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politically viable (Americas Watch, 1987). This distinction can be seen very
clearly in the Argentine case. From the perspective of society as a whole, the
public presentation of the inquiries of the CONADEP epitomized the phase
of truth. In its report, the atrocities committed by the military were made
public: after that, no one could claim ignorance. The book Nunca Mas was
sold in the hundreds ofthousands, and it is still being reprinted time and again.
In turn, the trial of the military commanders was the institutional authentica­
tion of that "truth" (through the authority of the judiciary) and the founda­
tional moment of "justice." In time, the political difficulties involved in fully
achieving the phase ofjustice increased, leading to major reversals in official
policy. I?

In political terms, fragile new democracies face difficulties in implement­
ing truth and justice: there is fear of the reaction of the guilty (mostly military
men and their supporters, who retain considerable power and some social
base), including the threat of a new coup d' etat and other manifestations of
force and resistance; there is the factual impossibility of bringing to trial all
those responsible for violations and compensating all the victims. Under
these conditions, so widespread in the world nowadays (Neier, 1990), official
acknowledgment and wide dissemination of information become an impor­
tant part of the task even though they never satisfy everyone. "By knowing
what happened, a nation is able to debate honestly why and how dreadful
crimes came to be committed. To identify those responsible, and to show what
they did, is to mark them with a public stigma that is a punishment in itself,
and to identify the victims, and recall how they were tortured and killed, is a
way of acknowledging their worth and dignity" (Neier, 1990: 34).18

In societal terms, there are multiple demands and many memories. The
process is necessarily very complex and never univocal. Undoubtedly, ac­
knowledgment of the "truth," humanization ofthe victims, and stigmatization
of the violators are significant processes both for the victims themselves and
for society at large. 19 Moral and social condemnation, however, cannot
replace the centrality of justice, especially when seen in the light of the
challenges of the construction of new democratic institutions; "to the extent
that a society or government dismisses the principle of accountability as
unnecessary, it undermines its possibilities of becoming a true democracy, in
which citizens can feel confident that their rights are firmly protected" (Neier,
1990: 35). Political leaders may consider trials not a necessary part of the
transition; they may judge them too risky; they may have barred them from
the realm of political alternatives by pacts and negotiations. In such cases,
settling of accounts will remain an unfinished task, and the wounds will be
slow to heal and will reemerge time and again in different ways, ranging from
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artistic symbolizations to personal vengeance. Memory can then partially
take the place of justice.20 Because this phase of justice is unfinished, at the
societal level there are signs ofcollective frustration, and at the personal level
ofthe victims and their relatives, there is a sense of irretrievable loss that can
never be articulated at the. political level and for which no justice is possible.

IN LIEU OF CONCLUSIONS

The tensions and pressures that criss-cross the human rights movement,
torn between the urgencies of pragmatic politics and the demands for perma­
nent recall and memory, can never be resolved. Is it that, by their very nature,
the tasks of "not forgetting" are incompatible with political rationality? The
incongruities between political logic and the logic of mourning are presented
by Loraux (1989) in a paper analyzing the conjunction of political amnesty
and the recurrent and repetitive reappearance of pain and remembrance in
Greek tragedy and mythology. Looking into that contrast allows us to bring
new light to the understanding of the contradictions that seem to be inherent
to the human rights movement in Argentina at present. "Politics is pretending
that nothing happened. As if nothing had occurred. Not the conflict, not the
killings, not the resentment (or rancor). Politics would begin where revenge
ends" (Loraux, 1989: 35, my translation). The demands of politics (in Greece
and everywhere else?) imply the prohibition of recalling misfortunes and the
promise (or the vow) not to remember them-a pledge to "forget not only
the malice of others but also one's own rage, so that the life-sustaining bonds
of the city can be reestablished." The command to forget, however, is not
easy to. obey. Passion and the mourning that invades the victim, clamoring
for revenge, forbid forgetting. From tragedy come rage and grief.

The introduction of symbolism in the dynamics of recall through art,
images (scarfs, silhouettes, masks, posters), or fiction comes out of the need
for traumatic experiences to be somehow elaborated, brought to a close.
Fictional tragedy in Greece resulted from "the Athenians' letting it be known
that they could not endure to see on stage scenes that affected them painfully"
(Loraux, 1989: 29, my translation). We could venture here the hypothesis that
the Argentine society is still immersed in the traumatic experience of disap­
pearances, not fully elucidated, still not sufficiently symbolized, too close to
deep suffering and pain. It has not yet been possible to eradicate terror and
fear and move beyond the reality of the lived experiences. For victims of
"social catastrophes" the process of recovery (both individual and collective,
both direct and symbolic) requires the support of a social process that
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acknowledges and names their voids and "holes": "Trauma exp~rienced in
social catastrophes destroys trust and, even worse, transforms its victims into
strangers, aliens to a story that they cannot recognize as their own.... Exter­
nal memory, collective memorials, history constantly searching for meaning
can protect against the resurgence of the horror of repetition and ... offer
some backing to borrow words that would allow the expression ofsome of
its truth" (Kaes, 1991: 162-163, my translation).

As long as remembrance is inspired by rage, it contradicts the political
premises on which institutional memory is grounded: "Here we have the
feminine figure of memory,21 which cities strive to confine to the sphere of
anti- (or ante-) politics" (Loraux, 1989: 41, my translation), in opposition to
the political instance functioning as a censor of memory, a vow not to
remember, banning "all recall of a controversial past, untimely because of its
conflictual nature." There is more to this than the closeness of the experience
and the openness of the wounds. Insofar as the process of ethical reconstruc­
tion of the country is grounded in the traumatic experience of state terrorism
and official governmental policy is not fully cognizant of that experience,
veneration of the victims and their memory can turn, paradoxically, into a
frightening and paralyzing mechanism for the young, who have not person­
ally lived through that experience. Those who have suffered directly or
through their immediate relatives define themselves as the bearers of pain
and memory. By this very fact, they unwillingly claim a type of symbolic
authority and power based on their "monopoly" of meanings of truth and
memory. Such power may, in turn, obliterate the mechanism of intergenera­
tional transmission of memory, preventing the new generations from reinter­
preting the transmitted experiences in terms of their own historical circum­
stances. And this is dangerous, since only when the incorporation of historical
events becomes an active and dynamic process can it feed into the construc­
tion of a democratic culture and collective identity. In this sense, there is a
double historical danger: oblivion and void fostered by politics and its
complement, ritualized repetition of the traumatic and sinister story, of
tragedy reappearing constantly without the chance for new subjectivities to
emerge. The challenge is ahead.

NOTES

1. There is a growing literature on the history of the human rights movement, including the
descriptive narrative of the horrors of human rights violations and of the politics of the
dictatorship and the manifestations of international solidarity. Some basic texts that focus on the
actions of the human rights movement are Leis (1989), Veiga (1985), Brysk (1990), Mignone
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(1991), Garcfa Delgado and Palermo (1983), Sondereguer (1985), Gonzalez Bombal and
Sondereguer (1986), Azcarate (1991).

2. Aldolfo Perez Esquivel tells the story of the early stages of the SERPAJ: "The Service
of Peace and Justice, whose headquarters are in Buenos Aires, began as a service, not as a
bureaucracy. It has been working in the region for about thirty years. It did not have that name.
Before it was a loose set of groups, movements of workers, of peasants, of Indians, working in
Latin America in the same direction, through nonviolent popular struggles searching for
solutions to social conflicts. But we realized that these very important initiatives were isolated
from each other, and we attempted to create a small secretariat for information and intercom­
munication. From there, step by step, the organization started to grow, according to needs. In
1974, the tasks were reorganized, and the Servicio de Paz y Justicia, with its current structure,
came into being" (interview in Humor, July 1982, reprinted in Moncalvillo, 1983: 440, my
translation).

3. According to Graham-Yooll (1989), there were between 850 and 1,000 violent political
deaths in 1975.

4. There are several histories of the Madres de Plaza de Mayo: See Bousquet (1983),
Bonafini (1985). An account of the early stages of the Abuelas is found in Herrera and
Tenembaum (1990).

5. Only in relation to the visit of the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights of the
Organization of American States (OAS) in September 1979 was there some open information
about the actions of the military regime. This visit was a turning point in the history ofopposition
to the military regime. After it, political leaders and parties of differing stands began to express
their views more openly: the range of official statements went from the document of the Partido
Justicialista condemning the "national security doctrine" to Balbfn's (head of the Partido
Radical) declaration that "No hay desaparecidos sino muertos" (Clar{n, April 24, 1980). In 1980,
the government initiated the call for a "political dialogue" (Acuna and Smulovitz, 1991;
Gonzalez Bombal, 1991).

6. The APDH centralized the roster of reported cases, although other organizations also
accepted denunciations. The Asamblea sponsored collective presentations rather than individual
claims (after 1980 CELS undertook this task). In 1977, the Asamblea prepared a petition to the
Supreme Court protesting the detention of 425 persons. Faced with the acknowledgment of
impotence on the part of the Court, the APDH approached the president with a similar petition.
Later on, its archives and records were used to draft the list of cases to be prepared for the visit
of the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights of the OAS in 1979 and to edit a list of
5,566 cases of disappeared-detained persons (Mignone, 1991).

7. In that direction, Norberto Liwski explains the reasons his own case was not among the
first to be reported to the CONADEP: "I had the intention to arrive at the CONADEP with as
many of my male and female peers of the experience of repression-with whom we shared
disappearance, torture, jail, freedom-as possible.... It was a social testimony. If we were a
group that represented a certain movement ... I thought that this had to become clear again in
our charges" (Norberto Liwski, interview, CEDES, October 1,1990).

8. Alfonsfn was not a very active member of the APDH, never attending meetings or taking
direct charge of any activity. It is significant, however, that his name was prominent among the
leaders of the organization and that the media (especially the international ones) conveyed an
image of his total commitment to human rights issues. This image was in fact quite at odds with
the politics of human rights he proposed and then implemented. Somehow, what was conveyed
by the media was not so much the specific policies he promoted and enacted as his more general
rhetoric of human rights and the need for accountability. A few years later, retrospectively,
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progressive public opinion was that Alfonsfn "betrayed" the cause of human rights, but this view
is not confirmed by scrutiny of his initial promises and policies.

9. To take only one example: the human rights movement demanded the creation of a Goint
House and Senate) parliamentary commission to collect and investigate citizen's denunciations
of violations. The government replied by creating the CONADEP, a commission of "notables"
under the direct responsibility of the executive branch. Several leaders of the human rights
movement (Jaime de Nevares, Carlos Gattinoni, Marshall Meyer) agreed to participate in it,
while others refused or conditioned their participation. Adolfo Perez Esquivel conditioned his
occupying the commission's chair to acceptance on the part of the government of the civil courts'
demand for trials of the military and the endorsement of his participation by the human rights
movement itself (Perez Esquivel, interview, CEDES, June 1992). He did not participate in the
CONADEP. Fernandez Meijide soon joined the staff of the CONADEP, taking charge of
organizing the denunciations.

10. In that vein, Fernandez Meijide relates how the CONADEP handled the military: "as we
were going into the barracks the guys would shrivel; they would let us see up to the last cell and
the last ditch.... We would scrutinize every detention center and take photographs, and the
witnesses would come and point to 'that one' and 'that other one'. Today, it seems as if it were
a dream-military who would send someone asking whether they were 'on the list', whether
they were accused of something, with their friends, all of them feeling harassed, annoyed, scared.
And not to have taken advantage of that moment is like ... !"(interview, CEDES, December
12, 1989).

11. Perez Esquivel defined this theme in the following way: "When we talk about hUlnan
rights, we are not talking only about the person, because that is the most sacred.... We are
referring to the rights of the people to education, to health, to housing, to political and trade
union liberties, to the mass media.... to the right of everybody to freedom. That is what has to
be rescued, struggling for justice" (in HUlnor, July 1982, reprinted in Moncalvillo, 1983, my
translation).

12. In the Jewish tradition, the author indicates, the possibility of forgetting causes panic.
However, what matters is the double movement of reception and transmission: "Jews were not
virtuosos of memory; they were attentive recipients and skillful transmitters" (Yerushalmi, 1989:
19, nlY translation).

13. "Each group, each society, has its halakhah ... , the road through which it travels, the
Road, the Way, the Tao, that body of rites and beliefs that gives a people a sense of identity and
destiny" (Yerushalmi, 1989: 22, my translation).

14. The presidential pardons of 1989 and 1990 of the members of the military (including the
commanders of the military juntas that had been convicted in the 1985 trials) and several guerrilla
leaders were justified by the goal of "national reconciliation." It is hard, however, to understand
a reconciliation that is not based on repentance.

15. Following Yerushalmi's line of thought, when the task that a group undertakes is of that
nature, the commitment of social scientists and historians is to offer the data and information to
enable "those who need it to document that this or that character actually existed, that these or
those events actually took place, that this or that interpretation was not the only one" (Yerushalmi,
1989: 26, my translation). "Against the nlilitants of oblivion, the dealers of documents, the
assassins of memory; against the menders of encyclopedias and the conspirators of silence;
against those who, borrowing Kundera's superb image, can erase a man from a photograph so
that nothing remains of him except his hat-the historian, and only the historian, led by the strict
passion for facts evidence, and testimonies (the nourishment of his trade), can watch and guard"
(1989: 25, my translation).
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16. Neier (1990) employs Nagel's distinction between acknowledglnent and knowledge.
Within the context of political responsibility, the first implies the state's admission of its action.

17. The main events in that line of reversals were the Instrucciones al Fiscal militar and Ley
de Punto Final in 1986, the Ley de Obediencia Debida in 1987, and the two presidential pardons
in 1989 and 1990. As suggested above, however, what has been done (the Nunca Mas and the
trials) has had irreversible effects on Argentine society and on the institutional stability of the
country.

18. When asked his views on the trial, Norberto Liwski indicated that it "eliminated the
spectral nature of the testimonies that were moving around in society; it presented the victims
as human beings, giving them equal standing with the rest of humanity. In that, it destroyed the
heart of the argument used to justify or legitimate acts of state terrorism.... For the great
majority of those who gave evidence as witnesses, it was the beginning of a partial restora­
tion.... In all cases it served to initiate larger healing processes, open and dynamic ones, that
were then carried through other, nonjuridical paths, more social, more community-oriented,
more cultural, participatory, and integrative ones" (interview, CEDES, October 1, 1990).

19. In Argentina, the identification of the torturers led to instances of social isolation and of
street or neighborhood repudiation. It also led to public protests when someone identified as a
repressor was found occupying a public position.

20. In a survey conducted in France at the time of the Klaus Barbie case, one of the questions
was "Which of the two following words,forgetting or justice, better characterizes your attitude
toward the events of that period of the war and the occupation?" Yerushalmi then asks, is it
possible that the opposite offorgetting is not memory, but justice (1989: 26)? Memory andjustice
are also equated in Costa-Gavras's movie The Music Box, centered on a Nazi criminaL At one
point in the movie, the defense lawyer asks the prosecutor why is he pressing the case so
hard-what he has against her and her father. The prosecutor's answer is that it is nothing
personal-that it is impossible to remake the past, but what can be done is to remelnber it.

21. Gender differences are a significant theme in the analysis of the human rights movement.
The symbols of pain-the Madres de Plaza de Mayo, the Abuelas-are women, the more
political organizations more male-like. Beyond the descriptive evidence, cleavages among the
organizations do not suffice to interpret the masculine and the feminine traits within the human
rights movement. Rather, our ongoing research points toward a complex gendered dynamics of
the interplay between moral conceptions anchored in notions of rights and notions of responsi­
bility and care, which parallel the analytical distinction made by Gilligan (1982).
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