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Abstract 

_____________ 

Scholars have long studied the state-wide oppression that occurred in Chile and 

Argentina in the 1970’s. As a result of each country’s authoritarian regime, thousands of people 

disappeared and were subsequently killed. Consequently, women mobilized using their maternal 

identity in an effort to attain economic and social justice. In Chile, mothers created the arpillera 

workshops, which allowed women to weave tapestries that depicted the human rights’ abuses of 

their nation; the patchwork was then secretly sold abroad. Whereas in Argentina, mothers united 

to march weekly in La Plaza de Mayo, famously claiming Buenos Aires’ main square and 

declaring themselves Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo. However, due to deeply embedded 

gender inequalities and sexist principles that shaped Latin American society, both women’s 

groups struggled to receive political legitimacy. Historically, academics have noted how mothers 

have been hindered by their maternal identity, as often they were confined to their domestic 

responsibilities and restrained to private spheres. In this thesis, I argue that by emphasizing their 

traditional gender roles, the Chilean and Argentinian women collectively reconstructed and 

expanded the definitions of womanhood and motherhood, and in the process created a new, 

politicized space for women. 
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Preface 

_____________ 

I originally became interested in studying women’s activism and mobilization after 

taking a women’s rights course my sophomore year of college at NYU. I chose to study this 

period of Argentina because of my heritage. My mother was born in Argentina and immigrated 

to the United States with her parents. They were unable to return because of the Dirty War, due 

to their property being confiscated by the military regime. This sparked my curiosity of the 

military government and of the mothers that marched weekly in La Plaza de Mayo. Through my 

research, I discovered another oppressive state, accompanied by a similar movement of mothers 

in Chile. I found the way in which these women protested against the treatment and 

disappearances of their children tragic, yet innovative and inspiring. Through my research, I have 

come to conclude that the resilience of both Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo and Las 

Arpilleristas created a transformation of feminine identities that influenced gender binaries in 

Latin American society and beyond.  
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

______________ 

 

“They closed the door and some other men punched me and when I fell down, they 

 kicked my shoulders and stomach. It seemed I didn’t feel physical pain just tearing in my 

 womb like when my son was born. I felt a mother’s pain and desperation, the feeling that 

  they were taking a piece of my life with them,” said Inelia Hermosilla Silva, mother of 

  Hector Garay Hermosilla, who was arrested and disappeared on July 8, 1974 in Santiago, 

  Chile (Sepulveda 62).  

Silva’s experience represents a common, yet tragic reality for Chileans during the authoritarian 

military dictatorship, which ruled from 1973 to 1990. During the seventeen years of the 

dictatorship, an immeasurable amount of people with leftist ideologies and dissenting opinions of 

the government were captured and killed. However, the mothers of the killed and disappeared 

children could not accept such inhumane actions from the military dictatorship. Consequently, 

the women mobilized and protested by crafting arpilleras, which were tapestries with embedded 
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political messages that opposed the regime. Historically in Chile, the government praised 

motherhood as a woman’s primary responsibility and valorized their self-sacrificing role. 

General Pinochet said, “the most important labour of women is motherhood” and “the Chilean 

woman is beautiful, an indomitable defender of her home, unselfish, self-sacrificing loyal wife. 

Her nobility and dignity are not obscured by poverty and are enhanced by hardship” (Waylen 

306). However, once the women challenged their expected identity and demanded to know the 

whereabouts of their missing children, the military dictatorship began to resent Chilean women, 

who assembled as mothers outside of their domestic environment in order to attain justice and 

protect their loved ones. The Pinochet government evolved from one of praising the domestic 

role of mothers to generating a society that left no liberty for autonomously organized and 

politically active women. Nonetheless, through the creation of the arpilleras women defied the 

dictatorial regime, thereby forgoing their descriptions as beautiful and praiseworthy. Instead, 

they became political dissidents that the regime sought to silence by continuing to threaten their 

families. By the end of the regime, over 3,000 people were dead or missing, thousands were 

tortured as prisoners, and approximately 200,000 Chileans were forced into exile (Wright and 

Oñate 57-65). Despite the horrific statistics, such atrocities were not uncommon in Latin 

America. 

In Argentina, thousands were abducted and executed as a result of speaking against the 

military dictatorship. During the Argentine Dirty War, which endured from 1976 to 1983, people 

who were thought to be a political or ideological threat to the junta, and contradicted the 

country’s neoliberal economic policies, were kidnapped, tortured and murdered. 

“He was 24 years old with a wife and a baby son… He went out one cold morning and 

never came back… All these cases have something in common—we were mothers and 
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we have lost children… Our children are not dead, they are disappeared,” said Nora 

Cortiñas of Buenos Aires, a mother whose child, Gustavo, went missing on April 15, 

1977 (Bellucci 85).  

Gustavo was just one of the estimated 30,000 people who disappeared at the hands of the 

military dictatorship (Bouvard 31). Thus, the victims of the Dirty War have been classified as 

Los Desaparecidos, “The Disappeared.” In the beginning, many of the mothers refused to 

believe that their children were dead, as they did not have a body to mourn or bury. Instead, they 

mobilized and formed a protest group called Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo. The women 

protested in La Plaza de Mayo, which is a city square and the main foundational site of Buenos 

Aires, Argentina. Another name for the group is Las Madres de los Desaparecidos, which 

translates to the “Mothers of the Disappeared.” It should be noted that the mothers did not unite 

as the Madres de los Muertos, or the “Mothers of the Dead.” Again, this is because they could 

not accept an identity that completely stripped them of their existence as mothers. In other 

words, if they had accepted the fate that their children were indeed dead, they would have 

relinquished their titles as mothers, thereby failing to adhere to the conventional and domestic 

maternal duties that were expected of them in Latin America society.  

Many members of the Madres de la Plaza de Mayo conceptualized their role as being 

“two mothers at once,” as both biological and political figures. The Madres  “made the personal 

political by both crying for their lost children in public and by converting a private/personal role 

(being ‘madres’) into a public/political weapon (being ‘The Madres’)” (Bellucci 86). By 

politicizing their own identity, the Madres were able to publicly oppose the regime. The very 

nature of their movement relied on passive, motherly and more “feminine” traits. Through 

employing their private and traditional identity to dissent authority, the Madres successfully 
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forged a new space for women’s political participation—challenging social barriers and 

constrictive gender binaries in the process.  

Las Arpilleristas in Chile and Las Madres de La Plaza de Mayo in Argentina rejected an 

identify as feminists, however they still embodied facets of womanhood, mainly motherhood, 

and aspects of marianismo, the female gender role in Hispanic American culture that constitutes 

feminine passivity and sexual purity. In order to initiate radical change and regain their 

traditional identity and primary role, the women disguised themselves in their historically 

accepted costumes, mothers. By mobilizing under the identity of mothers, the women leveraged 

their cultural power by appealing to maternalistic ideologies in order to expose the immorality 

and illegitimacy of the military government (Franceschet, Piscopo and Thomas 9). The authors 

of a scholarly article titled, “Supermadres, Maternal Legacies and Women’s Political 

Participation in Contemporary Latin America,” define this type of revolt as “militant 

motherhood.” Notable scholar, Jadwiga E. Pieper Mooney, further clarifies that militant 

motherhood is a women’s use “of maternal responsibilities to justify engagement beyond the 

domestic sphere” and transform “the characteristics of political discourse and the gendered 

underpinnings of political participation” (Mooney 975). The case studies of Chile and Argentina 

reveal how militant motherhood expanded the traditional understanding of womanhood and 

feminism in society. Las Arpilleristas and Las Madres de La Plaza de Mayo used the 

stereotypical image of weak, household women to their advantage in order to mobilize, resist and 

thus survive. By rejecting the definition subscribed to women, the mothers challenged 

marianismo and hence, overcame limiting restrictions.  

However, many mothers rejected an identity associated with political activism. For 

instance, one mother in Chile said, “We are mothers, not women… we are looking for our 
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children. Our fight is for our families not to be forgotten and to reclaim justice from the state” 

(Schirmer 21). Yet, the military dictatorships in Chile and Argentina created unique political 

situations that subsequently forced the Arpilleristas and the Madres to create and occupy new 

spaces in society that allowed women to assume the role and responsibilities of a militant 

mother. In this thesis, I will use Chile and Argentina to explore how maternal politics expanded 

women’s rights through the combination and redefinition of “militant motherhood” and 

“marianismo,” specifically by analyzing to what extent aspects of motherhood and womanhood 

are inherently connected. Furthermore, how did their occupancy of private and public spaces 

impact, revolutionize and politicize womanhood?  

In order to further evaluate the complex intersectionality between motherhood and 

womanhood, it is crucial to define marianismo and machismo, terms which are historically used 

to describe gender roles in Latin American societies. Machismo is the sense of being “manly,” 

that is, exaggerating one’s masculinity as being the primary provider and defender of one’s 

family. The word macho has a long history that was originally associated with the ideal societal 

role that men should be dominant leaders, intelligent and strong. On the other hand, marianismo 

is a concept that venerates feminine aspects, like purity and motherhood. It is believed that a 

woman’s power stems solely from their ability to produce life. The term originally was referred 

to as a devotion to the Virgin Mary and was created as a response to machismo. To embody 

marianismo is to be modest, virtuous and subordinate to one’s husband. In essence, marianismo 

is the counterpart of machismo. However, the Chilean and Argentinian mothers challenged the 

conventional definition of marianismo and transformed their identities in the process, 

specifically through maternal politics. Instead of being hindered by their identity, maternal 

politics allowed the women to become active and constructive citizens.  
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Methodology         

To effectively prove how maternal politics allowed for the mothers to reshape 

marianismo and militant motherhood, I use a variety of primary sources that include documented 

interviews from women in Chile and Argentina. Additionally, I analyze the arpilleras produced 

by the mothers in Chile, which have been documented in books and in museums, many of which 

I have access to online. I also evaluate news articles and testimonies, made both during and after 

each country’s respective dictatorships, in order to develop a more comprehensive understanding 

of the protests’ long-lasting impact. My secondary sources include discourse with regard to the 

relationship between motherhood and feminism, as well as gender theory and constructs in Latin 

America. I analyze academic articles and journal reviews in order to progress my claims and 

ideas.  

Framework  
Throughout the majority of my thesis, I rely heavily on the testimonies from the 

Arpilleristas and the Madres, ensuring that their own voices highlight their personal, yet 

collective tragedies. Chapter II focuses on detailing the historical background of both Chile and 

Argentina. First, I explain the downfall of Chilean President Salvador Allende and the rise of the 

military junta, led by General Augusto Pinochet. I analyze how due to both policy and the loss of 

their primary source of income, the arpillera workshops came into fruition. Furthermore, I 

explain: (a) how the workshops were sustainable, (b) the social significance of the tapestries, and 

(c) the Arpilleristas influence in the return to democracy. Then, I evaluate the atrocities 

experienced in Argentina’s Dirty War, outlining specific horrors. Also, I explain how the Madres 

de la Plaza de Mayo began their mobilization and sustained their activism during a time of 
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extreme systematic oppression. I conclude with the impact the Madres’ have had since the 

restoration of democracy. 

 Chapter III discusses the societal expectations of women in Latin America. I explain how 

women were perceived, and often politically manipulated, in Chile, through the gender 

constraining concepts of machismo and marianismo. By interpreting how the Arpilleristas 

inhabited private spaces, I highlight an important contrast between Chile and Argentina with 

regard to their mobilization efforts—specifically due to the Arpilleristas’ extreme economic 

burden. I examine how the tapestries serve as a record for historical memory, in which the 

mothers use their identity to collectively redefine domestic spaces.  

After illustrating the impactful way in which Chilean women resisted unjust brutality, in 

Chapter IV, I focus on the way in which Argentinian women challenged their fixed, traditional 

role by ironically embracing their position as mothers. Next, I demonstrate how the Madres de la 

Plaza de Mayo used their identity as a protective shield to boldly claim La Plaza de Mayo. I then 

assert that though they're not feminists by nature, as a result of their activism they created a new 

space for women in society that allowed for political consciousness, enough to garner 

international attention, and an expansion of women’s responsibilities.  

To conclude, despite the Arpilleristas and the Madres methodical differences, both 

groups of women successfully forfeited sexist aspects of marianismo and endorsed positive 

facets of militant motherhood, in order to create a new definition and identity for women and 

mothers that rejects oppressive gender binaries and embraces political participation. Together the 

Arpilleristas and the Madres reconstructed domesticity and gained true autonomy. Additionally, 

the new political language created by these women’s groups serves as a useful model for other 

countries that continue to experience similar injustices.  
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Chapter II 

Historical Context of Chile and Argentina 

____________ 

 In order to understand how mothers revolutionized the concept of maternity, it is crucial 

to evaluate their identical roles in society before the authoritarian regimes rose to power. By 

doing so, it will become clear how women transformed political action to reflect maternal values 

and assure human rights. Through examining the historical context of both countries, I make the 

claim that although the vision of the military junta was to instill fear and silence, the mothers 

were able to create a new identity for women by combining their personal experiences to form a 

collective protest.  

Historical Context of Chile 

On September 11, 1973 Chilean President, Salvador Allende, made his famous farewell 

speech on public radio, while gunfire and explosions from the military were audible in the 

background. In his speech, President Allende expressed his love for his country and explained 

how he would not be used as a propaganda tool by the armed forces. The attack and bombing of 

La Moneda Palace continued, and President Allende ordered his people to surrender to the 

military junta led by General Augusto Pinochet. But in a room on the north-east side of the 
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Palace, President Allende stood, alone, with an AK-47. He committed suicide, a decision he 

chose to make so he would not be further humiliated by the coup d’etat (BBC News). The coup 

was the first step toward a military dictatorship that lasted from 1973 to 1990 and attempted to 

cleanse Chile of all leftist influence, democracy and recast the country’s economy. In the 

process, thousands of leftist activists were arrested, tortured and subsequently executed. The 

daily search for lost loved ones became a common practice for many Chilean families. Humans 

rights organizations, like the Agrupación de Familiares de Detenidos Desaparecidos (The Group 

of Relatives of the Detained and Disappeared) and the Catholic Church’s Archbishopric of 

Santiago’s Vicaría de la Solidaridad (Vicariate of Solidarity), were founded in order to provide 

moral and legal support for families. The church played an instrumental role in aiding people in 

their search for their disappeared loved ones. In “High-Risk Collective Action: Defending 

Human Rights in Chile, Uruguay and Argentina,” author Mara Loveman, writes that “the church 

as institution provided a ‘moral shield’ for human rights work through its domestic influence as a 

source of legitimacy and international symbolic, moral, and political weight” (Loveman 494). 

The church’s powerful support provided protection for many organizations, including the 

Arpilleristas. Nonetheless, the regime still punished those who were too anti-Pinochet and by 

1975, more than 300 Catholic priests had been thrown out of the country—revealing that the 

regime viewed some Catholics as a threat to their government. Also, during this time period, the 

military government founded the Direccion de Inteligencia Nacional (DINA) (National 

Intelligence Directorate), which further progressed the mission to detain, interrogate and kill 

leftist’s regime opponents who would not be silenced (Sepulveda 14).   

 Chileans not only lost their husbands, brothers and children, but also suffered from the 

brutal consequences of the military’s restructuring of the Chilean economy, which was based on 
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the “Chicago Boys” model that argued for widespread deregulation, privatization, and other free 

market politics in an effort to reverse the policies of economic nationalism (Sepulveda 15). 

Additionally, many death flights were conducted during the military coup. Oregier Benavente, 

Pinochet’s former personal helicopter pilot, admitted that he threw three prisoners into the ocean 

or into the high peaks of the Andes. The death flights were also used to make the bodies of the 

already killed disappear forever. Osvaldo Romo who was an agent of the Chilean Dirección de 

Inteligencia Nacional (DINA), admitted to having thrown the bodies into the ocean. Showing no 

remorse, he said, “Now would it not be better throwing bodies into a volcano?” There were a 

number of policies that seemed designed to punish the poor for their support of the Allende 

government, such as the make-work program called Programa de Empleo Mínimo (Minimum 

Employment Program), which paid wages so low that it was not possible for Chileans to live. As 

a result, many Chileans crossed the Andes to Argentina as illegal immigrants. Numerous people 

joined the armed underground resistance or turned to grassroots, which were often aided by those 

inside of the Catholic Church, thus organizing their resources and talents for survival (Sepulveda 

16).  

The arpillera workshop was a grassroot organization founded by women members of the 

Asociación de Familiares de Detenidos-Desaparecidos (Association of Relatives of the 

Detained-Disappeared) in 1975. By protesting in public spaces, like the streets or grocery stores, 

and by crafting arpilleras, women united together to challenge the regime. Many women met 

waiting in lines at the jails or hospitals, while trying to uncover information about their lost loved 

ones. Once unified, the Arpilleristas began to construct patchwork tapestries that depicted scenes 

of hardship and violence that people experienced under Pinochet. The hand-made arpilleras 

portrayed shantytown community kitchens (which were often families only means of feeding 
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themselves), women’s laundry and bread-baking subsistence-level cooperatives, arrests and 

soldiers beating protesters (Adams 440). It was through the crafting of the arpilleras that women 

were granted a voice to tell their individual and collective stories. Due to the impactful and 

controversial messages embedded within each tapestry, the Arpilleristas were not only rejected 

by the regime, but also by other women who believed the Arpilleristas were too political. 

Ironically, many of the Arpilleristas were uninvolved in politics and viewed their tapestry work 

as a multifaceted job—one that increased social awareness and also provided a source of income. 

Violeta Morales, the sister of Newton Morales, who was arrested and disappeared, said, “we 

were used to the fact that here in Chile it was the man who handled political things, we women 

dedicated ourselves to the home and to the children and that’s all” (Sepulveda 51). Women had 

no choice but to accept economic responsibility, since their husbands and sons were either 

imprisoned or missing. As a result, the members of the workshop transformed from the “lady of 

the house” to the “head of the household,” thus assuming a more politicized role. The newfound 

strength and responsibility women held was appropriately accounted by one Arpillerista who 

said, “fear and desperation clipped their wings, but we women are like the wool: the more you 

mistreat it, the taller it stands” (Sepulveda 28). In actuality, it was the women who had to desert 

their role as a domestic caretaker in order to care for their family. Violeta Morales expressed 

how during the process of fighting for the liberty of her brother, she had realized that men do not 

have the power, emotional capacity nor physical strength to control everything—rather it is all 

relative. “It was the females, the compañeras, who managed to stop the military nightmare in our 

country—the woman has the strength that the man never has, or if he ever had it, he lost,” 

Morales recounted 20 years after the initial bloodshed (Sepulveda 55).   
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The arpillera depicted below shows the story of Carmen Gloria Quintana and Rorgido 

Rojas, teenage protestors who were tortured and burned in 1986. The incident occurred during a 

street demonstration in Santiago against the dictatorship.  

 

Figure 1. “The Colorful Quilt Squares Chilean Women Used to Tell the Story of Life Under Pinochet.” Slate 
Magazine, Slate, 10 Sept. 2014. 

 
After being arrested, the two individuals were beaten by military personnel and later soaked with 

petrol and set on fire. They were then wrapped in blankets, loaded into a military vehicle and 

driven to an isolated road on the outskirts of the town, where they were then dropped off and left 

to die. Agricultural workers found them, notified the police and took Quintana and Rojas to the 

public hospital. Four days later Rojas died from his injuries, but despite the second and third 

degree burns that Quintana suffered from, she lived. For many people, she became a symbol of 

hope for democracy in Chile. 

Another arpillera depicts women demonstrating and holding signs. From the top left to 

right, the signs translate to “adequate health care for all,” “we women demand our rights,” “milk 

for our children.” From the bottom left to right, the signs translate to “if women are not here, 
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democracy does not go anywhere,” “bread, work, and liberty,” “no more jails,” and “education 

for our children.” 

 

Figure 2. Onion, Rebecca. “The Colorful Quilt Squares Chilean Women Used to Tell the Story of Life Under 
Pinochet.” Slate Magazine, Slate, 10 Sept. 2014. 

This arpillera is extremely significant, as it clearly depicts the politicized role the mothers 

unwillingly inherited. Each Arpillerista assumed a new role, becoming mothers without their 

children, while simultaneously becoming the main economic provider for the remainder of their 

family. Though originally the women had embarked on an individual journey to find their loved 

ones, by joining forces they collectively transformed their own lives by crafting a sort of self-

portrait. Through cloth, wool and a needle, the arpilleras became a real-life diary that left a 

silent, powerful testimony that depicted their transformation.     

 In order to create such profound and symbolic messages, workshops were held one to 

three afternoons a week in local neighborhood churches. The construction of the arpilleras was a 

very unique and personal process. It began by cutting the backing material (typically burlap) in 

the form of a rectangle. Pieces of fabric were added to form a background, which typically 
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featured the Andes mountains and a shining sun. A second layer was applied that included other 

scene setting images, such as clouds, airplanes, cars and trees. Yet, their storytelling really began 

with the creation of the arpillera doll-like figures. The heads were constructed with fabric and 

stuffed with more material to create a small ball. Life-like features were then embroidered onto 

the fabric to create vivid eyes, lips and hair. In fact, women would frequently cut off pieces of 

their own hair or add fabric from their lost loved ones to create an eerily realistic, yet beautiful 

arpillera. After the construction of the face, the bodies were created and then attached to the 

head. When the moment came to situate the doll on the arpillera, the women would often 

comment on their figurine, “This is Doña Juanita in the door of the police station when she was 

waiting for news of Don Pedro” or “Here we are at the protest rally on September 11th” 

(Sepúlveda 31). Typically, an arpillera took about a week to complete before it was handed over 

to the distribution organizations. Few arpilleras were sold locally during the dictatorship, and 

instead most were exported by Chilean human rights organizations that were supported by the 

church, like the Vicaría de la Solidaridad (Vicariate of Solidarity). The tapestries were sold to 

international organizations, Chilean exiles, priests, Catholic organizations, and Christian groups. 

They were sent mainly to Europe, Canada and Latin America, as a cry for help and as a means to 

produce funds. Perhaps the most important group of people the Arpilleristas sold to were the 

Chilean exiles. Many exiles viewed selling arpilleras as important work that raised money to 

send to victims of the regime’s economic policies and repression in Chile. One exile who lived in 

Germany said:           

 “I spent many weekends for example, selling this, this material. What I would try to do 

 was that when the packet arrived, I would immediately send the money. I would pay for 

  it, you could say, so that the money could arrive [in Chile] soon. And afterwards I tried 
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  to sell. When you are in Europe you don’t have the economic urgency that you have 

 here, so what they asked me to do was to guarantee them a fixed amount monthly,  

  whether or not I sold” (Adams 444).                   

Pedro’s testimony reveals a sense of economic urgency that the shantytown mothers were facing. 

The exiled had a significant role in the distribution of the arpilleras, and thanks to the displaced 

Chileans, many people were able to become better informed about the political situation in Chile. 

 On September 11, 1980, a constitutional referendum was held in Chile, which replaced 

the 1925 constitution. The new constitution ensured that Pinochet would remain President for 

another eight years, at which point he would face a reelection referendum. Thus, on October 5, 

1988 an election was held that resulted in 56% of people voting against Pinochet. Consequently, 

he remained in office until a new president was elected, stepping down in 1990. Despite the 

return to democracy, many mothers felt that the current political parties continued to silence and 

conceal the outlandish human rights violations, and as a result some have lost all hope of ever 

finding even the remains of their children. The mother of Tito, Inelia Hermosilla Silva, said that:  

 “The political parties and the new leaders have dedicated themselves to fighting  

  over political positions and to winning elections, but no one wants to talk about the 

 violations of human rights. Everything is covered up by a silence of complicity. The 

 guilty walk free through the streets of our country, the dead stay quietly buried, and the 

 desaparecidos are absent forever. Lately, I think that I’m slowly losing strength and I’ll 

 end up losing my mind… I’ll end up crazy like so many other compañeras. I have a heart 

 like any mother that tells me to keep searching, but my head, my reason, tells me that he 

 is already lost forever” (Sepulveda 78).           

Silva’s anecdote confirms the never-ending journey the Arpilleristas struggled with daily, as they 
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searched for their lost children. Despite the mental and physical pain the women endured, they 

continued to weave in an effort to reclaim their identity as mothers.  

Historical Context of Argentina   

 In Argentina, the Argentinian military attempted a coup in 1951 and 1955 before 

succeeding in the late 1970s. President Isabel Perón signed a number of decrees empowering the 

military and the police to “annihilate” left-wing activists, but on March 24, 1976, her 

government was overthrown by General Jorge Rafael Videla of the army, Admiral Emilio 

Eduardo of the navy, and Brigadier Ramón Agosti of the air force. They suspended Congress, 

banned trade unions and restructured the Supreme Court with their own appointees—the few 

original members who remained were forced to swear that they would adhere to the military 

junta. Meanwhile, President Videla initiated the Process of National Reorganization, also known 

as La Guerra Sucia or the Dirty War, which lasted until 1983. The Argentinian government 

claimed that it was fighting a civil war, and shockingly faced little public opposition in the 

beginning. However, as more political dissidents were captured and killed, there was growing 

evidence of civil and human rights violations. The “disappeared” were those who were 

considered a political or ideological threat to the government, many of whom were young 

students (Fabj 2). According to the National Commission on the Disappearance of Persons, 

which was created in 1983, 72% of the “disappeared” were male and 28% were female (Bouvard 

38). Secrecy was an important aspect of the Dirty War, as the junta wanted to fulfill its scheme 

without comprising its image abroad. The leaders did not want to repeat General Pinochet’s 

mistake in Chile, who earned international condemnation from his actions. As a result, thousands 

of people’s private lives were physically invaded under a pretense of normalcy. In the middle of 

the night or in the broad daylight, the junta stormed homes, places of work and even the streets, 
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where they took people in plain clothes and unmarked cars.     

 One mother, Evel Aztarbe de Petrini, recalls her son being taken from their home in the 

middle of the night. When the doorbell rang, Evel was in the middle of preparing a flu remedy 

for her oldest son, Sergio. She opened the door to find two heavily armed men, who said that 

they were looking for a thief. The men forced their way into Evel’s home and grabbed her two 

boys. They took them to the patio and proceeded to beat them in the genitals. Then, they 

searched their home, all the while holding the two boys at gunpoint. The men found cords 

belonging to her son that were used for attaching patches to jeans, but they claimed they were 

being used to create bombs. Without further discussion, they asked which son was one Sergio 

and said that they were going to take him away. “Take me instead, if you are going to take 

anyone,” said Evel, as she tried to protect him. The men hit her and left the younger son on the 

floor, saying, “Stay and take care of your old woman.” Evel ran after the men; her last sight was 

Sergio being taken away in a truck (Bouvard 24-25).       

 The elderly and the very young were also abducted, and babies were allocated to families 

of the military junta, often never to discover their true identity or only in recent years. 

Additionally, Jews were subjugated to worse horror, forced to listen to recordings of Hitler’s 

speeches while in prison. This was an example of the anti-Semitism and extreme nationalism that 

constituted the Argentinian right, whose mission was to purify Argentina (Bouvard 29). Still, the 

majority of the disappeared were adolescents. Though at the start of the movement the mothers 

of the disappeared thought their sons and daughters had only been taken and demanded their 

return, they eventually realized that their children would never come back and were presumed to 

be dead. Their subsequent actions would ultimately redefine their identity of being a mother 

without a child.           
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 In an effort to find their children, the mothers became united by their mutual loss, and on 

April 30, 1977 the Madres de la Plaza de Mayo gathered for the first time in La Plaza de Mayo 

in Buenos Aires, Argentina. By the afternoon, there were enough women gathered to be 

approached by police demanding disbandment, due to a law forbidding public gatherings of more 

than three people. Spontaneously, the women started to walk arm and arm in groups of two, 

circling the plaza and therefore doing nothing illegal. A BBC reporter, Vladeimr Hernandez, 

interviewed one of the Madres, Hebe de Bonafini, who said, “by absolute chance, in response we 

started grabbing each other in pairs, arm to arm, and started walking in circles around the square” 

(Hernandez). The spontaneous linking of arms was the first act of a movement that would garner 

international attention to one of the most systematic, state-sponsored repressions in South 

America. All the while, the junta continued to reject their cause and deny any knowledge on the 

missing people’s whereabouts. In December 1977, General Videla said,     

 “I categorically deny that there exist in Argentina any concentration camps or prisoners 

  being held in military establishments beyond the time absolutely necessary for the 

  investigation of a person captured in an operation before they are transferred to penal 

  establishment” (Bouvard 34).                   

Despite continual rejection, the Madres persisted. Together, the women were able to progress 

and highlight human rights concerns, while also challenging the notion of female passivity. In 

1980, they began to wear handkerchiefs that were embroidered with the names of their 

disappeared relatives. But eventually, the junta decided that the mothers of the disappeared 

should disappear themselves.          

 In the same month of Videla’s renunciation, three of the founding members, Azucena 

Villaflor, Esther Careaga and Maria Eugenia Biano, and two French nuns were imprisoned, 
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tortured, and then thrown presumingly alive from a plane over the ocean. Their bodies were 

washed up on the shore and buried in an unmarked grave, unidentified until 2003 when their 

remains, and cause of death, were identified by the Argentine Forensic Anthropology team. The 

team discovered that their injuries were consistent with being thrown into the sea from an 

aircraft, the same fate many of their children experienced. In 2005, the fears of the Madres 

(many of whom are now grandmothers) were confirmed with the testimony of Adolofo Scillingo, 

a former Argentine naval officer who was convicted in Spain in 2005 for crimes against 

humanity. Scillingo testified that death flights were just one way in which the leftist activists 

were silenced and then killed. There were 180-200 death flights from 1977 to 1978, and 

Scillingo confessed that he had participated in two flights, with 13 and 17 people killed 

respectively. Additionally, he estimated that the navy conducted flights every Wednesday for 

two years, and that during that time period around 1,500-2,000 people were killed. Victims were 

sometimes forced to dance in order to celebrate the “freedom” that would await them.  

 After the founding mothers were captured, the movement had to gain momentum again, 

since the mothers feared for their own lives. More often than not, the women were threatened by 

the police with dogs and clubs in the Plaza. Nonetheless, they persisted and marched in a 

movement that was spurred by the death of their children, who to this day are still classified as 

disappeared, wishing their identity as Madres de los Desaparecidos never existed due to their 

loss. It is surprising that not more of the Madres were kidnapped and tortured, but the 

dictatorship largely ignored the women and called them locas (crazies).     

 While the main purpose of the Arpilleristas and the Madres de la Plaza de Mayo was to 

attain justice, in the process they blurred the acceptable role of women in social and political 

spheres, which during this time period were strictly male dominated. Both female groups 
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launched a public discussion on the injustices occurring in Chile and Argentina, while also 

challenging a mother’s physical place and role in society. Upon entering the workshops and the 

plaza, the women privately and publicly politicized their role as mothers. They fearlessly 

redefined motherhood, ironically by fulfilling their domestic roles outside of their households. 

Their identities were forever altered due to the dictatorial regimes in Chile and Argentina. 
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Chapter III 

How the Arpilleristas Politicized Traditional and Domestic Spaces  

______________ 

Women’s Role in Chilean Politics: Challenging Societal Norms 

 In Chile, women’s lives were forever altered as they learned a new way to mother 

without children. They responded to the repression and torture that was inflicted upon their loved 

ones with methods of protests that defied masculine logic, such as publicly banging pots and 

pans, singing and dancing to songs with political messages, and of course by weaving tapestries. 

These actions challenged the societal norms in Chile, which were embedded with machismo 

ideology and male superiority. The subordination of women is historically evident, as seen from 

the 1855 civil code, which converted married women into dependents of their husband. The code 

also “denied women any control over their bodies, their assets, or their children” (Franceschet 

38). Another example of how women were subjected to their male counterparts can be seen 

through patria potestad  (parental authority), which gave fathers the exclusive right over their 

children. These are just a few examples that expose how women’s subordination was linked to 

the prevailing gender ideology associated with women in the private domain of the family and 

home.            
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 However, concurrently strong beliefs were affiliated with women in Chile. For example, 

there is evidence revealing the significance of women in the 1958 presidential election. “The 

Allende period demonstrates yet again the strength of women’s politically conservative behavior, 

both in terms of their voting patterns and through the way that women were mobilized against 

the Allende government” (Waylen 302). Because women’s and men’s votes were calculated 

separately, it was easy to distinguish the impact of women in the polls—that is if women had not 

voted in the 1958 election, Allende would have defeated the independent candidate of the right, 

Alessandri (Waylen 302). Allende had only 30.5% of the female vote, whereas Alessandri 

received 38.4% of women’s votes. The other candidate, Tomic, received 29.9% (Waylen 302). 

Without women’s votes, Alessandri would not have won the election. Allesandri remained 

president from 1958 to 1964.  Yet again, the influence of women was evident in the March of 

Empty Pots and Pans, which took place on December 1, 1971. Under the Presidency of Salvador 

Allende, who assumed office in 1970, more than five thousand women publicly protested  

Allende’s Unidad Popular coalition government. The protest began at Plaza Baquedano, a 

square that divided the wealthy and poor sections of Chile. At the time of women’s mobilization, 

no class division was evident—the poor and wealthy marched together, pounding household 

items to emphasize the shortages of food and other household goods (Mooney 977).  

 In retrospect, Allende could have used women as a tool to manipulate voters. “Women 

constitute the most efficient political weapon; they have the time, they are capable of great 

emotion and they mobilize quickly,” said a member of the Brazilian military. He continued on, 

stating: “If you want to start a rumor that the president drinks too much or that he has serious 

health problems. Use women… by the next day the rumor will be all over the country” (Agosín 

39-40). In fact, it was this very type of manipulation that brought Pinochet to power. The day 
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after the coup, Pinochet publicly thanked women for their support of the “reconstruction of the 

country.” Yet once women began to oppose the junta, they themselves suffered severe 

punishment.           

 These public displays of protest occurred before the creation of the arpillera workshops, 

clarifying that women did have a political influence, perhaps more so than other Latin America 

countries during this time period. Because Chilean society had such strong ideas about women, 

their political presence became even more effective (Dandavati 67).) Though not inherently 

political, the Arpilleristas created a new form of political activism through the construction of 

the tapestries.  

The Politicization of Motherhood: The Transformation of Private Spaces 
 As previously noted, women’s participation and influence in politics was not 

unprecedented, but the Arpilleristas further developed a space for women to become political 

agents by using the feminine art of weaving to create a new meaning for motherhood—one that 

politicized the maternal role and eradicated their former apolitical lifestyle. Although Latin 

American ideology valorized womanhood and motherhood, these same societal norms 

constricted women’s opportunities and limited their responsibilities. According to Elsa Chaney, 

“the characterization of women as sacrificial mothers sums up what Latin Americans consider 

the most positive aspect of the image of woman” (Franceschet 38). The idea of being a sacrificial 

mother directly coincides with concepts associated with marianismo, specifically being a divine 

and faultless woman. But because the women used their identities to protest, they reconstrued 

accepted gender terms in order to challenge the dictatorship. Women recognized the precarious 

position of their husbands, as well as their own privileged position as women. Because of the 

junta’s extreme attitudes of machismo, they felt especially threatened by men. However, no 
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matter what the women did, it was unlikely the junta would ever recognize or validate them or 

their work. Yet, if a man would have taken to the workshops or streets, the junta would have 

forcefully retaliated. As a result, women became the forefront political actors during the 

dictatorship. Specifically, the Arpilleristas took advantage of their identity by employing the 

customary family values and images associated with their “supreme divinity” in their activism 

and protest. Subsequently, they acquired global political and economic attention. It was through 

their mobilization as militant mothers that women became autonomous subjects worthy of 

political legitimacy.  

 While the mobilization of the Arpilleristas can be seen as politically reactionary, it was 

nonetheless empowering. They became the “head of the household” due to a new reality that 

forced them to carry an extreme economic burden. Scholar Susan Franceschet states:  

“Women’s activism in this period was conceived as an expression of citizenship because 

  the boundary between formal and informal politics, a boundary that normally  

  undermines women’s citizenship, was (temporarily) blurred” (Franceschet 67). 

The blurring of boundaries allowed the Arpilleristas to reconstruct gender binaries in Chilean 

society. Marianismo created a standard for femininity that all women should be spiritually divine 

and model themselves after the Virgin Mary, accepting their role as mothers and wives. 

Marianismo “reinforced the social expectations connected to motherhood, a model that Evelyn 

Stevens described as ‘the cult of feminine spiritual superiority, which teaches that women are 

semi-divine, morally superior to, and spiritually stronger than men’” (Mooney 939). Yet, what 

Stevens fails to recognize is that this “superiority” is only true if women exemplify the 

traditional characteristics associated with motherhood. This perception reinforced a pattern of 

oppressive expectations and “the image of the morally superior yet submissive and self-
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abnegating mother” (Mooney 938). Yet with their roles of wife and mother stripped from them, 

the Arpilleristas combined both activism against human rights abuses with an enterprise, in order 

to generate income and achieve justice. Unlike other women’s groups in Latin America at this 

time, such as Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo, the Arpilleristas were more financially unstable. 

The women did not begin weaving arpilleras as a form of advocacy, but rather, in order to earn 

money. The economic motive that initially began the arpillera workshops, allowed the women to 

reject and oppose their weak and subordinate affiliations with marianismo. The workshops 

helped to transform conventional visions of secluded motherhood and domesticity, all the while 

eliminating submissive and passive associations with women.  

This is especially evident when many of the Arpilleristas publicly defied the junta by 

taking part in hunger strikes or chaining themselves to the doors of Pinochet’s house, the 

Supreme Court, and other government buildings. Each public act of defiance was done in hopes 

of calling attention to the junta’s practice. But while these were important public outcries, unlike 

Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo, the Arpilleristas did not claim or redefine new public spaces. 

Rather, the Arpilleristas were confined to the traditional role of craftsmanship in private settings, 

validating that their activism was largely secluded and concealed. On one hand, they fulfilled the 

societal expectation that women should adhere with restraint, on the other hand, they were still 

unable to fulfill the conventional expectation of motherhood. Although not politically motivated, 

the Arpilleristas politicized private spaces and their domestic life, filling the emptiness of their 

children with a new ideology and definition of what it meant to be both a mother and a woman. 

In doing so, they radically reshaped their traditional roles as mothers and wives, though it was 

these very roles that enabled the politicization of their identity. The Arpilleristas gained 

confidence, awareness and “transcended the private space of their homes to find a niche for 
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themselves” (Dandavati 67). Regardless of their political, or lack thereof, background, the 

women mobilized to defend the right for life.  

However, the ideology of politicizing the private, and bringing the domestic into the 

public does not come without critiques. Feminist scholars, such as Ruddick and Gilligan, have 

been criticized for their “attempts to provide a way out of these dilemmas under the flag of 

‘maternal thinking’ or the ‘ethic of care,’” respectively. Some believe that scholars have 

romanticized “feminine” qualities of caring motherhood and peaceful womanhood. However, 

based on the testimonies of the women that were previously evaluated, it is evident that the 

Arpilleristas acted beyond the scope of their motherly duties in order to collectively support their 

families and attain justice.   

Patchwork: The Political “Weapon” 
Both the Arpilleristas and the Madres de la plaza de Mayo created new symbolic 

strategies in an attempt to attain justice and alter corrupt political systems. The groups used 

photographs to link the dead with that of the living—the Madres by wearing photographs of their 

missing children and the Arpilleristas by sewing their lost loved ones onto cloth. “These women 

share a private image that becomes a commemorative and collective spectacle for the nation” 

(Agosín 27). But unlike the Madres de la Plaza de Mayo, some of whom eventually died, the 

tapestries, along with the important messages that converted female submission and reservation, 

will forever be embedded and engraved into Chilean culture and history. The patchwork itself is 

a message of resistance and was used as a political “weapon,” which cannot be removed without 

physically destroying the body, analogous to how the victims were violated and destroyed. The 

disappeared were captured, stripped naked, sexually humiliated, tortured and completely 
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dehumanized. Sara Ruddick, a feminist philosopher and the author of Maternal Thinking: 

Toward a Politics of Peace, states that:  

“Children’s bodies have become a locus of pain. Because the violation of bodies is meant 

to terrify, the body itself becomes a place where terror is wrought. In resistance to this 

violation mothers’ bodies become instruments of non-violent power. Adorned with 

representations of bodies loved and violated, they express the necessity of love even amid 

terror” (Agosín 30). 

As previously mentioned, militant motherhood is the mobilization of women under their 

identities as mothers. Ruddick draws on this idea of the mothers using their own female bodies in 

order to blur the traditional expectations of femininity. The women embody “love, singularity in 

connection, the promise of birth and the reliance of hope, the irreplaceable treasure of vulnerable 

bodily being,” whereas each of these feminine attributes are satisfied in secrecy (Agosín 30). 

Many women feel that they were robbed of their sexual life, and to this day to this day discuss 

how they have little to no interest in highlighting their own bodies by engaging in social 

activities, like dressing up or going out to parties. Their personal lives will forever be linked to 

that of their nation—which in many ways inhibited their possibility of further maturing. Perhaps 

ironically, a large part of their womanhood was robbed in the name of motherhood. Interestingly, 

the Arpilleristas went so far to diminish their identities as women, in order to regain their 

identities as mothers. One Arpillerista said, “we are mothers not women… we are looking for 

our children. Our fight is for our families not to be forgotten and to reclaim justice from the 

state” (Waylen 304). This claim evokes notions of acceptable motherhood rather than radical 

activism. 
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A Collective Form of Resistance: Rejecting Machismo  

The Arpillera workshops not only provided women with a means to fiscally support their 

families by selling the tapestries to international organizations, but also, they provided a new 

understanding of how women could become empowered by establishing a more “complex idea 

of capability and community” (Dandavati 69). The workshops laid the foundational groundwork 

needed for the development of women.1 As previously seen, many of the tapestries addressed 

issues of health care and democracy, and they depicted the brutal horrors of detention and 

torture. Within the compounds of the workshops, the women existed as a collective. They 

supported one another, becoming the family each had lost.  

The Arpilleristas were outspoken and steadfast with regard to the state of Chile, and as a 

result, enhanced the ideology that women could be active participants in politics. The workshops 

began at a time when nobody dared to oppose the regime. The Arpilleristas were the first to 

create a “culture of resistance, and they were joined by other groups of people: young university 

students and women from the shantytowns who created soup kitchens and various networks of 

solidarity that were not subsidized by the regime” (Agosín 25). Despite the fact that women had 

some sort of political influence in the past, they outwardly renounced the government in an 

unprecedented way and challenged the deeply embedded machismo traditions that were fixed 

within Chile’s society by breaking class divisions and gender binaries. Through their 

participation in the arpillera workshops, the women created a collective organization that had 

significant political and moral influence, where their identities as mothers ceased to be a role that 

was confined to their homes, but rather one that was with other women. Simultaneously, each 

 
1 The idea of investing in the development of girls and women has now expanded, and now has 
transcended into schools with the establishment of a program called PRODEMU. It gives an outlet of 
young women to enhance skills such as exercise, cooking and self-esteem (Dandavati 69).  
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arpillera became a representation of their united world, where daily life and national political 

events were one in the same.   

The Impact on Democracy  

With the return of democracy in the 1990s, the repression, terror and censorship of the 

Pinochet dictatorship has since been eradicated. All individuals are able to enjoy democracy, the 

women, “do so now, however, with a different consciousness. Women have not forgotten the 

empowerment they gained when they learned they could change things by taking to the streets 

and protesting the dictatorship” (Agosín 31). It is this confidence that continues to inspire 

women as they face the current problems of Chile, however they do so in a different manner. The 

Vicariate of Solidarity considered its work finished once democracy was restored, and so the 

workshops lost their church patronage. The workshops were then dismantled, leaving women to 

create Arpilleristas independently and in solitude. The handful of women who continue to work 

on the arpilleras do so out of hope to finish a historical record. It was only through the state of 

“repression, economic crisis, the relative absence of political parties and extremely conservative 

gender ideology promoted by the dictatorship, Chilean women mobilized as ‘militant mothers’ 

and as feminists to demand a return to democracy” (Franceschet 80). Though they were not self-

identified feminists, the collective act of women uniting in order to defeat oppression has altered 

and expanded women’s rights and responsibilities in Chile today and recharacterized the very 

definition of motherhood.  
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Chapter IV 

How the Madres de la Plaza de Mayo Politicized Public Spaces: The 

Transformation of the Madres  

______________ 

The Conception of Maternal Politics 

Argentinian women did not discard their feminine ideals in the pursuit of women 

activism, rather they introduced a new concept of maternal feminism. At the time, women’s 

primary duties were that of the home and domestic life. Yet, they gradually became more 

assertive and ultimately challenged the traditional construct of gender roles. It was socially 

unacceptable for women to unleash emotions dissenting the opinion of the junta (as it was for 

everyone). They lived in “a society that regard[ed] anger as an inappropriate emotion for 

women,” yet it was their literal cries for justice that “proved a significant source of political 

power” (Boulevard 15). Similar to Chile, the construction of traditional meanings of motherhood 

meant that women were dismissed and systematically oppressed due to their gender. As noted, it 



 31 

is impossible to discuss gender binaries in Latin America without addressing the conceptions of 

masculinity and femininity, referred to as machismo and marianismo. To restate, machismo 

asserts a masculine connotation that shows how men are dominant and superior in society. 

Marianismo is the female counterpart and connotes submissiveness and hyperfeminine behavior. 

According to this model, women should be pure, unassertive and endure suffering. The very 

definition of marianismo as being the subordinate counterpart to machismo reveals the 

problematic issues associated with gender roles in Latin America.  

Beyond the Latin American border, feminist studies of motherhood as an institution have 

created an increasingly popular discourse, a crucial concept in order to effectively understand the 

intersectionality between motherhood, womanhood and feminism. In Argentina, motherhood 

took on various roles within the domestic sphere, but Argentinian women challenged their fixed 

and traditional responsibilities by using their domestic identity as a tool for empowerment. The 

Madres maintained the conventional concept of maternity but infused it with a new ideology: 

political activism could be rooted in maternal thinking. This concept is a form of militant 

motherhood. Inherently, militant motherhood and maternal politics are interwoven, as each 

concerns the politicization of women’s identity and involves activism for basic human rights, 

such as health, education, work and shelter for all sexes. By revolutionizing maternity, Las 

Madres de La Plaza de Mayo threatened the very basis of the Argentine state and redefined 

gender binaries by claiming new physical spaces.  

Motherhood Redefined: The Occupation of Public Spaces 
After being forced to redefine motherhood without children, the women became political 

figures and “militant mothers.” In other words, they used their identities as mothers to justify 

their political engagement. The Madres transformed political discourse, and consequently gender 



 32 

binaries, as previously women were never a part of the political arena. Not only did the Madres 

redefine power by claiming and politicizing the Plaza, which was previously apolitical, but also 

by deliberately thrusting themselves into arenas where political power was present. By 

physically inhabiting new spaces, they reconstrued conventional wisdom of what was considered 

public and private in society. They brought motherhood out of the “domestic closet” and in the 

process created a new space for women in Argentina—a space that embodies the feminine 

aspects of marianismo with that of a militant mother. Yet, in their militancy they also embodied 

marianismo and unknowingly gave it new meaning to include aspects of assertiveness and 

unapologetic dominance, while still maintaining their obligations to motherhood and the family. 

By combining aspects of the  “militant mother” and “marianismo,” the Madres created a new 

identity for women—one that politicized the private sphere and created an unprecedented space 

for women in public settings.  

Las Madres used their identity as mothers as a protective shield. By framing their 

activism on the need to protect their family, the Madres continued to adhere to the societal 

expectations of familial commitment and motherhood, while at the same time politicizing their 

identity as women and blurring the lines of conventional femininity. This became evident every 

Thursday, when mothers left their typewriters, aprons and sewing machines to be present in La 

Plaza de Mayo at 3:30 P.M, symbolic of the traditional domestic life they began to retire. The 

first walk reportedly took place on April 20, 1977 and was composed of a small group of 

women. They were united by each having lost at least one child who had been taken by the 

military government. In just weeks the group grew, and most mothers never failed to attend, 

despite feelings of being watched, spied on and made fun of. It was the government officials who 

tried to diminish the legitimization of the group by calling the women locas, or crazies, however, 
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the movement only continued to grow. One Madre recounts that each woman was born again in 

the circle, weekly. They were increasingly motivated by their lost identity as mothers and by 

their desire for justice:   

“What mysterious hand convoked us? The puzzle of our children’s fate, which didn’t stop  

us from going on… the son’s photograph on the night table; every Thursday it would 

point the way—‘Today is the circle, Mom;—to the Plaza!’” (Mellibovsky 82). 

In the beginning, the Madres walked arm in arm in a formation of six or so women across. 

During the first years, they walked around flower beds that lead to Belgrano Monument. They 

then walked around the pyramid and the flower beds, until fences were put up which prohibited 

them from walking further.  

 

Figure 3. Alderman, Derek & Dwyer, Owen (2015). “Memorials and Monuments.” International 
Encyclopedia of Human Geography. Volume 7, pp. 51-58. 10.1016/B978-008044910-4.00974-3. 

Naturally, there was resistance from the police and laws were implemented to prohibit the 

Madres from walking. As has been previously noted, gatherings of more than three people were 

banned, and so the Madres linked arms in pairs of two. Often, they wore headscarves with the 

names of their disappeared children and sometimes carried photographs of their lost loved ones. 
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The junta tried to halt the women’s weekly demonstration at the end of 1977 by capturing 

fourteen of the Madres, who would meet the same fate as their children. Nonetheless, the group 

prevailed and walked around the Mayo Pyramid in the Plaza and in front of the presidential 

office building, La Casa Rosada (the Pink House), while the police yelled “circulate, circulate.” 

And so, the Madres began to circle, unable to stop, even if they wanted to, as the police forced 

them to be dynamic. Argentinian writer, Pedro Orgambide, lived during the dictatorship and 

wrote a poem that depicts the Madres tireless efforts:  

CIRCULATE… 

“Circulate the policeman said, 

And they started to march on that Thursday 

Like blind hens in a circle 

Or birds from the South, in Summer whirlwinds. 

Circulate, he said 

And didn’t know he was winding up an endless dance 

A circle of love over death 

A wedding ring with time 

A ring around his own neck. 

- Pedro Orgambide (Mellibovsky 81) 

In the poem, Orgambide commented how it seemed that the women were circulating out of 

obedience to the policemen, but what the police did not realize is that they were setting up “an 

endless dance,” which would ultimately destroy them, as the Madres would continue to protest in 

the Plaza until justice was served. Most women feared the Plaza, but also found peace within it. 

In 1978, they received global attention when Argentina hosted the World Cup, as their protests 
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were covered by the international press who were visiting (Ackerman and DuVall 368). They 

became increasingly aware that at any moment they could be punished and become a 

“desaparecido,” a “disappeared.” Yet concurrently, it was only in the Plaza that they were able 

to discuss their concerns, things they wouldn’t dare speak of with their husbands. One Madre 

characterized the Plaza as having “this attraction, but also a disquieting aspect: the realizing that 

we were compelled to go, and also the fear we experienced at being there” (Mellibovsky 85). 

The Plaza became a representation of their lost children. Though they tried, the junta was unable 

to eject the mothers from the Plaza, though the junta tried to strip the Madres identity as 

mothers, they always felt they would be. The Plaza became a space where the disappeared 

received social and political existence. One Madre said, “If I miss a Thursday, I miss my child,” 

and  another said, “The Plaza is in my skin. It’s in my body”—perhaps alluding to the fact that 

their children derived of their own body (Bouvard 254). By mobilizing, the Madres confronted 

the government, created a new political identity for mothers, and formed a protest based on 

familial and community responsibility.  

Ultimately, the mothers, “transformed the Plaza de Mayo so that it not only reflected 

power and dissent but also celebrated their unique battle for human rights and their radicalized, 

collective version of maternity” (Bouvard 15). It became more than just a meeting place and 

symbolized the “walking in circles” the mothers did for many years outside of the Plaza. From 

going to morgues, demanding answers at public offices, seeking answers at prisons, the walking 

in circles represents a never-ending journey to attain justice and answers. During their search for 

justice, mothers would meet one another, such was the case for Esther Aracela Lado De 

Sanchez’s, whose son, Enrique, was captured, released, re-captured and killed. At 21 years old, 

Enrique Sanchez, was taken by the regime and unjustly imprisoned. After three months of 
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imprisonment, Enrique was liberated. It was a common practice for prisoners to be released only 

to be re-captured and killed later on. As Esther recalls: 

 “I saw him on a Saturday at noon. That was the last time I saw him. I was very nervous, I 

  had a premonition something ugly was going to happen. But we had lunch together and 

  then, as always, we danced the Emperor Waltz without any music. All of a sudden, he 

 stopped eating and said: ‘Mom let’s dance.’ And we danced the Emperor Waltz. But the 

  last thing I could have imagined is that at that moment I was saying goodbye to my son” 

  (Mellibovsky 44). 

Esther would never see her son again, nor receive information on his whereabouts. Like many of 

the other women, Esther became a participant of the Madres de La Plaza de Mayo after meeting 

another mother, who while searching for her own son, had met Enrique when he was still in 

prison. Esther joined the Madres de la Plaza de Mayo when it had just begun to form and thus 

participated in countless demonstrations. Yet, no matter where the women went and who they 

spoke to, the Madres were never taken seriously, leaving time after time again without any more 

knowledge than they had begun with. Just as they persistently walked each Thursday, they 

continued to invade public spaces, determined to be acknowledged and receive answers. 

Although the mothers did not choose the Plaza de Mayo because of any political significance, by 

the time a constitutional government replaced the military junta in December 1983, the Madres 

had claimed the Plaza de Mayo—making it an international symbol.  

The Impact of Politicized Motherhood: An Expansion of Feminism?  
By assuming the political role of militant mothers, the Madres challenged the military 

leaders of their country and created their own political language in the process. It is inaccurate to 

claim that because of their unique position as militant mothers that they were inherently 
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feminists. Although Las Madres de La Plaza de Mayo inspired other groups of women 

internationally to use their status as mothers to ignite change in their respective societies, 

assuming the identity of a militant mother does not naturally equate to assuming a feminist 

identity, as “not all mother’s groups defended gender equity or feminism—and not all held on to 

motherist mobilization” (Mooney 985). Many Madres rejected a feminist label, perhaps due to 

the lack of feminist theory in Latin America in the 1970’s, which contributed to the negative 

connotations associated with the term “feminist.” A prominent leader of the group, Hebe de 

Bonafini, said “the mothers aren't feminists, we believe in equality between men and women. 

Feminists here are very radical. They want men out of the way, and we don’t agree with that.” 

(Howe 47). As Marguerite Bouvard explains, “the mothers are not interested in eliminating 

maternity as a gender identification,” rather “they wish to create a political role for maternity” 

(Bouvard 187). Therefore, although the initial aims of the Madres did not concern feminism 

causes, they ultimately have since furthered political participation of women, especially in the 

promotion of human rights, and thus have contributed to the development of both men and 

women.  

Furthermore, the impact of the Madres was far reaching and impacted other social 

injustices, such as class differences. The Madres could be seen as bridging the gap between what 

Hebe de Bonafini coined as “bourgeois feminism” and grassroot activism. Bonafini criticized 

“bourgeois feminists for being overly concerned with gender demands, at the expense of more 

important issues” (Howe 47). Bourgeois feminist groups were solely focused on women’s 

progression in the fields of work and politics, whereas the Madres made significant contributions 

to improving the private realms of the home, and in turn, eventually improved women’s situation 

in public sectors. The bourgeois feminists were mostly middle-class citizens and sought to 
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directly redefine marianismo by trying to insert themselves into an already existing, male-

dominated space in Argentine society. Although the Madres insisted the group was apolitical, the 

women politicized their role by becoming militant mothers who framed their interests as mothers 

of families and unknowingly in the process of attaining justice, created a completely new space 

for women in Argentina. This space was both physical, La Plaza de Mayo, and abstract. 

Eventually, women who were fighting to reclaim their identities as mothers were given political 

legitimacy; as seen by the “gradual evolution and development of the Madres’ situation and 

values to make them more receptive to ideas they might have previously rejected” (Howe 47). As 

time went on, the women gained more and more gendered consciousness and “moved beyond the 

‘motherist’ paradigm to a larger objective of challenging traditional constructions of 

‘femininity’” (Schirmer 31). One Madre recalls why she continued to walk, despite knowing it 

was unlikely she would ever find her son again:  

“I have one sister and she has three children. Some time ago she asked, me ‘But why are 

  you continuing this struggle if you know that your son is not coming?’ She thinks I am 

  only fighting for my son, that nothing is going to happen to her children. So, I told her, ‘I 

  am fighting for your children and for other children also.’ ‘Why?’ she countered. ‘My 

 children are not going to be involved in anything.’ I feel sorry for her because she has not 

 gone through the process I have gone through. She still lives only for her children, like all 

 mothers, each mother for her own child. So, I feel sorry for her because I have learned 

 something. I have socialized my maternity”  

- Maria del Rosario fe Cerruti (Bouvard 175).  

Maria del Rosario’s story shows that by mobilizing in the Plaza, she was able to gain a unique 

understanding of the various definitions, channels and places motherhood could inhabit. For 
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example, although their children had disappeared, the Madres actually referred to themselves as 

“permanently pregnant.” The women became mothers to other young people, who gathered 

around and supported the mothers in their quest. The Argentine youth and the Madres became 

linked through their passion for political reform and recognition of the extreme injustices 

occurring in their country (Boulevard 15). They found fulfillment in a new role of being 

“permanently pregnant” and through their weekly social activism.    

 Identifying as permanently pregnant is significant as the Madres chose to embody the 

motherly aspect of marianismo, yet instead of maintaining the status quo of men superiority, they 

asserted their own divine influence. In other words, the Madres de La Plaza de Mayo sought to 

transform the political system and societal norms to reflect their maternal values, and in doing 

so, blurred the conventional definition of motherhood. They did more than just fight for the 

return of their children, they established a greater model of how political action can effectively 

be demonstrated based on the idea of a collective group, community and family, rather than 

individual pursuits. In fact, the Madres acknowledged that their struggle was a common one, and 

as part of their growing social awareness, they stopped fighting for their personal tragedies and 

began to focus on larger economic and social issues of which they were previously unaware. 

They began to refer to each other, and to themselves, as Madre, representing their collective 

unity against a national tragedy (Bouvard 181). It was through their shared identity as militant 

mothers that the Madres were able to reinvent marianismo and attain some form of justice many 

years later. 

The Return to Democracy            
On January 26, 2006, Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo announced that they would no 

longer march weekly and said, “the enemy isn’t in the Government House anymore.” They 
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acknowledged the significance of President Néstor Kirchner’s success in implementing the Full 

Stop Law, which was passed by the National Congress of Argentina in 1986. The law mandated 

the end of the investigation and prosecution of people accused of political violence during the 

dictatorship. Additionally, the government repealed and declared the Law of Due Obedience 

unconstitutional, which was passed in 1987 and protected all armed personnel, such as the 

police, penitentiary service and other security agencies. It stated that these figures could not be 

punished, as they were obeying orders from their superiors. After the law was appealed in 2003, 

cases that involved crimes against humanity reopened (Greste).      

 Nevertheless, the Madres, now abuelas or grandmothers, continue to search for any 

misplaced grandchildren that disappeared or were born in captivity. Obstacles to uncover their 

identities still prevail, in spite of the restoration of a democratic government. According to the 

Abuelas’ website, “many members of the judiciary branch resist restitution because they do not 

understand that our grandchildren are the victims of numerous crimes, even though they are now 

living in ‘good socio-economic conditions’ with those who appropriated them” (Abuelas De 

Plaza De Mayo). Still, the Abuelas drafted a bill that proposed a National Genetic Bank of 

relatives of disappeared children. It was enacted in 1989 and is responsible for the storage and 

preservation of blood samples. Through a specific blood analysis method, kinship can be 

predicted with a 99.9% probability.  

Naturally, no reparations could subsidize the painful reality of losing an entire generation. 

However, the Madres have made a significant impact in ensuring that the real truth of Argentina 

be remembered. Despite the fact that their weekly protests in the Plaza for the desaparecidos 

have concluded, the Madres continue to fight for any lost grandchildren, as well as march 



 41 

weekly for other social causes. Although the dictatorship ended, the Madres’ desire for justice 

continues, as seen by their ongoing political activism.  
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Chapter V 

Conclusion 

______________ 

Las Arpilleristas and Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo used motherhood as a means to 

justify their political participation, which was done both privately and publicly. In Chile, the 

Arpilleristas politicized the domestic, as they took on the economic burden and used the 

feminine art of weaving in an effort to gain justice and make ends meet. Whereas in Argentina, 

the Madres politicized public spaces, specifically La Plaza de Mayo, through weekly protest and 

activism. The women groups shattered conventional ideas of secluded domesticity in different 

ways. The Arpilleristas politicized the private compounds of their homes and churches, 

challenging the conventionality of domestic life and expanding its duties. The Madres brought 

the traditional to public spaces, thereby politicizing physical spheres to be spaces of equality for 

men and women. Without their children, the mothers in both countries were forced to redefine 

their needs, and in doing so, they brought the private to the center of public, national and 

international demands. The women were expected to be apolitical, and fulfill the sexist qualities 

associated with marianismo, which encompassed submissiveness, purity and hyper-femininity. 

Though marianismo also asserted a strong responsibility to motherhood and familial ties.  
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As a result, the Arpilleristas and the Madres redefined gender binaries by assuming the 

role of militant mothers in order to challenge the concepts associated with marianismo and 

machismo. Their very activism would not have been possible without their maternal identity, and 

in this aspect, both women’s groups embraced their familial ties and their identities as mothers. 

In the same regard, they redefined marianismo by using their identities as mothers to become 

activists for human right’s violations and abuses under each countries’ respective period of state 

terrorism. Women in Chile and in Argentina transformed patriarchal spaces, both within and 

outside of the domestic realm, by using maternal politics. The comparison of the two women’s 

groups reveals that motherhood can be a political tool that holds the government accountable.  

 Womanhood, motherhood and feminism are connected; however, it is clear that the 

Arpilleristas and the Madres held motherhood to the highest regard and would forfeit other 

identities in order to reclaim their role as mothers. The Arpilleristas gave up aspects of their 

womanhood with the purpose of fulfilling their domestic roles in a new politicized manner, while 

the Madres explicitly claimed that they were not feminists. However, neither women’s groups 

denied their connection to motherhood, and it was only through the loss of their maternal identity 

that the women were able to politicize motherhood and redefine gender binaries in society. They 

challenged the roles of male leaders as female citizens, and in doing so, created a new identity 

for womanhood, one that encompassed aspects of both marianismo and that of militant 

motherhood. Because in Chile and Argentina military violence entered the private sphere and 

disrupted domestic peace, the women had no choice but to collectively politicize their role by 

framing their interests as mothers of families, not just as women or individuals in pursuit of their 

disappeared family members. By doing so, the militant mothers challenged traditional 

characteristics in Latin America society. 
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 However, because the Arpilleristas and Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo carried out their 

politics in the name of motherhood, they received substantial criticism from feminist groups. Is 

there a role for mothers in national or international politics? How does emphasizing traditional 

gender roles hinder or progress women’s equality? If motherhood remained the only way in 

which women framed their political concerns and gained public access, then women’s equality 

would be difficult to address. Yet, through the case studies of Argentina and Chile, it is clear that 

maternal ideals served as a foundation for women’s political participation but have since become 

more complex, which is the very reason why women need more representation in formal politics. 

The unification of women, despite socioeconomic and class differences, to protest the 

disappearances of their children, husbands and brothers allowed a marginalized group to oppose 

the repressors. Women have and always will continue to engage in a form of politics so long as 

there are issues that impact their lives or their families, personally. Although it is not always the 

circumstance that politics is grounded in the personal, everyday experience, often there is a 

moral obligation that causes a significant correlation with regard to participation. Yet, what 

makes the case studies of the Arpilleristas and Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo exceptional is 

that both groups evolved from an individualized, personal outcry to a collective protest that 

enabled women to enter the political realm and highlight human rights abuses in an 

unprecedented manner. Through the weaving of tapestries and weekly marches, women 

protested the military force, demanding peace and reparations.  

 With the return to democratic states, the majority of the mothers had accepted the fate of 

the disappeared. However, they still continued to fight that those who were responsible for the 

deaths receive adequate punishments and be held accountable. Patricia Politzer, a Chilean mother 

of a disappeared individual, states:  
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“Here the guilty will have to be judged, and judged without amnesty, so that those  

 responsible will be punished, and none of this that has happened will happen again. 

 This will have to occur when democracy is restored, when we return to being a free 

 country as we were years ago. As for me, I would like to see a government without  

 killing, without torture, without massacres, and let it be a country of brothers” (Krause 

 374).  

The mothers’ struggle for basic human rights continues, as they advocate for the right to life, 

economic dignity and justice. Nonetheless, their approaches differ, whereas in Argentina women 

continue to protest, the arpillera workshops stopped receiving funding and support from the 

church in 1989, though some individuals continue to weave for the purposes of documenting 

historical memory. Still, women’s activism is relevant in Chile and focuses on more immediate 

concerns, such as the “neo-liberal economic policies, which has produced a great divide between 

the rich and the poor” (Krause 375). Through their continued activism and public defiance, the 

mothers garnered international attention and reshaped societal normalities in their own countries. 

 Unfortunately, “disappearing” people continues to be an international problem that 

violates fundamental human rights. Dictated disappearances are especially relevant in many 

countries in Latin America, and according to Amnesty International, in Mexico, 61,637 people 

were found to be missing in 2019, due to both “enforced disappearances by state agents and 

disappearances committed by non-state actors” (Amnesty International USA). Similarly, 

outstanding disappearances remain a challenge in Colombia, Nicaragua and El Salvador. Yet, 

there are valuable lessons to be learned from Las Arpilleristas and Las Madres de la Plaza de 

Mayo, and in many instances, the mobilization of the mothers has served as a model for other 

women to assemble in order to resist oppression. Though now practically extinct in Chile, the 
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Chilean Association of Families of Detain-Disappeared has since been replicated in other 

countries. Additionally, other mother organizations from Guatemala, El Salvador, Nicaragua and 

Honduras have visited the Madres in Argentina to learn their organizational and political 

methods and techniques (Krause 375). In fact, in 1999 Hebe de Bonafini, the leader of the 

Madres, assembled a group of Argentinian women and traveled to Iraq to encourage men and 

women to combat the dictatorship of Saddam Hussein, as well as imperialism. Thus, what began 

as a practical goal to restore human dignity in their own countries has had significant global, 

political impact. Though certainly not their original intent, the Arpilleristas and Las Madres de la 

Plaza de Mayo have served as a useful model for other developing countries that face similar 

forms of oppression.  

When questioning maternal politics, it is important to remember the context of these 

movements. Above all, Las Arpilleristas and Las Madres de la Plaza de Mayo were formed as an 

immediate response to a personal tragedy and loss, which transformed to become a collective 

form of activism, charged by hope and justice. Though most of the disappeared were never 

found, the Arpilleristas and the Madres filled their void with a sense of autonomy, a positive 

gain that enabled them to be liberated from a machismo driven society and antiquated ideologies. 

By combining morality and politics, both women’s groups created a new political language that 

has since allowed for their identities to evolve and systematic change to occur, inspiring mothers 

in other countries to mobilize and resist state-wide injustices and oppression. The Chilean and 

Argentinian mothers transformed from being apolitical figures to accepting a new responsibility 

that has crippled societal norms and allowed for new conventions to flourish.  
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