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Abstract 
 In the aftermath of state terror, memory has emerged as a significant and perhaps 

contentious topic. The particular type of memory considered in this article is that of the 

children of those who suffered state repression. The wider impact of events and how these are 

remembered is a growing area of memory studies and has seen the implementation of terms 

such as multidirectional memory, absent memory, prosthetic memory and postmemory, the 

latter being the one most often applied to children of the post-generation. This article explores 

the literary legacy of the repression in Argentina during the dictatorship period of 1976 to 

1983 (known as ‘El Proceso’), as demonstrated in the literature of the post-generation. Using 

Félix Bruzzone’s 2008 novel Los topos as its primary example, it will consider questions of 

second-generation memory and identity and explore the definition of postmemory, its 

suitability and applicability to the Argentine situation and the literary manifestation of this 

type of memory. This article demonstrates how works of contemporary Argentine testimonial 

literature not only redefine the concept of witness but also of memory and in particular, 

postmemory.  
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***** 

 

Introduction 

Postmemory is an emerging concept in memory studies. This article examines the concept of 

postmemory and discusses the limitations of its definition thus far and specifically in relation 

to the memories of the Argentine post-generation. Conceived in reference to the memories of 

the children of Holocaust survivors, the application of the term to the memories of other 

‘post-generations’ is problematic – especially in the case of Argentina. The children born 

during the last Argentine dictatorship are the children of survivors, of victims, and of the 

disappeared.  During the military repression of 1976 to 1983 an estimated 30,000 people were 

kidnapped, tortured, murdered and disappeared, leaving a generation of children without 

parents, raised in a culture of fear and silence that persisted long beyond the dictatorship. 

Kathryn Sikkink describes the massive and systematic military practice of disappearance as a 

‘repressive “innovation”’1, noting that whilst the tactic of disappearance had been used 

elsewhere, ‘the Argentine case marked the most widespread and systematic contemporary use 

of the practice’ and that ‘Other repressive practices of the Argentine military regime, such as 

appropriating babies from disappeared women, falsifying their identities, and placing them for 

adoption in families friendly to the regime, were likewise frighteningly novel.’2 This unique 

situation calls for a rethinking of what is meant by the term postmemory and a re-examination 

of its transmission, reception and manifestation.  This article explores the ways in which the 

impact of the military dictatorship in Argentina, of mass disappearance and the ensuing trans-

generational disruption of memory transmission are evident in the literature produced by 

contemporary Argentine authors.  This article explores how these authors, in their search to 

define themselves are at the same time redefining what is meant by the term postmemory. 

 

 



Laura May Webb 

__________________________________________________________________ 

3 

What is postmemory? 

The term postmemory is attributed to Marianne Hirsch who defines it as ‘distinguished from 

memory by generational distance and from history by deep personal connection.’3 Hirsch 

goes on to explain that: 

 

Postmemory characterizes the experience of those who grow up dominated by 

narratives that preceded their birth, whose own belated stories are evacuated by 

the stories of the previous generation shaped by traumatic events that can be 

neither understood nor recreated.4 

 

In accordance with Hirsch’s description, postmemory may also be described then, as inherited 

memory, defined by a familial link. However, this definition of postmemory and its restriction 

to a familial or personal connection is indirectly challenged by Alejandra Serpente who 

describes the concept of postmemory more broadly as ‘a symbolic transgenerational act of 

memory transfer from one generation of survivors to a generation of secondary witnesses’.5 

Speaking in a Latin American context, Serpente ‘seeks to explore the limits of postmemory 

by calling for an expansion of whom we consider as suitable memory carriers […], 

broadening the limits of the familial and what it means to belong to a “memory 

community”’.6 An important distinction between these definitions is to be found in the sense 

of inevitability conveyed by Hirsch’s description and the suggestion in Serpente’s 

interpretation that it is a conscious process, an act of memory transfer, something over which 

one has some control or choice. The idea that postmemory and therefore the trauma 

experienced by one generation is foisted upon the next, that it is a burden which they in turn 

must bear, is prevalent in memory and trauma studies. Jürgen Reulecke traces this notion back 

to Freud and his ‘exhortation to consider how a generation transfers its specific mental 

problems to the next generation’ and suggests that it may not be simply the second generation 

who inherits this trauma but rather ‘after experiences of major upheaval, the aftershock can be 

felt “into the third and fourth generation,” as it is said in the Old Testament.’7 María Jesús 

Martínez-Alfaro states that ‘survivors’ descendants cannot extricate themselves from the 

traumatic experiences gone through by their parents’.8 Yet other critics argue that the trauma 

experienced by the second generation is not the same as that experienced by their parents and 

that there is no transmission of trauma as such, but a new trauma, which Ernst van Alphen 

ascribes to the fact that: 

 

The symbolic order into which they [the children] enter in childhood is 

fundamentally inconsistent or diffuse.  They do not have clear frames of 

reference at their disposal with which they can easily make sense of the world.  

For them it is never really clear where stories of murder and humiliation stop 

and reality begins.9 

 

Whilst Serpente would appear to agree with the idea that the second generation do not 

appropriate the trauma of their parents, she does not claim a secondary or unique trauma. 

Speaking in a Chilean and Argentinian context, she believes that ‘this so-called “post” 

generation has forged alternative ways of overcoming the trauma experienced by their 

parents’ generation’.10  

The ways in which postmemory impacts upon the second-generation and how this 

particular memory type manifests itself is a contentious issue as demonstrated by these 

varying interpretations, and appears to have at its root the question of distance, not only 

temporal or generational distance, but distance in terms of appropriation of and identification 

with the trauma in question. This question of appropriation is especially significant in the 
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context of emerging debate about who has the right to memory, how memory practices are 

enacted and a growing concern with the commercialisation of memory. Hirsch emphasises the 

need to ‘find the balance that allows the spectator to enter the image, to imagine the disaster, 

but that disallows an overappropriative identification that makes distances disappear’, for 

when these distances disappear, the result is the blurring of ‘context, specificity, 

responsibility, history’.11  

As demonstrated in the preceding paragraphs, the focus of the discussion on postmemory 

thus far is centred on questions of appropriation and the result or impact of this on the post-

generation. Given the difference in circumstances presented by the Argentine case, I would 

like to instead consider the origins and functions of postmemory, and the act itself of 

remembering by the post-generation. As most studies on postmemory have been carried out in 

relation to the Holocaust and Jewish memories in particular, this shift in focus to the actual 

production of second-generation memory and the individuals who produce post-memorial 

works is necessary to evaluate postmemory in a specifically Argentine context. The 

peculiarity of the Argentine situation and the most significant distinction between the children 

of Holocaust survivors and those of the Argentine post-genocide generation lies in the 

disruption of the trans-generational flow of information; the generation from whom the post-

generation are assumed to inherit their memories and/or trauma are disappeared. So where 

does the postmemory of the post-generation originate? What are the sources of postmemory 

for this second generation? How does it manifest and why? Do post-memorial works serve a 

different function in Argentina? These are all questions raised by the application of the term 

postmemory to an Argentine context, as whilst the term functions as generic, it has been 

conceived in relation to a specific historical situation. Second-generation post-memorial 

literary works are not uncommon, and Argentine testimonial literature cannot claim 

innovative or revolutionary status for works of this type. However the trans-generational 

disruption described above means that the status of the second-generation testimonial 

literature writer is distinct from that of other second-generation post-memorial writers. This 

article will explore the origins and sources of postmemory in Argentina generally, and then 

examine manifestation of the same in the work of Félix Bruzzone. 

 

Origins and sources 

In her study of postmemory in Argentina Susana Kaiser identifies three main sources of 

memory from which the post-generation reconstructs the past: ‘inter- and intragenerational 

dialogue (including the extended family, friends, neighbourhood, and community), education, 

and the communication media - the media broadly defined to include television, popular 

music, film, and street demonstrations’.12 What must be noted however is the fact that 

memories from these sources not only conflict with and contradict one another but have also 

changed over time, influenced by and reflecting not only personal, but political and societal 

changes. Francesca Lessa explores this concept further in her identification of three critical 

junctures that caused shifts in memory narratives circulating in the public scene, these are 

‘The Return of Democracy’, ‘The Consolidation of Impunity’ and ‘Unresolved Justice 

Demands and the Irruption of the Past’.13 She also distinguishes six particular memory 

narratives: ‘War’, ‘Excesses’, ‘Two Demons’, ‘Pacification and Reconciliation’, ‘State 

Terrorism’ and ‘Justice and Impunity’.14 Whilst this type of classification or ordering may be 

useful in terms of examining shifts in memory and their catalysts, the focus is on dominant, 

hegemonic memory. Kaiser narrows her field of analysis to the memories of individuals, but 

the individuals she chooses are people she terms ‘grey-zoners’ – not direct victims of the 

repression and neither human rights activists nor advocates of military rule.15 Kaiser’s focus 

may be narrower therefore, but her aim is similar to that of Lessa: ‘to facilitate a deeper 

understanding of the processes of memory construction in wider sections of society’.16  
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In this context of a quest for greater understanding and a wider debate over memory, and 

specifically definition of postmemory, testimonial literature returns the focus to the individual 

and offers a unique insight into not only the sources and origins of memory, but how this is 

then acted upon, how this memory manifests itself and is reinterpreted and repackaged for the 

next generation. The only way to know the sources of memory for any particular group of 

people, in this case the children of the disappeared, is to consult them directly. Examination of 

dominant narratives, of generic sources, overlooks the individual and marginalises the 

experiences and narratives of the post-generation.   

Andrés Jaroslavsky addresses individuals’ memories in his collection of testimonies of the 

‘children of the dictatorship in Argentina’ (2004).17 These witness accounts support Kaiser’s 

cited sources of memory but also reveal the dominance of inter- and intragenerational 

dialogue in the shaping of memory and also the nature of this dialogue. Much of the dialogue 

that informed the children about the situation of their parents did not involve or include them 

directly but was overheard. It also reveals how what was not said was almost as important as 

what was revealed, and the role individuals themselves played in shaping their memory of 

events, either via their own direct memories or through imaginative reconstruction. It 

demonstrates how the post-generation who have direct links to state terror through their 

parents are not simply passive recipients of memory but its active constructors. Examination 

of individual testimony necessitates comprehension of the emotional impact of both 

postmemory and what may be termed memory gaps. Therefore, in addition to the prevalent 

themes identified by Kaiser which include societal fears and silences, patterns of 

remembering and forgetting, historical explanations, impunity, indifference, and justice, 

individual testimony uncovers themes that are particular to those with direct experience and 

moves from a theoretical analysis to a practical and personal understanding of the nature and 

impact of postmemory.18 Throughout Jaroslavsky’s work, recurring themes that appear 

include the emotional impact of growing up without parents, the sense of absence, social 

stigma and feelings of shame, lies told to children, practical repercussions of disappearance, a 

need to connect with others in the same situation, and the need to honour or continue their 

parents’ work, e.g. social/political involvement. These themes represent a common thread that 

runs throughout second-generation testimony and can be understood as a uniting factor, an 

element that may in turn foster solidarity amongst those affected. This then broadens the remit 

of the discussion of postmemory, as it must be considered not only as a theory but as an 

activity that serves an important function.  Source, manifestation and function then, are 

elements of postmemory that deserve equal attention.  

Identification of the sources from which the memory of the children of the disappeared 

may be constructed and of the themes that recur in both personal memory and public, 

collective memory, provide a framework for the analysis of literary manifestations of 

postmemory. 

 

Los topos 

Los topos (‘Moles’ or ‘Spies’) published in Buenos Aires in 2008 is the first novel by author 

and son of disappeared parents Félix Bruzzone, who was born in Buenos Aires in August 

1976. His father had disappeared in March of that year and his mother disappeared in 

November of that same year. Los topos is the story of a son of disappeared parents; Bruzzone 

seems appropriately situated to write such a story. However, Los topos is not a conventional 

narrative of disappearance and approaches the subject in a way that may be considered 

controversial. The plot of a young man searching for his own identity does not seem 

particularly radical, yet Bruzzone’s protagonist is anything but conventional. Just as his 

maternal grandmother moves to live quite literally in the shadow of the ESMA (Escuela 

Mecánica de la Armada) the Navy Mechanics School used as a clandestine detention centre 
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during the dictatorship and the last known whereabouts of her daughter, the protagonist lives 

in the shadow of both his own family’s past and that of Argentina and the legacy of the brutal 

dictatorship. This article analyses the first-person narrative that follows the protagonist 

through a series of turbulent, dramatic events, far-fetched and unrealistic in their extremity, 

seemingly random, yet all interconnected and all leading back to events before his birth. 

Whilst the narrator-protagonist appears at times apathetic and at the mercy of fate, this novel 

has at its heart the search for a sense of identity and a protagonist who is actively searching 

not only for a sense of who he is, but also who his father is. The text merges fact and fiction 

in an innovative way in its dealing with real issues through an unrealistic story, deviating 

from traditional, biographical witness accounts.  The plot is fantastical in a multitude of ways, 

from the unlikely series of events that dictates the course of the protagonist’s life to the 

extreme characters of the people he meets. Closer reading though reveals a deep metaphorical 

association between these far-fetched scenarios and characters and the situation faced by the 

post-dictatorship generation of Argentines and specifically those who lost their parents. 

 The protagonist, who is unnamed throughout the text, is raised by his maternal grandfather 

and grandmother, the latter believing that his mother gave birth to another child whilst 

detained. When the grandfather dies, the grandmother sells the family home and dedicates 

herself to the search for her missing grandchild. The protagonist starts a relationship with a 

girl called Romina but finds himself drawn to the transvestites he passes on his way to meet 

her and becomes involved with one in particular named Maira. Following the end of his 

relationship with Romina and the death of his grandmother Lela, he becomes almost obsessed 

with Maira, who turns out to be a police assassin and also a child of disappeared parents. The 

protagonist comes to believe that Maira may in fact be his missing brother and his search for 

Maira sees him travel to Bariloche, where he himself becomes a transvestite and becomes 

captured by El Alemán (The German), a torturer of transvestites. In yet another twist, the 

protagonist proposes that El Alemán could be his, and therefore also Maira’s father. The 

novel ends abruptly and without resolution, the fate of the protagonist left hanging in the 

balance. From this convoluted and chaotic tale, distinct themes emerge which, when 

considered in the wider context of the Argentine dictatorship and specifically in relation to 

postmemory and the status of the author, allow for a metaphorical reading of the text which in 

turn assigns new meaning to the characters and events, even locations and names, revealing a 

subtext that is an inherent element of the novel and providing a new perspective on the events 

of the dictatorship itself and the aftermath. Bruzzone’s novel is an innovative and imaginative 

re-working of the traditional witness account where the boundary between biography and 

fiction is indistinct. Bruzzone acknowledges the biographical influence on his work: ‘El 

hecho de ser hijo de desaparecidos me motivó a trabajar alrededor de este problema desde que 

me dieron ganas de escribir sobre eso, tratando de hacer algo con el problema de los 

desaparecidos hoy.’ [The fact that I am a child of disappeared parents motivated me to work 

on this topic from the time I felt like writing about this, trying to do something with the 

problem of the disappeared today] [Translation my own].19   It has been suggested that it is 

this personal link which allows Bruzzone the freedom to address the topic in a way that 

Mirena Edurne Portela describes as ‘challenging and irreverent’.20 The protagonist bears 

witness not only to his own fictional life story but to the impact of the Argentine dictatorship 

on the post-generation. It is perhaps the peculiarity and irreality of the protagonist’s story that 

allows it to function as representative of a broader spectrum of people; the metaphorical 

reading that the text requires means that it is open to interpretation and therefore 

identification. The reader may not remain passive for the text simply cannot be accepted at 

face value; it is too unbelievable. 
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Truth as strange as fiction 

Despite the emphasis on the shocking or fantastical nature of the plot, the real themes that 

emerge reflect the responses and concerns of the children of disappeared parents, which are 

considered in Jaroslavsky’s work. In fact, the opening scene of Bruzzone’s novel is a familiar 

one to children of disappeared parents: 

 

Ellos se iban al fondo, al zapallar y hablan de todo lo que yo no tenía que 

saber.  Pero a veces me escondía entre las hojas de los zapallos […], y cuando 

mis abuelos llegaban para hablar los escuchaba.21   

 

[They would go to the back, to the pumpkin patch and talk about all the things 

that I didn’t need to know. But sometimes, I would hide amongst the leaves of 

the pumpkin plants […], and when my grandparents arrived to talk I would 

listen.]  

 

Many of the children who tell their stories as adults to Jaroslavsky overheard information or 

discovered by accident the truth about what had happened to their parents. Pablo Balustra 

awoke to overhear his mother and uncle talking about what had happened to his father. 

Having been told that his father had died of a heart attack, he describes how his ‘world was 

shattered’ upon learning his father had been shot by the military.22 Mariana Eva Tello 

overheard comments made by a teacher to her grandmother, whom she called ‘mum’: 

 

I did hear some comments, one teacher – the wife of a cop – told my mum that 

she was the mother of a subversive that it was a good job they’d killed her 

daughter because she was a Montonera.23    

 

Carolina Ghigliazza learnt the details of her mother’s life and her father’s death from her 

mother’s diaries, which she found at her grandmother’s house.24 Veronica Castelli recalls a 

childhood friend telling her at age seven ‘My mum told me your mum and dad are dead.’25 

Secrecy and lack of information regarding the whereabouts of their parents led the children of 

the disappeared to construct vivid fantasies about what had happened – not dissimilar to 

Bruzzone’s protagonist, as in the following examples from Jaroslavsky’s collection of 

testimonies: 

 

The harder you try to remember, the more you invent stories. […] I could see 

my dad falling out of an aeroplane and coming home with a leg and an arm in 

plaster a long time afterwards; they wouldn’t let him leave the hospital because 

he was still hurt. My mum had lost her memory or had gone so far away that 

she couldn’t remember how to get home. I used to see women in the street – 

this happened on various occasions – but straight away I’d say, ‘No, it’s not 

her …’  - Carolina Ghigliazza26 

 

Until I was four or five I had made up a story about my parents, I don’t know 

where I got it from. I used to fantasise that my parents were in an aeroplane 

that never landed, and that’s why they couldn’t come and get me, or call me, or 

write to me. – Marina Eva Perez27 

 

For Bruzzone’s protagonist, disjointed fragments of what he has overheard and what he 

knows combine with the events in his life, merging fantasy and reality, fact and fiction and 

leading him to make wild suppositions which, whilst appearing ridiculous, are not entirely 
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beyond the realm of possibility and can be read perhaps as indicative of the no man’s land 

that characterises the condition of disappearance. The inability of knowing for certain and 

gaps in knowledge leave the children of the disappeared in a state of perpetual irresolution. It 

is not the memory of the dictatorship and what has happened to their parents that impacts and 

afflicts the post-generation as much as the not knowing, and the impact of not being raised by 

their own parents and the lack of clear frames of reference as suggested by van Alphen and 

noted earlier. 

 The search for information is often physical and geographical as well as theoretical. The 

protagonist in Los topos is uprooted from the family home by his grandmother when she 

moves in search of the grandchild she believes was born in captivity. Later on, the protagonist 

returns to the family home in Moreno. Seeming to confirm Kaiser’s statement that memory 

attaches itself to objects and places, the return to the family home is significant.28 For 

Bruzzone’s protagonist ‘Volver allí iba a significar la recuperación de muchas cosas, algo 

fundamental para seguir avanzando’, [To return there would mean the recovery of many 

things, something essential to keep moving forward].29 He links the physical deterioration of 

the house to the deterioration of his grandmother’s health. Whilst he hopes to find the house 

in good repair and imagines an idyllic scene awaiting him, the reality is very different. The 

dilapidated state of his childhood home highlights the difference between the fantasy and the 

reality and also seems to suggest the impossibility of recuperating what is lost in addition to 

functioning as a metaphor for childhood lost. The significance of the childhood home and the 

return to the places inhabited by the parents who were disappeared is a recurrent theme in 

Jaroslavsky’s interviews. Jaroslavsky himself retraced his father’s steps in order to ‘turn that 

37-year-old doctor whom they had transformed into photographic paper, back into a person’, 

to collect memories ‘to kill off the ghost and get to know the person. Perhaps also to give him 

back the death that had been denied him’.30 For Martín Ezpeleta Jr, inhabiting his parents’ 

house is an act of defiance and resistance: 

 

It symbolises a whole lot of things, it’s the house they had to leave, where 

they’d set up home together, and which the way things turned out they had to 

leave. In some way they feel that my living here is like they’ve beaten their 

exile, that the bastards didn’t get the better of them and that if they’re not here 

at least their son is.31 

 

If the recuperation and restoration of the family home by Bruzzone’s protagonist is 

significant, then so too must be its subsequent loss. The builders whom the protagonist has 

employed to carry out the restoration work realise he does not own the house and throw him 

out, occupying the house themselves and promptly moving in their families. The protagonist 

is displaced once more and unable to recapture any sense of belonging or closure as 

experienced partly by Jaroslavsky’s interviewees through the process of physical or symbolic 

recuperation, of buildings, pasts or memories. These processes of recuperation appear to 

originate from a longing for memory rather than as a result of postmemory. It is the lack of 

postmemory that fuels the search for a sense of the missing parents’ identity and thus their 

own. The recuperation of memories and physical spaces and retracing of steps can be 

interpreted as an attempt to bridge the trans-generational disruption of memory transmission; 

the children actively seek that which the parents have been physically unable to transfer.  

 For many children of disappeared parents, this recuperation has manifested in political 

action and the founding of H.I.J.O.S (Hijos por la Identidad y la Justicia contra el Olvido y el 

Silencio - Sons and Daughters for Identity and Justice against Oblivion and Silence) in 1995. 

Their objectives are: 
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Profundizar la lucha por el Juicio y Castigo a los genocidas, los cómplices y 

los beneficiarios de la última dictadura, la restitución de la identidad de 

nuestras hermanas y hermanos apropiados, las exhumaciones de las y los 

luchadores desaparecidos de los que aún no conocemos su destino final, la 

recuperación de los CCD (Centros Clandestinos de Detención) en Espacios 

para la memoria, de seguir exigiendo la libertad de los presos políticos, 

luchando contra la impunidad de ayer y de hoy.32  

 

[To strengthen the fight for Trial and Punishment of the perpetrators of 

genocide, the accomplices and the beneficiaries of the last dictatorship, the 

restitution of the identity of our appropriated brothers and sisters, the 

exhumation of the disappeared fighters whose final destination we still do not 

know, the recovery of the Clandestine Detention Centres as Spaces for 

memory, to continue demanding freedom for political prisoners, fighting 

against the impunity of yesterday and today.]  

 

Anthony Nuckols posits that ‘H.I.J.O.S., with their taking of a political stance and activism, 

perhaps became the most visible voice of a generation of the children of the disappeared’.33 

Whilst H.I.J.O.S provided an opportunity for children of the disappeared to meet others who 

had shared the same or similar experiences and to channel those experiences, a consequence 

of the group’s political activism is that it has led to what Mirena Edurne Portela describes as a 

‘homogenized perception’of what it means to be a child of a disappeared family:34 

 

Se ha aceptado la idea de que ser “hijo/a” significa militar, ser activamente 

político/a y reivindicar el discurso de la “generación perdida”, es decir, la 

generación de sus padres.35 

 

[The idea that to be a “son/daughter” means to be militant, to be politically 

active and to reclaim the discourse of the “lost generation”, that is, the 

generation of their parents, has become established.]  

 

Bruzzone directly challenges this homogenized perception in his protagonist’s apparent 

rejection of H.I.J.O.S. The protagonist comments that he has never been to H.I.J.O.S but that 

a few things about the group attract him, namely the public protests organised and carried out 

by the group known as escraches that target perpetrators living with impunity in a very public 

naming and shaming. For the protagonist however, the escrache appeals to him as he 

considers it a form of revenge or ‘justicia por mano propia’ [by his own hands].36 The text 

indirectly touches upon the debate over memory ownership and rights in the protagonist’s 

apparently critical observation that his girlfriend Romina, who has joined H.I.J.O.S., not only 

does not have any disappeared family but that: 

 

ni siquiera en su familia sabían muy bien qué era todo eso de los desaparecidos 

y la opinión que tenían sobre lo que había pasado en los setenta era, como 

decía Romina, vaga, vaporosa; o más bien, de un vapor que flotaba en el aire 

pero que también era pesado, vapor de plomo o mercurio, de hierro 

galvanizado, acerado o directamente de acero – “vapor indestructible”, decía 

ella, “acorazado” -, y solíá incluir frases como “y pensar que se llevaban a 

gente que no tenía nada que ver”, cosas de ese estilo, o peores, o mejores, todo 

según el día y los eventos policiales o políticos del momento.37 
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[In her family they didn’t even know much about what all this was about the 

disappeared and the opinion that they did have about what had happened in the 

70s was, according to Romina, vague, vaporous; or rather a vapour that floated 

in the air but that was also heavy, vapour of lead or mercury, of galvanised 

iron, steel-tipped or entirely of steel – “indestructible vapour”, she used to say, 

“armoured” -, and she would often include phrases like “and to think they took 

people who had nothing to do with it”, these kind of things, or worse, or better, 

all depending on the day and the police or political events at that time.] 

 

The protagonist appears to question the motives and the sincerity of H.I.J.O.S. members, 

implying that attitudes towards the subject of the disappeared depend on wider events and 

portrayals rather than personal experience. This sentiment is echoed in the protagonist’s 

sarcastic remark that Romina’s friend Ludo, who is also a member of H.I.J.O.S., should join 

up with Romina and found a group called SOBRINOS (Nieces/Nephews) or NUERAS 

(Daughters-in-law) as her disappeared family member is an aunt rather than a parent.38 This 

debate over degrees of separation and the right to memory is of wider significance and is 

touched upon by Portela when she feels that it is pertinent, if not essential, to note the author’s 

status as a child of disappeared parents: ‘Se puede decir que este dato biográfico le da permiso 

para narrar las secuelas de la desaparición con una libertad adquirida por derecho y de una 

manera retadora e irreverente’ [It could be said that this biographical information gives him 

permission to narrate the consequences of disappearance with a freedom obtained by right and 

in a manner that is challenging and irreverent].39 Bruzzone is unafraid to challenge what could 

be called the established rhetoric of H.I.J.O.S. that has come to dominate the public 

understanding of what it means to be a child of disappeared parents. Bruzzone explores the 

repercussions of the state’s employment of systematic disappearance upon the next generation 

outside a political context, and the author himself has made clear that for him the political and 

the personal are two separate elements, and to be an hijo does not necessarily mean to be an 

H.I.J.O.  

 Bruzzone recognises the value of human rights organisations such as H.I.J.O.S. but feels 

that literature has a different role to play, stating in an interview that ‘La literatura tiene que 

cuestionar y mostrar tensiones; trabaja más en la dimension de la representación de las cosas 

que de las cosas en sí’ [Literature has to question and demonstrate tensions; it functions more 

in terms of the representation of things rather than the things themselves.].40 Bruzzone feels 

that what are needed now are ‘new perspectives’.41 In this respect, Bruzzone switches the 

focus to the problems and experiences of the post-generation and what it means to be the child 

of disappeared parents, rather than to the events and the experiences of the dictatorship. 

Whilst this literature is embedded in those events from which his personal experiences and 

those of his protagonist are born, it is not an examination of that time period nor its politics, 

but its repercussions now, in the present. Postmemory in Bruzzone’s work is a basis for the 

narrative but it is not the focus. The postmemory of events is ever present, but postmemory in 

this work defies previous definitions. The protagonist’s story is not ‘evacuated by the stories 

of the previous generation shaped by traumatic events that can be neither understood nor 

recreated’ as Hirsch describes, nor is it ‘symptomatic of the desire of the generation of 

survivors’ children to connect to the past of their parents’, which is the risk posed by the use 

of the term postmemory according to van Alphen.42 Serpente claims that ‘in the context of 

Chile and Argentina, postmemory seems to refer directly to the memory work carried out by 

human rights activists who position themselves in the public sphere as the relatives of the 

victims of state terrorism’.43 Bruzzone challenges this not only by adopting an approach that 

is literary as opposed to political, but a literary approach that is innovative and novel in terms 

of Latin American literature that addresses the themes of postmemory and disappearance. 
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Emilio Crenzel proposes that with the passing of generations, young adults have proposed 

new narrative and interpretive approaches to the past in an ‘attempt to reconstruct their 

parents’ public and private histories’,44 but Bruzzone’s new narrative approach does not 

attempt this. Postmemory in Bruzzone’s work is not a manifestation of an inherited trauma 

nor a representation or working through of past memory. Postmemory is transformed in 

Bruzzone’s work into a process. Combining his own, real experiences with the fictional story 

of his protagonist allow the author to reinterpret and re-present past events.  Bruzzone is both 

an inheritor and creator of postmemory at the same time. Postmemory can be described in this 

context as the start product that is transformed during the course of the narrative as it is 

incorporated into and becomes the narrator’s own memory and experience. This second-

generation memory is the end product which is passed to the next generation and in turn will 

(in)form the postmemory of the next generation.  

Postmemory in this instance is distanced from established concepts of the same. This 

distancing is achieved via the author’s innovative narrative, which in addition to challenging 

popular discourse which constrains consideration of the post-generation to a solely political 

context, also challenges the notion of what can be considered acceptable or appropriate forms 

of expressing and representing the past. One of the most controversial elements of Bruzzone’s 

plot, which has been described as ‘unreal, unexpected and even grotesque’ and a text which 

‘at times borders on the absurd’,45 is the central role played by transvestism. 

 

Cuerpos dobles, sentidos dobles [Double bodies, double meanings] 

 

Ver a esas chicas, las curvas perfectas, los cuerpos que eran como cuerpos 

dobles, doble piel, doble intensidad […]46 

 

To see those girls, their perfect curves, their bodies that were like double 

bodies, double skin, double intensity […]  

 

Whilst the topic of transvestism may appear surprising given the context of the novel, it is not 

the issue of transvestism itself but that which it represents that is paramount. Portela stresses 

that Bruzzone’s exploration of transvestism is strictly limited to the stereotypical and the 

world of prostitution.47 It is employed as a vehicle to explore other themes that are central to 

the narrative. Whilst the author’s exploration of transvestism may be limited, the theme itself 

fulfils several functions within the text, the most significant being its inextricable link to 

questions of identity. The protagonist’s search for Maira is also ultimately a search for his 

own identity, which is tied to the search for his father. Identities and relationships in the novel 

are intertwined and confused. Maira has a double identity, as does the protagonist when he 

becomes a transvestite. The protagonist also comes to believe that Maira is his step-brother, 

the child born to his mother in captivity. In the text, identity is shifting and fluid and often 

elusive:  

 

Buscar a mi hijo era buscar mi lugar de padre. Vengar a Maira era hacer 

justicia también con su padre – y, si éramos hermanos, con el mío y ser, en 

cierta forma, su hermano mayor, que también es como ser una especie de 

padre.48 

 

[To look for my son would also be to look for my place as a father.  To avenge 

Maira would also be to do justice for her father – and, if we were brothers, 
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with mine too and to be, in some way, her big brother, which is also like being 

a type of father.]  

 

The protagonist is constantly searching for a sense of identity; his own, his mother’s, his 

father’s, Maira’s, his brother’s and finally that of El Alemán. There is a constant and 

pervasive element of instability which echoes the very real state of flux caused by the tactic of 

disappearance employed by the military and described by Antonius Robben: ‘The hope that 

the loved one was still alive made the disappearance so tantalizing. Reality and fantasy were 

hard to disentangle as parents were thrown between hope for life and resignation to death.’49 

Bruzzone’s work shows the impact of disappearance on the post-generation, a shift in focus 

from the parents of the disappeared and the disappearances themselves.   

The murky world of transvestism and prostitution allows the author to explore the themes 

of violence, torture and disappearance in an alternative context to that of the political violence 

of the 70s. El Alemán disappears transvestites, tortures and murders them, and is described by 

Portela as ‘un torturador reciclado que en vez de desaparecer subversivos políticos desaparece 

ahora a subversivos sociales/sexuales’ [a recycled torturer who instead of disappearing 

political subversives now disappears social/sexual subversives].50 The parallel is made 

explicit in the protagonist’s suggestion that El Alemán may well have been a torturer during 

the dictatorship: ‘¿desde cuándo este tipo se dedicaba a torturar, matar y hacer desaparecer a 

travestis? ¿siempre habían sido travestis? Titular: ‘Torturador prófugo de la dictadura 

secuestraba y asesinaba travestis en Bariloche’’ [Since when did this bloke dedicate himself 

to torturing, killing and making transvestites disappear? Had it always been transvestites? 

Headline: ‘Fugitive torturer from the dictatorship kidnaps and assassinates transvestites in 

Bariloche’], which implies a physical, literal continuation of the violence of the past.51 It is 

clear that transvestism in the text has a metaphorical function and is employed as a vehicle 

rather than as an end in itself. The subject of transvestism upon first reading may appear to be 

entirely abstract and an unusual topic, but closer consideration reveals its multiple purpose. In 

fact, the very abstract nature and peculiarity of the topic itself may fulfil a less recognisable 

function, that of creating distance between the events of the repression themselves and the 

narrative which then demands a metaphorical reading. It also rejects a too-facile identification 

with the protagonist and therefore distances not only the author from the protagonist but also 

the reader from the protagonist and/or author and therefore the subject matter. This creates 

that distance that Hirsch considers critical to avoid the ‘overappropriation identification’ 

discussed in the introduction to this article. This abstraction is perhaps required in order to 

fulfil the author’s intention of viewing the subject through a different lens, allowing for the 

‘different perspectives’ that Bruzzone believes are necessary.52 It is in this respect also that 

Bruzzone’s novel may be described as a work of resistance, an element it has in common with 

traditional testimonial works.  

 

Conclusion 

Los topos resists the traditional, stereotypical representation of disappearance and particularly 

of what it means to be a child of disappeared parents confined to a political context and 

constrained within a discourse of human rights. It goes beyond this however, as the author is 

also working to resist the relegation of the whole subject of the dictatorship period and the 

disappearances, to history. Perhaps exploiting his status as a child of desaparecidos to explore 

the subject in an abstract, unexpected way, Bruzzone generates new interest and lays the 

foundation for a new way of exploring a topic which is often referred to as ‘exhausted’.53 Los 

topos resists this in a novel way, not only continuing the debate about the enduring impact of 

the disappearances, but shifting the focus to the post-generation and importantly, 

postmemory.             
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