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Series Editor’s Preface

ach book in the “Viewpoints/Puntos de Vista” series introduces stu-

dents to a significant theme or topic in Latin American history. In
an age in which student and faculty interest in the Global South increas-
ingly challenges the old focus on the history of Europe and North
America, Latin American history has assumed an increasingly promi-
nent position in undergraduate curricula.

Some of these books discuss the ways in which historians have inter-
preted these themes and topics, thus demonstrating that our understand-
ing of our past is constantly changing, through the emergence of new
sources, methodologies, and historical theories. Others offer an intro-
duction to a particular theme by means of a case study or biography in
a manner easily understood by the contemporary, non-specialist reader.
Yet others give an overview of a major theme that might serve as the
foundation of an upper-level course.

What is common to all of these books is their goal of historical syn-
thesis. They draw on the insights of generations of scholarship on the
most enduring and fascinating issues in Latin American history, .and
through the use of primary sources as appropriate. Each book is written
by a specialist in Latin American history who is concerned with under-
graduate teaching, yet has also made his or her mark as a first-rate
scholar.

The books in this series can be used in a variety of ways, recogniz-
ing the differences in teaching conditions at small liberal arts colleges,
large public universities, and research-oriented institutions with doctoral
programs. Faculty have particular needs depending on whether they
teach large lectures with discussion sections, small lecture or discussion-
oriented classes, or large lectures with no discussion sections, and
whether they teach on a semester or trimester system. The format
adopted for this series fits all of these different parameters.



Series Editor’s Preface vii

In this eighth volume in the “Viewpoints/Puntos de Vista” series,
Professor Erin E. O’'Connor uses motherhood as a lens through which
to view gender and family in modern Latin American history. Mothers
Making Latin America: Gender, Households, and Politics since 1825 pro-
vides a sweeping overview of both the enduring and the changing aspects
of motherhood. The volume covers nearly 200 years, from the time of
the macho, militaristic caudillos of the early and mid-nineteenth century
to the present day, which features women presidents (all three of them
mothers) in Argentina, Brazil, and Costa Rica. Geographically, the book
includes examples from all of the major regions of Latin America as well
as the Caribbean. By means of this analysis, readers come to understand
the struggles of women to earn their rightful place in a patriarchal world.
They also learn to appreciate the ways in which patriarchal structures
change rather than disappear, notwithstanding the fact that women now
serve in prominent political, economic, and cultural roles.

A particular feature of this book is the dialogue between captivating
case studies and insightful interpretation. These case studies include
women from different social classes and ethnic/racial origins, from an
Argentine political activist organizing to protest the fate of her “disap-
peared” son, to a Brazilian favela (shantytown) dweller who wrote her
diary on scraps of paper. Moving back and forth between these case
studies and overarching analysis, Professor O’Connor has crafted a
sophisticated, yet highly accessible book that will be of interest to schol-
ars, students, and a general audience alike.

Jirgen Buchenau
University of North Carolina, Charlotte
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1

Introduction

Gender and Latin American History, or:
Why Motherhood?

Two Tales of Women and Politics

ida de Suarez did not begin her life as a political activist. She only

became politicized when her son was “disappeared” — abducted by
the military government without charges or due process. His disappear-
ance turned her world upside down, particularly when she could not find
out what happened to him. She described what it was like when she tried
to find answers about what happened to her son:

I had a neighbour who was a doctor and after they took my son I went to
him and he gave me an injection to calm me down. They come into your
house and they take your child like that - you think you've gone mad. The
injection didn’t calm me at all. At seven in the morning I was in the police
station. A guard at the entrance asked me what I wanted. I said my son
had been taken away and I didn’t know by who or why. I cried so much
he let me in. They took my statement. As I was leaving a policeman at the
door said to me, “Sefiora, there’s no point in coming here. Go to the mili-
tary regiments, they’re the ones who are taking people. Don’t waste your
time here. We have orders so keep out of the zones of their operations.” 1
went straight to the regiment. They didn’t want to see me. They said that
they didn’t know anything and that I should go to the Ministry of the
Interior. Then one man told me to try the regiment at Ciudadela. I want
there and they said I'd come to the wrong place and that I had to go to the
First Army Corps in Palermo. That day I went to all those places but I
didn’t find out anything.'

Mothers Making Latin America: Gender, Households, and Politics Since 1825,
First Edition. Erin E. O’Connor.
© 2014 John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Published 2014 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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Aida de Sudrez was like many middle-aged and older women whose
adult children were disappeared when the Argentine state terrorized its
own population from 1976 to 1979 in what eventually came to be known
as the Dirty War. Although military violence against civilians began in
the 1960s, the Dirty War started during Isabel Perdén’s presidency, from
1974 t01976, and it escalated rapidly after military forces overthrew her
and established an authoritarian government. By the time that the mili-
tary regime fell from power in the early 1980s, tens of thousands of
Argentine men and women - most of them young - had disappeared
and were presumed dead.

De Suarez was among 14 women, mostly housewives who had never
been involved in politics before, who met each other in various govern-
ment offices while trying to find out what had happened to their adult
children who had disappeared. Their trips to police, military, and govern-
ment offices yielded no results, just more frustration and fear. The
mothers decided to march silently together around the Plaza de Mayo,
Buenos Aires’s central square, in order to bring attention to their plight
and, hopefully, to find out where their children were. The movement
grew rapidly to include thousands of mothers and grandmothers from
many different walks of life, religions, and political perspectives. Thought
they came from a variety of backgrounds, the women in the movement
emphasized their identities as supposedly traditional mothers who were
willing to sacrifice anything for their children, and who were more inter-
ested in family and morality than in any form of politics. In the end, the
Mothers were one of the few groups able to bring international attention
to state terrorism in Argentina; other protestors typically ended up
among the ranks of the disappeared. The mothers’ silent marching
undercut the military government’s claims to legitimacy, which in turn
played a role in the regime’s dissolution in the early 1980s.

Fast-forward to 2006, when Michelle Bachelet was elected as Chile's
first woman president. In her victory speech, Bachelet stated:

Today we have witnessed the magic of democracy, amigos and amigas.
Today we're all equal. The vote of the most humble person is worth the
same as the vote of the most powerful. Democracy can help untangle the
wishes and hopes of the people. . . .

Starting right now, your hopes are my hopes, your wishes mine. To all
the people who welcomed me into their homes, all the men and women
who gave me the gift of a hug and a kiss, above all so many women who
gave me my victory today, on this night. To all the people from the prov-
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inces, I send my greetings and my assurance that I will fulfill the vow I
took in the last days of my campaign, that we would remember them when
we were here celebrating and surely they are all celebrating in each of their
cities our great triumph tonight.

Amigos y amigas, starting March 11, Chile will have a woman presi-
dent, but it will also be the start of a new phase where we will make sure
that the successes we achieve in this great country make their way into the
homes of all Chileans, because I want people to remember my government
as a government of all, for all. Ours is a dynamic country, with the desire
to be successful, that is becoming more and more integrated into the
world, a country of entrepreneurs who create prosperity with their ingenu-
ity and creativity. But for Chilean men and women to dare to be entrepre-
neurial and to innovate, they must also know that the society they live in
protects them.”

Later, in her first annual address, Bachelet claimed that her political
victory represented the “defeat of exclusion” not just for women, but for
Chileans more generally.” Bachelet was the sixth Latin American woman
to hold the office of president, but she was the first to become president
who had not been married to a high profile male political leader.” Neither
did Bachelet highlight her role as a mother to grown children, as some
other Latin American women leaders — most notably Violeta Chamorro
in Nicaragua during the 1990s — had done. Bachelet had an ambitious
sociopolitical agenda, promising to achieve gender equity in her cabinet
and address women’s issues in Chile as well as the needs of poor Chileans.
Though she met only some of her goals, she maintained strong support
throughout her presidency from 2006 to 2010, in no small part because
she got Chileans through the hardships of the worldwide economic
recession that hit during her term.

Since Bachelet’s successful campaign in Chile, three other Latin
American women have won the presidency in their respective countries.
Cristina Ferndndez de Kirchner won the 2007 presidential election in
Argentina, following in the footsteps of her husband, Néstor Kirchner,
who was president from 2003 to 2007. Fernandez de Kirchner proved
herself politically capable in her own right when her husband died in
2007, leaving her to rule without his support, and she made her own
mark on the history of women in politics when she became the first
female president in Latin America to win reelection in 2011. Two other
women - Laura Chinchilla in Costa Rica and Dilma Rousseff in Brazil
- ascended to the presidency via elections in 2010. Rousseff, in particular,
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took power in a country with of one of the world’s fastest expanding and
important economies.

Women have often played significant roles politics in several Latin
American countries since the 1970s. However, the nature of their par-
ticipation and the roles that they have emphasized changed considerably
over the course of about 25 years. These transformations in politics have
coincided with other developments for women in Latin American socie-
ties. For example, fertility rates have fallen dramatically in many Latin
American countries: overall, Latin American women have gone from
having an average of 5.98 children in 1960 to 2.2 children in 2010.° This
drop in fertility rates, however, has not occurred evenly throughout the
region. The most dramatic decline in fertility rates has been in Brazil,
where women averaged 5.33 children in 1970 and only 2.46 children by
1995. In other countries, the decline was not as dramatic, such as in
Guatemala, where in the same time period, women went from having an
average of 6.53 children to 5.12 children.® Women in many Latin Ameri-
can countries are also becoming more educated, particularly among the
middling and upper classes.

The changes in women’s lives raise important questions about Latin
American history. The history of the Mothers’ movement in Argentina
makes one wonder: how could politically inexperienced housewives start
a protest movement that helped to bring down a violent authoritarian
regime? How and why did these women create a political movement by
highlighting, rather than rejecting, their traditional roles as mothers and
homemakers? What political, legal, social, and cultural trends in the
Latin American past made it possible for such a movement to emerge?
Why did these women - and later political figures, such as Violeta
Chamorro in Nicaragua — emphasize motherhood in their political pur-
suits? What might have been the cost of this focus on motherhood in
politics? Certainly, although one can find examples of women who used
maternalist ideas to their benefit, motherhood also set limits on women’s
ability to gain an education, make a living, or enter political office. If
maternity was a double-edged sword of both opportunity and limitation,
why did so many Latin American women utilize this symbolism?

More recent developments identified here also raise questions. Does
the recent rise of women presidents since 2000 indicate that Latin Ameri-
can women have broken the so-called glass ceiling in politics? How
important is it that Bachelet and Rousseff, in particular, did not draw
attention to their roles as mothers or wives, as many politically active



