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Women in Revolutionary Movements 
in Latin America 


JANE S. JAQUETTE 
Department of Political Science, 


Occidental College 


The image of the female revolutionary, dressed 
in fatigues and carrying a gun, stands in stark 
contrast to our North American view of the 
passive, "oppressed" Latin American woman. 
For that reason alone it would be interesting to 
explore the role of the female guerrillera as a 
significant aspect of the Latin American revolu- 
tionary experience. Yet the implications of 
female participation should be spelled out more 
clearly. First, the act of taking up a gun and 
entering a guerrilla band implies a new relation- 
ship of equality with men and a consequent 
change in patterns of role differentiation by 
sex. Second, there is the effect of the inter- 
national feminist movement today on the 
development of new role models and institu- 
tions. From the example of the Vietnamese 
women to Bernadette Devlin and Angela Davis, 
the female revolutionary has become a shared 
symbol, one which transcends national differ- 
ences. As Chris Camarano (1971:48) wrote in 
her article on Cuban women: 


... I have come to feel... the need for inter- 
nationalism in the women's movement, as in all 
revoluntionary movements. Most especially, it is 
important for us to try to understand what 
lessons there are for us in the continuing struggles 
of women already living in revolutionary society. 
The changes in the quality of their lives, the 
recurring pitfalls, the necessity for a constant 
offensive against material and attitudinal under- 
development-all of these have meaning for us 
because they speak directly to our own oppres- 
sion and to the possibilities of our throwing it 
off. 


The international movement provides a forum 
not merely for debates on revolutionary tactics, 
but also for the invention and testing of new 
patterns of social relationships, and thus be- 
comes a factor in the speed and direction of 
social change. 


It is unfortunate that the information now 
available on the participation of women in 
revolutionary movements in Latin America is 
extremely scarce.1 Due to the lack of informa- 


1I did not cover Mexico, 1968 and after, current 
MIR activities in Chile, nor did I consider Eva Peron 


tion, this paper is, by necessity, an attempt to 
draw together what little there is rather than to 
provide a thoroughgoing analysis. Nonetheless, 
I think it is useful to keep the following points 
in mind: 


First, there is a female revolutionary tradi- 
tion in Latin America. I find this fact suf- 
ficiently important to devote the first section 
of the paper to a discussion of historical 
antecedents to the role of women in modern 
guerrilla movements. 


Second, historically, the women who have 
participated as guerrilleras have shared certain 
characteristics: they are young, often in their 
early twenties; they often come from upper- 
middle-class, educated backgrounds; and they 
are quite often wives or relatives of male 
revolutionaries. Within the guerrilla operation 
itself, certain tasks such as bearing messages, 
spying, carrying contraband weapons, etc., have 
been traditionally assigned to women, along 
with the tasks of nursing and cooking. This 
kind of role differentiation, as we. shall see 
particularly in the case of Uruguay, is increas- 
ingly coming under attack. 


Third, there appears to be a link between 
female participation in guerrilla movements and 
the development of political statements and 
platforms directly aimed at feminist. issues. 
Historically this was the case in Argentina in 
1810 and in Mexico after 1910. In the modern 
guerrilla movements, there is also such a link 
but it seems to be affected by the closeness of 
the male revolutionary leadership to inter- 
national revolutionary currents (which increases 
awareness of feminist issues) as against the 
degree to which the movement is aimed at the 
peasant (which decreases the likelihood of 
feminist planks in revolutionary platforms). 
This question will be taken up again in the 
concluding section. 


With these analytical suggestions in mind, let 


sufficiently feminist to include her in the'historical 
section of the paper. I did check Pensamiento Critico 
(Cuba), Granma (Cuba), Sucesos (Mexico), Punto 
Final (Chile), and Politica (Mexico), as well as Le 
Monde (1968-1971) and the New York Times 
(1964-1971). 
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us look at the information available. 


GUERRILLERAS IN THE 
LATIN AMERICAN 


REVOLUTIONARY TRADITION 


In Latin American history, particularly dur- 
ing the Independence period, we find women 
who have organized guerrilla groups, have taken 
up arms, both with guerrillas or regular troops, 
and often have died heroically while upholding 
their political principles. One of the first 
women martyrs was Cecilia Tupac Amaru, sister 
of Jose Gabriel Tupac Amaru, direct descen- 
dent of the Inca rulers, who led a final 
desperate rebellion of the Indians against 
Spanish domination in 1780. When the attempt 
failed, Cecilia, who had been one of the first to 
support her brother, was led around, nude, on a 
burro through the streets of Cuzco while being 
whipped on the shoulders (Blomberg, 
n.d.:49-51). She died later on a ship carrying 
her to exile in Spain, and her body was thrown 
into the sea. 


The most famous female figure of the 
Independence period is Juana Azurduy, wife of 
Manuel Padilla, a caudillo who continued to 
fight the Spanish after the patriot army had 
been defeated by the royalists. History reports 
that "there was no action in which Padilla was 
not seen next to his wife, who was accom- 
panied by a retinue of Amazons as brave as 
their leader." And Juana, "jumping from her 
spirited battle horse to her pack mule, sleeping 
with her arms at her side and wearing her boots, 
appearing here and disappearing there to harrass 
the enemy constantly," inspired Alto Peru 
(now Bolivia) to "vibrate with patriotic fervor" 
(Sosa de Newton, 1967:54). In 1816 her 
husband was killed, and Juana escaped, 
wounded, and returned to fight the Spaniards 
dressed in black and holding the rank of 
lieutenant colonel. She died in poverty, unable 
to collect her Army pension, in 1862 (Blom- 
berg, n.d.: 114). 


The Argentines claim many heroines of the 
Independence, among them Juana Robles, a 
slave, who in 1814 penetrated the defenses of 
the city of Salta to bring word of the surrender 
of Montevideo. Loreto Sanchez de Peon was 
also a famous messenger and spy who reported 
the numbers of royalist troops by a system 
using grains of corn as she did not know how to 
count. When the Spaniards realized that women 
were actively supporting the patriots, there 
were reprisals. Women were tied to cannons and 
beaten, their goods were confiscated, and they 
were often forced to pay large sums of money. 
They were jailed and abused and many fled 


with the patriot army rather than face the 
Spaniards (Sosa de Newton, 1967:48-49). 


In Nueva Granada (Colombia), two women 
were active in revolutionary warfare and were 
executed for their principles. Policarpa Salavar- 
rieta, who fought in a number of battles, was 
imprisoned and condemned to death (Diaz, 
1968:363). During her last moments she tried 
in vain to convince the native firing squad to 
turn their guns against the Spanish. A woman 
named Antonia Sanchez organized and supplied 
the guerrillera of Coromoro before she was 
betrayed by a friend (Blomberg, n.d.:66). 


Much of the writing on women in the 
Independence period is of the sentimental, 
nationalist type. In a few cases, however, an 
attempt is made to link female participation 
with women's rights or the feminist movement. 
For example, Lily Sosa de Newton (1967:37) 
argues that the Revolution of May in Argentina 
opened "new possibilities which until then had 
not been seen nor expected," and that the 
Revolution meant a "loosening of the chain" 
that bound women "in double subjection to 
political power and to their feminine condi- 
tion" in an atmosphere of "new ideas, different 
attitudes, and improvised values." 


A similar argument has been made for the 
Revolution of 1910 in Mexico by Frederick 
Turner. It is his position that "the participation 
of women in the Revolution led, during the 
period of violence and after, to an ideological 
change favorable to the emancipation of 
women" (1967:603). In spite of the fact that 
women did not obtain the right to vote in 
national elections until 1958(!), certain signifi- 
cant changes began to occur during the Revolu- 
tion, including the breakdown of loyalty to the 
family and of the isolation of women from 
national events and the explicit appeal to 
women as a political support group. The result 
was a change of status for women which 
eventually resulted in the creation of a women's 
sector within the Partido Revolucionario Insti- 
tutional (which still governs Mexico), the 
increasing participation of women in higher 
education, the professions, and the labor force 
in general, and the creation of a new feminist 
consciousness. In 1911 "hundreds of women" 
signed a letter to interim president De la Barra 
asking for the vote. The Liga Feminista 
Cuauhtemoc asked "not only for the political 
equality of women but also for complete 
emancipation in their 'economic, physical, 
intellectual and moral battle' " (p. 612). For- 
eign correspondents commented on the "spec- 
tacular role" women were playing in the 
Revolution, and an Argentine journalist sought 
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to explain this unusual fact by pointing out 
that "technical advances" made weapons both 
"abundant" and "lighter and easier to carry" 
(p. 611). 


A number of women held the ranks of 
sergeant and lieutenant and one woman, Mar- 
garita Neri, commanded a group of 400 Indians. 
Elisa Acuna, who began with Flores Magon in 
1903, fought with Emiliano Zapata until he was 
killed (p. 614). As during the Independence 
period, women were most often active as 
messengers and spies and as cooks. Wives and 
children of revolutionaries often became in- 
volved by being used as hostages-Huerta's men, 
for example, placed wives and children of 
revolutionaries on the front of trains to prevent 
ambushes (p. 609). It is interesting that in 
post-Revolutionary Mexico, as in Cuba under 
Fidel, the most powerful women were the 
presidents' private secretaries. One of them, 
Venustiano Carranza's secretary Hermila 
Galinda de Topete, is said to have had an 
important positive influence on divorce legisla- 
tion (p. 619). 


A very different revolutionary movement 
which never gained power but which survived 
years of persecution through the creation of a 
large, clandestine organization, is the APRA 
party. The program of the Alianza Popular 
Revolucionaria Americana (APRA) emphasized 
the integration of the Indian, the need for state 
control of the economy, and resistance to 
North American imperialism, and reflected an 
attempt to apply Marxist thinking to the Latin 
American reality. As APRA was the archetypi- 
cal "populist" party in Latin America for many 
years, it is interesting to note that the party 
explicitly recognized women as an essential 
element of the revolutionary struggle and 
developed a "feminist platform" which in- 
cluded demands for female suffrage, election 
and appointment of women to government 
posts, equal pay for equal work, maternity 
benefits, and guarantees of civil rights to 
married women (p. 5). 


In 1934 the party published a document, 
Aprismo Feminino Peruano, (Meneses, 1934) to 
examine the decline in female participation. In 
the 1920's, when APRA was a pan-continental 
movement, women imparted "training, doc- 
trine, and revolutionary consciousness" to 
radical groups in the host countries (p. 7). Yet 
prior to APRA's stand, the party noted, women 
were considered "unfit for activities other than 
the domestic ones." It pointed out that, for the 
female aprista, participation had meant a 
"singular, evolutionary process toward the 
acquisition of a conscience of struggle .... 


Insulted, persecuted, jailed, she broke the 
bonds of repression" and "stimulated the faith 
and the spirit which never diminished among 
APRA prisoners" (p.7). The document con- 
cluded that the decline of support resulted 
from changes in political "fashion" to which 
women would naturally be more "sensitive." It 
noted the failure of the original middle-class 
women activists to establish closer ties with 
working women (pp. 24-34; 39-40). 


WOMEN IN GUERRILLA 
MOVEMENTS: 1953-1971 


Cuba 
Much has been written about the role of 


women in the Cuban revolution itself (Franqui, 
1965; Sutherland, 1969), on the changing role 
of women in Cuba as a result of the revolution, 
and of a conscious attempt by Fidel and other 
members of the elite to transform the status of 
women in Cuban society (Camarano, 1971: 
Chertov, 1970; Purcell, 1971; Olesen, 1971). 
Because Cuba has been in so many other ways a 
model for revolutionary movements elsewhere 
in Latin America, it is worthwhile to review 
some of the facts to provide a basis for 
comparison. 


The three most important women in Cuba 
today all participated in the 26th of July 
Movement and fought in the Sierra Maestra. 
Haydee Santamaria was taken along as a nurse 
in the original attack on the Moncada barracks 
and imprisoned along with the rest of that 
group. She fought in the Sierra, then was sent 
to Miami to organize financial support in the 
United States. After the revolution she was 
appointed by Fidel to the ORI (Integrated 
Revolutionary Organizations) National Direc- 
torate (Karol, 1970:247n) and became the 
director of the Casa de las Americas, 


Celia Sanchez, Fidel's "inseparable compan- 
ion and confidant" (Franqui, 1965:10), helped 
organize the 26th of July Movement in the 
cities, fought in the Sierra, and became Fidel's 
second-in-command. After the revolution she 
continued to act as Fidel's administrative 
secretary and as Secretary of the Council of 
Ministers (Franqui, 1965:10, 18). Vilma Espin 
helped plan the 1956 attack on Santiago, 
fought in the Sierra, and later took the job as 
head of the Federation of Cuban Women 
(FMC) with the task of mobilizing Cuban 
women into the work force and into the 
revolution. Yet it is significant that all these 
women are closely linked to important male 
leaders-Celia as secretary to Fidel, Vilma as the 
wife of Rauil Castro, and Haydee as the wife of 
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Armando Hart Davalos, party leader. 
There is no question that the revolutionary 


regime has been dedicated to mobilizing women 
and that, as a result, the situation of women in 
Cuba has changed drastically from pre-revolu- 
tionary days. There is greatly increased partici- 
pation of women in the labor force, and this in 
turn has led to changes in the institution of the 
family. Many women are freed from all-day 
child care by a network of day care centers that 
by 1968 were caring for nearly 41,000 children, 
Sexual mores and female patterns of depen- 
dency are being changed by the fact that 
contraceptives are readily available (although 
not actively promoted by the regime), that 
abortion is legalized,2 and divorce is "free on 
mutual consent." One of the major targets of 
regime criticism has been the traditional hus- 
band who tries to control his wife's behavior to 
conform to traditional views. In his famous 
speech on party militancy (March, 1963), Che 
Guevara spoke of the husband who would not 
let his wife, who was an official at the Ministry 
of Industries, make trips without accompanying 
her: "This is a boorish example of discrimina- 
tion against women. Does a woman, perchance, 
have to accompany her husband each time he 
has to go into the interior or any other place so 
she can watch him, lest he succumb to 
temptation or something of the sort?" (Gerassi, 
1968:241) 


It is not only the attitudes of husbands 
toward their wives which the regime is trying to 
change, but also the attitudes of parents toward 
their children. The mobilization of young 
women into the 1961 Literacy Campaign and 
other activities has threatened parents who did 
not want their daughters exposed to the 
dangers that lurk outside the home. The regime 
responded to this concern by having the women 
live together in groups in the rural areas, rather 
than with the peasants as the men did, and by 
appealing to youth to recognize the regime's 
responsibility to their parents (Olesen, 
1971:550-551). 


Key to the new mobilization of women is the 
Federation of Cuban Women itself, dedicated 
to preparing women "educationally, politically 
and socially to participate in the Revolution" 
(Espin in Purcell, 1971:10). The FMC, with a 
membership of 54 per cent of the adult female 


2According to Sutherland (1969) it is legal only 
when contraceptive methods have failed or when 
reported within a month of conception. Parents are 
notified if the girl is unmarried (p. 178). Oleson 
(1971) reports that the pill, formerly not approved by 
the regime due to health hazards associated with it, is 
now being considered for future use. 


population by 1970, has been responsible for 
setting up the day care centers, organizing a 
number of educational programs, including 
special courses for domestic workers and 
peasant women, and for the management of a 
number of agricultural projects. Through its 
educational programs and its magazine, Mu- 
jeres, the FMC has been a central force in 
creating-and directing-female consciousness. 
The Federation has consistently taken a strong 
line, creating new images of women as workers 
and revolutionary fighters, for, as Vilma Espin 
has stated, Cuba "cannot cease to be under- 
developed while all women able to work are not 
doing so." For the FMC a job liberates women 
"from domestic slavery and the heavy burden 
of prejudice" (Purcell, 1971:10). On the other 
hand, "women are still expected to have 
primary or sole responsibility for domestic and 
child care chores in the home" (pp. 17, 18). 
Occupational stereotyping still occurs with no 
attempt made to mobilize males into tradition- 
ally female-dominated industries such as food, 
tobacco, and textiles. "Only in those tradition- 
ally male occupations where sufficient male 
labor is unavailable, has the regime made a 
special effort to recruit female workers" (pp. 
18-19). Women administrators are almost 
always placed in jobs that involve supervising 
other women, not male workers. On questions 
of sexual mores, the FMC "has been generally 
silent.. ." (Sutherland, 1969:186). 


In contrast to the radical early period of the 
Russian Revolution, the family has never come 
under direct attack in Cuba. Olesen notes that 
the regime "encourages common law couples to 
marry" in special mass weddings. Legalized 
unions have greater advantages with regard to 
pensions, support, inheritance, and even land 
titles (1971:551). 


In spite of these limitations, Cuba is at the 
forefront in creating new institutions based on 
the premise of equality for women. This 
commitment has penetrated the ideology of the 
top elite as well. In his "Santa Clara" speech 
(Castro and Jenness, 1970), Fidel argued that 
women, like the black population of Cuba, had 
been doubly liberated "as part of the exploited 
sector of the society" and "not only as workers 
but also as women, in that society of exploita- 
tion." Second, he argued that the function of 
reproduction, while important to society, has 
"enslaved [women] to a series of chores within 
the home ...." In order to reach the social 
goal of liberating women, "we must have thou- 
sands of children's day nurseries, thousands 
of primary boarding schools, thousands of 
school dining halls, thousands of workers' din- 
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ing halls, [and] thousands of centers of social 
services..." (pp. 7-8). It should be noted that 
this view of female emancipation does not rest 
on the premise that sex role distinctions should 
be eliminated, but rather on the professionaliza- 
tion of female household work. 


In contrast, Che has argued (Gerassi, 
1968:241-242) that female participation in the 
Revolution is inevitably linked to psychological 
factors as well; that "the liberation of women 
should consist in the achievement of their total 
freedom-their inner freedom. It is not a matter 
of a physical restriction which is placed on 
them to hold them back from certain activities. 
It is also the weight of previous traditon." 


In retrospect, Alistair Hennessey has argued 
that "it is not accidental that the Cubans 
should have devoted so much energy to 
women's organizations.... Without the sup- 
port of women, especially in traditionally 
Catholic societies, social revolution would be a 
chimera." Cuban revolution has been among 
the least exportable, and least debated, ele- 
ments of the Cuban example. 


Colombia 
In the five rural guerrilla movements which 


followed in the wake of the Cuban success, 
those of Guatemala, Venezuela, Peru, Colombia 
and Bolivia, I have found evidence in all cases 
of some female participation, although it was 
very limited except in Peru and in the special 
case of Bolivia. However, in only one of these, 
the Colombian, was there any specific political 
statement about women. This occurs in the 
Platform of the United Front, drawn up by the 
revolutionary priest, Camilo Torres, and an- 
nounced prior to his joining the guerrillas. 


Article 10. of the Platform (May-22, 1965) 
reads as follows: "Women will participate on an 
equal footing with men, in the economic, 
political and social activities of the country" 
(Gerassi, 1971:Ch. 39). Apparently Article 10 
did not appear in the original draft of the 
statement, written in February. According to 
John Gerassi, this draft was circulated "to his 
friends, to some trusted political comrades, and 
to the few Communists he knew well. They 
discussed it with him, suggested a few changes 
and one serious addition-a clause on the rights 
of women" (1971:26). Torres' biographer, 
German Guzman, has argued that the Platform 
was drawn up following studies by committees 
from "the various progressive groups" in Co- 
lombia based on research teams which Camilo 
had organized originally as a seminary student 


in France. A number of women were active on 
those teams.3 


While the Platform of the United Front was 
an urban, even international, document, it was 
apparently consistent with the views of the 
guerrilla leadership, as evidenced by Camilo's 
meeting with guerrilla leader Fabio Vasquez 
Castana in early July. At that meeting the two 
men "agreed on both strategy and tactics," 
including the buildup of urban support net- 
works through the United Front. The published 
version of the Platform appeared in Frente 
Unido, the Front's magazine, in August. In 
October the "Message to Women," which 
denounced the exploitation of women in 
Colombia, was published, just before Camilo 
left Bogota to join the armed struggle (Gerassi, 
1971:Ch. 39). 


On February 15, 1966, Camilo was killed at 
Patio de Cemento along with four guerrillas 
who tried to come to his aid. One of the less 
reliable reports of the incident indicated that 
among the guerrillas there was a woman "who 
wore blue jeans and who carried a rifle which 
she began to fire against the army patrol." She 
was wounded in the hand while escaping into 
the forest (Guzman, 1969:250-251). In Janu- 
ary, 1968, the Peking-oriented People's Libera- 
tion Army, a new guerrilla group, declared: 


Countless women from the people could only 
rely on poverty, slavery and prostitution. Now 
their path is clear and bright, they can join the 
ranks of one of the auxiliary units of the EPL, 
helping with their own hands to build a true 
fatherland, and covering themselves with glory. 
[Gott, 1970:Appendix 9] 


Peru 
Two groups who were unable to unite their 


efforts (Bejar, 1969) opened guerrilla fronts in 
Peru in 1965, the Movimiento de Izquierda 
Revolucionaria (MIR) led by Luis de la Puente 
and the Ejercito de Liberacion Nacional (ELN) 
under Hector Bejar. Both drew up revolution- 
ary statements, although Bejar writes that in 
the case of the ELN "not much effort" was put 
into the task as "most members felt that the 
Left had already drawn up enough programs 
without their writing yet another one" (Bejar, 
1969:61). Neither platform refers to emancipa- 
tion of women (Bejar, 1969; Mercado, 1967). 
However, it appears that there were women 


3Gerassi (1971) emphasizes the influence of 
Camilo's mother, Isabel Restrepo Gaviria, whom he 
describes as "a feminist who often took to the streets 
to demonstrate against her sex's inequalities..." (p. 
15). 
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fighting with at least one MIR unit, and the 
imprisonment of the wives of MIR leaders by 
the government aroused international concern. 


On October 8, 1965, the Peruvian weekly 
Oiga reported a clash between the army and 45 
guerrillas of the "Tupac Amaru" front. This 
group was accompanied by various women, 
some with their children and others "authentic 
guerrilleras who fought shoulder to shoulder 
with the men." In the skirmish one woman 
(Aquila) was killed with nine men, and seven 
women were captured. Their leader, Guillermo 
Lobat6n, was apparently killed on January 7, 
1966 (Gott, 1970:272-273). 


Meanwhile, the government had imprisoned a 
number of wives of guerrilla leaders in a prison 
at Chorrillos including the wives of Luis de la 
Puente and Guillermo Lobaton. Little notice of 
this was taken in the press.4 In February the 
women prisoners sent a letter (Caretas, Feb. 
1-14, 1966) protesting their imprisonment for 
over seven months as contrary to "human rights 
and ethical principles." They further asked for 
official proof that Lobaton and other members 
of the "Tupac Amaru" had been killed, and 
accused the government of holding them 
illegally as hostages. The women demanded that 
they be informed of the accusations against 
them, and they announced a hunger strike to 
begin on February 13. 


On February 17 Oiga published a cable from 
the International Federation of the Rights of 
Man protesting the "arbitrary detention of 
seven wives of guerrilla leaders without trial and 
without informing them of the accusations 
against them in more than a half year of 
imprisonment." The cable was signed by a 
number of European intellectuals including 
Jean Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir. The 
hunger strike was called off when some of their 
demands were met; and they were later released 
(Oiga, March 4, 1966). 


An article by Jacqueline Eluau de Lobaton 
later appeared in the Chilean fidelista journal, 
Punto Final, recalling Lobaton's ties with the 
peasants and questioning whether he could still 
be alive, as the Peruvian military had never 
proven his death. The need of the revolutionary 
Left to keep its leaders alive is met by the 
creation of legends. In the creation of such a 
legend around the figure of Guillermo Lobaton, 
Jacqueline has become one of the most well 
known of the Latin American guerrilla 
heroines. 


4Those named were Mercedes de Fernando Gasco, 
Nelly Arias Escalante, Hilda Galvez, and Jacqueline 
Eluau de Lobaton. 


Venezuela and Guatemala 
Evidence of the participation of women in 


guerrilla activities in Venezuela and Guatemala, 
two countries which were the first to experi- 
ence the organization of guerrilla fronts in 
response to Fidel's success in Cuba, is scarce 
indeed. In Venezuela there is an account of a 
girl who participated in the hijacking of a plane 
in November, 1963, along with other "teenage" 
students. The incident, which Richard Gott 
described as a "publicity stunt," involved the 
distribution of FALN (Armed Forces of Na- 
tional Liberation) pamphlets over the town of 
Ciudad Bolivar followed by an escape to 
Trinidad. There the authorities were unwilling 
to grant political asylum, and the students were 
returned to Venezuela where they were charged 
with air piracy (Gott, 1970:129). 


The most famous of the women involved in 
revolutionary activities in Venezuela is Eliza- 
beth Burgos, who has received attention largely 
because she is the wife of French Journalist and 
revolutionary theoretician, Regis Debray. They 
were married while Debray was being held 
prisoner in Camiri, Bolivia, after he had been 
captured and accused of helping Chq's forces 
there in 1967 (Newsweek, Feb. 23, 1968). 


Neither the Venezuelan nor the Guatemalan 
revolutionary programs mention the issue of 
emancipation, although the FLN (Venezuela) 
mentions women as one sector in a broad 
united front. In Guatemala, Yon Sosa and the 
"Trotskyite" MR-13 movement explicitly ap- 
pealed to students who often joined in the 
battle as "weekend guerrillas." There were 
women among those who fought. It is interest- 
ing that the FALN program (Caracas, 1963) 
emphasized the need to protect the Venezuelan 
family (Gott, 1970:121), a point which also 
appears in the MIR program in Peru and in 
Camilo Torres' "Message to Women." 


In Guatemala Kris Yon Cerna, niece of Yon 
Sosa, and Eunice Campiran de Aguilar Mora, 
wife of a Mexican student, were both "beaten 
to death with clubs" after a police raid on a 
high level meeting of Communist leadership and 
sympathizers in Guatemala City on March 5, 
1966. The meeting had been called to resolve 
disputes that had arisen after the Moscow- 
influenced Guatemalan Workers' Party (PGT) 
decided to support a moderate presidential 
candidate for the 1966 elections rather than 
back the policy of armed struggle to which the 
guerrilla group under Luis Turcios Lima (FAR) 
was committed (Gott, 1970:71). The split 
between the party and the guerrillas is just one 
of the many examples of fatal division among 


JOURNAL OF MARRIAGE AND THE FAMILY May 1973 349 








the groups on the Left which undermined the 
guerrilla effort in Guatemala and elsewhere. 


Aside from the two women who were in the 
automobile accident when Turcios Lima was 
killed on October 2, 1966,5 there are two 
women whose names are linked to the Guate- 
malan guerrilla effort. The first is Rogelia Cruz 
Martinez, a former Guatemalan beauty queen, 
who was killed by a rightist vigilante group 
because of her well-known "left wing contacts" 
(Giniger, 1968; Gott, 1970:86). The second 
woman is Marian Peter Bradford, a Maryknoll 
nun, who worked along with radical priests Art 
and Thomas Melville. While the priests worked 
on changing conditions and developing political 
consciousness at the remote rural center of 
Huehuetenango,6 she became the center of a 
student movement at the university in Guate- 
mala City which "gradually turned to the 
underground guerrilla movement" (Common- 
weal, Feb. 2, 1968). The Melvilles were 
expelled from Guatemala in December, 1967, 
as the cooperation of priests and nuns with the 
guerrilla movement threatened the continued 
existence of the Maryknoll mission in Guate- 
mala. All of these women were linked to the 
urban political network rather than the rural 
fighting base of the movement. 


The Urban Guerrilla Movement: 
Brazil, Argentina and Uruguay 


Following the death of Che in 1967 and a 
series of defeats experienced by the rural 
guerrilla movements in Peru and elsewhere, the 
Left began to search for a new revolutionary 
strategy that would not revolve around the 
rural foco which was vulnerable to army 
repression. It is at this time that the urban 
guerrilla alternative began to take hold, most 
notably in Argentina, Brazil, and above all 
Uruguay. The chief theorist- for the urban 
movement was a Brazilian, Carlos Marighela, a 
former Communist Party member whose 
"Handbook of Urban Guerrilla Warfare" and 
other essays outline the strategy and tactics of 
the urban struggle (Marighela, 1971). The urban 
guerrilla movement in Brazil as elsewhere does 
not discourage the participation of women, and 
Marighela has written that many women who 


5The two were an 18-year-old student, Silvia 
Yvonne Flores Letona, who died, and "Tita," who 
survived. See Gott (1970:72) and Newsweek, October 
17, 1966. 


6Huehuetenango was referred to by one Guate- 
malan official as "the Maryknoll Republic of Huehue- 
tenango," but it was clearly not a guerrilla base. See 
Commonweal, August 9, 1968, September 20, 1968, 
and February 2, 1968. 


have joined the guerrillas "have proven them- 
selves amazingly good and tenacious fighters, 
especially during raids on banks and barracks, 
and when in prison" (1971:97). 


Most of the evidence of female participation 
in the movement in Brazil comes from the 
reports of prisoners who have been released as a 
result of guerrilla kidnappings and from reports 
of torture of political prisoners in Brazilian 
jails. On January 25, 1970, Le Monde reported 
the release of a nun, Sister Maurina Borgha de 
Silviera, Mother Superior of the convent of 
Ribeirao-Preto (Sao Paulo state) who was 
accused of "having authorized terrorists to use 
the convent as a base of operations" (Gott, 
1971:15). Of 70 prisoners who were freed and 
sent to Chile in January, 1971, 6 were women. 
Two gave reports of being tortured in prison to 
the press (New York Times, Jan. 15-16,1971). 
In March Le Monde reported the trial in Sao 
Paulo of Yara Spadini, a Brazilian social 
worker, who was charged with "carrying sub- 
versive material." When she replied that the 
accusations against her had been invented and 
that she had not been informed even of what 
the charges were prior to her appearance in the 
courtroom, cheers broke out in the audience 
and the judge ordered the court cleared (Le 
Monde, March 10, 1971).. 


On February 26, 1970, two letters appeared 
in the New York Review of Books describing 
the tortures being used in the prisons and 
signed by prisoners themselves. The first de- 
scribes specific tortures in detail; the second, 
from women prisoners being held at Ilha das 
Flores, listed the names of 16 women7 who had 
been tortured by electric shocks and other 
methods, stating that the tortures "are known 
to the commanding officers and all the military 
personnel" serving at the prison. The letter 
declared that "threats of reprisals and even 
death" had kept them from speaking out 
before, but that "statements by the President 
of the Republic and the Minister of Justice, as 
well as reports by the local and international 
press, make us believe that we are more 
protected against such reprisals." All of these 
women except one were in their early twenties 


7The women are Zil6a Resnick, Rosanne Resnick, 
Ina de Souza Madeiros, Maria Candida de Souza 
Gouveia, Maria Mota de Lima Alvarez, Marijane Viera 
Lisboa, Marcia Savaget Fiani, Solange Maria Santana, 
Ilda Brandle Siegl, Maria Elo6dia Alencar, Priscilla 
Bredariol, Vania Esmanhoto, Victoria Pamplona, 
Dorma Tereza de Oliveira, Marta Maria Klagsbrunn, 
and Arlinda . Some biographical material 
on each is provided in the letter (New York Review of 
Books, February 26, 1970). 
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and many were married to men who were also 
being held and tortured. 


There is hardly any information on women 
in the Argentine movement. Nonetheless, the 
New York Times reported that "women fre- 
quently participate in guerrilla operations and 
are often used as decoys." In one case, "an 
apparently pregnant woman waiting inside a 
bank produced a machine gun to take charge of 
a large robbery" (New York Times, Feb. 19, 
1971). In another, a policeman was killed by 
the guerrillas after he bent down to examine a 
splinter in the foot of a "pretty girl" on the 
beach. 


The urban guerrilla movement about which 
the most is known is the Tupamaro movement 
in Uruguay (the name is taken from the Inca, 
Tupac Amaru) organized under the leadership 
of Rauil Sendic. Reports issued by the move- 
ment indicate that a large number of women 
have taken part in robberies, kidnappings, and 
other operations,8 including an assault on the 
Women's Prison which freed 12 female revolu- 
tionaries. Among these was Lucia Topolanski, 
who later was credited with being one of the 
leaders in the kidnapping of British ambassador 
Geoffrey Jackson. The lawyer for the Tupa- 
maros, Marie Esther Giglio, is also a woman (Le 
Monde, English Weekly Ed., Feb. 3, 1971). 


Given the evidence of considerable female 
participation, it is significant that the Tupa- 
maros, alone among guerrilla groups, have 
developed a detailed position on "revolutionary 
women" (Punto Final, November 9, 1971). In 
this statement the Tupamaros point out that 
women have been disadvantaged by a "classist" 
education which avoids physical training and 
"limits, over a period of time, their creativity, 
their initiative, and even their aggressivity."9 As 
a result, a woman becomes "a spectator to a 
history built by men." Given this educational 
and cultural discrimination against women, the 
Tupamaros then argue: 


It is essential for the militant woman to find in 
her own revolutionary comrades the just under- 
standing of her limitations, in order that her 
revolutionary role be efficacious and in order that 


Q 
8A list of women who have participated in these 


operations includes: Susana Pintos, Maria Teresa 
Labrocea Rabellino, Corita Devita Decuadra, Silvia 
Maria Duran Nunez, Alicia Renee Rey Morales, Edith 
Moraes A. de Rodriguez, Nelly Graciela Jorge Panzera, Ana Maria Tetti Izquierdo, Lucia Topolansky 
Saavedra, Maria Elena Topolansky de Martinez 
Platero. 


9This is taken directly from the Tupamaro docu- 
ment, Actas Tupamaros. Buenos Aires: 1971. 


the work of the group overcome prejudices so 
that there will no longer exist "male" jobs and 
"female" jobs, but rather the necessary com- 
plementarity which the revolutionary task as a 
whole requires. Thus, in the most risky and 
complex politico-military operations of the Tupa- 
maros, the woman combatant has been inserted 
at an increasingly higher level. 


In a published interview a Tupamaro was 
asked about the role of women in the move- 
ment. The reply was: "First let me tell you, a 
woman is never more equal to a man than 
behind a .45 pistol" (Costa, 1971:195). 
Bolivia 


I have left the story of "Tania" who was 
with Che's group in Bolivia until last, both 
because it is the most interesting and detailed in 
terms of available information, and because it 
can be used to illustrate the way in which 
journalists have reported female participation in 
guerrilla movements. Since her death in August 
of 1967, Tania has become a revolutionary 
heroine in Cuba. Her activities in Che's group 
and the story of her death appear in most 
accounts of Che's experiences in Bolivia. A 
biography has been drawn together from letters 
and other documents and has been published in 
English (Rojas and Calderon, 1971). 


Tania was born Tamara Haydee Bunke Bider, 
daughter of East Germans who had fled from 
Hitler's Germany to Argentina, on November 
19, 1937. She and her family returned to East 
Germany after the war, when Tamara was 14, 
and there she joined a number of Communist 
youth organizations. She began to learn to 
shoot at an early age and later became a 
shooting instructor in the GDR Association for 
Sports and Skills. In 1958 she requested 
permission to return to Argentina, her place of 
birth, arguing that, as a Marxist-Leninist, "it is 
natural for me to want to spend my life fighting 
as well in one country as another ..." (Rojas 
and Calderon, 1971:15). In 1960 Tamara 
received a long-awaited invitation to go to 
Cuba. There she worked first for ICAP (Insti- 
tuto Cubano de Amistad de los Pueblos), as an 
interpreter for the Ministry of Education, and 
as an "information disseminator" for the 
Federation of Cuban Women. She joined her 
local block Committee for the Defense of the 
Revolution and was allowed to join the militia. 


In 1969 she joined a discussion group "to 
study the Argentine situation" and the possibil- 
ity of revolution there. One of her friends from 
that group described her relationship with 
Tamara: "We'd talk all day long. What about? 
Armed struggle (constantly), the need for 
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training, the need for women to participate as 
guerrillas in the armed struggle. Both of us were 
rather obsessed with this. And Tamara, espe- 
cially, did everything possible to find ways to 
participate in the guerrilla struggle" (pp. 
100-101). According to her biography, March, 
1963, marked the end of a month-long clear- 
ance process in which the Cuban revolution- 
aries determined that she "was needed in 
future activities" to support revolutions in the 
Third World. They explained to her that these 
would include "appraising and recruiting per- 
sons qualified for the performance of diversi- 
fied work in the revolutionary struggle," and 
she would "receive mail; deliver messages; 
collect medicines and food supplies; organize a 
clandestine network to handle supplies and 
communications; study urban or suburban 
zones for future action; obtain information of 
the political, economic and military capacity of 
governments to be fought against; find out the 
extent of Yankee imperial penetration of those 
governments; and be ready to take up arms 
when the moment for action came" (pp. 
100-101). 


From that moment Tamara-Tania entered a 
period of intense training, first in Cuba, then in 
Western Europe where she traveled to gain the 
background for an effective cover identity. In 
November, 1964, she went to Bolivia where she 
established an identity as Laura Gutierrez 
Bauer, an ethnologist. For two years she 
worked to gain access to the highest levels of 
Bolivian society and government officials and 
to establish a communications network which 
would provide urban contacts for the projected 
rural foco. She was successful at both tasks 
(Rojas and Calderon, 1971; Harris, 1970). 
Interior Minister Antonio Arguedas, who was 
responsible for turning Che's diary over to Fidel 
and for exposing the CIA operation in Bolivia, 
reported after Tania's death that she had spent 
a "long time working in the most exclusive 
circles of Bolivian 'high society' and politics 
without anyone's suspecting her revolutionary 
role" (Rojas and Calderon, 1971:196).10 For 
two months before the guerrillas began assemb- 
ling in rural Bolivia, she was able to gather and 
report political and military information, and 
she later communicated with them in part by 
means of an "advice to the lovelorn" radio 


10See also Harris (1970), p. 74. At one point she 
married (and later divorced) a Bolivian student in 
order to obtain Bolivian citizenship. Her diary notes 
that "such an eventuality had been considered before 
she left, and she had been given permission to take 
that extreme measure, should it be necessary" (Rojas 
and Calder6n, 1971:153). 


program, broadcast in code out of Cocha- 
bamba. 


Tania made two visits to the guerrilla camp 
prior to the one in which, due to unforseen 
circumstances, she was forced to stay with the 
guerrillas permanently. On that occasion she 
was escorting Carlos Bustos, an Agrentine 
contact of Che's, and Regis Debray to the main 
camp at Nancahuazu ranch. This was against 
Che's explicit instructions that she not do 
anything to endanger her cover. To complicate 
matters, Che was not in camp but away on a 
long training march. By the time he returned, 
on March 10, 1967, the visitors had already 
been there two weeks, and on March 27 Che 
reported in his diary that the presence of Tania 
in the camp had become known to the army 
through the reports of deserters (1971:198). 


Tania had no choice but to remain. A 
guerrilla comrade, Pombo, described her as 
"stoic" and said that "she refused any special 
treatment" (p. 200). Nonetheless, she and two 
other members of the group became sick and 
developed high fevers. For that reason they 
were left in the rear guard group, led by 
Joaquin, when Che split his forces. Joaquin's 
entire group was killed in an ambush on August 
30, after being betrayed to the army by a 
peasant. 1 


The National Liberation Army operating out 
of Nancahuazui never issued a program, but its 
proclamation of April, 1967, contained a 
statement that appealed to the tradition of 
revolutionary heroes and heroines in Bolivia, 
mentioning among others, the name of Juana 
Azurduy (Mercier Vega, 1968:14). It has been 
said that Che's group failed in part because it 
was isolated from the peasants. The appeal to 
feminine heroines, and other elements of the 
statement, are clear indications that the guer- 
rilla group viewed itself, as Tania did in 1958, 
as part of a self-conscious, world-wide revolu- 
tionary movement, not as a force arising out of, 
or even directed toward, immediate local 
concerns of the peasants. 


Conclusions 
At the beginning of the paper I offered a 


cautious generalization: that the presence of 
feminist planks in revolutionary platforms 
could be linked to the participation of female 
guerrilla fighters, but that this relationship was 
modified to some degree by the relationship 
between the guerrilla leadership and the inter- 


11Another woman, Loyola Guzman, a university 
student in La Paz, was also part of the urban support 
network for Che's group (See the Nation, November 
20, 1971). 
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national Left, on the one hand, and its 
closeness to the peasants on the other. Let us 
review the evidence. The strongest feminist 
political orientation occurs in Cuba after the 
revolution, in Colombia and in Uruguay. In 
Cuba and Uruguay, there was also a high level 
of female participation; this was not true in 
Colombia in the sense of guerrilla participation. 
What inspired Camilo Torres was clearly the 
international milieu, although women were 
identified in his study groups and among his 
intellectual contacts. In Colombia there is 
evidence also that feminist planks may be 
becoming more popular in rural guerrilla plat- 
forms, which may be due to imitation. Uru- 
guay's guerrillas are unique among urban groups 
in the development of a full revolutionary 
program; thus statements about Brazil and 
Argentina, both having international links and 
some female participation, would be premature. 
Guatemala and Venezuela represent peasant- 
oriented platforms with no specific references 
to women and with minor female participation. 
Feminist issues do not appear to have been 
salient to peasants. Bolivia has already been 
discussed as a case of an internationally derived 
platform, appealing to a "female revolutionary 
tradition" which has some relevance in Cuba 
but not, I would suggest, in Bolivia. The real 
anomaly is Peru where, despite evidence of 
considerable female participation, the platform 
of the MIR limited itself to a statement on the 
family, a theme which suggests a traditional 
orientation toward male and female roles. 


Epilogue 
There remain certain unsolved questions 


about Tania's role in Bolivia which are not dealt 
with in her biography but which are raised by 
the following articles which appeared in News- 
week (July 29, 1968): 


For months Tania and Che were hounded by the 
Bolivian Army, and finally, in two separate 
battles, Che and Tania (who was reported to be 
five months pregnant) were killed. According to 
one theory, Tania was loyal to Moscow (estab- 
lished while she was still living in the GDR)-and 
not to Che-until her death, and might even have 
intended to betray him. But some more generous 
U.S. officials wondered whether Tania's cold 
heart might not have been warmed by Che at the 
end. 


To be correct, this story would have to have 
Tania become pregnant just after her arrival in 
the guerrilla camp, a very well-timed bit of 
fertility; and Che's rule against guerrillas taking 
mistresses would have had to be broken by Che 
himself (Rojas and Calderon, 1971:198-199). 


Further, its plausibility rests on the notion of 
female dependence: either Tania is a slave to 
Moscow or a slave to Che, and in neither case is 
there room for the view that she might have a 
revolutionary commitment of her own, as the 
years of lonely work from 1963 to 1966 surely 
suggest. 


Richard Gott writes of the "stories about 
Tania" that: 


It has frequently been maintained that Tania was 
a Russian spy. Some stories go so far as to suggest 
that she was Guevara's lover and that she was 
responsible for the betrayal of the guerrilla force. 
There is not a shadow of evidence for these 
charges, and there seems little doubt that the 
story was invented by the CIA. [Gott, 
1970:314] 


How fitting that U.S. officials should be 
credited for "generosity" to Tania in a story 
they themselves invented! The CIA source Gott 
cites is supported by Richard Harris who 
reported that former Interior Minister Arguedas 
"recounted how he had planted an article for 
the CIA in the Bolivian press which falsely 
reported that Tania had been a Soviet spy 
operating under orders to sabotage Che's 
guerrilla operation" (Harris, 1970:193). Gott 
has traced the report that Tania was Che's 
mistress to a "highly sensational and inaccurate 
piece" by Daniel James who "apparently 
invented" the story (Gott, 1970:314). 


Tania once complained about how difficult it 
was to be a woman alone in a capitalist country 
where, if you were out on the streets at night, 
you would be taken for a prostitute (Rogas and 
Calder6n, 1971:173). It is ironic that, even 
after her death, she received the same treatment 
from the "capitalist"-one is tempted to add 
"sexist"-press. 
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