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Pink Tides: Femininity, Dictatorship, and the Rise of the New Latin American Left 

 

Abstract: During the second half of the twentieth century, military dictatorships came to 

power throughout Southern Cone Latin America and contributed to the continued patriarchal 

tradition of the region. A literary and art movement arose after these dictatorships fell, centered 

on the patterns of re-victimization of the feminine and criticism of the atrocities carried out by 

the dictatorships. In my honors thesis, I argue that along with the rise of the marea rosada, the 

New Left in Latin America, we have witnessed a turn in post-dictatorship literature towards a 

criticism of the society that fostered the dictatorships and that continued the patriarchal traditions 

of the region. I also argue that the authors and directors of these texts and films advocate that in 

order to change the patriarchal pattern of society, it is necessary to participate within that society 

and manipulate the society‟s discourses to one‟s own advantage. 

 

 

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, a series of military dictatorships came to power  
 

throughout Southern Cone Latin America. In Argentina, a military junta led by General Jorge 

Rafael Videla reached power through a coup d‟etat in 1976 and held power until 1983, when the 

Dirty War
1
 it had waged on the Argentinean people lost both support and control. Similarly, in 

Brazil, a 1964 coup d‟etat employed by military forces resulted in a military dictatorship, until 

economic troubles led to democratic elections in 1984. The military dictatorship led by Augusto 

Pinochet in Chile also came to power through a coup d‟etat in 1973 and held power until 

democratic elections displaced Pinochet in 1990. These dictatorships took place in a Cold War 

context in which there was concerted effort to avoid the control of soviet and marxist influence; 

this attitude then resulted in the disappearance of tens of thousands in a few short years, many of 

                                                
1
 A period lasting from 1974-1983 in Argentina which consisted of the Argentine armed forces taking various 

actions against those who were considered to possess anti-government sensibilities. This was a period of political, 

physical, and emotional turmoil in Argentina as the dictatorship was unrelenting in its desire to suppress all 

„subversive‟ action. See Behind the Disappearances: Argentina’s Dirty War Against Human Rights and the United 

Nations by Iain Guest. 
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whom have never been recovered
2
. The dictatorships‟ violent actions eventually led to their 

downfall, and they were all eventually overturned through the return to democratic process.  

Post-dictatorship periods in these countries brought about a cultural movement in 

literature, film, and other mediums that is critical of the dictatorships and that vehemently 

protests this repressive form of society. This essay will analyze the newest wave of post-

dictatorship literature, especially following the rise of the new Left in Latin America, in order to 

discuss the mourning process of a nation after tragedy. Irene Wirshing, in her National Trauma 

in Post-Dictatorship Latin American Literature: Chile and Argentina, analyzes the idea that, 

“survival allows for victims to voluntarily forget the abuse and repress the past, developing 

social amnesia toward associations related to the trauma” (Wirshing 22). The ability of survivors 

to forget and the desire of the government to repress allowed for a literature to develop out of 

these time periods that addresses the need for confrontation of the events in order to validate 

those who were lost and what these countries experienced. The change in post-dictatorship 

literature after these dictatorships fell is evident of a change in the fabric of society, or of the 

motivation to make such a change into a reality. 

Following the return to democracy, an artistic movement emerged in these Latin 

American countries that allowed those in post-dictatorship situations to reflect on their personal 

and national trauma and to consider possibilities for the future. Wirshing discusses the need to 

confront the past in order to attempt to heal from it (Wirshing 121). Post-dictatorship literature, 

film, and other works, then, largely concentrate on criticism of the military governments and the 

                                                

2
 See Citizens of Memory: Refiguring the Past in Postdictatorship Argentina by Silvia R. Tandeciarz, Nunca Mas 

report created by the Comisión Nacional sobre la Desaparición de Personas, and From Pariah State to Global 

Protagonist: Argentina and the Struggle for International Human Rights by Kathryn Sikkink. 
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subsequent silencing of the crimes carried out during dictatorship years. Wirshing also covers 

this topic and states that, “literature written both during and after dictatorships is often embedded 

in trauma. The writing is usually fragmented and non-linear, which serves as a metaphor for 

psychological trauma” (Wirshing 6). This writing deals with the questions surrounding memory, 

mourning, and national trauma.For example, testimonio, a genre in literature centering on 

personal accounts of human rights violations and other such issues, became more highly 

publicized in post-dictatorship literature. Post-dictatorship literature was largely allegorical, 

though many fictional works were also published that were written by authors who had 

experienced some form of the dictatorship. As such, this literature criticizes the human rights 

abuses incurred during this period while also revealing the depth and scope of these dictatorships 

to readers worldwide.  

Representative works in this post-dictatorship movement include Luisa Valenzuela‟s 

Cambio de armas (1982), Alicia Partnoy‟s La escuelita (1986), and Luis Puenzo‟s La historia 

oficial (1985). This literature has a strong connection to the question of gender as it often 

considered the military dictatorship through a patriarchal lens (Wirshing). Wirshing makes the 

connection between dictatorships and abusive husbands by stating that, “the husband/dictator 

looks at his wife/nation without any regret or guilt, lacking the conscience to take responsibility 

for her psychological and physical deterioration” (Wirshing 25). The relationship between the 

nation and the dictatorship is then one of patriarchal control and dominance. 

 

Generally, criticism on this literature has focused on the discourse of the dictatorship as  
 

one of feminization of the other and how post-dictatorship literature does not contest and even  
 

reifies these discourses of feminization through the use of women as sex symbols, the  
 

demonstration of women‟s victimization, and through the celebration of stereotypical notions of  
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femininity. The binary between the “masculine” and the “other” is discussed time and again in  
 

this criticism, as women are set apart from the struggle and represent that which the armed  
 

forces fight for, though their femininity also represents that which these forces ultimately fight  

against. Diana Taylor has noted this struggle in her seminal Disappearing Acts: Spectacles of 

Gender and Nationalism in Argentina’s Dirty War, writing, “the military‟s discourse splits the 

„feminine‟ into the lofty, disembodied Patria (Motherland, literally belonging to the Father) and 

the corporeal, dispensable woman” (Taylor 4). Criticism in this movement deals mostly with the 

dictatorship and its representation in these novels. I will refer to this general trend in literature as 

the first wave
3
, beginning during the dictatorships and stretching to the rise of the new Left in 

Latin America that began in the 1990s.  

 

With the rise of the new Left in Latin America since the 1990s in the so-called  
 

marea rosada
4
, I argue that we have witnessed a second wave, a turn in post-dictatorship 

literature towards a critique of the complicity of the Left in the continuation of the violent and 

masculinist discourse of the dictatorship.  In contrast, the first wave relies mainly on the binary 

separating the dictatorship from the „other‟, regardless of gender or association. However, this 

new wave brings a more nuanced approach to the idea of post-dictatorship Latin American 

literature in that the Left and the dictatorship are both seen through a patriarchal lens and any 

attempts to correct this patriarchal behavior result in violence and continued abuse.  These texts 

and works span from the beginning of the 1990s to the present, with an exception I will focus on, 

Diamela Eltit‟s Lumpérica, which I use as a case study for texts that precede the central concerns 

                                                
3
 These authors include Diana Taylor (Disappearing Acts: Spectacles of Gender and Nationalism in Argentina’s 

Dirty War), Idelber Avelar (The Untimely Present: Postdictatorial Latin American Fiction and the Task of 

Mourning), Elisabeth Jenlin (State Repression and the Labors of Memory), Irene Wirshing (National Trauma in 

Postdictatorship Latin American Literature: Chile and Argentina) and Susana Draper (Afterlives of Confinement). 
4
 John Beverley‟s Latinamericanism after 9/11 discusses this wave, “In electoral terms, the first instance of the 

marea rosada is the Chávez government of 1998. But as a general movement or trend, it certainly comes into its own 

in the years after 9/11, when the United States turned its attention away from Latin America” (Beverley 6). 
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of literature in the second wave. I argue that in these texts, masculinist discourses, those 

discourses which focus on the victimization of the feminine and the supremacy of the male, are 

attributed not only to the dictatorship but also to the Left. In turn, the patriarchal leftists in these 

texts, or those leftists who believe in the continuing pattern of a dominating male pattern of 

society, present themselves not as victims, but as perpetrators of the same crimes that were 

carried out by those in power throughout the dictatorships. Those leftists who do not support the 

patriarchal control thus are those fighting to regain a sense of self and of identity.  Using 

Diamela Eltit‟s Lumpérica (1983) as a bridge between the two waves of criticism, as well as 

Albertina Carri‟s Los rubios (2003), Liliana Heker‟s El fin de la historia (1996), and Juan 

Campanello‟s El secreto de sus ojos (2010) as case studies, I maintain that leftists in these texts 

are not presented as feminized and infantilized victims but rather are able to take power through 

the manipulation of these masculinist discourses to their advantage. In this way, contemporary 

post-dictatorship literature complicates the generally-held view of the dynamic between the 

dictatorial government and the Leftist subversives, who have since come to power in these 

countries. This literature argues that the patriarchal pattern of society in Latin America was not 

broken when the Southern Cone dictatorships fell, and a manipulation of the masculinist 

discourses within the society itself may be the only way to confront this pattern and, eventually, 

to alter it.  

In order to discuss these changing patterns in post-dictatorship literature, I will first  
 

explain and analyze existing critiques of early post-dictatorship literature and other works. This  
 

will allow for a fuller understanding of the marea rosa movement and its effect on post-

dictatorial literature. Because first wave works of literature have already been widely discussed 

in criticism, I will concentrate more on a presentation of this criticism than an actual analysis of 

the works themselves. 
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Perhaps the most widely recognized critic in this area is Diana Taylor, and her 

criticism is a well-rounded representation of the ideas and arguments given towards this first  

wave of literature. Diana Taylor‟s Disappearing Acts: Spectacles of Gender and Nationalism in 

Argentina’s Dirty War will be presented as a focal point in this paper, as this work concentrates 

fully on women and their portrayal in post-dictatorship literature, film, and other mediums. 

Taylor argues that a masculine power structure has been interwoven into Argentine history and 

culture since its colonization, coming to the conclusion that the right-wing and left-wing fighters 

during the Dirty War were both represented as groups of men fighting literally on the body of 

woman (the Patria). The way that these two groups struggled for power and control was to 

feminize and marginalize the other so that they could humiliate their enemy while preserving 

their own masculinity, ultimately earning them control and power (Taylor 9). Taylor points out 

that theater productions, films, and even public protests continue to marginalize and target the 

feminine, crafting that feminine into that which is subordinate, powerless, and easily 

manipulated by the masculine power structure. She even goes so far as to state that, “the system 

of disappearance during the Dirty War served fundamentally to reconstitute the Argentine 

population and turn it into a docile, controllable, feminine „social‟ body” (Taylor 151). The 

hunger for power was insatiable in a struggle fraught with inhumane tactics, and the patriarchal 

structure and background of Argentinean culture allowed the feminine to become the ultimate 

victim. 

Taylor also goes to great lengths to explain the reasoning for the power behind masculine  
 

discourse in Argentinean society. She analyzes discourse used during the dictatorship to address  
 

the issue of patriarchal dominance in the society. When the junta came to power in Argentina,  
 

Taylor explains that they made their masculine discourse very clear, “In the first official  
 

pronouncement, transmitted nationally as the helicopter was lifting off, the junta declared itself  
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the „supreme organ of the Nation‟” (Taylor 66). The use of the word „organ‟ is telling here as  
 

representative of  the male phallus, the ultimate symbol of masculinity. Taylor makes it very  
 

clear that in Argentina, the masculine underlies the very core of the power structure of society,  
 

while the feminine should be, and is in many cases, manipulated and controlled by it. 
 

There is a great deal of other notable criticism of the first wave in post-dictatorial works, 

such as works by Elizabeth Jenlin, Idelber Avelar, Irene Wirshing and Susana Draper. This 

criticism similarly addresses the marginalization of the feminine and the control of discourse 

held by the dictatorships, as masculinity begat power and power, in these cases, led to 

manipulation of history. These critics then go on to say that these patriarchal discourses, that 

proscribe a male dominance and a feminine submission, repeat themselves in post-dictatorial 

works, ultimately re-instituting the beliefs of the military dictatorships. This first wave thus 

considers the question of gender as one in which there is a winner and a loser, regardless of 

association. Men will dominate while women will occupy the submissive roles given to them by 

society, which leaves women with very few options due to constant re-victimization. Leftists in 

Eltit‟s Lumpérica, Heker‟s El fin de la historia, and Carri‟s Los rubios, however, do not only 

critique the role of the left and of the governmnet in continuing a patriarchal form of society, but 

they also  recognize the reality of their situation and the need to use provided masculinist 

discourses to their own advantage. This manipulation then functions as a confrontation, in an 

effort to finally alter the dominant patriarchal pattern of these societies. 

 This pattern that I identify in recent post-dictatorial literature emerges out of the context 

of the return of the Left in Latin America, beginning in the 1990s with Hugo Chávez's election 

into office in Venezuela. This moment established the scene for the so-called marea rosada 

movement, or the “pink tide”: a group of leftists battling for socialism in Latin American 
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governments and societies. This movement swept across Latin America, bringing a new idea to 

what leftism means, “the resurgent Latin American left is seen as divided between „a modern, 

democratic, globalized, and market-friendly left‟ and „a retrograde, populist, authoritarian, statist, 

and anti-American left‟” (Beverley 11). The movement is thus characterized by this inability to 

determine itself, and John Beverley wonders in his Latinamericanism after 9/11 where these 

movements fall, wriring, “Do the social movements capture the state, or are they instead 

captured by it, limiting the radical force and possibility they carried initially, such that, to recall 

Antonio Negri‟s distinction, they belong to the side of constituted rather than constituent 

power?” (Beverley 122). In other words, this movement is a “pink tide” - not a full “red wave” of 

power, signifying that though the leftists in this movement want to see changes made, they want 

those changes to be made within their own societies and are willing to work within societal 

boundaries, rather than completely changing the structure of the system itself. This distinction is 

important in the context of the second wave of literature as this second wave appeared alongside 

the emergence of the new Left and attempts to criticize the continued patriarchal nature of 

movements and governments that fight for something different but never actually change 

fundamental society in Latin America. The new Left acts within the confines of society just as 

other governmental bodies did before it, and the second wave of post-dictatorial literature is a 

product of that complicity. 

 Once again, the first wave of literature following the dictatorships was centered on the  

atrocities committed by the dictatorships themselves, and this literature oftentimes represents 

women and the “other” in the same light that the dictatorships did - as victims, as sex symbols, 

and as stereotypically feminine. The second wave of literature, however, brings power to those 

leftists in the texts who want to act against the patriarchy by allowing them to manipulate these 
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masculinist discourses to their advantage, and in doing so , these leftists are able to represent a 

possible alternative to the continuation of patriarchal society. 

This possible alternative is central to my analysis of these two different waves, and more 

specifically of second-wave literature. In terms of establishing a connection between the first 

wave and the second wave in post-dictatorial Latin American literature, I will use Diamela Eltit‟s 

Lumpérica as a case study. Her novel deals with ideas from both waves of literature, and seems 

to be a precursor to some of the more critical second-wave literature. 

Bridging the Gap: Social Manipulation in Eltit’s Lumpérica  

 

Diamela Eltit‟s Lumpérica is a fictional novel centered in dictatorial Chile that serves as a  

functioning bridge between the first and second waves of post-dictatorship literature. The book  

seems to be a critique of the Left as well as a critique of dictatorship, and serves as the first step 

toward a new type of literature that would attempt to use a masculinist discourse in a manner not  

provided by the patriarchal power structure. By this, I mean that this type of literature would 

confront the discourses which victimize women and attempt to subordinate them to men, and 

participate within this framework in order to manipulate the meaning of these discourses and 

change them from within. This book does not fully fit the parameters of the first wave of 

literature in that it does not subsist entirely on the feminization of the other and in fact works 

against that framework by giving some power to the main protagonist, L. Iluminada. However, 

Eltit‟s novel does not fully inhabit the second wave of post-dictatorial literature either, by which 

I mean that it does not outspokenly advocate for a manipulation of masculinist thought in order 

to change the fundamental fabric of society. Therefore, Eltit‟s Lumpérica, rather than belonging 

to either wave of post-dictatorship literature, functions as a bridge between the first wave and the 

second wave, connecting the post-dictatorship literature that had existed at that time towards a 
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new idea of representing literature. Eltit uses Lumpérica to show both the post-dictatorial cries 

for freedom expressed by the public, as well as the continued surveillance by the government as 

it attempts to retain control over the Chilean people. The novel centers on a female protagonist 

who fights to express herself but who continually senses that she is being manipulated by the 

society that surrounds her. She realizes ultimately that the only way to move forward is to 

engage with society as it is, but is unable to fully put this plan into good action. This is the 

position of post-dictatorial Chile as described by Eltit. In her own words, Eltit expresses the 

belief that, “For Chile, the twentieth century will, I think, remain imprisoned in a narrative that 

was thoroughly contaminated by the military coup of 1973,” and she uses her novel Lumpérica 

as a means of expanding on this premise (Draper 99). It is easy to see, then, that Eltit‟s 

protagonist, L.Iluminada , and Diamela Eltit herself, continue in the shadow of the dictatorship. 

The acknowledgment of change is present, but it is ultimately unreachable and continually 

manipulated. 

Lumpérica centers on one woman, L. Iluminada, and her unclear journey through a series 

of events that take place in a central Chilean plaza during the night. She may be on a journey to 

find herself, traveling through the fantasies in her own mind before the sun rises and spoils the 

magic, and she may indeed be experiencing torment at the hands of those against her, as Eltit‟s 

writing style is purposely unclear. What remains clear, however, whether the writing is 

describing a dream or not, is that she always appears to be at the complete mercy of others, who 

manipulate her. The pale people in the plaza by whom she is constantly surrounded are never 

given their own identities. They seem to exemplify the anti-revolutionary spirit as Eltit refers to 

them sometimes as „pale people‟ and sometimes as „lumpen‟. Their lack of identities speaks to 

the power of the dictatorship and military governments‟ abilities to erase people‟s lives and also 



Piatt 11 
 

 

how these organizational structures could manipulate the public in order to fully control them. 

The pale people enjoy watching L.Iluminada struggle with her surroundings, and eventually goad 

her into exposing herself to an open flame in the center of the plaza, “Para que ella responda la 

empujan con señales inequívocas, le extraen fuerzas, la estimulan para llevarle al desborde. Ha 

bajado sus ojos para no mirarlos. Se resiste a ello. . .La fogata ha perdido su inocencia” (Eltit 

29). As L. Iluminada attempts to resist the pale people and their demands, realizing that she 

would be acting against her own will in following their demands, she realizes that she has no 

voice against them and cannot act in defense of herself when so many are acting against her. She 

is afraid of the fire, but nevertheless exposes herself to it in order to please the pale people, or 

perhaps in order to get them to leave her alone. Her revolutionary spirit is present within her own 

desires, but it is overpowered by the many pale people who would see that spirit controlled by 

the same government that controls them. 

 

Time and again throughout the novel, L. Iluminada attempts to act out against the  

lumpen, only to be continually restrained. However, it would seem that more often than not, she 

is keeping herself from her own freedom more than the pale people who would restrain her.  

The pale people constantly degrade her with their body language and with words, but they never 

act violently towards her. She is afraid of the power that the pale people have, though this power 

is never backed up with violence – it is a power she is allowing them to have over her. For  

example, she takes it upon herself to write “dónde vas” in large letters on the stones of the  

square, and when she does this, the pale people around her, “No la miran y lentamente sus pies  

se refrotan contra el suelo. Como en un baile improvisado, rítmicos borran la cal, destruyen su  

título” (Eltit 104). Afterwards, she defiantly writes “dónde vas” again, and the pale people stare  

at her from the darkness, “No salen y ella los sigue mirando hasta que sus ojos se agotan por el  
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cansancio. . .sus manos caen, cae también su cabeza. Entiende. Vuelve con paciencia sus rodillas  

al suelo y con el borde del vestido comienza a borrar lo escrito” (Eltit 105). She erases her own  

act of defiance because she does not have the strength to stand by it and confront the power 

structure surrounding her. She knows that there is a cause for change, proven by the question she 

asks all of the pale people, “Where are you going?” She knows that the society is unsustainable, 

but is unable to truly act upon her knowledge and change it, continually participating in 

degrading acts monitored and sponsored by the pale people. She rids herself of her own 

revolutionary thought because she is tired of being strong and of fighting against the strength of 

the established power structure. 

Only after this moment, when she has finished erasing her own revolutionary words and 

gives her chalk to the pale people, does she feel as though she has gained some power over them,  

“Ahora es ella la que se pierde hasta el fondo de los árboles. Cada uno controlado por su visión.  

Sonríe con su característica mueca. Ha vencido” (Eltit 105). L. Iluminada is forced to 

acknowledge that she must inspire the pale people to action and to recognize her cause, for as 

long as they refuse to listen or acknowledge it, she will always stand alone. She can only take 

power when there are others standing behind her, and when she uses their own rules of power 

against them. She is able to find a possible way to act against the pale people and to change the 

nature of society, but she lacks the strength and the motivation to put it into full action.  

This lack of strength and motivation is what separates Eltit‟s Lumpérica from the second 

wave of post-dictatorship literature. L. Iluminada consistently injures and degrades herself 

throughout the novel, seemingly because her ideas about society are not supported by the 

majority, and her strength to fight against that majority is lacking. Laura Garcia-Moreno, in her 

short essay Violent (Re-)Inscriptions:Writing and Performance in Diamela Eltit‟s Lumpérica, 
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finds meaning in this self-degradation,“The self-wounding carried out by both protagonist and 

author points to the extremes to which one occupying such a position entailing loss of language 

and means of representation is pushed” (Garcia-Moreno 124). Garcia-Moreno sees the self-

wounding as an attempt to control something, anything, that the government does not have the 

power to manipulate. However, these actions seem to have a double meaning, because it is clear 

that L. Iluminada does not want to take these actions of self-wounding. She does so because of 

the overwhelming pressure placed on her by the pale people. As such, she is not taking any 

pleasure from her own degradation, but rather is merely following the path set forth for her by 

society, though it comes into conflict with her own desires and wishes. 

 It is clear that Eltit‟s protagonist, L. Iluminada, remains trapped in a continuation of a 

repressive, patriarchal society, in that L. Iluminada, as a woman, is subjected to bodily harm and 

mutilation by the society she inhabits. Eltit represents L. Iluminada as a broken woman, easily 

manipulated and controlled by the masses, who attempts to break free but who is swiftly silenced 

and forced back into obedience each time. The degradation experienced by L. Iluminada 

represents the plight of the revolutionary spirit - the strength required to rise against a repressive 

majority is great, and the ease with which one can sink back into repression is swift and 

astonishing. L. Iluminada tows the line between revolution and repression, always struggling to 

escape the control of the pale people, but never fully capable of breaking those bonds on her own 

with her own strength. Garcia-Moreno summarizes the mark that Eltit has left on the literary 

world in her short article mentioned above, stating that, “Eltit inhabits the fissure from which it is 

possible to contemplate the move out of impotence, dispossession and amnesia, at least from a 

literary point of view” (Garcia-Moreno 132). The move is indeed possible, though Eltit only 

proves that such a move is possible in a literary sense. This would then lead to the further 
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branching out of post-dictatorship literature into a second wave. Lumpérica is representative of 

an alternative viewpoint in post-dictatorship literature, which other literature was then able to 

build off of, creating a powerful switch in the direction of this type of literature and bringing 

inspiration to work within the confines of a patriarchal society in an attempt to end that specific 

pattern of society. 

 While Eltit touches on the type of writing that is present in the second wave of Post-

dictatorship Latin American literature, other authors and directors, including Liliana Heker, Juan 

Campanella, and Albertina Carri, have developed works which completely embody what I see as 

second wave literature. This wave, again, centers on the criticism of the patriarchal power 

structure that has embedded itself in Latin American countries since their colonization, 

regardless of whether the right or the left happen to be leading these countries. The need to 

change this patriarchal pattern of power has inspired second wave authors to work within the 

confines of society. This means taking the masculinist discourses, those discourses which 

subordinate and re-victimize women in order to ensure that masculinity retains control, and 

bending those discourses until they can be used for other purposes. The acknowledgment here is 

that the only way to fully change these societies is to work within the confines of them and to 

manipulate those confines and discourses to one‟s own advantage. 

Censorship and Silence in Liliana Heker’s El fin de la historia 

In beginning to analyze second wave literature, Liliana Heker‟s El fin de la historia is an 

important case study because it is an extremely controversial
5
 work considering the love that a 

disappeared citizen develops for her captor, a military leader. Leonora, a strong-willed leftist 

who becomes captured by the military junta during the Argentine Dirty War, struggles with her 

                                                
5
 See To What End: Translating Liliana Heker's El Fin de la Historia and Related Narratives of the Argentine 

Proceso by Andrea Graubart Labinger. 
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imprisonment and ultimately finds herself in love with the man who had tortured her when she 

first arrived in the prison camp. Their relationship is unexpected and unbelievable and Leonora is 

seen by her fellow leftists as a traitor. She refuses, however, to allow herself to be discredited or 

even for her significant other to control their relationship, making it very clear that she was the 

seductress who had wanted the relationship to take place. It is very clear that he is not the one 

who holds the power in the relationship. This attempt to manipulate masculinist discourse to her 

own advantage is exemplary of the second wave of literature in post-dictatorship Latin America. 

Participation in the patriarchal society becomes necessary in order to survive, and ultimately, to 

be able to change the very nature of that society. 

         Leonora is only perceived by others to be a strong woman until that point in which she is 

captured. When she turns to the government and decides to help them, her best friend Diana and 

others perceive her as weak, though she has many personal reasons for switching loyalties. It 

seems that she is even a stronger woman for having made the choices she has made, because she 

is able to see to the true nature of her own society, and then manipulates her situation in order to 

preserve her own interests. One of her immediate thoughts upon entering the detention center is, 

“No está su padre, no está Fernando, han quejado lejos otros hombres que le han amado, el 

Partido no acudirá en su ayuda ni velarán por ella los altos jefes montoneros. ¿A qué pertenece 

ahora? ¿Quién le va a proteger?” (Heker 62). Imprisoned and completely alone, Leonora‟s 

thoughts immediately turn to the men in her life in an attempt to find some way to save herself. 

This speaks to the masculine nature of Argentine society, the military junta, and even the 

montoneros who she had previously been working with. For Leonora, the only way she could be 

saved is if she „belonged‟ to a powerful man, but the men in her life have all left her to her fate. 

She resigns herself to the fact that nobody will come for her, and this is an influencing factor in 
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her eventual choice to aid the government. Without any way to escape the society that surrounds 

her, Leonora chooses to use masculinist discourses which defend the victimization and 

submission of women to take control of the situation from the inside and ultimately to save her 

own life. Her participation within the society ultimately made it much easier for her to further 

her own interests against that society.  

Others who see her and criticize her for her choices continue to fight against established 

society from the outside, something which has been attempted many times in the history of these 

societies as the repression and torture eventually become too much to bear. However, once the 

new government takes the place of that which has been overthrown, it may continue to behave in 

a similar pattern of patriarchal dominance. Leonora recognized that the fibers of society held 

strong and that she could not change her fate in any other way, so she participated in the society 

in the way she was supposed to, while simultaneously taking power from her ability to 

manipulate the situations surrounding her. She used the system to guarantee her life and the 

safety of her daughter, and then continued to sway the mind of her lover and used it to further 

herself. This is just a small-scale manipulation, but it shows that the fundamental problem was 

not the dictatorship, but rather the society that fostered it and that still existed after the 

dictatorships fell (and which, in many ways, continues to exist to this day).  

 Leonora‟s best friend before her capture, Diana, is the character that stands in opposition 

to everything Leonora does while she is imprisoned and afterwards. Diana believes herself to be 

a leftist and a fighter for the cause, and Leonora was always the one who would bring charisma 

to Diana‟s thoughts. However, Diana goes through life in a state of daydream and does not want 

to accept the harsh realities of the world she lives in. Diana seems to revel in her confusion. She 

is myopic and refuses to wear glasses because, “la visión del miope no sólo tiene el privilegio de 
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ser polisémica: además resulta incomparablemente más bella que la del humano normal” (Heker 

13). Diana revels in the fact that she does not see the world clearly; she is happy to be able to 

imagine what she wants to see and the realistic, clear-cut view of the world does not hold beauty 

for her. But more than this, she actively tries to avoid that which is unpleasant to her, “amaba los 

momentos perfectos: ninguna observación inconveniente debía enturbiar la mañana en flor” 

(Heker 56). In other words, she actively participates in government repression by choosing to 

ignore reality.  

Diana‟s viewpoint illustrates the viewpoints of many people throughout the dictatorship: 

much of the public attempted to feign blissful ignorance. Many gave in to the fact that they 

would not be able to stop the junta and so chose to live in a state of pretend oblivion in order to 

survive. She is an opposing figure to Leonora, because Leonora interacts with the reality of 

society in order to survive and to further herself in life, while Diana chooses instead to attempt to 

live life in blissful ignorance. It seems that Diana‟s goal to fight the harsh realities of the 

dictatorship would come to nothing because of her refusal to acknowledge society for what it is. 

She believes that her vision of the world is beautiful, but nevertheless cannot write about it and 

about Leonora at the end of the book. Her refusal to acknowledge the realities of the society she 

is fighting against are then complete. She edits her own life and thoughts by refusing to write a 

long-planned book, because it would distort her already distorted view of reality. She chooses to 

hide where Leonora chooses to act, and this hiding means that she does not in the end have the 

strength to fight any society. She cannot allow herself to really see the reality of the situation, 

and so she will never be able to overcome it. 

Diana represses her own thoughts and attempts at writing in order to ignore the truth, and 

in considering some of the governmental controls on the country, she feels the need to restrain 
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her very thoughts, “Apenas una ráfaga que suprime con destreza y que ahora, cinco años 

después, también suprime: se saca el pelo de la frente como quien ha decidido eliminar de su 

pensamiento toda impureza” (Heker 146). She takes her worries to Hertha Bechofen, an old 

woman with a passion for writing, who tells her that, “Que no tengan ganas de discutir, eso es lo 

malo. Otra manera, muy refinida, muy peligrosa de matarlos, ¿se da cuenta?” (Heker 96). The 

fear or inability to speak about harsh truths is the government‟s way of continuing to silence 

those who would act against it. Hertha, in this way, feels that self-censure is death of the soul and 

of the mind. Without individual voices writing and speaking out about these tragedies, all those 

who were murdered die again as unmourned dead. It is telling that Diana, an Argentinian woman 

with real experience fighting against the junta and whose close personal friend fought with her 

before joining them, cannot bring herself to write the truth. She herself cannot shoulder the 

burden. It is therefore left to Hertha, a woman who is not Argentinean, who comes from outside 

the society, to finally write the truth of what had happened. She is able to look at the situation 

with an unbiased eye as Leonora had to do when she was imprisoned. However, she is also able 

to take the pen into her own hands, taking power from the military and, in a way, appropriating 

the military “organ” for her own use. With the power of the pen, Hertha is able to work through 

Argentine society, taking power away from the patriarchal structure and holding it within her 

own hands. The necessity of recognizing society for what it is in order to try to change it is thus 

shown through multiple characters in Heker‟s El fin de la historia. Those who acknowledge the 

truths in society find themselves able to act through it to act against it, while those who refuse to 

acknowledge these truths ultimately find themselves silenced, sometimes of their own volition. 

The Hazy Truth: Film and Memory in Post-Dictatorship Argentina 
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As a continuation of turning post-dictatorship sentiment, Juan Campanella‟s film El 

secreto de sus ojos makes for an important case study simply based on the critical reception of 

the film in and of its representation of the dictatorship. This film was given an Oscar as the best 

foreign language film of 2010, Goya awards for best foreign language film and best new actress 

in 2010, and the 2010 Ariel award for the best Latin American film. This film is thus a highly 

rated investigation into the way trauma survivors and entire nations deal with tragedy and 

memory. 

Campanella‟s El secreto de sus ojos is a study in how memory and the past can alter the 

present and, in turn, completely engulf a person‟s future. His filmography is at the center of it all 

- the film is presented in a series of flashbacks, intertwined with the present. This style leaves the 

audience to trust their own memories and attempt to piece together the film in all of its different 

times and places. The film begins with a scene in a train station: a woman is racing after a train, 

and a man on the train watches her until he cannot see her any longer. At this point, the audience 

has not met any of the characters, and the scene is completely blurred so as to interfere with the 

audience‟s ability to remember or even to understand what was happening. When the scene 

reoccurs, later on in the film and with clarity, the audience can then understand and grasp the 

meaning behind it. This, it seems, is an ongoing theme throughout the movie: reconsidering the 

past is important, because there may be meaning that one has missed or not considered, but 

letting the past take control is inadvisable. This is shown mostly through the use of the characters 

Morales and Esposito, the former a man who has lost his wife to a grisly rape and murder, and 

the latter a detective on the case who allows it to consume him for years. This crime, the brutal 

rape and murder of a woman, occurred during the dictatorship, was committed by a military 

associate, and seems to completely follow the pattern of women‟s victimization and 
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subordination to men in the patriarchal society of Argentina. However, that is not all that is in 

play here, and my reading of the meaning of El secreto de sus ojos connects more strongly with a 

second-wave literature standpoint. This film does not rest on the revictimization of women, but 

on the meaning of justice in an unjust society and whether or not, in that type of society, true 

justice can be attained. 

 The contrasts and similarities between Esposito and Morales are telling in terms of what 

Campanella believes about memory. Esposito, a detective, chases the past throughout his whole 

life, wishing to bring some kind of justice to a case in which true justice was denied. He writes a 

novel about the happenings of a grisly rape and murder, the subsequent arrest of the assailant, 

and the criminal‟s subsequent release by the military government because he was helping to 

bring in information about unknown „subversives‟. Esposito grapples with this truth for years, 

and finally seeks out Morales, the murdered woman‟s husband, to talk to him about what had 

happened twenty-five years prior. When they find each other, Morales states he will not dwell on 

the past any longer, telling Esposito that in dwelling on the past, “tendrás mil pasados y ningún 

futuro” (1:53:00 Campanella). This idea is a representation of the argument that there is no 

opportunity to move forward or indeed for society to move forward, while it is trapped within its 

own constraints and traditions. However, Esposito later uncovers information that Morales had 

been holding his wife‟s rapist and murderer prisoner for close to twenty years. He could not let 

the past go but urged Esposito to do so because it had poisoned his mind and kept him a prisoner 

to what had happened many years earlier. Morales was trapped, but Esposito did not need to be 

any longer.  

 Morales spends years after his wife‟s murder in a bus station, searching for the murderer 

and for justice. Esposito describes him to his boss, Irene, and says, “Es como si la muerte de la 
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mujer. . .le ha dejado allí detenido para siempre. . .eterno” (Campanella 53:00). The woman‟s 

death here then serves as a prison for Morales because he is trapped by his emotions in a society 

which lacks true justice and which values masculine power and control over everything else. 

This can be seen when the rapist and murderer is released on government orders and is given a 

gun and the ability to hunt down “subversives” against the government. Those in power paid no 

mind to the fact that this man had raped and murdered an innocent woman. She was of no 

consequence, but he was an asset which could be put to good use for the government. Morales is 

not the only one trapped by the past, however, but Esposito is the only one who makes the 

conscious choice at the end to not let it control him any longer. Esposito searches out Irene, 

whom he has loved for twenty-five years, and finally decides to pursue her and happiness in his 

own life. Irene, in turn, is incapable of looking towards the past,  “Mi vida entera fue mirar para 

adelante. Atrás no es mi jurisdicción” (Campanella 49:30). She refuses to delve into the case 

with Esposito, because it pains her too much and she wants to continue moving forward. This 

attitude is explained by Elizabeth Jenlin in her book State Repression and the Labors of Memory, 

in which she states that “the climate of terror in which they [the Argentine public] lived often 

required silencing what had happened, and even covering up personal suffering” (Jenlin 81). 

Irene is not truly happy. She is living in a world of repression and so chooses to repress her own 

feelings as well, because that way she can survive and continue working. Here is another 

example of the dominating nature of society at the time; a high powered attorney feels safer 

ignoring injustice than delving into the past. There is, then, the balance between these three 

characters:  Morales, who is trapped in the past, Irene, who will not confront it, and Esposito, 

who is a mix of both. Esposito confronts the past but does not let it control his life, and finally is 

able to grasp happiness and a better future at the end of the film.  
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 The contrast of these characters is a contrast in ways of dealing with memory, trauma, 

and post-dictatorship. Esposito is the only one who truly recognizes society and memory for 

what they are (patriarchal and completely dominating) and refuses to be controlled by them. In 

his experience, a woman was raped and brutally murdered, and her murderer and rapist was not 

only set free but was then employed by the government to search out subversives and detain 

them. The amount of consideration given to the feminine, or to the “other” which is not the 

government, is minimal at best and completely absent at worse. He does not want to become a 

slave to that society the way that Irene and Morales, and even Heker‟s Diana did because of their 

refusal to acknowledge it. Esposito chose instead to take control of his own life only after 

recognizing the horrors that could come to someone who dwelled in the past and had no future. 

He is able to fight against the control of a patriarchal society because, after twenty years of 

dwelling on the past, he is finally able to see society for what it is and to deal with it accordingly 

in his own way.  

While Campanella‟s film shows us how society remained trapped by tradition after the 

dictatorships fell, Albertina Carri‟s Los Rubios demonstrates the way post-dictatorship authors 

have trapped themselves through testimonio and the inability to truly remember. Los Rubios is 

also a critically acclaimed film, winning the 2003 Clarin Award for best documentary and the 

2003 Buenos Aires International Festival of Independent Cinema audience and new cinema 

awards. This film tells the story of director Albertina Carri‟s struggle to uncover the truth about 

her parents, who both disappeared during the Argentine dictatorship and who were never 

recovered. Carri‟s stylistic choices in filming and her representation of memory in this film are 

telling of her critique of Argentine society, and show her firm belief in the power that truth and 

memory have in a nation dominated by a repressive power structure.  
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 Carri represents memory in the film as something that is always imperfect, but also as 

something that is worth fighting to preserve. A person, and by extension a nation, cannot escape 

from a continuing cycle of confusion and misinformation without fully acknowledging the past 

and learning from it. In situations in which the past remains cloudy or unclear, history is often 

more likely to repeat itself. In the film, Carri expresses a strong desire to know who her parents 

were, because she feels as though she does not fully know herself or what she could be without 

first gaining knowledge of her past and her origins. Her desire to know her parents stemmed 

from a young age, as her parents were taken by the government when Carri was a young girl. 

Carri represents this desire in the film through the use of toys. There is a toy house, and a toy 

man and woman which represent Carri‟s memories of her childhood home and her parents. 

However, the toy man, supposed to be Carri‟s father, is first shown with a variety of different 

hats and hairstyles to demonstrate the depth of confusion that Carri has experienced regarding 

her past (Carri). She has no way of knowing, truly, who he was, because memory is imperfect. 

Carri is taking this time to criticize the genre of testimonio as a whole. There are so many 

inaccuracies in memory that it cannot be possible to truly know exactly who her father was, 

regardless of whether she knew what he looked like or what his name was. She also imagines a 

toy rocket ship abducting her parents, expressing how she felt when they disappeared (Carri). In 

her childlike imagination, her parents may have been taken by aliens, and in her adulthood, they 

might as well have been taken in that same way for all she knows about them. Carri personally 

suffers from the lack of information that surrounds the post-dictatorship period in Argentina and 

from the inability to truly corroborate her memories or anyone else‟s. There is no way to know 

what is true and what is imagination when so many differing opinions and memories are in 

conflict with one another. 
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 Carri also chooses to be present in many scenes throughout the film, though she is 

portrayed by an actress in most scenes as well. This technique is used to demonstrate that Carri 

exists in a variety of different realities, or even feels that she is an actress in her own life, and 

that her character is missing some important information which would make her complete. She is 

unable to completely portray herself as one person because there are so many hidden possibilities 

and lingering questions about her past that remain unanswered as the answers are, to Carri, 

forever unavailable. The ability to truly know anything about her parents, about her life and what 

she would have been if they had not been taken, has been destroyed and can never be recovered. 

Carri may also be expressing the belief that many authors of testimonios portray themselves as 

actors and actresses in their own lives or stories. These stories may be based on memory or on 

word of mouth or on recorded interactions, but they can never be accepted as fact. This critique 

of testimonio and of its ability to be completely trusted is also a critique of the leftist society that 

inspired and authored these testimonies, and therefore of the first wave of post-dictatorship 

literature that was produced by this society. These authors are seemingly fighting for justice after 

years of government atrocities, but how can justice exist when memory is so completely 

unreliable? How can there ever be justice when even the stories told by survivors are factually 

inaccurate? 

 Another telling scene in this film happens after a woman in the street reveals her firm 

belief that Carri‟s entire family had blonde hair. Carri thereafter wears blonde wigs in many 

different scenes and places in the film, clearly attempting to adapt to the information provided to 

her by a possible neighbor from her past. In wearing the wig, Carri is critical of testimonio and of 

the desire of leftist authors and activists to try to establish their memories of the past as fact and 

as weapons against any form of repressive government. Carri looks ridiculous wearing a blonde 
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wig, and so do all readers who take all of testimonio as verifiable fact without considering the 

fact that some of the information may be inaccurate or fabricated to achieve some goal. In her 

attempt to find out more about her parents, it seems that Carri gets further and further from the 

truth, as memory is uncertain and it is also the only thing that she has to use in her investigation. 

This speaks volumes about Carri‟s interpretation of the validity of testimonio as a genre, and of 

the authors of testimonio and first-wave post-dictatorship literature who focused on re-

victimization in an attempt to reveal the breadth and scope of the abuses carried out by the 

dictatorships. Testimonio as a genre is one that is important to post-dictatorship literature, but 

one that also may be motivated by a left which does not necessarily want to move on from the 

past, but wants to keep revictimizing the “other” because it is consistent with the pattern of 

society in these Latin American countries which rested ultimately on patriarchal control and 

dominance. 

 Indeed, the critique of patriarchal control seems to be represented even more subtly by 

Carri through her inclusion of a poster for a John Waters film, Cecil B. Demented. Janis 

Breckenridge of Hiram College draws viewers‟ attention to this aspect of the film, as “the 

spectator frequently perceives the violent image of a captive woman, not unlike the protagonist 

(Albertina) in appearance, who remains bound and gagged while the shadowy figure of a man 

menacingly points a gun to her head” (Breckenridge 11). The comparison of a woman, 

completely trapped and at the mercy of a man, with Carri herself, is a powerful image, and 

reminds us of first wave literature‟s re-victimization of women. However, Carri is not attempting 

to re-victimize, but is criticizing post-dictatorship literature for its victimization of society and its 

attempt to maintain the status quo. Carri is represented here, but so is the whole of Argentine 

society.  Her inability to verify any of the information given to her is a prison within which all of 
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Argentina post-dictatorship was trapped. The testimonio and the desire of the left to revel in their 

survival allowed for true justice to become, at best, a secondary goal. However, Carri fights back 

against this lack of verifiable information and against the haze of memory. She chooses to wear 

the blonde wig, criticizing testimonio and those who read it for their inability to understand what 

is truth, what is propaganda, and what is memory. She compares herself to a woman bound and 

gagged at the mercy of a man, showing that women and the “other” are clearly subordinate in 

society and must find a way to change this status if they wish to have any power over their own 

lives. She also chose to make the film, to make it about her life, and to be present in it. She is 

actively participating in Argentine popular culture and society by directing and acting in 

Argentine film, and by creating her own type of testimonio. However, she fills the film with 

inaccuracies and the haze of dubious memory in order to critique testimonio and the left, and to 

establish the fact that true justice has been buried under lingering questions about the past.  

A Turn in Literature Forecasting a Turn in Society: The Pink Tide’s Effect on Post 

Dictatorship Latin American Thought 

 In my analysis of four works from different authors and directors in Latin American post-

dictatorship literature, Diamela Eltit‟s Lumpérica, Liliana Heker‟s El fin de la historia, Juan 

Campanella‟s El secreto de sus ojos, and Albertina Carri‟s Los rubios, I have attempted to 

explain a changing pattern in literature and film that reflects on the experience and trauma of 

dictatorship in the Southern Cone. This literature has grown more critical of patriarchal society 

in general, and of the idea that the Left‟s complicity only brings more inspiration to the need to 

work within society‟s confines to change patterns that are repressive and controlling. In first 

wave literature, women and the feminized “other” are portrayed as subordinate victims who are 

constantly re-victimized by the established masculine power structure. Criticism of this literature 
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points to this portrayal as a reification of the treatment of women and the “other” during the 

dictatorship, as all those against the power structure were feminized by the power structure in 

order to fully control them. These works, then, may portray the dictatorships and those involved 

in them as what they would have been for the government, but they do not attempt to establish a 

framework for changing that nature of society or acknowledging that the pattern of society is 

inherent in these countries, not just for the dictatorships. The pattern of patriarchal control was 

established long before the Southern Cone dictatorships rose to power, and it has yet to 

meaningfully subside because of its powerful grip on the continent.  

 Second-wave post-dictatorial literature, which I have identified as emerging following 

the rise of new Left governments in these countries, attempts to challenge this nature of society 

by critiquing not only the dictatorship governments, but also by critiquing role of the Left in the 

creation and maintenance of these societies and their behaviors. The change of government did 

not ultimately result in a changing society, and many members of Latin American society began 

to speak out against the preservation of such a rigid form of life. These people changed the 

nature of post-dictatorial literature, film, artwork, theater, and other mediums, and in doing so, 

provided inspiration to change the nature of society. Successful characters in these texts 

recognize that the patriarchal pattern in Latin American society is so dominating that it cannot be 

destroyed by outside forces. There is no way to change the structure with outward attack. Rather, 

the attack must be made from within the very society that actors are attempting to change, as 

operation outside of the confines of such a society is not possible or would at the very least be 

unsuccessful. Those actors who take their actions within the society‟s confines and regulations 

will get further in their attempts to change it, and this necessitates a manipulation of masculinist 

discourse to the advantage of those acting within the society, against the society.  
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Leonora, the seductress who married her torturer in Heker‟s El fin de la historia, was 

quick to recognize her options and was able to operate within societal constraints in order to take 

power for herself. She manipulated her situation to her own advantage and came out of her 

experience better positioned to make lasting changes in the future. Carri‟s uses her film as a 

means to critique testimonio, which ultimately is a critique of memory, the New Left post-

dictatorship, and ultimately of the first wave of post-dictatorship literature. Carri takes actions 

based on what post-dictatorship Argentine society tells her to do in the film, and so works within 

the society and the frameworks of post-dictatorship literature in order to critique it, based on the 

inconsistency of memory. Campanella‟s film argues that working against societal norms and 

governmental power systems is absolutely futile and that society allows itself to be manipulated 

by these norms and controls, suggesting that participation within the confines of that society will 

ultimately be the best way to fundamentally change it. Through his use of the character Esposito, 

Campanella suggests that society has remained trapped both by the past and by the constraints of 

society, and Esposito as a character represents the need to balance both of these and work with 

rather than against society in order to find a better future. And finally, L. Iluminada of Diamela 

Eltit‟s Lumpérica was one of the first to recognize the ability to manipulate actors and situations 

within a society simply by playing by the rules of that society and acting according to its 

constraints and definitions, rather than by staunchly opposing it and attempting to destroy it.  

In these works, and many others, post-dictatorial literature has shifted to acknowledge the power 

held by a patriarchal pattern of society that cannot be changed if one is not operating within that 

society. More importantly, these works have suggested that manipulation of masculinist 

discourses, those discourses which rest so heavily on the viewpoint that what is masculine is 

strong and dominating and what is feminine is weak and “other”, is possibly a meaningful way to 
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change one‟s situation and experiences in society, and could ultimately lead to a change in the 

very nature of that society if the manipulation continues to gain the support of an increasing 

amount of actors. This attitude is inspired by the emergence of the marea rosada movement in 

Latin America, the “pink tide” which continued to work within a capitalist system in order to 

produce change, rather than a “red wave” which would have sought to fight against the existing 

society in an attempt to destroy it, ultimately creating a goal which is much more difficult to 

reach. Similarly, post-dictatorship literature in general is now largely focused on the goal of 

changing the nature of patriarchal society, and by inspiring operation within the society to 

ultimately change it. The argument in these texts is that this may be an exceptional method to 

confront this societal pattern and possibly to change this pattern in the future. 
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