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LET’S NOT
TALK ABOUT IT

Feminism and populism in Argentina

ince the emergence of #NiUnaMenos [Not One Less] in
2015, feminism has become widespread in Argentina.!
Nowadays, actions such as to identify oneself as a
feminist, to cite her slogans, to use her handkerchiefs,
to hold her flags, are no longer conceived as minority, elitist or
radicalized practices. Feminisms are becoming more common.
They slip into every day and ordinary experiences, and advo-
cates and allies of their causes appear in the most unlikely places
and contexts. There are feminists in political parties, in the state,
in unions, in universities, in secondary schools, in companies,
in religious groups, among housewives and among the Madres
y Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo [Mothers and Grandmothers of the
Plaza de Mayo].? As one of its flags usually holds, there are “femi-
nists everywhere”.

IN THIS ESSAY we aim to offer an exploratory account of the
conditions that have made this unusual scenario possible. In
particular, we consider how the heterogeneous groups that
gathered under the scream “Ni Una Menos!” have become part of
afeminist “us”. That is, what were the conditions that enabled
the current expansion of what is known as the green and violet
tide? of feminism? How have the feminists’ demands articulated
multiple claims and dimensions of social protest related to eco-
nomic, social, cultural and racial issues? With these questions in
mind, we will begin by exploring how this expansion has been
addressed by the existing literature, focusing on the approach of
Graciela Di Marco,* in whose view this process must be under-
stood within the framework of the successful construction of a
“feminist people”. Taking on this approach — while nonetheless
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marking our differences — we will go on to explain the conditions
that from our perspective enabled feminism to become popular.
Firstly, we will point to the relationship that feminist groups
have established with human rights activism since the early 80s.
Later, we will direct attention to the effects of displacement re-
sulting from the political articulation that took place in the new
millennium between human rights groups and the political force
that was in government for almost a decade, Kirchnerism. As we
will show, this political process decisively affected the feminist
movements and the positions they hold in the social and politi-
cal arena at the present time.

Dressfor success:
constructing “the people”

The expansion of local feminisms is provoking intense debates
within different social and political spaces in Argentina. In the
academic world, it has awakened an unusual interest in gender
issues and motivated interesting and lucid reflections on the
reasons that led to this changing reality for feminist struggles. In
this respect, interventions by academics and activists prolifer-
ated on social networks and in the media, staging the multiple
aspects of this phenomenon and the variety of ongoing research
that addresses it. Many of these interventions focus, time and
again, on the probable source or origin of the awakening of this
massive feminist mobilization, attempting to find the key to un-
derstanding and explaining this unexpected situation.

Graciela Di Marco is one of the first intellectuals to approach
this process of expansion, pointing to the way local activists suc-
ceeded in constructing a “feminist people”.5 As Di Marco shows,
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it was during the mobilization process in the face of the social
and political crisis that took place between 2001 and 2002 in the
country,® when feminist groups began to organize and connect
with other women’s fronts in a way previously unthinkable. The
Campafia por el Aborto Legal, Seguroy Gratuito [Campaign for
Free, Safe and Legal Abortion] was the main initiative through
which they began this gradual but effective process of articula-
tion with different activist groups. Di Marco points out that,
whereas in the 90s convergence between feminist demands and
the broader agenda of social movements seemed highly unlikely,
in the post-crisis context feminists began to value women’s par-
ticipation in grassroots and popular groups (such as piqueteras,’
assembly members, trade union-
ists) and to recognize the need to
articulate with these groups to
accompany and influence their
struggles. “Popular feminism”
would then emerge in this new
scenario from the alignment of
feminist activists with women
from popular sectors. According
to Di Marco, this was made clear
in the 2003 Encuentro Nacional
de Mujeres [National Women’s
Meeting],® when there was a turning point in feminist strategies
insofar as feminist groups — which in previous meetings had es-
tablished alliances with women from political parties — this time
articulated their demands with women from popular sectors.
This new experience made possible the radicalization of feminist
claims, and eventually, the emergence of a popular feminism
that made the demand for the legalization of abortion a nodal
point of the feminist movement. Drawing on Ernesto Laclau’s
theoretical developments,® Di Marco argues that it was actually
the demand for legal abortion which succeed in becoming an
“empty signifier”: That is to say, a demand that was capable of
bringing together the heterogeneity of the broad women’s and
feminist movement, transforming its own singular content into a
universal one that could represent all other feminist claims. For
Di Marco then, this demand embodied the representation “of
women’s full citizenship, secularism and pluralism”, vis-a-vis the
traditional and patriarchal values upheld by the Catholic Church
and its conservative allies." It was by means of that particular
claim that feminist struggles became the manifestation of a femi-
nist people.”

ALTHOUGH DIMARCO is not the only researcher to address this
path of feminist alliances, her approach is provocative and sug-
gestive, not only because she examines the relationship between
feminism and popular sectors, but also because she understands
that process as a populist articulation. However, if we examine
the processes that have taken place since Di Marco wrote her
book, especially the demonstrations against gender violence
under #NiUnaMenos and the recent 8M,* it becomes necessary
to reconsider her analysis and ask ourselves about the current
conditions of this feminist people.* But we also consider that

“ONEOF THEKEYSTO
UNDERSTANDINGHOW
FEMINISM BECAME POPU LAR it was precisely because of this

there is a problem in Di Marco’ s argument that is mainly related
to her narrow view of the process that enabled feminism to
become popular. That is to say, is it only because of the feminist
movement, as Di Marco suggests, that feminist ideas found the
way to success and reached universalization? In other words, is
it possible to understand the emergence of the “feminist people”
without referring to the political tradition that historically
claimed for itself the representation of the people in Argentina?

IN THE NEXT SECTIONS, we aim to put forward two analytical
paths to address these questions. First, we consider that one of
the keys to understanding how feminism became popular lies
in the relationships that this
movement established with hu-
man rights activism during the
1980s. Second, we argue that

relationship that feminism did

LIES IN THE RELATIONSHIPS not remain immune to the erup-
THAT THIS MOVEMENT
ESTABLISHED WITH
HUMANRIGHTS ACTIVISM.”

tion of the populist political dis-
course that dominated the po-
litical scene from 2003 to 2015.
In other words, the relationship
with human rights groups en-
tangled feminists, not only with a new form of activism, but also
with a logic of articulation that put the people at the forefront.’

The happy marriage of feminisms
and humanrights

Regarding our first analytical approach, we need to address the
conditions that made possible what is now openly recognized as
“popular feminism”. As we have noted in earlier writings, during
the 1980s democratic enthusiasm brought with it encouraging
views of traditional party politics, even within feminist circles.!
In opposition to the deep distinction between a “pure feminism”
and a “political” one present in the seventies, there was now

an openness to heterogeneity, which enabled new alliances

and eventually the development of multiple fronts of struggle.”
Those experiences were in fact the preceding events of the
Encuentros Nacionales de Mujeres [National Women’s Meetings]
that have been organized since 1986 up to the present.® This
heterogeneous development of local feminisms allowed not only
the displacement of old frontiers, but also the drawing of specific
distinctions from which new oppositions and affinities with
other groups were forged.

One of the closest friendly bonds that feminisms established
in the early 80s was with the women’s activist groups that had
burst onto the public scene in defense of life and human rights
during the last military dictatorship’s repression: the Madres
and Abuelas of Plaza de Mayo [Mothers and Grandmothers of
the Plaza de Mayo]. The intrepid and belligerent actions of
these women in the search for “disappeared” people turned
the struggle for “human rights” and “democracy” into one of
the most important issues throughout the transition to democ-
racy.” In those years, human rights ceased to be a problem of

a few relatives of “disappeared” persons, becoming the very
possibility of a common agreement from which to find answers
to the social and political problems that Argentina had to face

in the transition to a new democratic era. It was against this
background that the encounter of feminisms with human rights
groups was actually possible.° The new privileged position of
human rights activism ensured that the feminists’ instant love
for the mothers and grandmothers of “disappeared” people was
not overshadowed by the latter’s constant vindication of the ma-
ternal role and family bonds. Rather, in the feminist view, these
groups were the symbol of resistance to the de facto regime and
represented the confrontation with the State and party politics.
That is, those mothers were bringing to the fore a new conten-
tious language that also implied a new form of activism against
traditional politics and whose most visible figures were precisely
women.? This last remark is crucial to understand the political
identification of the majority of feminists with the Madres and
Abuelas of Plaza de Mayo, and it makes clear that this process did
not respond to any common feminist given interests or ends, but
to political circumstances that ultimately involved contingent
and arbitrary decisions.

Three’sacrowd:
the Kirchnerist people

The second point of our argument takes us from the 80s to the
new millennium. During the first years of the 21* century, the
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heterogeneous character of the feminist movement gained
anew impetus and feminist politics also acquired a renewed
popular slant. As we pointed out in the above section, accord-
ing to Di Marco, it was the demand for legal abortion that en-
abled the feminist movement to succeed in representing vast
and heterogeneous feminist and women’s claims. However, Di
Marco’s assumption relies mainly on the feminist achievements,
but devotes little attention to the political context that enabled
these successful moves. The argument that we put forward

here attempts to show that this articulatory capacity cannot be
understood without paying attention to the effects produced in
the social imaginary of Argentina by the political experience that
began in 2003, under Néstor Kirchner’s government. Our aim is
to trace not only the conditions that feminism itself engendered
from its laborious activisms, but also the singular political con-
text that sheltered and helped determine them: “the Kirchnerist
people”. And when we refer to Kirchnerism, we do not define it
simply as a government; but as a political phenomenon that im-
plied a novel social and political mobilization from which a new
political identity emerged.

As we explained elsewhere,? this form of identification
shaped a new populist experience in the country that affected all
the social and political actors of the time in one way or another.
That is to say, the changing and porous border of the “Kirchner-
ist people” had disturbing effects that not only provoked the
emergence of new popular identifications, but also influenced




80 essay

existing ones, as happened with feminism. But how did that
populist discourse achieve this?

AS WE HAVE POINTED OUT, this political project managed to ar-
ticulate one of the most valuable causes of Argentina’s recent
history: that of human rights. It was precisely in the legacy of
the Madres and Abuelas of Plaza de Mayo, in their unyielding
struggle for justice, memory and truth, that Kirchner’s discourse
inscribed and legitimized the origin of its own political project. It
is important to point out that this was the result of a political act
that took place at an early stage, starting from the enactment of
a double rupture: on the one hand, with a recent past embodied
in Menemismo [Menemism]> and in the market reform process
of the 90s; on the other, with a distant past that went back to the
military dictatorship and whose effects are still felt today. Both
ruptures were organized around a critique of the prevailing im-
punity in the country that placed the democratic governments in
aline of continuity with the last dictatorship.? In this critique of
past and present impunity, Kirchner’s discourse laid the founda-
tions for a broad relationship of solidarity with the struggle for
the human rights of relatives of victims of repression, with the
victims themselves, and with a whole field of contiguous social
and political struggles against social and economic inequalities.
As aresult of this metonymic displacement, Kirchner’s fight
against impunity was also meant as a fight against exclusion and
social injustice. In the name of those who had been mistreated
by a terrorist state and by the impunity of the democratic gov-
ernments that followed (mothers, grandmothers, daughters,
relatives), in the name of those excluded by an unjust economic
model initiated in the dictatorship and deepened by Menemist
neoliberalism, in the name of the idealistic youth of the past and
present hurt by repression and the economic crisis, Kirchner-
ism burst forth as the possibility of representing a new legiti-
mate community protected by human rights, justice and social
inclusion.? In doing so, Kirchnerism highlighted something of
the order of the unthinkable or implausible with respect to the
existing community: A possibility of inclusion that the Madres
and Abuelas indicated was “something they had not dreamed

of ”.7 This “unthinkable” shows the radical character of Kirch-
ner’s discourse: the imagination of a new “All”. It is there, in that
radical mark, that we consider it is possible to trace the origin of
the proliferation of many of the claims for greater inclusion that
were present at that time, including the claims historically held
by feminists.

“Feminist people” or “popular
feminism”: what does the name tellus?
But how has this process of populist articulation, which made
“human rights” a struggle of its own, affected feminisms? What
are the links between Kirchnerist populism and the current
emerging popular nature of feminisms? Before addressing these
issues, two clarifications should be made. First, we have seen in
recent debates that in order to understand the rise and popular-
ization of feminisms in the country, many of the most prominent
readings appeal to the effects of a “fourth wave” of feminism

that travels the globe uniformly.? In this context, we consider

it necessary to distinguish between two levels of analysis: on

the one hand, the internationalist dimension proper to feminist
ideology, and on the other, the singular conditions of possibility
in each context that enable or hinder the processes of collec-
tive mobilization.?® Without underestimating the hard work on
international and regional fronts and networks, we consider that
too much focus on the international effects of the feminist global
ideology and struggle does not allow space to pay attention to
the specific conditions that enable particular feminisms in each
country and region. These conditions are what ultimately make
possible the configuration of singular feminisms (popular, lib-
eral, trans, communitarian, lesbian) many of which pose incom-
patible or opposing political horizons for future articulations.

In this sense, it is crucial to address the terrain of inscription of
feminist demands in each case, to understand why, for example,
in Chile the #NiUnaMenos was linked to an organization which
confronts private pension funds, or in Colombia and Paraguay,
how the alliance was with the peasant and indigenous move-
ments.

SECONDLY, GIVEN THE RECENT dissemination and polyvalence of
the term “populism” — including “right-wing populism”, “left-
wing populism”, “classic populism”, “populism of the new mil-
lennium”- it is necessary to clarify some of the meanings that
we consider crucial when it comes to understanding its effects
on Argentinian feminisms. In line with Ernesto Laclau’s work,
we aim to emphasize that populism is a mode of political identi-
fication that constructs and gives meaning to “the people” as a
political subject.> This does not mean that “the people” is an
entirely fictional work of populism, but that as a political identity
it is central to the understanding of populism — even though

not all references to “the people” are necessarily populist. The
“populist people” comes to represent those “from below”, “sub-
alterns”, “poor and vulnerable” vis-a vis “the powerful”, “the
establishment”, “the oligarchy”. But also, according to Laclau,
this populist people is always malleable, imprecise and wander-
ing as it can never coincide with itself. Thus, there is always an
inherent tension in populist articulations to the extent that this
form of political construction makes visible the porosity of the
frontiers that divides the “people” from the “non-people”. It

is this same tension that is transferred to the community as a
whole, to citizen practices and to subjective experiences. In this
sense, populist articulations not only bring a new identity into
being but also prompt a process of disidentification with the
status quo — as defined in the work of Jacques Ranciére — and, in
this way, it displaces the grid of identifications, of the parts that
count as part of the community.® The disruption of the populist
people exert on the community order opens up the possibility of
inclusion and new subjective experiences. This brings unthink-
able consequences which manifest themselves in the prolifera-
tion of challenging claims on the distribution of places in society
and on the conformation of the legitimate demos.3* It is in rela-
tion to these unthinkable effects that we argue local feminisms
were eventually altered. That is, for the feminisms’ framework

of action, the disruption of the Kirchnerist people involved the
dislocation and displacement of the surface for the inscription
of their demands, as well as profound alterations to their tradi-
tional forms of identification.

Displacement effects

Taking into account the analytical effects of these two previous
clarifications — the importance of the contexts of singular in-
scription of demands, and the dimension of the radical and sub-
jective inclusiveness of populism — we can now go on to explain
how the growing legitimation of feminisms in Argentina should
be understood by looking at the political bonds that Kirchnerism
established with the human rights movement, and by tracing
the displacements effects that derived from that close bond.

We consider that this initial link had
unpredictable effects that extended
to local feminist groups, which did
not remain indifferent to the singu-
lar modulation of this new populist
interpellation. Even though the new
political discourse did not attempt

to convoke feminists, nor did it have
a feminist agenda in its origins, the
structuring relationships of the politi-
cal and social field were altered by this new form of articulation
and partition of the community space. Thus, previous identity
configurations were also modified by the changing dynamics of
the field of representation. In this sense, what we argue is that
the effects on feminisms did not respond to a direct interpella-
tion of Kirchnerist discourse, but rather to a distorted appeal
that worked and became successful, to a large extent, based on
the contiguous relationship that linked feminisms to the human
rights movement, in particular, to the Madres y Abuelas de Plaza
de Mayo. There lies part — not all — of the explanation of the
popular commotion of feminisms. It was this same commotion
that once again contributed, as in the 1980s, to questioning the
frontiers that gave meaning to feminist politics, its alliances and
interpellations, its distrust of state policies and its main forms of
organization and mobilization. Hand in hand with human rights
organizations, and under the populist footprint, feminisms in-
scribed their slogans and demands in the popular camp as never
before.

NOW, BEARING IN MIND that no demand emerges unaffected from
a populist articulatory relationship — their inclusion into a set of
other demands will ultimately partially transform their meaning
— we are interested in pointing out at least four of the implica-
tions that this articulation had in the field of human rights, in
their meanings and contents, and by contiguous displacements,
on feminisms. In the first place, and as we have shown elsewhere
in greater detail, Kirchnerism triggered among human rights
activists a highly intense process of political identification with
the presidential figure that eventually altered the perception of
human rights organizations on the role and place of the state.
From that moment on, in the eyes of human rights groups, the

“WHAT ARE THE LINKS
BETWEEN KIRCHNERIST sion in its agenda of some of their
POPULISM AND THE
CURRENT EMERGING
POPULARNATURE OF
FEMINISMS?”
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state ceased to be the object of accusations and became a de-
cisive ally in their struggle, and the state itself even became a
legitimate place from which to act. Thus, the new government’s
impetus in matters of “truth, memory and justice” with respect
to the crimes of the dictatorship was accompanied by an unprec-
edented participation of human rights groups in the decision-
making processes and implementation of state policies. The
creation and expansion of administrative areas and programs

at the national level not only involved different human rights
organizations but also positioned several of the most prominent
activists in key places of political decision with a great load of
exposure and public visibility. Now, in terms of the demands of
feminisms and sexual diversity, the shifting perception of human
rights organizations towards the state gave way to greater cred-
ibility and recognition by feminist
activists of the government’s inclu-

historical claims and their transla-
tion into law. We can mention, for in-
stance, the Law on Gender Violence
(26485), the Law on Integral Sexual
Education (26.150), the law that al-
lows retirement for housewives (Law
26970), the Law on Equal Marriage
(26.618), and the Law on Gender Identity (26746). Although the
mobilization and support around these legal initiatives was very
diverse among feminist activists, what is undisputable is that

the creation and enactment of these laws was quite surprising to
feminists and eventually allowed for new political identifications
with the government — some feminist activists even accepted
positions in the state.34

A SECOND IMPLICATION has to do with the fact that during Kirch-
nerism, the historical struggle of the human rights movement
was intertwined with a new political project that, while drawing
together various political forces, brought with it a strong Per-
onist footprint. That is to say, President Néstor Kirchner’s inter-
pellation brought human rights groups closer not only to his own
figure, but also to a long-standing political ideology with which
they had had little relationship until then. The political flags of
historical Peronism? that reappeared with renewed intensity on
the new president’s political stage were articulated with his cam-
paign against the impunity of the past and present. In this sense,
in the new political language “inclusion, equality and social
justice” were combined with the demands of “truth, memory
and justice” related to state terrorism crimes.3 With respect to
feminist activism, this resignification of Peronism in the politi-
cal imaginary of human rights and social movements had clear
repercussions on the gradual collapse of the historical animosity
between feminism and Peronism.* Under this new juncture,
feminist historical demands found new avenues of convergence
with Peronist feminine activism. On the one hand, feminism
ceased to be a “foreign ideology”, typical of women “who hate
men”, as Evita used to say, and many of their demands began

to rise on Peronist and/or Kirchnerist fronts and groups. On
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the other hand, new groups appeared that from the start were
formed from a conjunction between a certain tradition of Per-
onism and feminism.3*

ATHIRD IMPLICATION s related to the Kirchnerist appeal to young
people as new protagonists of democratic politics in the coun-
try. This had broad effects on the human rights movement, as
well as on other social movements, as there was an important
generational turnover that helped give organizations a renewed
impulse. Returning to the idealized and valuable 70s generation,
the Kirchnerist discourse gave young people a new role and pro-
tagonism in politics; a role that had progressively deteriorated
during the post-democratic transition period. It is within this
particular context that we have seen the emergence of “las hijas
[“the daughters™] as a new form of identification that expressed,
once again, the close articulation between feminists and human
rights activism. They introduced themselves saying: “Somos las
Hijas de las Madres” [“We are the Daughters of the Mothers”],
inscribing their claims in an intimate bond, such as a kinship
filiation. It is a generational change in the long struggle of these
human rights groups that guarantees the continuity of their de-
mands, as well as their articulation with feminisms.

Finally, we would like to point out that the linkage of the hu-
man rights movement to Kirchnerism also contributed to alter-
ing the historical demands of these organizations. That is, claims
for “truth, memory and justice” began
to represent other popular demands
not just concerned with the crimes of
the dictatorship. As we have argued
in the above section, the articulation
of the struggle against impunity with
the struggle against exclusion and
social inequality deepened during
the Kirchnerist years, contributing to
the renewed location of the mission
and place of human rights groups in
Argentinian society. Their mission expanded to include social
issues such as housing, health and education. So it is not surpris-
ing that human rights organizations got involved in the develop-
ment of a range of different projects, such as community house
building or university management.* In the case of feminisms,
the expansion of their limited agenda towards demands consid-
ered historically as “non-strategic”+° was only possible in the
context of the collective mobilization that began after the 2001
crisis, but actually happened in 2003, by means of the articula-
tion processes that took place during that year in the Encuentro
Nacional de Mujeres [National Women’s Meeting]. That is to say,
prior to this particular situation, it was only at the beginning of
the 1980s that Argentine feminisms had the possibility of achiev-
ing similar articulation fronts, although on a much smaller scale.
In this sense, we consider symptomatic the reappearance of the
very word “popular” among its ranks. As we have pointed out
in previous writings, “popular feminism” today is a category
disputed by broad sectors showing the amplitude and intensity
of this interpellation.# Unlike other feminist identity labels such
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as “autonomous”, “academic”, “institutionalist”, “political”,
“lesbian” — the use of “the popular” accounts for the heterog-
enous experience of the current activisms — something similar
happens with “community feminisms” and “slum feminisms”.
That is to say, current feminist mobilizations display a very new
feature: unlike the fierce disputes to define what corresponds to
a “properly feminist agenda”, the communications and mani-
festos of the current mobilizations reflect an enormous perme-
ability to multiple and dissimilar political and social demands.+
The boundaries between what is “feminist” and what is not
have changed in ways unimaginable a decade ago. It is precisely
this new openness of political horizons that has begun to annoy
certain feminisms that are attempting, once again, to demarcate
their trajectories in restrictive terms.

Finalremarks

To conclude then, do these displacements — around the state,
Peronism and a “popular” agenda — mean that feminism is
populist in Argentina? Or that feminists are now Peronists? What
implications does this growing popular base of feminisms have
for feminist struggles? With no intention of answering these
questions unequivocally or in an all-encompassing manner, we
consider that feminism is today a mode of popular identification.
That is to say, it has enabled multiple acts of identification that

at the same time weakened its particular content; it has turned

it into a universal demand with hege-
monic pretensions. In this respect,
we aim to emphasize that feminism
no longer represents a specific claim,
such as the right to legal abortion,

or a life without violence. Nor does

it stand as an exclusive politics of
“the woman”, or even “the women”.
Today, feminism is open to hetero-
geneous demands and identities that
are chained to an ever-broader mean-
ing that is inscribed in its name. What we attempted to point

out in this paper is that this possibility was not only enabled by
the trajectories of feminisms; it was also the result of a singular
context of overdetermination marked by a populist discourse
and identification that has been present in Argentina since 2003:
the Kirchnerist people. The changes with respect to the horizons
that were opened in that context are still in the making. It will be
our task to point out the possibilities for a feminist people. E
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