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Abstract 
The purpose of this thesis is to discuss some of the memory-practices in post-dictatorial Argentina regarding the 
collective memory of the Dirty War and the people who were objects of forced disappearances. The practices 
studied are Madres de Plaza de Mayo, sites of memory established in former centres of detention and Parque de 
la Memoria. The thesis draws upon the theoretical framework of collective memory and collective trauma, me-
morial museums and material culture. 

The study was formed as a case study. The materials are observations, interviews and photographs, and 
were gathered through field work in Argentina in 2017. 

The Madres de Plaza de Mayo were analysed using theories on lieux de mémoire brought forward by Pierre 
Nora and commemoration ceremonies brought forward by Paul Connerton. The sites of memory were studied 
out of the perspective on memorial museums by Paul Williams. Parque de la Memoria was studied with theories 
on war memorials by Jay Winter. 

The Madres de Plaza de Mayo can be interpreted as lieu de mémoire due to their material, symbolic and 
functional dimensions. Through them, the disappeared are alive. The sites of memory present an ambivalent 
narrative. The narrative of the disappeared is that of a state of limbo. Parque de la Memoria is a park of mourn-
ing, placing the disappeared in a narrative of death. 

The situation of memory-practices in post-dictatorial Argentina is complex and the practices articulates 
three different narratives of the disappeared, ranging from life to death.  

This is a two-year master’s thesis in Museum and Cultural Heritage Studies.  

Abstract 
Syftet med denna uppsats är att diskutera några av de minnespraktiker i efterdiktaturens Argentina som behand-
lar det kollektiva minnet av det Smutsiga Kriget och de som blev utsatta för tvångsförsvinnande.  

Praktikerna som studerats är Madres de Plaza de Mayo, minnesplatser upprättade i före detta fångläger och 
Parque de la Memoria. Uppsatsen anknyter till ett teoretiskt ramverk för kollektivt minne och kollektivt trauma, 
minnesmuseer och materiell kultur. 

Studien har utformats som en fallstudie. Materialet består av observationer, intervjuer och fotografier in-
samlade under fältarbete i Argentina 2017. Madres de Plaza de Mayo analyserades genom att använda teorier om 
lieux de mémoire framförda av Pierre Nora och minnesceremonier framförda av Paul Connerton. Minnesplatser-
na studerades utifrån ett minnesmuseumsperspektiv med hjälp av teorier av Paul Williams. Parque de la Memo-
ria studerades utifrån teorier om krigsmonument framförda av Jay Williams. Madres de Plaza de Mayo kan för-
stås som lieu de mémoire eftersom de i sina artikulationer och aktioner är materiella, symboliska och funktion-
ella. Genom dem bevaras de försvunna vid liv. Minnesplatserna presenterar ett mer ambivalent narrativ som 
placerar de försvunna i limbo. Parque de la Memoria är en plats för sorg och för att offentligt hedra dem som föll 
offer under det Smutsiga Kriget. 

Kontexten som dessa praktiker befinner sig i är komplex och de olika praktikerna uttrycker tre olika narra-
tiv över de försvunna, som sträcker över spektrumet från liv till död. 

Detta är en tvåårig mastersuppsats i ämnet musei- och kulturarvsvetenskap. 
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Lists of Words, Abbreviations and Figures  

Baldosa – (eng. tile) a plaque often decorated with mosaics including the name of 
a disappeared person and the date of disappearance, inserted in the street of a 
Neighbourhood were the disappeared person lived.  

Barrio – neighbourhood 

Desaparecido – (eng. disappeared) a person subject of forced disappearance dur-
ing the Dirty War.  

Escrache – (from escrachar: eng. to squeeze) a demonstration to publicly shame 
and point out unpunished repressors for crimes against human rights.  

Guerra Sucia – (eng. Dirty War) the informal name for the period of forced disap-
pearances of persons in Argentina during the military junta 1976-1983. 

La Capucha/La capuchita – (eng. the hood/the small hood) the name of the floor 
where detainees where kept at ESMA  

Montoneros – far left Peronist guerilla movement in Argentina active during the 
1960-1970’s  

Nunca Más – (eng. Never Again) report of the crimes committed by the state dur-
ing the Dirty War 

Pañuelo – (eng. napkin) the Spanish word for the headscarves used by, and sym-
bol for, the Madres de Plaza de Mayo.  

Peronism – an argentine ideology formed by Argentine president Juan Perón 
(1895-1974) 

Presente! – (eng. Present!) used as a form of demonstration that the disappeared 
are present in Argentine society. 

Vuelos de muerte – (eng. death flights) the practice of throwing kidnapped per-
sons out of airplanes as a form of execution.  

AEDD – (Asociación de Ex Detenidos Desaparecidos), Association of Ex Detai-
ned and Disappeared 

CCDTyE – abbreviation for Centro Clandestino de Detencion, Tortura y Extermi-
nio (Clandestine Centre of Detention, Torture and Extermination). 
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CONADEP - Comisión Nacional sobre la Desaparición de Personas (National 
Commission of the Disappearance of People)  

ESMA – Escuela Superior de Mecánica de la Armada, (Navy Mechanics Shool) 
the largest clandestine centre of detention, torture and extermination. Now 
transformed into a site of memory. 

HIJOS – Hijos por la Identitad y la Justica contra el Olvido, (Sons and Daughters 
for Identity and Justice Against Oblivion and Silence), activist group of chil-
dren of disappeared performing escraches. 

NGO – Non-Governmental Organisation 
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Ellos no se fueron 
Ellos se quedaron 
No fueron vencidos 
Solo postergados 
 
They did not leave 
They stayed 
They were not defeated 
Only postponed 
 
Irma Escosteguy, Madre de Plaza de Mayo2 

                                                
2 Author’s translation 
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Introduction 

 
During the military junta that governed Argentina between 1976 and 1983, thou-
sands of people fell victims to forced disappearances implemented by the state as 
a way to eradicate political opposition. The years of forced disappearances is re-
ferred to as the Dirty War. The events during the junta’s rule has left an open 
wound in the Argentinean society, and many different opinions have been voiced 
on how to deal with the memory of the dark past. The decades after the fall of the 
junta have been marked by demands for memory, truth and justice, as well as a 
politically polarized society.  

I argue that the collective memory of the disappeared and the Dirty War is a 
kind of cultural heritage that takes different shapes and forms in what in this thesis 
will be referred to as memory-practices. The main purpose of this master thesis is 
to make a study over three of the practices where the collective memory of the 
disappeared is expressed. I will define these memory-practices and analyse and 
discuss the possible narratives of the disappeared persons inherent in them.  

Background – the Dirty War in Argentina 1976–1983  
Here follows a brief overview of the political modern history of Argentina, the 
National Reorganisation Process and its aftermath. The majority of the infor-
mation is gathered from Jill Hedges’ book Argentina – A Modern History3 and 
Marguerite Feitlowitz’ Lexicon of terror - Argentina and the Legacies of Torture.4  

Ever since Argentina gained independence from Spain in the early 19th centu-
ry, the country has suffered from political instability in many different forms. The 
conflicts culminated in a series of military coups during the 20th century. A mili-
tary junta with General Jorge Rafael Videla as appointed president deposed the 
former president on the 24th of March 1976. The junta initiated the so called Na-
tional Reorganisation Process (Proceso de Reorganización Nacional). Through 
this process, the junta declared war against subversion and terrorism. This has 

                                                
3 Hedges (2011) 
4 Feitlowitz (2011) 
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become known as the Dirty War, or la Guerra Sucia. During the Dirty War, an 
estimated number of up to 30 000 persons fell victims to forced disappearances.5 
The National Reorganisation Process was part of a bigger historical context of 
Operation Condor, which was a strategy implemented in 1975 by the right-wing 
leaders of the southern cone in South America. The plan was to eradicate com-
munist influence in the area. Operation Condor was supported by the U.S. The 
people who disappeared in Argentina could be anyone that the junta considered 
subversive, e.g. Peronists (an Argentinean populist ideology, named after the for-
mer president Juan Perón), trade unionists, communists, Montoneros (a far-left 
guerrilla movement) or anyone associated with these groups. These “submissives” 
were arrested in their homes, at work, in schools or off the streets. The majority of 
the abducted people were taken to clandestine centres of detention: prisons, tor-
ture chambers and concentration camps hidden inside official buildings in Buenos 
Aires and all over the country.6 One of the most infamous was ESMA clandestine 
detention centre, situated in the Naval School of Mechanics (Escuela Superior de 
Mecánica de la Armada) in Buenos Aires. The kidnapped people suffered brutal 
torture, assault, starvation, and forced labour. Some were executed and burned or 
buried in mass graves. Others were put on the so-called “death flights” (vuelos de 
muerto) where the prisoners were stripped naked, drugged and thrown out of air-
planes into the Rio de la Plata or the Atlantic Ocean.7 Among the abducted people 
were pregnant women. They were kept alive until their babies were born and then 
executed. The children were then adopted by military families. 

The fates of the majority of the victims are still unknown or undocumented. 
Few people survived the clandestine centres of detention, torture and extermina-
tion. Only a relatively small amount of bodies has been found and identified, 
which is one of the reasons why the victims of the state terror are still called dis-
appeared or desaparecidos. 

Madres de Plaza de Mayo 
In 1977 a group of women in Buenos Aires met while they were all searching for 
their missing children. They had gone to the authorities for help or answers to 
what had happened to their children, but they had all met the same lack of infor-

                                                
5 The estimated number of disappeared people varies from different sources, and has been a subject of debate 
ever since the fall of the junta. See for example Hedges (2011), p. 216. The CONADEP report has document-
ed close to 9000 cases. 
6 According to Memoria Abierta, (an alliance of human right organisations working for the memory of the 
crimes against human rights in Argentina), there were around 550 clandestine centres of detention all over 
Argentina. See website: Memoria Abierta > Sitios > Mapa Virtual de Centros Clandestinos de Detención 
[2017-01-31] 
7 Feitlowitz (2011), p.188 
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mation and unwillingness to help. The women decided to organise, and on the 30th 
of April 1977, 14 mothers gathered at the Plaza de Mayo for the first time to 
demonstrate. 

Since then, the Madres de Plaza de Mayo gather at Plaza de Mayo every 
Thursday. Wearing white scarves (called pañuelos in Spanish), with the names of 
their missing children embroidered on them, the women circle the obelisk in the 
centre of the square. Plaza de Mayo is the main square of Buenos Aires, situated 
in the heart of the most historic part of the city. Right at the square is both the 
official government building and presidential palace Casa Rosada, and the city’s 
cathedral. The association of mothers grew (as did the number of desaparecidos), 
and a year after their first demonstration, there were hundreds of women protest-
ing at the square. Many of the Madres de Plaza de Mayo were arrested and some 
of them disappeared like their children.8 

Early on, the Mothers formed strategic plans to bring attention to their cause, 
making their struggle a visible presence in the city.9 They painted streets and 
buildings with their symbol, the white headscarf, and printed photographs of their 
missing children that they wore on them during their weekly demonstrations. Dur-
ing the 1978 World Cup hosted by Argentina, the Mothers’ strategies helped bring 
international awareness of the situation in the country, although the authorities 
continued refusing to acknowledge the disappearances. The government referred 
to the Mothers as “las Locas de Plaza de Mayo” (“the Madwomen at Plaza de 
Mayo”). 

After the fall of the junta, the Mothers carried on their struggle. Prior to the 
presidential elections in 1983, the Mothers made life-sized silhouettes of human 
bodies that they posted all over the capital. The silhouettes, mounted on monu-
ments and buildings became a representation of the disappeared, to demonstrate 
that their children were still a present political force.10 The Mothers are still fa-
mous all over the world for their activism. 

The Fall of the Junta and Transition to Democracy 
One of the acclaimed causes for the fall of the junta was the defeat in the Falk-
lands War. On the 2d of April 1982, Argentina invaded the Falkland Islands, in 
Argentina referred to as Las Malvinas. The British government answered the at-
tack with a naval task force. After 74 days of conflict, Argentina surrendered. 712 

                                                
8 Three of the founders of the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo, Azucena Villaflor, Esther Careaga and María 
Eugenia Bianco were kidnapped and disappeared in 1977 and 1978. 
9 Longoni (2010), p. 6 
10 Longoni (2010), p. 11 
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Argentinian military personnel died in the conflict, as well as 255 British.11 The 
defeat caused large anti-government protests among Argentinians and a public 
conclusion that the military officials were corrupt. The junta withdrew its powers, 
and a general election was held on October 30th, 1983, restoring constitutional 
rule. The election was won by civic-radical Raúl Alfonsín, who five days after his 
installation created the National Commission of the Disappearance of People 
(Comisión Nacional sobre la Desaparición de Personas, CONADEP), in order to 
investigate the fates of the disappeared and other human right violations per-
formed by the military junta. The investigations consisting of thousands of testi-
monies from survivors, relatives of disappeared and repressors, resulted in a re-
port called Nunca Más (Never Again). CONADEP has documented around 8 900 
cases of disappearances. The Nunca Más report was used as the basis of the Trial 
of the Juntas held in 1985, where nine members of the military government where 
put to trial. Jorge Rafael Videla and Eduardo Massera, head of the detention cen-
tre at ESMA, were sentenced to life imprisonment, the others between 4.5 and 17 
years. After this, more officers and repressors were convicted.  

In December 1986, Alfonsín presented the Full Stop law (Ley de Punto Fi-
nal), giving a span of 70 days after which there would be no further investigations 
and prosecutions against people responsible for the forced disappearances and 
violations of human rights. An amendment was carried out in June 1987, exempt-
ing from trial all officers who could claim they only had been following superiors’ 
orders. This is called the law of Due Obedience (Ley de Obediencia Debida). The 
trials of officers and members of the army had caused heavy discontent among the 
military, and they pushed towards an end to the trials. The most common explana-
tion to the Full Stop and Due Obedience is that Alfonsín tried to keep the armed 
forces at bay.12 The laws caused huge controversies among the public, leading to a 
series of uprisings.  

In 1986, Madres de Plaza de Mayo split into two separate factions, the Aso-
ciación Madres de Plaza de Mayo and Madres de Plaza de Mayo Línea Fundadora 
(“the Founding Line”). The split is said to be the result of various disagreements 
in the group. The initial conflict concerned the structure of leadership in the 
group, which according to some of the Mothers had become too centralised and 
hierarchical.13 Some of the Mothers left the group and started the Madres de Plaza 
de Mayo Línea Fundadora. Today there are other conflicts separating the groups, 
having to do with, among other things, the legacy of the disappeared. After the 
split, the Asociacón Madres de Plaza de Mayo radicalised as an ideological group 
and has focused their struggle on current political matters. Their president is Hebe 

                                                
11 Nationalencyklopedin, web version, query: falklandskriget, [2017-01-17] 
12 Hedges (2011), p. 243 
13 Bosco (2004), p. 383. 
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de Bonafini. The differences between the two groups will be elaborated on later in 
this thesis.  

Peronist Carlos Menem won the presidential elections in 1989. The country’s 
hyperinflation forced Alfonsín to resign from his post during transition.14 In 1990, 
Menem granted amnesty for the former junta leaders, as well as the leaders of the 
terrorist leftist guerrillas. Videla and Massera, for example, could walk free again. 
However, they were charged again in 1998 for trafficking of the babies born in 
captivity.15  

Economic instability and a high level of unemployment marked the 1990’s 
and early 2000’s. The country almost faced bankruptcy in the early 2000’s, caus-
ing protests with fatal outcome.16 Peronist Néstor Kirchner took office in 2003 
after forming the centre-left electoral alliance of the Peronist party Partido Justi-
cialista called Frente Para la Victoria. Kirchner’s version of Peronism has gotten 
the epithet Kirchnerism. During his presidency, the economy was stabilised, alt-
hough still in bad shape. The same year as he began his presidency, Kirchner had 
the Full Stop and Due Obedience laws annulled. Investigations about the crimes 
against human rights and the fates of the disappeared were reopened. Kirchner 
also retired officers that had some kind of connection to the Dirty War and the 
Supreme Court Justices that had been appointed during the junta.17 Néstor Kirch-
ner was succeeded by his wife Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner in the presidential 
election of 2007.  

During the Kirchner-era, many of the places that had functioned as clandes-
tine centres of detention, torture and extermination (often abbreviated as 
CCDTyE) were recovered and transformed into sites of memory. The demand for 
turning these sites into sites of memory had been heard from organisations for 
many years. The slogan for these demands has been memoria, verdad, justica 
(memory, truth, justice). Now Néstor Kirchner managed to make the state a cen-
tral actor in the projects of preserving the memory of the Dirty War.18 Some of the 
sites that have been recovered in Buenos Aires are the centres called ESMA, 
Olimpo and Club Atlético. After the recovering, the sites are referred to as ex-
ESMA, exOlimpo and exAtlético and serve as sites of memory, truth and justice. 
In 1998, a national memorial park over the disappeared opened in Buenos Aires 
called the Parque de la Memoria. Both Néstor and Cristina Kirchner gained enor-
mous support among the Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo, because of their 
support for the cause of the Mothers and how the Kirchners identified themselves 
with the disappeared. Néstor Kirchner passed away in 2010, and Cristina Kirchner 
                                                
14 Hedges (2011), p. 253  
15 Feitlowitz (2011), p. 244 
16 CNN report of riots in December 2001: CNN, web version, “Argentina in state of siege after deadly riots” 
published 2001-12-01, [2017-01-31] 
17 Hedges (2011), p. 246; Feitlowitz (2011), p. 245 
18 Druliolle (2011), p. 15 
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lost the presidential election in 2015 to neo-liberal Mauricio Macri. The Kirchner 
administrations have since then been accused of heavy corruption. President 
Macri is enormously unpopular amongst the Madres de Plaza de Mayo and other 
organisations focusing on the legacy of the desaparecidos. 

In the aftermath of the Dirty War, there have been many different NGO:s 
(non-governmental organisations) and initiatives taken on protecting the memory 
and the legacy of the disappeared. Some of these are HIJOS (acronym for Hijos 
por la Identidad y la Justicia contra el Olvido y el Silencio, Sons and Daughters 
for Identity and Justice Against Oblivion and Silence), AEDD (Asociación de Ex 
Detenidos Desaparecidos, Association of Ex Detained Disappeared), Barrios por 
la Memoria y la Justicia (Neighbourhoods for Memory and Justice) and many 
others. These groups refer to themselves as human rights organisations and use 
different methods to conserve the memory of the disappeared and draw attention 
to different political or legal concerns connected to the questions of human rights 
after the Dirty War. HIJOS began after the pardonings by president Menem to 
perform a kind of demonstration called escraches. The objective of an escrache is 
to publicly shame and draw attention to unpunished repressors. Barrios por Me-
moria y Justicia makes plaques decorated with mosaics with the name of a disap-
peared person and the dates of his or her disappearances that they insert in the 
street outside the former residence of the disappeared or where they were abduct-
ed. This is a way to raise awareness of the disappearances and to homage the indi-
vidual person. These plaques are called baldosas. Another influential group of 
activists are the Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo (Grandmothers of Plaza de Mayo) who 
since the Dirty War have been looking for the children born in clandestine centres 
of detention and later appropriated by military families. Today the Abuelas use 
DNA to track their grandchildren, which has led to several cases of reunited fami-
lies. In April 2017, the Abuelas announced that they had found the 122nd grand-
child. Memoria Abierta is an alliance of human rights organisations working to 
investigate crimes against human rights during the Dirty War. Memoria Abierta 
holds a large archive of testimonies and reports. One of their primary tasks is to 
uncover the clandestine centres of detention spread all over the country.  

In December 2010, the Museum of Memory (Museo de la Memoria) opened 
in the city of Rosario. It is primarily an art museum, with exhibitions and installa-
tions on the topic of the Dirty War. Some of the artworks are made by survivors 
of the Dirty War. There is also an archive and library with books and documents 
on the state terrorism and questions of human rights. 

Many of these organisations are referenced in literature or previous research 
regarding the memorial practices and the political context of remembering the 
Dirty War. I will not go into further depths regarding these practices. My material 
will be presented further below. 
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Previous Research 

Much research has been done on the 1976-1983 military junta in Argentina and its 
aftermath. The body of research on commemorative practices, memory culture, 
memorial sites and the Madres de Plaza de Mayo in Argentina is extensive. It is 
impossible to recount all the previous works done on these matters. I will there-
fore give a short account of the works that relate the most to my field of study. 

In his book Present Pasts: Urban Palimpsests and the Politics of Memory, 
Andreas Huyssen discusses how western societies since the 1980’s have tried to 
cope with heritage of trauma. Huyssen means that the connection between the past 
and the present is stronger than ever before. The past has become part of the pre-
sent in ways earlier unimaginable. Huyssen claims that history was part of the 
modernity project, a way for societies to learn.19 “[T]he main concern of the nine-
teenth-century nation-states was to mobilize and monumentalize national and uni-
versal pasts so as to legitimize and give meaning to the present and to envision the 
future: culturally, politically, socially.”20 That, says Huyssen, no longer works. 
Huyssen asserts that the premodern western society had its concerns and hopes 
about the future, with history as its catalyst, while the post-modern society suffers 
from a “hypertrophy of memory”.21 In his book, Huyssen discusses different me-
dia for cultural memory such as urban spaces, literary works, or art. He examines 
for example the urban memorials of the Holocaust in Berlin, and the Parque de la 
Memoria in Buenos Aires. Cultural phenomena that have seemed the most stable 
and fixed, such as monuments and buildings, have become palimpsests – spaces 
where we can read different meanings from the fluctuations of time: “[A]n urban 
imaginary in its temporal reach may well put different things in one place: memo-
ries of what there was before, imagined alternatives to what there is”.22 To 
Huyssen, an urban palimpsest is when meanings and interpretations have been 
written into the urban space, and then rewritten with the previous text still there. 
This leaves a “web” of historical markers that show different and maybe contra-
dicting meanings.23  

                                                
19 Huyssen (2003), p. 1.  
20 Huyssen (2003), p. 2 
21 Huyssen (2003), p. 2-3. 
22 Huyssen (2003), p. 7  
23 Huyssen (2003), p. 81 
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The European memory discourse, Huyssen argues, has its core in a Holocaust 
discourse.24 But the Holocaust discourse has also spread globally to other coun-
tries with a national history of genocide and atrocities.25 For example, Huyssen 
claims that the Holocaust discourse has had a large impact on the remembering of 
the military junta in Argentina.26 While clear not to relativise neither of the atroci-
ties, Huyssen compares the architectural design of Parque de la Memoria with the 
Jewish museum in Berlin and the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington 
D.C., arguing that it is no coincidence that they share similar aesthetical expres-
sions. This resonance of memory discourse, says Huyssen, “permits us to read the 
Argentinian case in a larger context of a now international culture of memory and 
its translations into building, memorial sites, and monuments.”27 

Vincent Druliolle is professor of political science and has made a study of dif-
ferent practices of memory of the disappeared in Buenos Aires. He makes a com-
parison of what he refers to as practices of ”micro-memory” versus institutional-
ised memorials.28 Micro-memory practices are spontaneous, locally initiated ac-
tions that stand in opposition to the large-scale, officially sanctioned spaces of 
memory or museums, “macro-memory” practices. Druliolle shows how initiatives 
such as the baldosas or escraches are examples of micro-memory practices while 
projects such as Parque de la Memoria are examples of practices of macro-
memory. Druliolle shows that the micro-memory processes are not only practices 
of remembering and paying tribute to the disappeared but also serve political 
functions.29 Druliolle compares the micro-memories to Parque de la Memoria and 
analyses the debate on the ”proper” way of remembering the disappeared. The 
author argues that the two practices differ from each other in obvious ways, such 
as the micro-commemorations can be seen as a resistance towards the ”official 
narrative” of the macro-commemorations making the two practices into a dichot-
omy of official/in-official and national/local.30 The micro- versus macro-memories 
are expressions of resistance, but according to Druliolle the conflict must not be 
reduced to only that.31 The different memory-practices can be seen as different 
articulations of forwards- and backwards-looking memories respectively. The 
micro-practices can be seen as “counter-amnes(t)ic”, and the political struggle as a 
memory process itself.32 The political struggles are micro-memories of the de-
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saparecidos. The macro-practices represent the disappeared as dead, in contrast to 
the living memories articulated through micro-memories.33 

Jens Andermann is professor in Latin American studies and has studied the 
material culture in post dictatorship Argentina and Chile. He has analysed the 
memorial spaces established in former centres of detention in Argentina, especial-
ly ESMA. In the article “Returning to the Site of Horror: On the Reclaiming of 
Clandestine Concentration Camps in Argentina” Andermann makes a critical 
analysis of the Memory Space of exESMA in light of the debate concerning the 
reclaiming of ESMA in 2004. Organisations such as Asociación Madres de Plaza 
de Mayo, HIJOS and AEDD all had different views and standpoints of what the 
memory space should be and include. Andermann problematises the museum as 
an institution suitable as a place of memory of atrocities. Andermann draws inspi-
ration from Paul Williams and analyses exESMA as a space of emotional experi-
ences and subjective testimony more than an official history narrative.34 Ander-
mann has also compared the Museum of Memory in Rosario, Argentina and the 
Museum of Memory and Human rights in Santiago de Chile.35 

Kristi M. Wilson, professor of rhetoric and humanities has made a comparison 
of the aesthetic articulations at exESMA and exOlimpo, confirming the ideas 
brought forward by Druliolle. She reaches the conclusion that exESMA and exO-
limpo highlights a sense of collective responsibility when it comes to the conser-
vation of collective memory. The sites of memory are a counteract towards the 
silence through impunity.36 

The Madres de Plaza de Mayo have been studied mainly out of the perspec-
tive of political activism and their political relationship to memory. The influential 
work of Marguerite Gúzman Bouvard, Revolutionizing Motherhood – The Moth-
ers of Plaza de Mayo37, is based on extensive interviews and a close relationship 
with the Madres de Plaza de Mayo. It gives a thorough historical overview over 
the Mothers’ history but also in-depth discussion about their political visions and 
ideas on socialised motherhood. Gúzman Bouvard also discusses the Mothers 
ideas and fight from the perspective of feminist theory and women in the political 
field. 

Margaret E. Burchianti bases her study of the Madres de Plaza de Mayo on in-
terviews. In “Building Bridges of Memory: The Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo 
and the Cultural Politics of Maternal Memories”38, she studies the Mothers politi-
cal movement in relationship to the official history-narrative of Argentina. Bur-
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chianti interprets that the Mothers view neo-liberalism as a politic of economic 
and social violence, hence their continuing political struggle. 

Much of the previous research on the memory culture of the Dirty War and 
the disappeared in Argentina tend to focus on political movement. The sites of 
memory at former centres of detention have been studied several times out of 
museological perspectives. Much of this research on the practices of memory use 
the perspective on what different actors see as the “proper” ways and articulations 
to remember the events during the military junta. The conflict between different 
actors, or how the memory culture can be interpreted as different forms of politi-
cal movement will however not be the focus of this thesis. Politics is an important 
component of my analysis, but it is not the objective of my research. More on 
what this thesis will contribute on follows in the chapter on purpose and methods. 
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Theoretical Framework 

This thesis revolves around concepts on collective memory and the practices of 
remembering a national history of atrocities. Since the 20th century, especially 
after World War II, academic researchers have tried to come to terms with the 
ways communities deal with shared memories of trauma. While still in ruins, Eu-
rope had to face the knowledge of the horrors of the Holocaust. Theorists from 
disciplines ranging from history, sociology, art, biology, philosophy and theology 
tried to redefine the terms of the human condition. Philosophers like Hannah Ar-
endt and Karl Jaspers discussed the banality of evil and the question of collective 
guilt in the context of post-war Europe. During the last half of the 20th century, the 
theme of collective memory boomed as a scholarly discourse.39  

Collective Memory 
The concept of collective memory was introduced by Maurice Halbwachs in 
1925. According to Halbwachs, collectives are able to remember in the same way 
as individuals. Societies or groups within a society share the same ability as indi-
viduals to remember. Halbwachs argued that the identity of a community comes 
from the collective memory shared within the group.40 Halbwachs is sometimes 
criticised for simply transferring concepts of the individual psychology and 
memory onto the collective, and that studies on concepts like myths and traditions 
make the notion of collective memory redundant and unnecessary.41 Despite the 
critique, the works of Maurice Halbwachs are necessary for a comprehensive un-
derstanding of the discipline of cultural memory studies. According to acclaimed 
heritage theorist David Lowenthal, heritage signifies what we share with others. It 
is “the blessings (and curses) that belong to and largely define a group”.42 To 
Laurajane Smith, heritage is not a thing, nor a site or other material objects. The 
materiality of heritage is relevant, but it is not the objects or sites in themselves 
that is heritage, but rather the phenomenon experienced at these sites. Heritage, 
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Smith suggests, is “a cultural process that engages with acts of remembering that 
work to create ways to understand and engage with the present”.43 It is important 
to draw a distinction between history and memory since “memory, unlike history, 
has an intimate relation to the present through the personal and collective actions 
of remembering. History, on the other hand, chronologically separates past ‘peri-
ods’ as units of expert scrutiny and analysis.”44 Heritage is memory, not history.  

Studies on collective memories in the theoretical framework of heritage stud-
ies have focused mainly on the commemorative practices surrounding the Holo-
caust. The number of museums and memorials devoted to the Holocaust is large 
and growing, and they are spread all over the world. There are of course studies 
surrounding the cultural memory of other atrocities or collective traumas, such as 
the Apartheid era, the Balkan wars, the colonisation of Australia, and of course 
the Dirty War in Argentina. 

Lieux de Mémoire 
The concept lieu de mémoire was popularised by the French historian Pierre Nora 
in the 1980’s. Directly translated, lieu de mémoire means “place of memory”. 
Nora explains the concept in the introduction to Realms of Memory – the con-
struction of the French past. “A lieu de mémoire is any significant entity, whether 
material or non-material in nature, which with dint of human will or the work of 
time, has become a symbolic element of the memorial heritage of any communi-
ty”.45 A lieu de mémoire is a symbol of the shared memories of a community. 
Nora uses the concept in a discussion about the French national identity, and es-
pecially as constructed national symbols. Examples of lieux de mémoire in the 
French context are the Eiffel Tower, the tricolor flag, the Marseillaise and even 
the motto ”Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité”. The symbols that constitute lieux de mé-
moire can be objects as well as practices, rites and rituals. Most often, the concept 
lieu de mémoire is translated to “site of memory” or “memory site”. The English 
translation to “realms of memory” used in the title of the book is in many ways 
useful because lieu de mémoire does not always signify a physical space. Howev-
er, I will use the term lieu de mémoire when referring to the concept presented by 
Nora.  

The symbols included in the term lieu de mémoire, Nora says, “are lieux in 
three senses of the word – material, symbolic and functional.”46 A material site 
dedicated to memory (e.g. an archive) becomes lieu de mémoire only when a 
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symbolic aura is applied to it. A place that only seems to be functional can gain 
status as lieu de mémoire if it becomes object of a ritual connected to memory. 
The immaterial symbol of memory becomes lieux de mémoire if it contains a 
function. A commemorative minute of silence can for example be a lieu de mé-
moire because it breaks the continuum of time, and claims memory. All three as-
pects of lieu de mémoire always coexist.47 Hence, rituals or symbolic actions, are 
as much lieux de mémoire as the Arc de Triomphe.  

Lieu de mémoire is interplay between history and memory. Nora accents that 
for something to become lieu de mémoire, there must be a will to remember: 

If we accept that the most fundamental purpose of the lieu de mémoire is to stop time, to 
block the work of forgetting, to establish a state of things, to immortalize death, to materialize 
the immaterial – just as if gold were the only memory of money – all of this in order to cap-
ture a maximum of meaning in the fewest of signs, it is also clear that lieux de mémoire exist 
only because of their capacity for metamorphosis, an endless recycling of their meaning, and 
an unpredictable proliferation of their ramifications.48 

Pierre Nora explains lieu de mémoire in a context of French history writing and 
shared common values as an essential part of European nationalism. But all lieux 
de mémoire are not about the victories and triumphs of a society. Tragical and 
traumatic events can also be lieux de mémoire. The remembrance of 9/11, for ex-
ample, is lieu de mémoire, where the site of the events now is remade into a me-
morial site for the victims of the terror attack.49  

The concept lieu de mémoire can be applied on other contexts than the form-
ing of a national identity. It can also be used when describing the memory pro-
cesses of a smaller community or collective.  

In Argentina, the recovered clandestine centres of detention, torture and ex-
termination is referred to as “sitio de memoria” (“site of memory”) and some-
times, “espacio memoria” (“memory space”). I will use the term “sites of 
memory” when referring to physical sites in this thesis. This is because there is a 
deeper symbolic meaning inherent in the concept lieu de mémoire. That doesn’t 
mean that these sites necessarily lack that value of symbolism included in the 
concept, only that this potential symbolism will not be focus for this thesis. 

Commemorative Ceremonies 
Collective memory expresses itself in different ways. It can for example be done 
by rituals or public commemoration ceremonies, explained by cultural memory 
scholar Paul Connerton in How societies remember. Connerton argues that if there 
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is such a thing as collective memory, we are likely to find it in commemorative 
ceremonies.50 These ceremonies are for example religious festivals or rites and 
rituals. Rituals are often bound by time and space, both in their form and because 
of what is commemorated. For example, rituals can be markings of beginnings 
and endings, as in rituals associated with birth, death, marriage etc. They are also 
associated with recurring events in the calendar, both personal ones like birthdays, 
and more universal ones like New Year’s Day. 51 

Connerton shows how collective memories, especially expressed through 
commemoration ceremonies, are an expression of the connection of the past with 
the present. The idea of memory connecting the past to the present will be useful 
in my study of immaterial practices of memory. 

Memorial Museums  
Much has been written about how societies deal with a history of atrocities, war 
and tyranny. The area most relevant to this thesis is the field of studies on how the 
heritages of these traumas have been dealt with through memorials and museums. 
Paul Williams’ book Memorial museums: the global rush to commemorate atroci-
ties gives a thorough report on museums and memorials dedicated to the heritage 
of atrocities. He describes different museums all over the world that commemo-
rate tyranny, genocide, terror attacks or nuclear calamities. Williams shows that 
these museums and memorials share thematic similarities. Williams examine the 
memorial museums out of what he calls three fundamental elements: The object, 
the image and the space. He argues that the way these three elements are used and 
displayed in the museum are significant to the ethical and aesthetical understand-
ing of the place. He also examines the tension between the objective to create a 
space of evidence and authenticity, and the will to give the visitor an emotional 
experience.52 Williams states that every memorial museum has different intents: 
”from allowing victims to mourn, to forgiving perpetrators, to keeping criminal 
acts at the forefront of public consciousness, to aiding the cultural redevelopment 
of an afflicted people, to imparting to all of us values that might make us better 
human beings”.53 Williams introduces an approach towards a critical analysis of 
whether these intents are effective.54 Williams discusses the situation in Argentina 
and gives a brief introduction to Parque de la Memoria in Buenos Aires. He also 
mentions the at the time ongoing debate about the establishment of a memorial 
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space at ESMA, although it is important to note that his book was published be-
fore this process was finalised. At the time of Williams writing his book, no one 
knew what was going to happen to ESMA.  

Williams tend to focus on the experience of the memorial museums. The 
museal objects, pedagogy and aesthetics are components for his theories and anal-
ysis. Williams points out that many of the cases discussed in his book may not be 
viewed as traditional museums.55 Nevertheless, he argues that they still can be 
considered such since they share some museological traits such as being public 
spaces where people can gather to reflect on the past.56 Williams argues that the 
intended effect of these places (historical remembrance in a public space) trumps 
the modes of how this is done.57 However, in contrast to Williams, I do not wish to 
focus on the intended effect as much as what narrative is presented. Although the 
purpose of this thesis distinguishes itself from the works of Williams, I still find 
many of his views on commemorating atrocities useful. I will use Williams theo-
ries on the use of photographs and objects in memorial museum when analysing 
the sites of memory in former centres of detention. 

Sites of Mourning 
Historian Jay Winter has written about the processes of public memorialisation 
and mourning in Europe after the two world wars. Winter uses the term “site of 
memory” to define a physical space intended for public commemoration of a 
shared history, for example a memorial site.58 In the essay Sites of Memory and the 
Shadow of War Winter discusses different aspects of war memorials. He explains 
how memorial sites are embedded with messages of morals, nationalism, and 
above all collective mourning. There must be a moral consensus over the event 
that is memorialised, and it is often accompanied with a message, like for example 
the message “Never Again”.59 The sites of memory are, as Winter puts it, a “point 
of reference” not only for those who survived traumatic events but for coming 
generations.60 After World War One, when many of the soldiers who died were 
buried in mass graves, engraving names of deceased in memorials was important 
for the surviving families.61 The memorials became important sites of memory and 
mourning for families as well as for entire nations. 
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In Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning, Winter writes about war memorials 
erected after World War One and how these memorials have become reinterpreted 
during the 20th century.62 Winter shows that the initial symbolism of grief that the-
se monuments (over fallen soldiers) represented, over time has been lost. As time 
goes by, the personal aspect of grief that those people visiting the monument ex-
perienced faded away. New historical events and the passing of generations trans-
form the monument from being a site of mourning into being if anything a symbol 
of ideology.63 

I find Winters’ theories on memorial monuments useful for discussing Parque 
de la Memoria in Buenos Aires. The monument in the park is not over fallen sol-
diers in war, but it is still a monument over a national trauma. The fact that the 
monument includes names of the disappeared makes Winters theories accessible 
for discussing the monument. 
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Research Questions, Methods and Material 

This study will focus on three memory practices in post-dictatorial Argentina: the 
Madres de Plaza de Mayo, the sites of memory established in former centres of 
detention, and Parque de la Memoria. These practices deal with the memory of 
state repression during the 1976-1983 military junta in different ways, and I argue 
that they can be analysed and discussed in relation to the theories presented above.  

I will focus my analysis on the following questions: 

In what ways can Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo be understood as lieu de 
mémoire in the Argentinean post-dictatorial context? 

What narrative of the disappeared can be found in the three practices of memory: 
Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo, sites of memory in recovered centres 
of detention, torture and extermination, and Parque de la Memoria?  

How do these narratives relate to each other? 

The sites of memory I have chosen are exESMA, exAtlético and exOlimpo. These 
three sites are former centres of detention, torture and extermination that have 
been transformed into sites of memory. There are many sites of this kind all over 
the country, and more former centres of detention are in transition into becoming 
sites of memory. I will use the theories brought forward by Paul Williams to dis-
cuss and analyse these sites through their museological expressions, among other 
things, objects and photographs. Williams have discussed the use of photographs 
at exESMA before, but this was before the site had completely transformed into a 
site of memory. At the time, the photographs were used as a form of demonstra-
tion rather than a museological expression.64 

I will study and discuss the Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo out of the 
theories of Pierre Nora and Paul Connerton. I will elaborate on and discuss how 
the Mothers can be interpreted as lieu de mémoire. I will focus on the commemo-
rative actions and practices of the Asociación Madres of Plaza de Mayo and use 
the Madres de Plaza de Mayo Línea Fundadora mainly as a point of comparison. 
From here on, if not said otherwise, Madres de Plaza de Mayo refers to the Aso-

                                                
64 Williams (2007) 



 26 

ciación Madres de Plaza de Mayo. Madres de Plaza de Mayo Línea Fundadora 
will be referred to as Línea Fundadora. 

Parque de la Memoria is used as an element in this research because it com-
pletes the picture of memorial practices in Argentina. Its articulations and form 
differs from the other memorial practices, which makes it suitable as a point of 
comparison to the other practices. I will use Jay Winters approaches to war me-
morials to discuss the park and its articulations.  

Regarding the Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo, my main focus is not on 
their political struggle, but rather how they can be interpreted as lieu de mémoire 
according to the theories of Pierre Nora. I argue that my analysis of the Mothers 
as lieu de mémoire contributes to the research field of intangible memory and 
commemoration practices. This is because I discuss in what ways their actions and 
their existence in the Argentinean society can be interpreted as such.  

As a point of departure, I suggest that there are different narratives regarding 
the disappeared embedded in the three practices of memory. These narratives be-
come apparent in the actions of Madres de Plaza de Mayo, in the museological 
practices at the sites of memory at former centres of detention and in Parque de la 
Memoria. I do not wish to compare these practices out of the perspective to find a 
conflict, but rather to investigate whether they can be seen as articulations of dif-
ferent narratives that can co-exist.  

My contribution to this field of study is a study of three dominant practices of 
memory in Argentina and an analysis of the three out of the perspective of collec-
tive memory, cultural heritage and narrative. I argue that this study can contribute 
to an overview of, as well as a starting point for a discussion about the commemo-
rative practices in post-dictatorial Argentina. I contribute to an understanding of 
the memory processes and practices in contemporary Argentina out of the per-
spective of cultural heritage where I see politics as a form of articulation, not an 
objective.  

Case Study 
This study takes the form of a case study. I find the form of case study appropriate 
for this topic because it is limited to a specific area: the memory practices in post-
dictatorial Argentina. A case study is a suitable approach for a study of a limited 
area.65 The practices that make up the case that I will study are the Madres de Pla-
za de Mayo, three sites of memory in former centres of detention and the Parque 
de la Memoria. The sites of memory in former centres of detention are: Espacio 
de Memoria exESMA, Sitio de Memoria exCCDTyE Olimpo and Sitio de Memo-
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ria exCCDTyE Atlético. The aim of this study is not to find an objective answer to 
the questions above, but to present a convincing interpretation. This further moti-
vates my choice of methods.66 I argue that these practices are suitable for a study 
like this, because they can be put in a general discourse of commemorative prac-
tices in societies that have suffered from collective trauma, atrocities or state ter-
rorism. The post-dictatorial context of Argentina is of course in some matters 
unique, but can be put in a wider perspective concerning memorial museums and 
collective memory. The sites of memory, the memory park and the Madres de 
Plaza de Mayo make up three different practices that I have studied individually 
to find what narrative of the disappeared that is represented within each practice.  
I argue that they each possess distinguishing features that make them interesting 
to study and that make them representative for the Argentinean context. 

Material and Procedure 
I have collected my material by doing field work. The material was gathered be-
tween the 7th of February and 5th of March 2017 in Buenos Aires, Argentina. The 
field work consists of observations, photography and interviews.  

Through a personal acquaintance I was able to contact Ana Maria Sabio, who 
works as a volunteer for the Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo and is tightly 
connected to the Mothers. Sabio migrated to Sweden after the fall of the military 
junta and has lived in Malmö ever since. After her retirement, she spends half the 
year in Argentina working for the Madres de Plaza de Mayo. Sabio helped me get 
in contact with a member of the Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo, Josefa 
Fiore, and arranged a short interview with her. Sabio also helped me translate dur-
ing the interview to ease the communication. The interview took about 30 
minutes. The visit to the Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo (at the 14th of Feb-
ruary) took about two hours and was done in both Swedish and Spanish. Ana Ma-
ria Sabio showed me around the headquarters of the Mothers and we had a semi-
structured interview where she told me about the work of the Mothers and I was 
able to ask questions freely. During the visit I took field notes and photographs.  

I also studied the Madres de Plaza de Mayo by observing their marches at 
Plaza de Mayo at the 9th, 16th and 23d of February and the 2d of March 2017. 
During the observations I took field notes and photographs. The observations 
started around 14.30 every time, and took about two hours.  

The sites of memory in former centres of detention were approached by first 
sending an e-mail expressing my wish to visit the places and explaining my pur-
pose for the visit. At exOlimpo and exAtlético I was able to have a private session 
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with employees where they gave me tours of the site and I could ask questions 
about their work. The visit at exOlimpo took place on the 9th of February and I 
talked to Natalia Rizzo, who is a pedagogue at the site. I visited exAtlético on the 
16th of February and I talked to Susana Mitre (pedagogue) and Valeria Contissa 
(conservator). The meetings at exOlimpo and exAtlético were done in Spanish 
and I took field notes and photographs during my visits. Each visit took about two 
hours. At the exESMA (visited at the 10th and the 15th of February) I was part of a 
larger group of tourists given a tour of the site lead by Ignacio Modenesi, peda-
gogue, on the first time, and walking by myself on the second. I was able to ask 
questions and I was open with my purpose of visiting. I took photographs and 
field notes on both occasions. The tour was held in English and took about two 
hours. After the tour, I could walk by myself.  

The Parque de la Memoria was visited at the 15th of February and I took field 
notes and photographs. The visit took about 1.5 hours. In the analysis of Parque 
de la Memoria, I have also used information found on the official website.67 

                                                
67 Official website of Parque de la Memoria  



 29 

Analysis – Memories of Life and Death 

Here follows an analysis of the material gathered in my field work. Each practice 
of memory will be analysed respectively to answer the research questions. I will 
begin by discussing the practices and articulations of Madres de Plaza de Mayo, 
connected to the theories of commemorative ceremonies and lieu de mémoire. I 
will also extract what I see as expressions of a specific narrative about the disap-
peared. Thereafter, I will analyse the sites of memory and Parque de la Memoria 
in order to extract narratives about the disappeared in a similar way. The material 
presented below was gathered through observations, interviews and photography 
in Argentina 2017.  

Madres de Plaza de Mayo 
The Madres de Plaza de Mayo are a visible element in the Argentinean society. 
Their symbol, the white headscarf, is painted on the ground around the obelisk at 
Plaza de Mayo and used as a motif in street art. It has become a symbol for activ-
ism. 

In my study of the Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo it has become appar-
ent that the Mothers have strategies and terminology for everything they do. This 
is shown in their demonstrations on Thursdays and in how they talk and reason 
about their cause. The march at Plaza de Mayo, from which the Mothers have got 
their name, has been carried out every week for 40 years. Using Paul Connerton’s 
theories from How Societies Remember, the march can be seen as a form of tradi-
tion or ritual. Their gatherings at Plaza de Mayo take place every Thursday at 
15.30. About an hour earlier, a blue tent is put up in a corner of the plaza where 
merchandise is sold by two of the Mothers and some volunteers. They sell mag-
nets and keychains with images of the Mothers, books about the history of Madres 
de Plaza de Mayo, and their magazine. A group of about 60 supporters start to 
gather at the plaza from about 14.30, and tourists usually stop to observe or pho-
tograph what is going on. At exactly 15:30, a white minibus arrives, and the Aso-
ciación Madres de Plaza de Mayo step out. They are between seven and ten 
Mothers each time. The supporters cheers and greets them. The Mothers and their 
supporters start to circle the obelisk, the Mothers in front holding a banderol say-
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ing ”La falta de trabajo es un crimen” (the lack of jobs is a crime). Together they 
chant and sing. The Madres de Plaza de Mayo Línea Fundadora are a much small-
er group, only two Mothers in front and about 20 supporters. They circle the obe-
lisk about half a turn after the Asociación. Instead of singing and chanting, a 
woman in the group calls out names of desaparecidos in a megaphone. After each 
name, the group replies: Presente! (present!). After the circulation, the Asociación 
gather by the blue tent and Hebe de Bonafini, the group’s leader, give a speech, 
often criticising president Macri or highlighting a current social problem in Bue-
nos Aires. Every one of the four demonstrations I observed was executed in al-
most the exact same way. The only thing different was the content of the speech-
es. At almost exactly 16.30, the Mothers step into the minibus again and drive 
away. Ana Maria Sabio, who works for the Mothers, points out that the weekly 
circulation around the obelisk at Plaza de Mayo is not a “ronda”, as it is referred 
to by the Línea Fundadora. A “ronda” (round) is something you do aimlessly, 
Sabio says. The Mothers, says Sabio, are marching. Unlike a “ronda”, a marcha is 
mobilised, it serves a purpose and has continuity.68 The weekly marcha can be 
understood as a kind of commemorative ritual comparable to the ones analysed by 
Paul Connerton.  

 

 

Fig. 1: Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo during a Thursday march. 
Connerton uses a definition of ritual saying that it is a “rule-governed activity 

of symbolic character which draws the attention of its participants to objects of 
thought and feelings which they hold to be of special significance”.69 Rituals are 
expressive, formalised and repetitive. They are not, Connerton stresses, empty in 
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their formality and repetitiveness.70 The participants feel the ritual as being obliga-
tory, and any interference with the ritual from outsider groups is considered intol-
erable.71 The Mothers do their marcha in 35 degrees and sunshine, or in heavy 
rainfall. Nothing stops them, neither horse-riding policemen, like during the mili-
tary junta, or curious tourists like today. Rituals are often included in ceremonies 
connected to collective remembrance, like national holidays or days of commem-
orating national traumas.72 Commemorative ceremonies are distinguished from the 
general idea of rites and rituals, however, in that they have an explicitly claimed 
continuity with the past.73 After the Dirty War, the Mothers decided to take on 
their children’s political struggle. After the split of the Mothers in 1986, the Aso-
ciación Madres de Plaza de Mayo radicalised and decided that they should carry 
on their children’s cause. The Asociación’s focus is on current politics. They are 
strong opponents of neo-liberalism and function as opinion makers, do charity 
work, and has founded a “popular university” for studies of human rights. By 
fighting against current social injustices, the desaparecidos can live on, Sabio 
says.74 Their political standpoints come to show not only in their open support of 
Cristina Kirchner when she was president, but also in their headquarters on street 
Hipólito Yrigoyen, just near the congress building.  

The headquarters host offices, an archive, a book shop, auditoriums and a café 
called El Revolucionario (The Revolutionary). The walls are covered in politically 
charged posters, photographs and memorabilia. Some are connected to the de-
saparecidos, and some to the political struggle of the Mothers today. There are 
photographs of the Mothers’ leader, Hebe de Bonafini, hugging Néstor Kirchner, 
Hugo Chavez and Fidel Castro. In the ceiling hang headscarves that was part of a 
campaign for imprisonment of the repressors in the 1990’s. In a corner, there is an 
installation of photographs of desaparecidos together with a piece of art depicting 
a metal headscarf being held up by tiny metal people. Further in, there is a table 
with piles of new school uniforms and shoes. Sabio tells me that the Mothers are 
collecting donated school uniforms to give to children in poor neighbourhoods. 
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Fig. 2: Inside the headquarters of the Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo. 

The Mothers are fierce opponents to president Mauricio Macri. On one of the 
Thursdays I observed their march, they all wore blue vests with the text “Pará el 
Mano de Macri” (Stop the hand of Macri). Since 1981, the Madres de Plaza de 
Mayo and the Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo have made large annual manifestations 
called Marchas de la resistencia to bring attention to questions of human rights 
and an end to the impunity laws. In 2006, the Asociación declared, however, that 
they had made their final Marcha de la Resistencia, because the government (i.e. 
Kirchner) was no longer the enemy. On the 10th of December 2015, the same day 
as Macri was elected president, the Mothers took up the Marchas de la Resisten-
cia again. Ana Maria Sabio, who is a voluntary associate to the Mothers, explains 
that before the Kirchner-era, the Mothers called themselves politically independ-
ent, but always anti-government. Now, however, they call themselves Kirch-
nerists.75  

Josefa Fiore is one of the Madres de Plaza de Mayo. She is from Quilmes, a 
smaller town outside of Buenos Aires. When her son had disappeared during the 
military junta she started meeting other women in Quilmes in the same situation. 
After a while she joined the Madres de Plaza de Mayo in Buenos Aires. She is 
now the youngest living member of the Asociación. At the time of our meeting 
she was 85 years old. When asked about the Mothers devotion to Cristina Kirch-
ner and the possibility for her to become president again, Josefa Fiore replies: “I 
think so and I hope so. My son was a socialist. I was a socialist. Today, I am 
‘Cristinista’”.76  
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Néstor Kirchner made a famous statement in 2003. Addressing the General 
Assembly of the United Nations on matters of defending human rights, he said: 
“We are children of the Madres and Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo”.77 Being active 
Peronists during the military junta, both Néstor and Cristina Kirchner must have 
experienced the disappearances as a real threat. None of them, however, were ever 
imprisoned. The Madres de Plaza de Mayo see the Kirchner couple as their chil-
dren, and that is an important component in understanding their radical devotion 
to them.  

To not limit their struggle to commemorating the disappeared but to focus 
their struggle on current politics is a way to make sure the disappeared are present 
in Argentinean society Through the Mothers, the disappeared are a strong political 
force even though they are disappeared. Hereby, I come to the conclusion that the 
march on Thursdays is a form of commemorative ceremony, because there is a 
claimed continuity to the past. It is not a commemorative ceremony per se, but at 
it, the Mothers channel their children and the continuity with the past is estab-
lished. While the Línea Fundadora vocally, as well as visibly with the help of pho-
tographs, call out the presence of their children on Thursdays, the Asocicación 
embodies their children. The marcha is the ritual in which the desaparecidos are 
kept alive.  

Ana Maria Sabio compares the desaparecidos to Argentinean-born revolu-
tionary Che Guevara. People talk about Che Guevara like he is still alive, Sabio 
says.78 The way he lived, his ideas, and his struggle is how he is remembered, not 
the way he died.79  

In 1984, after the fall of the junta, the Mothers invented a strategy called ma-
ternidad socializada (socialised motherhood). Josefa Fiore says: “there are 30 000 
desaparecidos, but where are the mothers of these 30 000?”.80 The Mothers have 
taken it on themselves to become the mothers of every desaparecido. Therefore, 
they never speak about their own children publicly and they never put names to-
gether with photos of the desaparecidos.81 This is something that separates them 
from the Línea Fundadora, who pin the picture and names of their children on 
their clothes at the weekly march. In extension, the Asociación Madres de Plaza 
de Mayo see themselves as mothers of all children in Argentina. That is why their 
social work tends to focus on making the conditions better for children and 
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younger generations.82 To not individualise the desaparecidos is to acknowledge 
that the struggle is much bigger than that of an individual mother’s loss of her 
own children. It has become a collective struggle for a collective cause. When the 
strategy of socialised motherhood was put into practice, the members of Aso-
ciación Madres de Plaza de Mayo took away the names of their children from 
their headscarf. Instead they embroidered “Aparición con vida” (appear alive) on 
them.  

Josefa says that she kept her original scarf, since it has an emotional value.83 
When asked about how the Mothers look upon the various portraits and names at 
the sites of memory all over the country, Josefa answered that she personally did 
not mind the pictures and that the practice is respected, although the group as a 
whole doesn’t acknowledge it.84 In private, the Mothers can talk about their own 
children.85 The important thing is not to talk about individual desaparecidos in 
public, and the Asociación never put names together with photos of the desapare-
cidos. The individualisation of the desaparecidos goes against their idea of the 
socialised motherhood. The baldosas, Josefa and the Asociación dislike.86 The 
mosaic plaques with names of the disappeared are being put down in the street 
where the disappeared person used to live. The location of the baldosas makes 
people walk on and litter on the names of the desaparecidos, which the Aso-
ciación does not appreciate.87 

The Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo refrain from anything connected to 
the death of the desaparecidos. They speak about them in present tense, and re-
fuse anything that would symbolise or be considered an acceptance of death. Jose-
fa Fiore says that the main thing separating the two groups of Mothers is that 
some members from the Línea Fundadora have accepted economic compensation 
for the loss of their children from the state. Members of Asociación Madres de 
Plaza de Mayo would never do that.88 Josefa, who is originally from Italy, was 
offered a house in Italy and a sum of money as compensation. She declined the 
offer, saying that her son’s life had no price.89 The Asociación has not accepted 
any compensations or posthumous ceremonies. The Mothers were against the 
building of the Parque de la Memoria, especially the erecting of the walls with the 
names of the desaparecidos.90 For the Mothers, the monument resembles tomb-
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stones. They have even threatened to erase the names of their children from the 
monument.91  

Naturally, the Mothers know that their children are dead. Ana Maria Sabio 
explains that they of course know that they are dead, but they don’t acknowledge 
it and they never speak about death.92 If the children are dead, Sabio explains, it is 
because of murder. But Sabio says that for it to be a murder, someone needs to 
answer the questions of who is responsible and where and how the murders hap-
pened.93 According to the Mothers, the state has failed to answer these questions 
and take full responsibility.94 Their children were taken alive, and in their weekly 
marchas, with their headscarves on with the words “Aparición con vida” they 
demand for their children to be returned to them alive. Ana Maria Sabio says that 
people often say that the Mothers are looking for their disappeared children, but 
this is not true.95 They are not searching for their children, and they don’t want to 
exhume the mass graves to find the bodies of their children. They want their chil-
dren to be brought back alive. This is also connected to the idea of socialised 
motherhood. The aim for the Mothers is not that their own children should be re-
turned to them, but that all the disappeared should be returned. 

This is of course an impossible claim, but it can be understood out of several 
aspects. Exhuming and identifying bodies found in mass graves has been strictly 
opposed by Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo. In the quite extensive body of 
research made on the actions and strategies of Madres de Plaza de Mayo, this is 
often explained as part of the Mothers’ political agenda. According to this theory, 
brought forward by for example Zoë Crossland in “Violent Spaces: Conflict Over 
the Reappearance of Argentina’s Disappeared”, the refusal of supporting the ex-
huming of mass graves is a call for accountability.96 As long as the disappeared 
are disappeared, there is someone who is accountable for their disappearances. 
This keeps the Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo in opposition to the govern-
ment and highlights a continuing fight. This aligns with the idea that Sabio ex-
pressed, that the disappeared cannot be dead until a guilty murderer has been 
found. As long as the disappeared are disappeared, the Mothers can continue to 
claim accountability from the state. The refusal of acknowledging the death of 
their children is also a way of distinguish their struggle against the other NGO:s 
and Línea Fundadora. The differences between Asociación Madres de Plaza de 
Mayo and other organisations is often written about, and the opinions on exhum-
ing of mass graves is a very distinct difference between these groups. However, 
this explanation fails to fully grasp the idea of collective memory. The socialised 
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motherhood makes it impossible for a mother of the Asociación to settle for the 
return of her own child. As long as there are others still disappeared, and as long 
as there are children without school uniforms, one mother cannot accept to identi-
fy her child as dead. For the members of the Asociación, questions of current po-
litical injustice are deeply connected to the matter of their children’s disappear-
ance, making this refusal of acceptance a coherent political idea. The identifica-
tion and reburial of a body is the final acknowledgment of death, and a sort of 
closure making it impossible for the Mothers to keep on their fight. The desapare-
cidos cannot be dead because they live through their mothers. Fiore says: “Our 
children are alive. And everyone who accompanies us are our children”.97 The 
memory of the disappeared is incarnated in the Mothers when they march at Plaza 
de Mayo, and it stretches out from the disappeared to the Mothers, to future gen-
erations. According to Pierre Nora, “memory is a perpetually actual phenomenon, 
a bond tying us to the eternal present.”98 Through memory, the desaparecidos are 
always present, and their presence is claimed with the marches at the plaza.99 To 
be as aware of someone’s death as the Mothers are, but at the same time refuse to 
acknowledge it, is nothing but a proof of the power of memory over history. 
Memory is the claimed continuity of the past that history fails to provide. When 
history is bound by time, memory connects the present with the past.100 As long as 
the Mothers continue their struggle, the desaparecidos will remain alive through 
them.  

The Madres de Plaza de Mayo is a powerful, strategic force in the Argentinian 
society and has been so for their entire existence of 40 years. Their recognisable 
visibility in the urban space, strategies for education and charity as well as their 
presence in popular culture and social media makes them a force to be reckoned 
with. However, for the Mothers to be interpreted as lieu de mémoire, one must see 
beyond their political activism. Their political engagement and opinion making is 
important, but when it is seen rather as an expression of memory than of ideology, 
the Madres de Plaza de Mayo become more than mothers grieving their children, 
and more than a radical group of activists. Instead, they become an expression of 
cultural heritage: of a collective memory materialised on Thursdays at the Plaza, 
in the pañuelos and in the chantings. The Madres de Plaza de Mayo are carriers of 
memory. They are a part of the Argentinian cultural heritage in many ways. The 
white headscarf is visible in the urban as well as the cultural space of Argentina. 
Their marches on Thursdays are known all over the world. They have become a 
symbol for tireless activism, determination and motherhood. But the Madres de 
Plaza de Mayo are not cultural heritage because of their potentiality of being a 
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symbol themselves. They are not only lieu de mémoire because that they are a 
reminder of the Argentinean collective memory, but because they are carriers of 
that particular memory. In Nora’s definition of lieu de mémoire he states that the 
most fundamental purpose of the lieu de mémoire is “to stop time, to block the 
work of forgetting, to establish a state of things, to immortalize death, to material-
ize the immaterial”.101 From the study presented above, I draw the conclusion that 
the Madres de Plaza de Mayo do all these things. The Madres de Plaza de Mayo 
are lieu de mémoire because when they perform their marchas, their socialised 
motherhood, and their refusal to acknowledge death, they become a memorialis-
ing practice that not only materialises the immaterial or immortalise death. Addi-
tionally, they block the work of forgetting as they are a constant reminder of the 
desaparecidos in the Argentinean society. 

 

 

Fig. 3: Plaza de Mayo. 

Sites of Memory at Former Centres of Detention, Torture and 
Extermination 

This chapter begins with a short introduction to the sites of memory at former 
centres of detention that I have studied for this thesis. The introduction serves to 
give a brief overview of the sites before the analysis. If not told otherwise, the 
specific facts stated in the following text are gathered from the guided tours at 
each site.  
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exCCDTyE ESMA 
ESMA was the largest and has become the most known clandestine centre of de-
tention, torture and extermination in Argentina. It was located in the Navy Me-
chanics School (Escuela Superior de Mecánica de la Armada), a complex com-
prising 17 hectares and about 30 buildings, in what used to be an entire campus of 
student dormitories, offices, educational edifices etc. In 1976 the place was turned 
into a clandestine centre of detention. Approximately 5000 prisoners were kept at 
ESMA during the National Reorganisation Progress, and around 90 per cent of 
them were executed. At least 35 children were born in captivity at the centre.102 
The detainees were kept hooded in cells too small for sitting straight up or stretch-
ing out. At ESMA, the detainees were subject to various forms of torture and 
abuse, as well as forced labour. After 1983, ESMA returned to its original func-
tion as an educational facility of the navy. The CONADEP visited the site for in-
vestigations in 1984. During the late 1980’s to early 2000’s various demands were 
raised to turn ESMA into a museum or a site of memory. On the 24th of March 
2004, then current president Néstor Kirchner held a speech at ESMA announcing 
the eviction of the naval force and the start of transitioning ESMA into a site of 
memory. When receiving the notice of eviction, naval officers of ESMA de-
stroyed parts of the archives, edifices and inventory. In November 2007, the evic-
tion process was finalised, and exESMA opened for guided tours for the public in 
2008. It now goes under the name Espacio Memoria y Derechos Humanos ex-
ESMA (Space of Memory and Human Rights exESMA).  

 

 

Fig. 4: The main building of ESMA 
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The site of memory consists of the main building of the school, where there is 
an exhibition of the history of the place, and the Casino de Oficiales (Officers 
Headquarters) which was the primary centre of detention. The Casino de Oficiales 
has three floors except for the basement and attic. The ground floor, where the 
Casino de Oficiales is entered, was the offices of the task force. Today there is a 
reception, administrative offices and a large hall (called Salón Dorado, “Golden 
Hall”), at the time used as a conference room. Nowadays, a video installation 
about the trials against the repressors is held there. The locales on the third floor 
was where the detainees where kept. They were nicknamed La Capucha and La 
Capuchita (“The Hood” and “The Small Hood”), because the prisoners were al-
ways hooded. On the third floor were also two torture chambers, a maternity ward 
and storage facility for stolen objects from the homes of the desaparecidos. In the 
basement were further torture chambers and a medical ward. Today, the Casino de 
Oficiales has been transformed into a site of memory. In La Capucha and La 
Caupuchita and in the basement are signs with information, photographs and pro-
jections on the walls. The texts are about the history of the place, the conditions of 
the detainees and the forms or torture and execution. On various places are also 
projections of still and live footage from testimonies and trials, featuring both 
victims and repressors. Visitors can only enter the Casino de Oficiales with a 
guide.  

Today a total of 13 organisations co-exist at exESMA. They are various kinds 
of human rights organisations such as HIJOS, Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo and both 
factions of Madres de Plaza de Mayo. Madres de Plaza de Mayo focus their exist-
ence at exESMA on cultural activities for youth. There is also a cultural centre 
dedicated to the Argentinian writer Haroldo Conti (Centro Cultural de la Memoria 
Haroldo Conti) who disappeared in May 1976. The Haroldo Conti Cultural Centre 
is, except for the main building and the Casino de Oficiales, the most visited place 
today. The Haroldo Conti Cultural Centre houses large exhibition halls, auditori-
ums, a small cinema, concert halls, a bookstore and a cafeteria. Various events 
and projects take place at the Cultural Centre during the year. At the time of one 
of my visits to exESMA a tango festival was held there, with a large group of par-
ticipants. 

exCCDTyE Olimpo 
The clandestine detention centre Olimpo ran between 1977 and 1979 and is situat-
ed in the barrio Floresta in Buenos Aires. During that time, around 500 prisoners 
passed through the centre. Only 90 have been identified and 50 survived. The 
name “Olimpo” comes from the director of the detention centre Guillermo Anto-
nio Minicucci, referring to the Mount Olympus, home of the gods in Greek my-
thology. Before the Dirty War, the site was a public place for local transportation, 
a place where people waited for the tram. From 1975, the federal police were in 
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charge of the place, and transformed it into a garage for police transportation. Af-
ter the Dirty War, the place stayed in the hands of the police and was redone to 
cover up evidence. During the 1990’s and early 2000’s, various escraches and 
other demonstrations were performed by human rights organisations, neighbours 
in the barrio and survivors, for the site to be handed over from the police to be 
turned into a place of memory, truth and justice. In 2005, the police were evicted 
and the place declared a site of memory by the government and president Néstor 
Kirchner. exOlimpo consists of an entire block in the relatively quiet neighbour-
hood. It is surrounded by neighbouring domestic houses and small businesses.  
 

 

Fig. 5: Site of Memory exCCDTyE Olimpo seen from across the street. 

exCCDTyE Atlético 
Club Atlético functioned as a centre of detention, torture and extermination during 
February and December 1977. The centre was put up in a three-story building 
belonging to the federal police on the avenue Paseo Colon in the neighbourhood 
San Telmo. Around 1 500 people passed through the centre. About half of them 
has been identified. In December 1977, the prisoners were transferred to Olimpo 
and the centre was demolished due to the construction of the new highway 25 de 
Mayo at the place. After the Dirty War, various testimonies pointed to the site as a 
former centre of detention. Through art projects, escraches and other demonstra-
tions in the 1990’s; neighbours, relatives of disappeared and human rights organi-
sations demanded the city to start an excavation at the site. The city took initiative 
to start the excavations in 2002. Today, around 15% of the place is excavated. The 
excavations have revealed an architectural construction that confirms testimonies 
of former prisoners, former prisoner cells, torture chambers and some findings of 
objects. The site today consists of three sites: the excavation site and a memorial 
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site on either side of the Paseo Colon, and an administrative and educational lo-
cale a few blocks away in the corner of av. San Juan and Ingeniero Huergo. 

 

 

Fig. 6: Site of Memory exCCDTyE Atlético. 

Memory, Truth, Justice 
The former centres of detention, torture and extermination that I have visited for 
this study are all good examples of how the slogan memoria, verdad, justicia 
(memory, truth, justice) is used in the memory practices related to the desapareci-
dos and the Dirty War in Argentina. All three concepts are visible at the sites of 
memory at former centres of detention. None of the sites are officially referred to 
as museums. Natalia Rizzo, who works at the site of memory exOlimpo, is clear 
to point out that the site is not a museum. Instead, she says, exOlimpo is primarily 
a site that provides proof of the events of state terror.103 Nevertheless, by using the 
definitions of memorial museums put forward by Williams, all three sites can be 
seen as such. According to Williams, memorial museums serve the purpose to 
illustrate, commemorate and educate about events of genocide, war and tragedy.104 
Put in the post-dictatorial Argentinean context, this can be condensed into the 
slogan memory, truth, justice. This is visible at the sites of memory in former cen-
tres of detention. The sites are commemorative spaces (memory), they serve edu-
cational purposes (truth), and are sites where proof is gathered (justice). The latter 
is, if not unique, then at least an uncommon practice at memorial museums. All 
three sites practice the “criteria” used by Willliams, although the museological 
expressions used to do so vary in extent. All three sites offer guided tours and 
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have some form of information signs and installations. They welcome tourists and 
school classes and host events highlighting questions on human rights. Except for 
education, they all provide a forum for commemorating the disappeared in differ-
ent ways. This is mainly done using photography and political symbolism. As 
mentioned by Rizzo above, the sites are also active sites of forensic studies used 
in ongoing trials against the crimes of the military junta. How all this is done and 
its possible consequences for the narrative presented at the sites will be elaborated 
on below. 

Ignacio Modenesi, who led the tour in which I participated, says that ex-
ESMA is a site of memory.105 It serves the purpose to educate about what hap-
pened during the military junta so that it will never happen again.106 exESMA is 
the site most comparable to other museums of atrocities around the world. It has 
all the museological features of information signs, photographs, video installa-
tions, guided tours etc. However, exESMA is also a site of forensic study and 
proof-seeking.  

The floors in La Capucha and La Capuchita are covered with a wooden deck 
to protect them from tearing and visitors are asked not to touch the walls. It is of 
course common for museum situated in historical buildings to not allow the visi-
tors to touch anything, however, we are told that this is because the Casino de 
Oficiales is still under investigation. The building is still considered a crime sce-
ne.107 Scratchings made by detainees have been found on the walls in La Capucha. 
They are covered with paper so they won’t risk being damaged. This is an exam-
ple of what I see as a particular ambivalence embedded at the sites of memory at 
former centres of detention. There is a form of conflict between the memorialisa-
tion process and the practice of providing proof and education about what oc-
curred during the military junta. 

There are various ways how the memory of the disappeared are kept alive at 
the sites. All three sites use photographs as a way to build a narrative of the disap-
peared. The photographs are black and white portraits, often taken from id-cards. 
Williams discusses the use of this kind of photographs in memorial museums, and 
how they become illustrations of the atrocities, as the suffering is given a face.108 
The portraits are not depictions of atrocity in themselves, as for example war pho-
tography is, but they provide a narrative of what happened to the people por-
trayed.109 Williams show that the use of headshot photographs in memorial muse-
ums often serves two purposes. One is to identify and one is to commemorate the 
victims.110 What narrative is presented by the use of headshots is decided by the 
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context in which they are exposed.111 One conclusion that can be drawn by the 
observations made at exESMA, exOlimpo and exAtlético is that these two pur-
poses, to identify and to commemorate, are used there as well.  

Photography was and still is a common tool of identification of the disap-
peared in Argentina. Portraits of desaparecidos were used as a way to help search 
for missing persons, and later as a way to call attention to the crimes of the state 
and to show that the disappeared were still present. The Madres de Plaza de Mayo 
wore pictures of their children on their clothes (the Línea Fundadora still does) 
and during the recovering processes of the centres of detention, portraits were 
usually put up around the fences of the place as a form of demonstration. In cases 
of commemorating missing people, Williams says, “photographs are often all that 
remains as a visual testimony to their former existence.”112 The photographs at the 
sites of memory in this study are often accompanied with names and dates of dis-
appearance. Sometimes there is some kind of statement, referring to the number of 
30 000, or a catchphrase like “Presentes, ahora y siempre” (present, now and al-
ways). Williams argues that the use of victim’s portraits serves as a visual re-
minder of the gravity of what occurred.113 This is in many ways applicable to the 
sites studied in this thesis. The photographs at exESMA, exOlimpo and exAte-
letico give an indication about the extent of the state terror and it personalises the 
suffering. Often many photographs are displayed at once, in collages. But besides 
being a practice of identification and illustration of victimhood, the portraits are 
also a form of commemoration. This is especially apparent at exOlimpo where the 
portraits of the disappeared are accompanied with personal stories about their 
lives before the junta. In the administrative building at exOlimpo, a room is dedi-
cated to the lives of the disappeared. It is called Historia de Vida (Life Stories) 
and is a room where the visitors can sit and read about the life of some of the for-
mer detainees at exOlimpo. In the room are some photobooks including family 
photos, and other images that serve to tell a story about the lives of individuals 
disappeared, such as political symbols and emblems of sports teams. There are 
also some signs with more information about detainees on the walls. The windows 
in Historia de Vida are covered in photographs of the disappeared. The idea be-
hind the establishing of the room is to celebrate the lives of the disappeared.114 The 
use of photographs at exESMA and exAtlético is less commemorative, more a 
method of identification and an illustration of how many were detained at each 
site. At exAtlético, there is a large sign where photos of the disappeared that was 
kept at Atlético are displayed. Some squares are intentionally left blank on the 
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sign, to show that there are more identifications to be made.115 On the embank-
ments made from dirt from the excavations at exAtlético, there is an installation 
forming the contour of a human silhouette. Around the silhouette are signs with 
names of former detainees. Together, the names and the photographs serve as both 
markers of identification and memorialisation. 

  

 

Fig. 7: Photobook from Historia de Vida, exOlimpo. 

The sites have been recovered after demonstrations and escraches, and even 
though they are now funded by the state, a tradition of activism and left-wing ide-
ology is present at the sites. I see this as a form of commemoration act, because it 
refers to the lives of the disappeared. The political messages are most apparent at 
exOlimpo, where the entire block that make up the site of memory is covered in 
murals of street art. Some of the murals were painted as a part of the demonstra-
tions before the recovering of the site, some are made more recently. They show 
various messages following left-wing ideology-traditions, messages of end to im-
punity and motifs describing the events during the Dirty War.116 The disappeared 
are often referred to as “compañeros” or “militantes” indicating political engage-
ment. Symbols of activism are visible at exAtlético as well. On the other side of 
the Paseo Colon, across the street from the excavation site is a small memorial 
site, almost like a park. On the ground, it says Memoria, Verdad, Justicia and 
there are some artworks with typical messages demanding end to impunity. 
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Fig. 8: Murals from the facades of exOlimpo. 

Objects are a common element at memorial museums, just as in any other muse-
um. The objects at art- or history museums can be displayed due to their qualities 
of aesthetics or of rarity, but at memorial museums, the object is there to show 
authenticity.117 Displayed objects at memorial museum have the ability to spur the 
interest of the visitors, especially because they serve as tangible proof of what has 
occurred.118 Museums about the Holocaust, what Williams calls the “dominant 
frame of reference”, tend to be associated with two kinds of objects. One is the 
industrial machines used for executions and discarding of human bodies (such as 
gas chambers). The other is the “terrible ‘by-product’” of genocide: clothing, jew-
ellery, eyeglasses etc. These objects have become almost a characteristic for Hol-
ocaust museums.119 Williams makes a distinction between “hot” and “cool” ob-
jects at memorial museums. “Cool” objects are the objects that are displayed to 
help visitors understand facts and historical events.120 They can illustrate or be 
proof of facts. “Cool” objects have a functional quality whilst the “hot” objects 
possess an emotional quality. The purpose of displaying “hot” objects is primarily 
to enable the visitor to feel something rather than understand.121 Examples of “hot” 
objects are personal diaries or toys displayed at Holocaust museums. The objects 
themselves may not give us much detailed information about the events of the 
Holocaust, but they tell a personal story. 
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The sites of memory of recovered clandestine centres of detention in Buenos 
Aires have very few, if any, tangible objects for display. The absence of objects is 
noticeable at the sites of memory. The sites are made up of empty halls and 
rooms, or as in the case of exAtlético – excavation areas. The lack of objects is of 
course a result of the sites being demolished or transformed after the fall of the 
junta. There are no torture instruments or other visible signs of what occurred at 
the sites, no heaps of shoes. Evidence has deliberately been removed from the 
sites. However, the claim of authenticity is made anyway. The sites point out ar-
chaeological or forensic proof of what occurred. Natalia Rizzo at exOlimpo shows 
how the concrete floor has been removed at some places to reveal a wooden floor 
beneath it.122 The wooden floor was included in testimonies of survivors, it was 
almost everything they managed to see through their blindfolds. After the junta, 
the floors were covered in concrete and materials from the walls of the cells.123 
Where the cells used to be, yellow lines have been drawn on the ground to show 
the size of the cells.124 In these ways, the authenticity of the site can be claimed 
without tangible objects.  

 

 

Fig. 9: Concrete floor has been removed to reveal original wooden floor, exOlimpo.  
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Fig. 10: Marks on the floor show where there used to be cells, exOlimpo. 

At exAtlético, some objects are displayed. The objects that are displayed are pri-
marily findings, not objects to illustrate the conditions of the prisoners. It is im-
portant to remember that the objects displayed have not been the result of a delib-
erate selection process. They have not been selected to serve a significant purpose, 
they are just the result of what has been found in the ground. The objects are dis-
played in showcases in the locale at San Juan and Ingeniero Huergo. The majority 
of visitors to this place are school classes. The findings consist of for example 
pieces of uniforms used by the military, coins, food packages, and a ping-pong 
ball. The findings are seen as a way to confirm the testimonies of the former de-
tainees.125 Valeria Contissa says that a survived detainee testified of repeatedly 
hearing the noise of a ping-pong ball being played when he was held captive. He 
had ever since thought that the repetitive noise was a form of torture or just a 
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noise in his head created by the isolation.126 When the ball was found in what used 
to be an elevator shaft it was confirmed that the centre’s guards used to play ping-
pong as a pass-time activity. This finding was, according to Contissa, crucial for 
the psychological healing of the survivor since the finding could confirm the 
memories of the former detainee.127 The dates of food packages have helped the 
forensic team to confirm the timeline of the history of exAtlético. They also serve 
an educational value, telling a story both about the archaeological work and the 
site’s dark history. In a way, the objects at exAtlético can be seen as both “hot” 
and “cold”. They are hard proof of what occurred at the place, but they are also 
catalysts of a more emotional and personal narrative. The ping-pong ball gives us 
information about how the guards at Club Atlético used to spend their leisure 
time. Together with the testimony of the survivor, the ball is proof both of what 
occurred and an indicator of the mind-set of the perpetrators. They were able to 
play ping-pong right next to the room where people were tortured and held cap-
tive. It also tells the story of the psychological experience of the detainees. Both 
the fact that the survivor thought that the sound of the ball was a form of torture, 
but also that the recovered ball from the excavation was a way for the survivor to 
heal in his trauma. Another tangible thing, although not really an object, that is 
both proof and tells a personal story is an inscription found in a wall during the 
excavations at exAtlético. In a wall of what used to be a cell at Club Atlético a 
detainee has scratched “Ayúdeme Señor” (“Lord, help me”).  

The sites of memory at former centres of detention are complex spaces where 
a horrible history of torture and extermination is mixed with stories celebrating 
life and culture as well as educating about torture and executions. I come to the 
conclusion that photographs and objects (whether tangible or intangible) are used 
at the sites of memory to both commemorate the desaparecidos and to educate 
and illustrate about the atrocities of state terror. The narrative of the desaparecidos 
is ambiguous, almost ambivalent. As a visitor, it was difficult to sort out whether 
the site was a museum over atrocities, a memorial site or a site of forensic study. 
Apparently, it is all three. 

Parque de la Memoria 
On the north river bank of Rio de la Plata, close to the domestic airport, lies the 
Parque de la Memoria. In the 1990’s, the government decided to make this vast 
space of 14 hectares into a site of memory. The park opened in 1998 and includes 
a monument, a public art program and an edifice called PAyS (acronym for 
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Presentes, Ahora y Siempre – “Present, Now and Always”) with administrative 
offices and an art gallery for temporary exhibitions. The design and landscape of 
the Parque de la Memoria is a result of a national contest of ideas in 1998, pro-
moted by the School of Architecture of University of Buenos Aires. 

 

 

Fig. 11: Parque de la Memoria. 

The monument is called Monumento a las Víctimas del Terrorismo de Estado 
(Monument to the Victims of State Terror) and consists of four huge concrete 
blocks aligning into a zig-zag formed wall. The walls are covered with stone 
plaques with 9 000 names of victims of state terror. The names are sorted chrono-
logically for each year of their disappearance and then alphabetically after sur-
name. The list is based on the cases of disappearances documented by 
CONADEP, and also includes the names of persons murdered during acts of re-
pression initiated by the state, such as the massacres at Trelew and Ezeiza, that 
occurred before the National Reorganisation Process. This means that the monu-
ment includes names of people murdered or disappeared between 1969 and 1983. 
Many plaques are still empty, and more names are continually added to the list, as 
a result of further investigations. From above, the zig-zag formed monument re-
sembles a cut in the landscape. In the information found at the official website of 
Parque de la Memoria, the design of the monument is supposed to evoke two im-
pressions: the effort that is needed to build a more just society, and the open 
wound that the state terror left in the Argentinean society.128 On the website, it is 
also stated about the landscape that “the choice of its location also entails a deep 
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meaning, in keeping with the facts that we are prompted to recall”.129 What this 
means is not explained further. 

 

 

Fig. 12: Monument to the victims of state terror, Parque de la Memoria. 

 The articulated objective is for visitors to become aware of the terror carried out 
by the state and to encourage the will to ensure that similar events won’t happen 
again.130 This ability that the monuments possesses, especially monuments over 
wars or in this case genocide, tends however to be obscured by political meaning, 
as shown by Jay Winter in Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning.131 

The public art program in the Parque de la Memoria includes artworks of art-
ists that participated in an international art competition. Nine pieces of art have 
been installed in the park, and another nine are yet to be installed. The artworks 
are all in some way connected to the history of the Dirty War and the desapareci-
dos. Some are more explicit than others. One artwork is a sonorous sculpture 
made of stainless steel rods, called To Human Rights (León Ferrari, 2001). The 
sculpture is constructed so that the rods produce sound when touching them, mak-
ing it a poly-sensorial sculpture. One sculpture is situated out in the waters of the 
Rio de la Plata and depicts a boy staring out over the river. The sculpture is called 
Reconstruction of the portrait of Pablo Míguez (Claudia Fontes, 1999-2010). 
Pablo Míguez disappeared in 1977, at the age of 14. Another artwork consists of 
53 road signs that mark a route along the park’s coast edge. The artwork is called 
Memory Signs, and was made by an art collective called Grupo de Arte Callejero 
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between 1999 and 2010. The group is often participating in escraches and with art 
projects connected to demonstrations. Each sign gives a short message of what 
lead up to and occurred during the Dirty War and its aftermath. Under each road 
sign is a sign with more information about the events.  

 

 

Fig. 13: “Memory Sings” by Grupo de Arte Callejero, 1999-2010 

The themes for the artworks in the park are a spectrum between education about 
the events during the military junta, explicit and implicit messages on human 
rights and grief. Together they make up the idea that art heals. The park in itself is 
a large area right beside the river, and although rather difficult to get to, the park 
is open every day. At the time of my visit, people were sitting in the grass in the 
park, some were sunbathing or skateboarding, which contributed to a thought that 
maybe this place someday will lose more and more of its meaning, and align itself 
in the tradition brought up by Winter: that eventually memorials lose their sym-
bolism of grief and become places of ideology and politics instead. The fact that 
the artworks in Parque de la Memoria already hold ideological messages may con-
tribute to this.  

The idea inherent in the Parque de la Memoria is that art possesses the ability 
to engage people in reflection and dialogue. Jay Winter writes about how monu-
ments are built for mourning. The monuments over loss of people in war or geno-
cide become sites for people to mourn, both individually and collectively.132 The 
Parque de la Memoria is a place for people to come and reflect and pay homage to 
the victims of state terror. The desaparecidos have no graves. Many are still dis-
appeared; others have been buried in anonymous mass graves. The sites of their 
death are unknown. Many of the centres of detention where they were held have 
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been demolished or emptied. There is no physical site for mourning of the de-
saparecidos. The former centres of detention are sites of memory, focusing more 
on hope than on grief. What is implied but not directly stated on the park’s web-
site is that the placement of Parque de la Memoria is symbolic because it is direct-
ly related to the death of the disappeared. The nearby located airport Jorge New-
bery makes the presence of low flying airplanes a constant reminder of the vuelos 
de muerte when visiting the park. The river bank is also a place where dead bodies 
have washed ashore. Many of the disappeared were deprived of their identity at 
the time of their detainment. Those thrown out of airplanes where stripped naked 
to complicate the identification of the dead bodies.  

Identity has been an important factor both during and after the Dirty War. As 
shown above, the practice of naming names, or other identification practices (pho-
tographs) of the disappeared has been an essential form of both activism and 
commemoration. Photographs are used to show that the disappeared are present in 
the society, and the Madres de Plaza de Mayo Línea Fundadora wear the names of 
their children on their headscarves and call out their presence aloud on Thursdays. 
To give the disappeared names and a date of disappearance can therefore be un-
derstood as a humanising practice of tribute. Their identities have been regained. 
However, the context and modes in which the names are engraved in the plaques 
on the monument in Parque de la Memoria connotes more with death than with 
presence. 

 

 

Fig. 14: Monument to the Victims of State Terror, Parque de la Memoria, close-up. 

There is no physical site for mourning of the desaparecidos, except for the Parque 
de la Memoria. Winter shows that when commemorating the death of people 
without graves, consequently the naming of names becomes a highlighted prac-
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tice.133 The monument is a tombstone for the disappeared. Putting the age of the 
disappeared person after the name signals that that life is completed. That person 
will never get older. The desaparecidos represented at Parque de la Memoria are 
not alive. The fixed age beside their names is a representation of their lost future. 
The empty plaques waiting to be engraved with new names as investigations go 
on are almost a threat, or at least a constant reminder that no disappeared will be 
brought back alive. By naming the disappeared on the monuments, the disap-
peared have been granted a tombstone, and their relatives a place for mourning. 
However, by doing so the status of the desaparecidos goes from disappeared to 
dead. They are victims. They are not kept alive by memory but rather killed by 
memorialisation. 
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Concluding Discussion 

One thing this thesis aimed to show is that the memorial practices regarding a 
difficult past is not only about a society calling upon future generations to never 
forget. Collective memory is movement, mobilisation. Collective memory is not 
bound by time and space, and takes different forms and materialises through ac-
tions, memorial sites and monuments.  

Throughout this process, I have tried to see the political expressions of 
Madres de Plaza de Mayo not as an end but as a means. I do not wish to diminish 
or neglect the strong political agenda held by Madres de Plaza de Mayo. To say 
that their political activity lacks significance or that it does not serve a purpose 
would be to not fully understand neither the severity of the situation nor the 
Mothers’ capacity. However, if the memorial expressions of Madres de Plaza de 
Mayo would be reduced to only be about politics, the understanding of them be-
comes shallow. When studying the Madres de Plaza de Mayo from the perspec-
tive of cultural heritage, one must observe the politics out of the perspective that it 
can operate as an articulation of memory. 

Politics is both the beginning and the end of the Mothers’ existence. So is 
memory. For them, politics is used to memorialise, and memory is a form of poli-
tics. It is a continuing interplay. It is the relationship between memory and politics 
that gives the Mothers their status as lieu de mémoire. Pierre Nora states that lieux 
de mémoire “are lieux in three senses of the word – material, symbolic and func-
tional”.134 If one does not regard memory as the raison d’être of the Mothers, and 
only see them as a group of activists using memory as a political tool, the Madres 
de Plaza de Mayo only becomes functional. If one does not understand that the 
political activism can be as much a way of commemorating as an actual cause, 
they lose their symbolism. The three components: materiality, functionalism and 
symbolism are all inherent in the Madres de Plaza de Mayo, and the marcha on 
Thursdays is when these three aspects become most apparent: when they material-
ise the memory of the disappeared through their own political activism.  

I argue that this thesis may contribute to an understanding of social movement 
as cultural heritage. The Madres de Plaza de Mayo are an example on how 
memory can exist within an interplay with activism. This can also be related to a 
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more general discussion on tangible versus intangible heritage. Through the 
Madres de Plaza de Mayo, the material and the immaterial form into one. The 
Mothers are heritage in themselves, but they also represent a heritage.  

The point of departure when entering this study was that practices of collec-
tive memory include different narratives expressed through a variety of articula-
tions. Above, I have made an attempt to identify what narratives are present in the 
three practices of memory. By analysing the expressions and articulations of the 
three memory practices three different narratives can be found. I come to the con-
clusion that they are representations of the status of the disappeared, a status that 
ranges between life and death. The status of the disappeared has been of utmost 
importance since the abduction of people began. By referring to them as disap-
peared, they are, just as president Videla so cynically stated, neither dead nor 
alive. The study above has showed that the status of the disappeared is not only 
important, but by referring to the disappeared as either dead or alive has to do 
with both political strategies and memorial practices.  

The Madres de Plaza de Mayo nurture a narrative of the disappeared as being 
alive. This is explicitly articulated. As shown above, the Mothers refuse death in 
every possible way. Even talking about their children in present tense is a way of 
keeping the disappeared alive. The Mothers see posthumous ceremonies and eco-
nomic compensation as an affirmation of death, and therefore they refuse to 
acknowledge them. By demanding that the disappeared should be returned alive, 
they draw the idea of the disappeared as alive to the extreme. This is, as showed 
above, not an expression of naivety but of strategy. The refusal of death of the 
disappeared gives the Mothers a purpose to their cause. This is also an expression 
of the collectiveness in their struggle. The socialised motherhood is a way to re-
fuse death. The Madres de Plaza de Mayo are mothers, not only to all disap-
peared, but to all the children in Argentinean society. They are not mothers of the 
dead but of the living.  

The disappeared come to life also in the actions of the Mothers. Above I have 
discussed how the march on Thursdays can be seen as a form of commemorative 
ceremony wherein the past becomes present. The materialisation of memory tears 
down the barriers between time and space, making the disappeared present on the 
Plaza. Thus, the disappeared are alive in every expression of Asociación Madres 
de Plaza de Mayo, both in what they say and in what they do. The Madres de Pla-
za de Mayo are collective memory materialised, and they are also in themselves a 
constant reminder of the events during the Dirty War. The marcha is a commemo-
rative ceremony over the disappeared. The Mothers bring attention to the history 
of the disappearances, commemorates the disappeared, and incarnates the disap-
peared so as they come alive there at the plaza. Their presence in the city of Bue-
nos Aires functions as a form of monument over the Dirty War where the disap-
peared are represented not as dead but as alive.  
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At the sites of memory at former centres of detention, the narrative is rather 
ambivalent. The sites mix expressions of celebration of life with the commemora-
tion of death. The ambivalence in the narrative gives an unsettling image of the 
disappeared, making it difficult to derive a conclusion to their status. The ambiva-
lence becomes the narrative in itself, giving a contradictory representation of the 
disappeared.  

The narrative becomes visible in the museological expressions at the sites of 
memory. The displayed objects help to tell stories about the sites of memory and 
the desaperacidos. There are both “cold” objects that are more like illustrations of 
the historical and factual context of the site, and “hot” objects that provides an 
emotional and personal understanding of the events that took place.135 As showed 
above, the objects can be both tangible, like the findings made at exAtlético, or 
intangible, like drawn-up lines of a cell at exOlimpo. The ambivalent narrative is 
visible also in the use of photographs. The photographs can be, as explained by 
Williams, expressions of identification or of commemoration.136 Depending on the 
context of how they are displayed, the photographs at the sites of memory do both 
these things. They are there as an illustration of the victims of state terror, but also 
as a reminder of the lives of the disappeared.  

The museological expressions at the sites of memory at former centres of de-
tention give mixed messages of political radicalism, torture, hope, and despair 
which are articulated in the museological elements. Especially the use of photo-
graphs and objects help to provide this ambiguous message. The fact that the sites 
are used to gather proof for ongoing trials complicates the picture even further. It 
is not clear whether the sites are places for commemoration over the lives of the 
disappeared, an educational space to learn about the crimes of the former govern-
ment, or an active crime scene. The dimensions of the slogan memory, truth, jus-
tice are all present and apparent to the extent that a cohesive narrative of the dis-
appeared might be difficult to see. A cohesive narrative might not be necessary. 
As mentioned above, an ambivalent narrative is also a narrative. Regarding the 
sites of memory, the narrative presented of the disappeared ranges to be about 
both life and death. I see it as the disappeared are left in a status of limbo. Even 
though there is tangible proof displayed of the atrocities that occurred, the sites 
provide a narrative that makes the fates of the disappeared unknown.    

In the analysis above, I use Jay Winters’ approach on memorials to discuss 
the narrative presented at Parque de la Memoria. My conclusion is that the prac-
tice of public commemoration, the location of the park and the expressions of the 
monument all connotes to the state of death. At Parque de la Memoria there is no 
doubt that the disappeared are dead. The constitution of the monument, with the 
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name and ages of the desaparecidos engraved in stone, fixes the disappeared in 
time and space. Parque de la Memoria is a place of mourning. It is a site dedicated 
to the victims of state terror, a place where relatives and future generations can 
grieve and reflect over the crimes of the former government. The use of the word 
“victims” stands in a rather sharp contrast to the denominations used at for exam-
ple the sites of memory, where the disappeared are referred to as compañeros, 
militantes or desaparecidos. This has to do with the fact that the desaparecidos 
are not the only ones commemorated at the monument. The monument includes 
the names of those killed in the massacres the years before the Dirty War as well. 
If the people commemorated in the monument would be referred to as disap-
peared, would that have changed the narrative presented in the Parque de la Me-
moria? Possibly. The word disappeared undoubtedly leaves a question mark be-
hind it. If someone is disappeared, he or she might turn up again, dead or alive. 
The fate of a disappeared person is unknown, but the fate of the people whose 
names are engraved on the monument is fixed. The fixation contributes to a con-
clusion that possibly would be necessary for the Parque de la Memoria to fulfil its 
stated purpose: to be a space where generations can come to reflect upon the past 
and a society eventually heal. Or, the site will eventually lose its actuality and as 
generations pass, transition into a place representing nothing else than a historical 
era. 

Even though the narratives that have been derived from the analysis above 
differs from each other in quite a significant way, the purpose for this thesis has 
not been to expand further on the conflicts that this discrepancy might contribute 
to. Previous research has elaborated on the debate on how to properly conserve 
and curate the memory of the disappeared and on the conflicts between different 
agents within the memory culture in post-dictatorial Argentina. I have not wished 
to expand further on this discussion. I argue that there does not have to be a cohe-
sive narrative about the disappeared. All different expressions of memory serve 
their specific purpose, and the narratives can exist at the same time.  

This thesis moves within the realms of a complicated political context, that of 
contemporary Argentina. It is difficult not to go into depths with the political situ-
ation, since all the three practices I have studied exist within and relate to this po-
litical framework. The background-chapter of this thesis aimed to give an intro-
ductory background to the context of my field of research. The political history 
and current political events complicate the understanding of almost any cultural 
expression in Argentina. Previous research on the topic of memorial practices and 
the aftermath of the Dirty War tends to focus on the political events during the 
post-junta period, leading up to and existing in the practices of remembering the 
desaparecidos. This is of course because the memory is very politically charged. 
The aftermath of the Dirty War has been turbulent in many ways, and the com-
memoration practices have been directly affected by this. In addition, all three 
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practices studied here use political expressions as a means of commemorating, 
and even strive to put forward an own political agenda themselves. The situation 
of memorialisation of the Dirty War is complicated and subject of an ongoing 
debate. The events of the Dirty War occurred in relatively recent time, and there 
are still many people with first-hand experience of that era. There are people up 
for trials concerning crimes against human rights and grandchildren reunited with 
their biological families. Argentina’s violent past has left its mark on society as a 
whole, not only in its cultural expressions. The narratives inherent in the practices 
may possibly be changed and re-interpreted over time. What will for example 
happen to the claim for justice if, or when, all responsible for the crimes commit-
ted during the junta are convicted, or more possible, deceased? Will justice con-
tinue to be a claim raised from the sites of memory when generations have 
passed? The sites of memory at former centres of detention are all funded by the 
state, but are still part of the opinion-making concerning for example the calls for 
an end to impunity. Is the cultural heritage regarding the memory of the disap-
pearances safe in such a polarised society? Only time will tell what will come out 
of the current situation and what will happen to the memory practices and other 
memorialising projects in Argentina. The relation between the current Argen-
tinean state and the memory practices could be an interesting angle for future re-
search, especially related to the claim for justice. Another interesting topic for 
future research would be to connect the Argentinean memory-practices to similar 
situations around the world.  

An interesting topic that I have not gone into in this study, but which might be 
a possible angle for future research, is the topic of reconciliation. The years after 
the fall of the military junta was marked with the will of the governments to via 
laws of impunity and amnesty reconcile as a society, parallel to constant calls for 
imprisonment of perpetrators and opening of archives. Is there a possibility that 
the cultural expressions of collective memory can contribute to a future of recon-
ciliation? Or does the context, forms and articulations of the memory-practices 
make this impossible? Today, there is no wish from either the sites of memory or 
the Madres de Plaza de Mayo for the society to reconcile. Nor is that wish articu-
lated within Parque de la Memoria. The higher aim articulated is instead the will 
to never let anything like the Dirty War happen again. The idea that future atroci-
ties can be prevented by the mediating of history or erecting of monuments is in-
teresting and would also be a suitable approach for future research. That idea is 
fundamental within the practice of memorial museums.  
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Summary 

The purpose of this thesis was to, out of the perspective of cultural heritage, study 
three different forms of memory-practice in post-dictatorial Argentina. The collec-
tive memory articulated within these memory practices regards the era of state 
violence and forced disappearances of people during the 1976-1983 military dicta-
torship in Argentina, called the Dirty War. These practices are the Asociación 
Madres de Plaza de Mayo, the sites of memory in former centres of detention, 
torture and extermination, and Parque de la Memoria. Asociación Madres de Pla-
za de Mayo is a commemorative and political activist group formed by women 
whose children disappeared during the military junta. The sites of memory in 
former centres of detention are memory spaces established in buildings or sites 
that used to function as clandestine centres of detention during the junta. Parque 
de la Memoria is a memorial park dedicated to the victims of state terror. The 
study took the form of a case study, with materials gathered in a field study in 
Argentina in 2017.  

By using theories on lieux de mémoire by Pierre Nora and on commemoration 
ceremonies by Paul Connerton I discussed the actions and articulations of Aso-
ciación Madres de Plaza de Mayo. My conclusion was that they can be interpreted 
as lieu de mémoire due to the fact that they are material, symbolic and functional. 
Through the Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo the disappeared are kept alive, 
both in the actions and articulations of the Mothers but also because the Aso-
ciación Madres de Plaza de Mayo are a constant reminder of the collective 
memory of the Dirty War. 

I used Paul Williams’ theories on memorial museums to discuss the muse-
ological expressions at the sites of memories in former centres of detention. Using 
objects and photographs, the disappeared are commemorated in a way that estab-
lishes an ambivalent narrative. This is complicated further by the fact that the sites 
are used for gathering proof to be used in trials against perpetrators of crimes 
against human rights committed during the Dirty War. Together this brings out an 
ambivalent narrative which I argue leaves the disappeared in a state of limbo. 

The conclusion about Parque de la Memoria is that it is a site of mourning. 
Jay Winters’ theories on war memorials is used for this. The monument in the 
park, dedicated to the victims of state terror, and the location of the park articu-
lates a narrative of death.  
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