Plata and Buenos Aires. Increasingly, these organizations also worked together 
on issues that went beyond the judicial realm, such as the preparing of activities for the 
anniversary of the military coup on 24 March.

A majority of the human rights organizations, however, considered that the new 
political context offered important opportunities to institutionalize their demands. These 
organizations, among them Abuelas, Madres LF, Familiares, H.I.J.O.S., Hermanos, Buena 

343 See for example, Osvaldo Barros, ‘Organismos de Derechos Humanos. Una Mirada desde el presente’, 
Tantas Vidas, Tantas Voces Año 7, nº12 (March 2006) 4-5.

344 ‘Derechos humanos: el riesgo del vacío. El revelador testimonio de Adriana Calvo, después del acto del 24’, 
Lavaca.org, 29.03.2006. 
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Memoria, FMHSA, SERPAJ, APDH and CELS, chose to intensify the institutional strategy 
that most of them had already adopted in the 1980s and 1990s. In the 1990s, legal recourses 
were used to counter institutionalized impunity, and, especially at the local level of Buenos 
Aires, alliances were sought with progressive politicians sensible to the human rights cause. 
Under the Kirchner administration, the annulment of the impunity laws created a whole new 
panorama in the struggle for justice, but real possibilities also emerged to establish alliances 
within the national government. The major change with the previous administrations was 
that instead of being the target of the human rights movement, the national government 
was now considered an ally. This substantially changed the dynamics between national official 
authorities and the human rights movement.

The result was a growing intertwining of institutional and non-institutional politics 
at the national level, a phenomenon that had previously mostly been observed at the local 
level of the city of Buenos Aires. Human rights organizations and individual members of 
these organizations accepted different levels of cooperation and dialogue. A small group of 
activists, mainly of the younger generation of children of the disappeared or former militants 
of the 1970s, integrated the political movement of the President, becoming Kirchneristas. In 
this context, there was an active strategy on the part of the national government to enlist 
human rights activists, especially victims of the dictatorship who had acquired a certain 
public presence.345 Other human rights activists became employees of various areas of the 
government, especially of the Secretariat of Human Rights, without being Kirchneristas. 
Increased interaction also occurred in the meetings of human rights organizations with the 
President or with the Secretariat of Human Rights. Furthermore, the President and some 
of his staff members regularly participated in activities organized by the human rights 
movement. They were present at commemorations for the disappeared, participated in the 
resistance march that took place every year in December, and even became complainants in 
the trials against the military and policemen accused of past human rights violations.

Some representatives of the human rights movement chose to openly support the 
President, accepting invitations to be present at official ceremonies and making positive 
statements in the media. Moving away from her position as a spokesperson of the opposition, 
Hebe de Bonafini became one of the most active supporters of the President and his political 
movement. In April 2004, after the commemoration of the military coup at the ESMA, she 
wrote a public letter to the President, in which she stated:

Thank you, Mister President Dr. Néstor Kirchner; Yesterday 24 March was a historical day, not 
only for our country, but for the entire world. It is true that we have been struggling for 27 years 
every day and every hour, but without you, Mister President, the day of yesterday would not have 
been possible. Thank you for showing with your words the love for our children. Thank you for 

345 Illustrative in this context was the rapid promotion of Juan Cabandié, son of a disappeared couple and 
who recovered his identity in 2004 with the help of Abuelas. Juan was born in the ESMA and acquired 
public notoriety when Kirchner invited him to tell his story at the opening ceremony of the ESMA on 24 
March 2004. In the period thereafter, he actively supported the cause of Abuelas and appeared in public 
on numerous occasions. This made him an important referent despite his short time as a human rights 
activist. In 2005, the Kirchner administration invited him to become the coordinator of the Consejo Federal 
de la Juventud, an area of the Ministry of Social Development. In 2007 Kirchner personally asked him to 
present his candidacy to congressman for the Frente para la Victoria, the Kirchnerist movement, in the 
elections of the city of Buenos Aires, which he did (Clarín, 02.05.2007).
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turning promises into facts. Thank you because with you, despite the fact that sometimes we have 
differences, we can continue to walk together.346

In 2006 she declared the end of the historical resistance marches in 2006, because ‘the enemy 
is not in the Casa Rosada anymore’.347 Explaining her position Hebe stated: ‘…one should 
not oppose this government but accompany it, it is a new political moment with a Latin 
American project that we have always dreamt of ’.348 For Hebe, Kirchner’s anti-neoliberal 
rhetoric and his alignment with the so-called progressive governments in Latin America 
marked an important difference with his predecessors. But almost of greater importance 
was Kirchner’s public vindication of the disappeared and their political struggle. Thus she 
explained: ‘For us what is fundamental is that he says that our children were his companions. 
This is very powerful. And that we are his mothers. That he says this is more powerful than 
handing over the Navy Mechanics School’.349

The choice to grasp opportunities offered by the new political context to institutionalize 
demands led not only to a growing intertwining of official authorities and the human 
rights movement, but also to a change in strategies. Whereas previously non-institutional 
politics such as mobilizations and protest had been oriented towards gaining the support 
of civil society, now they were mostly applied to enhance the effectiveness of actions in the 
institutional realm. Illustrative of this development was how the meaning attributed to the 
escraches by H.I.J.O.S.-Capital changed under Kirchner. As we saw in chapter three and 
four, the escraches evolved into a practice oriented towards constructing social condemnation 
and historical awareness about the consequences of impunity. However, with the road to 
legal justice reopened in 2003, H.I.J.O.S.-Capital decided to use the escraches to support 
the legal cases against perpetrators. This meant that, when choosing the target of an escrache, 
they mainly searched for persons with acknowledged involvement in cases that were under 
scrutiny of the judiciary, instead of focussing on persons living in a neighbourhood possessing 
good potential for collaboration in the preparation of the escrache.350 Later, after the targeted 
persons in two cases had become fugitives, H.I.J.O.S. used the escraches to support broader 
demands in the struggle for justice, such as the demand for witness protection, cárcel común 
(common imprisonment) for all the condemned, or acceleration of the trials. An example of 
such an escrache was the one organized against Videla in 2006. The purpose of the escrache 
was to draw attention to the fact that Videla, and with him numerous other condemned 
human rights perpetrators, were imprisoned in their homes or in luxurious prisons of the 
armed forces instead of in common prisons. Other escraches were organized against judges 

346 Hebe de Bonafini, ‘Carta abierta al Presidente Néstor Kirchner’, Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo (April 
2004) 2.

347 Página/12, 17.01.2006.
348 Página/12, 17.01.2006.
349 ‘No podemos volver a perder. Conversación con Hebe de Bonafini’, Lavaca.org, 07.02.2006.
350 This choice to focus on concrete legal cases led to discussions with the Mesa de Escrache Popular. Some of 

its participants considered that the demand for Juicio y Castigo – legal condemnation, was less important 
than achieving social condemnation. Therefore, according to them, targets for an escrache should depend 
on the neighbourhood where this person lived, and the potential to work with the neighbours in the 
organization of the escrache. This discussion contributed to the separation of H.I.J.O.S. from the Mesa 
de Escrache in the city of Buenos Aires in 2004 (Interview LL 08.12.2004; Interview AHG 21.12.2004; 
Interview AP 02.11.2006; Interview TC 07.12.2006; Socialismo Libertario nº26 (December 2004) 4-5).
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or public prosecutors who were considered to be obstructing the judicial process (Interview 
TC 07.12.2006).

What also changed was how new violations committed by security forces or social and 
economic violations that were a consequence of economic policies were interpreted. Whereas 
previously the government would have been held responsible, now sectors within the state 
were accused and considered to undermine Kirchner’s policies from within. Illustrative 
of this reasoning was how human rights organizations reacted upon the disappearance, on 
18 September 2006, of the 76-year-old bricklayer Jorge Julio López. López was a survivor 
of several secret detention centres and an important witness in the trial that was initiated 
in 2006 against ex-commissioner Miguel Angel Etchecolatz. López went missing the day 
before the sentence against Etchecolatz was pronounced. During the whole period of the 
trial, the witnesses and complainants, as well as members of the judiciary and human rights 
organizations, had met with intimidations and threats. These continued and intensified after 
the disappearance of Julio López. Therefore his disappearance was interpreted as a warning 
to other witnesses. Human rights organizations immediately mobilized to demand Julio’s 
reappearance, urging the government to investigate the case.351 But while the oppositional 
sector accused the government, the more cooperative organizations stated that it was 
not the government that should be held responsible, but sectors that escaped its control. 
Thus, Cristina, member of Hermanos, explained: ‘We […] believe that this sector which is 
responsible for the disappearance of López in fact is not part of the government, and that 
it also considers the government as part of the Montoneros and of the terrorists and of the 
leftists. […] Kirchner is a spot that annoys them’ (Interview CN 10.11.2006). In the march 
they organized to demand the reappearance of Julio López, they were accompanied by staff 
members of the Kirchner administration and leaders of Kirchnerism.352

Another consequence of the choice to grasp opportunities offered by the new political 
context was that a tendency was reinforced among these human rights organizations to 
concentrate on demands related to the recent past rather than addressing new violations. This 
was mainly the case for the organizations of victims, which had limited human and financial 
resources and also had a strong personal need to obtain truth, justice and memory for the 
crimes committed during the dictatorship. This focus was always present within this group of 
organizations, and some organizations explicitly chose this. Abuelas for example decided to 
concentrate on finding the missing children, and they have maintained this focus throughout 
the years (Bonner 2007: 142-3). Similarly, FMHSA and Buena Memoria were founded with 
the specific goal to work on the memory of the dictatorship, rather than to denounce new 
human rights violations. The other organizations, however, both solidarity organizations 
(CELS, APDH, SERPAJ) and organizations of victims (Asociación Madres, Madres LF, 
Familiares, H.I.J.O.S.), started to expand the scope of their activities at different moments in 

351 ‘Pasan las horas y Julio López no aparece’, Communiqué APDH La Plata, 21.09.2006; ‘Por Julio López. 
Marcha el la Plata, Conferencia de prensa en Buenos Aires’, Boletín AEDD 250, 21.09.2006.

352 Two different marches were organized. A first march was convoked by oppositional sectors gathered in 
Encuentro Verdad Memoria y Justicia on 27 September 2006, and the second one was convoked by the 
Madres LF, Abuelas, Familiares, Hermanos, H.I.J.O.S., Buena Memoria, CELS, APDH, SERPAJ and 
the MEDH. Each sector participated in the march organized by the other sector. However, the last group 
of organizations publicly distanced themselves from the discourse read by the Encuentro Verdad, Memoria 
y Justicia, considering its tone too oppositional (Página/12, 27.09.2006; Página/12, 28.09.2006; Página/12, 
03.10.2006; Página/12, 07.10.2006; Página/12, 18.10.2006). López still remains missing and marches are 
organized every month as a reminder of his disappearance.
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time. Most of the solidarity organizations and the Asociación Madres started to tackle new 
issues from the end of the 1980s. For H.I.J.O.S. it was a concern from the very beginning. 
Madres LF and Familiares were triggered by the crisis of 2001-2002 to also include activities 
addressing new violations, especially of social and economic rights. They started to support 
claims for land in illegal settlements, participated in the organization of an ‘ethical tribunal 
against impunity towards social, economic and cultural rights’, and in activities to declare the 
foreign debt illegal.353 However, the opportunities that arose from 2003 onwards in the realm 
of truth, justice and memory led to a renewed focus on the crimes of the past within the 
organizations of victims, even though they did not entirely abandon their activities on social 
and economic rights. It was especially the new possibilities that emerged in the search for 
legal condemnation that consumed time and energy of these organizations.

Internal debates within the human rights movement
The strategic and political choices that human rights organizations and their individual 
members made under Kirchner led to important internal debates within these organizations 
as well as between them and oppositional sectors. Within the group of cooperative 
organizations, the main issue of debate was to what extent and under which circumstances 
cooperation would lead to cooptation. The main challenge was how to take advantage of the 
new opportunities without losing independence and autonomy; how to remain critical of the 
government while at the same time considering it an ally. The exercise, then, was to recognize 
what was right and criticize what was wrong. Tomás, member of H.I.J.O.S. formulated this 

353 Interview MG1 08.04.2003; Interview CLA 21.10.2003; Interview NC 22.11.2006. 

Picture 17. Demonstration of oppositional groups and organizations demanding for the 
reappearance of Julio López, 18 October 2006.
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position as follows: ‘…as H.I.J.O.S., we took the stance that, when it is necessary to hit, we 
hit, when it is necessary to support, we support, and when it is necessary to applaud, we 
applaud, it is simple’ (Interview TC 07.12.2006). However, as Tomás himself would later 
recognize, in practice this was not an easy task. The exercise required a constant weighing up 
of the advantages and disadvantages of accepting some of the invitations of the government. 
Thus, Tomás recalls that when they had to decide on whether or not members of H.I.J.O.S. 
should participate in the official act of March 2004 at the ESMA, heated debates on the 
issue ensued: ‘That time we discussed it a lot because if the President did not have white 
scarves on the stage, this act would not exist, even though many people would go, it would 
not be legitimate. So I know that, going as H.I.J.O.S. to an act where the President is, I 
legitimize it, I legitimize the act, yes, obviously, I go, but I will say everything I have to say. 
This is what it is about’ (Interview TC 07.12.2006).

These debates could not always be solved in a satisfactory way, nor were all decisions 
weighed up as carefully as Tomás suggests. Clearly there were internal differences on the 
levels of cooperation that were considered acceptable, or on how cooperation with the 
government was shaped. There was a current that considered that cooperation was necessary, 
but that there was not enough reflection on how to deal with that cooperation in a more 
strategic way. Thus, according to Isabel, collaborator of Abuelas:

There is a group of people who think that we have to fight more, to demand more from the 
government of what we are demanding. It is like we accept what the government gives to us, we 
thank the government for what it gives us, and we are satisfied with what the government gives us. 
If I were Estela [Carlotto], you know the things that I would be pulling out (sacando a dentelladas) 
of the government! ‘Yes, I will get on that stage…I could even become one of your candidates, if 
you want, but you will give me this, this, this and that. I will organize an act for you with drums 
and cymbals and I will tell the people that they have to elect you, because you gave us this, and 
you promised us this and you did it, you see, I charge you’. I would charge them. Institutionally, I 
would charge them, I would charge them with laws, this type of thing, more than with contracts 
and budgets. (Interview IC 07.11.2006)

Some individuals within the cooperative sector of the movement analysed the political 
practice of the government as direct attempts of cooptation and considered that the greatest 
risk for the movement lay in not sufficiently acknowledging this fact. Thus, according to Luis, 
employee of Memoria Abierta:

…I think that this way of penetrating the spaces of the [human rights] organizations, of working 
with members of the human rights community, incorporating them into their ranks of public 
employees, all these forms, which are also means of growth for the organizations, at the same time 
are forms of control and testing and of ultimately implementing the policy that they are thinking 
of. That is a part of the reality, it is naive not to read that reality. (Interview LC2 28.09.2004)

Similarly Mariano, member of H.I.J.O.S.-Córdoba, argued that many of the practices of the 
government were oriented towards the cooptation of social experiences and achievements 
which could ultimately lead to de-legitimizing what he called ‘the historical work’ of these 
organizations. He was sceptical of the advantages of a further institutionalization of the 
human rights movement and wondered how far the changes in official policies really reached. 
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He considered that it could also be deceitful to think that there were real changes taking 
place within the state, considering the structural character of many of the causes of human 
rights violations. He feared that institutionalization of human rights and of the human rights 
movement would have a demobilizing effect. Reflecting on this situation, he stated: ‘It has 
been a historical demand that the state would assume its responsibility and have human 
rights policies, but this “having” is quite a tension…’ (Interview MDT and JF 01.12.2004).

In this context, the presence of some of the historical leaders of the human rights 
movement at official acts that had no direct relation to their cause were criticized internally 
because they could easily be interpreted as party politics. An example was the presence of 
various Madres and Abuelas on the third anniversary of the Kirchner administration, on 25 
May 2006.354 Earlier on, in December 2005, Estela Carlotto had also been present at the 
official announcement of the payment of the debt to the IMF.355 Trying to explain the 
presence of representatives of Abuelas at this kind of official ceremony, a collaborator of the 
organization stated:

The Abuelas are seduced [by the government], they are old, […] they are more easily seduced, 
they are more tired, I think, despite the fact that they continue to struggle. […] I myself have a 
lot of political differences and differences of judgement, I don’t think it should be like this, to get 
so hooked up with the government in my opinion is not right, but you know, when after so many 
years during which they have only received blows, and suddenly someone takes your hand and says, 
‘you are the best’… (Interview IC 07.11.2004)

The payment of this part of the foreign debt was in itself a controversial measure. Since 
the turn of the millennium, human rights organizations had been trying to declare the 
foreign debt illegitimate, with the argument that it had been contracted during the military 
dictatorship by private enterprises, who later passed it on to the state. They also considered 
that the money could be used to reduce poverty and the unequal distribution in the country. 
However, with the exception of some critical statements, the measure did not receive much 
attention from human rights organizations.356 Reflecting on this situation Nora Cortiñas, 
Madre LF, stated: ‘Some organizations, not all of them, have changed their way of thinking. 
In our documents we always mention the non-payment. In the last resistance march too, I 
think that there is some confusion, but of course this will pass’ (Interview NC 22.11.2006).

Within this group of cooperative organizations, CELS was the most overtly critical of the 
growing intertwining of some human rights organizations and activists with the government. 

354 Página/12, 26.05.2006.
355 Página/12, 16.12.2005. This part of the foreign debt was 9,5 billion dollars, that constituted nine per cent 

of the total foreign debt. The government was able to repay this debt at once with the fiscal surplus due 
to the constant economic growth (9,3 per cent in 2005). See: Svampa (2006), ‘Gauche et mouvements 
sociaux’, risal.collectifs.net.

356 ‘Las diferencias. Entrevista con Adolfo Pérez Esquivel’, Lavaca.org, 06.04.2006. The Asociación Madres 
de Plaza de Mayo used to walk their rounds on Thursday with the slogan No pago a la deuda externa (No 
payment of the foreign debt), but replaced it with Distribución de la riqueza ya (Distribution of wealth 
now). Explaining their position on the issue, Hebe stated: ‘When [the President] paid the debt to the 
IMF, I talked to people from Venezuela, with people from everywhere, and they told me: “It is good to 
pay, to become independent from the IMF”. This is when I understood’ (‘No podemos volver a perder. 
Conversación con Hebe de Bonafini’, Lavaca.org, 07.02.2006). 
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In its annual report on the human rights situation in Argentina of 2007, the organization 
wrote:

The raising of justice and truth to state policy of the national government has provoked diverse 
reactions within the [human rights] organizations, which went from the explicit abandonment of 
the spirit of resistance, to the direct participation of some organizations in governmental instances. 
In view of this scenario, CELS has maintained its historical policy of combining interaction and 
independence as one of the two fundamental keys of the relation with the state. (CELS 2007: 23)

This was not an entirely new criticism from CELS. Earlier on, in a polemical article 
published in November 2005, the president of CELS and journalist Horacio Verbitsky had 
criticized what he saw as the cooptation of human rights activists by the government of 
Ibarra in Buenos Aires. Thus he spoke of ‘the cooptation of the human rights organizations 
that receive subventions and governmental positions’.357 Madres LF, Abuelas and Familiares 
accused Verbitsky of defaming and disqualifying their work, but CELS responded by 
ratifying the statements of their president. They warned of ‘the attempts of different party-
political expressions to use and co-opt the human rights organizations’ and insisted on the 
need to preserve a critical independence towards public powers. If one aimed at influencing 
public policies from a human rights perspective, they stated, this independence was a 
necessary condition to guarantee the credibility of their opinions and the legitimacy of their 
actions.358

Although critical of the actions of other human rights organizations, as well as of the 
Kirchner administration, CELS did not belong to the oppositional sector. But for the 
human rights organizations belonging to the opposition, the diversity of positions among 
the cooperative organizations was lost. This sector considered that all the cooperative 
organizations had been co-opted. In an article published in the magazine of the AEDD in 
March 2006, Osvaldo Barros wrote:

Often in trying to gain one achievement one loses the notion of the whole. This loss of perspective 
has led [human rights] organizations to renounce the resistance marches, to embrace Presidents, 
to dance with the military at the embassies or to support official candidacies; to create their own 
exclusive ‘reserved areas’, which leads to the disqualification of sister organizations which, from 
other perspectives, vindicate genuine rights of our people.359

In October the Liga organized a seminar on the occasion of its thirty years of existence in 
which one of the central issues was how human rights organizations should relate to the 
state under the Kirchner administration. Implicitly, and sometimes explicitly, participants 
referred in critical terms to those human rights organizations that did not share their 
critical vision of the government. Thus one participant spoke of ‘the co-optation of so many 
historical human rights leaders’, and one of the panellists referred to Hebe de Bonafini as 
the instrument through which Kirchner managed to legitimize his government, stating 
that: ‘She contributed to the credibility of this government. When Hebe de Bonafini goes 

357 Página/12, 15.11.2005.
358 Página/12, 21.11.2005.
359 Osvaldo Barros, ‘Organismos de Derechos Humanos. Una Mirada desde el presente’, Tantas Vidas, Tantas 

Voces Año 7, nº12 (March 2006) 5. 
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to the military college, this is where Kirchner manages to acquire a legitimacy that it would 
otherwise never have been able to achieve’.360

In general, they accused the cooperative organizations of having lost their capacity to resist 
and mobilize, and of attributing less importance to the human rights violations committed 
under the Kirchner administration. They argued that if one took these new violations 
seriously, no alliance could be possible with the government or with state institutions. 
They insisted that Kirchner’s measures in the realm of truth, justice and memory did not 
‘whitewash’ him for the new violations that were being committed, and that these could 
only be prevented through mobilization and protest.361 The cooperative human rights 
organizations responded to these criticisms by stating that the origins of these violations 
went back to the military dictatorship and the impunity towards these crimes. Therefore, 
dealing with the crimes of the military dictatorship, as Kirchner was doing, was a first crucial 
step towards dealing with the problems of the present. Kirchner himself used this argument 
to counter criticisms against his human rights policies within the Peronist Party: ‘Many of 
my own party told me that we should not look back, and I do not look back. When one 
goes for the one who violated human rights so that justice is done, one is looking forward’.362 
Oppositional organizations shared the vision that impunity towards the crimes of the past 
led to new violations, but they considered that dealing exclusively with the violations of the 
past was insufficient, and accused Kirchner of using this to divert attention away from the 
problems of the present.

The cooperative human rights organizations, in their turn, criticized the oppositional 
sectors for playing the cards of conservative sectors (Interview TC 07.12.2006). Indeed, from 
a different perspective, conservative sectors also appealed to the more urgent problems of the 
present to criticize Kirchner’s focus on the search for truth, justice and memory. Thus, former 
President Duhalde stated:

I disagree with the human rights policy. There is the human right of the kids, mortality rates that 
are not decreasing. This is what should be given priority. I know what the poor guy who has been 
destroyed, who does not have a job, thinks when they are preoccupied with the human rights of 
those who have already died. Everything that was done in the period of Alfonsín was good. I 
would have agreed if justice had proceeded. But to put it so much at the front stage… I would 
have preferred the government to be dedicated to the central theme, the production.363

Evidently, oppositional human rights organizations like the AEDD, the Liga or the MEDH, 
that criticized Kirchner for not dealing effectively with new violations, did not plead for 
establishing a contradiction between solving the legacies of the past and the urgencies of 
the present. In fact, much of their own work as human rights organizations was dedicated 
to the struggle for justice, truth, and memory. Rather, they were pleading for attributing as 
much importance to the present as to the past. Their criticism towards Kirchner was not so 
much about Kirchner’s focus on the legacies of the past, but about the absence of measures 

360 Seminario de la Liga por los Derechos del Hombre sobre las secuelas del genocidio, 28 y 29 de octubre de 
2006, Fieldnotes, 29.10.2006.

361 Osvaldo Barros, ‘Organismos de Derechos Humanos. Una Mirada desde el presente’, Tantas Vidas, Tantas 
Voces Año 7, nº12 (March 2006) 5.

362 Página/12, 20.07.2005. 
363 Página/12, 12.06.2004.
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for the problems of the present. However, in the polarized context under the Kirchner 
administration, these nuances were not always perceived within the group of cooperative 
organizations. On both sides, images were constructed of the other that ultimately led to a 
fragmentation of the heterogeneous human rights movement.

The fragmentation of the movement and its consequences
These differences on how to deal with the new political context led to divisions, within each 
individual organization, as well as between organizations. Reflecting on the impact of the 
new political context on his organization, Tomás, member of H.I.J.O.S. stated:

What has happened in the middle? Kirchner has happened (laughter). I mean, all the 
organizations have split and within all the human rights organizations and other organizations 
there have been those who have gone elsewhere, we have a lot of companions who were militant 
in the Kirchnerist movement. […] The Kirchnerists that are in H.I.J.O.S. are independent, they 
are not militant for the Kirchnerist movement, those who have decided to go and are militant in 
Kirchnerism have left. There are others who have left because H.I.J.O.S. is not sufficiently critical 
of this government, so they were militant in the opposition, and a few of us stayed. (Interview TC 
07.12.2006)

These internal divisions were not limited to the human rights organizations, but also affected 
the numerous initiatives that emerged within the neighbourhoods to pressure for truth, 
memory and justice. Vecinos por la Memoria in Floresta was clearly divided on the issue, and 
it was one of the reasons why the group dissolved in 2006. Similarly, the Comisión por la 
Memoria, la Verdad y la Justicia of the neighbourhoods of Liniers, Villa Luro and Mataderos 
went through an internal crisis in 2003. Reflecting on this situation, Eliana, member of 
the commission, stated: ‘It has had its crises, its different political positionings, its reading 
of the government. The fact that for the first time there is a government that supports the 
struggle for human rights from the state has been a very big scenario change’ (Interview EC 
09.11.2006). Debates were harshest when the commission had to position itself politically, as 
was the case at their yearly commemoration for the disappeared of the neighbourhood in 
April. Writing the statement that was read on these occasions was always difficult. But with 
the advent of Kirchner, what position to adopt towards the government became a central 
issue of debate. The polarized positions on the topic made it increasingly difficult to reach a 
consensus.

But conflicts also arose between human rights organizations, especially between 
oppositional groups and cooperative organizations. The polarization between these two 
sectors within the human rights movement became increasingly public and reached a 
climax in 2006 on the occasion of the thirtieth anniversary of the military coup. Since 
1996, these yearly commemorations on 24 March had become multilevel concentrations 
involving hundreds of organizations, functioning as ‘a thermometer of the way in which 
society was processing its perception of the dictatorship’, in the words of journalist Luis 
Bruschtein.364 In the months preceding the commemoration, representatives of all these 
organizations, bundled in the commission Encuentro Memoria, Verdad, Justicia, gathered on a 
regular basis to come to an agreement on the document that would be read. These meetings 

364 Página/12, 24.03.2005.
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were often exhausting because of the great diversity of actors involved. Furthermore, over 
the years differences emerged between groups that wanted to focus on the limitations 
of democratic governments and wanted to use the day for social protest, and those who 
wanted to concentrate on the demands specifically related to the military dictatorship. In 
2003, Abuelas, Madres LF, Familiares, Hermanos, H.I.J.O.S., Buena Memoria, FMHSA, 
SERPAJ, APDH, and CELS refused to sign the document. In 2004 heated discussions 
took place concerning what the rallying slogans of the march should be, and in 2005 they 
even marched separately and presented their own document in order to avoid these tensions 
(Interview CN 10.11.2006). However, as 2006 was the year of the thirtieth anniversary of 
the military coup, an attempt was made to overcome internal fragmentation, calling for one 
central commemoration.365 The only organization that did not participate was the Asociación 
Madres.

But rather than reflecting unity and strength, the commemoration became the public 
staging of the differences between the human rights organizations when some of the 
Madres LF and Abuelas distanced themselves publicly from the document that was 
read on the occasion. The document was intended to be the result of a consensus reached 
among the more than three hundred organizations that called for the march and had a 
strong oppositional tone. It was read under loud protests from participants standing at the 
foot of the stage, who were requesting the Madres to speak. As the reading finished, one 
of the Madres LF stood up and took the microphone. Speaking also for other members of 
her organization and the representatives of Abuelas and Familiares present on the stage, she 
explained to the public that they had not signed the document and disagreed with its content. 
In declarations to the media after the act, the president of Abuelas Estela Carlotto ratified 
the Madres’ words and spoke of a fraud: ‘It is a fraud, grief is being used politically. There was 
exploitation of the date, which is unjust and lacks ethics. All these people who have come 
here have had to listen to what we do not approve’.366 The day after, Abuelas, Madres LF, 
H.I.J.O.S., Hermanos, SERPAJ and APDH published a communiqué reiterating that they 
disagreed with the content of the document, and accused the other group of authoritarianism 
and of using 24 March for their political interests.367 The whole event caused great confusion 
and was discussed extensively in the media, overshadowing the fact that the march was 
widely attended, with numbers of up to 100,000 participants.368

Actors on both sides had their own explanations for what had happened, revealing 
different interpretations and experiences of the event and its meaning. They both accused 
each other of being manipulated, either by the government or by political parties of the left. 
The organizations that had signed the document stated that Abuelas and Madres LF had 
seen the document previously and had agreed not to sign it. Furthermore, they mentioned 
the presence of ‘political groups related to the government that did not participate in the 
announcement, and went directly to the Plaza de Mayo, blocking the surroundings of the 
stage, attempting to prevent the reading of the slogans, sub-slogans and the part of the 

365 Página/12, 11.02.2006.
366 Página/12, 25.03.2006.
367 Página/12, 25.03.2006.
368 Página/12, 25.03.2006. 
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document in which the actual human rights violations are denounced’.369 They argued that 
the whole situation was part of official attempts to isolate them for being the opposition. 
According to Florencia, who participated actively in the preparations of the anniversary, 
‘the government was permanently involved in destabilizing our act’. ‘The government’, 
she insisted, ‘was not ready to accept that we would perform an act that denounced the 
actual human rights violations’ (Interview FJ 26.10.2006). In the months preceding the 
commemoration, the government had tried to organize a central act uniting Hebe de 
Bonafini, Estela Carlotto and Adolfo Pérez Esquivel on the Plaza de Mayo.370 According 
to Adriana and Florencia, members of the AEDD, as this attempt failed, it sent provocative 
groups to break the act. The intervention of the Madres LF was seen as part of these attempts 
to destabilize the event, and were meant ‘to leave us as the bad guys in the movie and to 
mislead the people’.371

The more cooperative human rights organizations made a complete different analysis. 
According to them, the Plaza de Mayo had been co-opted by opposition groups, and 
especially by political parties of the left. Thus, in Tomás’s words:

One political party with five labels goes to the space for memory, truth and justice and it makes a 
huge fuss and does not let anybody participate, you know, you have three minutes to talk and the 
representative of the PO (Partido Obrero, a leftist political party) spoke, the one of the Cultural 
Centre which also represents the PO, the other one and the other one and the PO spoke five 
times, more than half of the meeting left, and first the PO did this, then the MST (Movimiento 
Sin Tierra, a piquetero movement), then… […] This space is a lie, it falls apart all by itself. 
(Interview TC 07.12.2006)

Furthermore, they insisted on the fact that this was not a new phenomenon, the only 
variation was that now differences were more pronounced. Reflecting on this process, 
Cristina, member of Hermanos, stated: ‘The point is that we have been having a serious 
problem with the 24th of March for a while now. It has been years, even before Hermanos 
appeared as a group…because this space for memory, truth and justice that was created for 
the twentieth anniversary, after that it was like every time it was more difficult to be able to 
participate in this space. Because lots of [political] labels joined it’ (Interview CN 10.11.2006). 
The difference was only that now divisions became public (Interview LB5 17.10.2006). 
Underlying these divisions was also a more profound dispute over who retained the (moral) 
authority over the meaning of the historical commemoration of 24 March, an issue that will 
be discussed in chapter seven.

Both groups did agree on the fact that the differences had reached such levels that they 
had become difficult to overcome. Thus, according to Florencia, ‘it was a very difficult 

369 Asociación de Ex Detenidos Desaparecidos, Liberpueblo, Liga Argentina por los Derechos del Hombre, 
Movimiento Ecuménico por los Derechos Humanos, ‘Hechos antidemocráticos el 24 de marzo’, draft for 
press communication, email communication 31.03.2006. See also: ‘Comunicado de HIJOS La Plata’, email 
communication 05.04.2006; ‘Carta de Liliana Daunes. 24 de marzo. Los sueños de los 30.000’, email 
communication 28.03.2006 for other similar reactions from members of Encuentro Memoria, Verdad y 
Justicia. 

370 Interview CN 10.11.2006; ‘Las diferencias. Entrevista con Adolfo Pérez Esquivel’, Lavaca.org, 06.04.2006.
371 ‘Derechos humanos: el riesgo del vacío. El revelador testimonio de Adriana Calvo, después del acto del 24’, 

Lavaca.org, 29.03.2006.
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situation but I think it helped to clarify the moment and the situation, lets say, of what…
clarify the panorama, you know, so that it would become clear what each one’s position was, 
and well, the fact that we need to accept, like in any rupture, with a lot of sorrow, but that this 
was a rupture….’ (Interview FJ 26.10.2006). Although they recognized that they were not 
‘the enemy’, to use Verónica’s words, the human rights organizations that radically opposed 
the government distanced themselves from the other organizations. It became more difficult 
to organize joint activities, as became evident in the organization of two separate marches 
denouncing the disappearance Julio López in September 2006.

The fragmentation of the human rights movement was not an isolated phenomenon. 
Under Kirchner, the entire field of social protest reached unexpected levels of confrontation. 
In this context, Svampa speaks of a ‘fundamental breakdown of solidarities’ within the field 
of social protest, solidarities which had been reconstructed after the crisis of 2001-2002. 
According to her, ‘we passed through a period that marked the passage from the heterogeneity 
to the fragmentation of the organizations’.372 Positions seemed to freeze between those who 
were ‘for the government’ or ‘against the government’ – a binary logic that was implemented 
in the first place by the government itself. Kirchner’s strategy towards the heterogeneous field 
of social protest it inherited from the crisis of 2001-2002 was to incorporate those groups and 
organizations that seemed more inclined to accept a dialogue, and to divide and isolate the 
more combative sectors. One of the means of isolating these sectors was through blackening 
them in the media. The qualification of the Minister of Interior Alberto Fernández of the 
oppositional sectors that had organized the commemoration of the thirtieth anniversary of 
the coup as being ‘the sinister left’373 could be seen as an example of this strategy. The strategy 
was particularly successful in neutralizing the piqueteros, one of the main protagonists of 
the December upheavals. The government distinguished between the different wings and 
organizations within the movement, isolating the most radical sectors while simultaneously 
integrating, co-opting and disciplining the less confrontational wings and organizations 
(Wolff 2007: 24). This strongly divided the Piquetero movement, and by December 2003, it 
was so fragmented that three different marches had to be organized for the commemoration 
of the December uprisings (Petras and Veltmeyer 2005: 44).374

The internal fragmentation of the human rights movement weakened its ability to develop 
joint proposals and position itself as a movement towards the state and civil society. This 
was problematic because there were still many challenges ahead, which demanded a joint 
approach. Despite important advances in the realm of public policies, and increasing support 
for truth, justice and memory from progressive sectors, reaching other sectors of society was 
still a difficult process. For those confronted daily with exclusion, discrimination and abuses 

372 See: Maristella Svampa, ‘A cinco años del 19/20 de diciembre’, Presentation at Encounter organized by 
Equipo de Ecuación Popular. Pañuelos en Rebeldía, 18 December 2006. 

373 Clarín, 26.03.2006.
374 An analysis of the relation of the Kirchner administration with the movement of victims of police 

violence shows that it had similar effects on this movement. Through what Denissen (2007: 178-9) calls 
a ‘politics of rapprochement’, a strategy containing elements of co-optation and elements of cooperation, 
the Kirchner administration partially divided and de-radicalized family members of the victims of 
police violence, and consequently weakened the movement. These tactics were also successful because 
there was a strong demand from Argentine society for a return to ‘normality’ after the economic crisis 
and the constant mobilizations of 2002. See Maristella Svampa, ‘Tres ejes para una discusión. Modelo 
de dominación, tradiciones ideológicas y figuras de la militancia’, Presentation at Encounter of the CTA, 
September 2005.
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from the security forces, the struggle of the human rights movement for truth, justice and 
memory was often seen as having no connection with their own reality. Reflecting on this 
situation, historian Federico Lorenz, who was also a professor at a secondary school, stated: 
‘…we have urban areas where there is no state; the southern area of the city, of the richest 
district of Argentina, a budget for education like the one in Belgium, has places where there 
is no state. So I go there one day and say “memory”, and they oust me with stones (me sacan 
a piedrazos) and with good reason’ (Interview FL 05.12.2006). But there were also important 
sectors, especially from the middle- and upper classes, that did not identify at all with the 
human rights movement. This was especially the case for those who felt threatened by what 
they perceived as growing insecurity. These citizens accused human rights organizations 
that opposed mano dura policies of defending the rights of ‘delinquents’, revealing a biased 
understanding of the notion of human rights. Surveys showed that more than eighty per 
cent of the inhabitants of the big Argentine cities asked for an increase in the sentences as a 
solution to insecurity, showing that this sector was numerically significant (CELS 2004: 149).

These developments intensified under Kirchner. The official appropriation of the language 
of truth, justice and memory converted it into ‘state language’ and therefore made it 
problematic as a resistance language. Furthermore, the almost exclusive focus of the Kirchner 
administration on the human rights violations committed during the dictatorship also 
strengthened the impression among broad sectors of society that dealing with human rights 
meant disregarding the urgent problems of the present. As we saw earlier in this chapter, 
this was also used by conservative sectors to criticize Kirchner’s focus on demands related 
to the recent past, creating a false dichotomy between the urgencies of the present and the 
need to construct a memory of state terrorism. But the difficulties in reaching other sectors 
also had to do with internal limitations of the human rights movement. Several interviewees 
attributed the difficulty to reach marginalized sectors to class differences. The human rights 
organizations were mostly members of the middle- to upper classes, and they were facing 
very different realities, thereby influencing the ways in which they organized and protested.375 
According to Hugo, a former collaborator of the Asociación Madres, the consequence was 
that: ‘Nowadays the theme of human rights has remained restricted, in Argentina, to the 
middle layers’ (Interview HF 30.11.2004). But there was also a difficulty, especially for the 
organizations of victims of the dictatorship, to move beyond their demands for the crimes of 
the past, because there was a profoundly existential dimension to their struggle.

These developments showed that there was a growing tension within the various human 
rights organizations, between their role as agents of memory and their role as human rights 
organizations. In the 1990s, the human rights movement had successfully been able to 
revitalize itself, connecting its struggle for the crimes of the past with that of new emerging 
forms of collective action using the notion of impunity as a nexus between the past and the 

375 Interview LB2 29.05.2003; Interview AFB2, 09.10.2003; Interview HF 30.11.2004; Interview AI 14.12.2004. 
A discussion between middle-class activists and a group of piqueteros in the context of a preparatory 
meeting for an escrache was illustrative of these different realities. The group of piqueteros insisted on 
covering up their faces to protect their anonymity, a security measure they adopted because of the high 
levels of confrontation with the police. The other members of the Mesa de Escrache on the other hand 
considered that this would frighten the neighbours that they were trying to reach through their escrache. 
The piqueteros ended up refraining from participating in the escrache (Meeting of the Mesa de Escrache, 
Fieldnotes, 22.11.2004).
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present.376 But in the new political context that emerged from 2003 onwards, the movement 
was again confronted with the challenge to justify its relevance to the present. Some human 
rights organizations were trying to deal with this issue. Thus, reflecting on the challenges 
ahead, Victor Abramovich, the executive director of CELS, wrote in the annual report of 
2004 of the organization:

One can not question the fact that the human rights movement has contributed in a decisive 
way to the understanding of rights and citizenship as an identity feature of democracy, beyond 
the regularity of the electoral processes and the changes in government. In spite of this, one can 
perceive that it is still difficult to connect the notion of human rights to other themes that take up 
the interest and preoccupation of vast social sectors, such as the security of citizens, unemployment 
and social exclusion. This debate is pertinent for CELS, which in the year 2004 celebrates its 25th 
anniversary of existence. In this sense, one of the main challenges for our institution has been and 
continues to be, precisely, to extend the agenda of human rights to issues related to democracy, 
such as institutional violence, the conditions in the prisons, the denial of access to justice and 
social rights, trying to relate these themes to our demand against impunity for the crimes of the 
dictatorial past. (CELS 2004: 18-9)

The main challenge then, was how to develop a political practice that would move beyond 
the demands related to the military dictatorship, without denying their importance for 
the present. It was about including the past in the reflection on the present in a way that 
would avoid it becoming overwhelming (Interview FL 05.12.2006). However, this demanded 
an open and constructive internal debate that the human rights movement was unable to 
conduct because of its internal fragmentation. The next chapter will show how this played 
out in the context of the debate on how to re-signify the ESMA for the present and future 
generations.

Conclusion

Kirchner’s presidential term marked an important break with previous democratic 
governments in various ways, but especially in terms of human rights policies. At the heart of 
his moral and political agenda to strengthen democratic institutions lay the unsolved legacies 
of the past. Democracy, he insisted, could not be consolidated without dealing effectively 
with the crimes of the past. Revealing the truth about the whereabouts of the disappeared, 
prosecuting the culprits and constructing a memory of the years of state terrorism were 
crucial steps in the construction of democratic institutions. In giving such centrality to the 
crimes committed under the dictatorship, he aligned himself with the historical human 
rights movement which, since the democratic transition, had been claiming that truth, justice 
and memory were necessary to consolidate democracy and democratic institutions. His 
appropriation of the discourse of the human rights organizations and its follow-up through 
the implementation of some of their historical demands meant an important step forward in 
terms of the institutionalization of truth, justice and memory at the level of national politics. 
At the local level of the city of Buenos Aires, within several municipalities and provincial 

376 See chapter three. 
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governments, some advances had already been made in the realm of memory. However, under 
Kirchner, significant advances could also be made in the realm of justice, making possible the 
reopening of trials.

The new political context revived the old debate within the human rights movement on 
how to relate to the state. Despite signs of political change, a minority sector within the 
human rights movement continued to distrust the state and feared cooptation of social 
experiences that had been constructed in opposition to the state. They considered that 
their role should be to remain independent enough so as to be able to stay critical. This 
independent judgement, they argued, was threatened by the attempts of the government 
to secure the cooperation of the human rights movement. They also feared that their 
demands would become meaningless once appropriated by the state, and would be used as 
a progressive façade to hide the absence of more structural changes. They were strengthened 
in their argument as the limitations of the Kirchner administration became more visible over 
time. They opted for a strategy of protest and resistance, allying with political parties and 
groups that opposed the government, and distancing themselves from organizations that 
were more positive about the Kirchner administration. A majority within the human rights 
movement, however, saw the new political context as an important opportunity to increase 
its influence. Opposing the vision of those who feared cooptation, these organizations 
considered that it was their task to give content and direction to the institutionalization 
of truth, justice and memory. Furthermore, they saw Kirchner as an ally to their cause and, 
therefore, accepted cooperating with the government – a choice that, in the polarized context 
under Kirchner, made them move away from more critical groups and organizations.

In both cases, the new political context proved a difficult challenge. Within the group that 
chose for dialogue with the government, as well as between oppositional and cooperative 
organizations, a debate arose on the extent to which cooperation would lead to cooptation. 
For the cooperative organizations, a permanent issue of internal discussions was how to 
maintain independence while at the same time accepting some levels of collaboration. 
There was an intense internal debate on the levels of collaboration that were considered 
acceptable. The explicit support of some of the most prominent human rights leaders for the 
government was criticized by those who pleaded for more distance. However, this diversity 
within the cooperative sector of the human rights movement was ignored by oppositional 
groups, who considered that this sector had been co-opted by the government. They became 
increasingly critical of this sector of the human rights movement, whom they accused of 
minimizing the gravity of new violations for the sake of achieving advances in the realm of 
truth, justice and memory for the crimes of the past. Internal ideological differences on how 
to relate to the state, how to conceptualize one’s role as a human rights organization, and 
how to interpret the various democratic governments, were made explicit and led to conflicts 
that seemed difficult to overcome. A logic of being either with or against the government 
was implemented, making it difficult to hold a position in between. All these elements 
contributed to the fragmentation of the human rights movement. This fragmentation, in 
its turn, weakened the ability of the movement to come up with joint proposals towards 
both the state and civil society. It also limited the possibilities of the movement to face the 
challenge of reaching the broad sectors of society that continued to associate human rights 
with ‘something of the past’.
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7. Constructing a ‘Space for Memory  
 and Human Rights’ in the ESMA: disputes  
 over content, form, and legitimacies

Driving along the avenida Libertador, one of the bigger avenues of the city of Buenos 
Aires, one sees the majestic buildings of the Navy Mechanics School towering above the 
road. Located in one of the upper-class neighbourhoods in the northern part of Buenos 
Aires, it used to be one of the biggest secret detention centres of the military dictatorship. 
Yet, until recently it continued to be occupied by the marines and was inaccessible to visitors. 
This situation changed after President Kirchner’s decision, in March 2004, to convert the 
installations of the ESMA into a ‘Space for Memory and for the Promotion and Defence 
of Human Rights’. The sector that had been used as a secret detention centre, the Casino 
de Oficiales (Officers’ quarters), including the buildings surrounding it, was the first one to 
be relocated. Signposts were erected, and visitors were allowed on a restricted basis until 
the entire relocation of the marines had been completed. I was able to visit the premises in 
November 2006. Each room of the empty Casino de Oficiales had signposts that indicated 
what it had been used for, be it for torture, slave labour or other activities. Fragments of 
testimonies of survivors gave an impression of the terrible conditions in which the detainees 
had been kept, blindfolded, with shackles on their feet, lying on trundle beds for hours in 
silence. My visit was a moving experience. As is the case for any site where atrocities have 
been committed, these sites have a devastating impact because, in Young’s (1993: 120) words, 
they ‘compel the visitor to accept the horrible fact that what they show is real’.

Considering the importance of the ESMA as a material testimony of the repression, 
Kirchner’s decision to relocate the marines and to convert it into a memory site was of 
great symbolic significance. It confirmed the national government’s intention to deal with 
past human rights violations, and its condemnation of impunity and silence. For the human 
rights organizations and other actors involved in the struggle for truth, justice and memory, 
it was a major opportunity to concretize some of their ideas about the construction of 
a ‘collective’ memory of the dictatorship. But the process leading to the construction of a 
museum of memory proved a difficult one. The debate on the contents of the future museum 
that followed the presidential announcement highlighted the many differing viewpoints on 
what to remember, for whom, with whom, and who had ‘the political power and the moral 
rights’ (Deacon 1998: 170) to decide about these issues. Debates arose over whether or not 
the marines should be able to keep part of the installations; over whether the plot and the 
installations should be used for public activities or left entirely empty. Political and social 
goals constantly vied with personal feelings. The political context in which this opportunity 
arose also contributed to the complexity of the debate. The polarization and fragmentation 
of the human rights movement and the broader field of social protest after Kirchner’s 
election strongly influenced the terms of the debate. Positions were further exacerbated by an 
increasingly visible current that opposed Kirchner’s memory policies, denied state terrorism, 
and criticized the juridical prosecution of perpetrators of human rights violations.
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Why was it so difficult to come to a common agenda for the ESMA? How did personal 
feelings, political differences and the political context interact and influence the terms of 
the debate? These questions will be explored throughout this chapter. The ESMA offers a 
particularly interesting case for discussing the challenges and dilemmas that arose in the 
struggle for memory after Kirchner’s election. The ESMA was mainly a symbol for the 
inhabitants of Buenos Aires and its surroundings. But the involvement of the national 
authorities made it one of the central arenas in which national debates over the past were 
given expression. Furthermore, the concrete process of elaborating a proposal for the museum 
involved not only the human rights organizations and the victims of the dictatorship, but also 
state representatives, and professionals working on memory. Therefore, it provides interesting 
insights into how the human rights organizations and victims have dealt with the two major 
developments that have taken place in recent years: a state that plays a proactive role in the 
construction of memory, and the growing involvement of ‘newcomers’. A closer look at the 
ESMA allows us to unravel some of the mechanisms that occur in the construction of a 
‘national’ memory, as well as to identify and analyse some of the key issues that have arisen 
over recent years in the struggle for truth, justice and memory. The first two parts of this 
chapter will focus on the ESMA case, discussing the background of the presidential measure, 
and the process that followed that decision. The last part will then contextualize these 
debates. It will show that the issues that have arisen in the context of the ESMA express 
some of the major dilemmas that have emerged in the struggle for memory, truth and justice 
in recent years.

The ESMA becomes a ‘Space for Memory’

Kirchner’s decision to convert the ESMA into a ‘Space for Memory’ is rooted in a long 
history of attempts by the human rights movement to create a museum or space for 
memory, either in the ESMA or elsewhere. This section will discuss how various historical 
developments and pressures from different sides coincided to make Kirchner’s measure 
possible in a relatively short space of time once he assumed presidency. The first part 
shows how, in the city of Buenos Aires, several attempts were made throughout the years 
to concretize a project for a museum of memory. This ultimately resulted in the creation 
of an Institute Space for Memory in the city of Buenos Aires. Throughout this process, 
the ESMA was increasingly seen as an option for the location of a future museum. An 
attempt by Menem to tear down the ESMA and convert the terrain into a monument for 
reconciliation was crucial in this context. While Menem’s proposal stirred the indignation 
of human rights organizations, it also proved that with sufficient political will the marines 
could be removed from the ESMA and the place re-assigned as a symbol of state terrorism. 
This political will became a reality after Kirchner assumed presidency, resulting in the official 
decision to transform the ESMA into a memory site. However, as we will see in the last part 
of this section, Kirchner’s decision was not unanimously approved and also received strong 
criticisms from conservative sectors that accused him of ‘reopening the wounds of the past’. 
This was to significantly constrain the terms of the debate.
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The historical demand for a museum: from ‘a place to mourn’ to a ‘space for memory’
In the city of Buenos Aires, the human rights organizations had been demanding a museum 
for many years. According to Laura, a member of CELS, ‘the museum project is very old. It 
is a project that the human rights organizations have had for many years, and it has already 
become what in anthropology would be called a myth. Because anyone you ask about it 
recalls the idea of the museum as existing even further back in time. But it has been many 
years’ (Interview LB1 13.03.2003). Its content and purpose changed over time, and many 
attempts were frustrated. At the end of the 1980s, the demand for a museum was particularly 
strong among some of the relatives of the disappeared who wanted a place to remember their 
beloved ones. Thus, according to Maria José, former member of CELS: ‘At first, this vital 
need to have a museum was understood, even though they would not say it like that, the 
organizations of the victims, it was seen as a the place to go and cry for their children, as their 
own place. In other words, they saw it as a personal need’ (Interview MJG and LB 23.07.2001). 
Relatives feared that the disappeared would be forgotten and they wanted a place where their 
abruptly ended lives would be documented and remembered over time. The project of the 
Casa del Desaparecido, an initiative of the FMHSA presented in 1987, and generally seen as 
the first initiative for a museum, was illustrative of this need. It was designed as a place that 
would commemorate the lives of the disappeared through letters, photographs and other 
documentation.377

The Casa del Desaparecido failed to materialize because at the time, demands for justice 
were still occupying the central stage and memory projects were not seen as one of the most 
urgent concern of human rights organizations. Furthermore, several organizations associated 
the idea of a museum with something static, ‘frozen in time. Like an accumulation of objects, 
identified, labelled and classified’, as Familiares recalls in a document on the history of the 
museum.378 Therefore, when, in 1990, two councillors of the city council of Buenos Aires, 
Eduardo Jozami and Raúl Fernández, invited the human rights organizations to elaborate a 
project for the creation of a museum, they were still reluctant to participate. Mabel, president 
of Familiares, recalls: ‘When they talked to us (Familiares) about a museum we thought: 

“A museum? How are we going to make a museum?” It seemed retrograde to us, how was 
our problem going to be a museum?’379 It was only when they understood that a museum 
could be more than ‘a room where things were stored’, that they became enthusiastic about 
the idea. They ended up participating actively in the elaboration of a proposal. The fact that 
this initiative conflated with the growing importance attributed to memory in the struggle 
against impunity from the 1990s onwards also contributed to a more positive response. The 
dialogue between human rights organizations and the two councillors resulted in Resolution 
nº 50.318 adopted in 1990, which created a ‘Museum of Memory’. The museum of memory 
should ‘reconstruct, protect and cultivate the collective memory on the horrors of the state 
terrorism that devastated Argentina’.380

The resolution served as a valuable antecedent for another one taken years later, when, in 
1995, councillors Raúl Fernández and Jorge Tula proposed a project for a museum Museo 
de la Memoria Nunca Más to be located in the former secret detention centre El Olimpo.381 

377 See also chapter three. 
378 Document Familiares November 2006. 
379 Memoria Abierta, ‘Camino al museo’, www.memoriaabierta.org.ar
380 Memoria Abierta, ‘Camino al museo’, www.memoriaabierta.org.ar 
381 See chapter four. 
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They renewed their proposal in 1996, on the occasion of the twentieth anniversary of the 
military coup, but met with opposition from the Head of the Federal Police, Adrián Pelacchi, 
and from sectors of the city council.382 The deliberations in the city council ended in a 
recommendation of the project to the executive branch, instead of a municipal ordinance, 
which would have guaranteed implementation.383 Parallel to these efforts, a deputy of the 
Radical Party presented a law project for a Museo de la Memoria Nunca Más, which was 
approved by the city council in 1997.384 The law was based on the same resolution that 
had been adopted in 1990, and realized some preliminary activities, but it was an isolated 
initiative that ignored the human rights organizations and therefore lacked legitimacy.385 In 
1999, the Secretariat of Culture of the City Government of Buenos Aires revived the idea 
of the museum. Through a resolution initiated by this Secretariat, a Comisión de Trabajo 
para la Fundación del Museo de la Memoria (Working Commission for the Foundation of 
the Museum of Memory) was created. Throughout 1999 and the first months of 2000, the 
commission worked on the organization of activities to discuss conceptual and organizational 
aspects of the future museum. However, this commission fell apart because, according 
to Memoria Abierta, ‘it was not possible to reconcile the different visions, and therefore, to 
culminate in a law project that would reach a consensus’.386

The project for a museum was revived in the local context of Buenos Aires when Gabriela 
Alegre became Director of Human Rights in August 2000. Soon after assuming the 
function, she created a commission in which human rights organizations and various state 
entities such as the Secretariat of Culture, the Under-Secretariat of Cultural Heritage and 
the Secretariat of Education worked together in the elaboration of a law for a museum 
(Interview MJG and LB 23.07.2001; Interview LB1 13.03.2003). A fundamental difference 
with previous initiatives was that these deliberations were initiated under the administration 
of Aníbal Ibarra, who had expressed his engagement with memory on various occasions. This 
was an important factor because the Constitution of the Autonomous city of Buenos Aires 
stipulated that the creation of a new entity within the government should be proposed by 
the executive branch of the city.387 Earlier initiatives had failed due to the lack of political 
will of the executive branch. This time there were clear political opportunities to concretize 
the project. All human rights organizations were involved in the elaboration of the law, with 
the exception of H.I.J.O.S., the AEDD, and the Asociación Madres – who were reluctant to 
work jointly with state institutions – and the organization Hermanos, created in 2003.

The debates carried out in the commission concerned mostly the institutional framework 
of the future museum. Mechanisms were explored to guarantee sustainability over time 
beyond electoral junctures. The criteria included not being unilaterally dependant on the 
executive or the legislative branches of the city government, and having sufficient autonomy 
to manage its own budget. Furthermore, it should not only involve civil society, but also the 
state, as the state was considered to have a responsibility in creating a public consciousness 
on the crimes committed. This responsibility went beyond the reparation of the victims: it 
was part of a broader obligation on the part of the state to strengthen the implementation 

382 Página/12, 21.03.1996; Página/12, 22.03.1996.
383 Página/12, 23.03.1996.
384 Página/12, 14.01.1998.
385 Memoria Abierta, ‘Camino al museo’, www.memoriaabierta.org.ar
386 Memoria Abierta, ‘Camino al museo’, www.memoriaabierta.org.ar
387 Document Familiares November 2006; Memoria Abierta, ‘Camino al museo’, www.memoriaabierta.org.ar
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of human rights in a democratic society (Interview MJG and LB 23.07.2001). Given all 
these considerations, it was decided that the museum should be a mixed entity, in which 
representatives of both the state and of civil society would participate, and that the entity 
should remain autonomous from the city government. The law project stated that the new 
institution should be autarchic so as to guarantee its autonomy. The participation of civil 
society would be secured through the participation of the human rights organizations and of 
six personalities with a history of involvement in human rights.388

The deliberations in the context of this commission resulted in law 961 creating the 
Instituto Espacio para La Memoria (Institute Space for Memory, IEM) that would supervise 
all memory initiatives in the city of Buenos Aires.389 The word ‘museum’ was replaced by the 
word ‘space’ (espacio) because, according to Sebastián, a member of SERPAJ, nobody liked the 
word ‘museum’. The word ‘museum’ continued to be associated with traditional, static visions 
of memory, and those who elaborated the law wanted it to be the exact opposite: it should be 
a dynamic cultural centre with presentations, conferences, and exhibitions. For legal reasons 
the term ‘institute’ was added to ‘space for memory’ (Interview SDW1 06.05.2003). Thus the 
commission that started working on a project for a museum ended up creating a new entity 
within the city of Buenos Aires that would coordinate, plan and develop all memory activities 
in the capital. Ibarra submitted the project to the Legislature of the City of Buenos Aires on 
13 August 2001, and sixteen months later, on 5 December 2002, it was approved. The law was 
regulated through decree 835 on 4 July 2003 and it was to take yet another year before the 
Consejo Directivo (Board) of the IEM was constituted and had chosen the six personalities 
known for their human rights involvement.390 By the end of 2004, the Consejo Directivo 
of the Institute was able to conduct its first meetings. An executive director was chosen at 
the beginning of 2006, and in July the Institute was officially inaugurated. In the meantime, 
Kirchner had been elected President of Argentina, the ESMA had become a space for 
memory, and human rights organizations were trying to readjust to the new political context. 
These developments were to strongly influence the IEM.

Claiming the ESMA for memory
Law 961, which created the IEM, stated that it would be located on the plot ‘that had been 
occupied by the ESMA’.391 The ESMA functioned as a secret detention centre during the 
entire period of the dictatorship. Records state that approximately 5,000 persons passed 
through the ESMA, making it one of the biggest secret detention centres of Argentina. It is 
also one of the best documented. A few hundred persons managed to survive detention, and 
they became valuable sources of information in the reconstruction of the internal functioning 
of the ESMA. They were also the only sources of information, as, with a very few exceptions, 
neither the marines, nor the civilians who worked in the ESMA ever came forward to 

388 See: Ley 961/2002, Buenos Aires 5 December 2002.
389 See also chapter four. 
390 The personalities that were chosen in 2004 were sociologists Alcira Argumedo and Horacio González, 

historian Hilda Sábato, the nun Martha Pelloni, who had organized silent marches in Catamarca after 
the death of Maria Soledad in 1991, pastor Bernardo Hughes, and survivor of the ESMA Victor Basterra. 
Horacio González, Martha Pelloni and Bernardo Hughes were later replaced because they could not 
dedicate enough time to the IEM. Their successors were journalist Stella Calloni, filmmaker and producer 
Lita Stantic, and the Secretary of Human Rights of the labour union CTA, Ricardo Peidró. 

391 Ley 961/2002, Buenos Aires 5 December 2002.
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testify.392 Besides providing numerous details on life and death in the secret detention 
centre, the survivors were also able to reconstruct plans of the buildings, including several 
modifications made by the marines.393 Furthermore, this information was available from an 
early stage, because a group of prisoners liberated in 1978 gave an extensive testimony after 
going into exile in Europe.394 Miguel Bonasso’s novel, Recuerdo de la Muerte (1984), based on 
the testimony of Jaime Dri, a former detained-disappeared who managed to escape from the 
ESMA, also gave a detailed account of its internal functioning. Finally, the ESMA was well 
documented in the report of the CONADEP and became an important case at the trial of 
the juntas.

Although the heart of the secret detention centre had been located in the Casino de 
Oficiales, the whole area surrounding the Casino de Oficiales, including several other 
buildings, had been a restricted area. There was a constant movement of vehicles, bringing 
in new prisoners or leaving to execute new abductions. In the Casino de Oficiales, detainees 
were kept on the third floor and the attic. Officials of the navy had their dormitories on 
the first and second floors. Survivors recall seeing the white trousers of the officials from 
under their blindfolds while passing them on the stairs with iron shackles around their 
feet. Students of the Mechanics School and the School of Sub-officials were recruited as 
guards. The officials that took courses at that Naval School participated in the task groups 
and assisted in the torture sessions. Torture took place both in the attic and in the cellars of 
the building. A clandestine maternity area functioned on the third floor. Approximately 25 
detainees gave birth here in terrible conditions. In most cases their babies were appropriated 
by military couples or couples with connections to the military. On this same third floor, as 
well as in the cellars of the building, detainees were forced to carry out slave labour. It was 
also in the cellars that detainees were drugged and taken in trucks to the airbase from where 
the many death flights departed.395

In 1984 the CONADEP inspected the site while it was still occupied by the marines and 
seemed unassailable. This situation changed on 6 January 1998, when President Menem 
signed a decree that the Navy Mechanics School would be transferred within a period of 
eighteen months to the Naval Base Puerto Belgrano in Bahía Blanca. The buildings were to 
be destroyed and replaced by a green space and a monument for reconciliation, a symbol of 

392 Visit to the ESMA, Fieldnotes, 16.11.2006. 
393 The most important modification was made during the visit of the IACHR in 1979, as a means to cover 

up evidence. 
394 Ana Maria Martí, Sara Solarz de Osatinsky and Maria Alicia Milia de Pirles testified on 12 October 1979 

before the French National Assembly (CADHU, ‘Testimonios de los sobrevivientes del genocidio en la 
Argentina’, Barcelona 1979). In 1978, two former detainees who had managed to escape, Jaime Dri and 
Horacio Domingo Maggio, also testified about their experience in the ESMA (CADHU, ‘Testimonio 
ofrecido por Horacio Domingo Maggio, fugado en un traslado desde la Escuela de Mecánica de la 
Armada el 17 de Marzo de 1978 ante la CADHU’, Barcelona 1978a; CADHU, ‘El caso Dri. El testimonio 
de un dirigente montonero que logró evadirse de un campo de concentración’, Barcelona 1978b). The 
testimony of the three women confirmed their stories but also offered a first insight into the scope of 
the repression in the ESMA, giving estimations of the numbers of persons who had passed through this 
secret detention centre. They had seen files of 4,726 persons, of whom less than hundred were still alive at 
the time of their liberation (Crenzel 2007: 171). 

395 Visit to the ESMA, Fieldnotes, 16.11.2006; Memoria Abierta, ‘Escuela Superior de Mecánica de la 
Armada (ESMA)’, www.memoriaabierta.org.ar; Secretaría de Derechos Humanos, ‘Escuela de Mecánica 
de la Armada – ESMA. Del centro clandestino de detención, tortura y exterminio al Espacio para la 
Memoria y para la Promoción y Defensa de los Derechos Humanos’, 2005. 
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the ‘national union’.396 Anticipating on these developments, an advertisement for apartments 
in front of the ESMA published in June 1998 showed a huge green park and lake in the 
area were the ESMA was located.397 Human rights organizations immediately interpreted 
Menem’s proposal as an attempt to forget, and to consolidate impunity. Menem had used 
the term ‘national reconciliation’ before, when he announced the decree for the presidential 
pardons in 1989 and 1990. Furthermore, he signed the decree 24 hours before a group of 
deputies was to present a law project to derogate the impunity laws, and this was interpreted 
as a message to the Congress. Human rights organizations and victims called it a provocation 
not only to the memory of the victims, but to society at large.398

In a quick reaction to Menem’s decree, Laura Bonaparte and Graciela Lois, some of 
whose relatives had been disappeared, presented a legal demand calling for the suspension 
of the decree.399 Their appeal was approved on 16 October 1998 by the federal judge Ernesto 
Marinelli. He argued that the Argentine state had the obligation to preserve cultural heritage 
and that the buildings might constitute evidence in judicial cases.400 In February of 2001, 
the Supreme Court confirmed the unconstitutionality of Menem’s decree. In the meantime, 
the city government, then headed by Fernando de la Rúa, had initiated a demand against 
the national executive branch asking for the devolution of the territory. The plot belonged 
officially to the city of Buenos Aires, but had been ceded by the City Council of the City 
of Buenos Aires in 1924 to the Ministry of the Navy by decree. The decree stated that the 
Ministry of the Navy would only be allowed to use the territory for educational activities. 
Any change in the purpose and use of the installations would imply that the territory 
would have to be returned to the city of Buenos Aires. The then Minister of Defence, Jorge 
Domínguez, rejected the claim. In order to prevent the plot from being returned to the 
city government, his successor, Ricardo López Murphy, announced in December 1999 that 
it would be used as a ‘military educational centre’, uniting educational activities of the navy, 
the army and the air force. Furthermore, on several occasions during the year 2000 he made 
explicit that he opposed projects that aimed at converting places that had been used as secret 
detention centres into sites of memory. His successor Horacio Jaunarena expressed a similar 
view.401

Pressures from the city government nevertheless built up. In June 2000, under the 
administration of Aníbal Ibarra, the Legislature of the City of Buenos Aires approved law 
392. The first article of the law called for the revocation of the cession to the then Ministry of 
the Navy, and the second stipulated that the ‘Museum of Memory’ should be installed in the 
buildings where the Navy Mechanics School functioned.402 This was reiterated in a clause of 
law 961, which stated that the IEM should be located in the former buildings of the ESMA. 
However, the national government, then headed by De la Rúa, did not enforce the law and 
the marines continued to occupy the plot. In general, human rights organizations had little 
hope of law 392 being implemented, since it strongly depended on the political will of the 
executive branch, the administration of Fernando De la Rúa, which, on the contrary, pursued 

396 Página/12, 08.01.1998.
397 Perfil, 15.06.1998.
398 Página/12, 08.01.1998.
399 Página/12, 09.01.1998.
400 Página/12, 17.10.1998.
401 Memoria Abierta, ‘Escuela Superior de Mecánica de la Armada (ESMA)’, www.memoriaabierta.org.ar
402 Memoria Abierta, ‘Escuela Superior de Mecánica de la Armada (ESMA)’, www.memoriaabierta.org.ar
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a policy in favour of the military. Even more importantly, the disputes between the city 
government and the national government over the ESMA occurred in a context in which 
the armed forces showed signs of unrest due to the repeated citations of military personnel in 
the truth trials. At the beginning of 2000, Ricardo Brinzoni, then Head of the Armed Forces, 
proposed a mesa de diálogo (table for dialogue) oriented towards achieving ‘reconciliation’ and 
‘complete memory’. The proposal received the support of members of the Catholic Church 
hierarchy and of the Minister of Defence Ricardo López Murphy. The Minister of Internal 
Affairs Federico Storani called the Chilean experience, on which Brinzoni’s proposal was 
based, a ‘good example’ (CELS 2001: 35-7). In such a context, recovering the ESMA for 
memory seemed ‘a far-off aspiration’, as formulated by Miguel, vice president of APDH 
(Interview MM 15.11.2006).

The situation changed after Kirchner assumed presidency. During a meeting between 
human rights organizations and President Kirchner in December 2003, one participant asked: 
‘And what do we do with the ESMA?’ Kirchner answered curtly: ‘Well, we will investigate the 
subject’.403 In a subsequent encounter on 9 February 2004, he confirmed that the National 
Archive of Memory would be located in the ESMA buildings. He ordered the Secretary 
of Human Rights, Eduardo Luis Duhalde, to investigate the steps required to achieve 
a solution before 24 March 2004.404 This resulted in the signing of an agreement between 
the city government and the national government on 24 March 2004 on the doorsteps of 
the ESMA. The agreement stated that the plot was to be returned to the city government, 

403 Página/12, 10.02.2004.
404 Página/12, 10.02.2004.

Picture 18. The emblematic building of the ‘four columns’ of the ESMA. The sector that was 
used as a secret detention centre is located on the left of this building.
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that the Navy Mechanics School would be relocated, and that the plot and its installations 
would become a ‘Space for Memory and for the Defence and Promotion of Human Rights’. 
It also stipulated the creation of a bipartite commission of representatives of the National 
Secretariat for Human Rights and the Under-Secretariat of Human Rights of the city 
government. This commission would supervise the relocation of the various institutions of 
the navy functioning in the installations, and develop the mechanisms to provide content to 
the future museum. These mechanisms should guarantee the participation of human rights 
organizations, representatives of the relatives of the detained-disappeared of the ESMA, and 
organizations that represented civil society.405

A ‘Space for Memory’ in the ESMA: a polemical decision
The presidential measure to convert the ESMA into a site of memory was received with great 
enthusiasm by progressive sectors of civil society and unleashed a wide range of activities 
and interventions to discuss the contents of the future museum. However, it also provoked 
critical reactions from conservative sectors, revealing once again how polemical the past 
continued to be. Within Kirchner’s own political party, the Partido Justicialista (Peronist Party, 
PJ), the decision brought to light internal power struggles between Kirchneristas and others. A 
conflict arose after Hebe de Bonafini questioned the presence of several governors of the PJ 
at the inauguration on 24 March 2004 for having been part of Menem’s government when 

405 ‘Creación del ente público Espacio para la Memoria, la Promoción y Defensa de los Derechos Humanos’, 
20.11.2004. 

Picture 19. The basement of the Casino de oficiales (Officer’s quarters). In the basement 
detainees were tortured, forced to carry out slave labour, and drugged before being taken to 
the airbase from where the many death flights departed.
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he signed the presidential pardons. She declared that she would not participate in the official 
act if the governors of the PJ were also present, because ‘the majority of the governors made 
the disappearance of our children possible’.406 Five governors407 responded to the criticisms 
of Hebe de Bonafini in a communiqué entitled Nunca más (Never again) published on 24 
March. They recalled that ‘this day is also ours, in spite of the ideological discrimination 
that neither Peronism nor its voters deserve. The Nunca más constitutes itself with greatness, 
among all, without oblivion, but also without hatred and resentment’.408 In a radio interview 
that same day, the governor of Córdoba, one of the authors of the communiqué, aroused the 
anger of human rights organizations when he stated that ‘the fathers and mothers of the 
disappeared children […] should think whether they really looked after them as they should 
have…’409 In this dispute, the President clearly chose to further establish his relation with the 
human rights organizations, and at the official act on 24 March, only two of the PJ governors 
participated.410 Tensions continued in the period thereafter, and voices were heard within the 
party that demanded ‘the closing of this chapter of history and to look ahead’.411

Other reactions more directly opposed the measure and showed that there were still 
numerous voices that maintained that the repression had been a legitimate response to 
what they qualified as terrorism from the left. Strong opposition came from the parents of 
the students studying at the Navy Mechanics School. They organized protests in front of 
the ESMA and sought contact with the legislators of the city of Buenos Aires who had to 
ratify the agreement, pressing them not to proceed.412 Within the Legislature of the City 
of Buenos Aires, the commission that was charged with presenting the agreement for 
ratification was predominantly composed of members of the opposition, and it delayed 
the ratification as long as possible. With the argument of preserving the continuity of the 
education of the students of the ESMA, the president of the Commission for Education of 
the Legislature introduced a project to limit the space dedicated to the memory of the recent 
past and to leave the schools functioning in the other buildings.413 In a letter sent to the 
conservative newspaper La Nación, one man went as far as to state that the government had 
reintroduced the use of ‘torture’ against the students and their parents because they did not 
know where their classes would take place in the future.414

The conservative newspaper La Nación became one of the main platforms for protest 
against the museum in the ESMA. Several editorials and numerous letters from criticasters 
were published in this newspaper. Mariano Grondona, journalist and one of the promoters 
of the idea of ‘two terrorisms’ during the 1970s, introduced the notion of the ‘museum of half 

406 Página/12, 19.03.2004. See also: Página/12, 23.03.2004.
407 De la Sota, governor of Córdoba, Felipe Solá, governor of Buenos Aires, Jorge Obeid governor of Santa 

Fe, Jorge Busti governor of Entre Ríos and Carlos Verna governor of La Pampa.
408 Página/12, 24.03.2004.
409 Página/12, 26.03.2004; Página/12, 28.03.2004; Página/12, 31.03.2004.
410 Página/12 24.03.2004.
411 See for example Chicha Duhalde in: La Nación, 25.03.2004.
412 Debate at the Faculty of Social and Political Sciences of Parque Patricios, Fieldnotes, 15.09.2004; ‘La 

representación del genocidio en los lugares que funcionaron como centros clandestinos de detención 
durante la última dictadura. El debate de la ESMA’, Centro Cultural de la Cooperación, 05.05.2004; 
Página/12, 08.07.2004.

413 La Nación, 23.03.2004.
414 La Nación, 24.02.2004.
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memory’. 415 According to him, although state terrorism was the worst form of violence, ‘this 
does not mean that the other terrorism does not continue to also deserve an imprescriptible 
condemnation. Or were the abductions, the tortures and the assassinations of the guerrilla 
movement in the seventies or the explosions of the Embassy of Israel and of the AMIA 
in the nineties perhaps common crimes?’416 One inhabitant of the province of Tucumán 
proposed calling the museum ‘Museum of Memory Maria Cristina Viola’, to commemorate 
the child of Humberto Viola killed in an attack by the guerrillas.417 In one editorial, the 
measure was said to incite vengeance and to complicate the process of ‘national reconciliation’, 
because it only illuminated one side of the violence:

One should remember, in this case, with absolute equidistance, the crimes that were perpetrated 
from both extremes of the ideological spectrum. One should show not only the human 
rights violations committed by those who exercised power from 24 March 1976, but also the 
assassinations executed by the bands of subversive terrorism and, of course, the wide range 
of abuses committed by the governments between 1973 and 1976. It is evident that the planned 
‘museum of memory’ does not point in this generous and constructive direction.418

The proposal of the museum was also questioned for its focus on human rights violations 
committed in the past. This criticism mainly came from victims of extortive kidnappings, 
which were receiving increased media attention precisely in the period in which the 
announcement for the museum was made. Most victims of these kidnappings were relatively 
well-to-do citizens who had been identified and targeted before being kidnapped for a 
ransom. This was the case of Axel Blumberg, whose assassination on 23 March 2004 put the 
issue on the public agenda.419 In the protest actions organized by his father after his death, 
these abductions were qualified as human rights violations. Human rights organizations 
who criticized his demands for harsher punishments were accused of defending the rights of 
‘delinquents’ instead of the rights of victims of insecurity. Several conservative media referred 
to human rights organizations in similar terms (CELS 2004: 150). This argumentation was 
also brought into the debate on the future museum of memory. In various letters sent to La 
Nación, the government was asked to focus on ‘the human rights violations occurring next 
to its house’, referring to the extortive kidnappings and assassinations, instead of occupying 
itself ‘in a biased way with the human rights violations that occurred 28 years ago’.420 In an 
official letter to the President, one mother whose son had been kidnapped asked him whether 
he would help her to find the persons responsible for the abduction of her son, and added: 
‘Or else, could you tell me where we can make a museum of memory for these victims?’421

These criticisms were not new. The argument that the memory promoted by the human 
rights organizations was ‘incomplete’, not including the victims of the guerrilla, was also 
repeatedly expressed in the context of other memory projects. During the public hearing to 

415 La Nación, 07.03.2004.
416 La Nación, 07.03.2004.
417 La Nación, 12.02.2004.
418 La Nación, 18.02.2004.
419 See chapter six. 
420 La Nación, 26.03.2004. 
421 Página/12, 18.08.2004.
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approve the law for the monument for the disappeared in 1998, the expression ‘discrimination 
of the victims’ was repeatedly heard. Thus one opponent stated:

…I am extremely preoccupied, and I would even dare to say that I am also frightened, not because 
of a personal risk, but from an institutional point of view, for the consequences that could result 
from the sanctioning of a law that discriminates pain. The mere statement of the president of 
the Assembly, who expressed in the Order of the Day: ‘Handle the project for the erection of a 
monument in homage to the victims of state terrorism’, indicates its orientation: to pay tribute to 
only one part of the dead, only one sector of the combatants.422

In the article: ‘Monument to the terrorists’, published in the newspaper La Nueva Provincia 
in April 1999, the criticism went further. It stated that the monument had the obvious 
intention of ‘remembering and paying tribute, which does not yet dare to be frank and 
open, to the integrants of the subversive bands guilty of unleashing a nefarious war, with 
the declared purpose of derogating the established authorities, whether these were de facto or 
constitutional’.423

These manifestations asking for a ‘complete memory’ and for remembering the ‘victims of 
subversion’ multiplied as a consequence of Kirchner’s policies in the realm of truth, justice 
and memory. Within the armed forces, reactions were divided between those who accepted 
Kirchner’s policies and wanted to renew the armed forces, and those – mostly protagonists of 
the 1970s – who disagreed. The self-criticism pronounced by Admiral Godoy at the beginning 
of March 2004 met with mixed reactions.424 Similarly, tensions arose within the army due 
to Kirchner’s decision to remove the portraits of Videla and Bignone that still hung in the 
Military College. Several generals regarded the image of the Head of the Army Roberto 
Bendini climbing onto a chair to remove the portraits as a ‘humiliation’.425 The Kirchner 
administration managed to neutralize these voices and kept the armed forces under civilian 
control. Expressions that vindicated state terrorism within the armed forces were sanctioned. 
On 24 May 2006, for instance, a demonstration was organized on the Plaza San Martín to 
remember the ‘victims of subversion’. Several hundreds of people participated, among them 
both retired and active military personnel, who participated in uniform. Both the retired 
military personnel and those still active were sanctioned for participating in the act.426

According to the newspaper Página/12, ‘the act of 24 May was one of the first 
manifestations of the return of the pro-dictatorship discourse’.427 It was organized by a 
number of associations that had emerged to remember the ‘victims of subversion’ and that 
included various relatives of military and policemen prosecuted for human rights violations. 
Among them were the Asociación de Familiares y Amigos de los Presos Políticos (Afyapp), the 
Asociación Memoria Completa and the Unión de Promociones del Ejército.428 These relatives and 
sympathizers of the military and policemen accused of human rights violations started to 
manifest themselves increasingly from the end of 2005 onwards. They were not necessarily 

422 Audiencia Pública Ley 46, Buenos Aires, 22.05.1998. 
423 La Nueva Provincia, 04.04.1999.
424 La Nación, 05.03.2004. See also chapter six for more information on the self-criticism of Admiral Godoy. 
425 La Nación 24.03.2004; Clarin 25.03.2004; Página/12 04.04.2004.
426 Página/12, 25.05.2006; Página/12, 17.10.2008.
427 Página/12 17.10.2006.
428 Página/12, 17.10.2006.
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numerous but they counted with vocal leaders and received quite some media attention.429 
In December 2005 a group demonstrated in support of Luis Abelardo Patti. Patti was a 
former police commissioner with a well-known human rights record turned politician. In 
the national legislative elections of October 2005, he won a seat, but could not take up his 
post as a deputy in the National Congress due to his involvement in the repression of the 
1970s. Later that same month, a demonstration took place demanding the liberation of 
military and police officers detained for crimes committed during the dictatorship.430 Other 
demonstrations followed, such as the act of 24 May 2006 described earlier.

Thus the demands for a ‘complete memory’ in the future museum of memory were part of 
a broader revival of defendants of state terrorism triggered by Kirchner’s policies on matters 
of the past. On the other hand, the ESMA decision also stimulated academics and other 
professionals working on issues related to state terrorism and memory to intervene in the 
debate on the museum. Their participation brought new dynamics to the debate on the recent 
past and the future museum. According to Lila, a survivor of the ESMA, it became both 
more complicated and more challenging (Interview LP 27.09.2004). Another contributory 
factor to the intensity of the debate was the great political and symbolic significance of the 
ESMA and the ambitions involved. As Victoria, daughter of a disappeared couple stated: 
‘ESMA […] is like the place, where the most general and complete narrative will be found’ 
(Interview VG 22.11.2004). Although most of those who intervened in the debate, including 
the human rights organizations, were from Buenos Aires, the initiative was intended to go 
beyond the local context of Buenos Aires. Deciding about the ESMA, then, was not only 
about the destiny of the physical space, but about the possibility to construct a national 
narrative of Argentine history (Lorenz 2004b: 21).

What to do with the ESMA? Debates on the future museum

A great degree of heterogeneity existed among those sectors that approved of the presidential 
measure. Several fields of debate emerged in which this heterogeneity was expressed. The 
media offered a primary platform on which different opinions were heard. But human rights 
organizations also immediately organized a number of public activities in which they invited 
specialists and intellectuals, as well as others interested in the subject, to reflect on the future 
museum. Thus Memoria Abierta organized several encounters on ‘The museum that we want’, 
to stimulate a debate on the future museum. These were a continuation of earlier conferences 

429 One of the most mediatised persons in this context was Cecilia Pando, the president of the Afyapp and 
wife of a major in the army, Rafael Mercado. Pando acquired notoriety through the publication, in March 
2005, of a letter in La Nación, in which she criticized the President for having removed the military bishop 
Antonio Baseotto. Baseotto had suggested that the Minister of Health, Ginés González García, should 
be thrown into the sea with a stone around her neck for having pronounced herself in favour of the 
legalisation of abortion. Pando’s letter led to the temporary suspension of her husband. This did not stop 
her from expressing her opinions, and she increasingly manifested herself publicly with declarations such 
as ‘the disappeared are alive in Spain’ and ‘the Argentine army defended the fatherland against the attacks 
of terrorism’. She was among the leading figures in the various demonstrations organized in December 
and thereafter. Her public manifestations vindicating the dictatorship ultimately led to the forced 
retirement of her husband (Página/12, 30.12.2005).

430 Página/12, 30.12.2005.
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they had organized from 1999 onwards.431 Similarly, Abuelas, Familiares, and the AEDD also 
organized conferences on the ESMA and on other secret detention centres being recovered 
for memory. Furthermore, journals working on the memory of state terrorism and human 
rights, such as Puentes, or journals working on broader cultural, social and political themes 
such as Punto de Vista, published reflections on the subject. University students organized 
conferences at their faculties inviting different kinds of speakers, including deputies working 
on memory and other state representatives. Thus, there were several platforms on which the 
positions on the ESMA and the future museum were discussed, and which involved a wide 
range of actors.

The issues debated on these various platforms, came to feed the internal discussion 
that took place among those actors most directly implicated in the elaboration of a future 
museum: the human rights organizations, the victims of the ESMA, and the state entities 
involved in the case. Internally, human rights organizations had their own debates on the 
subject, and they gathered every two weeks to discuss their ideas on the future museum. 
Furthermore, as was stipulated in the agreement signed on 24 March 2004, they had regular 
encounters with the bipartite commission to discuss the relocation process. These encounters 
were formalized at the end of 2005 through the creation of an ad hoc commission. The 
IEM was another platform of both internal discussion and interaction with state entities for 
the human rights organizations in which the topic of the ESMA was regularly discussed. 
Formally, the IEM was to function in the ESMA, as law 961 stipulated. The geographical 
scope of the IEM was limited to the city of Buenos Aires, but most of the actors involved 
in the debates on the IEM and those participating in the ad hoc commission were the same. 
Once the Consejo Directivo of the IEM was officially formed in the second half of 2004, 
many of the discussions that emerged in the context of the ESMA project started to be 
conducted in the meetings of the IEM.

Some ideas circulating on what to do (and what not to do) in the ESMA were also defined 
in proposals sent to the bipartite commission following an announcement inviting people 
to present their ideas. The agreement signed on 24 March 2004 stated explicitly that one of 
the roles of the bipartite commission would be to guarantee a participatory process in the 
elaboration of the museum. Therefore, in June 2004 the bipartite commission made a public 
announcement in the three most important newspapers of the country, Clarín, La Nación and 
Página/12, inviting citizens to send a proposal with their plans for the ESMA. Flyers with 
the same invitation were also distributed in several university buildings. The announcement 
stated that the facilities should contribute to the reconstruction of the historical memory 
of the Argentines ‘so that the commitment to life and the unconditional respect of human 

431 See for example: Primeras jornadas de debate interdisciplinario, Organización institucional y contenidos del 
futuro museo, Colección ‘Memoria Abierta’ (2000); ‘Taller de Capacitación “Un museo de la memoria”, 
James Volkert, Magdalena Mieri, Tam Muro’, Memoria Abierta, 28.04.2001; ‘Jornada de debate y taller de 
capacitación’, Memoria Abierta, 10.11.2001.  
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rights become the founding values of a new society based on justice and solidarity’.432 The 
bipartite commission received several proposals. There were some proposals from individuals, 
such as a proposal from Alicia Pierini, former Under-Secretary of Human Rights under 
Menem, and from organizations not directly involved in the struggle for memory, such 
as the Centre for Participatory Management 1 and the Committee for the Monitoring of 
the Convention of Child Rights. But most of the proposals came from the human rights 
organizations. Each one of them sent in their own proposal, with the exception of Madres LF, 
Abuelas and Familiares, who sent in a joint project.433 These proposals, as well as the debates 
that unfolded in the various journals and at the conferences and meetings organized on the 
ESMA, revealed a great diversity of opinions and often even opposed positions on what to 
do in the ESMA. The following section will discuss the main issues of debate that arose in 
those different platforms.

Coexistence with the marines? The ‘reconciliation’ debate
One of the first issues of debate that arose even before the agreement was signed on 24 
March 2004 was whether a certain level of coexistence with the marines on the plot should 
be tolerated or not. The secret detention centre that had functioned within the installations 
of the ESMA had been mainly located in one sector of the plot, in total approximately 
thirty percent of the seventeen hectares. As soon as the decision to convert the ESMA into 
a site of memory was made public, rumours started to circulate about the possibility that the 
marines would stay in the other part of the installations. This was considered unacceptable 
to most of the human rights organizations and survivors, who were firmly opposed to any 
form of coexistence with the marines. Therefore, they immediately made a number of public 
statements on the need to remove the marines from the entire plot, instead of only one sector. 
Graciela Daleo, a survivor of the ESMA and member of the AEDD, stated in an interview 
with the newspaper Página/12: ‘The first step is the immediate eviction of the entire military 
personnel and of the entire precinct’.434 In an interview on 8 March 2004, survivor Lila 
Pastoriza insisted on the fact that ‘no way can there be a site of memory next to installations 
of the navy’.435 Estela Carlotto, president of Abuelas, was equally adamant: ‘We are not going 
to think of the co-existence of a museum that is going to remember the history in a didactic 
and respectful way, with a precinct occupied by those who are questioned by history’.436 The 
assertion of the government at the beginning of March that the entire seventeen hectares 
would be assigned to ‘memory and human rights’ only partially reassured them.437 In the 
period that followed, they reiterated their demand on numerous occasions.

432 Interview JS 25.10.2004; Interview FB 29.10.2004. The announcement invited ‘non-governmental human 
rights organizations, relatives of the victims, persons who suffered detention and disappearance in the 
precinct and other organizations representative of civil society (associations of professionals, educational 
institutions, unions, neighbourhood assemblies, memory commissions, neighbourhood organizations, 
student centres and other institutions of the community) to present proposals and projects for the use 
of the installations’ (see: ‘Convocatoria Espacio para la memoria y para la promoción y defensa de los 
derechos humanos en la ESMA’, in: ‘Informe sobre el Espacio para la Memoria y para la Promoción y 
Defensa de los Derechos Humanos en el ex centro clandestino de detención-ESMA’, July 2006). 

433 See the website of the Espacio para la Memoria: www.buenosaires.gov.ar/espacioparalamemoria.
434 Página/12, 10.02.2004.
435 Página/12, 08.03.2004.
436 Página/12, 08.03.2004.
437 Clarín, 09.03.2004.
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The issue also divided the human rights movement internally. The organization CELS 
disagreed with the position of the others and stated that the size of the plot destined for 
memory and human rights should depend on the project one wanted to implement. CELS 
presented these ideas in the internal meetings with the human rights organizations, and 
made its position public in a communiqué published on 14 June 2004. CELS argued that 
the economic situation in the country did not permit ‘triumphalisms and monumentalisms’, 
and therefore it was necessary to first define what portion of the territory was needed for 
the future museum.438 The organization also reiterated this position in the proposal sent to 
the bipartite commission.439 The position of CELS caused distress within the human rights 
movement, because most of the other human rights organizations associated it with accepting 
some level of reconciliation with the armed forces. Earlier on, CELS had received criticisms 
for a communiqué published on 24 March 2004. In this communiqué, the organization made 
a positive statement on the discourse that Admiral Godoy had pronounced on 3 March 2004, 
in which he recognized that the ESMA had been used as a secret detention centre.440 Other 
organizations considered this an unnecessary concession to the armed forces (Interview LB3 
20.12.2004).

CELS was primarily guided by pragmatism. Besides considering that it would not be 
viable to manage such a huge plot of land, the organization also believed that the relocation 
would be delayed. It was better to take advantage of the favourable political juncture and start 
developing activities that would secure what had been achieved, than to wait until the last 
marine had left the plot. But there was also a more ideological conviction behind the proposal. 
Distancing itself from the other human rights organizations, one of the aims of CELS was 
to rethink the role and position of the armed forces in a democratic context. CELS argued 
that the armed forces had been democratized to a large extent, especially after Kirchner’s 
purge of 2003, and that a generational change had taken place. This new generation was 
not responsible for the crimes committed in the 1970s, and should be among the citizens to 
whom the future museum of memory should appeal. CELS believed that students coexisting 
with the museum of memory might learn from it and this would eventually contribute to the 
democratization of the armed forces. Psychologist Hugo Vezzetti, author of various articles 
on the museum of memory in the ESMA, defended the CELS position in the journal 
Punto de Vista. He considered that the proposition to evict the navy from the ESMA as an 
‘ideological a priori’, meant turning away from one of the central matters in the debate on 
memory: the need to include a reflection on the recent past in the training of new members 
of the armed forces. Excluding the armed forces from the debate had the risk of reinforcing 
‘the ghetto in which the armed forces live and are educated, disconnected from the necessary 
discussion on their history and their responsibilities’ (Vezzetti 2006: 41).

However, this position was neither understood nor accepted by the rest of the human 
rights movement. The organization was accused of promoting reconciliation with the armed 
forces. A member of one of these organizations explained her dissent with CELS in the 
following terms: ‘…when the relatives are still looking for the corpses of their children, what 
reconciliation are you talking about? Let them speak, let them put the archives on the table, 
let them say where the mass graves are, where they threw them, what they did. So afterwards, 

438 ‘Qué memoria’, Communiqué CELS, 14.06.2004.
439 CELS, ‘El Espacio para la Memoria y la Defensa de los Derechos Humanos. Propuesta CELS’, 

December 2004. 
440 ‘Verdad, Justicia y Memoria’, Communiqué CELS, 24.03.2004. 
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yes – and let them go to trial – and afterwards, yes, we can talk of reconciliation…’ (Interview 
AV 20.10.2004). In the proposal sent to the bipartite commission, CELS referred to these 
criticisms and insisted on the fact that they certainly did not want to promote reconciliation. 
Thus the organization stated:

On previous occasions in which we expressed our opinion, we also stated that we needed to 
deepen the debate on the co-existence there with some of the institutions of the navy existing 
in the present. We thought that this debate should take place not in honour of a so-called 
reconciliation, which we never endorsed nor promoted, but according to its usefulness or not with 
regard to the objectives of the future museum, the memory policies that constitute its framework, 
and in pursuit of the construction of armed forces that are respectful of democratic values.441

To others, sharing the plot with the marines seemed awkward and even troublesome. 
According to one survivor of the ESMA, the human rights violations committed in the 
ESMA were still too recent and fresh to make such a situation of coexistence possible. She 
also feared provocations from the side of the navy staying on the plot (Interview 16.11.2004). 
These fears were later confirmed when the marines left the facilities and took away whatever 
they could, including door handles and air-conditioning devices.442

Many organizations also considered that the timing of CELS in raising these issues 
was not appropriate. When CELS published its communiqué, in June 2004, there was still 
much pressure being applied to keep part of the plot for the marines. Furthermore, the 
agreement signed on 24 March 2004 still had to be ratified by the Legislature of the City of 
Buenos Aires and there were no guarantees that the outcome would be positive. Among the 
legislators that integrated the Inter-jurisdictional Commission responsible for the ratification 
of the agreement, several were against the presidential initiative, and deliberately adopted 
delaying tactics. In the meantime, the Commission of Urban Planning of the Legislature 
of the City of Buenos Aires received numerous proposals stating that the buildings should 
remain in the hands of the navy.443 It was only after the Commission of Human Rights 
of the Legislature of the City of Buenos Aires intervened that the process was resumed 
(Interview AC 17.12.2004). Even then, ratification could not take place immediately because 
the constitution required that before ratifying a law, there should be a consultation round 
among citizens. The commission planned a period of several weeks for these rounds, inviting 
human rights organizations, architects, urban planners, and parents of the students of the 
ESMA, among others. Among those invited were many persons who were explicitly against 
the museum of memory. Considering these consultation rounds an unnecessary delay, a 
number of human rights organizations sent a letter to the Legislature of the City of Buenos 
Aires demanding the immediate ratification of the agreement (Interview LB3 20.12.2004). It 
was finally ratified on 5 August 2004.

CELS turned out to hold a minority position in the debate on the coexistence with the 
marines. On 12 October 2004, human rights organizations, with the exception of CELS, 

441 CELS, ‘El Espacio para la Memoria y la Defensa de los Derechos Humanos. Propuesta CELS’, 
December 2004.

442 Visit to the ESMA, Fieldnotes, 16.11.2006. 
443 Debate at the Faculty of Social and Political Sciences of Parque Patricios, Fieldnotes, 15.09.2004; 

Página/12, 03.06.2004; Ciudad Autónoma de Buenos Aires, Legislatura, ‘Acta de la 23a Sesión Ordinaria – 
5 de agosto de 2004. Versión Taquigráfica’, 05.08.2004. 
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signed a document which they sent to the bipartite commission, with six points of consensus 
reached about what to do with the ESMA. The first point of the document explicitly stated 
that: ‘We do not wish to share space nor coexist with either professors or students of the 
schools that will not be evicted this year’. Other points referred to what they considered 
acceptable or not on the territory while the marines were still occupying part of it. They 
recommended the signposting of the part of the ESMA that had been used as a secret 
detention centre, and guided visits for relatives of the victims, survivors and human rights 
activists. Likewise, they pleaded for commemorative, artistic and other kinds of activities 
during what they called the ‘transition period until the whole ESMA was left unoccupied’. 
They also demanded to be participants in the development of policies and ideas on the 
former secret detention centre, its possible uses and the message to be transmitted. Finally, 
they demanded the postponement of a contest that the bipartite commission was planning 
to organize on the future use of the ESMA, until it was clear, through a participatory 
consultation process, what the installations would be used for.444

The bipartite commission accepted all these demands, which were to function as the 
guidelines for the following period. On 28 December 2004 the marines left the sector that 
had been the heart of the secret detention centre. The buildings located on this part of the 
plot were the Casino de oficiales, the Pabellón Central (also known as the building of the 
four columns),445 the Casas de suboficiales 1 y 2, Quincho, Enfermería and Guardia.446 In the 
first months of the following year, a team of five guides and a coordinator was formed, who 
were to accompany visiting survivors and relatives of the victims, human rights organizations 
and scholars working on the subject. Meanwhile, the ESMA remained officially closed to 
the public. On 20 June 2005 the first signposts were installed in the sector of the ESMA left 
unoccupied at the end of 2004. They described the functioning of the secret detention centre, 
and were based on texts elaborated jointly by the bipartite commission, the human rights 
organizations and survivors of the ESMA. They were installed at the entry of the ESMA, 
and in the Casino de oficiales. The official chronogram stated that the rest of the facilities 
were to be left unoccupied by the end of December 2005. However, this proved impossible 
to achieve and a new chronogram was elaborated, stating that relocation would take place in 
three different stages and would be completed on 30 September 2007, at the end of Kirchner’s 
presidential term.

In the period that followed, as a consequence of these delays, positions slightly changed 
on whether to initiate activities in the ESMA or not. Slowly, some other organizations also 
started to plead for the territory to be used despite the presence of the marines. APDH, for 
instance, argued that in the light of the elections of 2007, it was important to have activities 
going on in the ESMA, so as to secure its continuity beyond Kirchner.447 However, most of 
the organizations held firm on their position not to open the buildings to the public until the 
last marine had gone. Reflecting on how the subject complicated the debate on the ESMA 
Laura, a member of CELS, stated:

444 Internal document sent to the Bipartite Commission, 12.10.2004.
445 This is the most well-known building of the ESMA. 
446 Comisión bipartita, ‘Informe sobre el Espacio para la Memoria y  para la Promoción y Defensa de los 

Derechos Humanos en el ex centro clandestino de detención-ESMA’, July 2006.
447 Interview MM 15.11.2006; APDH, ‘Síntesis de la propuesta para el uso del predio de la ESMA como 

museo para la memoria del terrorismo de estado’, October 2006. 
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It is incredible how the issue of going in or not with the military [still present] marked all the 
positions, because, of course, again, as nobody wants to say ‘we have to go in’ with so many words, 
because the others will accuse him of wanting reconciliation, what some organizations propose is 
that one should not institutionalize anything in the precinct but organize tip-and-run operations, 
[…] like doing something in the place and then leaving again. (Interview LB5 17.10.2006)

Whether or not to initiate activities in the ESMA while the marines were still occupying 
part of the buildings continued to be a central issue of debate during 2005 and 2006.

Different visions on the ‘Space for Memory’
The debate on a possible coexistence with the marines was not, however, the only issue 
on which the human rights movement could not reach a consensus. There were also 
discussions on how to use the installations of the ESMA. A central issue was what part of 
the installations should be dedicated to memory, and how memory should be represented 
in this context. The debate was triggered to a large extent by the proposal of the AEDD, 
the organization of former detained-disappeared, which argued that the whole site should 
be a memorial camp.448 According to the AEDD, the entire plot and all the facilities should 
be seen as a permanent reminder of the repressive system that had been implemented in 
Argentina during the military dictatorship. The site had to be declared a national monument 
and preserved to serve as juridical proof in the trials against the military. It also had to be 
systematically called Centro clandestino de desaparición y exterminio – ESMA (Clandestine 
centre of disappearance and extermination – ESMA), as this was considered less ambiguous 
than the more frequently used term of Museum of Memory.449 All the buildings, including 
those that were not directly located in the sector that had been used as a secret detention 
centre, had to be dedicated to the memory of the repression and remain empty. The only 
exhibitions tolerated would be an explanation of the repressive system implemented in the 
ESMA, and an exhibition in memory of the victims, mentioning their political identities 
and presenting testimonies of their relatives. They opposed the installation of educational 
institutions or public offices, even if these were dedicated to the defence of human rights, 
such as the IEM, the National Archive of Memory or the Secretariat of Human Rights. 
According to them:

In both cases, there would be a routine and daily movement of students, teachers, officials, 
employees, public and suppliers and it would entail the installation of the necessary infrastructure 
(bars, kiosks, cafeterias, nurseries, car parks), which render the places where genocide had been 
planned, started and implemented meaningless. Where death has taken place, it should be 
signalled, remembered, shown, made known that there was death, made clear which persons died, 
why they died and who killed them. One should not pretend that there is life now.450

448 Their proposal was supported by the group of organizations with whom they used to organize joint 
activities, the Liga, CORREPI, CEPRODH, Liberpueblo, Comité de Acción Jurídica (CAJ), MEDH 
and APDH-La Plata (‘Centro clandestino de detención ESMA. Nuestra propuesta’, Tantas Voces, Tantas 
Vidas año 4, nº9 ( June 2004) 27).

449 ‘La representación del genocidio en los lugares que funcionaron como centros clandestinos de detención 
durante la última dictadura. El debate de la ESMA’, Centro Cultural de la Cooperación, 05.05.2004.

450 AEDD, ‘Propuesta de la Asociación de Ex Detenidos Desaparecidos para el Predio de la ESMA y el 
Campo de Deportes’ (2004) 10.  
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On several occasions, the AEDD referred to the Auschwitz memorial camp as a source of 
inspiration. The Auschwitz-Birkenau memorial camp was created in 1947, when the Polish 
parliament declared that what remained of the camp should be preserved as a memorial to 
the martyrdom of the Polish nation and of other peoples. It encompasses the two sectors 
of the concentration camp of Auschwitz, Auschwitz I and Auschwitz II-Birkenau, a plot of 
191 hectares. Hundreds of constructions that pertained to the camp, including the ruins of 
the gas chambers and the crematoriums, kilometres of barbed wire, and the tracks of the 
railways that transported the prisoners testify to what happened. The only construction 
that has been added is the ‘International Monument for the Victims of the Holocaust’. The 
intention was to leave the site in much the same state as it was when the Germans had left, 
including their attempts to destroy part of the evidence. In this way, Auschwitz-Birkenau 
became as much a symbol of the extermination of the Jews as of the attempts of the culprits 
to hide the evidence of their crimes. (Young 1993: 128-54; Gianera 2004: 28). The ESMA, then, 
like Auschwitz, should function as a permanent denunciation of rationalized and planned 
extermination. Philosopher Alejandro Kaufman (2005: 79) shared this vision. To him, the 
ESMA was a testimony of ‘the absolute horror’. Mostly, it was a testimony of a new element 
in history: the planning and administration of death inflicted to a collective victim who had 
beforehand been placed in a position of total defencelessness. Like the AEDD, he argued 
that the ESMA could be nothing other than a testimony of planned terror: ‘This is not a 
museum about the seventies, or about its causes, or about Malvinas, or about Martínez de 
Hoz. It is not a museum that needs to argue or sustain a debate. It should only show and 
demonstrate the nature of the device, the mechanism of the crime’ (Kaufman 2005: 79). It 
would serve as a powerful instrument against denial.

Most of the other human rights organizations and participants in the debate on the 
ESMA disagreed with the proposal of the AEDD on several issues. In the first place, they 
disagreed with the idea that the focus should lie exclusively on the mechanisms of state 
terrorism. They believed that the location should contextualize what had happened in 
the ESMA. It should explain, or at least raise questions about, how state terrorism could 
have been implemented in Argentina and why. They considered that without such a 
contextualization, the ESMA could have paralysing effects on its visitors, especially of 
the younger generations. Reflecting on the possible effects of focussing exclusively on the 
experiences of state terrorism, Calveiro (quoted in Pastoriza 2005: 92), herself a survivor of 
the ESMA, stated: ‘If I put my own feeling, my own pain in the first place, the only thing 
that is left for the person in front of me is horror’. Calveiro insisted on the need to look for 
alternative ways of representing the repression. She believed that much would be gained from 
a narrative that was oriented towards encouraging reflection among the visitors. According to 
Lila Pastoriza (2005: 92), another survivor of the ESMA, this could best be done by including 
different explanations of what had happened and how it could have happened: ‘Would it 
not be a better answer to the questions of the new generations if, instead of limiting itself 
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to “showing” what happened, the museum would offer the opportunity to hear different 
explanations about how it could happen?’451

The proposal of the AEDD to leave all 34 buildings of the ESMA empty was also 
rejected by a majority of the human rights organizations. They considered that there should 
be a distinction between the buildings located in the sector that had been used as a secret 
detention centre, and the rest of the buildings. The sector and buildings that had been used 
as a secret detention centre should be preserved and declared a historical site. These included 
the Casino de Oficiales, the building of the four columns, Pabellón Coy, the Guardia, the 
Sickbay, the printing works and the sports field.452 But the rest of the installations should 
not remain empty and should be the location of institutions dedicated to other activities 
related to human rights and memory such as the IEM or the National Archive of Memory. 
They pointed out the fact that the presence of these institutions in the ESMA was already 
established by law.453 In general, they proposed to use the installations for educational 
purposes and for human rights issues, thus making the connection with the needs and 
urgencies of the present. Familiares, Madres LF and Abuelas called this part of the ESMA 
‘the contact with the future’. They put the focus on dealing with the socio-economic needs of 
the present and proposed to use the buildings for educational and cultural activities. Similarly, 
SERPAJ named a list of issues that could be treated in the different buildings that were of 
central concern to them, such as the foreign debt or the indigenous populations of Argentina. 
The FMHSA proposed installing a centre for basic education and labour training.454

Several organizations considered that, in a context in which many sectors still opposed 
the idea of a museum of memory, leaving the entire territory empty presented a risk. It was 
seen as an invitation for those who opposed the idea of a museum of memory in the ESMA 
to use the installations for a purpose that had nothing to do with the experience of state 
terrorism.455 Others argued that the economic situation in the country did not permit major 

451 Young (1993: 132), who has written extensively on Auschwitz, also points out the limitations of 
remembering the victims through what the killers left behind, and what they did. He observes referring 
to Auschwitz and the way memory was transmitted there as follows: ‘In one way, all we see here (in 
Auschwitz) can be construed as remnants of the killers and their deeds. The dynamited ruins of gas 
chambers at Birkenau, for example, recall not only the fact of the gas chambers, but also the German 
attempts to destroy evidence of this fact: a monument both to events and to the guilt of the killers. 
But, in a perversely ironic twist, these artefacts also force us to recall the victims as the Germans have 
remembered them to us: in the collected debris of a destroyed civilization. For, by themselves, these 
remnants rise in a macabre dance of memorial ghosts. Armless sleeves, eyeless lenses, headless caps, 
footless shoes: victims are known only by their absence, by the moment of their destruction. In great loose 
piles, these remnants remind us not of the lives that once animated them, so much as of the brokenness 
of lives. For when the memory of a people and its past are reduced to the bits and rags of their belongings, 
memory of life itself is lost. What of the relationships and families sundered? What of the scholarship 
and education? The community and its traditions? Nowhere among the debris do we find traces of what 
bound these people together into a civilization, a nation, a culture’.

452 CELS held a slightly different position. For reasons discussed in the previous paragraph, CELS 
considered that only the Casino de Oficiales and the building of the four columns should be considered 
part of the site of memory (CELS, ‘El Espacio para la Memoria y la Defensa de los Derechos Humanos. 
Propuesta CELS’, December 2004).

453 Law 961 stipulated that the IEM should be located in the ESMA, and the agreement signed on 24 March 
2004 and ratified in August stated that the National Archive of Memory should be located there.

454 Proposals sent to the bipartite commission. See: www.buenosaires.gov.ar/espacioparalamemoria.
455 This was stated explicitly in the proposal of the organization Buena Memoria (Buena Memoria 

Asociación Civil, ‘A la Comisión Bipartita. Propuesta de Buena Memoria para la ESMA’, February 2006). 
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undertakings in the name of memory. This was one of the main arguments of CELS not 
to demand the entire plot, but it was also an argument sustained by some former militants. 
Thus Gastón, a former Montonero, pointed to the fact that Argentina was a country with 
many needs, such as hospitals and schools. It seemed unfair to him to dedicate such a big 
place exclusively to the memory of the dictatorship. He even discarded the idea of a museum 
altogether, considering that too strong a focus on the dictatorship could induce paralysis and 
divert attention away from the urgent needs of the present (Interview GN 30.09.2004). This 
was a very similar view to the position held by the Asociación Madres, who rejected the idea 
of a museum and proposed installing a school for popular art in the ESMA, ‘to talk about 
the past, the present and the future, more than about the horror’.456

The proposal for a cultural centre in the buildings that had been used as a secret detention 
centre was totally the opposite of the vision of the AEDD. It was precisely this kind of ‘life’ 
that the AEDD did not want to see in the former ESMA. It also clashed with the vision 
of the other human rights organizations. They saw it as an insult to the memory of the 
victims not to refer explicitly to what had happened in the ESMA. At the same time, these 
organizations experienced many difficulties in coming to a common vision on the ESMA, 
and doubts remained concerning the best way to use the ESMA in the construction of a 
memory of the dictatorship. Reflecting on some of these difficulties Cristina, member of 
Hermanos, stated: ‘…some people, not from Hermanos, say “well, but here we could put a 
school” and so you say, “no, but this is a place of death, that is what it was, how are you 
going to put children there?”, but at the same time we want to bring school children so that 
they get to know what happened here, you see, so it’s rather contradictory what you end up 
wanting for this space’ (Interview CN 10.11.2006).

For many human rights activists, their personal feelings about the ESMA made it more 
difficult to come to some definitions about what to do with the place. Cristina, whose sister 
disappeared in the ESMA, confessed that at times she wanted to tear the buildings down 
and convert the place into a park. Confused about her own feelings on the subject she 
explained: ‘I am not very clear about what I want with the ESMA, no. I don’t know, the truth 
is that is costs me a lot to define the ESMA or what I want with the ESMA. Miguel, one 
of the Hermanos says “I would put a bomb and blow up everything into the air”’ (Interview 
CN 10.11.2006). Thus the personal stories of loss and suffering of many of those who were 
participating in the debate on the ESMA contributed to the complexity of the process. More 
in general, spaces such as the ESMA and other former secret detention centres tended to 
be so overwhelming that it seemed almost impossible to develop any down-to-earth and 
concrete project for these places. One of the members of the Mesa de Trabajo y Consenso of 
El Olimpo used the notion of ‘sacralisation’ of former secret detention centres to refer to the 
almost religious way in which people often reflected upon these places.457 This tendency to 
treat former secret detention centres as ‘sacred places’ certainly contributed to the difficulty in 
defining concrete proposals for the ESMA.

456 ‘Reportaje a Hebe de Bonafini. “La izquierda nunca entendió a las Madres”’, Lavaca.org, 01.04.2004. See 
also the proposal of the Asociación Madres in: Brodksy 2005: 219.

457 Informal conversation, Fieldnotes, 01.12.2006. 

proefschrift-Drunen.indd   268 27-04-10   09:26



| 269 |

Differences about the narrative of the museum and the limits of pluralism
Parallel to the debates on what to do in the ESMA, other discussions were taking place 
concerning what story (or stories) should be told in the future museum. This debate was 
more specifically about how the past was being interpreted and what aspects of that past 
were considered important in the construction of memory. A prime difference that emerged 
in this context concerned how far back in the past one should go to explain the military 
dictatorship. Some placed the starting point in 1955, when Perón was overthrown by the 
marines; others went back to the 1930s or even to the extermination campaigns carried out 
against indigenous populations in the nineteenth century. Similarly, there were debates on 
how much of the present should be included in the narrative of the museum. For some 
organizations, continuities in economic policies between the military dictatorship and 
democratic governments needed to be one of the guiding elements of the narrative. But 
others considered that it was necessary to focus on the military dictatorship as a specific 
period that was not comparable to any other in Argentine history. Reflecting on some of the 
proposals to include other episodes of Argentine history in the museum, political scientist 
Carlos Acuña asked, in a meeting on the contents of the future museum: ‘Do we want a 
museum about the repression and the history of Argentina, or do we want a museum about 
state terrorism? We have to resolve this because you cannot have both…’458

Similar differences arose concerning the revolutionary organizations of the 1970s. Most 
of the proposals sent to the bipartite commission stated that the ideals of social justice and 
equality of the generation of the disappeared should be reflected in the activities of the 
museum. But the details varied. Familiares, Madres LF, Abuelas, H.I.J.O.S. and Hermanos 
put the ideals of social justice at the centre of their proposals for the ESMA. They insisted 
that the museum should give voice to the minorities, those ‘forgotten from history and 
museums’, and vindicated ‘the values of justice, autonomy and equality’, that they saw as 
central to the struggles of the 1970s.459 Buena Memoria also stated that the ‘ideals of the 
1970s’ should find expression in the institutions to be installed in the ESMA, but at the same 
time insisted on the need to constantly reflect critically on the events of the past.460 CELS 
more explicitly pointed out the need to initiate a debate on the forms of organization and 
political militancy of the 1970s, particularly on the choice for armed struggle.461 The AEDD, 
on the other hand, believed that the ESMA was not the appropriate place to have such 
debates. Graciela Daleo, a member of the AEDD stated: ‘I do not agree with the fact that the 
account that will be constructed and that one aims to convey with the ESMA should have a 
central theme other than the denunciation of what state terrorism was. We will develop and 
represent the reflection on the political practice of the revolutionary organizations in, I think, 
other spaces’.462 In general terms, there was a consensus on the importance of acknowledging 

458 Memoria Abierta, ‘Jornada: “El museo que queremos”, 2 de octubre de 2004, Biblioteca Nacional’, 
02.10.2004. 

459 ‘De la propuesta de Familiares de Desaparecidos y Detenidos por Razones Políticas y Madres de Plaza de 
Mayo-Línea Fundadora y Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo’, Joint proposal Madres LF, Abuelas and Familiares, 
2004. H.I.J.O.S. and Hermanos expressed similar visions (Brodsky 2005: 220).

460 Buena Memoria Asociación Civil, ‘A la Comisión Bipartita. Propuesta de Buena Memoria para la ESMA’, 
February 2006.

461 CELS, ‘El Espacio para la Memoria y la Defensa de los Derechos Humanos. Propuesta CELS’, 
December 2004.

462 ‘La representación del genocidio en los lugares que funcionaron como centros clandestinos de detención 
durante la última dictadura. El debate de la ESMA’, Centro Cultural de la Cooperación, 05.05.2004.
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the political identity of the victims. But differences emerged on how to look back on these 
political engagements and whether the ESMA was the place to conduct such debates.

Most of the human rights organizations acknowledged this plurality of memories and 
recognized that in order for the museum to be able to appeal to broader sectors of society, the 
narrative of the museum should reflect this plurality. Furthermore, they considered that to 
transcend the victims of the dictatorship and become truly embedded within broad sectors 
of society, the contents of the museum should be formulated in a participatory way. Thus, 
in their proposals, they almost all insisted on broadening the debate on the contents of the 
future museum to other civil society actors. SERPAJ stated that ‘the entire society should 
be a participant in the ideas about the future of the ESMA’.463 APDH – La Plata insisted 
on the need to widen the debate to give it a national character: ‘As for the contents that will 
be included in the space, we consider that they should emerge from a broad national debate. 
It would be sad if the most paradigmatic and certainly most well-known representation 
that will exist in the country were reduced to a debate of the city of Buenos Aires or of 
the Gran Buenos Aires’.464 Buena Memoria stated that their project was intended to open 
up the debate, not to close it: ‘It should motivate and promote an unavoidable intellectual 
reflection. With imagination, with boldness, with conviction, with respect for differences’.465 
CELS spoke of the need to socially legitimize the project through the participation in the 
discussions of actors and institutions other than the human rights organizations and the 
victims.466

However, in practice differences soon emerged on how far this plurality should go. This 
found expression in the first place in the way the message of the museum was conceived. 
One group, which included various academics, considered that, in order to be able to reach 
broad sectors of society, the narrative of the museum should leave out some of the more 
controversial elements of the recent past and rather present them as issues of debate. Thus 
they pleaded for what Vinitzky-Seroussi (2002: 35) has called a ‘thin’, consensual message, to 
which a larger audience – including those groups that supported the dictatorship – could 
identify with. The museum, they insisted, should not be, in the words of one of them, ‘a 
museum of militancy for militancy, where we meet amongst each other, ratify our identity, our 
stories, and there it remains’.467 Rather, it should be able to ‘have an impact on the memory 
of a broad sector of society’. Others, however, mostly human rights activists and victims of 
the dictatorship, considered that no concessions could be done on some aspects, such as for 
example the vindication of the revolutionary experience of the 1970s or the relation between 
the project of economic restructuring of the country during the military dictatorship and its 
continuities in the present. They considered that there was a ‘truth’ to be told and pleaded for 
a ‘wider’ narrative that would also include these more controversial elements.

There were also differences on how the participatory process to come to a project for the 
ESMA was conceived. These differences evolved around whether human rights organizations 

463 ‘Propuesta del SERPAJ sobre el predio de la ESMA’, Proposal SERPAJ, 22.03.2005. 
464 ‘La ESMA y el Espacio para la Memoria’, Proposal APDH – La Plata, 23.10.2004. 
465 Buena Memoria Asociación Civil, ‘A la Comisión Bipartita. Propuesta de Buena Memoria para la ESMA’, 

February 2006.
466 CELS, ‘El Espacio para la Memoria y la Defensa de los Derechos Humanos. Propuesta CELS’, 

December 2004.
467 Presentation Carlos Acuña in: Memoria Abierta, ‘Jornada: “El museo que queremos”, 2 de octubre de 

2004, Biblioteca Nacional’, 02.10.2004. 
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and victims of the dictatorship should have a privileged voice in the debate or not. Several of 
the human rights organizations and victims considered that their years of struggle and their 
personal experiences of victimhood granted them a special position in the debate. This was 
not necessarily formulated explicitly, but it found expression in concrete actions. An example 
of this was the attitude adopted by members of the AEDD, several of them survivors of the 
ESMA, in the elaboration of the signposts and script for the guided visits in the ESMA: 
they did not only provide information, but also gave explicit instructions on what should be 
included and what should be left out of the script. Thus they explicitly requested the guides 
not to speak about the ‘ministaff ’ – not to be confused with the ‘staff ’468 – in their visits. The 
ministaff consisted of a small group of detainees that collaborated actively with the marines 
in the abduction of victims and had special privileges. They had survived, but they were not 
welcome within the group of survivors, and opinions were strongly divided on how to judge 
their attitude during captivity. Therefore, members of the AEDD insisted that this issue 
should be left out of the story. As one former detained-disappeared explained: ‘We did not 
want this to emerge now. We didn’t think it was the right moment, there were too many 
military personnel [still free] to deal with our own traitors’ (Interview BB2 23.11.2006).469 This 
position was also reflected in the signposts, as one of the rooms which used to be occupied by 
the ministaff was called ‘room of other prisoners’.470

In general terms, many human rights organizations and victims considered that decisions 
should ultimately lie in their hands. The role and contributions of others, such as specialists 
and other professionals working on memory, was important but should not be determinant. 
This position became evident in the context of a meeting that was to be organized in the 
ESMA with a group of professionals working on memory. In the preparatory meeting, a 
discussion arose on what should be the role of these professionals. Representatives of the 
human rights organizations insisted on the fact that the experts should only help them in 
thinking how they – the human rights organizations – could concretize their projects. One 
of the few persons who disagreed was the representative of CELS. She considered that 
experts should be able to contribute to the debate with their own proposals. Recounting 
this experience, she concluded that, despite claims to the contrary: ‘…the [human rights] 
organizations do not want to open up the discussion’ (Interview LB5 17.10.2006). According 
to her, the main problem was that human rights organizations did not consider people that 
were not members of these organizations or victims of the repression as part of the decision-
making process: ‘…it is always about receiving an opinion so that the [human rights] 
organizations can make a project and define it. […] They do not see others as part of the 
discussion. The others provide input, they give input, but they are not actors’ (Interview LB5 
17.10.2006).

468 In the ESMA a large group of detained-disappeared were obliged to work for the marines. They had 
to do different kinds of work, such as collecting newspaper articles, translating texts, elaborating maps. 
Being part of the ‘staff ’, as this group was called, provided them with certain privileges, but there were 
no guarantees of being liberated. Furthermore, they constantly had to act as if they had abandoned their 
ideals and embraced those of the marines. The collaboration of the ministaff went much further, since 
they participated in torture sessions and abductions of prisoners. 

469 This was in line with other positions of, predominantly, members of the AEDD, who were very keen on 
not placing the issue of collaboration at the focus of attention.

470 Visit to the ESMA, Fieldnotes, 16.11.2006. 
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Laura was part of a large group of people who questioned the idea that human rights 
organizations and victims should have a privileged voice. Most of them were not victims 
of the dictatorship, and had become involved in the memory debate out of professional 
interest and expertise. This was the case for many of the collaborators of CELS, which helps 
to explain why this organization often held a different position than the other historical 
human rights organizations, such as in the debate on coexistence with the marines.471 These 
‘professionals of memory’, as I will call them, considered that human rights organizations 
and victims should be one of the many voices intervening in the debate. Thus, according to 
historian Hilda Sábato, who also adhered to this position:

We should open up the debate and listen to all the voices because in this spreading of memory 
there is no reason why the victims should have a privileged position. In the discussion on justice, 
yes […], but in the discussion on memory, in the construction of memory the condition of victim 
should not be, it seems to me, it is an opinion, a privileged voice. It is a voice that we need to pay 
attention to but it is a voice among others. (Interview HS 05.12.2006)

They believed that the risk involved by allowing decisions to remain exclusively in the hands 
of the human rights organizations and victims was that the ESMA would be seen as a 
project of the human rights organizations instead of belonging to society at large. Historian 
Federico Lorenz (2004b: 21-2) recognized that opening up the debate was difficult for human 
rights organizations and victims, because this implied discussing ‘on an equal footing with 
other actors whose interests are not only not the same, but are also not marked by a personal 
history that was cut short in a brutal and indelible way by violence and pain’. However, he 
insisted that this was necessary because the public controversy on the destiny of the ESMA 
went beyond the victims and human rights organizations. The main purpose was to define 
the meaning of a place for society as a whole, and not merely for the victims.

Those who pleaded for including ‘other voices’ in the debate, attributed particular 
importance to the opinion and participation of people working on memory based on 
their professional expertise and background. In one of the first conferences on the future 
museum at the end of the 1990s, Hilda Sábato had already insisted on the need to include 
historians in the process of memory construction.472 She argued that historical research 
could play an important role in avoiding mystifications and simplifications of the past. The 
tools available to historians allowed them to attain a certain level of objectivity, which, in 
Sábato’s words, made it possible to ‘question conformities’. Sábato considered that the risk 
of mystifications inherent to memory was greater if its elaboration remained exclusively in 
hands of the protagonists of the 1970s – the relatives of the victims and the former political 
activists. In a more recent publication, Vezzetti (2004: 5) invoked similar arguments to gain 

471 Contrary to the other human rights organizations that had emerged during the dictatorship, CELS had 
gone through an important generational and organizational change throughout the years. It had become 
strongly institutionalized, and among its employees were many young professionals making a career in the 
field of human rights. This was different from organizations like Madres, Familiares or even SERPAJ, that 
were composed of victims and activists who mostly participated on a voluntary basis. These organizations 
themselves made a distinction with CELS, which they considered more ‘academic’ or ‘NGO-like’ and less 
‘movement-like’ (movimientista) (Interview SDW2 20.10.2006; Interview AC 27.11.2006). 

472 Primeras jornadas de debate interdisciplinario, Organización institutional y contenidos del futuro museo de la 
memoria, Colección ‘Memoria abierta’ (2000) 52-3.
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the involvement of professionals and experts on the subject in the debate on the ESMA. 
According to him: ‘There is no long-term memory in the middle of battles. Which raises the 
problem of the “distance” and the mediation: the role of political parties and of specialists: 
historians, museologists, pedagogues, next to the direct witnesses and the victims’. Thus, a 
contrast was established between professionals of memory and those who participated in the 
debate because of their condition of victim of the dictatorship or human rights activist. The 
first group was assumed to have a more objective and detached approach to the recent past 
than the latter.

However, this plea for neutrality and distance also implicitly suggested that the vision and 
intervention of representatives of the human rights organizations and direct victims was less 
valuable for being biased. This mechanism was pointed out by survivor Lila Pastoriza in a 
discussion on the debates in the ESMA. Recalling that the human rights organizations and 
victims had made possible the museum of memory, she wrote:

There is no doubt that new actors need to be included in the discussion, who, with their different 
stories, interests, activities and generational membership, bring in other ways of looking at 
questions that are often discussed in groups that are relatively closed about their practice. However, 
this can not lead to questioning or underestimating the participation in the debate of the persons 
‘involved’ (relatives, former detained-disappeared, etc.), downplaying the weight of their opinions, 
supposedly ‘biased by suffering’, as some affirm. The fact that these persons have lived through 
painful experiences for having personally suffered the attacks of state terrorism can not constitute 
a factor that affects their participation, even more so when some of them have been supporting 
the cause of memory for decades. (Pastoriza 2004b: 15)

Lila pleaded for the debate to be opened up while at the same time acknowledging the 
special role that human rights organizations and victims had played throughout the years in 
the struggle of memory. Similarly, Mariana, daughter of a disappeared couple, recalled that: 
‘This museum is an achievement of the struggle of the [human rights] organizations, of the 
struggle of the survivors. It is an achievement, and I think that it is right that they have 
an important say in the matter’ (Interview MP2 07.01.2005). The question of who had more 
rights to speak and decide upon the contents of the future space for memory would become a 
pervasive source of tensions among the actors involved.

State involvement in the ESMA debate
In the debate on who should participate and decide about the contents of future space for 
memory, central importance was attributed to the state. All parties recognized the potential 
of the state to institutionalize memory within society and agreed that the state should finance 
the space for memory in the ESMA and guarantee the persistence of the project over time. 
Differences however emerged concerning the role of the state in the process leading to the 
elaboration of the contents of the museum. Positions in this context reflected the different 
stances on the extent to which actors other than the human rights organizations and the 
victims should be included in the debate. Those who pleaded for the inclusion of ‘other voices’ 
alongside human rights organizations and victims, as equals, considered that the state should 
be a participant in the debate in its own right, as well as actively create the conditions for 
an inclusive debate. Some went even further and considered that it should have sufficient 
autonomy to decide which of the multiplicity of projects and ideas should be included in 
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the space of memory in the ESMA. This vision was voiced explicitly by Vezzetti. According 
to him, the state should play a role as ‘mediator and pacifier’ in the numerous conflicts and 
debates on the future museum: ‘It is not the job of the [human rights] organizations to 
define the state policies, nor to build consensus, given the fact that they represent one sector 
of society’ (Vezzetti 2004: 8).

Criticasters warned that, besides being state-centric, this vision minimized the political 
limitations of the state in Argentina, as well as its role as a creator of both memory and 
oblivion. Questioning the concentration of the management of archives of the repression 
in the hands of the state, historian Roberto Pittaluga and sociologist Alejandra Oberti 
(2004/2005: 13-4) stated that this presented a series of risks since there were still numerous 
connections between the democratic and the dictatorial state. Others pointed out that public 
memory policies could also contribute to a memory that promoted conformism instead of 
stimulating a questioning of the status quo. Museologist Alejandra Naftal, and sociologist 
Mónica Múñoz (2005: 169-70) considered the United States to be a clear example of how 
state policies could lead to passivity. According to them, the United States was the country 
with most museums, cultural centres and spaces for minorities, and working on issues related 
to tolerance, discrimination and diversity. These institutions were able to rely on sufficient 
resources and advanced technologies and there was an explicit state policy on how to manage 
and finance these spaces. But the message conveyed was often merely descriptive, and seldom 
appealed to historical processes, leading to an out-of-context understanding of events, and 
ultimately to de-politicization.

An important group of participants in the debate on the ESMA argued that, given these 
limitations, it was not the state but rather civil society actors who should decide about the 
contents of the future museum. Most of the human rights organizations supported this 
position. They considered that the state should provide the resources for the museum, but 
that civil society actors, and especially human rights organizations, should elaborate its 
policies. This view was explicit in the following quote of Cristina, member of Hermanos:

The bipartite, you see, is part of, that is to say, it has a role that goes far beyond what we, the 
[human rights] organizations, want it to have. It is tricky because it depends on what government 
you have whether everything will be easier or more complicated. What we wanted is that, in fact, 
they would support it, put up the money and nothing else. That is to say, that the policies would 
be those of the human rights organizations. But well, it is not the case. (Interview CN 10.11.2006)

This vision was fundamentally different from that of CELS and many professionals of 
memory, who considered that the state was an actor in its own right. This was also reflected 
in how both groups conceived of the mixed commissions involving state representatives and 
representatives of the human rights organizations. Whereas for CELS these commissions 
were intended as spaces of interaction to come to a joint vision, the other organizations 
conceived of them as a means to enhance their influence on the decision-making process. 
This was explicit in the following quote of Mabel, president of Familiares: ‘…for us the state 
is ours, it is not of the government of the moment that is up there, but we are the state, and 
the fact that we are working together guarantees that what is being done is what we want to 
be done. What we achieved is that the state puts up the money’ (Interview MG1 08.04.2003). 
CELS firmly disagreed with this conception of the mixed commissions. According to this 
organization, working together with the state did not mean imposing one’s vision, but it 
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meant deciding together, with all participants on equal footing. Thus, in Laura’s words, it 
was not about ‘taking the state’, but about ‘playing together with the state’ (Interview LB3 
20.12.2004).

In practice, however, in the context of the ESMA, the state oscillated between remaining 
in the background and influencing the process. In the debate on who should participate 
and decide in the process, the national and local governments played an important role 
in strengthening the position of the human rights organizations in the definition of the 
contents of the museum. They gave them a central role in the ceremony of 24 March 2004 as 
well as in the process that followed, and few concrete initiatives were undertaken to include 
other actors in the process. According to criticasters, this reinforced the impression towards 
the broader public that the ESMA had been ‘given to the human rights organizations’ 
(Vezzetti 2004: 7). The lack of an active policy to include other actors in the debate on the 
museum also presented the risk that the ESMA would remain circumscribed to the small 
circles of human rights organizations, victims and related sympathizers, whereas it should 
involve far broader sectors of society. In this context, Lorenz (2004b: 21) points out the fact 
that the conservative sectors used the central role the state attributed to the human rights 
organizations in the debate on the ESMA as an argument to downplay the relevance of the 
measure for society at large. He wrote: ‘One of the risks involved in the way in which the 
debate has been conducted up till now is that the common citizen associates the ESMA 
with “another thing of the [human rights] organizations”. The reactionary press uses precisely 
this; it installs notions of vengeance, and isolates the discussion from its true collective 
dimensions’.

At the same time, neither the national nor the local authorities of Buenos Aires expressed 
a clear vision about what to do in the ESMA. To a great extent, the measure was an ad 
hoc decision of the President that permitted him to construct a symbolic capital among the 
human rights organizations. But neither he nor his staff in the Secretariat of Human Rights 
presented a concrete plan on what to do with this huge territory. The same was true, although 
to a lesser extent, for the other institution involved in the bipartite commission, the Under-
Secretariat of Human Rights of the government of Buenos Aires. Explanations varied for 
this lack of definition. According to Lorenz, both entities made the strategic move to deposit 
the issue of what to do with the ESMA in the hands of the human rights organizations. 
This had the advantage of reinforcing their relations with the human rights organizations, 
while at the same time permitting them to offload the problem (Interview FL 05.12.2006). 
Reflecting on the consequences of this policy, Laura, who shared Lorenz’ interpretation, 
stated: ‘In general, for the people this is an initiative of the [human rights] organizations 
with the support of the government. Therefore, if the ESMA falls apart, the backlash will 
be for the organizations, not for the government’ (Interview LB3 20.12.2004). According to 
her, both the national and the local government wanted to maintain good relations with the 
human rights organizations, and therefore tried not to make their preferences explicit: ‘…the 
governments never said what they wanted; they never said what they wanted. They have been 
doing things in practice, but they never said what they wanted. And I think that it has to 
do with the fact that they do not want to quarrel with anybody’ (Interview LB5 17.10.2006). 
Others, like Miguel, vice president of APDH, considered that the lack of definition was 
a gesture towards the human rights organizations, the recognition that they were the 
legitimate actors for deciding about the ESMA. The problems emerged because the human 
rights organizations did not manage to come to a consensus (Interview MM 15.11.2006).
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The lack of definition of the government on its plans for the ESMA created unrest among 
the human rights organizations and other actors involved. They had no clue as to how the 
various proposals sent to the bipartite commission would be evaluated, or who would decide 
which proposal would be adopted. Miguel speculated that it could be the city government, 
as the legal owner of the territory. But, he stated, ‘neither can the city government ignore 
the fact that the national government is doing all this and have no opinion on what to do 
there’ (Interview MM 15.11.2006). Similarly, Laura stated that she had no idea how a choice 
would be made among the numerous proposals sent to the bipartite commission: ‘How will 
it be resolved? I don’t know, because it is not written anywhere either and nobody wants 
to clarify this…’ (Interview LB5 17.10.2006). At the same time, while the human rights 
organizations were debating on what to do in the ESMA, the bipartite commission initiated 
various activities in the ESMA. The commission contracted a team of guides, and a team of 
architects responsible for the signposts. Thus, although the ESMA was not formally open 
to the public, by 2006 more than a thousand people had already visited the place (Interview 
AC 27.11.2006). The decision on who was allowed to enter the ESMA was in the hands of 
the bipartite commission. Furthermore, the presidential couple had a personal concern in the 
ESMA, and took their own decisions without consulting the human rights organizations 
or the bipartite commission. An example of such a situation was when Cristina Kirchner 
organized a visit to the ESMA and a conference for a number of dignitaries from abroad.473 
The human rights organizations were made aware of the event through the media (Interview 
LB3 20.12.2004).

This kind of situation reinforced the historical lack of trust of many human rights 
organizations in the state. Despite the fact that, over time, the human rights organizations 
had become a relatively powerful actor within civil society, they were also conscious of 
the temporary character of the support they were receiving from the national and local 
governments. This situation led them to be constantly on their guard, and to be suspicious of 
autonomous decisions of state entities. Therefore, decisions that were taken by the bipartite 
commission or the President without their consultation were generally received with 
distrust. Furthermore, political changes at the local context of Buenos Aires following the 
destitution of Ibarra in 2006 led to a lot of unrest that also influenced the debate in the 
ESMA. Distrust towards the activities developed by the bipartite commission was strongest 
among those organizations who occupied the opposition ranks, such as the AEDD. They 
conceived the entire process in terms of ‘winners and losers’, and their own role as one of 
pressurizing authorities to adopt their position. This was expressed clearly in the following 
quote of Beatriz, member of the AEDD: ‘…as a last resort, I think that the state should 
decide. And well, when it decides I will scold them or hug them, I will congratulate them. 
Meanwhile, in this battle we try to influence people as much as possible with our own ideas. 
To influence…the government directly as well as the group of organizations so that we can 
pressurize together’ (Interview BB2 23.11.2006).

At the end of 2006, what to do in the ESMA and how to come to a concrete proposal 
for the space for memory and decide among the great diversity of ideas was still an issue 
of debate. In concrete terms, the decisions about what to do in the ESMA lay in the 
hands of human rights organizations and the national and local state authorities. But, as 

473 Página/12, 22.09.2004; Interview LB5, 17.10.2006; Interview AC 27.11.2006; See also: Página/12, 03.03.2005; 
Página/12, 05.03.2005.
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we saw in the previous paragraphs, there was no consensus between them, either on what 
to do in the ESMA, or on who should decide about this. In these debates CELS, an 
organization that counted many professionals among its ranks and had showed a higher 
level of institutionalization than other human rights organizations, often held a distinctive 
position. Its position was generally more in line with that of professionals of memory who 
expressed their opinions about the ESMA in the media and other platforms of debate. These 
professionals considered that the ESMA debate remained too much circumscribed to a small 
group of human rights organizations and victims. They also questioned the proposals of the 
human rights organizations for the ESMA, which they considered too little oriented towards 
appealing to other sectors of society – including those who had once supported the military 
coup – and too much oriented towards transmitting a certain ‘truth’ about the past instead 
of towards raising questions. The human rights organizations saw these ideas as threats to 
the advances made in the struggle for memory throughout the years. This was visible in the 
debate on the proposal of CELS – supported by several professionals – to accept some levels 
of coexistence with the marines in the ESMA, but also in the discussions that arose on how 
narrow or wide the narrative of the ESMA should be.

Their fear of losing some of the terrain gained over the years led them to try to secure 
their control over the contents of the future museum. They tried to strengthen their political 
power over the decision-making process and distrusted both the interventions of ‘newcomers’ 
in the debate and autonomous decisions of the state with regard to the ESMA. Hilda Sábato 
used the word cerrazón (stubbornness) to refer to the attitude the human rights organizations 
adopted in this context. She observed ‘a worry that some demands will become blurred’, and 
linked this to the fact that ‘for a long time the [human rights] organizations have had to 
defend themselves’ (Interview HS 05.12.2006). Laura shared this opinion:

It seems to me that the majority of the [human rights] organizations do not recognize that they 
have won. There are battles that they have won. We did not win the battle of justice, but we are 
fighting it, and quite well. That is to say…we did not win the battle of truth, we did not win a lot 
of things, but as regards the official discourse on state terrorism, the human rights organizations 
have won. And they do not accept it. (Interview LB4 29.12.2004)

The consequence was that a dispute arose over who had the right to speak and decide about 
the past that became one of the major issues obstructing the debate, not only in the context 
of the ESMA, but also in other projects of memory construction, as we will see in the 
following section.

Legitimacy disputes in the construction of memory

The disputes that unfolded in the context of the ESMA over who has more right to speak 
and determine what and how to remember surfaced in all the spaces in which the contents 
and forms of remembering were discussed. They were a direct consequence of the growing 
number of actors involved in the debate on the recent past, a development that was enhanced 
by the national shift in policies from 2003 onwards, creating a political space to discuss 
the recent past that had not existed before. Professionals, younger generations, and state 
representatives increasingly participated in the debate on memory and their perspectives 
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regularly clashed with those of the human rights organizations and victims of the 
dictatorship. Confronted with this growing diversity of opinions, human rights organizations 
feared that some of their long-term demands would become blurred, and oscillated between 
including others in the debate and strengthening their political power to decide on matters 
of the recent past. This section will elaborate further on the legitimacy disputes that resulted 
from this situation, showing that they were not limited to the ESMA but also permeated 
other sites of memory construction. The first part deals with the wide range of opinions on 
what to remember that have been competing with each other in the public space in recent 
years. It shows how new actors in the debate challenged – consciously and unconsciously 
– the interpretation of the historical human rights organizations. This led to disputes over 
legitimacy criteria to speak about the recent past, which will be the subject of the second 
part. The part specifically focuses on the IEM as a setting in which this phenomenon 
found expression. These legitimacy disputes, finally, occurred in a context in which voices 
vindicating state terrorism and even verbal threats and acts of physical aggression against 
human rights activists and victims were increasing, an issue that will be discussed in the final 
part.

A multiplicity of memories
Memories of newcomers conflicted with those of the human rights organizations and victims 
of the dictatorship in various settings. One of the contexts in which tensions emerged 
was when human rights organizations and victims had to elaborate proposals jointly with 
professionals. Both groups often had different motivations and goals when working 
on memory, and this led to diverging ideas about what should or should not be included 
in a memory proposal. One setting in which these different criteria often clashed was the 
Memoria Abierta alliance. Memoria Abierta was created by the various human rights 
organizations474 in order to coordinate memory activities,475 but was composed merely of 
professionals, among them several historians. Differences regularly emerged between them 
and the members of the alliance on the contents of the work of Memoria Abierta. Illustrative 
of the different criteria applied is a dispute that unfolded over three educative CDs produced 
by the alliance. The three CDs treated the subject of the military dictatorship, its antecedents, 
and the struggle for truth, justice and memory that took place after the transition to 
democracy. In the period that the CDs were being produced, a discussion arose concerning 
the choice of the makers to use the term ‘assassinated’ to refer to the fact that guerrilla 
organizations put to death those that were considered their ‘political enemies’.476 The choice 
of this word incited the indignation of one of the human rights organizations, because it 
considered that it was too strong a term to refer to those acts (Interview 24.11.2006). 
Responding to the criticisms they received at the time, one of the historians who participated 
in the making of the CD replicated:

474 It started as an alliance of Abuelas, Madres LF, Familiares, FMHSA, CELS, SERPAJ, APDH and Buena 
Memoria. However, Abuelas and Buena Memoria left the alliance in 2004, and Familiares in 2006. 

475 See chapter three. 
476 The text on the CD says ‘put to death those considered “political enemies”’. See: Memoria Abierta, De 

memoria. Testimonios, textos y otras fuentes sobre el terrorismo de estado en Argentina. ‘La primavera de los 
pueblos’, Vol. 1 (2004); ‘24 de marzo de 1976: El golpe y el terrorismo de Estado’, Vol. 2 (2005); ‘1983: La 
transición democrática y el camino hacia la justicia’, Vol. 3 (2005).
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Well yes, but because we have to talk of assassinations. That is to say, as a historian…it is the same 
discussion as when in the archive we had to include the victimizers. I, as a historian, tell you that 
we have to include them. However, they disqualified us, saying that there could be no victimizers 
because ‘maybe they killed my son’. That is to say…these are incompatible matters when thinking 
of something collectively, because they are completely different levels. (Interview 05.12.2006)

Another field where the perspective of the human rights organizations clashed with 
that of other actors were the mixed commissions in which both state representatives and 
human rights organizations worked together, such as the pro Monument Commission or 
the IEM. From 2006 onwards, the internal functioning of these commissions was strongly 
affected by changes in the authorities at the local level of Buenos Aires following the 
destitution of Ibarra in March 2006.477 These changes led to important tensions between 
state representatives and human rights organizations. The interim government of Telerman 
appointed Gabriela Cerruti as the new Minister of Human Rights and Maria José Guembe 
as the new Under-Secretariat of Human Rights. They were not directly affected by the 
dictatorship, nor did they have any close relationships with the human rights organizations 
of relatives, as had been the case for Gabriela Alegre.478 They also voiced different priorities 
and expressed criticisms towards the human rights organizations. Both considered that the 
Under-Secretariat of Human Rights should address new violations rather than focus on 
projects on the memory of the dictatorship, as had been the case under Gabriela Alegre.479 
Maria José Guembe was particularly critical of the numerous memory projects initiated 
throughout the city. She considered that projects like the Park and Monument of Memory 
or the recovery of Club Atlético initiated under Gabriela Alegre were too expensive, and that 
social and economic rights violated in the present had received too little attention (Interview 
MJG 21.11.2006). Evidently, this perspective clashed with the vision of the human rights 
organizations that had been among the initiators of these projects. The IEM became one of 
the main arenas in which these differences were staged.

The commemorations of the anniversary of the military coup on 24 March were yet 
another setting in which human rights organizations were confronted with new perspectives 
on what and how to remember. As we saw in chapter six, most of the human rights 

477 See chapter six for more information on the destitution of Ibarra. 
478 Guembe had the ‘disadvantage’ of coming from CELS, which had difficulties with the rest of the human 

rights organizations due to its position on the ESMA. Cerruti was involved in a lawsuit with Estela 
Carlotto over her work as a director of the Comisión Provincial por la Memoria in La Plata. Cerruti was 
also a journalist, author of El Jefe. Vida y obra de Carlos Saul Menem (1993) and Herederos del silencio (1997) 
an autobiographic book on how she grew up as a middle-class adolescent during the military dictatorship. 
In 1998 she also conducted an interview with Argentine Navy Captain Astiz, in which he stated that 
he was the ‘best-equipped man in Argentina to kill a politician or a journalist’ (Tres Puntos, January 15, 
1998). As a consequence, Astiz was charged with ‘provocation with dangerous social and political intent’, 
stripped of his military rank and status, and put into jail (Payne 2003: 170). In 2000, Cerruti became the 
executive director of the Comisión Provincial por la Memoria.

479 The shift in the focus of attention was also reflected in the fact that most of Cerruti’s time was spent 
in the Under-Secretaries of Economic and Social Rights (Interview MJG 21.11.2006). Cerruti also 
took part in  different alliances than Alegre, seeking contact with social movements such as piqueteros 
organizations and organizations of immigrants, among others. She also started working with the 
Asociación Madres headed by Hebe de Bonafini, who was more active in accompanying projects focussing 
on social and economic rights than to issues related to the military dictatorship (Página/12, 17.08.2006; 
Página/12, 18.08.2006).
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organizations considered that the commemoration was about remembering the crimes 
committed under the military dictatorship. For the political parties of the left, and social 
and political groups participating in the commemoration, however, it was a date to be 
used to draw attention to state abuse and failure in the present. These were fundamentally 
different conceptions of the significance of 24 March. An example of how these visions 
clashed were the debates on what attention the tragedy of Cromañon should receive in the 
commemoration of the thirtieth anniversary of the military coup.480 Leftist political parties 
and oppositional human rights organizations argued that the demands for justice for the 
relatives of the victims of Cromañon should be among the central slogans of the thirtieth 
anniversary of the military coup. The majority of the human rights organizations disagreed, 
because they considered that 24 March was not the appropriate date for commemorating 
such an event. Explaining their position, Tomás, a member of H.I.J.O.S., stated: ‘We were 
instructed to put Cromañon as the main slogan, while we wanted to talk about the trials, we 
wanted to talk about […] Ledesma,481 about the economic complicity, we wanted to talk 
about Patti,482 what I am saying is that 24 March can not be a synthesis of all the struggles, 
no, it is a concrete struggle, a concrete day, this day there was a military coup…’ (Interview 
TC 07.12.2006). For Isabel, former militant and collaborator of Abuelas, these discussions 
basically showed that 24 March was no longer the exclusive property of the human rights 
organizations (Interview IC 07.11.2006).

The groups contributing to resignifying 24 March also included younger generations who 
had not experienced the military dictatorship, and for whom it was a remote event that 
had only limited connections to their daily realities. These included young people living on 
the outskirts of the city in difficult circumstances. Their motivation for mobilizing on a 24 
March was very different from those of the middle-class human rights organizations, even 
when they had become aware of the connections between the events of the dictatorship and 
human rights violations committed in the present. They were also actors that contributed 
to the construction of memory, as historian Federico Lorenz remarked in an interview with 
Página/12: ‘On Friday 24 March there was a big percentage of young people under 25 who 
might not share the same views that the relatives of the disappeared have about what 24 
March should mean. In fact, there are various instances that intervene in the construction of 
memory’.483 Reflecting on how his students reframed the period of the dictatorship in their 
classes, Lorenz stated: ‘In general, I have worked in schools located in areas of high levels of 
unemployment and high rates of delinquency and violence, phenomena which, when being 
discussed, are described with the same forms of address that are used to describe the period 
of the dictatorship…’ (Carvalho et.al. 2004: 173). To these youths, there was no substantial 
difference between the violence they experienced on a daily basis and the events that 

480 See chapter six for information on Cromañon. 
481 Ledesma refers here to the sugar company Ledesma, in the department of the same name in the province 

of Jujuy. The company is accused of having collaborated in several ways to the disappearance of workers in 
the nights between 20 and 27 July 1976 in the localities of Libertador General San Martín and Calilegua, 
province of Jujuy. This event is known as the Noche del Apagón, in reference to the outages that took place 
during these nights in these localities, and during which more than two hundred workers, students and 
neighbours were kidnapped. According to witnesses, vans of the company were used and the company’s 
own police also participated in the activities of the armed forces (Da Silva Catela 2003: 63-4; CONADEP 
2003: 217-8).

482 Luis Abelardo Patti, the police officer-turned politician, see also part 1.3 of this chapter and chapter three. 
483 Página/12, 27.03.2006.
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occurred in the 1970s. Thus, a great diversity of visions on what to remember and how were 
surfacing, which did not necessarily correspond to that of the human rights organizations – 
which were also diverse – and victims of the dictatorship.

Who has the moral rights to speak about the past?
As we already saw in the case of the ESMA, besides causing debates between human rights 
organizations, these multiple visions on memory also led to tensions between the human 
rights organizations and victims of the dictatorship on the one hand, and newcomers on the 
other hand. These tensions found their expression in the mutual questioning of the legitimacy 
of each sector to express opinions about the recent past. The newcomers questioned the 
automatic legitimacy and authority of the human rights organizations and victims in the 
construction of memory. Human rights organizations responded by reaffirming this authority, 
pointing to their years of struggle. In this sense, it was not only a confrontation between 
victims and non-victims, but also between ‘militants’ – persons who had contributed to the 
struggle, participated in marches and opposed the governments in times of hardship – and 
‘non-militants’. As was described in chapter four, these tensions also manifested themselves 
in the projects to recover former detention centres, such as El Olimpo, Club Atlético and 
Mansión Seré. The IEM was yet another field in which these issues found their expression. 
Bringing together professionals of memory, the authorities of the city governments, and the 
human rights organizations, it became one of the settings in which disputes over legitimacy 
took place.

Within the IEM, a conflict arose between several of the state representatives and human 
rights personalities involved on the one hand, and a sector that generally aligned with the 
representatives of the human rights organizations on the other. Each sector applied different 
legitimacy criteria. Illustrative of these different legitimacy criteria was the election of the 
executive director of the IEM. Of the three candidates selected, two were not victims, quite 
young, and had become involved in human rights and memory issues from a professional 
interest. The third candidate was a survivor of Club Atlético who had always been close 
to the human rights organizations. Furthermore, her mother had disappeared during the 
dictatorship and had been one of the founding mothers of the Plaza de Mayo. As a survivor 
of Club Atlético, she also actively participated in the recovery of this former detention 
centre, and she had been the president of the commission of human rights of the Unión de 
Trabajadores de Prensa de Buenos Aires (UTPBA). She was chosen from the three candidates. 
When one of the human rights representatives explained this choice, she mentioned this 
persons’ personal experience of disappearance and loss and her commitment to the struggle 
of the human rights movement from the very beginning as decisive elements (Interview 
24.11.2006). However, some of the state representatives and professionals involved criticized 
the emphasis placed on victimhood and participation in the human rights movement in the 
final decision. One of them recalls: ‘…the [human rights] organizations that voted for [this 
person] stated that it was very important that she had been born into human rights. And 
I considered the fact that the other one (the other candidate) had chosen to be in human 
rights as being very important’ (Interview MC 30.10.2006).

The disputes within the IEM between those who aligned with the historical human 
rights organizations and those who did not found their expression in discussions over the 
procedures through which decisions were adopted. Those who did not always agree with the 
human rights organizations had the feeling that these organizations were using their majority 
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in the Consejo Directivo to push through decisions. A debate arose on the increasingly 
common practice to vote on decisions instead of reaching a consensus. According to one 
of the state representatives, this process was reinforced after the election of the executive 
director. She complained that one sector within the IEM, a majority of the human rights 
organizations, and the executive director adopted many decisions in informal settings outside 
the IEM. Furthermore, voting often took place in a hasty way, without having enough time 
to discuss certain issues at length. Thus she stated: ‘There is a certain degree of unease among 
some persons within the IEM, including myself, […] because I consider that we have not 
got to the bottom of discussions that, well, that deserve it, that deserve it because we are 
determining policies’ (Interview MC 30.10.2006). Similarly, another state representative 
stated: ‘We go there, we discuss, we always lose the voting […] because the voting was 
generally done at a moment when some members that were against the decisions that were 
about to be taken had already left; the truth is that the practices are very questionable in 
general’ (Interview 21.11.2006).

These disputes in the IEM were intensified by the fact that it also became the scene of 
disputes between the new authorities and the old ones. After Gabriela Alegre was forced to 
retire as a head of the Unidad Ejecutora Sitios por la Memoria,484 she continued to participate 
in the meetings of the IEM as a member of Buena Memoria. The relations between the new 
and the old authorities deteriorated rapidly, and positions crystallized around those who 
supported the new authorities and those who opposed them. The human rights organizations, 
with a few exceptions, explicitly supported Alegre. Guembe also politicized the issue, stating 
that the IEM was ‘politically opposed to us’, and that the human rights organizations and 
Alegre were delaying the concretization of activities in the IEM on purpose, ‘to annoy us’, 
as she formulated it (Interview MJG 21.11.2006). Human rights organizations, however, 
stated that the city government did not give the IEM the autonomy that was established 
in the law and that they were still influencing the process through the budget. Thus a 
representative of one of the human rights organizations recalled that the salaries of some of 
the employees of the IEM had not been paid months after their appointment. She accused 
the city government of blocking the budget for the IEM (Interview 24.11.2006). In general 
terms, human rights organizations considered that the new authorities were hampering the 
development of memory policies, and they voiced their opposition in the media as well as 
through small acts of protest.485

According to Guembe, human rights organizations and victims used the fact that she 
and Gabriela Cerruti were not victims of the dictatorship nor had a long-term history of 
militancy in the human rights movement to question their legitimacy to speak on matters 
of the past. A small anecdote from a meeting in El Olimpo seems to confirm her impression. 

484 After Ibarra’s destitution Gabriela Alegre became head of the newly-created Unidad Ejecutora Sitios por 
la Memoria, an entity that would supervise and coordinate the different memory projects started in the 
city of Buenos Aires under the administration of Ibarra (El Olimpo, Atlético, Virrey Cevallos, Orletti, 
Park of Memory). However, as one of the only remaining Ibarrista representatives employed in the 
city government in a context in which the relations between Ibarra and the new Head of Government 
Telerman rapidly deteriorated, Gabriela Alegre did not last long. In August 2006 she was accused of 
keeping personal belongings of victims of the Cromañon fire in her office, and this led to her resignation 
(Página/12, 14.08.2006; Página/12, 15.08.2006; Página/12, 15.08.2006; Página/12, 15.08.2006).  

485 Página/12, 15.08.2006. For example, when the local government annulled a tender to place the plaques 
with the names of the disappeared on the monument, they painted the names with aerosol on the walls of 
the monument as an act of protest (Página/12, 30.08.2006).
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Trying to convince the Mesa de Trabajo y Consenso of El Olimpo to become part of the 
IEM instead of remaining under the supervision of the city government, the representative 
of one of the human rights organizations stated that the IEM had the advantage of being 
composed of persons that ‘represent us’. He backed this up with the argument that the 
director was a survivor of Club Atlético. The issue, he stated, was ‘talking to her or to Gabriela 
Cerruti’.486 This type of situation led Guembe to state that the conflict between the human 
rights organizations and the new authorities was really about ‘who carries the commitment 
in their blood and who doesn’t’ (Interview MJG 21.11.2006). Similar mechanisms were not 
confined to the IEM and were symptomatic for the way disputes on memory were settled. 
Thus, reflecting on the debates in the ESMA Lorenz stated:

And, what one encounters is… […] this, the predominance, to a great extent, of criteria of 
legitimacy for speaking, which have to do with the proximity to the violation of a right, of a 
relative who lost his life or a victim in terms of being a survivor. These are legitimacies that might 
leave out those who have an interest and a genuine training but who, between brackets, can not 
show this legitimacy. To a great extent these things are settled in this way […], still. (Interview FL 
05.12.2006)

According to one of the state representatives participating in the IEM, the attitude of the 
human rights organizations was partly due to the fact that human rights organizations came 
from ‘a long trajectory of working alone, without the presence of, let’s say, representatives of 
the government, this is a new experience, that of sharing…sharing spaces, and I think that 
it is not easy for some members of the [human rights] organizations to have to share with 
others who do not have the same…who do not come from the same [experience]’ (Interview 
MC 30.10.2006). Many human rights activists felt that newcomers questioned their authority, 
and did not sufficiently recognize the moral rights they had earned over time through their 
struggles. But a lot also had to do with how some of these newcomers positioned themselves 
with regard to the human rights organizations. Victoria, daughter of a disappeared couple, 
pointed to the fact that the frictions often arose because newcomers took it for granted 
that they had the same rights to express their opinions as those who had been struggling 
for memory for thirty years. ‘I can imagine that this might lead to frictions’, she expressed 
cautiously (Interview VG 22.11.2004). There was sometimes a tendency, among newcomers, to 
privilege their own voices above that of the victims or of the human rights organizations.

The fear for denial
Importantly contributing to a certain tendency to close ranks among human rights 
organizations, was their constant preoccupation that some of their achievements in the 
struggle for truth, justice and memory were only temporary. Few shared the perspective 
of organizations like CELS, that stated that ‘some battles had been won’ (Interview LB4 
29.12.2004). On the contrary, they saw many signs that there was still a long way to go. 
Reflecting on the possibility of opening up the debate on what to do in the ESMA, Mariana, 
daughter of a disappeared couple, stated that she doubted whether it would be possible. She 
recalled a conversation she had with a woman who called Abuelas to denounce a possible 
case of disappeared children, stating that ‘these kids can be children of disappeared because 

486 Meeting of the Mesa de Trabajo y Consenso of El Olimpo, Fieldnotes, 11.11.2006. 
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they are of the time of the “subversion”’. Mariana stated: ‘I can not sit down and talk about 
what we are going to do with the museum with a woman who talks like that’ (Interview 
MP2 07.01.2005). Others pointed to the proposals the bipartite received for the ESMA to 
explain why they lacked confidence in an open process. Several of the proposals came from 
conservative sectors who insisted on the need to construct a museum of the ‘complete 
memory’, including the victims of the guerrilla. Some gave it a content that had nothing to 
do with the history of the dictatorship, such as the proposal to convert the site into a ‘Garden 
of native plants’.487 Reflecting on this situation, Andrés, one of the guides at the ESMA, 
stated: ‘…it is difficult to make it an open process, because anybody comes in and anybody 
says anything. So it is very complicated’ (Interview AC 27.11.2006). To the human rights 
organizations and victims, there were too many signs of denial of state terrorism, and too 
few guarantees that the state would pursue similar policies if a change in the administration 
occurred.

These fears were reinforced by the general context in which denial and verbal and physical 
threats against victims, human rights activists, and judges were resurfacing as a consequence 
of the human rights trials. Denial of state terrorism occurred as much outside the judiciary 
as inside it. There were still numerous judges and other employees of the judiciary who had 
served during the dictatorship years. There were also particular areas within the judiciary 
that remained extremely conservative and managed to find ways to block the trials that were 
reinitiated from 2003 onwards. In Buenos Aires, the most well-known were the National 
Chamber of Criminal Appeal and the Federal Chamber of San Martín. The National 
Chamber of Criminal Appeal, which was the highest penal tribunal of the country, was 
composed of various judges with links either to the military regime or to Menem in the 1990s. 
Among them, one of the most vocal was judge Bisordi, who accused one of the survivors of 
the ESMA of being a ‘terrorist delinquent’. This brought him a warning from the Judicial 
Council. Bisordi and the other judges working for the National Chamber of Criminal Appeal 
managed to seriously delay the trials. This led the judicial council to initiate impeachment 
procedures against these judges in 2007.488 The Federal Chamber of San Martín was also 
famed for its links to the military. It confirmed this reputation when it declared that the 
annulment of the impunity laws was unconstitutional because the Congress did not have the 
authority to annul laws.489 This judgement delayed the causes that had to pass through this 
Federal Chamber. Finally, the defence of the prosecuted regularly questioned the credibility 
of the witnesses and presented arguments to justify the repression as necessary to keep the 
peace in the country.

Similar strategies were used outside the judiciary as well. On the website La Historia 
Argentina Completa, for instance, an article entitled: ‘Credibility of the witnesses’ is entirely 
dedicated to one of the witnesses in the ESMA cause.490 The same strategy was applied in 
the various books intended to deconstruct the argument of state terrorism.491 Furthermore, 
conservative forces who criticized the decision to annul the impunity laws used legal 

487 Ricardo Barbetti, Marta Montero and Andreas Sucari, ‘Proyecto “Jardín de plantas nativas”. Plantas y 
animales de la Región de Buenos Aires’ (2004). 

488 Página/12, 01.04.2007.
489 See: Fallo Cam. Fed. San Martín - 22/11/2004, http://www.nuncamas.org/juicios/juicios.htm
490 See http://lahistoriaargentinacompleta.blogspot.com/2007/12/credibilidad-de-los-testigos-caso-ana.html
491 See for instance: Carlos Manuel Acuña, Verbitsky. De la Habana a la fundación Ford (Buenos Aires: 

Ediciones del Pórtico 2003), among others. 
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arguments that recalled those of the Federal Chamber of San Martín. Thus in one of the 
articles of La Nación reflecting on the annulment of the laws, Felix Lonigro wrote: ‘Those 
who benefited from the exonerative laws – and therefore were not condemned – also acquired 
rights that can not be ignored by the Congress, a body that in no way can erase the effects 
of a regulation sanctioned previously. At the most, it can repeal it, but always looking to the 
future. The contrary would be an extremely dangerous precedent for the juridical security of 
citizens’.492 The argument was also repeated in the editorial of that same newspaper: ‘The 
annulment of a law by the same body that enacted it establishes an absurd [precedent] in 
the constitutional area and strikes a damaging blow to juridical security’.493 These arguments 
were further strengthened by recalling the fact that there had been a serious threat from 
‘subversion’ in the 1970s, and that it was necessary to let the past rest so as not to open ‘old 
wounds’. Thus the same editorial in La Nación stated: ‘One should not permit the wounds of 
the past to be reopened, nor allow the hatreds that shed blood over Argentine life in previous 
times to be revived’.494

Criticisms turned into acts of aggression as the judiciary advanced further in its 
pronunciations on the nature of the crimes committed under the military regime. An 
important hallmark in this context was established with the ruling of judge Rosansky in 
the trial against ex-commissioner Etchecolatz. In the judgement, it was argued that what 
had happened in Argentina during the 1970s was genocide. The statement spoke of an 
‘ethical and juridical need to recognize that genocide had taken place in Argentina’.495 The 
crimes committed by Etchecolatz were, according to the judgement ‘against humanity and 
committed in the context of the genocide that took place in our country between 1976 and 
1983’.496 The concept of genocide was not recognized by Argentine jurisdiction. But the 
affirmation was still an important advance in the recognition of a particular interpretation 
of the events that had taken place in Argentina in the 1970s. Various lawyers pointed out the 
importance of the inclusion of the concept of genocide in the judgement.497 Reflecting on 
the significance of the sentence journalist Sandra Russo wrote:

This word (genocide) marks with the fire of truth what happened during the dictatorship and, 
issued through a juridical ruling, it incorporates it into the patrimony of the future common 
sensibility of Argentina. In the schools, in the next decades, all the children will be studying this 
genocide. And that’s it. There were not two demons, there was no civil war, prisoners were not 
taken to court; there were tortures, there were clandestine centres, there was theft of children.498

A year later, in May 2007, the sentence proved also to have juridical consequences in Tucumán. 
According to Página/12: ‘The precedent of the condemnation of Etchecolatz, which adopts 
the concept of genocide, made it possible for the judiciary of Tucumán to widen the inquiries 

492 La Nación, 15.08.2003.
493 La Nación, 15.08.2003.
494 La Nación 15.08.2003.
495 Poder Judicial de la Nación, ‘Fundamentos Sentencia Etchecolatz’ (La Plata: September 2006) 253.
496 Poder Judicial de la Nación, ‘Fundamentos Sentencia Etchecolatz’ (La Plata: September 2006) 270. 
497 Página/12, 21.09.2006; Página/12, 23.09.2006.
498 Página/12, 08.10.2006.
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to repressors like Bussi. A “milestone” in a province where the army never even accepted that 
the disappeared existed’.499

The characterization of events in Argentina as a genocide was also a hallmark in a debate 
that had been going on both within the judiciary and outside it concerning how appropriate 
the concept was for the case of Argentina. Some intellectuals questioned the use of the 
concept of genocide to refer to the repression in the 1970s. They departed from the narrow 
definition adopted by the United Nations in 1948, which excluded political and social groups 
from the category of victims of genocide, and stated that, given the political character 
of the repression in Argentina, this could not be characterized as genocide. Sociologist 
Silvia Sigal (2001: 63), for instance, characterized the notion of genocide as one particular 
category of crimes against humanity: the deliberate destruction of human beings for what 
they are, independently from what they think or do. She argued against the initiatives of 
some members of the judiciary, such as judge Garzón in Spain, to expand the concept of 
genocide to include political groups. To her, this would have the consequence of destroying 
the specificity of the concept of genocide, and dissolving it into a more general category, that 
of political massacres. This debate was not new. In fact, the first definition adopted through 
resolution 96 in December 1946 explicitly included political groups as a category, but it was 
eliminated from the second definition adopted in 1948.500 At the time, however, this was 
merely a political choice, because several of the member states could have easily been accused 
of genocide if the concept had been expanded to include political groups (Vezzetti 2002: 158). 
The same debate also took place within the judiciary, as some judges, like the Spanish judge 
Garzón, pleaded for a wider interpretation while others, like the Argentine judge Cavallo, 
preferred to use the concept of ‘crimes against humanity’.

Until the judgement of Etchecolatz, the broader understanding of the concept of genocide 
was only used in the trials against the Argentine military and policemen that were conducted 
in Spain. The judgement in the trial against Etchecolatz was the first one to officially 
characterize events in Argentina as genocide. But these advances went hand in hand with 
a backward movement which started with the disappearance of witness Julio López one 
day before the sentence was pronounced.501 During the trial, witnesses had already received 
threats. After the disappearance of Julio López, threats against witnesses and human rights 
organizations and activists increased. They also extended to the judges who had condemned 
Etchecolatz, as well as to a dozen other judges and fiscals who were investigating the crimes 
committed in the 1970s.502 There have also been various cases of physical aggression against 
witnesses in other trials, such as the case of Luis Gérez in December 2006,503 and the case 
of Juan Puthod in May 2008.504 The disappearance of Julio López led the government to 
develop a plan for witness protection, and caused human rights organizations and lawyers 
to search for juridical means to speed up the trials. This context of renewed insecurity and 
denial of state terrorism strongly contributed to the defensive attitude of human rights 
organizations and victims.

499 Página/12, 13.05.2007. 
500 Poder Judicial de la Nación, ‘Fundamentos Sentencia Etchecolatz’ (La Plata: September 2006) 255-6.
501 See chapter six.
502 Página/12, 28.09.2006.
503 Página/12, 29.12.2006; Página/12, 30.12.2006.
504 Página/12 02.05.2008.
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Conclusion

The presidential decision to relocate the ESMA and convert it into a museum for memory, 
or ‘Space for Memory and Human Rights’, was a response to a historical demand from 
human rights organizations. Human rights organizations and sympathizers unanimously 
considered it as an achievement and result of their persistence against all odds. The national 
government recognized this, and the human rights organizations were given a central role 
in the debates on the future ‘Space for Memory’ in the ESMA. But the national dimensions 
of the ‘Space for Memory’ and the symbolic importance of the ESMA in the memories of 
state terrorism also stimulated an intense debate that did not only involve the human rights 
organizations, but also a wide range of other actors. These included state representatives, 
journalists, intellectuals and professionals working on memory. Some had a longer trajectory 
of supporting the demands of the human rights organizations, but others had only recently 
entered the debate. The participation of these newcomers occurred in a political context 
in which the state was playing an increasingly active role in the production of a public 
memory. In this public memory, the point of departure was the condemnation of state 
terrorism. However, the pro-active role of the state also revived the discourse of sectors that 
vindicated the repression and refused to recognize state terrorism. This mix of factors led 
to a situation in which how to remember the past and what elements should be included 
in a public memory became central issues of debate. This also led to disputes over who had 
the legitimacy to decide about these issues. The ESMA became one of the central arenas in 
which these disputes found their expression.

The debates that emerged in this context evolved around a number of issues. They were 
concerned with different interpretations of the past, varying perspectives on how inclusive 
memory should be, and why it was important to have a ‘museum of memory’ in the first 
place. Some proposals sent to the bipartite commission were incompatible with each other 
and there was no clarity about who would decide what to do in the ESMA. This situation 
led to disputes over who had the legitimacy to speak about the past. Increasingly, a dividing 
line emerged between victims and human rights organizations who had been demanding 
for truth, justice and memory from the very beginning of the military dictatorship, and 
newcomers in the field. The dividing line was also one between activists, who had explicit 
political intentions when remembering the past, and professionals of memory, who pleaded 
for more distance. All these issues played a role in a number of central debates. One debate 
was on whether the marines could eventually keep part of the plot or whether this was 
considered unacceptable for being a message of ‘reconciliation’ in a context in which justice 
was still lacking; another debate evolved around whether the focus in the ESMA should lie 
in its function as a secret detention centre, a testimony of the repression, or whether it should 
go beyond the repression and be a ‘national museum of memory’; a third debate was about 
the narrative to be told in the future museum, and more specifically, about what limits were 
to be set to the multiplicity of memories of the recent past. Finally, a debate evolved around 
the role of the state in the process of memory construction: should it be an actor in its own 
right in the debates on the content, or should this be left to civil society?

Although some of these debates were specific for the ESMA and the future space for 
memory, many of the underlying issues were representative of processes that were taking 
place beyond the ESMA as well. Differences over the content of memory and how to 
remember, and the subsequent disputes over who had the moral right to speak about the 
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recent past, were particularly strong in the context of other memory projects. In many of 
these sites of memory construction, the vision of newcomers clashed with that of the 
historical human rights organizations and victims. The fear of losing control over the contents 
of memory led them to search for means to strengthen the position they had acquired over 
time. The IEM was one of the fields in which these disputes took place. Here the discussions 
echoed those taking place in the context of the ESMA, while at the same time being strongly 
influenced by these debates. Furthermore, changes at the level of the government of Buenos 
Aires contributed to creating tense relations among the different representatives participating 
in the IEM, showing how shifts in political leadership could substantially influence the work 
of the mixed commissions working on memory in the city of Buenos Aires.

Besides the growing heterogeneity of visions among the actors struggling for memory, the 
general political context also offers an important clue to understanding why human rights 
organizations tended to close ranks and consolidate what they had achieved. This context 
was one in which initiatives for memory, truth, and justice, were increasingly confronted 
with voices denying state terrorism and pleading for a ‘complete memory’. These voices 
became stronger as both the Kirchner administration and the judiciary advanced in the 
condemnation of state terrorism. The juridical realm became the central arena in which those 
who condemned state terrorism and those who denied it confronted each other. The strength 
of the voices that continued to deny state terrorism and to demand a ‘complete memory’ – 
voices that were also accompanied with verbal and physical threats against human rights 
activists, witnesses and members of the judiciary – was a permanent source of preoccupation 
for human rights organizations. It led them to search for means to protect what they had 
achieved over time, and to resist interpretations that challenged some of the key issues that 
they had been struggling for throughout the years. They considered that there were ‘historical 
truths’ that could not be questioned and feared that opening up the debate too much would 
be undermining, especially in a context in which opposed memories were looming once more. 
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8. Concluding reflections on the  
 struggles over the past in Argentina

The human rights movement that emerged in opposition to the military dictatorship in 
Argentina and later expanded in the post-dictatorship context has played a crucial role in 
shaping both the contents of public memory and the ways in which the past was dealt with 
at the institutional and political levels. The movement has been successful in both seizing 
and creating political opportunities. This success culminated in the institutionalization of 
demands, the reopening of trials, and the emergence of new actors that adopted the ideals 
of the movement and supported its claims. But the movement also transformed significantly 
over time, growing from a relatively small number of organizations to a great variety of 
groups and initiatives which identified with its demands for truth and justice and memory. 
These new actors introduced new expressions of collective memory and new visions of the 
past, increasing the already significant heterogeneity of the movement. Internal relations 
became more problematic when political opportunities emerged due to changes in official 
policies. Different ‘political projects’ were pursued in the name of truth, justice and memory, 
leading to internal conflicts over the direction of the struggle, the relation to the state and to 
society, and the relation between the crimes committed in the past and in the present.

The changing political, social and economic context clearly influenced the contents and 
forms of the struggle. In the 1980s, the threat of military upheaval strongly constrained 
the possibilities of the human rights movement from achieving full legal accountability. 
Furthermore, the generalized fear of a resurgence of political violence and chaos influenced 
the ways in which the human rights movement framed its demands and limited the extent 
to which it was able to be open about the political identity and projects of many of the 
disappeared. In the 1990s, neoliberalism, new human rights violations, and state policies of 
impunity and silence unexpectedly aroused the resistance and creativity of the human rights 
movement. From 2003 onwards, the new political context under Kirchner created important 
opportunities, but also led to internal fragmentation. Finally, the parallel re-emergence 
of conservative voices vindicating state terrorism and reviving the theory of the two devils 
conditioned the extent to which the human rights movement was able to accept different 
interpretations of the recent past.

In this conclusion, I return to the main question posed at the beginning of this study: how 
has the struggle for truth, justice and memory of the Argentine human rights movement 
evolved over time in a dynamic interaction with its social and political environment? I first 
discuss the findings of the period of the democratic transition and its aftermath, moving 
from a strong state involvement in matters of the past to its progressive retraction and the 
consolidation of impunity and silence. I then discuss the emergence of new actors in the 
struggle for truth, justice and memory from the twentieth anniversary of the military coup 
onwards, assessing what this has meant for the struggles over the past. Finally, I turn to 
the period of the Kirchner administration, and the subsequent institutionalization of truth, 
justice and memory, assessing its consequences for the struggles over the past, and more 
specifically for the human rights movement. I conclude with an overview of the main lessons 
that can be drawn from this study.
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The democratic transition and its aftermath: the politics of human rights

The period of the democratic transition, from 1983 to 1985, was characterized by a strong 
presence of the human rights movement that emerged in response to the gross violations 
committed under the military regime. The movement, composed mostly of relatives of the 
disappeared, significantly influenced the character of the democratic transition. It successfully 
managed to reframe the crimes committed by the military regime as human rights violations, 
as well as to impose human rights as the foundation of public life in the new democratic 
order. Human rights became one of the ‘sacred elements of the transition’ (Lorenz 2006: 211). 
The movement also managed to transform the initial design of the accountability process, 
which was mainly oriented towards limiting the trials and avoiding the condemnation of 
the armed forces as an institution. The contribution of the movement to the investigation of 
the truth commission and to the trial of the juntas enabled the quality of the accountability 
process to be significantly enhanced. The report of the truth commission convincingly 
demonstrated that the human rights violations committed under the military regime had 
been systematically planned within the highest ranks of the armed forces. The trial of the 
juntas confirmed the interpretation of the commission and de-legitimized the voices of the 
military in favour of those of the victims.

The truth commission in 1984 and the trial of the juntas in 1985 are generally considered 
foundational events for the new Argentine democracy. They provided proof of the violations 
committed, deconstructed the military’s discourse in attempting to justify the disappearances, 
and confronted society with its own denial. However, they were also foundational in another 
sense: they were both guided by, and contributed to, installing a narrative of the past that 
suited the needs of Argentine society in that particular period, and that came to be known 
as the ‘theory of the two devils’. In this narrative, the military dictatorship was the result of a 
confrontation between the guerrilla organizations and the armed forces, each bearing equal 
responsibility for the violence that characterized the period. Society was caught in the middle, 
victim of the violence unleashed by both ‘demons’. In this interpretation, both the military 
and the guerrilla movement had contributed to a context of political chaos and violence, from 
which the new democratic government wanted to break away.

The theory of the two devils, which found expression through various stages of the 
accountability process – in the prologue of the report of the truth commission, in the 
decision to bring the leaders of the guerrilla to trial etc. – was not an invention of President 
Alfonsín. Rather, it drew upon existing sentiments and interpretations already circulating 
within society. However, its adoption and implementation by the state transformed it into 
the dominant interpretation of the events that had led to the military dictatorship. As such, it 
shaped the contours of public memory in the period of the democratic transition. In the first 
place, it contributed to a lack of debate on the political causes of the repression and, especially, 
on the responsibility of civil actors in the events leading to the military dictatorship. On the 
side of the victims, it contributed to silencing the political identity of the disappeared, in an 
attempt to enhance their ‘innocence’: in the narrative that predominated at the time, if they 
had been members of the guerrilla organizations they would have been ‘lesser victims’.

This silence and the demonization of the victims who had been politically active resulted 
in a necessary debate on the revolutionary projects of the 1970s being postponed. Rather 
unexpectedly, the reframing of the past events in terms of human rights violations, victims 
and perpetrators institutionalized through the truth commission and the trial of the juntas 
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reinforced these effects. While crucial for the deconstruction of the military argument that 
they had fought a ‘just war against subversion’, the juridical language also made agency and 
political identities of the victims irrelevant, reinforcing the silence on these issues. This was 
enhanced by the fact that the focus of attention lay on the violations committed, rather than 
on their political causes. As a result, the public memory that came to predominate in the 
1980s was one that closed the debate on the past rather than creating room for a deeper 
reflection on its meaning and consequences.

Alfonsín’s purpose was to limit the accountability process in time, especially the juridical 
prosecutions of military and police officers. But the human rights organizations and victims 
were not prepared to let their case rest, and they flooded the courts with claims, both before 
and after the trial of the juntas. The possibility of juridical prosecution caused huge unrest 
within the armed forces, and led to two upheavals which brought back memories of the 
military coup. Alfonsín reacted by cutting short the process of legal prosecution through two 
laws, the Full Stop law and the Due Obedience law, causing great disillusionment within 
the human rights movement. His successor Menem seemingly cut off the road to justice 
by granting two presidential pardons, for the officers that were awaiting trial and for the 
generals condemned at the historical trial of the juntas in 1985. He justified his measures 
with the argument that reconciliation was the path to choose, thus equating impunity with 
reconciliation. The pardons were also part of a broader programme to reorganize the country 
according to the dogmas of neoliberalism, combined with a tendency to rule by decree and to 
subsume democratic institutions such as the judiciary to the power of the executive. Menem’s 
two presidencies were characterized by a shrinking state, privatization of public services, a 
deepening of socio-economic inequalities, widespread corruption, and police violence.

 The impunity laws and the pardons marked the retraction of the state from the matters 
of the past, leaving it exclusively to the societal arena and, even more specifically, to the 
human rights organizations. Truth and justice became associated with sectarian demands of 
the victims, instead of being part of a democratic process of restoring the rule of law and 
securing human rights. The human rights organizations suffered from the isolation and the 
feelings of disillusionment as a consequence of the backlash in the search for justice. New 
cases of power abuse within the police came to light, pushing the demands for truth and 
justice to the background. Indeed, much of the literature on the human rights movement 
of that period stated that the movement had become socially and politically isolated and 
plagued by internal differences.

However, a number of developments, which were also partly the consequence of the 
persistent activity of human rights organizations, conflated to enable the human rights 
movement to make an important comeback. The public confessions of Navy Captain 
Adolfo Scilingo shocked public opinion, and put the past back onto the public agenda. His 
confessions unleashed a dozen of other confessions, as well as a (more or less far-reaching) 
recognition of responsibilities of the three forces in the crimes committed under the 
military dictatorship. They also led to a debate on the complicity of the Catholic Church 
hierarchy in the repression. Furthermore, the confessions took place at a particular moment 
in time, close to the commemoration of the twentieth anniversary. The anniversary had a 
strong symbolic appeal, not least because it marked the first public appearance of a younger 
generation of victims of the dictatorship, the children of the disappeared and other victims of 
the dictatorship, now organized in the organization H.I.J.O.S.
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Rejuvenated by this participation of a new generation, the human rights movement 
managed to successfully grasp the opportunities that the societal context offered. In the 
first place, it was able to reformulate its demands according to the new circumstances. The 
concept of impunity was coined as a means to connect the lack of solution for the crimes 
of the dictatorship, and the problems that derived from incomplete democracy in general. 
In this ‘master frame’ (Benford and Snow 1992) the new human rights violations and the 
deepening of socio-economic inequalities were a direct consequence of impunity towards 
the crimes of the past. Secondly, they were successful in adapting their strategies to the new 
context of institutionalized impunity. They combined a legal and institutional strategy with 
non-institutional strategies. Using legal mechanisms, they secured a number of rights such 
as the right to truth, or the right to economic reparations, that obliged the state to assume 
its responsibility for the crimes committed under the military regime. They also searched for 
loopholes in the impunity laws so as to make prosecution possible. An example of this was 
the prosecution of Videla and Massera for baby theft in 1996. Finally, sensing the growing 
sensibility of civil society to the subject, the human rights movement sought to influence 
public opinion, creating awareness among ordinary citizens and trying to gain their solidarity. 
This was a strategy applied by H.I.J.O.S. with their escraches, and by Abuelas in their search 
for children – now turned into adolescents – kidnapped during the dictatorship.

It was in this period of institutionalized impunity and generational change that memory 
also emerged forcefully as one of the goals of the human rights movement, alongside the 
demands for ‘truth’ and ‘justice’ that were most central during the 1980s. It principally 
emerged as a mandate against oblivion, in what Stern (2004: xxvi) has called the ‘dichotomy 
of memory against forgetting’. The impunity laws enhanced the fear among relatives of the 
victims that their loved ones would be forgotten, and that the historical interpretation of 
the military would prevail again. They thought that, ultimately, this could lead to history 
repeating itself. Memory therefore emerged as a powerful counterforce against both denial 
and impunity, becoming an extension of the struggle for truth and justice. It was intended to 
prevent repetition, in what Jelin and Kaufman (2000: 93) have called the ‘cultural imperative’ 
of ‘Remember! So as no to repeat (Recordar para no repetir)’. Memory was to assure the Nunca 
más coined by the truth commission and used as a statement by Public Prosecutor Strassera 
in the trial of the juntas.

In this interpretation, memory had a clear function with respect to the future: it was 
to prevent repetition and secure a different future. At the same time, it was in the act of 
defining what this future should be, what kind of social change one had in mind and, by 
extension, what elements of the past should then be transmitted and how, that the strongest 
differences emerged between human rights organizations. It was here that ideological 
differences between institutional organizations and more radical organizations became most 
visible, causing division on the grounds of both the content of memory and the ways of 
remembering. These differences would play a key role in the various initiatives for memory 
that arose from the mid-1990s onwards.

Twenty years after the coup: ‘new’ actors, ‘new’ issues of debate

From the second half of the 1990s, an increasing societal interest in the recent past came into 
being. The influence of the human rights movement could be seen in the support it gained 

proefschrift-Drunen.indd   292 27-04-10   09:26



| 293 |

for its demands for truth, justice and memory, particularly among the more progressive 
sectors of the urban middle classes, reflecting its capacity to reach out to other sectors of civil 
society. A whole range of new actors, both victims and non-victims, became involved in the 
struggle for truth, justice and memory. Their participation led to new expressions of memory, 
as well as to new debates on the recent past and on how to remember it. They challenged 
the official version of the past and introduced a more political understanding of the recent 
past than had been promoted by the human rights movement until then. Many of these new 
expressions of memory and debates were strongly influenced by the institutional, political 
and economic crisis that started in December 2001 and continued in 2002, showing how the 
present constantly influenced the process of memory in Argentina.

Two important phenomena were a direct consequence of the emergence of new actors. 
The first was the ‘decentralization’ of memory initiatives to the neighbourhoods and the 
establishment of physical and geographical markers of memory, which conflated with the 
parallel phenomenon of recovery of former secret detention centres. This process was mostly 
initiated by politically aware neighbours, companions of the disappeared, or survivors and 
relatives of the disappeared who had not previously been active in the struggle for truth, 
justice and memory. The second phenomenon which occurred simultaneously was the 
‘re-politicization’ of the analysis of the military dictatorship, moving beyond the theory of the 
two devils. The political causes of the repression and, more specifically, the political identity 
and projects of the disappeared, became central issues of debate from the second half of the 
1990s onwards. This phenomenon was to a large extent promoted by former militants who 
had survived the repression.

Three developments contributed to the decentralization of memory. Firstly, individuals 
and groups – mostly former companions of the disappeared – increasingly felt the necessity 
to commemorate their loved ones in the settings in which they had known them. In the 
wake of the twentieth anniversary, commissions were created at universities, schools and on 
the workplace to commemorate the disappeared of these places. These commemorations 
were often concluded by establishing memory markers, such as plaques, trees or murals. 
The neighbourhood commissions that emerged halfway through the 1990s were one more 
expression of this development, generally created with the intention to commemorate 
the disappeared of a given neighbourhood. Secondly, the second half of the 1990s was 
characterized by the decentralization of activities within the broader field of social protest. 
Social and political groups increasingly chose to develop small-scale territorialized initiatives 
oriented towards creating social and political awareness within civil society, rather than to 
focus on the centres of power. This phenomenon was to reach a climax in the context of the 
political and institutional crisis of December 2001, when popular assemblies that questioned 
institutional politics and sought democratic alternatives flourished throughout Buenos 
Aires. Finally, there was a growth of initiatives to recover places that had been used as secret 
detention centres during the dictatorship so as to convert them into sites of memory.

All these developments converged in the case of the Floresta neighbourhood, where a 
number of neighbourhood initiatives arose to recover the former secret detention centre El 
Olimpo (chapter four). The case shows how the growing diversity of both state and societal 
actors reflected a broader appropriation of the demands for truth, justice and memory, but 
also enhanced the potential for conflict over how and what to remember. Local initiatives to 
recover El Olimpo were initially oriented towards removing the Federal Police that occupied 
the terrain. However, political orientations varied, and a dispute arose concerning the best 
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proposal for the place. One group had an institutional approach, searching for involvement 
of state actors, whereas another group, that emerged in the wake of the crisis of 2001, was 
strongly against state involvement. An entirely new dynamics arose when their demands 
for removal of the police were met by the state under Kirchner’s presidency, and the place 
was assigned to become a memory site. In this context, the range of actors involved in the 
initiative widened, with historical human rights organizations and survivors of the secret 
detention centre and state representatives becoming more actively involved. As visions about 
how to give meaning to the place diverged, new disputes arose as to who had the ‘political 
power and moral right’ (Deacon 1998: 170) to decide what to do about the place. Other cases 
of recovery of former secret detention centres showed that these disputes were not exclusive 
to the El Olimpo case.

In many of these local initiatives, survivors played an important role. These survivors were 
generally also former militants, active in one of the many revolutionary organizations that 
had emerged in the 1970s. Their contributions to the debates that arose in the context of 
these memory projects were often oriented towards restoring the political ideals and projects 
of the disappeared. This was part of a broader development that had started halfway through 
the 1990s, in which former militants increasingly contributed to the debates on the recent 
past through cultural products – books, documentaries, etc., on their political experience in 
the 1970s (chapter five). This ‘public reappearance’ of former militants and of the memories 
of their political experiences in the 1970s occurred after many years of silence. Contributing 
to this silence were the personal traumas of former militants, as well as the generalized 
condemnation of the revolutionary experience of the 1970s that predominated in the 1980s 
and which made it difficult to be open about one’s own participation in this project. The 
emergence of a new generation questioning their elders about their roles and responsibilities, 
and the passing of time, stimulated former militants to reflect publicly upon their previous 
political experiences. Also contributing to the creation of a renewed interest in these political 
projects was the need to rethink political alternatives in a context of widespread corruption, 
impunity and growing socio-economic inequalities. The revolutionary experience of the 1970s 
had precisely tried to formulate an alternative and to radically transform the system and 
existing power relations, and now both militants and new generations were looking back at 
what this experience had entailed and why it had been silenced.

The first attempts by former militants to rework the experience of the 1970s were to a 
great extent constructed in opposition to the so-called ‘theory of the two devils’. They aimed 
at showing that, far from being ‘devils’, the former militants had been common youngsters 
with ideals of social justice. Many of these works were published by grassroots militants, who 
set themselves the double task of breaking with both the negative image that the guerrilla 
experience had acquired, and with the de-politicized image of the victims. However, in 
constructing their stories in opposition to the dominant narrative, they were also conditioned 
by it. They tended to idealize the grassroots militants and to attribute a major responsibility 
to the leadership, thus reproducing the logic of moral condemnation that was a constitutive 
part of the theory of the two devils. Furthermore, in their fear of playing the cards of the 
theory of the two devils, they steered clear of the more delicate issues that had contributed 
to the negative image of the experiences, such as the use of political violence. In an attempt 
to offer a way out, some more analytical contributions attempted to approach the subject 
not from a moral perspective, i.e. in terms of good or bad, but from a political perspective, 
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analysing the experience in political terms. This was an important step forward in the debate 
on the political causes of the repression.

While these contributions were based on the conviction that these political experiences 
had important elements to offer for struggles for social and political change in the present, 
this was not the case for the contributions of what I have called ‘outsiders’, mostly younger 
generations and members of academia. Some of these academics had once supported the 
revolutionary experience but had now distanced themselves from it. These outsiders generally 
believed that there was little to be gained from the political experience, considering that it 
had been plagued by authoritarianism and that it was profoundly militaristic, anti-democratic 
and anti-political. The main stumbling block in this context was the use of political violence 
as a means to achieve social change. They considered that this choice was inherently 
authoritarian and had contributed to its failure. This is where profound differences emerged 
between former militants and outsiders about how to achieve social change, how radical this 
should be, and how to characterize democracy as a political system. In other words, the same 
ideological differences that constantly divided the human rights movement at large also 
strongly influenced and determined positions on the revolutionary experience.

The historical narrative over the past gained depth with the inclusion of the political 
memories of the former militants. Although the negative connotations towards the guerrilla 
organizations continue to prevail in many forums, a political and social space emerged that 
has enabled the version of the recent past that imposed itself in the 1980s to acquire a more 
nuanced character. Historical human rights organizations and relatives of the victims – that 
were previously reluctant to mention the political activism of their disappeared loved ones 
– are now more open about the subject and many of them publicly vindicate this political 
activism. At the same time, there are still important aspects of this experience that remain 
unexplored. Most of the testimonial literature on those years was written by former militants 
of the two main guerrilla organizations, the Peronist Montoneros and to a lesser extent the 
Marxist-Leninist PRT-ERP. Investigations into this period have also concentrated on these 
specific organizations. Therefore, far more is known about these experiences than about other 
political experiences, such as the combative unionism and the workers movement in general, 
which also played a crucial role in the political process of the 1970s. This observation shows 
that there is an important relation between the personal memories of agents of memory, and 
the historical experiences that come to predominate in collective memory at a certain period 
in time.

Kirchner’s presidency: the institutionalization of truth, justice and memory

The participation of new actors in the struggle for truth, justice and memory since the 
1990s was further enhanced by political and institutional changes under Kirchner. In May 
2003, Kirchner was elected President of Argentina, and under his presidency a process of 
institutionalization of the demands of truth, justice and memory set in. Kirchner had himself 
been a political militant in the 1970s, and openly acknowledged his previous political activism. 
This contributed to creating a political space in which former militants were able to tell 
their stories. Furthermore, he embraced the language of ‘truth, justice and memory’ of the 
human rights movement, and took a number of measures in these realms that corresponded 
to long-term demands of the movement. He combined symbolic gestures with important 

proefschrift-Drunen.indd   295 27-04-10   09:26



| 296 |

institutional measures, particularly in the realm of memory and justice. Among the most 
important changes that this political context brought about was the reopening of the 
possibilities for legal prosecutions of human rights violators. In the realm of memory, the 
concrete measure to create a ‘Space for Memory and Human Rights’ in the former ESMA 
importantly contributed to the intensification of a public reflection on the recent past. In 
this debate, new and old actors, both state representatives and non-state actors, especially 
members of the academia, joined in discussing how to remember the recent past.

These developments can be seen as signs of the success of the human rights movement. 
Although a combination of factors explains the changes in the political and institutional 
context from 2003 onwards, it is fair to say that it would not have occurred without the 
constant activism of the human rights organizations. Furthermore, the human rights 
movement significantly shaped the contours of these political and institutional changes. The 
measures that Kirchner adopted, as well as the terms in which he referred to the recent past, 
were those of the human rights movement. It was significant that in his inauguration speech 
Kirchner named ‘truth and justice’ as the foundations of democratic governance, and that 
he recalled his own political activism in the 1970s as something he was proud of, officially 
challenging the theory of the two devils. His alignment with the human rights movement, 
and particularly with the organizations of victims, was even more explicit when he stated 
‘we are the children of the Mothers’. In practice also, there were signs of alignment with 
the set of beliefs of the human rights movement. Justice arose as a central issue in the new 
political context, and the measures adopted in the realm of memory, such as the recovery 
of the ESMA, were a direct response to demands of the human rights movement. These 
developments reflected the public legitimacy that the human rights movement had acquired 
over time.

However, these same achievements also challenged the movement. Chapter six discussed 
the consequences of Kirchner’s presidency for the strategies and internal and external 
relations of the movement, reflecting the difficulties encountered in adjusting to the new 
political context. Chapter seven analysed the consequences of the combination of a more 
pro-active state on matters of the past, with the growing involvement of ‘newcomers’, 
especially academics and others contributing from a professional interest, for the position of 
the human rights organizations in the construction of memory. It intensified a dispute over 
who has the political power and moral right to decide about the past, that had already been 
visible in the context of more localized projects such as the case of El Olimpo. The case of 
the ‘Space for Memory and Human Rights’ in the ESMA shows that difficulties multiplied 
when the elaboration of a national memory was at stake. Both developments were strongly 
conditioned by the public re-emergence of conservative forces that defended the military 
regime, a counter-movement that found expression in a wave of verbal and physical threats 
and culminated in the disappearance of one of the witnesses in the trial against a former 
commissioner.

The new political and institutional context that emerged under Kirchner forced the various 
human rights organizations to reconsider their political position towards the national state. 
Ideological differences within the movement led to different interpretations of the new 
political context, and consequently also of their own role in that political context. Those who 
emphasized the coercive role of the state and saw the democratic state mostly in terms of 
continuities with the dictatorial state were critical of Kirchner’s policies. They considered that 
he did little to deal with socio-economic inequalities or to substantially reform the security 
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forces. They opted for strengthening their role as oppositional actor, seeking alliances with 
the opposition and holding the state accountable for both old and new violations of rights. 
A larger group within the human rights movement, however, considered that the democratic 
state was substantially different from the dictatorial regime, and that the new political 
context offered significant opportunities. They aimed at the further institutionalization 
of their demands, and their activities became increasingly intertwined with institutional 
politics. Whereas under previous governments, legal and institutional strategies had been 
mostly oriented towards pressuring the state, especially the executive, the human rights 
organizations now worked jointly with the executive to pressure other branches and state 
institutions such as the judiciary, the armed forces and the police.

The choices made by each organization were the subject of intense debates both within 
these organizations and between them. Conflicts arose within the movement, leading to 
fragmentation where previously there had mainly been heterogeneity. Those who were critical 
of the government accused the more cooperative organizations of having been co-opted, and 
for downplaying new violations as being less dramatic than the violations committed during 
the dictatorship. Those who chose for cooperation, on the other hand, considered that these 
oppositional sectors were playing the cards of the conservative opposition, and defended 
themselves by recalling that when dealing with the past, they were also dealing with the 
crimes of the present. Each party constructed images of one another that did not necessarily 
correspond with reality but that contributed to create cleavages within the movement. 
Differences about how to relate to the state and how to combine the dual role of human 
rights organization and of ‘agent of memory’ constituted an important source of tensions.

The case of the ‘Space for Memory and Human Rights’ in the ESMA shows the 
consequences of a state that assumed a more pro-active role in the construction of memory, 
combined with the multiplication of actors involved in the debates over the past. Major 
differences emerged in this context over how ‘thin’ or ‘wide’ the message (Vinitzky-Seroussi 
2002: 35) that the site conveyed should be, and how inclusive the debate over the past could 
be. A rough dividing line emerged in this context between academics or ‘professionals of 
memory’, and human rights organizations and victims. Professionals generally pleaded for 
a restricted message that would permit a large audience to identify with it, and that would 
permit the plurality of memories over the past to express itself. By contrast, human rights 
organizations and victims pleaded for an all-encompassing narrative, including issues that, 
according to the first group, were still open to debate, such as the revolutionary experience of 
the 1970s and the continuities in economic policies between the past and the present.

The position of the human rights organizations was to a certain extent conditioned by the 
re-emergence of voices justifying state terrorism. The fear of losing some of the terrain gained 
over the years often led human rights organizations to adopt a more protective attitude 
about their achievements. This attitude was questioned by professionals of memory, who 
considered that this set unnecessary limits to the debate and reflections on the past. It created 
taboo areas and made it difficult to speak about the more delicate issues of the past, such as 
civilian responsibilities and the psychology of victimizers. Both in the context of the ESMA 
and in other memory projects and debates, these differences led to legitimacy disputes. In 
these disputes, victims and human rights organizations claimed their moral right to speak 
and decide on matters of the past, appealing to their long history of resistance and struggle. 
Professionals and specialists on the other hand pointed to the fact that, as professionals, they 
were less biased than the victims and human rights organizations.
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Struggling with the past: lessons from Argentina

We have seen throughout this book that the ‘memory process’ in Argentina has been 
extremely sensitive and that complex political processes have influenced the terms of the 
debate. A number of lessons can be drawn concerning the Argentine politics of memory that 
are also relevant for the study of similar processes elsewhere.

A first lesson points to the importance of taking into account the internal heterogeneity of 
any collective undertaking. It is not enough to acknowledge this heterogeneity, it also needs 
to be analysed. The case of the human rights movement in Argentina shows that there can be 
many different positions among actors making similar claims, and these differences affect the 
relation that a movement or group has with other political actors. There are complex internal 
dynamics going on within a social movement, which significantly affect both their internal 
and external relations. If we overlook these internal dynamics, we are unlikely to fully 
understand why social movements and other forms of collective action unfold the way they 
do, and what this tells us about how they relate to their political and social environment. Nor 
will we be able to understand the often heated debates that occur in the context of struggles 
for social and political change.

The Argentine case reminds us of the importance of two more elements that need to be 
taken into account in the study of social movements and collective memory: individual and 
collective identities, and the political context. It shows that it is necessary to look at both 
individual and collective identities when we try to understand how and why people make 
certain political choices. We need to look at the role of identity in how people interpret the 
political context and in the choice for a cooperative or a confrontational strategy towards 
the state. In Argentina, identity and personal history have proven to be important factors 
in explaining how people choose their alliances, their interpretation of both past and 
present, and the strategies they adopt. People’s personal experiences during the military 
dictatorship, and political and social identities then and now, have been of great importance 
in determining their political choices. A person who participated actively in the revolutionary 
movement in the 1970s will choose to emphasize other aspects of the past than a relative who 
lost a loved one. Similarly, victims have had different motivations for participating in the 
struggle for memory than someone who has been interested from a professional perspective. 
Even the support for certain politicians has been conditioned by these factors. Kirchner for 
instance was able to receive support from many human rights activists and former militants 
because they saw him as someone who had been on their side during and after the military 
dictatorship and who spoke the same symbolic language.

These individual and collective identities, in their turn, have been influenced by the political 
context. The political context proves crucial if we want to understand how memory processes 
unfold: the way the past is dealt with is the result of the dynamic interaction of agents of 
memory with their social and political environment. It is in these interactions that public 
memory is shaped. More specifically, the Argentine case shows how visions of change for the 
present strongly affect interpretations over the past and what to remember of it. The content 
of memory is dictated by the needs of the present, and consequently, by one’s interpretation 
of these needs. It is what agents of memory aim for in the present and in the future that 
determines what they consider important to remember or forget. This connection between the 
struggles of the past and the present is crucial to understanding the process of remembering in 
Argentina. The unfulfilled promises of democracy, such as the deepening of socio-economic 
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inequalities under democratic governments and new violations committed by police and 
other security forces, have strongly influenced the debates over the recent past. The past 
has often been appealed to as a means of transforming the present. From this perspective, a 
memorial or museum is not only a place for remembering the past, it is also an instrument 
for achieving social and political change. Similarly, establishing responsibilities for past 
violations is not just about responding to the victims, but is also part of a broader project of 
social, political and institutional change. This intricate connection between the present and 
the recent past has been both a source of collective action and a source of tensions. Disputes 
have arisen over how to interpret the present and what kind of social change is needed, with 
positions constantly shifting as a consequence of changes in the political context.

This book also shows that the study of the dynamic interactions between agents of 
memory and their social and political environments benefits from a (long-term) historical 
perspective. Studying changes over time helps us to understand why some things can be said 
and others are hushed up; why some words are too sensitive to be used; and why political 
struggles unfold the way they do. Additionally, such a historical perspective benefits from 
an ‘ethnographic eye’, taking into account the local dynamics and cultural understandings 
specific to the context in which these developments unfold. This enables us to understand 
why, for instance, in many countries the notion of ‘reconciliation’ is used by agents of 
memory in relation to claims about the past, whereas in Argentina human rights activists 
have strongly rejected this concept. This position can not be understood outside the 
specific context of Argentina, where Menem used reconciliation to justify the adoption of 
presidential pardons for those who had been previously condemned for gross violations of 
human rights.

The Argentine case confirms the theoretical argument developed in the introduction of 
this book that memory is a highly political undertaking in which different social and political 
groups compete to make their vision of the past hegemonic, leading to mnemonic battles. 
While much of the literature on collective memory states that memorials, commemorations 
and other mnemonic activities can have a ‘healing’ effect (see for example Wagner-Pacifici 
1991), the Argentine case shows that they can also provoke or revive social conflicts. Studies of 
memory processes elsewhere reveal that this not exclusive to Argentina. In Israel for example, 
the memorial activities enacted to commemorate Rabin’s death are ‘characterized by diversity 
and fragmentation along the most critical dimensions of remembrance: time, space and 
discourse’ (Vinitzky-Seroussi 2002: 30). In South Africa, the transformation into a national 
monument of Robben Island, the location of one of South Africa’s most infamous prisons 
during apartheid, was a difficult process. Deacon (1998) shows that there has been a tension 
between the island’s role as a national symbol of triumph over apartheid and the memories of 
individual prisoners and their families, for whom the island also represents a place of sorrow 
and suffering. A similar tension exists between the island’s celebration of the anti-apartheid 
struggle and the individual memories of those who did not take part in this struggle or who 
were ‘on the other side’. Deacon insists on the need to create a space in which the diversity of 
accounts is acknowledged and articulated. Finally, in his book on memorials and monuments 
of the Holocaust throughout the world, Young (1993) describes how these places become a 
source of dispute between conflicting memories.

In Argentina, conflicts have emerged not only between agents of oblivion and agents of 
memory but also among the agents of memory themselves. These conflicts have concerned 
both the content and the forms of remembering. Two related elements, however, are 
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constantly recurring features in these disputes. The first one is a major tension that has 
become increasingly visible in recent years in Argentina between those for whom memory 
is a moral and existential cause, and those for whom memory is an object of study. In Argentina, 
both positions often coincide with a division between human rights activists and victims of 
the repression on the one hand, and professionals working on memory – especially academics 
– on the other hand. Whereas for human rights activists and victims memory is intricately 
linked to the quest for legal justice, and with a moral duty to remember, professionals 
question this, as well as the premise frequently maintained in this context that memory will 
prevent repetition. These professionals tend to have a more detached approach to the past and 
think of memory in terms of knowledge production, from which moral and political lessons 
might eventually be extracted. They establish a less direct connection between memory and 
social and political change than human rights activists and victims do. Human rights activists 
and victims have difficulties understanding this position because they consider that it fails to 
acknowledge the political stakes in the struggle for memory.

The second element that is a constant source of dispute is the question regarding who 
has the moral and political rights to speak about the past and decide what should be part of 
collective memory. It is a direct consequence of the vast plurality of memories that often 
exists among citizens on periods of gross violations and political violence. In Argentina, there 
is a great diversity of viewpoints on how and what to remember and for what purpose. This 
plurality of visions has multiplied since the mid-1990s and brought to the fore the question 
concerning who ‘owns’ the process of memory in Argentina. This has become one of the most 
burning issues in the struggles over the past in the last few years. Who is the most legitimate 
spokesperson on matters of the past? What should be the role and position of the victims 
of the repression in this context? What should be the role of human rights organizations? 
What should be the role of professionals? This issue has found expression in a dispute over 
legitimacy criteria, in which ‘old’ and ‘new’ actors, victims and non-victims, activists and 
professionals question each other’s authority. The debate on the legitimacy to speak about the 
past is not limited to Argentina and has been tackled extensively in studies on the Holocaust 
and other traumatic episodes in history. Positions in this context are roughly divided between 
those who attribute a privileged position to victims of terror, and those who consider that 
to learn from the past it is necessary to go beyond the personal experiences of suffering and 
include other voices. This debate is currently taking place in Argentina.

Finally, the case of Argentina shows that in societies that have to deal with a legacy of 
terror, the passing of time does not necessarily contribute to closure. The situation in Argentina 
illustrates that unmet demands for justice can lead to a situation in which the past dominates 
the political landscape for various decades. In Argentina, the search for justice has been a 
driving force for human rights organizations and victims of the dictatorship engaged in the 
struggles over the past. Now that the road to justice has been reopened, the human rights 
trials have come to occupy a central place in the public debate on the recent past. However, 
the past nevertheless continues to be a contentious issue and the reopening of human rights 
trials remains controversial. There are still judicial employees who oppose and even obstruct 
the trials. Many suspects of human rights violations have gone into hiding and no active 
policy to trace them exists. Those who are arrested often enjoy privileged treatment instead of 
being sent to common prisons. Meanwhile, witnesses, human rights activists and employees 
of the judiciary involved in the trials continue to receive threats. While the government has 
adopted some measures to deal with these problems, human rights organizations still warn 
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that if not accelerated, the trials will not end before 2024, and will put a heavy burden on 
the judiciary and on the political process. At the same time, radically opposed historical 
interpretations of the recent past continue to co-exist without signs of reaching a consensus. 
These observations lead to the conclusion that the struggles over the past in Argentina are far 
from over.
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List of acronyms and abbreviations

Abuelas Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo
AE Asociación Evita
AEDD Asociación de Ex Detenidos Desaparecidos
APDH Asamblea Permanente por los Derechos Humanos
Asociación Madres Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo
Buena Memoria Asociación Buena Memoria
Buscando un Destino Buscando un Destino de Uso Público para El Olimpo
CADHU Comisión Argentina para la Defensa de los Derechos Humanos
CAJ Comité de Acción Jurídica
CELS Centro de Estudios Legales y Sociales
CEPRODH Centro de Profesionales por los Derechos Humanos
CONADEP Comisión Nacional sobre la Desaparición de Personas
CONADI Comisión Nacional para el Derecho a la Identidad
CORREPI Coordinadora contra la Represión Policial e Institucional
CTA Central de Trabajadores Argentinos
EAAF Equipo Argentino de Antropología Forense
ERP Ejército Revolucionario del Pueblo
ESMA Escuela de Mecánica de la Armada
Familiares Familiares de Desaparecidos y Detenidos por Razones Políticas
FMHSA Fundación Memoria Histórica y Social Argentina
GAC Grupo de Arte Callejero
GAO Gestión Asociada del Oeste
H.I.J.O.S. Hijos por la Identidad, la Justicia, contra el Olvido y el Silencio
IACHR Inter American Commission on Human Rights
IACHR Inter American Court of Human Rights
IEM Instituto Espacio para la Memoria
JP Juventud Peronista
JTP Juventud Trabajadora Peronista
JUP Juventud Universitaria Peronista
Liga Liga Argentina por los Derechos del Hombre
Madres LF Madres Línea Fundadora
Madres Madres de Plaza de Mayo (before the division of the organization)
MEDH Movimiento Ecuménico por los Derechos Humanos
MTP Movimiento Todos por la Patria
MVP Movimiento Villero Peronista
NN Nomen Nescio
OCPO Organización Comunista Poder Obrero
PC Partido Comunista
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PEN Poder Ejecutivo Nacional
PJ Partido Justicialista
PRT Partido Revolucionario de los Trabajadores
SERPAJ Servicio Paz y Justicia
Triple A Alianza Anticomunista Argentina
UCR Unión Cívica Radical
UES Unión de Estudiantes Secundarios
UTPBA Unión de Trabajadores de Prensa de Buenos Aires
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List of interviewees

Adriana Y. (AY). 34 years old. Member of Vecinos por la Memoria. Daughter of a former political prisoner. 
Buenos Aires: 21 September 2004.505

Agustín R. (AR). 33 years old. Member of the team of archaeologists of the former secret detention centre 
Mansión Seré, in Morón, province of Buenos Aires. Buenos Aires: 04 November 2003.

Alba Lanzilloto (AL). 75 years old. Sister of two disappeared, one of whom was pregnant when she 
disappeared. Member of Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo. Buenos Aires: 29 September 2003.

Alejandra Naftal (AN). 42 years old. Survivor of secret detention centre El Vesubio. Coordinator of the Oral 
Archive of Memoria Abierta at the time of the interview and member of Buena Memoria. Buenos Aires: 10 
June 2003.

Alejandra V. (AV). 58 years old. Survivor of disappearance and member of the Asociación de Ex Detenidos 
Desaparecidos. Buenos Aires: 20 October 2004.

Alejandro Inchaúrregui (AI). 48 years old. Director of the Direction of Disappeared Persons of the Ministry of 
Security of the Province of Buenos Aires, and founding member of the Equipo Argentino de Antropología 
Forense from 1986 until 2002. La Plata: 14 December 2004.

Alfonsina C. (AC). 45 years old. Member of SERPAJ. Buenos Aires: 22 November 2006.
Alicia Caruso (AC). 47 years old. Former member of the Juventud Peronista. Deputy of the Legislature of the 

City of Buenos Aires and president of the Commission of Urban Planning of the Legislature. She also 
participates in the Commission of Human Rights of the Legislature of the City of Buenos Aires. Buenos 
Aires: 17 December 2004.

Alicia Peralta (AP). 36 years old. Member of APDH-La Plata and lawyer in the truth trials of La Plata. La 
Plata: 14 December 2004.

Álvaro Piérola (AP). 26 years old. Founding member of H.I.J.O.S.-Paraná and member of H.I.J.O.S.-Capital. 
Buenos Aires: 2 November 2006.

Ana F.B. (AFB). 49 years old. Former member of the Juventud Universitaria Peronista, survivor of El Olimpo, 
and employee of the Secretariat of Human Rights of the Nation. Buenos Aires: 6 October 2003, 9 October 
2003, 8 November 2006.

Ana María Careaga (AMC). 47 years old. Survivor of Club Atlético and Executive Director of the Instituto 
Espacio para la Memoria. Buenos Aires: 27 October 2006.

Ana Sebastián (AS). Former militant. Author of various books, among them: De eerste fakkels (1986), De dikke 
van de melksalon (1991) and Dieven van de tijd (1994). Buenos Aires: 24 June 2003.

Andrés H.G. (AHG). 45 years old. Member of the Mesa de Escrache Popular of Buenos Aires Capital. Buenos 
Aires: 21 December 2004.

Andrés Vicente Centrone (AC). 32 years old. Former member of H.I.J.O.S.-Capital and guide of the ESMA. 
Buenos Aires: 27 November 2006.

505 The age is that at the time of the first (or only) interview. Pseudonyms are marked in italics. ‘Buenos Aires: 
21 September 2004’ refers to the location and date of the interview. The organizations or affiliations named 
are those to which the interviewee pertained at the time of the interview.
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Angel M. (AM). 49 years old. Former member of the ERP and brother of a disappeared. Member of Vecinos 
por la Memoria. Buenos Aires: 30 September 2004.

Beatriz B. (BB). 48 years old. Survivor of the ESMA and member of the Asociación de Ex Detenidos 
Desaparecidos. Buenos Aires: 16 November 2006, 23 November 2006.

Carla D.V. (CDV). 32 years old. Member of the team of archaeologists of the former secret detention centre 
Mansión Seré, in Morón, province of Buenos Aires. Morón: 16 August 2003.

Carlos Eroles (CE). Employee of the Under-Secretariat of Human Rights. Buenos Aires: 2 August 2001, 29 
October 2003.

Carlos Ulanovsky (CU). 60 years old. Journalist and author of various publications, among others Seamos 
felices mientras estamos aquí (Crónicas de exilio) (1983) on his experience of exile in Mexico. Buenos Aires: 25 
August 2003.

Carmen Lapacó Aguiar (CLA). Mother of a disappeared, member of Madres Línea Fundadora. Buenos Aires: 
21 October 2003.

Catalina P. (CP). 53 years old. Former member of the Juventud Trabajadora Peronista and employee of the 
Hospital Posadas. Buenos Aires: 16 November 2004.

Cecilia Ayerdi (CA). 43 years old. Employee of the Direction of Human Rights of the city of Buenos Aires, 
actively involved in the project Club Atlético. Also a member of Buena Memoria and of the Equipo 
Argentino de Antropología Forense. Buenos Aires: 13 August 2003.

Clara Petrakos (CP). 29 years old. Daughter of a disappeared couple and sister of a disappeared. Buenos Aires: 
19 August 2003, 22 August 2003.

Cristina N. (CN). 53 years old. Sister of a disappeared and member of Hermanos. Buenos Aires: 10 November 
2006.

Daniel B. (DB). 27 years old. Member of the team of archaeologists of the former secret detention centre 
Mansión Seré, in Morón, province of Buenos Aires. Buenos Aires: 20 June 2003.

Diana B. (DB). 50 years old. Survivor of Club Atlético and member of the Asociación de Ex Detenidos 
Desaparecidos. Buenos Aires: 23 September 2004.

Eduardo Anguita (EA). 51 years old. Former member of the ERP and former political prisoner. Co-author of 
the trilogy La voluntad: una historia de la militancia revolucionaria en la Argentina. Buenos Aires: 27 October 
2004, 11 November 2004, 24 November 2004, 22 December 2004, 28 December 2004.

Eduardo Toniolli (ET). 28 years old. Son of a disappeared and member of H.I.J.O.S.-Rosario. Rosario: 26 May 
2003.

Eliana C. (EC). 51 years old. Sister of a disappeared and member of the Comisión por la Memoria, la Verdad y 
la Justicia de Liniers, Villa Luro y Mataderos. Buenos Aires: 9 November 2006.

Elsa C. (EC). 55 years old. Member of the group Buscando un Destino de Uso Público para El Olimpo. 
Buenos Aires: 20 November 2004, 23 November 2004.

Elsa Pavón (EP). 68 years old. Mother of a disappeared and grandmother of Paula Logares, the first child who 
was identified by the Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo in 1983. Member of Asociación Anahí in La Plata. Buenos 
Aires: 19 November 2004.

Emilio M. (EM). 27 years old. Member of H.I.J.O.S.-Capital. Buenos Aires: 16 October 2003, 27 October 2003.
Evangelina Morales (EM). Approximately 65 years old. Director of the primary school located nearby El 

Olimpo. Buenos Aires, 20 August 2003.
Fabio M. (FM). 40 years old. Member of Vecinos Solidarios de Floresta and of Vecinos por la Memoria. 

Buenos Aires: 30 October 2003.
Federico Lorenz (FL). 36 years old. Historian, author of various publications on the memory of the military 

dictatorship. Also a secondary school teacher of history, and a former collaborator of Memoria Abierta. 
Buenos Aires: 5 December 2006.
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Felipe C. (FC). 49 years old. Former member of Montoneros and former political prisoner. Member of the 
Movimiento Peronista Auténtico. Buenos Aires: 28 November 2004.

Felipe Pigna (FP). 44 years old. Former member of the Unión de Estudiantes Secundarios. History professor 
at the University of Buenos Aires and director of the project ‘Ver la historia’, a series of 13 documentaries 
on the history of Argentina. Author of various publications on Argentine history, columnist at Radio Mitre 
and collaborator of various magazines such as Noticias and Veintitres. Buenos Aires: 6 June 2003.

Fernanda R. (FR). Member of the group Buscando un Destino de Uso Público para el Olimpo. Buenos Aires: 
08 October 2004.

Florencia Battiti (FB). 39 years old. Art historian and employee of the Under-Secretariat of Human Rights for 
the Comisión pro Monumento a las Víctimas del Terrorismo de Estado. Responsible for the artistic aspects 
of the Park of Memory. Buenos Aires: 29 October 2004.

Florencia J. (FJ). 31 years old. Member of the Asociación de Ex Detenidos Desaparecidos. Buenos Aires: 26 
October 2006.

Gabriela N. (GN). 43 years old. Member of the group Buscando un Destino de Uso Público para el Olimpo. 
Buenos Aires: 9 October 2003.

Gastón N. (GN). 42 years old. Former Montonero. Brother of a disappeared. Buenos Aires: 30 September 2004.
Giselda L. (GL). 55 years old. Member of the Asociación Seré por la Memoria y por la Vida in Morón, 

province of Buenos Aires. Morón: 23 October 2003.
Graciela Draguicevich (GD). Former member of the ERP, former political prisoner and president of the 

Mutual Sentimiento. Buenos Aires: 16 November 2004, 5 January 2005.
Graciela Rosenblum (GR). Co-president of the Liga Argentina por los Derechos del Hombre. Buenos Aires: 

20 October 2003.
Guillermo D.M. (GDM). Employee of the Comité para la Defensa de la Salud, la Etica Profesional y los 

Derechos Humanos (CODESEDH). Buenos Aires: 24 September 2003, 1 October 2003.
Gustavo L. (GL). 29 years old. Former member of H.I.J.O.S.-Capital. Member of the Mesa de Trabajo y 

Consenso of El Olimpo. Buenos Aires: 20 November 2006.
Hilda Sábato (HS). Historian and professor at the University of Buenos Aires. Former member of the 

Juventud Peronista. Participated in the Instituto Espacio para la Memoria as one of the human rights 
personalities invited. Also a member of the advisory board of CELS and of Memoria Abierta. Buenos 
Aires: 5 December 2006.

Hugo F. (HF). 41 years old. Former member of the Unión de Estudiantes Secundarios. Journalist and former 
collaborator of the Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo and of the Secretariat of Human Rights of the 
Nation. Buenos Aires: 30 November 2004.

Ilda Micucci (IM). 77 years old. Mother of two disappeared. Was a member of Madres Línea Fundadora and 
one of the founding members of the Fundación Memoria Histórica y Social Argentina. Buenos Aires: 11 
November 2004.

Inés P. (IP). 52 years old. Former member of Montoneros and sister of a disappeared. Buenos Aires: 20 
September 2004.

Isabel C. (IC). 54 years old. Former member of the Juventud Peronista and collaborator of the Biographical 
Archive of Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo. Buenos Aires, 7 November 2006.

Jorge Federico Watts ( JW). 55 years old. Former member of the Vanguardia Comunista and survivor of El 
Vesubio. Former president and member of the Asociación de Ex Detenidos Desaparecidos. Founding 
member of the Comisión por la Memoria of the Faculty of Engineering of the University of Buenos Aires 
created in 1996. Buenos Aires: 29 November 2004.

José de Luca ( JDL). Pastor and founding member of the MEDH. General coordinator of the MEDH in 
Buenos Aires. Buenos Aires: 17 March 2003.
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Juan F. ( JF). 28 years old. Son of a disappeared couple and member of H.I.J.O.S-Córdoba. Buenos Aires: 1 
December 2004.

Juanita Pergament ( JP). Mother of a disappeared and member of the Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo. 
Buenos Aires: 1 April 2003.

Judith Said ( JS). 54 years old. Former militant in the 1970s, companion of a disappeared and sister of two 
disappeared. Coordinator of the Archivo Nacional de la Memoria. Buenos Aires: 25 October 2004.

Juliana P.Z. ( JPZ). 31 years old. Member of the Coordinadora contra la Represión Policial e Institucional and 
lawyer in the human rights trials reopened in 2003. Buenos Aires: 10 November 2004.

Laura B. (LB). 31 years old. Employee of CELS. Buenos Aires: 13 March 2003, 29 May 2003, 20 December 
2004, 29 December 2004, 17 October 2004.

Leonardo G. (LG). 26 years old. Member of Vecinos por la Memoria. Buenos Aires: 6 December 2004.
Lila Pastoriza (LP). Former member of Montoneros, and survivor of the ESMA. Journalist, author of various 

articles on the memory of the military dictatorship, and member of Buena Memoria. Buenos Aires: 27 
September 2004.

Lilia Mannuwal (LM). 57 years old. Former member of Montoneros and companion of a disappeared. Buenos 
Aires: 5 September 2003.

Liliana C. (LC). 49 years old. Former member of the Juventud Universitaria Peronista and survivor of El 
Banco and El Olimpo. Buenos Aires: 10 October 2003, 17 October 2003, 24 October 2003, 30 November 
2006.

Lita Boitano (LB). 72 years old. Mother of two disappeared and member of Familiares de Desaparecidos y 
Detenidos por Razones Políticas. Buenos Aires: 28 Octboer 2003.

Luciana L. (LL). 28 years old. Member of the Mesa de Escrache Popular of Buenos Aires Capital. Buenos 
Aires: 8 December 2004.

Lucila B. (LB). 26 years old. Daughter of a disappeared couple and sister of a disappeared. Collaborator of the 
Biographical Archive of Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo. Buenos Aires: 5 September 2003.

Luis C. (LC). 47 years. Collaborator of Memoria Abierta and brother of a disappeared. Buenos Aires: 3 
October 2003, 28 September 2004.

Mabel Gutiérrez (MG). 50 years old. Mother of a disappeared and president of Familiares de Desaparecidos y 
Detenidos por Razones Políticas. Buenos Aires: 8 April 2003, 23 November 2006.

Manuel B. (MB). 26 years old. Son of a disappeared and member of the student association NBI of the Law 
Faculty of the University of Buenos Aires, which has organized commemorative activities in the faculty on 
several anniversaries of the military coup. Buenos Aires: 25 October 2003.

Manuel Gaggero (MG). 64 years old. Former member of the Juventud Peronista, the Unión de Estudiantes 
Secundarios and the ERP. Brother of a disappeared. Buenos Aires: 21 December 2004.

Marcela Bordenave (MB). 53 years old. President of the Commission of Human Rights of the National 
Congress. Buenos Aires: 27 October 2003.

Marcelo D. (MD). 32 years old. Son of an assassinated person. Buenos Aires: 07 September 2003, 29 October 
2003.

Marco C. (MC). 25 years old. Cousin of a disappeared and collaborator of Theatre for Identity. Buenos Aires: 6 
December 2006.

Maria José Guembe (MJG). 35 years old (in 2006). Former member of CELS. Under-Secretariat of Human 
Rights of the city of Buenos Aires. Buenos Aires: 23 July 2001, 21 November 2006.

Mariana Pérez (MP). 27 years old. Daughter of a disappeared couple and sister of a disappeared who was 
identified in 2000. Mariana used to work for Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo. Buenos Aires: 06 January 2005, 7 
January 2005.
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Mariano D.T. (MDT). 28 years old. Son of a disappeared and member of H.I.J.O.S-Córdoba. Buenos Aires: 7 
October 2004, 1 December 2004.

Marisa Sadi (MS). 47 years old. Former member of the Juventud Universitaria Peronista. Survivor of the 
ESMA and author of Montoneros. La Resistencia después del final. Buenos Aires: 5 October 2004, 19 October 
2004.

Marta F. (MF). 51 years old. Member of Vecinos por la Memoria. Buenos Aires: 6 October 2004.
Martin Granovsky (MG). Journalist, amongst others for Página/12. Buenos Aires: 25 July 2001.
Mauricio C. (MC). 30 years old. Member of H.I.J.O.S. Buenos Aires: 22 September 2003.
Mercedes C. (MC). 58 years old. Former militant and representative of one of the legislative blocks of the 

Legislature of the City of Buenos Aires in the Instituto Espacio para la Memoria. Buenos Aires: 30 
October 2006.

Miguel Monserrat (MM). 72 years old. Vice-president of APDH. Buenos Aires: 15 December 2004, 15 
November 2006.

Mónica P. (MP). 46 years old. Former member of the Juventud Guevarista and survivor of El Olimpo. Buenos 
Aires: 18 October 2003.

Nicolás Vincenti (NV). 28 years old. Employee of the Secretary of Human Rights of the Nation Eduardo L. 
Duhalde. Buenos Aires: 6 November 2003.

Noemi Ciollaro (NC). 53 years old. Former member of a revolutionary organization. Companion of a 
disappeared, and author of Pájaros sin luz (1999), a book on the experiences of women whose companion 
disappeared during the dictatorship. Buenos Aires: 10 August 2003.

Nora Cortiñas (NC). 77 years old. Mother of a disappeared and member of Madres Línea Fundadora. Buenos 
Aires: 22 November 2006.

Osvaldo Barros (OB). 57 years old. Former member of a politico-military organization of a socialist signature. 
Survivor of the ESMA and member of the Asociación de Ex Detenidos Desaparecidos. Buenos Aires: 13 
October 2004.

Pablo L. (PL). 49 years old. Former member of the ERP, survivor of Virrey Cevallos and former political 
prisoner. Member of Encuentro por la Memoria. Buenos Aires: 22 October 2004.

Patricia Bernardi (PB). Founding member of the Equipo Argentino de Antropología Forense. Buenos Aires: 
22 October 2003.

Patricia Valdez (PV). 50 years old. Director of Memoria Abierta and Secretary of the board of CELS. Buenos 
Aires: 26 August 2003, 04 November 2003.

Paulina B. (PB). 21 years old. Member of the group Buscando un Destino de Uso Público para el Olimpo. 
Buenos Aires: 24 September 2003.

Rafael I. (RI). 29 years old. Member of the Mesa de Escrache Popular of Buenos Aires Capital. Buenos Aires: 
22 November 2004.

Roberto Testa (RT). Director of the documentary Flores de septiembre on a group of disappeared students of 
the secondary school Carlos Pellegrini. Buenos Aires: 3 June 2003.

Rodrigo D. (RD). 26 years old. Rodrigo’s father was assassinated, and two of his uncles remain disappeared. 
Buenos Aires: 07 September 2003, 29 October 2003.

Rosa Roisinblit (RR). 87 years old. Mother of a disappeared and vice-president of Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo. 
Buenos Aires: 23 November 2006.

Sebastián D.W. (SDW). Member of SERPAJ. Buenos Aires: 6 May 2003, 20 October 2006.
Sergio Bufano (SB). 61 years old. Former member of the OCPO and companion of a disappeared. Co-creator 

of the magazine Lucha armada on the experience of armed struggle in Argentina. Buenos Aires: 6 October 
2004.
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Silvina B. (SB). 59 years old. Former member of the Partido Revolucionario de los Trabajadores. Member of 
Familiares de Desaparecidos y Detenidos por Razones Políticas, and of Vecinos de San Cristóbal contra la 
Impunidad. Buenos Aires: 12 November 2004.

Susana Pérez Gallart (SPG). 72 years old. Co-founder of APDH and vice-president of the organization. 
Buenos Aires: 20 December 2004.

Teresa B. (TB). 55 years old. Former member of Montoneros. Member of the Comisión por la Memoria, la 
Verdad y la Justicia de Liniers, Villa Luro y Mataderos. Buenos Aires: 20 November 2006.

Tomás C. (TC). 28 years old. Son of a disappeared and member of H.I.J.O.S.-Capital and representative of the 
organization in the Mesa de Trabajo y Consenso of El Olimpo. Buenos Aires: 7 December 2006.

Vanessa C. (VC). 27 years old. Daughter of an assassinated person. Buenos Aires: 21 August 2003.
Victoria Ginzberg (VG). 30 years old. Daughter of a disappeared couple. Her grandfather and one of her aunts 

are also disappeared. Journalist of Página/12, she writes mostly on human rights-related topics. Buenos 
Aires: 22 November 2004.

Ximena V. (XV). 25 years old. Daughter of a survivor of the dictatorship and member of the team of 
archaeologists of the former secret detention centre Mansión Seré, in Morón, province of Buenos Aires. 
Morón: 16 August 2003.
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Summary

Struggling with the past. The human rights movement and the 
politics of memory in post-dictatorship Argentina (1983-2006)

In Argentina, the military dictatorship that held the country in its grip between 1976 and 
1983 continues to occupy a central place in the public and political debate. Official attempts 
to close the subject have been strongly opposed by human rights activists, journalists, 
intellectuals and artists, who have managed to keep the past on the public agenda. This study 
focuses on this human rights movement and its struggle for truth, justice and memory as it 
has unfolded in the years after 1983. Through a historical analysis of this struggle, and the 
dilemmas that emerged in this context, the research aims to gain insights into the ways in 
which Argentina has given meaning to the period of the military dictatorship. The study 
addresses the following key analytical question: how has the struggle for truth, justice 
and memory of the Argentine human rights movement evolved over time in a dynamic 
interaction with its social and political environment? The research is organized around two 
main lines of inquiry. The first is oriented towards analysing the actors who have been trying 
to keep the past on the agenda, the ‘agents of memory’: who are they, what motivates them, 
what are their goals, their strategies and their political projects? The second line of inquiry 
is concerned with how these agents of memory interacted with their political and social 
environment, how they were influenced by it, but also how they managed to transform it.

Methodologically, the research combines a historical and an anthropological perspective. 
It offers both a broader historical account of the developments that have unfolded over time 
since the beginning of the 1980s, and more detailed case studies that enable an analysis of 
the micro-dynamics of the human rights movement and its interactions with its social and 
political environment. The study focuses on the period from the democratic transition in 
1983, until the end of 2006. However, the centre of gravity of the study and especially the 
discussion of the case studies, lies in the period from 1996 to 2006. From the second half 
of the 1990s, the subject of the recent past gained importance in public opinion, and public 
attention has only increased since then. Geographically, the study concentrates on the capital 
city of Buenos Aires, the political, economic and demographic heart of the country.

Analytically, this study draws upon different insights. The literature on transitional 
justice and democratization helped to contextualize the Argentine case and to understand 
the institutional and political constraints that societies face in the aftermath of terror. The 
Argentine case stands out through the persistence and creativity of the Argentine human 
rights movement. Insights from the literature on collective memory helped to unravel the 
social and political process through which historical narratives come about and evolve over 
time. Particularly useful was the theoretical argument that struggles over the meanings of 
the past are inherently political, even more so when concerning painful historical episodes. 
Furthermore, the present context constantly influences people’s understandings and 
interpretations of the past. The study widely confirms these theoretical insights. Finally, the 
social movement perspective made possible an analysis of the reasons behind the emergence 
and unfolding of different initiatives pressing for truth, justice and memory, and provided 
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tools to analyse the role of the human rights movement in the public debates on the recent 
past.

The first chapter introduces the methodological and theoretical framework of the book. 
The subsequent chapters develop the argument of the book and are organized according to 
a chronological and thematic logic. Chapter two discusses the transition to democracy in 
1983, and the official policies that were adopted by the newly-elected government to deal 
with the human rights violations of the military dictatorship. It argues that the human rights 
movement that emerged during the military dictatorship became an important actor during 
the transition to democracy and was able to shape the contours of the accountability process. 
How to deal with the human rights legacy became one of the central issues of the transition, 
and it was Raúl Alfonsín, the presidential candidate who promised to unravel the truth about 
the disappearances and prosecute the culprits, who won the elections in 1983. As soon as he 
assumed presidency, Alfonsín created a truth commission and promulgated a decree ordering 
the prosecution of three of the four military juntas that had served under the dictatorship. At 
the same time, he built in some conditions to limit the trials and avoid the condemnation of 
the armed forces as an institution.

Both the truth commission and the trial of the juntas became foundational events 
of Argentine democracy. The report of the truth commission demonstrated that the 
human rights violations committed under the military regime had been systematically 
planned within the highest ranks of the armed forces. The trial of the juntas confirmed 
this interpretation and de-legitimized the voices of the military in favour of the victims. 
But the measures were also foundational in another way. They were guided by a narrative 
of the past that suited the needs of Argentine society at the time: the so-called ‘theory of 
the two devils’. According to this narrative, the military dictatorship was the result of a 
confrontation between the guerrilla organizations and the armed forces, each one bearing 
equal responsibility for the violence that characterized the period. Society was caught in the 
middle, a victim of the violence unleashed by both demons. This theory was institutionalized 
under Alfonsín and shaped the debate over the recent past in subsequent years. It contributed 
to a lack of debate on the role of civil society in the advent of the military dictatorship. 
The consequence was an interpretation of the recent past in which there was no room for 
analysing the political causes of the repression.

This de-politicized interpretation of the recent past was increasingly challenged from the 
mid-1990s onwards. After the trial of the juntas, Alfonsín returned to his initial idea to limit 
the trials. He was also increasingly under pressure from the armed forces, who, by means 
of several uprisings protested against the prosecutions. This situation led to the adoption 
in 1986 and 1987 of two laws that institutionalized impunity for the crimes of the past. The 
institutionalization of impunity was further consolidated after the Peronist Carlos Menem 
took over presidency in 1989 in a context of economic crisis and hyperinflation. Among his 
first measures were the adoption, by decree, of two presidential pardons, including a pardon 
for the junta leaders who had been condemned in 1985. The measures marked the retraction 
of the state from the matters of the past and initiated a period of public silence on the period 
of the military dictatorship that lasted until the mid-1990s.

Chapter three discusses these developments, focussing on the 1990s. It describes how 
the state increasingly moved towards the institutionalization of impunity for the crimes of 
the dictatorship, and how the past irrupted on the public scene again from the mid-1990s 
onwards. The chapter describes the various developments that led to a renewed attention 
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for the recent past within Argentine society and analyses how the human rights movement 
was able to break with a period of isolation and gain renewed strength as an oppositional 
actor. The movement was able to reformulate demands according to new circumstances by 
emphasizing the continuities between the past and the present in terms of human rights 
violations, pointing at impunity as the phenomenon that connected both. The movement 
further combined a legal and institutional strategy with non-institutional strategies. It used 
legal mechanisms to oblige the state to assume responsibility for the crimes committed under 
the military regime, and searched for loopholes in the law so as to make legal prosecution 
possible. At the same time, through campaigns and alternative forms of protest – such as 
the public denunciation of victimizers in their homes – it sought to influence public opinion 
and create awareness among ordinary citizens. In this context the construction of a collective 
memory forcefully emerged as a field of activities in its own right. It was seen as a means to 
counter denial and impunity and as a means to prevent a recurrence in the future.

From the second half of the 1990s, the human rights movement found increasing societal 
support for its demands. This support found expression in the growing participation of new 
actors in the struggle for truth, justice and memory, including students, neighbourhood 
commissions, and former members of the revolutionary movements of the 1970s. The 
participation of these actors led to new expressions of memory, as well as to new debates 
on the recent past and how to remember it, which were also strongly influenced by the 
institutional, political and economic crisis of 2001-2002. Chapters four and five analyse the 
growing complexity of the debate as a consequence of the involvement of these new actors.

Chapter four discusses the decentralization of memory initiatives to the neighbourhoods 
of Buenos Aires and the establishment of physical markers of memory throughout the city. 
This phenomenon converged with various initiatives to recover buildings and places that had 
been used as secret detention centres during the military dictatorship, and transform them 
into memory sites. The chapter focuses on the concrete case of the struggle to transform 
former secret detention centre El Olimpo into a memory site. Located at the heart of one of 
the neighbourhoods of Buenos Aires, the site was occupied during the 1990s by the Federal 
Police. From the mid-1990s local neighbourhood organizations, accompanied by human 
rights organizations, survivors of El Olimpo and relatives of victims, mobilized to pressure 
local authorities to relocate the police and transform the place into a memory site. The 
involvement of neighbourhood organizations was an important distinguishing element in the 
case. This involvement reflected a broader appropriation within civil society of the demands 
for truth, justice and memory, but also enhanced the potential for internal conflict over how 
and what to remember. An entirely new dynamics arose when, under Kirchner’s presidency, 
the state accepted the removal of the police and transformed the place into a memory site. 
The group of actors diversified, as human rights organisations, survivors of El Olimpo, and 
even the local authorities of Buenos Aires became more actively involved in the project. 
Serious disputes arose over the role of the state in the project, over what memory to construct 
in El Olimpo, and over who had the right to decide upon these issues.

Chapter five focuses on the debate that developed from the mid-1990s onwards 
concerning the years of social and political protest of the 1970s, and more specifically, on 
the revolutionary experience. This debate was a direct consequence of the participation, 
after many years of silence, of former members of the politico-military organizations in the 
public debate on the recent past. Personal traumas and a generalized public condemnation 
of the revolutionary experience had long prevented former militants from speaking about 
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their past experiences. From the 1990s onwards, the growing societal interest for the years 
of the dictatorship stimulated them to break the silence. The second half of the 1990s saw 
the appearance of a great number of predominantly testimonial works. Many of these 
publications and documentaries explicitly aimed at deconstructing the theory of the two 
devils. They wanted to show that far from being a ‘devil’, the revolutionary movement 
of the 1970s had been composed of an idealistic youth fighting for social justice. These 
attempts were criticized for idealizing the experience and ignoring more delicate topics, and 
contributed to a debate on how to evaluate the revolutionary experience of the 1970s, which 
continues until today. In contrast to the 1980s, the subject is now openly debated, and the 
historical interpretation of this experience has gained in depth through the inclusion of the 
political memories of the former militants.

An important development which contributed to this new space to discuss and even 
vindicate the revolutionary experience of the 1970s was the election, in May 2003, of a 
president who had himself been a political militant of the left in the 1970s. The Peronist 
Néstor Kirchner was the first president to be elected after the political, institutional and 
economic crisis of 2001-2002, and under his presidency a process of institutionalization of the 
demands of truth, justice and memory was set in motion. Kirchner campaigned on an agenda 
that established a break with the neoliberal policies, the corruption and the impunity that 
had prevailed in the 1990s. Dealing with the crimes of the military dictatorship through truth 
and justice rather than reconciliation and impunity was a fundamental part of this agenda of 
moral and political change. As soon as he assumed presidency, Kirchner adopted a number of 
measures in response to long-term demands of the human rights movement. These included 
the annulment of the impunity laws, leading to the reopening of the human rights trials, 
and the creation of a Space for Memory and Human Rights in the Navy Mechanics School 
(ESMA), one of the biggest secret detention centres during the military dictatorship.

Chapters six and seven analyse the consequences for the struggle for truth, justice and 
memory of a government that adopted the language of the human rights movement. Chapter 
six focuses on how the new political context affected both the strategies and the internal 
dynamics of the human rights movement. Kirchner’s policies on matters of the past were 
a direct response to the demands of the human rights movement, and can be seen as a sign 
of its success. At the same time, the advent of a sympathetic government proved to be an 
important challenge for organizations that were used to operate in the opposition ranks. 
Chapter six shows how the various participants in the movement made different evaluations 
of the Kirchner administration, and subsequently developed different strategies in the new 
political context. Whereas a majority of the human rights organizations considered the 
new government to be a positive development offering new opportunities, and accepted 
some levels of cooperation, a small but vocal group chose to remain in the opposition 
ranks. Underlying these opposed interpretations were ideological differences on how to 
conceptualize the state in a democratic context and how to understand the relation between 
the state and civil society organizations. Internal heterogeneity turned into fragmentation, 
thus seriously weakening the movement.

Chapter seven analyses how two major developments of recent years affected the 
struggle for memory: a state that plays a proactive role in the construction of memory, and 
a growing multiplicity of voices participating in the debate. The chapter focuses on the 
case of the ESMA and the debates that unfolded from 2004 onwards over what content 
to give to the new Space for Memory and Human Rights. The ESMA offers a particularly 
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interesting case for discussing the challenges and dilemmas that arose in this context of 
state involvement and growing diversity of actors. Although located in the city of Buenos 
Aires, the involvement of national authorities made it one of the central arenas in which 
national debates on memory found expression. Secondly, the project attracted a wide range 
of different actors, especially academics and other individuals interested in the construction 
of memory from a professional point of view. Important differences arose among these 
actors concerning the content to be given to the future museum of memory. At the heart of 
many of these debates was the question of how inclusive the message of the future museum 
should be. A rough dividing line emerged between professionals of memory, who pleaded 
for a restricted message that would permit a large audience to identify with it, and human 
rights organizations and victims of the dictatorship who wanted to impose some limits on 
pluralism. As a consequence of these differences, legitimacy disputes arose over who had the 
moral and political rights to speak about the past, which recalled those observed in the case 
of El Olimpo. The terms of the debate were also conditioned by the re-emergence of voices 
vindicating state terrorism.

The concluding chapter offers some answers to questions posed in the introduction. The 
study concludes that the human rights movement has played a crucial role in shaping 
both the contents of public memory and the ways in which the past is dealt with at the 
institutional and political levels, and was extremely successful in both seizing and creating 
political opportunities. At the same time the different actors involved in the struggle for 
truth, justice and memory display significant diversity in strategies, visions of change and 
interpretations of the recent past. This has made the struggle for memory in Argentina an 
extremely sensitive and even conflictive process. Conflicts have arisen over the contents and 
forms of remembering, the role of the state in this process, and the question concerning who 
has the moral and political right to decide upon these issues. In this sense, the Argentine case 
confirms the theoretical argument developed in the introduction of the book that memory 
is a highly political undertaking, in which different social and political groups compete to 
impose their vision of the past. This struggle cannot be reduced to a mere conflict between 
those who want to ‘forget’ and those who want to ‘remember’, as heated debates equally 
unfold among those who are striving for similar goals.

The chapter ends with some comparative lessons. In the first place, the study draws 
attention to the importance of the internal heterogeneity of collective projects and social 
movements. The case of the human rights movement shows that many different positions 
can exist among actors making similar claims, and that these differences affect the relation 
that a movement or a group has with other political actors. Secondly, the study highlights 
once again the importance of taking into account individual and collective identities when 
trying to understand how and why people make certain political choices. Past experiences 
significantly determine how people choose their alliances, how they interpret the past, 
and what strategies they choose to achieve social and political change. The study also 
highlights the role of the political context in the ways that collective action and memory 
processes unfold. In Argentina, the struggle for memory was the result of the dynamic 
interaction between agents of memory with their social and political environment. It is in 
these interactions that public memory is shaped. More specifically, the case shows how the 
content of memory is dictated by people’s interpretation of the needs of the present. There 
is an intricate connection between the struggles of the past and the present that is crucial 
to the understanding of the process of remembering in Argentina. The past is often invoked 
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as a means of transforming the present, and this is both a source of collective action and of 
tensions. Finally, the Argentine case shows that in societies confronted with a legacy of terror, 
the passing of time does not necessarily contribute to closure. In Argentina, unmet demands 
for justice have led to a situation in which the past has dominated the political landscape for 
several decades, and continues to do so in the present. The human right trials now taking 
place all over the country and the continued heated debates over the historical interpretation 
of the dictatorship years indicate that the struggles over the past are far from over.
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Samenvatting

Worstelen met het verleden. De mensenrechtenbeweging en de strijd om 
de herinnering van het dictatoriale verleden in Argentinië (1983-2006).

De militaire dictatuur die van 1976 tot 1983 Argentinië in zijn greep hield, blijft de 
gemoederen bezighouden in dat land. Pogingen van de regering om het onderwerp af 
te sluiten blijven op sterke tegenstand stuiten van mensenrechtenactivisten, journalisten, 
intellectuelen en kunstenaars. Tot op heden is het hen gelukt om het verleden op de publieke 
agenda te houden. Dit proefschrift is een studie van de Argentijnse mensenrechtenbeweging 
en haar strijd voor de waarheid, gerechtigheid en herinnering zoals deze gevoerd werd in de 
jaren van 1983 tot 2006. Een historische analyse van deze strijd en de dilemma’s die daarmee 
gepaard gingen, moest inzicht verschaffen in de manier waarop Argentinië betekenis 
probeerde te geven aan de periode van de militaire dictatuur. De analytische hamvraag is: 
hoe heeft de strijd van de Argentijnse mensenrechtenbeweging voor waarheid, gerechtigheid 
en herinnering zich in de loop der tijd ontwikkeld in een dynamische wisselwerking met 
haar sociale en politieke omgeving? De studie is opgezet rondom twee onderzoeksgebieden. 
Het eerste is de analyse van de actoren die erin slaagden om het verleden op de politieke 
agenda te houden, de ‘agenten’ van het collectieve geheugen: wie zijn zij, wat drijft hen, wat 
is hun doel en hun strategie, wat is hun politieke programma? De tweede onderzoekt de 
wisselwerking tussen deze ‘agenten’ van het collectieve geheugen en hun politieke en sociale 
omgeving, hoe ze erdoor werden beïnvloed, maar ook hoe het hen lukte om die omgeving te 
veranderen.

De onderzoeksmethode combineert een historisch met een antropologisch perspectief. 
Het biedt niet alleen een breed historisch verslag van de ontwikkelingen die zich 
hebben voorgedaan sinds het begin van de jaren tachtig van de 20e eeuw, maar ook meer 
gedetailleerde case studies om de microdynamica van de mensenrechtenbeweging en haar 
wisselwerking met de sociale en politieke omgeving te analyseren. De onderzochte periode 
begint met de overgang naar de democratie in 1983, en loopt tot het einde van 2006. Het 
zwaartepunt ligt op de periode van 1996 tot 2006, waarop ook de case studies betrekking 
hebben. Vanaf de tweede helft van de jaren negentig van de 20e eeuw kwam het onderwerp 
van het recente verleden steeds meer in de publieke aandacht en die belangstelling is 
sindsdien alleen maar gegroeid. Geografisch concentreert het onderzoek zich op de 
hoofdstad Buenos Aires, het politieke, economische en demografische hart van het land.

Analytisch gezien put het onderzoek uit verschillende inzichten. Door 
toepassing van theorieën en ideeën uit de literatuur over transitionele justitie en de 
democratiseringsliteratuur wordt de Argentijnse ervaring in een wijdere context geplaatst en 
wordt duidelijk met wat voor institutionele en politieke beperkingen een maatschappij heeft 
te kampen als nasleep van een terreurregime. Het bijzondere aan de Argentijnse ervaring is 
de volharding en de creativiteit van de Argentijnse mensenrechtenbeweging. De literatuur 
over de collectieve herinnering verschafte nuttige inzichten voor het ontrafelen van de 
sociale en politieke processen die lezingen van de geschiedenis doen ontstaan en veranderen. 
Heel pertinent is het theoretische inzicht dat de soms heftige meningsverschillen over de 
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juiste interpretatie van het verleden politiek geladen zijn; dit geldt des te meer als het om 
pijnlijke historische episoden gaat. Bovendien beïnvloedt het heden voortdurend de wijze 
waarop mensen het verleden begrijpen en interpreteren. De onderhavige studie bevestigt 
deze theoretische inzichten. Door de lens van de sociale beweging wordt de opkomst en de 
groei van allerlei initiatieven en pressiegroepen voor waarheid, gerechtigheid en herinnering 
bekeken. De toepassing van dit perspectief maakte het tevens mogelijk de rol van de 
mensenrechtenbeweging in de openbare discussie over het recente verleden te analyseren.

In het eerste hoofdstuk wordt het methodologische en theoretische kader van het 
boek uiteengezet. In de daaropvolgende hoofdstukken wordt het kernthema van het boek 
chronologisch en thematisch uitgebouwd. In hoofdstuk twee wordt de overgang naar 
democratie in 1983 besproken en het officiële beleid ten aanzien van de mensenrechten-
schendingen door de militaire dictatuur dat de toen net gekozen nieuwe regering invoerde. 
Het toont aan hoe de mensenrechtenbeweging die opkwam tijdens de militaire dictatuur 
een belangrijke politieke en maatschappelijke actor werd in de overgangsfase naar de 
democratie. Zo slaagde zij erin de grote lijnen van het beleid ten aanzien van het ter 
verantwoording roepen voor misdaden begaan tijdens de militaire dictatuur te bepalen. De 
wijze waarop er met de erfenis van mensenrechtenschendingen moest worden omgegaan 
werd een van de kernvraagstukken in de overgangsperiode. Het was Raúl Alfonsín, die als 
kandidaat-president beloofde om de waarheid boven tafel te krijgen over de verdwijningen 
en om de daders te vervolgen, die de verkiezingen won in 1983. Zodra hij zijn ambt betrok 
stelde Alfonsín een waarheidscommissie in en kondigde hij een verordening af om drie van 
de vier militaire junta’s te vervolgen die onder de dictatuur hadden gediend. Tegelijkertijd 
bouwde hij een serie voorwaarden in om het aantal gerechtelijke processen te beperken en te 
voorkomen dat het leger in zijn geheel, als instelling, zou worden veroordeeld.

Op de instelling van de waarheidscommissie en de berechting van de junta’s werd de 
Argentijnse democratie gegrondvest. Het rapport van de waarheidscommissie wees uit dat 
de schendingen van de mensenrechten begaan tijdens het militaire regime systematisch 
waren gepland binnen de hoogste rangen van de strijdkrachten. Het strafproces tegen de 
junta’s bevestigde de bevindingen van het rapport. De versie van de militairen werd nietig 
verklaard en de versie van de slachtoffers werd juist gelegitimeerd. Maar deze commissie en 
de gerechtelijke vervolging werden ook op een andere manier cruciaal. Ze functioneerden 
op basis van een interpretatie van het verleden die beantwoordde aan de behoeften van 
de Argentijnse maatschappij van dat moment: de zogenaamde ‘theorie van de twee 
duivels’. Deze zag de militaire dictatuur als het resultaat van een confrontatie tussen de 
guerrillaorganisaties en de strijdkrachten. Beiden droegen volgens deze uitleg evenveel 
verantwoordelijkheid voor het geweld dat deze periode tekende. En de burgermaatschappij 
zat gevangen tussen deze twee vuren en was zo slachtoffer geworden van het geweld dat 
beide duivels hadden ontketend. Deze theorie werd onder Alfonsín de officiële versie en 
bepaalde in de daaropvolgende jaren de teneur van het debat. Mede hierdoor bleef de rol 
van de burgerbevolking in de komst van de militaire dictatuur vrijwel onbesproken. Deze 
interpretatie van het recente verleden liet geen ruimte voor de analyse van de politieke 
oorzaken van de onderdrukking.

Deze a-politieke interpretatie werd vanaf medio jaren negentig van de 20e eeuw en daarna 
steeds meer betwist. Na de berechting van de militaire top keerde Alfonsín terug naar zijn 
oorspronkelijke idee om het aantal strafprocessen te beperken. Hij stond ook steeds meer 
onder druk van de strijdkrachten die een paar maal in opstand kwamen uit protest tegen 
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de rechtsvervolgingen. Daarop werden in 1986 en 1987 twee wetten aangenomen die de in 
het verleden gepleegde misdaden tijdens de militaire dictatuur van strafrechtelijke vervolging 
uitsloten. De tot wet verheven straffeloosheid werd nog versterkt toen de Peronist Carlos 
Menem het presidentschap in 1989 overnam in een klimaat van economische crisis en 
hyperinflatie. Een van zijn eerste maatregelen betrof de verordening van twee presidentiële 
pardons, waaronder een gratieverlening aan de juntaleiders die waren veroordeeld in 1985. De 
maatregelen waren het teken dat de staat zich wenste te distantiëren van de discussie over het 
recente verleden. Daarmee werd een periode van publieke stilte ingeluid ten aanzien van het 
tijdperk van de militaire dictatuur. Dit stilzwijgen duurde tot medio jaren negentig van de 20e 
eeuw.

Deze ontwikkelingen worden in hoofdstuk drie besproken. Daarbij wordt vooral aandacht 
geschonken aan de jaren negentig. Het hoofdstuk beschrijft hoe de staat steeds verder 
ging in het formeel vastleggen van de onstrafbaarheid voor de misdaden van de dictatuur 
en hoe het recente verleden weer de kop opstak in het openbare leven vanaf medio jaren 
negentig. Ook de ontwikkelingen die tot deze hernieuwde belangstelling leidden komen 
aan bod. Tevens zien we hoe de mensenrechtenbeweging een periode van isolement wist 
te doorbreken en haar kracht hervond als actor in de oppositie. Ze begon nu de nadruk 
te leggen op de doorwerking van de mensenrechtenschendingen uit het verleden op 
het heden en hoe het ongestraft blijven van deze misdaden het verleden met het heden 
verbond. Zo slaagde de beweging erin om haar eisen te herformuleren en aan te passen aan 
het veranderde politiek-maatschappelijke klimaat. De beweging combineerde een aantal 
strategieën. Met gerechtelijke stappen trachtte ze de staat te dwingen verantwoordelijkheid 
te nemen voor de misdaden gepleegd onder het militaire regime en zij zocht naar mazen in 
de wet die rechtsvervolging mogelijk maakten. Tegelijkertijd probeerde ze door middel van 
campagnes en alternatieve vormen van protest (zoals protestacties bij de daders op de stoep) 
de publieke opinie te beïnvloeden en de gewone burgers bewust te maken van dit gebrek aan 
gerechtigheid. In deze context drong de constructie van een collectieve herinnering zich op 
als een apart programma. Het herinneren op zich werd gezien als een manier om ontkenning 
en straffeloosheid tegen te gaan en om zo’n situatie in de toekomst te voorkomen.

Vanaf de tweede helft van de jaren negentig kreeg de mensenrechtenbeweging steeds meer 
maatschappelijke steun voor haar eisen. Deze steun kwam tot uitdrukking in de groeiende 
deelname van nieuwe actoren in de strijd om waarheid, gerechtigheid en herinnering, zoals 
studenten, buurtcommissies en voormalige leden van de revolutionaire bewegingen uit de 
jaren zeventig. De deelname van deze actoren bracht nieuwe vormen van herdenking van 
het recente verleden met hernieuwde discussie over de feitelijke toedracht en hoe dit alles 
moest worden herdacht. Dit debat werd op zijn beurt sterk beïnvloed door de institutionele, 
politieke en economische crisis van 2001-2002. Hoofdstuk vier en vijf bevatten een analyse 
van de groeiende veelstemmigheid van het debat als gevolg van de deelname van deze nieuwe 
actoren.

In hoofdstuk vier wordt de decentralisatie van herdenkingsinitiatieven in Buenos Aires 
besproken. Er komen allerlei initiatieven in verschillende wijken. Overal in de stad werden nu 
plekken gemarkeerd en gedenktekens aangebracht. Diverse initiatieven werden ondernomen 
om gebouwen en locaties te verkrijgen die tijdens de militaire dictatuur als geheime 
detentiecentra gediend hadden. Deze zouden dan als herdenkingscentra kunnen worden 
ingericht. Het hoofdstuk bevat een case studie van de strijd om het voormalige geheime 
detentiecentrum El Olimpo tot herdenkingscentrum te maken. Dit gebouw bevindt zich in 
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het hart van een stadswijk in Buenos Aires en in de jaren negentig was het in gebruik door 
de Federale Politie. Vanaf het midden van de jaren negentig voerden lokale wijkorganisaties 
in samenwerking met mensenrechtenorganisaties, overlevenden van El Olimpo en familie 
van slachtoffers actie om dit gebouw. Ze oefenden druk uit op de plaatselijke overheid om 
de politie elders onder te brengen en het gebouw tot een herdenkingscentrum om te dopen. 
Opmerkelijk was in dit geval de betrokkenheid van de wijkorganisaties, een aanwijzing dat 
het maatschappelijke draagvlak van de eis voor waarheid, gerechtigheid en herinnering 
groeiende was. Dit vergrootte echter ook het potentieel voor interne conflicten over 
inhoud en vorm van die herdenking. Toen de staat onder het presidentschap van Kirchner 
de verhuizing van de politie goedkeurde en het gebouw tot herdenkingscentrum bestemde, 
bracht dit een compleet nieuwe dynamiek t.a.v dit project teweeg. De groep werd een steeds 
bonter gezelschap van actoren toen ook de mensenrechtenorganisaties, overlevenden van El 
Olimpo en zelfs de lokale overheid van Buenos Aires zich actiever gingen bemoeien met het 
project. Er ontstonden ernstige geschillen over de rol van de staat in het project, over wat 
voor soort nagedachtenis er eigenlijk moest worden gepresenteerd in El Olimpo en hoe, en 
wie er eigenlijk het recht had over zulke zaken te beslissen.

In hoofdstuk vijf zijn de schijnwerpers gericht op het debat dat medio jaren negentig 
ontstond over het sociale en politieke protest in de jaren zeventig, en in het bijzonder over 
de revolutionaire beweging. Dat de revolutionaire beweging nu ook ter sprake kwam was 
een rechtstreeks gevolg van de deelname van voormalige leden van de politiek-militaire 
organisaties aan de openbare discussie, na vele jaren van stilzwijgen. Hun persoonlijke 
trauma’s en de algemene publieke veroordeling van de revolutionaire beweging had de 
voormalige activisten er tot dan toe van weerhouden over hun ervaringen te spreken. Het 
bespreekbaar maken van de revolutionaire ervaring leidde tot een stroom van publicaties in 
de tweede helft van de negentiger jaren, vooral in het genre getuigenissen. Veel van deze 
publicaties en documentaires hadden expliciet ten doel de theorie van de twee duivels 
te ontzenuwen. Ze wilden aantonen dat de revolutionaire beweging in de jaren zeventig 
helemaal geen ‘duivel’ was geweest, maar juist een idealistische jeugd had aangetrokken die 
opkwam voor sociale gerechtigheid. De kritiek op deze pogingen was dat ze de revolutionaire 
beweging zouden idealiseren met verwaarlozing van de gevoeligere onderwerpen, en 
deze kritiek leidde op haar beurt tot een discussie over de wijze waarop de revolutionaire 
beweging van de jaren zeventig zou moeten worden geëvalueerd, een discussie die nog 
steeds niet gesloten is. Maar in tegenstelling tot de jaren tachtig wordt het onderwerp nu 
openlijk besproken en de historische interpretatie van deze beweging heeft veel aan diepgang 
gewonnen nu de politieke herinnering van de voormalige militanten erin is opgenomen.

Een belangrijke ontwikkeling die bijdroeg aan deze nieuwe ruimte die de revolutionaire 
beweging van de jaren zeventig niet alleen bespreekbaar maakte maar zelfs eervol, was 
de verkiezing in mei 2003 van een president die zelf in die tijd een politiek linkse activist 
was geweest. De Peronist Néstor Kirchner was de eerste president die werd gekozen na de 
politieke, institutionele en economische crisis van 2001-2002. Onder zijn presidentschap werd 
een proces van institutionalisering van de eisen voor waarheid, gerechtigheid en herinnering 
in beweging gezet. Kirchner voerde campagne op een agenda die brak met het neoliberale 
beleid van de jaren negentig, gekenmerkt door corruptie en straffeloosheid. Een essentieel 
onderdeel van zijn agenda voor morele en politieke omslag was een verandering in de aanpak 
van de misdaden van de militaire dictatuur. In plaats van verzoening en straffeloosheid, koos 
hij voor waarheid en gerechtigheid. Zodra hij aan de macht kwam, gaf Kirchner gehoor aan 

proefschrift-Drunen.indd   334 27-04-10   09:27



| 335 |

de lange termijneisen van de mensenrechtenbeweging en voerde een aantal maatregelen 
door. De wetten op uitsluiting van vervolging voor de misdaden van de militaire dictatuur 
werden ongedaan gemaakt, hetgeen leidde tot heropening van de processen tegen de daders 
van mensenrechtenschendingen. Ook gaf hij opdracht tot de inrichting van een ‘Ruimte ter 
herdenking en bevordering van de mensenrechten’ in de Escuela de Mecánica de la Armada 
(ESMA), een van de grootste detentie- en martelcentra tijdens de militaire dictatuur.

In hoofdstuk zes en zeven worden de gevolgen geanalyseerd die de strijd voor 
waarheid, gerechtigheid en herinnering ondervindt wanneer de regering de taal van 
de mensenrechtenbeweging overneemt en begint bezigen. Hoofdstuk zes beschrijft 
hoe dit nieuwe politieke klimaat zowel de strategieën als de interne dynamiek van de 
mensenrechtenbeweging beïnvloedde. Kirchner’s beleid ten aanzien van het recente 
verleden was een rechtstreeks antwoord op de eisen van de mensenrechtenbeweging en 
kan beschouwd worden als een teken van hun succes. Tegelijkertijd bleek de komst van een 
sympathiserende regering een hele uitdaging voor organisaties die eraan gewend waren 
oppositie te voeren. In hoofdstuk zes wordt aangetoond hoe verschillend de diverse actoren 
in de beweging dachten over de regering van Kirchner en dientengevolge verschillende 
strategieën ontwikkelden voor de nieuwe politieke omgeving zoals elk die zag. Terwijl 
de meerderheid van de mensenrechtenorganisaties de nieuwe regering als een positieve 
ontwikkeling zag die nieuwe kansen bood en tot op een bepaald niveau samenwerking met 
haar accepteerde, koos een kleine maar luidruchtige groep ervoor om in de oppositie te 
blijven. Aan dit verschil in benadering lagen ideologische verschillen ten grondslag over hoe 
de staat moest worden vormgegeven in een democratische context en wat de relatie tussen 
de staat en het maatschappelijk middenveld moest zijn in een democratie. Deze diepgaande 
meningsverschillen binnen de beweging leidden echter tot versnippering die de beweging 
aanzienlijk verzwakte.

In hoofdstuk zeven wordt de invloed van twee belangrijke ontwikkelingen van de 
laatste jaren in de strijd om de juiste herinnering geanalyseerd: de staat die een proactieve 
rol speelt in de constructie van de herinnering en een steeds bontere mengelmoes van 
stemmen in het debat. Het hoofdstuk behandelt de ESMA kwestie en hoe de debatten 
zich ontsponnen die vanaf 2004 gevoerd werden over vorm en inhoud van de nieuwe 
‘Ruimte ter herinnering aan en bevordering van de mensenrechten’. De ESMA kwestie was 
uitermate geschikt om de uitdagingen en dilemma’s die deze context van staatsbemoeienis 
en groeiende verscheidenheid aan actoren opriep te bespreken. Het gebouw bevindt zich in 
de stad Buenos Aires, maar door de betrokkenheid van nationale overheidsinstanties werd 
het een van de centrale arena’s waarin nationale debatten over de collectieve herinnering 
tot uitdrukking kwamen. Daarnaast trok het project een grote verscheidenheid van actoren 
aan, met name academici en andere individuele personen die uit hoofde van hun beroep 
geïnteresseerd waren in vorm en zingeving van de collectieve herinnering. De actoren bleken 
hierover aanzienlijk van mening te verschillen en dus ook over wat de functie en inhoud 
van het toekomstige herdenkingsmuseum zou moeten zijn. Centraal in deze debatten 
stond de vraag hoe algemeen of juist specifiek de boodschap van het toekomstige museum 
moest zijn. Een scheidingslijn ontstond grofweg tussen herdenkingsexperts die een meer 
algemene boodschap voorstonden waarmee een groot publiek zich kon identificeren en 
mensenrechtenorganisaties en slachtoffers van de dictatuur die deze veelduidigheid wilden 
inperken. Dit verschil van visie leidde tot disputen over de vraag wie er moreel en politiek het 
recht had om over het verleden te praten, vergelijkbaar met de disputen rond het El Olimpo 
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project. Er werden ook grenzen aan het debat gesteld omdat er stemmen hoorbaar werden 
die het staatsterrorisme probeerden te rechtvaardigen.

Het laatste hoofdstuk geeft enkele antwoorden op vragen die zijn gesteld in de inleiding. 
De conclusie van het onderzoek luidt dat de mensenrechtenbeweging een cruciale rol heeft 
gespeeld in de inhoud en vormgeving van de herdenking van het recente verleden. Ook 
beïnvloedde ze de wijze waarop op institutioneel en politiek niveau met het verleden wordt 
omgegaan. Het succes van de mensenrechtenbeweging was te danken aan haar vermogen 
politieke kansen te grijpen en zelf te scheppen. Tegelijkertijd geven de verschillende actoren 
die betrokken waren bij de strijd om waarheid, gerechtigheid en herinnering blijk van een 
grote verscheidenheid. Hun strategieën, visie op verandering en interpretatie van het recente 
verleden verschilden aanzienlijk. Hierdoor werd de strijd om de collectieve herinnering in 
Argentinië een extreem gevoelig proces dat zelfs tot conflicten leidde. Zo ontstonden er 
conflicten over inhoud en vormgeving van de collectieve herinnering, de rol van de staat in 
dit proces en de vraag wie moreel en politiek het recht heeft om hierover te beslissen. In 
die zin onderschrijft de Argentijnse casus het theoretische inzicht dat in de inleiding van 
het boek is uiteengezet: collectieve herinnering is een uiterst politieke onderneming, waarin 
verschillende sociale en politieke groepen met elkaar wedijveren om hun visie op het verleden 
als de juiste collectieve visie op te leggen. Deze politieke strijd kan niet worden versimpeld 
tot een eenvoudig conflict tussen hen die willen ‘vergeten’ en degenen die willen ‘herdenken’, 
aangezien verhitte debatten zich net zo goed voordoen tussen diegenen die strijden voor een 
vergelijkbaar doel.

Het hoofdstuk wordt afgesloten met een aantal lessen ter vergelijking. Ten eerste 
vestigt de studie de aandacht erop hoe groot de interne heterogeniteit van collectieve 
projecten en sociale bewegingen is en hoe belangrijk voor de analyse. In het geval van de 
mensenrechtenbeweging wordt duidelijk dat er veel verschillende standpunten mogelijk 
zijn onder deelnemers die een vergelijkbaar eisenpakket presenteren, en dat deze verschillen 
invloed uitoefenen op de aard van de relatie van een beweging of groep met andere politieke 
actoren. Ten tweede benadrukt het onderzoek nogmaals hoe belangrijk het is om rekening 
te houden met individuele en collectieve identiteit om te kunnen begrijpen hoe en waarom 
mensen bepaalde politieke keuzen maken. Ervaringen uit het verleden bepalen in grote mate 
hoe mensen hun allianties kiezen, hoe ze het verleden interpreteren en wat voor strategie ze 
kiezen om sociale en politieke verandering te bewerkstelligen. Uit het onderzoek blijkt ook 
duidelijk dat het politieke kader een grote rol speelt in de wijze waarop de collectieve actie 
en herinneringsprocessen zich ontwikkelen. In Argentinië was de strijd voor de collectieve 
herinnering van het recente verleden het gevolg van de dynamische wisselwerking tussen 
de ‘agenten’, de makers en stuurders van het herinneringsproces, en hun sociale en politieke 
omgeving. Juist in deze raakvlakken krijgt de collectieve herinnering gestalte. De Argentijnse 
casus laat vooral zien hoe de inhoud van de herinnering wordt gedicteerd door de wijze 
waarop mensen de behoeften van het heden interpreteren. Er bestaat een complex verband 
tussen de strijd van het verleden en die van het heden: deze is van cruciaal belang voor het 
begrijpen van het herinneringsproces in Argentinië. Verwijzingen naar het verleden worden 
vaak gebruikt als argument om veranderingen in het heden af te dwingen: deze gewoonte 
is niet alleen een bron van actieve samenwerking maar ook van spanningen. Tenslotte toont 
de Argentijnse casus aan dat in een maatschappij die worstelt met de nasleep van een terreur 
regime, de tijd niet altijd alle wonden heelt. In Argentinië heeft de onvervulde behoefte 
aan gerechtigheid geleid tot een situatie waarin het verleden tientallen jaren het politieke 
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landschap heeft gedomineerd en dit ook nu nog blijft doen. De mensenrechtenprocessen die 
nu in het hele land plaatsvinden en de aanhoudend verhitte discussies over de historische 
interpretatie van de jaren van dictatuur geven aan dat het einde van de strijd over het 
verleden nog lang niet in zicht is.
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Resumen

En lucha con el pasado. El movimiento de derechos humanos y las 
políticas de la memoria en la Argentina post-dictatorial (1983-2006)

En Argentina, la dictadura militar que se apropió del país entre 1976 y 1983 sigue ocupando 
un lugar preponderante en el debate público y político. Los intentos oficiales de dar por 
finalizado el tema han encontrado una fuerte oposición por parte de los activistas de derechos 
humanos, periodistas, intelectuales y artistas, que han podido mantener el pasado reciente 
en la agenda pública. Este estudio se centra en este movimiento de derechos humanos y 
en su lucha por la verdad, la justicia y la memoria, tal como se ha desarrollado en los años 
posteriores a 1983. A través de un análisis histórico de esta lucha, y los dilemas que han 
surgido en este contexto, la investigación tiene como objetivo comprender las formas bajo 
las cuáles Argentina intentó darle un significado a la dictadura militar. El estudio está guiado 
por la siguiente pregunta analítica clave: ¿cómo ha evolucionado en el tiempo la lucha por 
la verdad, la justicia y la memoria del movimiento argentino de derechos humanos en una 
interacción dinámica con su entorno social y político? La investigación está organizada en 
torno a dos líneas principales de indagación. La primera está orientada hacia el análisis de 
los actores que han intentado mantener el pasado en la agenda, los ‘agentes de la memoria’: 
¿quiénes son, qué los motiva, cuáles son sus objetivos, sus estrategias y sus proyectos políticos? 
La segunda línea de indagación está relacionada con la manera en la que estos agentes de la 
memoria interactuaron con su entorno político y social, la forma bajo la cuál dicho entorno 
los influenció, así como también las transformaciones de estos agentes sobre ese entorno.

Desde el punto de vista metodológico, la investigación combina una perspectiva histórica 
con una antropológica. Ofrece una descripción histórica más amplia de los acontecimientos 
que se han desarrollado con el transcurso del tiempo desde principios de los años ochenta del 
siglo pasado y estudios de casos más detallados que permiten un análisis de la microdinámica 
del movimiento de derechos humanos y sus interacciones con el entorno social y político. 
El estudio se centra en el período que empieza con la transición democrática en 1983, hasta 
finales de 2006. Sin embargo, el núcleo duro del estudio y especialmente de la discusión de 
los estudios de casos, se encuentra en el período comprendido entre 1996 y 2006. A partir 
de la segunda mitad de los años noventa el tema del pasado reciente adquirió importancia 
en la opinión pública, y la atención pública por ese tema ha aumentado sólo desde entonces. 
Desde el punto de vista geográfico, el estudio se concentra en la ciudad capital, Buenos Aires, 
corazón político, económico y demográfico del país.

Desde el punto de vista analítico, este estudio se basa en distintas perspectivas. La 
literatura acerca de la justicia transicional y la democratización ayudó a contextualizar el 
caso argentino y a comprender las restricciones institucionales y políticas que las sociedades 
enfrentan después del terror. El caso argentino se destaca por la persistencia y creatividad 
del movimiento de derechos humanos argentino. Las perspectivas de la literatura acerca de 
la memoria colectiva ayudaron a desentrañar el proceso social y político a través del cual 
surgen y evolucionan las narrativas históricas con el transcurso del tiempo. Ha resultado 
particularmente útil el argumento teórico que indica que las luchas por los significados 
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del pasado son inherentemente políticas, aún más cuando están relacionadas con episodios 
históricos dolorosos. Además, el contexto presente ejerce constantemente una influencia 
en las personas en cuanto a la comprensión y las interpretaciones del pasado. El estudio 
confirma ampliamente estas perspectivas teóricas. Finalmente, la perspectiva del movimiento 
social hizo posible un análisis de los motivos detrás del surgimiento y desarrollo de distintas 
iniciativas que reclaman verdad, justicia y memoria, y proporcionó herramientas para analizar 
el papel que desempeña el movimiento de derechos humanos en los debates públicos acerca 
del pasado reciente.

El primer capítulo presenta el marco metodológico y teórico del libro. Los capítulos 
posteriores desarrollan el argumento del libro y están organizados de acuerdo con un orden 
cronológico y una lógica temática. El capítulo dos describe la transición a la democracia 
recuperada en 1983 y las políticas oficiales que adoptó el gobierno electo con respecto a las 
violaciones a los derechos humanos cometidas durante la dictadura militar. Ese capítulo 
sostiene que el movimiento de derechos humanos que surgió durante la dictadura militar 
se convirtió en un actor importante durante la transición a la democracia y pudo trazar 
el perfil del proceso de rendición de cuentas. La pregunta sobre cómo enfrentar el legado 
de los derechos humanos se convirtió en uno de los temas centrales de la transición y fue 
Raúl Alfonsín, el candidato presidencial que prometió desentrañar la verdad acerca de las 
desapariciones y enjuiciar a los culpables, quien ganó las elecciones en 1983. Inmediatamente 
después de asumir la presidencia, Alfonsín creó una comisión para la verdad y promulgó 
un decreto ordenando el enjuiciamiento de tres de las cuatro juntas militares que habían 
prestado servicios durante la dictadura. En ese momento, incorporó algunas condiciones para 
limitar los procesos judiciales y evitar la condena de las fuerzas armadas como institución.

La comisión para la verdad y el Juicio a las Juntas se convirtieron en eventos fundamentales 
para la democracia argentina. El informe de la comisión para la verdad demostró que 
las violaciones a los derechos humanos cometidas durante el régimen militar se habían 
planificado sistemáticamente en los rangos más altos de las fuerzas armadas. El Juicio a 
las Juntas confirmó esta interpretación y deslegitimó las voces de los militares en favor del 
relato de las víctimas. Pero estas medidas también resultaron fundamentales de otro modo. 
Estuvieron guiadas por un relato del pasado que se ajustaba a las necesidades de la sociedad 
argentina de ese momento: la denominada ‘teoría de los dos demonios’. De acuerdo con este 
relato, la dictadura militar fue el resultado de una confrontación entre las organizaciones 
guerrilleras y las fuerzas armadas, cada una de ellas asumiendo igual responsabilidad por la 
violencia que caracterizó el período. La sociedad quedó atrapada en el medio, una víctima 
de la violencia desatada por ambos demonios. Esta teoría se institucionalizó en el período de 
Alfonsín y dio forma al debate acerca del pasado reciente en los años posteriores. Contribuyó 
a una falta de debate acerca del papel de la sociedad civil en el advenimiento de la dictadura 
militar. La consecuencia fue una interpretación del pasado reciente en la que no había lugar 
para analizar las causas políticas de la represión.

Esta interpretación despolitizada del pasado reciente se cuestionó cada vez más a partir de 
mediados de los años noventa en adelante del siglo pasado. Después del Juicio a las Juntas, 
Alfonsín volvió a su idea inicial de limitar los procesos judiciales. También estuvo bajo una 
creciente presión por parte de las fuerzas armadas, las que por medio de varias insurrecciones, 
protestaron contra los juicios. Esta situación llevó a la adopción, en 1986 y 1987, de dos leyes 
que institucionalizaron la impunidad por los crímenes del pasado. La institucionalización de 
la impunidad se consolidó aún más después de que el peronista Carlos Menem asumiera la 
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presidencia en 1989 en un contexto de crisis económica e hiperinflación. Una de sus primeras 
medidas fue la adopción por decreto de dos indultos presidenciales, incluido un indulto 
para los líderes de las Juntas que habían sido condenados en 1985. Las medidas marcaron la 
retracción del Estado de los asuntos del pasado e iniciaron un período de silencio público 
acerca del período de la dictadura militar que duró hasta mediados de los años noventa del 
siglo pasado.

El capítulo tres discute estos acontecimientos, centrándose en los años noventa del siglo 
pasado. Describe cómo el Estado se inclinó cada vez más hacia la institucionalización de la 
impunidad para los crímenes de la dictadura y cómo el pasado irrumpió en la escena pública 
nuevamente a partir de los años noventa en adelante del siglo pasado. El capítulo describe los 
diversos desarrollos que llevaron a una atención renovada hacia el pasado reciente por parte 
de la sociedad argentina y analiza cómo el movimiento de derechos humanos pudo romper 
con un período de aislamiento y adquirir una fuerza renovada como actor de oposición. 
El movimiento pudo reformular las demandas de acuerdo con las nuevas circunstancias 
enfatizando la continuidad entre el pasado y el presente en términos de violaciones a los 
derechos humanos, señalando la impunidad como el fenómeno que conectaba a ambos. 
Además, el movimiento combinó una estrategia legal e institucional con estrategias no 
institucionales. Utilizó mecanismos legales para obligar al Estado a asumir su responsabilidad 
por los crímenes cometidos durante el régimen militar y buscó vacíos legales para hacer 
posible el proceso judicial. Al mismo tiempo, a través de campañas y formas alternativas 
de protesta (como la denuncia pública de victimarios en sus hogares), buscó ejercer una 
influencia sobre la opinión pública y sensibilizar a los ciudadanos comunes. En este contexto, 
la construcción de una memoria colectiva surgió a la fuerza como un campo de actividades 
por sí mismo. Se veía como una forma de oponerse a la negación y la impunidad y como una 
forma de evitar que vuelva a ocurrir en el futuro.

A partir de la segunda mitad de los años noventa del siglo pasado el movimiento de 
derechos humanos encontró un apoyo social cada vez más grande para sus demandas. Este 
apoyo encontró su expresión en la participación creciente de nuevos actores en la lucha por la 
verdad, la justicia y la memoria, incluidos estudiantes, comisiones barriales y ex miembros de 
movimientos revolucionarios de los años setenta del siglo pasado. La participación de estos 
actores dio lugar a nuevas expresiones de memoria, al igual que nuevos debates acerca del 
pasado reciente y cómo recordarlo, que también se vieron fuertemente influenciados por la 
crisis institucional, política y económica de 2001-2002. Los capítulos cuatro y cinco analizan 
la creciente complejidad del debate como consecuencia de la participación de estos nuevos 
actores.

El capítulo cuatro discute la descentralización de las iniciativas de memoria histórica a los 
barrios de Buenos Aires y el establecimiento de recordatorios físicos por toda la ciudad. Este 
fenómeno fue convergente con diversas iniciativas de recuperación de edificios y lugares que 
se habían utilizado como centros de detención clandestinos durante la dictadura militar para 
transformarlos en sitios conmemorativos. El capítulo se centra en el caso concreto de la lucha 
por transformar el ex centro clandestino de detención El Olimpo en un sitio conmemorativo. 
Ubicado en el corazón de uno de los barrios de Buenos Aires, la Policía Federal ocupó el 
sitio durante los años noventa del siglo pasado. A partir de mediados de los años noventa, 
organizaciones barriales locales, acompañadas por organizaciones de derechos humanos, 
sobrevivientes de El Olimpo y familiares de las víctimas, se movilizaron para presionar a las 
autoridades locales para que trasladen a la policía a otra ubicación y transformen el lugar 
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en un sitio conmemorativo. La participación de organizaciones barriales fue un elemento 
distintivo importante en el caso. Esta participación reflejó una apropiación más amplia en 
la sociedad civil de las demandas por verdad, justicia y memoria, pero además aumentó 
el potencial de conflictos internos acerca de cómo y qué recordar. Surgió una dinámica 
completamente nueva cuando, durante la presidencia de Kirchner, el Estado aceptó el 
traslado de la policía y transformó el lugar en un sitio conmemorativo. El grupo de actores 
se diversificó, a medida que organizaciones de derechos humanos, sobrevivientes de El 
Olimpo e incluso las autoridades locales de Buenos Aires participaban de forma más activa 
en el proyecto. Surgieron graves disputas sobre el papel del Estado en el proyecto, sobre qué 
proyecto commemorativo se debía construir en El Olimpo y quiénes tenían derecho a decidir 
acerca de estos asuntos.

El capítulo cinco se centra en el debate que se desarrolló a partir de mediados de los 
años noventa en adelante del siglo pasado relacionado con los años de protesta política y 
social de los años setenta del siglo pasado y, más específicamente, acerca de la experiencia 
revolucionaria. Este debate fue una consecuencia directa de la participación, después de 
muchos años de silencio, de ex miembros de las organizaciones político-militares en el 
debate público acerca del pasado reciente. Los traumas personales y una condena pública 
generalizada de la experiencia revolucionaria habían evitado por mucho tiempo que ex 
militantes hablaran de sus experiencias pasadas. A partir de los años noventa en adelante del 
siglo pasado, el creciente interés social por los años de la dictadura los motivó a romper el 
silencio. En la segunda mitad de los años noventa se presenció el surgimiento de un gran 
número de trabajos predominantemente testimoniales. Muchas de estas publicaciones 
y documentales tenían como objetivo explícito la deconstrucción de la teoría de los dos 
demonios. Querían demostrar que lejos de ser un ‘demonio’, el movimiento revolucionario 
de los años setenta fue integrado por una juventud idealista que luchaba por justicia social. 
Estos intentos fueron criticados por idealizar la experiencia e ignorar temas más delicados, y 
contribuyeron a generar un debate acerca de cómo evaluar la experiencia revolucionaria de los 
años setenta del siglo pasado, que continúa en la actualidad. A diferencia de los años ochenta 
del siglo pasado, el tema ahora se debatía abiertamente, y la interpretación histórica de esta 
experiencia ha adquirido profundidad a través de la inclusión de los recuerdos de las vivencias 
políticas de ex militantes.

Un acontecimiento importante que contribuyó con este nuevo espacio para discutir e 
incluso reivindicar la experiencia revolucionaria de los años setenta del siglo pasado fue la 
elección, en mayo de 2003, de un presidente que había sido militante político de la izquierda 
en los años setenta del siglo pasado. El peronista Néstor Kirchner fue el primer presidente 
electo tras la crisis política, institucional y económica de 2001-2002, y durante su presidencia 
se puso en marcha un proceso de institucionalización de las demandas de verdad, justicia 
y memoria. Kirchner realizó su campaña en base a una agenda que establecía un quiebre 
con las políticas neoliberales, la corrupción y la impunidad que había prevalecido en los 
años noventa del siglo pasado. Una parte fundamental de esta agenda de cambio moral y 
político fue el tratamiento de los crímenes de la dictadura militar a través de la verdad y 
la justicia en lugar de la reconciliación y la impunidad. Inmediatamente después de asumir 
la presidencia, Kirchner adoptó una serie de medidas en respuesta a las demandas a largo 
plazo del movimiento de derechos humanos. Entre ellas se incluía la anulación de las leyes 
de impunidad, dando lugar a la reapertura de los procesos judiciales de derechos humanos y 
a la creación de un Espacio para la Memoria y para la Promoción y Defensa de los Derechos 
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Humanos en la Escuela de Mecánica de la Armada (ESMA), uno de los centros clandestinos 
de detención más grandes durante la dictadura militar.

Los capítulos seis y siete analizan las consecuencias de la lucha por la verdad, la justicia y 
la memoria de un gobierno que adoptó el lenguaje del movimiento de derechos humanos. El 
capítulo seis se centra en cómo el nuevo contexto político afectó las estrategias y la dinámica 
interna del movimiento de derechos humanos. Las políticas de Kirchner acerca de los 
asuntos del pasado fueron una respuesta directa a las demandas del movimiento de derechos 
humanos, y se puede ver como una señal de su éxito. Al mismo tiempo, el advenimiento de 
un gobierno comprensivo demostró ser un desafío importante para las organizaciones que 
estaban acostumbradas a operar en las filas de la oposición. El capítulo seis muestra cómo los 
diversos participantes del movimiento realizaron diferentes evaluaciones de la administración 
Kirchner y posteriormente desarrollaron diferentes estrategias en el nuevo contexto político. 
Si bien una mayoría de las organizaciones de derechos humanos consideraban al nuevo 
gobierno como un desarrollo positivo que ofrecía nuevas oportunidades, y aceptaron algunos 
niveles de cooperación, un grupo pequeño pero ruidoso optó por permanecer en las filas de 
la oposición. Existían diferencias ideológicas, subyacentes a estas interpretaciones opuestas, 
acerca de cómo conceptualizar al Estado en un contexto democrático y cómo comprender la 
relación entre el Estado y las organizaciones de la sociedad civil. La heterogeneidad interna 
se convirtió en fragmentación lo que terminó debilitando seriamente al movimiento.

El capítulo siete analiza cómo dos acontecimientos importantes ocurridos en años 
recientes afectaron la lucha por la memoria: un Estado que desempeña un papel activo en 
la construcción de la memoria y una creciente multiplicidad de voces que participan en el 
debate. El capítulo se centra en el caso de la ESMA y los debates que surgieron a partir de 
2004 en adelante acerca de qué contenido se debía dar al nuevo Espacio para la Memoria 
y para la Promoción y Defensa de los Derechos Humanos. La ESMA ofrece un caso 
particularmente interesante para discutir los desafíos y dilemas que surgieron en este contexto 
de involucramiento del Estado y creciente diversidad de actores. Aunque está ubicado en la 
ciudad de Buenos Aires, la participación de autoridades nacionales lo convirtió en la palestra 
central en la que encontraron donde expresarse los debates nacionales acerca de la memoria. 
En segundo lugar, el proyecto atrajo a una amplia gama de diferentes actores, especialmente 
académicos y otras personas interesadas en la construcción de la memoria desde un punto 
de vista profesional. Surgieron diferencias importantes entre estos actores con respecto 
al contenido que se le daría al futuro museo de la memoria. En el corazón de muchos de 
estos debates estaba la pregunta de qué tan inclusivo debería ser el mensaje del futuro museo. 
Surgió una áspera línea divisoria entre los profesionales de la memoria, que alegaban a favor 
de un mensaje restringido que permitiera que un gran público se identificara con él, y las 
organizaciones de derechos humanos y víctimas de la dictadura que deseaban imponer 
algunos límites sobre el pluralismo. Como consecuencia de estas diferencias, surgieron 
disputas de legitimidad acerca de quién tenía los derechos morales y políticos para hablar 
del pasado, que recordaban las observadas en el caso de El Olimpo. Los términos del debate 
también estaban condicionados por el resurgimiento de voces que justificaban el terrorismo 
de Estado.

El último capítulo ofrece algunas respuestas a las preguntas formuladas en la introducción. 
El estudio concluye que el movimiento de derechos humanos ha desempeñado un papel 
preponderante en la determinación del contenido de la memoria pública y las formas en que 
se afronta el pasado a nivel institucional y político, y tuvo un éxito sin precedentes a la hora 
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de aprovechar y crear las oportunidades políticas. Al mismo tiempo, los diferentes actores 
que participaron en la lucha por la verdad, la justicia y la memoria muestran una diversidad 
significativa de estrategias, visiones de cambio e interpretaciones del pasado reciente. Esto 
llevó a que la lucha por la memoria en Argentina sea un proceso extremadamente delicado 
e incluso conflictivo. Han surgido conflictos por el contenido y las formas de recordar, el 
papel del Estado en este proceso y la pregunta relacionada con quién tiene el derecho moral 
y político de decidir acerca de estos asuntos. En este sentido, el caso argentino confirma el 
argumento teórico desarrollado en la introducción del libro que indica que la memoria es 
una labor con un alto grado político, en la cual compiten diferentes grupos sociales y políticos 
por imponer su visión del pasado. Esta lucha no se puede reducir a un simple conflicto entre 
los que desean ‘olvidar’ y los que desean ‘recordar’, dado que también se desarrollan debates 
acalorados de igual modo entre los que luchan por objetivos similares.

El capítulo finaliza con algunas lecciones comparativas. En primer lugar, el estudio destaca 
la importancia de la heterogeneidad interna de los proyectos colectivos y los movimientos 
sociales. El caso del movimiento de derechos humanos muestra que muchas posiciones 
diferentes pueden existir entre actores que realizan reclamos similares, y que esas diferencias 
afectan la relación que un movimiento o un grupo tiene con otros actores políticos. En 
segundo lugar, el estudio resalta una vez más la importancia de considerar las identidades 
individuales y colectivas cuando se intenta comprender cómo y por qué las personas eligen 
ciertas opciones políticas. Las experiencias pasadas determinan significativamente la forma en 
que las personas eligen sus alianzas, cómo interpretan el pasado y qué estrategias eligen para 
lograr un cambio social y político. El estudio también destaca el papel del contexto político 
en las formas en que se desarrollan los procesos de memoria y acción colectiva. En Argentina, 
la lucha por la memoria fue el resultado de la interacción dinámica entre los agentes de la 
memoria con su entorno social y político. Es en estas interacciones en las que se forja la 
memoria pública. Más concretamente, el caso muestra cómo el contenido de la memoria lo 
dicta la interpretación de las personas de las necesidades del presente. Existe una intrincada 
conexión entre las luchas del pasado y el presente que es crucial para la comprensión del 
proceso de la memoria histórica en Argentina. El pasado a menudo se invoca como un 
método para transformar el presente, y esto resulta en una fuente de acción colectiva y de 
tensiones. Finalmente, el caso argentino muestra que en sociedades confrontadas con un 
legado de terror, el transcurso del tiempo no contribuye necesariamente a su conclusión. 
En Argentina, las demandas por justicia sin atender han llevado a una situación en la que 
el pasado ha dominado el panorama político por varias décadas, y lo continúa dominando 
en el presente. Los procesos judiciales de derechos humanos que ahora se llevan a cabo en 
todo el país y los continuos debates acalorados por la interpretación histórica de los años de 
dictadura indican que las luchas por el pasado están lejos de finalizar.
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