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			Praise for Sex and Dissent

			“Meaghan Beatley’s Sex and Dissent is a revelatory account of recent feminist protest and activism in four Spanish-speaking countries, where the courage and actions of the women who spoke up, spoke out, and changed laws shines through in incisive investigative reporting and prose that gets to the beating heart of the matter. At a time of great backlash and regression, North American women should indeed look to Latin America for a new way forward—one that recognizes the sickness of systems in creating and extending gendered violence.”

			—Sarah Weinman, author of Without Consent

			“At a time when political leaders like Donald Trump and Javier Milei are using their positions to reinforce many of the old misogynies, the stories told by Meaghan Beatley offer inspiring examples of redemptive action taken by women who have faced some of the worst cruelties that men are capable of. Eye-opening and compulsively readable, Sex and Dissent is an important book for our time—please read it.”

			—Jon Lee Anderson, author of Che Guevara: A Revolutionary Life

			“Sex and Dissent is a clear-eyed, rigorous, and consistently fascinating exploration of feminist movements, spanning both intimate portraits of activists and sweeping accounts of transformative social movements. This book gave me heart in this exceedingly difficult political moment—there’s so much to learn from, and be inspired by, here.”

			—Rachel Monroe, author of Savage Appetites

			“What an extraordinary book this is! Meaghan Beatley has the rare ability to combine deep and rigorous reporting with elegant storytelling and profound analytical smarts. Sex and Dissent is a sobering and inspiring work, grounded in history, bursting with heart.”

			—Ben Ehrenreich, author of The Way to the Spring

			“Meaghan Beatley takes us on an ambitious tour of Argentina, Chile, Mexico, and Spain to first devastate with stories of brutal violence against women and then inspire with stories of feminist organizing and solidarity. Essential reading, while women’s rights are under attack in the United States and elsewhere, for those who wish to learn from the Latin American feminists notching legal, cultural, and political wins under seemingly impossible circumstances.”

			—Rachel Nolan, author of Pulitzer Prize finalist Until I Find You

			“Written in elegant, celebratory prose and grounded in meticulous reporting, this book vividly brings Latin American feminist movements to life. It is high time for these stories of struggles and breakthroughs to travel North and inspire U.S. audiences or anyone who cares about democracy.”

			—Mariane Pearl, author of A Mighty Heart
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			Meaghan Beatley is a French and U.S. journalist covering feminist movements across Latin America and Spain. Her reporting has appeared in Time, The Guardian, The Atlantic, The Nation, and Foreign Policy. Formerly an editor in Chile and Argentina, she has reported from seven countries and won the One World Media Award for Best Feature. She is fluent in French, English, and Spanish, and her work bridges languages, cultures, and continents.
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			To Cami and Yessi Uhrig

		

	
		
			Introduction

			One day in January 2015, I stood on the edge of a midnight-blue road in Río Negro, a region of towering pines and iridescent lakes in Argentina’s Patagonia, and stuck out my thumb. I was hitchhiking back to Santiago de Chile, where I lived, some eight hundred miles away. I was twenty-four and free of any commitments, and time was on my side.

			As cars whizzed past, I flashed the smile I reserved for public servants and feral toddlers, a pleading entreaty most ignored. Finally a truck shrieked to a halt several feet ahead of me and I hobbled over, stooped under the weight of my backpack. “Watch out for truckers,” I remembered a friend advising. “They’re conversation starved. They get weird.” I hopped in.

			“How old are you?” was the first question he asked. “Twenty-six,” I lied, imagining my inflated age conferred a greater degree of authority than I actually commanded. “You look eighteen.” He told me he’d picked me up out of a sense of paternal concern. There were dangerous specimens on the road, he said, then waxed poetic on the risks a young woman ran on her own. I nodded politely. After some time he fell silent. “So, do you have a boyfriend?”

			I hitched seven rides that day, delighting in the brief windows of intimacy that came with being encased in a small metal vessel hurtling through time and space in the company of one or two other people, the confessions and admissions that only strangers can share over the course of 40 or 180 minutes before parting ways. A young Argentine couple with a roving theater company told me about their itinerant life while we crossed the Andes, looming and sacred like Gothic cathedrals in the wild. A Danish woman with wisps of white-blond hair framing her face like the glow of an eclipse told me about how she’d fallen in love with a Chilean man twenty years earlier while backpacking; the relationship hadn’t lasted but she’d never left. A soldier showed me pictures of his son and his gun and complained about his divorce. A second trucker talked about the solitude of life on the road and how he missed his kids, and his wife, though a little less.

			I remember the nanosecond-long calculations assessing whether I could trust a driver before climbing into a new vehicle; the small wave of nausea at relinquishing control once I did; the chest-exploding joy of movement; the lulls of companionable silence.

			There was only one time I regretted my choice. After settling in to the passenger seat of another long-haul truck, I felt a flash of warning, which I tamped down. I couldn’t put into words what it was that unsettled me, and in my inability to formulate an exact grievance or objection, I set it aside, until my discomfort overtook the urge to be polite. I feigned having to make a phone call and asked him to pull over at the next rest stop. We passed it in silence. I asked again, and we flew past another. He didn’t give any explanation. I appealed several more times.

			I won’t drag this out any more than I already have: He eventually pulled in to a gas station and I jumped out, my limbs humming with nervous relief, feeling preemptively embarrassed about how frightened I’d been. Giving me a lift was a kindness. It was unlikely he’d been ill intentioned, perhaps just lonely and socially out of practice. I looked for another ride.

			While ultimately insignificant, the incident raised the specter of a vulnerability I’d spent the greater part of my young adult life ignoring or wishing away: My body, in its femaleness, was a liability.

			I hadn’t willfully set out to disprove that hopping into cars with strangers inevitably led to death and dismemberment. But I was, if not exactly in a conscious way, testing the limits of my freedom in the face of possible violence. Where I was doing it was significant, though not for reasons that were immediately obvious.

			

			• • •

			I’m French and American, from two nations that hold themselves up as authors and purveyors of freedom, whose myths are bound up in ideas of the Enlightenment about the defense of individual rights and liberty. In my own life, I was taught to honor this freedom by studying what I wanted, pursuing a career of my choice, and traveling when I could.

			But butting up against this injunction was another telling me to stay home with a bag over my head.

			I grew up Catholic and had it drilled into me that my body was a highly breachable temple of God whose virtue should be protected at all costs. One of my middle school religion teachers told us that if we ever came across porn a piece of our soul would chip off, I imagine like a horcrux, though the mechanism was never fully explained; this to a classroom full of thirteen-year-olds who were routinely marched into chapel and made to kneel before a woodworking hobbyist with washboard abs. Danger and temptation lurked everywhere, though especially for girls. It was down to us to steer clear of boys’ and men’s irrepressible urges.

			Needless to say, we didn’t get sex ed, or little else beyond a long litany of venereal diseases we were likely to contract. Consent was a waiver our parents signed, and women’s anatomy remained as mysterious as the Holy Trinity. When I did start having sex, it functioned more like a Venus flytrap: attracting it and securing it seemed to be the main goal. Pleasure didn’t really enter the equation. I was nineteen when a college friend reverentially handed me a tattered copy of The Hite Report as if it were one of the Dead Sea Scrolls. Published in 1976, the Hite report on female sexuality, written by Shere Hite, became an instant and controversial bestseller, renowned for its then-groundbreaking claim that most women were more likely to reach orgasm through clitoral rather than vaginal stimulation. Men lost their minds and Hite was ultimately driven out of the U.S. and forgotten, a demise similar to the quiet death of feminism in the U.S. shortly thereafter—a vibrant and radical movement in the seventies that was subsequently bludgeoned by reactionary forces, leaving future generations like mine to grow up in a country where our suspicion that we were treated differently because of our gender was chalked up to an individual problem and not a political one. The fact that the most comprehensive, feminist tome about female sexuality we could find in 2009 was a book from 1976 spoke volumes.

			But if there was scant information about female pleasure, there was even less about its inverse.

			

			• • •

			The following legal anecdote was cited by judges in France deciding sexual assault cases well into the nineteenth century. It went like this: After a woman accused a man of raping her, a judge ordered the man to give the woman a bag of coins and then take it back. The man lunged, the woman folded herself over the bag, and for the next few minutes the two wrestled, until the judge commanded them to stop. The woman still clung to the bag. Satisfied, the judge dismissed the case. Since the woman had been able to fight the man off for a few coins, he surmised she would have been able to do the same to “defend her body” even more.

			This story was used to justify the belief that a man on his own was incapable of assaulting a woman, because she had the physical strength to fend him off. If he did manage to have sex with her, it could only mean she had actually consented to it.

			When I first heard this, I was struck less by the absurdity and more by the fact that, on a few occasions, sex had felt like someone snatching a bag of coins out of my hands.

			To some extent, my generation was conditioned to see sex as an experience to consume and accumulate. Men had been doing this for a long time already, and women were encouraged to follow suit as a form of empowerment, a corrective to the long-standing expectation that we guard our virtue like a precious pearl and a rebuttal to the stereotype that we were too sentimental or fragile to have casual sex. We were encouraged to fuck like we traveled; to do people like we did Colombia or Cambodia on gap years; to map ourselves onto bodies and territories in the service of personal fulfillment like feckless conquistadores.

			I learned to ignore the times I felt robbed when whomever I slept with did not seem to register me as a person, because they either forgot or willfully ignored my hesitation or negation. By the time I was hitching between Argentina and Chile in January 2015, I was fully anesthetized to it. But that same year, and in the same corner of the world, a group of women chose to stare directly into this tangled mess of sex, violence, and consumption, and came to a conclusion that sparked a political shift across the region, with echoes around the world.

			

			• • •

			It was March 2015 and some seventy writers, journalists, artists, and philosophers converged in the leafy garden of Buenos Aires’s National Library to read a selection of poems, manifestos, and articles as part of a “reading marathon.” The topic was unusual. It was murdered women.

			Just a few days earlier, the body of a nineteen-year-old named Daiana Garcia had been found dumped off the side of the road in a burlap sack. She’d been on her way to a job interview when she was kidnapped. The news coincided with another grim event: the ten-year anniversary of Florencia Pennacchi going missing when she was twenty-four. Pennacchi, a friend of one of the poets present that day in the library, was thought to have been trafficked.

			A disappearance and an appearance that pointed to how easily women’s bodies could be used and discarded. The reading marathon marked the birth of a collective called #NiUnaMenos—“Not one [woman] less”—a simple phrase that belied a complex political analysis.

			#NiUnaMenos understood that the murder of women, or femicide, was just the tip of the iceberg, the most visible, obvious, and lethal form of violence against women, but one that lay atop layers of normalized and socially sanctioned abuse, from street and workplace harassment to reproductive control and domestic violence. These were all upheld by legal institutions and media narratives, as well as entire economic systems. “We have to commit to changing a culture that views women as objects to consume and discard and not as autonomous individuals,” they read at their first protest on June 3, 2015, from a stage in front of the Argentine National Congress. Three hundred thousand stood before them.

			If two years later #MeToo erupted as a howl of pain, an insistence that the world look at an open wound, #NiUnaMenos was something very different. It was an intellectual project that gave birth to a grassroots movement that was then able to expand and evolve. #NiUnaMenos insisted violence against women was not a security issue to be solved by deploying more police but a form of oppression indivisible from political and economic forces that required sweeping structural reform. Strikingly, the movement was both massive and radical.

			Nearly overnight, #NiUnaMenos transformed feminism into one of the most potent social forces in Argentina and, within a few years, helped trigger similar mass movements throughout the Spanish-speaking world, from Chile to Spain to Mexico.

			For a heart-stopping moment, it looked like #NiUnaMenos might sweep the U.S. too.

			On the heels of the January 2017 Women’s March on Washington protesting the election of Donald Trump, Angela Davis and a group of U.S. women penned a manifesto outlining the feminist movement they hoped would become the resistance.

			“The ‘lean-in’ variety of feminism won’t defeat this administration, but a mobilization of the 99 percent will,” they wrote. “In embracing a feminism for the 99 percent, we take inspiration from the Argentinian coalition Ni Una Menos. Violence against women, as they define it, has many facets: it is domestic violence, but also the violence of the market, of debt, of capitalist property relations, and of the state; the violence of discriminatory policies against lesbian, trans and queer women, the violence of state criminalization of migratory movements, the violence of mass incarceration, and the institutional violence against women’s bodies through abortion bans and lack of access to free healthcare and free abortion.”

			When I met with a few #NiUnaMenos members shortly after, they were stunned. “The fact that the American girls want to oppose capitalism is a triumph. It’s incredible,” said Agustina Paz Frontera, the poet and friend of Florencia Pennacchi, the woman whose disappearance helped catalyze the collective’s formation. Then she wondered more sardonically if a surge in U.S. feminism would just boost T-shirt sales.

			Journalist Florencia Minici was more hopeful. “The wall that Trump is building on the border with Latin America is the wall that feminism must destroy,” she declared. “No other political actor or social force can do this, only feminism because of its massive, pluralistic, and democratic nature.”

			Angela Davis and her coauthors cautiously echoed Minici’s optimism. “The women’s marches of January 21st have shown that in the United States too a new feminist movement may be in the making,” they wrote. “It is important not to lose momentum.”

			But then it did.

			

			• • •

			In January 2025, Donald Trump was inaugurated for a second presidential term, flanked by tech billionaires some people now called oligarchs. It was an image that seemed to perfectly capture the alignment of capital, illiberal power, and toxic masculinity.

			Tellingly, within hours of his inauguration, Trump signed an executive order titled “Defending Women from Gender Ideology Extremism and Restoring Biological Truth to the Federal Government.” The language was clunky, but the intent was clear. “Gender ideology”—long a far-right dog whistle—was shorthand for feminist and LGBTQ+ advances, especially those challenging fixed ideas of sex and gender. The order primarily targeted trans people, whose existence it negated. As reproductive-rights advocates quickly noted, it also defined sex as a biologically determined condition “from conception” and therefore gestured at efforts to grant personhood to fetuses.

			The fact that Trump made gender one of his first targets was a testament to feminism’s cultural influence. The absence of a mass opposition movement pointed to a lack of political articulation.

			To the south, in Mexico, Chile, and Argentina, and across the Atlantic in Spain, those countries were not immune to the rise of the reactionary Right. But there, mass feminist movements had emerged as a sustained force of resistance.

			Something extraordinary happened in the wake of #NiUnaMenos’s expansion across the Spanish-speaking world: a series of audacious campaigns that not only pushed forward women’s rights but also challenged the very political and economic structures underpinning power. These movements built a feminism that confronted economic inequality, racism, environmental injustice, and more—insisting that feminism was not a niche struggle over bodily autonomy but that it could be a unifying force at the heart of broader progressive battles.

			The successes of these movements were largely overlooked in the U.S., drowned out by the noise of a first Trump administration, a global pandemic, and now a second Trump term. I decided to write this book because I believe the feminist movements that emerged across Latin America and Spain are among the most vital democratic forces at work today, yet their stories remain largely unknown in the country that needs to hear them most.

			There’s a reason this global feminist wave was born in Latin America, and it’s not because the region is inherently more macho, as so many people in the U.S. and Europe assumed when I explained my book. Like honor killings, we sell femicides as crimes of the Global South, but they’re not. This idea that the U.S. is beyond feminist struggles like those in Latin America—that our society is not as macho or violent—is simply false. While #MeToo brought unprecedented attention to workplace harassment, U.S. society as a whole still does not see violence against women as a political or existential issue, and that is reflected in our lack of policy and the fact that the murders of women serve as fodder for true crime more than for any kind of social reckoning.

			What sets Latin America apart is not violence itself but the clarity with which women understand its roots. These were countries shaped by colonial conquest, built on sexual and territorial violence, and, more recently—as the following pages will show—used as testing grounds for a new global economic order. That system, designed in part by the United States, has concentrated wealth at the top while hollowing out the middle, fueling levels of inequality that disproportionately harm women and marginalized communities.

			The history of recent U.S. involvement in Latin America helps explain the world we currently inhabit, one where there’s near-unanimous agreement that something has gone very wrong, that our lives are getting materially worse despite technological advances. This disillusionment gave rise to Donald Trump, a man who could prey on certain valid grievances—like economic precarity—with promises of restoring an elusive dream of greatness.

			Resistance came from Latin American feminists because they were the first to name the connection between economic injustice, gender violence, and the assault on democracy.

			The stories in this book serve as both a mirror and a road map for this moment. As confidence in representative democracy plummets across much of the world, these movements illuminate more effective protest cultures and point toward a more engaged body politic.

			In the following pages, I focus on four countries and their signature struggles: reproductive rights in Argentina, political representation in Chile, sexual freedom in Spain, and the fight against femicide in Mexico. While feminist movements in each of these countries haven’t focused exclusively on these battles, these were the ones that received the most attention and most transformed their societies through legal and cultural change.

			I also examine the tools these movements used to expand their reach—tools that can be harnessed for progress but also weaponized against it. In Argentina, I explore the role of mass media, particularly television and social media. In Chile, art and cultural production. In Spain, the law. And in Mexico, the power of language itself to reshape reality.

			This book is based on more than eighty hours of interviews conducted over the past two years with the individuals at the hearts of these stories, most often in person. My research and analysis are grounded in over a decade of reporting, as well as a sustained engagement with each country’s media narratives and legal systems. I have lived in all the countries featured. This book also reflects my effort to translate country-specific movements and ideas for a U.S. audience, highlighting their universal relevance without losing their local specificity or political context.

			These stories range from profoundly intimate moments in women’s lives to sweeping national developments. They include coups and occupations, revolts and revolutions, but also quieter moments of personal transformation. This reflects what these women understand best: that the minutiae of our daily lives, including sex and sexuality, are intrinsically tied to vast political and economic forces.

			What I find most compelling about these movements is that, in acknowledging gendered experiences, they do not resort to essentialism or attempt to build fortresses around women. They understand that fear—of assault, unwanted pregnancy, murder—functions as a disciplinary force in itself, shaping not just women’s lives but entire societies. They want to explode the status quo not just so women can live freely but so we all can.

			Reporting on these connected feminist movements anchored me, especially as I began the long process of untangling my own experiences with violence. I was no longer a lone body on a stretch of road but one of millions. I chased these strange, undaunted women across continents and languages. They gave me hope. These are their stories.

		

	
		
			
				Argentina

			

		

	
		
			
				1

				The B-Side of Feminism

			
			When Luciana Peker started out at Manuel Belgrano High School in Buenos Aires in 1987, she was part of the second coed generation of students to ever walk its halls. “Certainly, being part of an island of girls in a sea of boys induced a sense of vertigo,” she later wrote, “at a time when one likes vertigo.” Less enthusiastic was the school’s principal, who saw the girls’ inclusion as a distraction and a provocation, most perniciously expressed by the girls’ attempts to thwart uniform regulations. Unlike the boys, the girls were required to wear white smocks on top of their skirt-and-sweater ensembles. Their attempts to slough them off, or raise their hemlines, were met with stern warnings of the “possible infections that would attack us from below when we sat at our desks,” Luciana recalled. One day, she and seventy other girls called a smock strike and trooped into school free of the reviled coveralls. The word for “smock” in Argentine Spanish is guardapolvo, a composite of guardar, “to protect from,” and polvo, “dust.” Polvo is also slang for sex. Luciana, a budding writer, relished the double entendre, as if they had semantically removed a chastity belt. They were all suspended.

			Luciana became a journalist and in 1998 was hired by a women’s magazine called Luna, a kind of women’s Playboy that replaced sex advice with politics. For one of her first pieces, she wrote about women who’d been denied their requests to have their tubes tied, usually poor women who’d had as many as five or six caesareans and for whom going under the knife again could be deadly (once a woman delivers via C-section, she often has to repeat the procedure for future births). Tubal ligations were legally allowed only for “therapeutic reasons,” and many women were arbitrarily denied the procedure. Meanwhile, contraception could be difficult to come by and was often out of these women’s budgets. Luciana remembered standing in a derelict one-bedroom squat containing a single bed for nine children on the outskirts of Buenos Aires. “ ‘If you like peaches, deal with the fuzz’ is the expression that turned me into a feminist journalist,” she later said. It was the colloquialism doctors tossed at the women after denying them the procedure as a reproach for “spreading their legs.” For the next few years, Luciana continued to report on the need for universal access to contraception, until Argentina passed a law guaranteeing its free distribution in 2002.

			Luciana was drawn to stories about the many ways women were blocked from enjoying their sex lives, out of fear of violence or unintended consequences. She became one of a handful of journalists who consistently chronicled these kinds of stories in Las12, a supplement in the notable progressive outlet Página 12 and the first dedicated feminist space in a major Argentine outlet. As she did so, she was conscious of the fact that her writing focused on what she called “the B-side of feminism,” the fight against violence, instead of its A-side—the pursuit of freedom. It troubled her how the B-side was feminism’s more famous face, the one that got more press and traction. In her own life, she was more interested in pleasure.

			Luciana had a thick mane of long, dark-burgundy hair, thick black brows, and a full figure in a country where beauty standards for women until very recently required them to look like lampposts with breasts, a hyperfeminine aesthetic that, according to some studies, turned Argentina into the country with the second-highest anorexia and bulimia rates in the world. “I care more about having a good ass than being skinny,” she wrote. Luciana was still a teenager when she decided to dispense with the advice she was given the first time she had sex—to be quiet—and with the conventional wisdom that she should watch her figure. “No sex without dessert,” she declared. Pleasure seeking, through sex and food, was one of the greatest emancipatory forces for women, she believed. She dedicated her career to writing about feminism’s B-side in order to one day turn the record over.

			Writing for Las12 gave her the freedom to report on the gendered stories she found most pertinent. The problem was that Las12 readers represented just a small slice of Argentina. Luciana had no interest in preaching to the choir. She wanted to reach a mass audience, and there was only one real way to do that. You had to be on TV.

			In 2010, Argentina became the first country in Latin America to legalize gay marriage. In the months leading up to the congressional vote, Luciana had observed how major TV personalities’ support of the bill, and their dedicated coverage of it, helped turn public opinion in its favor. She’d come away with a renewed sense of television’s power as an effective tool of mass communication. Besides, she loved TV. She didn’t turn her nose up at pop culture. She was a soap opera addict.

			Over the years, she’d applied for various on-screen roles at several networks but was told in no uncertain terms that she didn’t stand a chance. She did not have a TV body. So when a producer at América TV called her on a hot summer day in late January 2018 asking if she’d agree to appear on the network’s star program, Intrusos, it came as somewhat of a surprise.

			Intrusos was one of Argentina’s most popular celebrity gossip shows, a muckraking outrage machine plundering the lives of actors, singers, and reality TV stars. The format was simple: A handful of celebrity guests sat in swivel chairs in a semicircle around the show’s host, Jorge Rial, on a set that looked like a spaceship designed by Lisa Frank. Rial, distinguished but punky in thick black-framed glasses, vests, and rolled-up sleeves revealing an ever-expanding inky landscape, prodded each of them in turn about their relationships, breakups, affairs, and plastic surgeries for two hours each weekday afternoon. The whole experience was a siege to the senses: Guests talked over and screamed at one another while behind them a backdrop of large screens cycled through seizure-inducing motion graphics and pixelated images of scantily clad models culled from social media, to a score of sound effects delivered with the frequency of a chimp banging on a xylophone.

			There were live pregnancy tests, like the time a woman claimed to have had an affair with a man named Bam Bam and to have the evidence to prove it, then marched to the bathroom, a crew in tow, to pee on a stick. Guests slapped one another. Even Rial, the show’s indomitable host, occasionally got caught in the crossfire. When a reality TV star leaked suggestive texts Rial had sent her while he was dating another woman, he spent nearly five minutes calling her a slut, repeating the insult like a capricious Zeus hurling lightning bolts from a dark cloud.

			In U.S. terms, Intrusos is what would happen if Jerry Springer met the Real Housewives and together they snorted bath salts for a weekend.

			Luciana—her articulate speech, her progressive politics, and, yes, her heft—was not Intrusos material. In fact, she’d penned a column denouncing Intrusos and Rial for their lack of feminist bona fides. But that was precisely what they wanted to talk to her about.

			

			• • •

			The first image ever broadcast on Argentine television in 1951 was of a woman. Eva Perón, her prim blond bun secured at the nape of her neck, declaimed from the balcony of the presidential palace down to a compact mass of workers, the vast majority men, roaring up to her like a pride of lions. An actress turned First Lady, Evita is credited with the passage of women’s suffrage and venerated as the mother of Peronism, the political movement that continues to define and dominate Argentina’s Left today.

			It’s hard to know what, three-quarters of a century later, she would have made of Intrusos.

			The mother of Intrusos was Liliana Parodi, an ambitious woman from a poor family in Buenos Aires Province who hoisted herself to the top of Grupo América, América TV’s parent company, as content director, a position few women in Argentina had held. Parodi, who had a sleek chestnut bob and a stiff TV smile, knew how to game the attention economy long before social media existed. To fight channel zapping in the nineties, she developed what she called “lives,” real-time footage that broke the fourth wall and, more than anything, contained shock value, like Bam Bam’s mistress’s pregnancy test. “You can love me or get mad at me, but I need to make you feel something,” she explained, describing her vision for Intrusos. She intended for the show to be “the mass and televised version of what goes on every day in small towns, when we get together and gossip about the lives of others,” and she’d do it with the kind of “grotesque” humor Argentines inherited from their Italian forefathers: commedia dell’arte.

			Argentines call their country el culo del mundo, “the asshole of the world,” for its geographic remoteness, in a brand of self-deprecating humor often wielded to make light of the nation’s seemingly endless political chaos and economic misfortune. Liliana Parodi launched Intrusos on New Year’s Day in 2001, a year notorious for both. Argentina was $135 billion in debt—then the largest sovereign debt in history—and its banking system was on the brink of collapse. In an attempt to halt massive capital flight, the government imposed a measure called el corralito, “the corralling,” on December 1, freezing bank accounts and limiting cash withdrawals to 250 pesos a week. The limit was too low for most Argentine households to cover basic expenses and dealt a devastating blow to the country’s vast informal economy, which depended on cash. The corralito had been introduced partly to placate the International Monetary Fund, whose loans Argentina relied on. But just a few days later, the IMF withheld a $1.24 billion loan installment, citing the country’s fiscal instability. Riots broke out across Argentina. On December 20, amid escalating unrest, President Fernando de la Rúa fled the presidential palace in a helicopter. Five presidents cycled through power in less than two weeks until one, Eduardo Duhalde, clung on until elections in 2003. After the ground settled, recovery was slow, and Argentines endured financial penury for years. This was precisely when Intrusos took off.

			Intrusos became América TV’s most emblematic program, and its most profitable. Because it aired smack in the middle of the afternoon at 1:00 or 1:30 p.m., competitors sneeringly called Intrusos’ audience “Doña Rosas”—housewives.

			Doña Rosas did not read Las12, Luciana Peker’s feminist supplement. They were exactly who she wanted to reach. And just as Luciana wanted to reach Intrusos’ audience, Intrusos wanted access to hers.

			In early January 2018, Intrusos had interviewed a former tango heartthrob named Cacho Castaña who back in the seventies and eighties stole hearts with his Sylvester Stallone–like good looks, his velvety voice, and lyrics like “If I catch you with another man, I’ll kill you; I’ll slap you across the face and then I’ll escape,” words that, by 2018, were considered somewhat suspect. The show asked him to weigh in on the new feminist wave sweeping Argentina in #NiUnaMenos’s wake. Perhaps predictably, Castaña launched into a bizarre rant about snowflake youth and the unknowability of women. Less expectedly, he capped it off with a quote. “If rape is inevitable, lie back and enjoy it,” he said with a shrug and a grin.

			Castaña’s words fueled social media outrage for days. From one panel to the next on the celebrity circuit, stars debated whether Castaña deserved the blowback he was getting. While most stars hedged, a former Desperate Housewives (Argentina) star named Araceli González condemned him for explicitly promoting rape culture. Women on the internet applauded her. When Intrusos invited her to speak on the show, González gravely said she’d like to set the record straight. “I’ve seen a lot of women on the internet call me a feminist. I’m not a feminist,” she declared. “I respect them very much, but I have a beautiful son and a wonderful husband and I also respect men.”

			You’re a feminist, you’re also a bit of an idiot, comedian Malena Pichot fired in a tweet. Hundreds followed suit, pelting González with memes and snide in posts that, the show’s bemused producers soon noticed, also often tagged Intrusos.

			The engagement was so high, the producers had an idea. If feminism got people talking about Intrusos, why not bring a few feminists on the show?

			And that was how Luciana got the call. She was one of a handful of speakers summoned to discuss the “feminist agenda” during what became known as Intrusos’ baffling “feminist week.” It included scenes like this:

			“Flor, help me. What is feminism?” Rial asked a political scientist named Florencia Freijo.

			“Feminism is a movement that encompasses women’s struggles against structural and economic violence,” Freijo replied. “Seventy percent of the world’s poor are women, according to data from the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean.”

			“Are you against men?” Rial followed up.

			“No, it’s a movement for equality,” Freijo patiently answered.

			“Back then we genuinely thought that if we were pedagogical, if we explained what feminism was and did it well, people would understand it and want it,” Luciana later remembered.

			On Thursday, February 1, 2018, she sashayed into América TV’s studios wearing a loose, knee-length black dress and understated platform shoes, Wednesday Addams–like austerity compared with the usual array of sky-high heels and micro-miniskirts. She spoke animatedly about the explosion of feminism around the world, how just a few weeks earlier at the Golden Globes, U.S. actresses had walked down the red carpet in black gowns as part of their Time’s Up campaign. “Every country is going about it in the way it does it best. In Argentina our strength is street protest, and in the U.S. it’s film,” she said. But even though this latest global wave of feminism had started in Argentina, she argued, and even though it was arguably most transformative there, it had not gotten much airtime. “Television is turning its back on a phenomenon that Argentina pioneered,” Luciana said while Rial nodded attentively, running the tips of his fingers over his goatee.

			Luciana beamed. When she realized she still had a few minutes of airtime left, she decided to push on and bring up a topic that had not made it to the feminist week yet. “Something’s going on in Argentina that you don’t see anywhere else in the world,” she began.

			Over the course of nearly two decades, the nation had become a human rights pioneer in the region. In 2010 it passed legislation legalizing gay marriage. In 2012 it removed barriers to legal gender recognition such as the need for medical diagnosis, gender-affirming surgery, or the opinion of a judge, becoming the first country in the world to do so. But there was one cause it refused to touch, and Luciana believed television was complicit in keeping that issue in the dark. That, she said, looking calmly at Rial, was abortion.

			She dropped her hands into her lap and smiled. Her words hung in the air like mustard gas.

			Abortion was a criminal act in Argentina, strictly prohibited by the nation’s 1921 penal code, save for a few choice exceptions: if the pregnancy presented a threat to the woman’s life or health, or if it resulted “from a rape or an assault on the modesty of a woman who is an idiot or demented.” In such cases, a special dispensation could be obtained. But many doctors, perhaps understandably confused by the language of the law, interpreted it to mean they could perform the procedure on rape victims only if they had mental disabilities. A 2012 Supreme Court decision, known as the F.A.L. ruling, cleared up the confusion by scrapping the need for judicial authorizations in all cases of rape. Still, doctors were often unwilling to proceed. No head of state, no matter how progressive, dared touch the issue.

			And that was that. It was a reality that had buried the topic and made it unutterable in polite conversation or politics. To challenge the status quo, to say you supported the legalization or simply the decriminalization of abortion, could kill careers and TV ratings.

			Rial knit his brow and stared at the ground as seconds passed in silence. Then he looked up. “We’re going to talk about abortion on the show,” he said.

			Shortly after the episode wrapped, Luciana booked a session with her therapist to tell him what had just happened. In Argentina—the country with the highest number of psychologists per capita in the world—an experience often felt real only once it had been analyzed. She did not expect his take. “I think this was a mistake,” he said. She couldn’t trust television, and especially not a program like Intrusos. “They’ll betray you,” he said. She looked for another therapist.

		

	
		
			
				2

				Do You Know Where Your Children Are Right Now?

			
			As in much of Latin America, abortion was long considered untouchable in Argentina largely because of the long shadow of the Catholic Church.

			When Marta Alanis was a child, Catholicism suffused the air she breathed like the damp soil of the sprawling pampa all around her, a sweep of barely populated, eternally flat grassland the size of Texas, where highways stretched so long and straight that riding a bus on a dark night under a sky ablaze with stars could feel like shooting through the galaxy.

			Marta was born in 1949 in Cañada de Gómez, a city that felt like a town in the province of Santa Fe. It was populated by Spaniards and Italians who’d fled war and famine and, along with the clothes on their backs and their will to live, dragged their moral rectitude and delight for gossip with them. Their main interest, it seemed, fastened onto the sex lives of young women and the need to keep their virtue intact and out of reach, like a polished tabernacle on a high altar. If this made Marta roll her eyes, she was in little danger of attracting much scrutiny herself. She was a “good girl” who worked hard both at school and at the small jobs she accrued from the time she was a kid. Her presence could be expected at every baptism, wedding, and funeral Mass in town, even if she dragged her feet to get there.

			Marta’s family was poor but not destitute; they were dignified in their lack. Marta and her parents, three sisters, and grandparents—rustic folk from Andalusia in Spain—all lived in social housing built during the presidency of Juan Domingo Perón, Evita’s husband and a beloved populist. Perón was a champion of the working man whose ideology, “neither Yankee nor Marxist,” purported to offer a third way amid a simmering Cold War. But it wasn’t easy to make ends meet, and Marta’s mother encouraged her daughters to start making their own money from an early age. At ten, Marta whizzed around town on her bicycle collecting overdue bills on behalf of her father, an electric repairman who was often too shy to ask for the money himself in a place where everyone knew one another and where the line between customer and friend blurred. He dispatched Marta and let her keep a portion of the debts. Unlike many parents at the time, Marta’s did not insist she hand over any cash she made. It was hers. Marta’s mother, the de facto head of the house, was adamant her daughters be financially independent.

			This suited Marta, who was in a hurry to grow up and skip town.

			Because if Marta did not get in trouble for a string of boyfriends, she was transgressive in other ways. She had her own ideas about poverty and the ways her family and the community at large could rise out of it, which she shared at the dinner table. “That’s communism,” her mother would snap. “I was ten and I didn’t know what communism was, so I started looking into it,” Marta later said.

			Marta wore thin wire-framed glasses and spoke in a slow, measured cadence, during which she occasionally paused so long she almost seemed to lose her train of thought. She’d look out of the upper corner of her eye as if watching a lantern slowly float away into the night sky, but always returned, straight on point.

			She left Cañada de Gómez the second she got her high school diploma and moved to Rosario, Santa Fe’s largest city, to go to college. When she fell in love with a young man named Luis, she followed him to Córdoba, Argentina’s industrial heart and, soon, the focal point of the standoff between leftist dissidents and the repressive state apparatus.

			It was 1968 and the world was on fire. In the United States, university students occupied campus buildings and raided draft offices to protest the Vietnam War while civil rights activists turned to the Black Panther Party following the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. In Paris, students uprooted trees, street signs, and sidewalk grates to create barricades from behind which they flung cobblestones at armored police. And in Latin America, from Buenos Aires to Medellín, young people dreamed of revolution. The almost unbelievable success of the Cuban Revolution a decade earlier had invested the region’s youth with the intoxicating belief that Latin America had been anointed, if not by God then by history itself, to build a new order. Far from stemming the tide of revolution, the 1967 execution of Che Guevara—a Cuban hero but an Argentine son—breathed new life into it.

			Nineteen-year-old Marta was swept up in this youthful fervor. Argentina was then ruled by Juan Carlos Onganía, a president in name only who’d seized power in a military coup two years earlier and subsequently set out to model his ironfisted rule after Francisco Franco’s in Spain. On a mission to redress Argentina’s ailing economy—runaway inflation that Onganía blamed on previous administrations’ protectionist policies—he quashed unions and stamped out Peronism, the political movement instituted two decades earlier by Juan Perón before he was ousted by another military coup in 1955. More than a political party, Peronism was by then the workingman’s creed, and its prohibition, along with a string of unelected military juntas, contributed to a crippling loss of faith in political institutions and the rapid radicalization of Argentine youth. Many of them, like Marta, came from a Catholic background.

			They didn’t spurn religion but instead saw its tenets as justification for a radical reordering of society, one that could free the poor and the oppressed. They embraced liberation theology, a leftist reading of the Gospel championed by progressive clergy around the region. According to liberation theology, Christianity and armed struggle were not at odds. “Revolution is not only permissible but obligatory for Christians,” Camilo Torres, a priest who joined the National Liberation Army (ELN) in Colombia, declared in 1965, months before he was killed in a clash with the army. Many others like him traded in their chasubles for pistols.

			Liberation theology miraculously married the Catholicism of Marta’s childhood with her social ideals; it freed her to drop the more staid elements of her faith—the puritanical judgment—and turn toward its message of social justice. Luis shared her belief in the subversive potential of Catholicism. Together in Córdoba they worked with base ecclesial communities, grassroots networks of Catholic men and women in poor neighborhoods and villas, informal settlements of cinder-block and tin roof squats lacking basic utilities. They studied Scripture with a view to raising class consciousness. This kind of work soon pushed Marta and Luis into the arms of another organization agitating for the same end but through different means.

			The Workers’ Revolutionary Party (PRT) was a Marxist-Leninist organization whose armed wing, the People’s Revolutionary Army (ERP), would become one of two principal guerrilla groups in the early seventies in Argentina. The other was the Montoneros, a Peronist outfit.

			“Armed struggle was part of the idea, but there weren’t many weapons,” Marta said. To get guns, the guerrillas carried out “recovery missions”: disarming police officers and raiding police stations and army barracks. (It wasn’t theft if the weapons were being returned to the people to whom they rightfully belonged.) As a result, their firepower never came close to matching the army’s. But they scraped by. They robbed banks and raided pharmacies. They hijacked food trucks and distributed the goods in villas in Robin Hood–esque feats. They also kidnapped military officers and business executives and held them for ransom. With officers, the goal was usually to exchange them for imprisoned militants. With the executives, they demanded large sums of money, but also that companies improve working conditions and rehire laid-off employees. But their most controversial acts were the executions. As part of her research on the revolutionary movements of the 1960s and 1970s in Argentina, historian Vera Carnovale studied the executions one by one. “They were acts of revenge for the disappearance, torture, repression, or death of militants,” she said. She estimated targeted executions to number around three hundred.

			All of these activities went hand in hand with their principal objective: political organizing. And one of the chief ways they did that was by disseminating propaganda.

			Marta and Luis worked on the PRT’s newspapers, one called El combatiente and another called La estrella roja, which they published out of a secret printing press located in an underground vault ten meters beneath the surface, accessible through a hole carved in the base of a cupboard in one PRT couple’s kitchen.

			In the vault’s darkness and its putrid air, Marta, Luis, and their comrades drafted articles and discussed the communist experiments in China and Cuba, fell in love, and dreamed of a brighter and more just future. “We were convinced we were leading the revolution,” Marta recalled, a quiet smile stretching across her lips. Most were in their early twenties. There was hardly anyone past forty. They were buoyed by their ideals and their hope for the future, one in which they believed so deeply and tenderly that they brought children into the world. Marta and Luis had three.

			Meanwhile above ground, the situation was degenerating into a bloodier cycle of attacks and reprisals. Executions on both sides were increasingly vengeful. “We had no idea what we were up against,” said Marta. “We paid a very high price.”

			On March 24, 1976, Jorge Rafael Videla, a career officer with sunken cheeks and a brushlike mustache, seized power in a coup and initiated what he called a “national reorganization process.” One of his first orders of business was dismantling any leftist opposition. Declassified NSA documents would subsequently show that by February 1976, the United States had “discreetly” advised the Argentine armed forces it would recognize the new regime. Washington also offered tactical support, training Argentine military officials in harsh counterinsurgency techniques at the U.S. Army School of the Americas and installing a communications system to facilitate intelligence sharing for Operation Condor—a shadowy network of intelligence services in South American dictatorships coordinating cross-border repression. The chief of the National Police of Paraguay likened Operation Condor to “what Interpol has in Paris, but devoted to subversion.” A report from Argentina’s Center for Legal and Social Studies more pointedly explained that “it aimed to persecute and eliminate political, social, trade-union, and student activists from Argentina, Uruguay, Chile, Paraguay, Bolivia, and Brazil.”

			For the Córdoba printing press, the end came swiftly. On July 10, 1976, Victoria Abdonur, the PRT member whose home served as the entry point to the underground printing press, was at the hairdresser’s when a woman with a stricken look on her face walked quickly up to her and whispered in her ear. Someone with knowledge of the press had been arrested. It was only a matter of time before he was tortured into revealing where the press was hidden. Torture had largely replaced intelligence work by then. Abdonur ran out of the parlor, her curlers still fastened, and alerted the rest of the organization. They shut everything down and Abdonur fled Córdoba with her family. Two days later, a military squad burst into their home. They found the vault and converted it into a clandestine torture and detention center, one of approximately eight hundred that would dot the country like bullet holes in a map.

			Marta, Luis, and the rest of the organization scattered.

			By then the PRT-ERP and the Montoneros were weak. “A few cells were still operating, but they were no longer organizations with the firepower or the capacity to mobilize and organize the way they had before 1976,” said historian Vera Carnovale. That hardly mattered to Videla, who declared that “a terrorist is not just someone with a gun or a bomb but also someone who spreads ideas that are contrary to Western and Christian civilization.” To avoid the bad press that had haunted Franco’s Spain and Pinochet’s Chile with their firing squads—loud and flashy affairs that received international condemnation—the junta turned to another  mode of extermination. The death flight consisted of injecting prisoners with a sleep-inducing narcotic, tying rocks to their feet, loading them into a small plane, and tossing them out, midair, into the River Plate or the Atlantic. The bodies were swallowed whole by the water, untraceable and unrecorded. Ghosts beneath the water’s surface.

			

			• • •

			“Do you know where your children are right now?” a grave voice boomed from Argentine televisions in a junta-sponsored ad. The message suggested the growing number of missing men and women were off building pipe bombs in cellars and tacitly admonished parents for raising unruly children only the regime could discipline. But mothers had been accused of bad parenting since long before the dictatorship, and they weren’t duped.

			In April 1977, a group of fourteen women gathered on the Plaza de Mayo before the Casa Rosada, the squat, rose-colored presidential palace, demanding information on their missing children. Because public gatherings had been prohibited, they walked in a circle around the plaza, following orders to “circulate.” They returned every Thursday. To recognize one another, they wrapped their heads in the white cloth diapers their children had once worn, in time swapping these out for white handkerchiefs. Within weeks, the ranks of what soon became known as the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo had swelled to more than one hundred. Six months later, a few asked another question. Where were the children of their missing pregnant daughters?

			The junta had no qualms about disappearing dissidents or anyone thought to be associated with them, but its Christian creed kicked in when it came to their babies. Rumors churned that pregnant women were kept alive long enough to deliver their children, only to have them taken away and handed off for adoption, often to regime sympathizers. This possibility haunted Marta, who imagined being identified after getting rushed to the hospital. Because in the spring of 1977, she was pregnant with her and Luis’s fourth child.

			After the printing press was discovered, Marta, Luis, and their young family had relocated to Buenos Aires and spent the next few months hopping from one hideout to another, watching in horror as one by one their friends and comrades were arrested and disappeared. In July 1977, Marta and Luis decided to do something they’d sworn they never would. They left Argentina. They had no choice.

			“We were facing desperately high risks,” Marta said. “I could get arrested and my son could be born in captivity. He could be stolen. That was the situation we faced as pregnant women in the struggle.”

			Marta and Luis entrusted their three children to one of their grandmothers and boarded a bus headed north to Bolivia, where they were granted refugee status by the UN.

			In retrospect, it was not an ideal choice. Bolivia was in the throes of its own dictatorship, led by another mustachioed general named Hugo Banzer, who’d trained in U.S. military schools in Panama and Fort Hood, Texas—and now massacred and disappeared miners, agricultural laborers, and students. A few months after Marta and Luis arrived, in December 1977, the world’s cameras turned on the small, landlocked nation as four women wasted away in the offices of the Archbishop of La Paz in a hunger strike, demanding the release of political prisoners and free elections. They were joined by more than one thousand people throughout the country.

			Marta was moved by the women and wanted to join them, but she was a few weeks shy of giving birth and risked harming the baby. Instead, she helped look after the strikers’ children. She delivered her fourth child on January 19, 1978, just hours after Banzer caved to the strikers’ demands.

			The Bolivian women opened Marta’s eyes to a different kind of political engagement. There were no blazing guns. There were no men. And—this was key—their having children did not limit their capacity for radical action.

			“It was the women who led a whole movement to restore democracy,” Marta said, and they did so in conditions of extreme poverty. Not long before having her fourth child, Marta met another pregnant woman living in the Altiplano, the high-elevation plateau looming over La Paz, who gave birth on the sheepskin rug where she slept. Her baby died after they cut the umbilical cord with a shard of glass. “They didn’t have anything else, so tetanus was common,” Marta remembered. The infant mortality rate was so high, Marta remembered families placing as many as three children in a single coffin. She was astonished by the poverty, but more so by the women’s organizational capacity: the way they managed their families’ finances and often acted as sole providers, raising crops despite freezing temperatures and selling them at markets. “I saw the creativity these women made use of to survive as an act of heroism,” she said. Indigenous women were Bolivia’s life force, and its most oppressed group. Marta’s Marxist education had taught her about class struggle; her time in Bolivia revealed how race and gender were equally powerful and compounding forces of oppression. It also led her to start interrogating the place of women inside Argentine guerrilla groups.

			Women in the PRT-ERP participated in meetings, transported messages from one cell to another as couriers, and occasionally participated in certain operations, “but they always had a secondary role,” Marta said. Most of the women in the organization had kids and, it was understood, should look after them. The men were encouraged to pitch in, but the division of childcare still fell along largely gendered lines.

			“The leaders of the revolution have children who are just beginning to talk, and these children are not learning to say ‘dad,’ ” Che Guevara had written in 1965 outlining his vision of the hombre nuevo, the new man. What he meant was that the revolution demanded personal sacrifice. For men, this meant leaving their families to join the armed struggle. For women, it meant raising children alone. The new man was the revolutionary ideal of the guerrillas of the sixties and seventies. Implicit was the belief that the new man was male.

			A male-centered organization in which guns were handed out for high-stakes operations “created this secretive, vertical structure in which only the heads of the organization knew where we were headed,” Marta said. “I told myself I would never return to an organization where secrecy reigned and information was concentrated at the top.”

			

			• • •

			Between 1976 and 1983, Argentina’s military junta forcibly disappeared an estimated thirty thousand people and left the country in economic ruin through policies that enriched the regime and its allies while deepening inequality and setting the stage for a debt crisis. In a last-ditch effort to rally nationalist support, the junta tried to win back the Malvinas Islands from the UK in the Falklands War in 1982. They lost and held elections in December 1983. By the time the nation transitioned to democracy, the generals had skyrocketed its debt from $7.9 billion the year before the coup to $45 billion.

			Marta, Luis, and their children were living in Nicaragua then. A little over a month after Marta had given birth to her fourth child in La Paz, the Bolivian government expelled refugees from bordering countries. Marta had the other three children brought over to her and Luis from Argentina, and the six of them boarded a plane for Paris, where the UN Refugee Agency arranged their relocation. They spent the next two years living in a working-class neighborhood on the periphery of the capital, often getting together with other Argentine, Chilean, and Uruguayan exiles who’d fled their own countries’ dictatorships. “We lived well in France. We had everything we hadn’t had when we were undercover,” she said. “But we longed for Latin America.” She turned thirty the day the Sandinista National Liberation Front marched into Managua on July 19, 1979, defeating the Somoza dictatorship in Nicaragua. “We were euphoric. We’d all been hit so hard. This was finally a moment of hope, of joy,” she recalled. Eager to feel useful again, Marta and Luis made plans to go to Nicaragua. In January 1980, Marta touched down in the Central American nation. There she worked on a literacy campaign and helped set up a nursery for working mothers. On the one-year anniversary of the Sandinista revolution, she met Fidel Castro. The work energized her, but still, she missed Argentina. In early 1984, just a few months after democratic elections officially ended the dictatorship, Marta, Luis, and their four children returned home, “with one bag each to start over.”

			It was a painful homecoming. Many of their friends and comrades were dead or missing. And the inequality they had dreamed of eradicating was now even more severe.

			When Marta found out she was pregnant again, she did not think twice about having an abortion. “I didn’t do it out of any kind of feminist conviction or because I believed in abortion, but out of a sense of responsibility to my family,” she said. They were in dire financial straits and a new addition to the family felt impossible. Still, a latent sense of Catholic guilt hovered around her like a gnat she periodically swatted away.

			Marta’s relationship to Catholicism had grown ambivalent and then, gradually, untenable. She struggled to reconcile the version of her faith that inspired liberation theology and the revolutionary movements of the late sixties and seventies with the institution that had given its blessing to the military dictatorship. Certain heads of the Catholic Church in Argentina had, it was then known, privately justified the death flights as the most Christian mode of extermination. After planes landed, some police chaplains gave Mass to the crews. “I was ashamed to call myself a Catholic,” Marta said.

			The dictatorship had quashed her faith and her revolution. But a renegade nun would return both to her.

			

			• • •

			Ivone Gebara, a Brazilian nun who’d taken the veil to dodge marriage and pursue a degree in philosophy, was an early and avid disciple of feminist theology. Like liberation theology, feminist theology, which emerged in the seventies in the U.S., challenged power structures within the church but took special aim at patriarchy. If liberation theologists held that God not only condoned but blessed armed struggle as a means to liberate the oppressed, feminist theologists countered that, one, God was probably a woman and, two, she believed women should free themselves from men’s oppression to live out their faith. According to Gebara, one way women should do that was by exercising their reproductive rights.

			This, of course, was heresy, and in 1994 Gebara would be sanctioned by the Vatican to undergo two years of silence and reeducation in Belgium. But before that, she’d already traveled throughout Latin America spreading her teachings, and she’d made a pit stop in Córdoba in 1991.

			By then, Marta and Luis had reached a level of stability they could not have imagined upon first returning to Argentina almost a decade earlier. They had lost everything when they left—home, furniture, savings. Rebuilding their lives took time and money. Luis picked up odd jobs while Marta cared for their still-young children. After a few years, he landed a job at a bank, and Marta, who had resumed her community organizing work, was offered a position with Catholic Charities. It was through her community organizing connections that she ended up attending a seminar led by Gebara in 1991.

			“That’s when I really got feminism,” Marta said. She’d first encountered it in exile in France but hadn’t thought she fit the profile. “The feminists I’d met there didn’t want kids, they were quite opposed to motherhood, and I had four.” But this time, she said, “it was like being handed a pair of new glasses and saying, ‘OK, I’m never taking these off.’ It brought together everything I’d been thinking about, in bits and pieces, from different experiences. It pulled everything together.”

			At the seminar, she met a group of nuns from Uruguay representing Catholics for the Right to Decide, an organization inspired by a DC-based nonprofit called Catholics for Choice founded in 1973, the same year the U.S. Supreme Court decided Roe v. Wade. As the name stated simply, it advocated for abortion rights. Catholics for the Right to Decide asked Marta if she would help them conduct a study about Catholic women’s practices around and beliefs about sexuality, motherhood, and abortion. She said yes.

			The sale of contraception had been limited in Argentina in 1974 by Perón, who saw a concerted effort by the UN, the World Bank, and the U.S. to promote family planning throughout Latin America—an effort into which they poured $30 million a year—as a sign of imperial domination. While the initiative purportedly served to benefit Latin America’s economic development, it reflected a perennial xenophobic anxiety. “One of the most vivid evidences of the population explosion…which is directly affecting the United States, is the flow of migrants from Latin America,” read a 1977 New York Times article about family-planning initiatives in Latin America. Argentina was an exception in the region—it had a low birth rate—and Perón wanted to boost the population. The military junta essentially extended Perón’s policy, eliminating all activities that could promote fertility control.

			This simply meant women resorted to clandestine abortions, which, in the seventies, were fairly commonplace, though how safe they were depended on your race and class. While white, urban, middle-class women could easily have the procedure in brightly lit private clinics, poor, darker-skinned women in rural areas were subjected to humiliating practices. One doctor remembered a hospital manager walking through the ward with a leather key holder he used to whip patients on the leg while they lay in bed waiting for or undergoing the procedure. Restrictions on family planning and the sale of contraception would be lifted in 1986 following the country’s return to democracy, but access remained limited.

			Twenty women attended the first workshop Marta organized. Fourteen people in the group said they’d had abortions. Only one said she didn’t feel guilty about it. Like many women, Marta had until that point thought of abortion as a personal cross to bear. She was astonished by its prevalence, and by the weight of its stigma.

			“From then on, I started to see the right to abortion, the possibility to abort, as something truly transgressive,” she said.

			Feminist theology and Catholics for the Right to Decide allowed Marta to “take back and resignify” her Catholic identity. They were a balm
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