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ABSTRACT
Oakley, Shirley J. Ph.D. The University of Memphis. December 2010. Mothers Against
Democracy: Hebe de Bonafini’s Rhetorical Strategies of Resistance, 1988-2003. Major
Professor: Dr. Sandra Sarkela.

The Madres de Plaza de Mayo was once a small group of grieving mothers in
Buenos Aires who sought solace during a dictatorship that began in 1976. As their
resistance developed, they grew into a social and political organization whose purpose is
to keep the memory of their children alive and to generate justice in Argentina and
worldwide. Their leader, Hebe de Bonafini, is atypical because there was no oratorical
tradition for her to follow; she created one. Throughout the thirty-four years of the
mothers’ movement’s existence, Bonafini’s rhetoric has changed and has taken a new
shape.

The permanent disappearance of the Madres’ loved ones led to the strategies that
allowed the Madres a voice during a dictatorship that silenced an entire country. A year
into Argentina’s military dictatorship, Bonafini framed her arguments around the
injustices of the dictatorship, yet as the Madres’ organization transformed to political
activism and their movement split, her rhetoric became more aggressive and
revolutionary. Even though democracy was established in 1983, Bonafini’s resistance
discourse continued for twenty-three more years, until 2006, as the Madres sustained
their resistance to the Argentine government.

This study is about social movements, women, mothers, and power. The focus is
five of Bonafini’s major speeches, chronologically dated from 1988 to 2003, analyzed to

identify her rhetorical instruments of power. A close reading provides a better



understanding of the speech texts which identify three consistent themes: motherhood
metaphors, denial of agency and the use of prosopopoeia, and scapegoating.

Strategies that generate revolution are important to study. Bonafini began to speak
during a brutal dictatorship and continued to use her oratorical skills to resist the elected
government after the dictatorship ended. Her rise to fame was dependent upon her
rhetorical strategies; hence, a study of how Bonafini motivates and influences others by
the use of verbal and nonverbal symbols is central to understanding more about this rare
social movement phenomenon. A critique of Bonafini’s speeches given during the late
stage of this accidental yet calculated mothers’ movement will provide us with much

insight into their particularly persistent resistance.
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TERMS AND TIMELINE
Terms
Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo: Grandmothers of the Plaza de Mayo. A human rights
organization that began in 1977; their goal is to find the desaparecidos’ children, many
who were born in captivity and adopted by military families.
Azuncena Villaflor de Vincenti: Founding leader of the Madres de Plaza de Mayo.
CELS: Center for Legal and Social Studies
CONADEP: Comision Nacional sobre la Desaparicion de Personas (National
Commission on the Disappeared). President Raul Alfonsin created the commission in
1983; the commission’s investigation of human rights abuses culminated in a report titled
“Nunca Mas” (Never Again).
Detenido-desaparecido: Victims of state terrorism who were disappeared.
ERP: Ejército Revolucionario del Pueblo (People’s Revolutionary Army). A guerilla
group that emerged in Argentina around 1970.
ESMA: Escuela de Suboficiales de Mecanica de la Armada (Naval Mechanics School).
Hebe Pastor de Bonafini: Leader of the Madres de Plaza de Mayo and President of the
Asociacion de Madres in Buenos Aires.
Madres de Plaza de Mayo: Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo. A human rights organization
created in 1977 by the mothers of the desaparecidos. Every Thursday afternoon at
3:30pm, they march around the Plaza de Mayo in downtown Buenos Aires. They split
into two factions in 1986: Asociacion de Madres de Plaza de Mayo and Madres de Plaza

de Mayo-Linea Fundadora.



Montoneros: A nationalist far-left Peronist guerrilla group that emerged around 1970 in
Argentina.

Plaza de Mayo: Main plaza in Buenos Aires that sits in front of the Casa Rosado
(presidential government pink house).

Universidad Popular de Madres: Mothers Popular University established by the

Madres de Plaza de Mayo to train revolutionaries.



Timeline

1976

1977

1978

1979

1980

1981

1982

1983

On March 24, 1976, military coup ousted President Isabel Perdn.

On April 30, 1977, mothers who are searching for their children meet for the first
time in public at the Plaza de Mayo.

-In December 1977, nine mothers were detained by a paramilitary squad,
including Azucena Villaflor Vincenti, the Madres’ first leader, and two other
founding mothers, Esther Careaga and Maria Eugenia Bianco; three more mothers
were taken two days later and none were ever heard from nor seen again.

The 1978 World Soccer Cup took place in Buenos Aires (won by Argentina at the
peak of the repression).

-In 1978-1979, the Madres made their first trip to other countries, beginning with
the United States and Rome.

In August 22, 1979, twenty women, in front of a public notary, signed the
founding document of the Madres de Plaza de Mayo creating the Asociacion de
Madres. Hebe de Bonafini was elected president; Maria Adela Antokoletz was
elected as vice president.

Madres de Plaza de Mayo began publishing their bulletin.

On December 10 and 11, the Madres held their first 24-hour “March of
Resistance.” These resistance marches continued until January 2006 (25 years).
On March 26, the military junta invaded the Malvinas/Falklands. On June 20, the
Malvinas/Falklands War ended.

Fall of the dictatorship and installation of democracy. On Oct. 30, Raul Alfonsin

from the Radical Party was elected president.

Xi



1984

1986

1988

1992

1995

1999

2002

2003

2006

2010

CONADEP’s report, Nunca Mas (Never Again) is published reporting the details
of the disappeared.

In January, the Madres group splintered and the Madres Linea Fundadora
(Founding Line of Mothers) was created.

Hebe de Bonafini delivered her “Tribute to Che in the Swiss House” speech.

All members of the Madres’ Association were awarded the Sakharov Prize for
Freedom of Thought.

Hebe de Bonafini delivered her ESMA speech.

Hebe de Bonafini delivered her UNESCO Prize for Peace Education Award
speech.

-Also in 1999, the Madres opened the Universidad Popular in Buenos Aires,
establishing their literary café and bookstore and the Casa de Madres, all just two
blocks from the Argentine Congress.

Hebe de Bonafini delivered her “I am the Other” speech.

Hebe de Bonafini delivered her “We Believe in Revolution; We Believe in and
Love Socialism” speech.

Madres’ last march of resistance against the Argentine democratic government,
although they still march around the Plaza de Mayo each Thursday at 3:30 p.m.

On June 3, Hebe de Bonafini received an honorary doctorate, Honoris Causa
(causes of honor) from the Universidad Nacional Experimental del Estado Yaracuy
(UNEY), in Venezuela.

xii



CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

In Buenos Aires in 1998, a group of mothers appeared onstage with English
musician Sting as he performed the song that immortalizes the mothers: “They Dance
Alone.” He sings: “They’re dancing with the missing; they’re dancing with the dead,” as
the mothers announce their children’s names to an audience of thousands.!

The mothers are the Madres de Plaza de Mayo, and they are famous. Once a small
group of grieving mothers who sought solace during a dictatorship, they have developed
into a social and political organization whose purpose is to keep the memory of their
children alive and to generate justice in Argentina and worldwide. They operate an
independent university, bookstore library, and literary café, promoting revolutionary
ideas for which many of their children once fought. La Casa de Madres, two blocks from
the Argentine Congress, has been visited by dignitaries like Venezuela’s Hugo Chavez
and Brazil’s Lula. The longtime leader of the Madres is Hebe de Bonafini, who maintains
a relationship with Argentine President Christina Fernandez de Kirchner; Bonafini has
also cultivated close ties to Iran’s Mahmoud Ahmadinejad.2

Bonafini and the Madres are the models for Latin American mothers’ social
movements. Bonafini is atypical because there was no oratorical tradition for her to
follow; she has created one. She did not follow a traditional pattern in her rise to fame,

and is not characteristic of a celebrity culture of power even though she patterns her

! “They Dance Alone” (Gueca Solo) by Sting first appeared on the 1987 album and CD Nothing Like the
Sun, A&M Label, released in the United Kingdom. For more info see Sting’s discography:
http://www.sting.com/discog.

2 For more information, see Michael Casey’s Che’s Afterlife: The Legacy of an Image, p. 143.



revolution in the shadow of Che Guevara. She and the Madres have secured a place on
the public platform and their motherhood has taken permanent residence in the public
sphere of Argentina’s most important political territory, the Plaza de Mayo. Throughout
the thirty-four years of the movement’s existence, her mother’s voice has changed and
her rhetoric has taken a new shape.

She began to speak during a brutal dictatorship and continued to use her oratorical
skills to resist the democratically elected government after the dictatorship ended. Called
a madwoman by the dictatorship, others listened to her and still listen to her for a simple
reason: they identify with her pain and they identify with her quest for justice, not just in
Argentina, but worldwide. Her rhetoric, during and after the dictatorship, was motivating.
It offered hope to an audience that previously had none. Her rise to fame was dependent
upon her rhetorical strategies, whether intended or not. Hence, a study of how Bonafini
motivates and influences others, how she uses verbal and nonverbal symbols, is central to

understanding more about this rare social movement phenomenon.

Purpose and Significance of the Study

The Madres” movement is unique and unpredictable. A year into Argentina’s
military dictatorship, Bonafini, framed her arguments around the injustices of the
dictatorship, yet as the Madres’ organization transformed to political activism and their
movement split her rhetoric became more aggressive and revolutionary. The permanent
disappearance of the Madres’ loved ones led to the strategies that allowed the Madres a

voice during a dictatorship that silenced an entire country. Even after democracy was



established, the resistance discourse continued. Bonafini’s speeches demonstrate her
rhetorical strategies for the Madres’ continued resistance to the Argentine government.

The focus of my study is five of Bonafini’s major speeches, chronologically dated
from 1988 to 2003, analyzed to identify patterns of resistance. More specifically, the
purpose of my research is to answer this question: What rhetorical strategies did Bonafini
use to resist the new democratic government after the fall of the dictatorship? In order to
understand the context of these speeches, my study begins with a review of Argentina’s
history and gender ideology and the events that led to the rise and split of the Madres’
movement. | summarize Bonafini’s life and then look at who may have influenced her
leadership style. Then, five speeches are presented for analysis followed by a discussion
of strategies.

There are several questions worth asking, and one in particular is this: Why did
the mothers keep protesting when the dictatorship was gone? The obvious answer is that
they wanted those responsible brought to trial; they wanted justice. However, as the
movement continued, their cause shifted to revolution. They resisted democracy; resisted
the idea of a government in power. They resisted authority. Their goal was to find their
disappeared loved ones, but when they realized their loved ones would never return, they
developed methods to keep their children’s memories and voices alive. Because many of
their children were tied to the idea of revolution, the children were victims of the
government; their children’s voices now provide the authority for a fight for social
change and human rights. Another important question is this: Why did people keep

listening to Bonafini after the dictatorship ended? Many speculate, but Bonafini’s



speeches give us better insight into this group of mothers whose unity provided a
platform for the development of their powerful political organization.

There is much significance in this particular resistance movement. Social
movements rarely occur in a non-democratic state. So rare are these occurrences that in
European, U.S. and South American history, there are but two countries that saw the rise
of social movements during a military dictatorship: Argentina and Uruguay (Tilly, Social
62). Furthermore, it is highly uncommon for a movement to continue to mobilize after a
government’s transition to democracy, yet the Madres de Plaza de Mayo, organized in
1977, continued to resist the Argentine government for twenty-three years, from 1983 to
2006, even after democracy was installed in Argentina.

This study is about social movements, women, mothers, and power. As women in
a machismo society, these women could not have accomplished what they have. As
mothers, they have accomplished much. As a social movement, they fought a violent
dictatorship and a new democratic government. How did they do it in a country that
silenced everyone during a dictatorship then devalued women during democracy?

There are many reasons to study social movements. For this one, it is important to
understand strategies that generate revolution. We can acquire a better understanding of
women’s power, and of mothers’ power in a male-dominated society. We can strive to
break cultural barriers by adding to our knowledge of Latin American movements and
rhetoric. We can try to get a better understanding of why, as Casey puts it, Bonafini
attacks the democracy that she and the Madres helped to restore in 1983 (143). We can
gain an understanding of how the Madres took possession of Argentina’s most important

political space: the Plaza de Mayo. We can gain a better understanding of how mothers



move past their mourning to live in a country that has no properly marked graves and the
absence of bodies to mourn.

Bonafini is a powerful orator. She speaks the unspeakable horrors of losing
tortured children. She utilizes her mother power, denying her own agency and giving
voice to her deceased revolutionary children. She takes the story of exploitation and tells
it over and over again, exposing the disguises of repression, and her repetition, when
observed closely and closely analyzed, reveals purposeful messages that might otherwise
go unheard/unseen (Hart 321). Also, Bonafini is using gendered rhetoric, but her rhetoric
can be also be categorized as mothers’ rhetoric. She gains and keeps her authority by her
position as a mother; as a mother, she exudes many assumptions about the power of
women and mothers in a public realm.

An analysis of selected speeches will also add to our knowledge by a better
understanding of the type of movement this is. There is much controversy about the type
of movement the mothers were and the type of movement they have become. Some claim
that they are a peace movement, but a close analysis of Bonafini’s speeches show that her
discourse is not peaceful. Some claim that because the mothers are women, they exert
their power from a gender position. Others believe that the mothers are a movement for
institutional reform, a type of movement that wants to change the foundation of
institutions, and in this case, Bonafini’s rhetoric tells us that she wants social reform, but
what else does she want? Is this a mother’s movement, and is this the rhetoric of mothers,
the rhetoric of confrontation, or all of it? We can add to this assessment by asking if the

rhetoric of mothers is also a rhetoric of revenge or restitution.



Bonafini welds her scarf as an instrument of power (Casey 142). It is a major
symbol that denotes peace and motherhood. It once identified the mothers to each other,
but has developed into their trademark; it is their major symbol. An analysis of
Bonafini’s speeches will illustrate that there are other rhetorical instruments of power
found within her speeches, significant elements that must be addressed. One is her
continued use of the motherhood metaphor. Her speeches are dependent upon this
metaphor and | could say that this metaphor keeps the mothers in a position of oppression
as their children take possession of their lives. Another important element is the denial of
agency and Bonafini’s repeated use of prosopopoeia. This is a tricky situation as the
deceased children speak through the mothers and some have likened Bonafini to a
ventriloquist. She denies her own agency and gives it to her children, yet this action does
not lessen her own ethos, it amplifies it. Her children’s silence, alive and in death, is
broken by this action. She fights the dictatorship’s silencing then hands her voice over to
her children. This is a sacrificial act that we see repeated in her speeches.

Bonafini also repeatedly blames capitalism for Argentina’s and the world’s
problems. By positing motherhood against evil, the mothers established a durable brand
early on, one that fits easily into the narrative of the left (Casey 143). Her distaste for the
U.S. is clear; her problem-solving solution is socialism. A study of this type can show us
how this progression occurs from distrust to government to distrust of democracy and
then a distrust of capitalism.

The study is also important because Bonafini’s position of mother allows her the
opportunity to speak out and to develop persuasive revolutionary discourse.

Revolutionary discourse is attractive to audiences who are on the left and especially when



Che Guevara becomes the ideological foundation for the Madres’ work. This strategy
may serve to broaden their popularity; it also creates ethos for their children. The Madres
call themselves the mothers of all children, so as universal motherhood expands what
might we expect of the younger generation?

It is important to identify Bonafini’s rhetorical strategies not only because the
mothers are unique, but also because Bonafini has been the president of the association
and leader of the Madres since 1977. An analysis of Bonafini’s speeches will give us a
better understanding of her leadership. The mothers claim that they all have equal
leadership, yet Bonafini is president of the Madres’ Association and has become an
international celebrity. Does her type of leadership follow traditionally held ideas, or does
she establish a different style? A reason for studying the speeches of the leaders of social
movements is to create a better understanding of how leaders project their desires to the
audience. Some may also learn what works in a movement and what doesn’t or to make
predictions (Bowers et al. 141).

Study of the rhetoric of this movement is important because it became a
movement with a slogan that could never happen—the demand for the disappeared to be
returned alive (aparacion con vida). This goal could not be obtained, yet the movement
continued. The dictatorship ended, yet the movement continued. The mothers established
their own university, literary café, bookstore, yet the movement continued. A shift in the
goals of the movement, the cry for justice and position of universal motherhood allowed
the movement to continue; the business of motherhood continued even after the

resistance to the government ceased in 2006.



In summary, learning more about this social movement gives us a better
understanding of the often underrepresented study of Latin American social movements
and protest rhetoric, an underrepresentation that seems odd given the number of protests
in Latin America. A critique of Bonafini’s speeches given during the late stage of this
accidental yet calculated movement will provide us with much insight into this
particularly persistent mothers’ movement. For, in spite of Bonafini’s aggressive and
often radical rants, she still has a high status and international reputation. Her aggression
is forgiven because she exudes the persona of a grieving mother, wearing her scarf, and

demanding justice. In the end, it could be that’s all she’s ever wanted.

Literature Review

Although much has been written about social movements, scholarship on the
rhetoric of social movements in Latin America is limited, and even more limited is the
scholarship about women’s revolutionary rhetoric in Argentina. Many studies have
identified various aspects of the Madres’ movement and have offered historical
information and interviews with the Madres’ members, but most of these studies do not
identify the Madres’ rhetorical strategies found in Bonafini’s speeches. This review

describes research in pertinent areas of study that form the foundation for this study.

History and Rhetoric of the Madres’ Movement

Literature describing the history of the Madres’ movement is abundant. The most
quoted book in Madre literature is Jo Fisher’s Mothers of the Disappeared (1989). Fisher

offers a detailed history of the military coup and the rise of the Madres’ movement. This
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is a major work of Madre interviews, including many interviews with Bonafini. Fisher
also published Out of the Shadows: Women, Resistance, and Politics in South America
(1993), another text of interviews which documents the military rule’s atrocities and
reveals accounts of women and mothers who organized protests to find their disappeared
family members. Patricia Steiner’s Hebe’s Story: The Inspiring Rise and Dismaying
Evolution of the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo (2004) traces the Madre’s history through
Bonafini’s memory. Steiner’s viewpoint is that once a popular and well-respected faction
of Argentine political consciousness, the Madres movement evolved then declined
mainly because of Bonafini’s shift in ideology and aggressive discourse. She sees
Bonafini as a radical instigator who will not forget the past.

Luchar Siempre: Las Marchas de la Resistencia, 1982-2006 (2007) is the most
credible source for each of the marches of resistance, authored by the Madres’
Universidad Popular secretary, Inés Vazquez and others. Also published by the Madres,
Gabriel Bauducco’s Hebe: La Otra Mujer (Hebe: The Other Woman), is a biography of
Bonafini’s life told through personal interviews. Hebe de Bonafini and Matilde Sanchez
wrote an emotional essay “The Madwomen and the Plaza de Mayo” for Gabriela
Nouzeilles and Graciela Montaldo’s The Argentina Reader: History, Culture, Politics
(2002). The essays in this book teach the reader about the history and culture of
Argentina, some of which is written in story form. Matilde Mellibovsky first published
Circle of Love over Death: Testimonies of the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo (1997) in
Buenos Aires in 1990. She is one of the founders of the Madres whose daughter was
disappeared in 1976. The book is composed of personal accounts of Madres’ memories,

including poems and quotations from their children.



Other secondary scholarship includes the work of Viviana Abreu Hernandez
(2002) who believes that a historical transformation occurred with the Madres’
movement beginning in 1977. Marguerite Guzman Bouvard (1994) uses the concepts of
revolutionary motherhood to discuss the significance of the mothers’ struggle. Bouvard,
in contrast to Hernandez, suggests that the Madres have introduced a new model for
human rights activity. Jadwiga Mooney in Militant Motherhood Re-visited: Women's
Participation and Political Power in Argentina and Chile (2007) discusses the
implications of militant motherhood in Argentina and Chile, comparing leadership on
opposite sides of the political spectrum. She points out that the mobilization of mothers
did not focus on gender equity or feminist goals. She claims that anti-Allende women in
Chile demanded military intervention, while the Mothers of Plaza de Mayo in Argentina
requested an end to human rights abuses by the military regime. Mooney believes that the
studies of Chile and Argentina reveal that militant mothers’ immediate and long-term
success lay in the nature of their resistance and their skillful use of tradition. Perhaps she
is overstating the role of gender, but many have studied the Madres from this point of
view, asking why women mobilize (Navarro, 1989; Guzman 1994; Arditti 1999). Valeria
Fabj’s work, “Motherhood as a Political Voice: The Rhetoric of the Mothers of the Plaza
de Mayo” looks at the Madres’ symbols within a frame of marianismo; she gives close
attention to the Madres’ transition from the private to public realm by upholding their

positions as mothers.

10



Social Movement Studies

Charles Tilly is a standard reference and a significant contributor to the study of
social movements. In Social Movements, 1768-2004, Tilly makes the claim that
democratization is a factor in all social movements—that social movements preceded
democratic transitions (62), yet he admits there are exceptions in South America and
Europe. He believes that democratization promotes the formation of social movements
and limits the range of feasible and collective action and that social movements assert
popular sovereignty. Claims may evolve and vary historically, and the social movement,
as an invented institution, could disappear or mutate into some quite different form of
politics (12-14). This is particularly useful for distinguishing the atypical nature of the
Madres’ movement. Tilly also points out that democratization promotes the formation of
social movements, but by no means do all social movements advocate or promote
democracy. This distinction is crucial. He cautions against the illusion that social
movements themselves promote democracy by analytically separating movement claims
from movement consequences. For example, a pro-democracy movement may lead to
anti-democratic consequences (62).

Sidney Tarrow (1994) in Power in Movement: Collective Action, Social
Movements and Politics discusses the idea that social movements are formed when
ordinary people join forces in confrontation with elites, authorities, and opponents (1994,
2). Tarrow reminds us that although movements almost always conceive of themselves as
outside and opposed to institutions, collective action inserts them into complex policy
networks, and thus, within the reach of the state. Therefore, if nothing else, movements

enunciate demands in terms of fames of meaning that are comprehensible to a wider
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society; they use forms