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THE IDEOLOGY OF FEMINISM IN
THE SOUTHERN CONE. 1900-1940.

Asuncién Lavrin
Howard University

The role and status of women in the society of the three countries
known as the Southern Cone of South America (Chile, Argentina and
Uruguay) changed significantly in the first four decades of the
twentieth century. Such transformation was the result of many
complex factors affecting not only women, but society at large.
However, because women had been legally and culturally assigned a
subordinate position in society, the changes taking place had deep
effects on them as a group.

Although the three nations remained largely dependent on the
export of either agricultural or mineral products, the growth of
their economies and their main urban centers in the period between
1880 and 1930 transformed them into predominatly urban societies,l
Immigrants from Europe helped to satisfy a growing demand for labor
in Argentina and Uruguay, and to bring into the countries new social
and political ideologies which would eventually help to strengthen
social change by challenging the traditional holders of power.

Chile received fewer immigrants, but they left a significant imprint
on education and the organization of the army. The social elites

of the three countries, who remained in control of politics until
the beginning of the twentieth century, were intellectually aware

of the social implications of rapid economic growth, and of the
changing nature of socio-political control. They faced the early
decades of the twentieth century under growing pressure to accept
reforms that would closely reflect the transformation of society.

The changes contemplated by forward-looking leaders were the
broadening of the political base, the adoption of an educational
reform that would make the population more capable of assimilating
technological changes for the benefit of expanding economies, and
a greater attention to the thorny issues of public welfare such as
housing, wages, public health, and the regulation of working hours.
Such an agenda of change caused considerable tension among various
segments of the population, and eventually resulted in significant
innovations or displacement of older political structures. Although
the very complexity of these changes challenges generalizations, I
would like to cite, as important transformations of these societies,
the growing role of the state in matters of social welfare, the
trend toward democratization through more broadly based political
parties after the adoption of male suffrage, the growing strength
of the labor movement, and the rise of a new political leadership
to suit the formation of new social groups.



In the usual histories of Latin American nations, the manner
in which these general socio-political changes affected the female
half of the population, or the activities generated by women them-
selves, are most often neglected. I would argue for a revision of
the historian's viewpoint, by incorporating women into the general
picture of this period, and to account for their growing share of
the labor force in the budding industries, in the educatioal systems,
and in the national bureaucracies. The impact of women's entrance
into the labor pool forced, in turn, a reappraisal of their legal -
status as members of the family and the nation, insofar as their
legal subordination to men, which they especially experienced as
married women, became increasingly incongruous with reality. Thus,
a process of redefinition of the status of women in society began
when legislators started to discuss proposals to give women more
control over their earnings and their children. The eventual acceptance
of various reforms in the Civil Codes to grant women greater personal
freedom meant an lncreasing acceptance of thelyr presence In many
activities outside the home, and the recognition of their ability
to perform tasks alongside or even in competition with men. As
their intellectual activities and their economic potential expanded,
the issue of their role as members of the community and citizens
of their nations, posed the question of their acceptability as
political entities.

The redefinition of the role and status of women in societies
undergoing a process of transformation is the essence of the period
under study in this paper, and my argument is that feminism was the
ideology which accelerated the mental and material transition of
women from the nineteenth into the twentieth century. Feminism
atempted to blend traditional social values with the new social
realities, to allow men, and women themselves, to accept and
assimilate the changes that were becoming an intrinsic part of
their daily realities. This was no easy task for those who called
themselves feminists in countries with a strong tradition of roles
separation based on gender, and hierarchical divisions of power and
authority in society as well as in the family. For this reason, the
changes that took place in the first four decades of the twentieth
century were of cardinal importance, as they catapulted Latin
socleties into a process that took much longer to develop in other
areas of the world.

For the purposes of this paper I will consider as feminists,
not only those who so called themselves, but others who by their
actions or ideas demonstrated sympathy or support to the tenets of
feminism. Thus, for example, the lawyers who helped define the
concept of legal equality of women, or the politicans who introduced
legislative drafts on women's behalf, belong in this study as much as
the men and women who wrote essays for newspapers and journals or
founded and supported women's organizations. Although most feminists
in this period belonged to an urban middle class of professionals
and white-collar workers, feminism also had followers among members
of the working class, as part of the broader ideology of social and
personal liberation of women from the conditions of exploitation
derived from the development of industrialism and capitalism.3



Feminism was a term that workers' leaders used frequently in the
first fifteen years of the twentieth century. In the 1920's,
however, as a result of the preponderance of urban middle class
women in feminist associations, working women's groups made less
use of the term, although not of some of its implications.

Given the number of people who in one way or other felt compelled
to support feminism, the variety of approaches and interpretations
of the term is challenging. However, sorting through a rich output
of writings in the three countries, I will attempt to highlight
gsome of the themes which reflected their hopes as much as their
activities, and also the problems experienced by the societies in
which they lived. A full definition of feminism demands taking
into consideration the nuances that time added to the meaning of
the term, and the special stress that some groups put on some of
the objectives they pursued. Feminism was a kaleidoscopic phenomenon,
with a rich variety of messages, appealing to various groups,
sometimes for different reasons. While the topics discussed below
do not comprise the full spectrum of feminist ideas, they form
part of a common stock, which linked together various feminist
groups. As such, they defined the basic contours of feminism.

Facets and meanings of feminism

Feminism was a term rarely used in the last quarter of the
nineteenth century in any of the countries of the Southern Cone,
and was not introduced in printed publications for women until the
turn of the century. However, the possibility of creating a new
role for women in society preoccupied members of the ruling classes,
intellectuals, and politicians since mid-century. Educators, such
as Domingo Faustino Sarmiento and José& Pedro Varela, and statesmen,
such as Juan Bautista Alberdi, showed interest and concern for the
potential contribution of women to national progress.4 In the
second half of the nineteenth century, men and women of the urban
middle class made of female education a symbol of the culture and
"ecivilization" which they regarded as appropriate for nations
desiring to integrate themselves into the mainstream of European
and North American progress. The establishment of secondary school
systems for women in the last quarter of the nineteenth century was
the result of their concern, and a watershed in the history of
women and feminism in particular, since the impulse for the change
of women's role in society came from the educated elite graduating
from those educational centers.

Argentina and Chile achieved a significant measure of political
stability by the 1870s, and were ahead of Uruguay in the development
of higher education. Argentina took an early lead in the discussion
of legislation promoting special social and legal changes for women,
and in the number and quality of feminist leadership, while Chile
did not fully join the women's movement until the mid-1910s.
Ironically, Uruguay was propelled into feminist reforms much earlier
than Chile and more effectively than Argentina as a result of the



activities of the members of the ruling Colorado Party who, identifying
""progress" with the improvement of the status of women, legislated
and imposed reforms from above after the first decade of the century.

In the second half of the nineteenth century women initiated
the discussion of their own interests in magazines for 'the fair
sex."? As an example of how the concept of "emancipation" was
treated in some of these journals, I will focus on one Argentinian
journal of the last quarter of the nineteenth century, La Ondina
del Plata, published in Buenos Aires in the 1870s. This magazine
counted with a selected roster of male and female subjects. The
most distinguished and articulate of the pro-feminist writers was
Maria Eugenia Echenique who, writing from C6rdoba, opened what
became a short but illuuminating debate on the emancipation of
women in a series of articles on '"The Needs of Argentinian Women'
and "The Emancipation of Women."6 Echenique constructed her argument
on the principle of "reconquering'" the rights and privileges that
nature granted women as intelligent beings. The emancipation of
women, she stated, meant absolute freedom to work and to carve
their own destinies, although remaining as men's companions. Going
beyond the personal reasons for emancipation, she pointed out the
potential benefits the state would accrue from "liberating" women
by using their labor as postal employees, telegraph operators or
typographers. Men would then be free to employ themselves in other
occupations that would demand their superior physical strength,
and thus alleviate Argentina's importation of male workers, which
wasted the potential of its female citizens.

Echenique's writings reflected the aspirations of the educated
middle class of her generation. While she rebelled against the
impoverishment of women's life by traditional attitudes, her re-
definition of women's goals had no place for political arguments
or for a break with femininity as a fundamental attribute of the
female sex. Her ideas were shared by many other men and women,
whether they expressed them or not. Surprisingly, they not only
made a discreet appearance in women's journals, but in legal
tracts, education and literary jourmals as well.

Since the last quarter of the nineteenth century an important
ingredient of national pride moved a small number of lawyers and
legislators in the three countries to discuss the legal subordination
of women, and to propose the advisability of a minimum of legal
changes for them. They did not wish to see their nations fall
behind the material progress they perceived in Europe and North
America. They were willing to concede that if part of that
progress consisted in a greater participation of women in the labor
force, their juridico-economic rights had to be changed. The
incongruity of pursuing national progress while curtailing contribution
of women to society and maintaining them in legal subordination was
an important ideological component of the thought of this period.7

Although better educational opportunities were deemed a precondition
for entering the labor market and participating in the '"progress"
of their countries, the redefinition of the meaning of the concepts



of equality and freedom was just as important. The contradiction
between the principle of theoretical equality established in the
constitutions of these countries, and the reality of restrictive
civil codes, which denied women a number of rights, was first
discussed in the 1890s and continued to be debated through the

late 1930s, by which time several important, albeit not complete,
reforms of the civil codes of the three nations had taken

place., Since the legal issues of equality, and not the gender
roles, were those first discussed and challenged, a brief survey of
the restrictions on women embodied in the civil codes will help
better to understand the goals of early twentieth-century feminists.

At the outset of the twentieth century, women of the three
nations, and especially married women, were in a position of almost
complete subordination to men, reducing their juridical personalities
to a minimum. Marriage was indissoluble, and remained so throughout
the period under study in Chile and Argentina. The influence of
the Church and the weight of social mores prevented the approval of
a number of divorce proposals studied and discussed in the two
nations.8 In Uruguay, on the other hand, divorce legislation was
approved as early as 1907, mostly as the result of the top-to-bottom
reform blueprint the Colorado Party, and specifically, its
leader José Batlle y Ordofiez, had for the nation. Batlle believed
that Uruguayan women had to be "modernized'" and liberated (even
agalinst thelr wills). Divorce served the dual purpose of diminishing
the influence of the Church on women and the family, and giving the
former an opportunity to change the course of their lives, if they
so wished. The unpreparedness of the women to accept such legislation,
however, forced the Colorados to pass a different piece of legislation
in 1913. A new law allowed women to sue for divorce without having
to "prove" anything, and as a result "of their own wish" (por la
sola voluntad de la mujer).

An important aspect of marriage was the economic partnership
(socieded material) which allowed men to take over the administration
of women's properties and made both spouses liable for the debts of
the hushband. In theory, married women could not legally enter into
any legal contract, work, or dispose of their own earnings without
their husbands' permission. While this theoretical subordination
was not completely enforced (women were not required to show proof
of marital permission by potential employers), the question of the
administration of women's property and earnings became one of the
greatest concerns for the feminists (male and female) of the turn
of the century, and one of the most important objectives for the
reform of the civil codes. Although such a reform suited nineteenth-
century liberal concepts of personal freedom, what was at stake for
feminists was the possibility of eroding the monolithic marital
power of the husband over his wife. Another concern was the possibility
that a growing number of female wage earners were, in theory at
least, at the mercy of their husbands' gallantry or good will.

This disturbed many working-class women, and was a concern expressed
and reiterated in several labor newspapers.

Another important issue was the legal power, personal and
economic, that fathers had over their children (patria potestad),




and which could not be exercised by mothers or female members of
the family, except in the complete absence of male relatives.
Married women could not be tutors for a minor sister or brother,
Single women, under the legal guardianship of fathers, or other
male members of the family, passed from this situation of filial
subordination to that of marital subordination. Personal freedom
and juridical personality were achieved at reaching legal majority,
ages twenty-three or twenty-five. Widowhood was the other route

to social and legal recognition of personal independence. Since
the feminist ideology strongly supported motherhood, the reform
that would allow women to share patria potestad with the husband
during marriage, was considered not only a matter of legal equality,
but a bolster to this preeminent femine role.

The legal concerns that so distressed the feminists could only
affect women during the period of juridical minority, but most single
women, whether minore or not, traditionally remained in their
parents' home because it was not proper to live elsewhere. Many
women of the lower and lower-middle classes did not marry, but
lived in consensual unions. Yet, to the credit of feminists, the
narrow legalistic discussion of the rights of married women, was
soon extended to include the issues of unwed mothers and the paternal
responsibilities of men, the working conditions of laboring women,
and the correction of abuses created by the cultural perception of
women as requiring less "equality" in practical matters such as
salaries.10

The first priority of feminists of all extractions and political
orientations was to put an end to inequality, and to place men and
women on an equal footing as persons and as members of society.

The frequent use of such terms as "liberation'" and emancipation,

and the reiteration of terms such as "enslavement" to describe female
subordination to men becomes understandable against this background
of legal constraints. Thus, one of the earliest Uruguayan feminists,
Maria Abella y Ramirez could legitimately interpret feminism as
"nothing else than a new doctrine of freedom for the woman who
proclaims herself as an enemy of all slavery.'" "When feminism
triumphs, we will not be dominated by men; we will enjoy freedom

and so will be as happy as they are, because being free is one of

the greatest things in this world."!l Feminism was the means to

take control of themselves and of their own destinies. Adelia de
Carlo, founder of a feminist party in Argentina (Partido Humanista,
1920) reiterated the hoped-for idea of freedom when she defined
feminism as liberation from the state of '"servitude,'" and a

"return of their human integrity to women. "' 12

To support the concepts of feminine freedom and equality the
legal minds who dealt with the issue of female equality resorted to
the concept of natural law and justice, maintaining that inequalities
between men and women were artificial social constraints. Two
important nineteenth-century ideological sources supported their
arguments: English liberalism represented by John Stuart Mill, and
German socialism, as expressed by August Bebel.l3 Rights were



moral realities that belonged to both sexes as '"'moral entities."14
The state's role was to guarantee the individual's rights. Equality
of the sexes meant the rights granted to men should be extended to
women. The so-called '"legal incapacities" of women, whether they
were used as an excuse to disposses them of their natural rights,

or to protect them from undertaking certain duties, had to be struck
from the civil codes. When South American socialists joined the
ranks of feminism in the last decade of the nineteenth century,

they argued that special protection to some groups —- in this case
women -- would guarantee justice for them. Both these approaches
were later combined by succeeding feminist cohorts. The feminists
of the 1920s and 1930s, regardless of their political affiliatiom,
suscribed to the dual concepts of equality before the law, and
special protection for women in some of their activities and social
functions. They saw no contradiction in this juxtaposition, but a
practical means to insure a maximum of justice to women and to
redress centuries of subordination.

Some supporters of female equality accepted the need to upgrade
the legal status of women, but wished to preserve a modicum of
hierarchical order in society, especially within the family, where
they believed the role of the man as head should be preserved.lS
Throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, many
men remained unconvinced of the wisdom of granting women broad
equal civil rights, although they agreed that some reforms were
necessary. Bolivian-born jurist Santiago Vaca Guzmdn represents
that type. Although he believed that women should be given equal
educational opportunities, he was convinced that they would never
achieve men's intellectual heights, because nature herself had put
limits to their abilities.l0

Male and female feminists continued to focus on legal equality,
and specifically on the economic aspects of such equality through
the first fifteen years of the twentieth century. This choice
reflected the gradual incorporation of women into the labor force
in the three countries, and also served to avoid the issue of
personal confrontation of men versus women, from which most women
feminist in the Southern Cone wished to be spared. Elvira Lépez,
the first woman to carry out a thorough study of feminism in the
Southern Cone in 1901, emphasized that feminism was not the struggle
of women against men, but a struggle to obtain economic and
educational opportunities equal to those of men protected by a
legal infrastructure.

The incorporation of women into the labor force in the first
three decades of the twentieth century was indeed an important factor
in the perception and the reality of change for women. Although there
are few studies of this subject, national statistics show that the
demand for feminine labor in the cities was impressive. Certain
industries (garment, textiles, matches, tobacco, leather work and
food processing) relied on the cheaper labor of women. The teaching
profession gave middle class women an important cutlet, while new
technologies and services such as the telephone, some sectors of
the governmental bureaucracy, and department stores employed more



women as time passed. Thus, by the second decade of the century
female employment was no longer a new phenomenon.18 Some contemporary
obsservers, in fact, interpreted the development of feminism as a
result of this growing engagement of women in the labor force.l

The contribution of women to the sustenance of their homes and
families became one of the feminists' most resorted—-to arguments in
their efforts to assert legal equality and citizeunship. Furthermore,
since working women confronted a chronic situation of lower wages,
~demands for equal wages, paid maternity leave, and retirement
benefits because part of the feminist agenda as more women joined

the labor pool.

One of the earliest and most eloquent exponents of the close
connection between feminism and the changing role of women as wage-
earners was Alicia Moreau, a member of the Argentinian Socialist
Party, and a prolific writer on behalf of women's causes. In a
1911 article entitled "Feminism and Social Evolution,'" Moreau
identified women's new socio-economic conditions as the true source
of feminism. The emergence of the female worker raised the question
of who would administer women's wages, and who would seek justice
for them when they received lower wages than men. Women's lack of
experience in unionism made it imperative that these issues be dealt
with and recognized by workers and society at large.zo Moreau was
only one of many socialist writers who addressed the economic issues
of feminism. Since 1903 the Argentinian Socialist Party had adopted
a platform supporting women's equality, and by 1940 it could claim
to have been the oldest ally of female economic emancipation and
the rights of working women in the Southern Cone. In the 1930s the
party's women's magazine (Nuestra Causa) served as a forum to
discuss the specific needs of working women in Argentina. Given
the weakness of women's representation and activities within the
strongest unions in Argentina, this journal served the useful
purpose of support and advocacy of their interests. A similar role
was played by other feminist journals in Chile and Uruguay. The
economic validation of feminism became more apparent than ever in
the early 1930s, when the grip of depression forced some bureaucrats
to devise plans to establish quotas for women in certain areas of
employments. A Chilean attempt to this effect gave the feminists
the opportunity to appeal to a large number of women to rally for
the defense of their economic rights. The growing acceptance of
the feminists' point of view was reflected in the sympathetic
response of the respectable El Mercurio, which sided with the
feminists.2l Chile, where a strong leftist movement developed by
the mid 1930s, was the only Southern Cone country in which radical
feminism of the left had the opportunity to expand and flourish,

La Mujer Nueva, the mouthpiece of the Movimiento Pro-Emancipacidn

de la Mujer de Chile (MEMCH) frequently published data on the salaries
of women, and on the need for protective legislation for working
women. 22 The explanation of feminism as a result of economic forces
was never carried out to extremes of philosophical materialism

among the feminists of the Southern Cone who, mostly belonging to

the urban middle class, hardly ever adopted radical attitudes. Quite
the contrary, for the majority, work represented a form of spiritual
expression of the desires for a fuller life, a completion of the




process of self-maturation in women. '"Economic independence is
necessary to obtain a true and complete emancipation, but that is

not all. We must destroy all other barriers and limitations. Only
then we will achieve complete spiritual freedom."23 Thus, the

Chilean socialist Maria Antonieta Garafulic extended a bridge

between the ethos of work and the ultimate goal of feminine liberation.

A strong reaffirmation of the self, however, was essential to
nurture the desire for freedom. Feminists -- male and female --
sought to reinforce women's understanding of their personal capacities
and thus their rights to demand equality supported by proven abilities.
That capacity could be most easily proved through engagement in
many types of work, but it could also be asserted through more
subtle qualities concomitant to other forms of social participation.
That women could engage in productive labor had already been proven.
Thus, from the second decade of the century onwards, the writings
of feminists and their supporters added moral overtones to the
themes of "aptitude' and "responsibility."

Dra. Ernestina L6pez, in the keynote speech of the First
International Feminine Congress (Buenos Aires, 1910), had already
considered this additional dimension. Women's work was '"proof" of
their economic and social responsibility. They worked because they
wished to raise their own and their families' standard of living. But
they also worked, she added, because they felt a moral responsibility
towards the well-being of others related to them. Thus, work was
a process of self-dignification, of development of the personality,
as such as a process of moral uplifting.2 After World War I,
feminists in the Southern Cone, pointed to the example of European
women in the war effort as an irrefutable example of the capabilities
of women. That capability was more than physical. It was also
ethical, as it involved the understanding of the duty to join in
the defense of their nations.

Aptitude and responsibility -- those two cardinal qualities
which feminists sought to have recognized by men —- could also be
shown by participation and engagement of women in the new civic
challenges. The focus of feminism broadened to include sufferage
in the late 1910s, especially after World War I. Universal male
suffrage became effective in these same years in the three nations.
Abroad, an increasing number of nations were granting women the
right to vote. The establishment of ties with North American
women also helped to kindle the interest. Southern Cone feminists
moved to establish their claim to the ballot in a bold bid to
share the rights conceded to men by the political reforms adopted
by the three countries.

Since inaction had always been women's greatest enemy, some
feminist leaders claimed, the new ethos of work for the betterment
of the female sex would be tested in a campaign for obtaining the
right to vote. All feminist groups stressed the importance of
concerted and sustained activity as the key to male recognition of
their aptitude for political action. In the early 1920s the Chilean
journal Accién Femenina, the mouthpiece of the first women's party
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in the country (Partido Civico Femenino), urged women to study the
Civil Code, and to present legislators with their own versions for
social and political reform. Women were encouraged to participate

in the activities of this and other organizations. While collaboration
with men was necessary, it was no substitute for female action.

Only through their own initiative would women reduce men's overwhelming
influence on their lives. Women had to work if they wished to be
liberated.25 This strong message of action was carried by the

feminist groups in the 1920s and into the early years of the 1930s,

a perlod of increasing social and political instability. This
growing militancy among feminist groups must be credited with

forcing the national assemblies to discuss female suffrage in the

early years of the 1930s.

It is difficult to assess in what way the political crises
that involved the three nations in the early years of the 1930s
influenced the final decision of male politicians to grant women
suffrage. Cooptation and compromise to avoid political confrontations
with opposition groups, and also a growing hope of utilizing the
female vote were strong considerations among perceptive politicians
in the three nations. The feminist cohort of the 1930s perceived
those years as critically propitious for the achievement of this
objective. The proliferation of women's organiations on support
of suffrage and political participation indicates a consensus in
their goals despite the fragmentation of their organizations. Through
different means of propaganda all organizations drilled their
members to press for the vote, hoping also to make the idea acceptable
to public opinion. Several approaches were used, ranging from
polite petitions to assertive statements of the need to do justice
to the female sex, because women had earned the rights they demanded.
The argument of the potential female contribution to the social
and public needs of the motherland was never neglected or forgotten.26
In a broad sense, the campaign for the vote was fruitful. The
three nations approved female suffrage between 1930 and 1933. 1In
Chile it was a municipal vote; in Uruguay and Argentina the national
vote. Yet, in Argentina, the legislation approved by the Congress
remained shelved by the Senate for the rest of the decade, and
women never voted until 1947. Such mixed results should not obscure
the meaning of important achievements, such as the impressive
organizational efforts made by women, and the fact that most politicians
were willing to accept the concept of female suffrage.

Once suffrage was a reallity for Chileans and Uruguayans, the
feminist organizatiouns continued to press the theme of participation.
Men and women were uncertain as to what direction the female electorate
would take, but for the groups that had engaged in the drive for
suffrage, the most important goal was to demonstrate that women
were indeed interested in exerting their newly gained right.

The Uruguayan feminist Partido Independiente Democritico Femenino,
for example, urged women to register and vote as part of their

duties to help in the progress of the country and help suppress
social injustices.27 Early in 1935 the Directorate of the Partido
Civico Femenino of Chile urged its membership to engage more actively
in their activities, especially in view of the forthcoming municipal
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elections.28 A massive effort by a number of feminine organizations
to coax women into social and political action resulted in the
founding of Accidén Nacional de Mujeres de Chile (1934), and Accién

de Voluntades Femeninas (1937). In addition, MEMCH, an umbrella
organization containing a variety of center and left-wing associations
was founded in 1935. It actively supported the National Popular
Front in 1938. Although the Chilean feminists continued to press

for the national franchise, the election of nineteen council women

in 1935 and the engagement of women in the voting process suggests
that in Chile the ethos of service and participation had rendered
early results., In Uruguay the electoral process was stalled by the
1933 coup d'etat of Gabriel Terra, and women could not vote until the
constitutional system was restored, and elections carried in 1938,

In the 1942 elections, women ran for office for the first time, and
two were elected to the National Chambers.

The struggle for equality, which filled the agenda of the first
feminists, was partially fulfilled by 1940 in more ways than one.
In both Chile and Argentina the civil codes had been reformed to
grant women a greater degree of personal freedom over themselves
and their earnings, and while Uruguay struggled with the legal
issues of these reforms, it had achieved women's goals with other
changes. Protective legislation, the target of many socialist and
working—class women's organizations had made considerable strides
in the three nations, which by the mid-1930s had issued several
work regulations aimed at restricting the most salient forms of
exploitation of feminine labor.29 However, by the same token, these
regulations were not thoroughly enforced, and to some they constituted
restrictions on women's opportunities to work. Regulation raised
few objections among women, but the lack of enforcement of the
protective legislation did. Since the system of welfare support
for working women was as yet inadequate, feminists still had material
for discussion in the 1930s.

Arguments that feminist's interest in their own stated objectives
declined at the end of this decade are not sustained by evidence.
One must, however, admit a reorientation in the feminists' activities.
Feminists faced bittersweet results in their long campaign for the
recognition of women's intellectual equality and civic responsibility.
A general consensus existed on the aptitude of women to act as
citizens, to perform responsibly in the labor market, and to
engage in intellectual activities. Women were no longer talking
from a position of subjection. They had their own voices, but
salaries were still lower for them, and opportunities to occupy
decision-making positions in government, labor, or politics were
restricted to a definite minority of women with great talent or
obvious high social position. Thus, time had brought changes, but
it was also forcing feminists to move their goals to slightly
different ground. The main issues after World War II were to learn
how to use newly acquired rights effectively and how to gain both
authority and power. Throughout the formative years of the early
twentieth century, feminists had learned to appreciate the worth
of some accepted social values to gain respectability and support.
Among them were femininity and motherhood. Because they nourished
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the activities of feminists before and after 1940, it is important
to analyze them in greater detail.

Feminism, Gender Roles, and Politics

At the core of feminism was a deep commitment to the attribution
of women qua women. South American feminism did not dismiss the
gender roles of the sexes commonly accepted for several centuries
in Latin America. On the contrary, they used them extensively to
demonstrate that they remained very much part of theilr societies,
and that in no way had they lost touch with time-honored values, or
their own identity. This concern over gender roles was a responsc
to the constant assault from opponents, who challenged feminism as
a masculinizing ideology. Accusations of hombruneria plagued
feminists as they started to write early in the century. Other
critics used a different tactit. They claimed that the fulfillment
of women's gender's special attributes were so important to society
that women should not endanger their privileged position by divesting
themselves of their special rights as mothers and wives, 30

Throughout the whole period under study feminists were on the
defensive about their sexual identity, spending a considerable
amount of energy defining their femininity and trying to demonstrate
that the traditional image of the caring and the loving mother, and
the socially-engaged feminist could be embodied in one person. The
persistent prejudice against feminists obliged them to perpetuate
stereotypes of women as super-females and supermothers. They had
to reconcile the concept of femininity expressed as sensitivity,
delicacy and a spirit of sacrifice, with those of struggle, challenge,
and a desire for sharing with men tasks that required the strength
femininity would have seemed to preclude. Feminists relied on
their own interpretation of the special qualities of women to
solve the sometimes contradictory nuances of their position.
Strength was found in weakness, and inspiration for a broad agenda
of social change was drawn from the ethos of duty and the role of
motherhood. Feminists stressed the relationship between those
elements from the earliest days. In 1910 Ernestina Lépez stated
that through all their new conquests, women pursued the ultimate
goal: the triumph "of their condition of mothers.'" Through feminism,
women would evolve toward a broader concept of maternity, which
could not be fulfilled bg nurturing their own children, but desired
to embrace all humanity. 1 Home and motherhood served as the
underpinnings of practically all social issues with which feminists
dealt. 1In this regard, the words of the educated middle class
feminists and the women who advocated working women's liberation
had many similarities. Even a convinced anarchist such as Juana
Rouco, could write in 1926: '"We want women to be emancipated so
that they become revolutionary mothers who will educate their
offspring and teach them to be as free as birds . . . We want women
to be the tender companion of man . . ."

Reinforcing the theme of motherhood was the attribution of a
special sensitivity to women for the sufferings and sentiments of
others, and a higher sense of duty and morality. If allowed full
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participation in the larger national scenario, as men's collaborators,
women would rectify men's errors, help to eradicate vice, ammend
injustices, and contribute towards the creation of a more just
society.

In recent analyses of women's political activities in Latin
America, Elsa Chaney, Evelyn Stevens and Jane Jacquette have advanced
that the concepts of supermadre and marianismo (the emphasis on the
role of the mother in countering the predominance of male values in
society, to confer on women a share of authority based on the
attributes of their sex) support female activities in politics and
society at large, and delineate the activities that women undertake -
in society.33 The history of the first experiences in women's practical
political behavior in the Southern Cone countries confirms their
observations. It is understandable that prior to World War I few
women or women's groups were ready to advocate female participation
in politics, or to make suffrage one of their goals. Universal
male suffrage was not a reality in these countries until the 1920s.

But feminists were quick to perceive the important social and political
transformations taking place in the last years of the second decade

of the century, and wasted no time in joining other groups in making
their own bid for gaining a measure of participation and authority.
This explains the rapid formation of female groups and the
proliferation of activities at an increasingly rapid pace from 1918
onwards.,

Prior to 1918 only a few women, such as Julieta Lanteri in
Argentina, and men, such as Rogelio Araya (Argentina), Héctor
Miranda, Emilio Frugoni, Pablo Minelli and José Batlle (Uruguay),
and Luis Undurraga of the Conservative Party in Chile made public
statements favoring women's political rights. Women in groups such
as Unibén y Labor, in Buenos Aires, were reluctant to support the
intervention of women in politics. They believed that Argentinian
women needed preparation to exert the vote "consciously and
effectively." Although they printed articles on women's suffrage,
the editors declared that their intentions were not to encourage
women's ambitions on the subject, but to inform the readers on the
progress achieved by other societies.3% Because the opponents of
suffrage often referred to the incompatability of motherhood and
politics, feminists had to counterargue on the feasibility of
fulfilling motherhood and political activities. That task was
admirably performed by such women as Alicia Moreau, who explained
the connections between the home and national politics, between
motherhood and the new mission of woman. As a very young activist
in 1911, Moreau was already convinced that feminism could not be
isolated from other social issues. Feminism had to consider women
in their relationships with children, the family, and humankind.

As such, it would inevitably lead to political action.33 Throughout
her long career as a socialist and a feminist, Moreau never ceased

to point to the similarities between the home and the community, where
she saw a rightful place for women's civic activities. Other feminists
in later years would expand on the theme of management of political
issues in the same vein as home affairs. Thus, the boundaries

between the privacy of the home and the community beyond it were
blurred.
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In Uruguay, motherhood was brought into politics by the founder
of the Uruguayan National Council of Women and dedicated feminist,
Dra. Paulina Luisi. She argued that participation in civic life
was a form of fulfilling the duties of motherhood with nobility.36
Earlier, another Uruguayan, Maria Abella y Ramirez, had sustained
the concept that all women had the right to be mothers if they so
wished, and that the state had the duty to become responsible for
all children, regardless of whether they were born of legal or
1gformal,ggign§.,7 These feminists advocated motherhood as a social
function. Both contended that women provided the state with lives
and resources in the form of human beings. In return, the state
owed mothers special protection and consideration. This position
tried to establish a new relationship between women and the state,
in which the latter would assume responsibility for social and
welfare services for mothers and children . Male and female
feminists of all political affiliations came to accept those ideas,
which became the foundation upon which projects for social welfare
would be built in later years. A slight variation of the need to
protect motherhood in the name of feminism was offered by Uruguayan
philosopher Carlos Vaz Ferreira. True equality between men and
women was impossible, he argued, because women's biological functions
gave them a handicap, a vulnerability, which needed to be corrected
by the society with special protective measures. This form of
compensatory feminism, which accorded men and women special functions,
was acceptable to many becaugse it accorded freedom and respect to
women, without disrupting the traditional relations between the
sexes or challenging the specific gender roles of men and women. 8

The extension of the presumed special wisdom that motherhood
gave to women to the practical aspects of politics was an interesting
and significant nuance of the feminism of the 1920's. It sought to
make women priestesses of a new moral order, and to invest them
with a new and almost uncontestable source of authority and respect,
Given the fact that women represented a social group which had
still to claim civil equality, motherhood was a very important
asset in support of their claims for a share of power. Delia
Ducoing, founder of the Unién Femenina Chilena (1927), and later
publisher of Nosotras (Valparaiso), maintained that women possessed
"a messianic common sense'" born out of their conditions as mothers.
The activist feminist would use her maternal sentiment for social
betterment.39 An Argentinian professor and supportor of feminism,
Enrique Senet, favored female suffrage because mothers, he stated,
were indispensable in the government of the community. Societies
ruled exclusively by men were orphan societies.

When women started to organize their own parties, the protection
of motherhood was a sine qua non in their programs. The Partido
Feminista, and the Partido Humanista, founded in 1920 in Buenos Aires,
the Partido Nacional de Mujeres, founded in Santiago in 1935, and
the Partido Independiente Democritico Femenino, formed in Uruguay
in 1933, for example, based their appeal to women of all social
classes on their presumed common interest in protective legislation
for the sake of future generations. All these parties urged women
to put their maternal instincts to work for the benefit of society.
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The assumption of women's moral superiority as mothers did not
depend exclusively on that function, however. Feminists argued
that it belonged to them as a gender. This idea was shared by male
as well as by female feminists and even by those who did not agree
with other tenets of feminism. This belief in the greater capability
for dealing with and solving moral issues among women facilitated
to some degree the feminist campaign, although it was not sufficient
by itself to bring about the political rights that feminists wanted.
However, female moral sensitivity was a reality for Chilean deputy
Luis Undurraga, a Conservative, and Argentinian Radical Party deputy
Rogelio Araya, when they introduced law drafts in 1917 and 1918
respectively to concede political rights to women. To support
their projected reforms, they argued that women were more suited
than men for civic life and that they would inject moral values
into politics, and defend the social order by defending family
values.%l A certain air of utopic chivalry pervaded in statements
of male supporters of women's political rights in the 1920's and
1930's. Aware of deeply rooted prejudices and fears about women's
potential voting preferences, they too recurred to ethical arguments
to boost women's bid for political participation. TIn the midst of
what appeared to be a losing battle for female suffrage in the
Argentina of the mid-1930s, socialist deputy Enrique Dickmann used
the arguments of women's moral power and its potentially beneficial
influence on the moral dissolution surrounding Argentinian politics,
while Alicia Moreau maintained that women were the ones called to
cleanse a polluted political atmosphere.42

Women's assumed willingness to follow their sense of duty and
sacrifice for the common good was another argument used by feminists.
Altruism and a sense of mission for the solution of social ills
became the leit motif of feminists, as individuals and as groups.

The editors of Accibn Femenina the mouthpiece of the first Chilean
women's party, conveyed the message of mission throughout the two
years of the magazine's existence in the 1920s. '"Woman demands her
rights neither for the sake of vanity nor for haughtiness of egotism,
but . . . as an act of abnegation and altruism . . . so that endowed
with full civil rights it may be possible to demand from her full
responsibility in the fulfillment of her duties."43 The strength

of these arguments continued to support and inspire feminists
through their victories and defeats. Thus, after female franchise
was approved in Uruguay in 1932, Elola de Andreasen, secretary of

the Uruguayan Committee Pro-Derechos de la Mujer explained to an
Argentinian daily the feminists' new role in politics: '"We wish

to bring a vivifying breath to the tired spirit of men." '"We are

the ones in charge of demonstrating to them that a new world, a

new dawn exists. We know that everybody expects a healthy renovation
in the political atmosphere of the country, a more altruistic
orientation « . . We will try not to fall short of these hopes."44
Did the cult of motherhood, moral superiority and a spirit of
sacrifice give feminists a reliable base to build their new political
role in society? 1In my opinion these concepts helped feminists to
raise themselves by their own bootstraps and make a successful

case for themselves before the male leadership. Women might not

have made such rapid inroads into public life had it not been for
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the appeal presented by images of long-revered feminine roles,
Between 1900 and 1940 women of all ideological orientations stepped
into public life in the Southern Cone. In order to counter many
forms of prejudices they had to reach for symbols that would be
acceptable to men and other women, and lofty enough to suit the
traditional images of women. Marianismo, of course, was double-
edged in its effect, insofar as it reinforced the stereotype of
women's biological image, and confined them to certain areas of
public and political life.

Another problem, created to a large extent by women's insistence
on basing their appeal on gender-specific issues, was the increasing
ineffectiveness of ''women-only" associations and parties. 1In order
to foster feminine understanding and solidarity, female feminists
founded a number of "parties'" and political associations throughout
the 1920s and 1930s. Given the overwhelming domination of regular
parties by men, the idea of organizations where women would feel
comfortable and express their interests is understandable. To
this, feminists added that their insulation would keep them clean
of any suspicion of surrender to the corrupt male politics. Furthermore,
as women were in the process of being trained for politics, they should
be made aware of the specific needs of women in their own organizations.
The reiteration of gender politics was common to all the parties.
However, not all feminists shared those ideas. 1In fact, they
aroused strong opposition among some women who believed that those
organization mimicked men's parties and created an unnecessary and
"absurd situation of battle between the sexes.'" The Argentinian
Socialist PartZ was adamently opposed to women's parties, as was
Pauline Luisi.?® The viability of female parties continued to
be a subject of debate in the 1940s. As women became more familiar
with the political process, it became more obvious that ideological
cleavages were stronger than gender issues. And yet, the concept
of women's "affiliated" organizations was not abandoned in these
countries. In the late 1940s and early 1950s, after universal
suffrage was extended to women in Chile and Argentina, several
parties founded adjunct feminine organizations, assuming that
women felt more comfortable among themselves. The weakest element
in the conceptualization of feminine parties in the 1930s was not
the gender issue, however, but the dichotomy, created by fostering
political interests in presumably 'apolitical organizations.

This mistake was not repeated after World War II,

Feminism and '"the Social Question"

Other facets of the feminist ideology are better understood when
seen in the light of this deeply seated conviction of women's moral
capability to cure the ills of society and transform the character
of human relations. This self-assuredness should not be dismissed
as naive., It was a form of defining the new power feminists sought
to achieve for women beyond the family and the home. Ironically,
however, such power had to be based on their ability to deal successfully
with family and home problems because of the strong delineation of
gender roles in Latin American cultures. For women, especially in
this period, success had to be described in a vocabulary intensely
feminine, moral, and preferably associated with issues affecting the
"weaker'" members of society.
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The large number of '"social problems" besieging the urban
centers of the Southern Cone offered the feminists an ample field
for the promotion of programs through which women could evolve a
new socio-political role for themselves. Crowded and unhealthy
housing, inflation and low wages were important urban problems
faced by the working and lower middle classes in the three cities.
Tuberculosis and venereal disease, with no known cure, constituted
serious health problems. Infant mortality rates were consistently
high.47 Feminists in search of a mission of social relevance had
their work cut out for them. Their interest in these problems was
genuine, but their ahility to develop strategies of action was
limited by their lack of resources. In general, feminist organizations
acted mostly as pressure groups and conscience-raisers. The most
effective groups were those associated with the Argentinian Socialist
Party, which counted upon party support and know-how for a long
period of time.

In this discussion I will focus on the ideology supporting
campaigns on moral reform, since in tackling social issues feminists
faced many problems which had moral underpinnings. The discussion
of a single standard of moral behavior became the cornerstone upon
which rested the examination of a host of issues related to the
basic interaction of men and women at a personal level, and their
social consequences, Unidad de la moral was one of the earliest
themes developed by feminism, and one that retained its wvalidity
beyond the period under study. For centuries, Latin American women
had been made responsible for their personal honor, as well as that
of their families. Personal honor had deep sexual connections,
resting strongly -- albeit not solely -- on the preservation of
virginity prior to marriage. On the other hand, men were accorded
much greater sexual freedom and a large degree of irresponsibility
towards the consequece of their amorous exploits.

Feminists felt that moral codes that "gave men the impunity
and women the responsibility'" were cynical and unjust.48 Justice
was the allocation of equal degrees of sexual responsibility to
both parties. The stigma surrounding unwed mothers and illegitimate
children represented the ultimate abrogation of men's responsiblities
and the denigration of women as mothers. Thus, feminists pressed
for the passage of legislation that would allow paternity investi-
gations, an issue which traditional legislation had proscribed.49

Feminists expected to establish a single moral standard and
that meant that men had to raise their own moral standards to those
expected of women, and not vice-versa., Purity campaigns, similar
to those waged in Europe and in the United States in previous
decades appeared in the Southern Cone from the 1910s onwards,
supported by the activities of associations such as the Liqas de
Profilaxia Social.?Q The activities of the Liqas were closely
connected with the issues of the white slave trade and prostitution.
Feminists targeted both social problems as part of their moral
reforms campaign, and because they involved the dignity of all
women., Neither the history of the white slave trade to the cities
of Montevideo, Buenos Aires and Valparaiso, nor a study of prostitution
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in these cities really belongs here, However, the involvement of
the feminists with these problems is worthy of discussion, as it

was part of their commitment to the solution of problems related

to double standards of morality, social health progress, and mother-
child protect:ion.51

At the core of the feminists' concern with prostitution was
the issue of whether this activity should be "regulated," i.e.,
controlled and policed by the goverament, which registered prostitutes
and maintained health checks on them, or totally abolished, which
meant that it would not be tolerated or regulated by the state
under any circumstances. The latter position was known as
"abolitionism," and had its main source in the English moral crusader
Josephine Butler, whose activities on behalf of prostitutes and
"abolitionism" in the 1880s left a deep impression on feminists of
the Southern Cone, 2

The most committed feminist defender of abolitionism in the
Southern Cone was the Uruguayan Paulina Luisi, who, as the first
woman graduating from the medical school in Montevideo, developed a
deep concern for the victims of the white slave trade, and for the
public health issues posed by venereal diseases. Her campaigns for
the establishment of sex education in schools began in 1906, before
she received her medical degree, and lasted until her death in
1950. She was a strong supporter of '"social prophylaxis," which,
among other objectives, aimed at uprooting prostitution, the white
slave trade, and venereal diseases.?3 1In 1918, at her prompting
and that of a number of male physicians who shared her ideas, an Uruguayan-
Argentinian International Federation was established. This
institution, through its feminine committee, and in collaboration
with the Asociacién Argentina Contra la Trata de Blancas, founded
in 1902, carried out educational campaigns, counting with the help
of Argentinian feminists such as Blanca C. de Hume, Elvira Rawson
de Dellepiane, Alicia Moreau, and Luisi herself. They urged other
women to become involved in the general campaign of wmoral reform,
for their own sake and that of their children. The women's parties
founded in this decade, such as the Partido Humanista and Partido
Feminista Nacional, adopted stands against regulated prostitution
and in support of sex education.’* TIn Chile, female physicians
such as Hrnestina P&rez and Cora Meyers became involved in similar
campaigns in the early 1920s, having the support of the Chilean
Social Prophylaxis League.55 In the late 1920s and throughout the
1930s, Luisi and Moreau never failed to cooperate with the activities
of the Leagues, preaching the dangers of venereal diseases and
urging the adoption of personal and social rules of moral control. 26

Prostitution was connected to the family and the health of the
progeny, feminists argued, since men infected by venereal diseases
could bring evil effects to their wives and offspring. Beyond the
purely medical concern, some feminists tried to educate the public
about the issues of poverty as a source of prostitution, and the
high rates of infant morality and illegitimacy. However, the
abolitionist campaign focused more on the issues of health and
morality than on the economic problems of the prostitutes.57 Even
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though the discussion of issues related to social prophylaxis opened
the discussion of previously taboo subjects such as male and female
sexuality, the feminists did not break through the many behavioral
inhibitions placed on middle class women. They were also far from
explaining or understanding the sexual drive that moved women of
the presumably lower classes to enter into many consensual unions.
The anarchists' call for "free love" without formal ties, and their
acknowledgement of female sexuality never found any sympathetic
echoes even among the most outspoken feminist personalities. The
goals of women such as Paulina Luisi, who wrote extensively on the
subject were to establish sexual purity for both sexes. She hoped
that through early sex education both men and women (although men
were in greater need) would learn to restrain their sexuality. The
society which she envisioned would be one in which men and women
would rank the begetting of healthy offspring above the pursuit of
sexual pleasures. Feminists believed in chastity, not in sexual
release. The children and the family mattered more than the
satisfaction of the self through sexual liberation. That such
choices were running against the grain of the ongoing Western treunds
toward greater sexual freedom was beyond the awareness of the
feminists who engaged in sexual and moral reform.

The recognition of the real value of healthy motherhood and
childhood were important reasons behnd the feminists' strict approach
to sexuality and related issues of morality. The unchecked growth
of the cities, the lack of quality controls in the regulation of
housing, food, and the working place, mattered to feminists
insofar as they affected the growing number of working mothers,
their children, and the wives of workers. The motherhood of any
nation suffered as a result, since sick or weak mothers could not
beget or raise strong children. They dramatically pointed to the
increasing numbers of underweight, underfed, and chronically weak
school children, upon whom the future of the nation itself depended.
Inasmuch as most male politicians seemed to have ignored these
health issues, the feminists felt a duty to make them sensitive and
responsible to them.

The formula which they used for arousing the interest of male
authorities in a potential solution to national health problems was
that of eugenics. As an offshoot of scientific positivism, eugenics
applied to the human species some of the principles of heredity
tried out in plants and animals. It posited the possibility of
bettering humans through geunetic selection. Furthermore, as medical
knowledge increased and revealed the potential damages inflicted on
the fetus by diseases such as syphilis, the need to create and
maintain some form of regulation on the reproduction of people
affected either by such diseases or by physical handicaps, began to
appear as an urgent social problem. F¥ugenics proposed a purposeful
selection of stronger individuals to maintain, if not ignore, the
quality of the population by favoring the reproduction of the best
human specimens. Eugenicists used evolution as the basis for their
belief in physically and morally superior future generations.58
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For Southern Cone feminists concerned wth the quality of
motherhood and childhood, eugenics had a fascinating attraction.
Eugenics provided the link between sex education and social reform.
Restraining the sexual urges to achieve conscious procreation, and
guaranteeing the health of parents and offspring seemed to be an
admirable pursuit for women -- and men —-- who were interested in
uplifting motherhood. In additon, since women's health was paramount
to healthy offspring, eugenics could end the neglect of female
health problems.

Eugenics was introduced in the Southern Cone through the Museo
Social Argentino, a journal devoted to soclal studies. Dra. Elvira
Lopez, one of Argentina's first feminists, wrote an informative
article on the activities of the British Eugenics Education Society,
founded in 190.°? Eugenics recelved a considerable degree of
attention in the Southern Cone in the 1920s and 1930s68 However,
the brand of eugenic concepts popular in South America during these
years was not one of population control or racial selection. When
feminists and others wrote of improving the health of "the race,"
they referred to the nation, since no strong identificable racial
diffarences existed in the southern urban centers. The concerns
expressed by numerous writers focused on the potential sappin§ of
the "national strength" by the spread of contagious disease.®

One of the first converts to eugenics was an Argentinian
educator who never called herself a feminist, but who was a committed
socialist, and shared such in common with socialist feminists. She
was Raquel Camafia, who died an untimely death in 1915. Camafia drew her
inspiration from Sir Francis Galton, and regarded eugenics as
prenatal childcare, a science in the process of development. She
threw her support behind it because she believed that the procreation
of the best adapted would improve the future of society. However,
being a socialist, she did not favor an elitist approach to social
selection., Instead, she suggested that the masses should be taught
all the conditions necessary for healthy reproduction in order to
overcome the handicaps of poverty and ignorance. The state should
assume the task of propagating eugenic concepts, and exert some
form of control over alcoholics, the mentally ill and those afflicted
with tuberculosis or syphilis.62 Another early eugenics supporter
was Carolina Muzilli, a self-educated socialist of working-class
origins. Muzilli also turned eugenics on its head to make a case
for the working classes. Realizing that the poverty to which the
working class was condemned and the unhealthy situation in which
workers lived conspired against them in the so-called struggle for
survival, Muzilli argued that the only acceptable eugenics practices
were those which gave the workers an opportunity to better their
life, physically and morally. '"To raise the standard of living of
the popular classes will be the ., . . fundamental eugenic measure. . 163

Paulina Luisi also became interested in eugenics in the early
years of her career. Although she was not prepared to support
experimentation with human beings, she favored state intervention
in restraining the reproduction of persons with contagious or
hereditary diseases. Luisi supported education of the public about
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the consequences of drug and alcohol abuse, and state-supported
plans to assure an improvement in the living conditions of the
ma jority of the population.64

As time passed, Luisi slowly moved away from eugenics into the
broader boundaries of state welfare for the poor. Camafia, Muzilli,
and Luisi gave eugenics a social meaning with which feminists in the
Southern Cone were quick to identify, and which served them to
draw blueprints for social services which they presented to national
health and political authorities in the name of '"social hygiene" to
solve '"the social question."

Feminism and Working Women

The issue of whether feminism had any appeal to the working
woman poses a challenge to the historians of women and labor .03
At the end of the nineteenth century, the labor movement in the
countries of the Southern Cone was at various stages of organization,
responding to the appeals of socialist, anarchist, and anarcho-
syndicalist ideologies which, due to the constant migration of
workers from Europe, in the cases of Argentina and Uruguay, had
developed a strong seunse of militancy by the turn of the century.66

As factories grew in the cities, certain industries sought and
received a growing number of women and children, often paid at much
lower salaries than men, and preferred to men for the performance
of certain tasks demanding care and patience. Thus, by the first
quarter of the twentieth century, women had become a fixed and
irreplaceable element in the labor force. Both male labor union
leaders and the feminist nucleus already in formation by the first
decade of the century in these countries, regarded the emerging
numbers of working women as a challenge. Seeking the support of
women, labor leaders produced an interesting ideological phenomenon
hardly explored to this point in Latin American history. The use
of women's liberation ideas by socialists and anarchists, who by
encouraging non-elite women to organize and to think about their
problems, reinforced and broadened the process of social change
affecting the female sex.

Working women in the three countries responded positively to
the formation of mutualist associations. Although this is not the
place to trace the emergence of working women associations, it is
important to underline that since the last decade of the nineteenth
and through the first quarter of the twentieth centuries, some
women workers were extremely active in the discussion of their
problems as wage earners, and those originating in their legal
subordination to men.

The ideological guidelines of the groups formed by women
workers, and the arguments addressed to them by male and female
leaders can be gleaned in the anarchist and socialist press of the
period.67 There were important differences among them, as they
placed different emphasis on specific aspects of women's role in
society and the family. Nevertheless, they had a common belief in
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the need to change the condition of women, for the benefit of
society, the family, and men and women themselves. Anarchists and
socialists shared some key ideas with feminists, even though such
similarities were not often acknowledged officially by the three
groups. The three groups advocated the education of the female sex
in an academic and an ideological manner. Women workers were the
least educated of all women in the three countries, and even though
public schooling was available to all interested, many of these
women had not gone beyond the primary school and had little time
for further education. Ideologically, they needed to be educated
in their rights as women. Anarchists and socialists stressed their
rights as workers as well, and to a much greater extent than
feminists. The latter, however, never disregarded the key role
played by women's participation in the labor market. However,
socialists and anarchists were more deeply conscious of the class
differences between proletarian women and their upper middle class
counterparts.

The propaganda carried out by anarchists and socialists had
the purpose of winning not only women's minds, but their presence
and support of their own political activities. They called on
women to stir themselves from the inertia which had characterized
them, to open their minds to new ideas and gain consciousness of
their economic and social oppression. Metaphors in their writings
suggested the awakening from a deep sleep, and the reception of
the new light of knowledge that would illuminate the darkness of
women's minds with new beliefs.®3 Anarchists and socialists, like
the budding feminists of the early twentieth century, used the
analogy of enslavement and personal as well as soclal oppression,
to underline their appeal to women. As ideologies of equality,
they shared a firm commitment to revindicating the intellectual
equality of women, and to ending their legal subordination, both to
men in general, and their employers specifically.69

Anarchists pursued their arguments with bold and relentless
logic. To obtain the personal freedom from the yoke of traditional
and stifling social institutions they rejected marriage and the
"bourgeois" concept of the family, both of which bound men and
women in hypocritical unions. They perceived marriage as largely
motivated by the self-interests of decadent elites. Love, expressed
as a personal and mutual bond, and based on the natural acceptance
of human sexuality, led to free unions. Some anarchist exponents
also espoused birth control as the workers' means to escape poverty
and the obligation to sell their labor cheaply to support their
families. Depriving the capitalists of a surplus of labor was a
strategg which anarchists considered essential to undermine their
power. This sensitive and controversial subject was discussed
since the beginning of the century by some anarchist writers, but
it received much attention and publicity in Chile in the mid-1930s
when it was broached by the radical leaders of MEMCH in Santiago.71
In contrast, feminists and socialists stressed motherhood and the
family, and never discussed birth control or family planning.
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Early anarchist propaganda in Argentina and Uruguay focused on
the organization of working women's resistance associations and
the formation of a class conscience. It was not until the early
1920s that they took a definite position on suffrage, which was
then advocated strongly by socialist and middle-class feminists.
Anarchists rejected suffrage as a political travesty. After
feminists organized their pro-suffrage campaigns in the early 1920s,
anarchists newspapers printed position articles discussing the
futility of their assumptions and their campaign.72 Altogether,
anarchism endorsed a defiant form of personal freedom for women.
In its most radical interpretation, it rejected both socialism and
feminism because while supporting women's liberation, they still
expected women to follow certain principles of morality and social
order. Radical anarchism claimed that it neither set a male model
for women to imitate nor contradicted itself expecting male protection
for presumably free women. However, it would be misleading to
believe that anarchists proposed a totally new social role for
women. Although their writings stressed the equality of men and
women, they often present women as the companion of man and as the
teachers of their children. It is indeed, as mothers of new generations,
that anarchists saw women contributing most positively to the new
society they wished to construct. Although this position was
difficult to reconcile with the rejection of marriage, anarchists
claimed that bonding between couples and parents and children took
place naturally if their relationship was based on true love.’3

The anarchist attack on the family and the advocacy of free
unions was not altogether popular among the workers, and even less
among the middle classes. Even though consensual unions were common
among peasants and workers in the southern cone, the ideal of marriage
was very appealing as a sign of social mobility, status, and
respectability. Given the emotional appeal of motherhood shared by
most men and women in the late nineteenth century, and the anarchists'
own ambilvalence about motherhood, it is not surprising that neo-
malthusianism did not progress much among the workers. There is
no evidence that family planning or birth control were practiced
in significant numbers by the class to which the message was
addressed.

Socialists had much more in common with feminists than with
the anarchists on the subject of women's equality, and they had a
larger number of working women followers than the anarchists. As
it has been discussed before in this paper, a number of eminent
socialists had adopted the feminist ideology by the second decade
of the century, and formed a common front with women of other
political orientations during the 1920s. However, women such as
Alicia Moreau, Juana Maria Beguino, Gabriela Coni, and Paulina
Luisi, were themselves educated middle class socialists. As such,
I will not use their writings here as examples of working class
feminist-socialists. To appreciate the ties of socialism and feminism
one must turn to the writings of female workers of a socialist
inclination.
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A group of early twentieth century Chilean working women form
perhaps the best exponents of this ideological orientation. They
founded two journals at the beginning of the century, La Alborada,
and La Palanca. La Alborada was directed by Carmela Jeria G. and
its stated purpose in 1905 was to be the "defender of the proletarian
classes.'" It later defined itself as a '"feminine publication," and
ultimately as a "feminist publication."74 This important evolution
in such a short period illustrates the ideological change of all
those involved in the publication. After the paper folded in
1907, one of its long supporters, Esther Valdés de Dfaz, a needleworker
herself, returned to journalism in 1909 as editor of La Palanca.’>
This publication called itself a feminist paper for the working
woman. Thus, feminism interpreted by women of the working class
appeared in Chile well before the first group of university graduates
met to discuss the tenets of women's liberation in that country in
1915.

To obtain a reevaluation of women's rights as workers was the
first objective of Carmela Jeria, Esther Valdés, Eloisa Zurita and
others involved in the activities of organizing female workers in
Valparafso, Antofagasta, and Santiago. They were mostly concerned
with the exploitation of female labor, expressed in low salaries
and long working hours. The reduction of the working hours of
women working in factories was the most specific of Valdes' demands,
although gshe also hoped for schools for their children and other
social amenities.

The drive for female association was another very important
objective for these women. Only through organization and common
understanding of their goals could working women hope to rise to
the challenge of their own liberation as women and as workers, /0
In this pursuit socialists became competitors of the anarchists,
who were also involved in the recruitment of working women's support,
especially in Argentina and Uruguay. The antagonism developing
between anarchists and socialists became quite open after World War I,
especially in Argentina, where anarchist newspapers such as La
Protesta waged its_own campaign against the bourgeois and the
socialist as well. '

Despite the fact that their interests as workers were fundamental
to the early Chilean socialists, the thrust for women's liberation
was present and forceful since the inception of these groups and
newspapers. The eventual acceptance of a feminist message as such
confirms the strong consciousness of gender issues among these
women and men. When La Alborada defined itself as a feminine
rather than a workers' publication, one of its contributors declared
that they were proud to lead in the movement to reform women's
social status and "ascend the mountain of liberty."7’8 The
amplification of feminist concepts in succeeding issues included
the denunciation of women's mistreatment at the hands of men,
whether employers or husbands, and the need to recognize that the
revindication of women demanded the consideration of women's own
self-esteem vis—-3-vis men's vilification of their abilities and
worthiness. By the end of this publication's days in 1907, the
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example of English suffrage fighters had been quoted, the possibility
of women's political participation in the nation's life as deputies
had been discussed, and the readers had been served a mixed message
encouraging them to continue their struggle, but without forgetting
that female liberation was a goal belonging to all women.

Like other feminists in the southern cone, at this and later
periods, Chilean and Uruguayan socialist working women and men
extolled motherhood and the companionship of men and women within
the family and society. Appeals to male workers to show understanding
of their wives' needs, and to support their objectives as workers
and women were based on the concept that women were men's best
source of encouragement and support in life. Collaboration with
men in the social struggle was always assumed, and confrontation of
the sexes was avolided as much as possible. Men's own emancipation
depended on women's education and personal liberation. El Despertar
de los Trabajadores led by Luis Recabarren was consistent in the
publication of articles on women's liberation from 1912 through
1915, with more sporadic attention through the early 1920s, when
Recabarren became a communist.’? To be sure, anarchist writers
also used the same arguments, since they shared many ideological
points with the socialists.

It is possible to quote more class-conscious writings among
women, such as those of Julia Arévalo, an early Uruguayan socialist
who later became a communist and was among the first women elected
in Uruguag. For her, association and unionization were above other
concerns .30 However, socialist working-class propaganda among
women mixed several themes, and was not exclusively concerned with
unionization.

The pool of general ideas on women's liberation comprised many
themes such as: the reaffirmation of the need to obtain women's
legal, socidl and economic equality; the extollment of their
intellectual abilities; the support for their association in groups
to act on behalf of the needs of their own sex, the respect for the
family and motherhood, and a concern with female sexuality. All
these were dealt with, with various nuances and in different degrees,
by women and men of proletarian origins at the beginning of the
century. The voice of women workers was strong during that period,
but as time passed, by the late 1920s it seemed to ebb. Juana Rouco,
the Argentinian anarchist founder of a totally-female newspaper,
Nuestra Tribuna, had to end its publication in 1925 forced by lack
of funds, and under the criticism of anarchists who did not believe
in such gender separation.81 Socialist personalities such as the
women of the Argentinian Socialist Party maintained a focus on the
need of women workers through the 1920s and 1930s. 1In the 1930s,
the Chilean group MEMCH revived the issue of working women's
participation in the feminist movement, under the general concept
of creating a pluralistic women's movement. However, in both
instances, the leadership of these groups was largely middle-class.
Feminism has been dubbed a middle-class movement, but there is
enough evidence to state that in the countries of the Southern Cone
it spoke with many voices at different times, and that it did have
strong appeal and support among women workers,82
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Final Thoughts.

In several recent works, the late Chilean social scientist,
Julieta Kirkwood. inquires into the possibility of rediscovering
the hidden history of women as a premise to understanding the
problems facing women today.83 The history which she, and other
Southern Cone women, would like to see written is one that would
uncover women's own objectives in the past.

The history of feminism will help answer some of the questions
posed by contemporary feminists in the Southern Cone. The question
of whether or not women realized their own subordination and
discrimination is of cardinal importance, and the answer, in my
opinion,is that they did. Feminism allowed women to understand
and expose the mechanisms and institutions which constrained their
social behavior, and to seek the forms of redress they defined for
themselves. The solutions they offered to their own problems
reflected their time and the socio-cultural mores of their societies.
They may not be those which women search for themselves today, but
they were in tune with their time and the means to solve them.
Despite the regional and cultural peculiarities we may detect in
the ideology of Southern Cone feminism, there is, nonetheless, a
basic cosmopolitanism in their answers, since they drew much
inspiration from women in Europe and North America.

To the question of whether or not feminism helped to define
women's own world, I would also answer affirmatively. The public
debate prompted by the activities of feminists called attention to
the existence of issues specific to women, as individuals, and as
members of the family and society, to which men had not seriously
paid attention before, and which they themselves had not been
prepared to address. Through the writings of feminists, one approaches
a world in which women explored extensively their own problems and
dared to oppose openly many of the prevailing social and legal
attitudes about their sex. Their grievances and their hopes were
their own, and not those defined by men. Although there was no
complete unity in that world, there was a certain general consensus
among the feminists of the three nations on what were the basic
problems faced by women. Their differences were due to the means
proposed to achieve those ends, which, in turn, were influenced
very much by the local and political conditions of their own
countries, and the receptivity of their male and female co-citizens.
However, it is still surprising to note that feminists, socialists
and anarchists had a common pool of ideas on women's liberation,
despite specific ideological nuances of their own.

The final question posed by Kirkwood refers to the issue of
whether or not feminists identified gender as a more important
variable than class in their efforts to gain a hearing for their
case. Here, the answer has to be more cautious and remain guarded.
Middle-class urban feminists made serious effort to reach women of
different socio—-economic backgrounds in a manner that respected the
personal integrity of all concerned, even though they could not
overcome certain concerns and approaches inherent to their own
socio-economic backgrounds. As medical doctors, teachers, social
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workers, and journalists, feminists learned a great deal about less
affluent women, and were instrumental in raising the sensitivity of
the men in command not only to their own problems as women, but

also to the problems of a large number of working people. Ultimately,
women feminists—--whether middle class or workers—-—are better understood
if they are seen as representatives of an emerging group in societies
undergoing a significant process of social change. They felt

keenly the restrictions imposed on them on account of gender, and

they reacted by attempting to have these gender-specific grievances
recognized above others. As historians, to the voices of workers

and students, we must add the voices of feminists and feminist

women in particular. They too had an important message to deliver:
their arrival at self-recognition (conciencia de si) and their

taking place in society as equals of men.
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