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This mi rac u lous in dig e nous Amer ica
Made every thing at a fan tas tic scale
Want ing to look at the sky,
she raised her self on the An dean Moun tains
And her cross, in stead of wood,
is made of stars.1

Demographics and a Brief
Historical Perspective

ROBERT T. FRANCOEUR

A. Demographics
Ar gen tina, the sec ond-larg est coun try in South Amer -

ica with 1,073,518 square mile s (2,780,399 km2), oc cu pies 
most of the south ern tip of the Amer i can con ti nent. It ex -
tends from slightly above the Tropic of Cap ri corn to
Antarctica, on which it keeps a con stant mil i tary and re -
search pres ence. Hence, it has a va ri ety of cli mates and the
dif fer ent nat u ral re sources as so ci ated with them, al though
it is best known for its fer tile pam pas of the tem per ate re -
gion. The Patagonia pla teau in the south is flat or roll ing.
The rug ged An des Moun tains mark Ar gen tina’s west ern
bor der with Chile on the west. Bolivia and Par a guay are
Ar gen tina’s north ern neigh bors, while Brazil and Uruguay 
lie to the northeast.

In July 2002, Ar gen tina had an es ti mated pop u la tion of
37.8 mil lion. (All data are from The World Fact book 2002
(CIA 2002) un less oth er wise stated.)

Age Dis tri bu tion and Sex Ra tios: 0-14 years: 26.3%
with 1.05 male(s) per fe male (sex ra tio); 15-64 years:
63.2% with 1.0 male(s) per fe male; 65 years and over:
10.5% with 0.7 male(s) per fe male; To tal pop u la tion sex ra -
tio: 0.98 male(s) to 1 female

Life Ex pec tancy at Birth: To tal Pop u la tion: 75.48
years; male: 72.1 years; fe male: 79.03 years

Ur ban/Ru ral Dis tri bu tion: 90% to 10%
Eth nic Dis tri bu tion: Cau ca sian: 97%; Mes tizo, In dian, 

or oth er wise non white groups: 3%

Re li gious Dis tri bu tion: Nom i nally Ro man Cath o lic:
92%, with less than 20% prac tic ing; Protestant: 2%; Jew -
ish: 2%; other: 4%

Birth Rate: 18.23 births per 1,000 pop u la tion
Death Rate: 7.57 per 1,000 pop u la tion
In fant Mor tal ity Rate: 17.2 deaths per 1,000 live births
Net Mi gra tion Rate: 0.63 mi grant(s) per 1,000 pop u la -

tion
To tal Fer til ity Rate: 2.41 chil dren born per woman
Pop u la tion Growth Rate: 1.13%
HIV/AIDS (1999 est.): Adult prev a lence: 0.69%; Per -

sons liv ing with HIV/AIDS: 130,000; Deaths: 1,800. (For
ad di tional de tails from www.UNAIDS.org, see end of Sec -
tion 10B.)

Lit er acy Rate (de fined as those age 15 and over who
can read and write): 96.2% (1995 est.); at ten dance in
school is com pul sory to age 14

Per Ca pita Gross Do mes tic Prod uct (pur chas ing
power par ity): $12,000 (1997 est.); In fla tion: 4%; Un em -
ploy ment: 25% (end of 2001); Liv ing be low the pov erty

1

*Com mu ni ca tions: So fia Kamenetzky, M.D., Post al Box 352530,
Palm Coast, FL 32135-9727 USA; mkamen@aol.com.

(CIA 2002)



line: 37% (2001 est.). By the end of 2002, half of Ar gen -
tina’s pop u la tion was liv ing be low the pov erty line. In 2001
and 2002, the econ omy of Ar gen tina went into a tail spin and 
the na tion came close to bank ruptcy (see up date at the end
of Sec tion 1B, A Brief His tor i cal Perspective, below).

B. A Brief Historical Perspective
No madic in dig e nous tribes roamed the pam pas when the

Span iards ar rived in 1515 and 1516. The land quickly be -
came a part of the Span ish em pire. By the late 19th cen tury,
nearly all the na tive peo ples had been killed.

The long pe ri od of dis or der that fol lowed the col o nists’
dec la ra tion of in de pend ence in 1816 ended only when a
strong cen tral ized gov ern ment de vel oped. Large-scale Ital -
ian, Ger man, and Span ish im mi gra tion af ter 1880 spurred
mod ern iza tion, and ma jor so cial re forms were in sti tuted in
the 1920s. Mil i tary coups were com mon from 1930 to the
1946 elec tion of Gen eral Juan Perón as pres i dent. Perón and 
his wife, Eva Duarte (died 1952), ef fected la bor re forms,
but sup pressed free dom of speech and the press, closed re li -
gious schools, and ran the coun try into se ri ous debt. A se ries 
of mil i tary and ci vil ian re gimes fol lowed Perón’s ouster in
1955. Af ter an 18-year ex ile, Perón re turned in 1973 and
was elected pres i dent. When he died ten months later, his
sec ond wife, Isabel, who had been elected vice pres i dent,
suc ceeded him, be com ing the first woman head of state in
the West ern Hemi sphere. Mrs. Perón was ousted in 1976,
amid charges of corruption.

The mil i tary junta that fol lowed ex isted in a state of siege
with guer ril las and left ists. An es ti mated 5,000 peo ple were
killed and thou sands jailed and tor tured. Dem o cratic rule re -
turned in 1983 af ter Great Brit ain suc cess fully de fended the
Falkland Is lands in 1982. In 1985, five for mer junta mem bers 
were found guity of mur der and hu man rights vi o la tions. By
1989, the na tion suf fered, as se vere hy per in fla tion and po lit i -
cal prob lems sparked loot ing and ri ot ing in sev eral large cit -
ies. Perónist Pres i dent Carlos Saúl Menem, elected in 1989
and again in 1995, has in tro duced harsh but nec es sary eco -
nomic mea sures to cur tail hy per in fla tion, con trol govern -
ment spending, and restruc ture the foreign debt.

[Up date 2003: The pres i dency of Carlos Menem that
started in 1989 with hopes of a long pe ri od of sta bi li za tion
and pros per ity ended with the deep est eco nomic cri sis
known since Ar gen tina or ga nized it self as a mod ern na tion
by the end of the 19th cen tury. Nei ther the In ter na tion al
Mon e tary Fund, nor the World Bank or the Interamerican
De vel op ment Bank, ex plained clearly to the world how
such a pro found eco nomic deterioration took place.

[Just a few years ago, Ar gen tina was largely a mid dle-
class na tion with the high est per-ca pita in come in Latin
Amer ica. The Gross Na tional Prod uct (GNP) per ca pita that 
was $9,950 in 1997 is es ti mated to have fallen in 2002 to
less than $4,700, which is the thresh old above which the
coun try be comes a con trib u tor to in ter na tion al or ga ni za -
tions rather than be ing just a bor rower (World Bank De vel -
op ment Re port 1999; Ex ec u tive Board UN Development
Program 2002).

[For eign pub li c debt started mount ing and reached $132
bil lion by the end of 2001. At the same time, un em ploy ment 
is es ti mated as be ing as high as 25%.

[The ab sence of po lit i cal lead ers with a clear vi sion of the
fu ture, and the cyn i cism and greed i ness of those in power
who dis pose of gov ern ment rev e nues as their pri vate prop -
erty, led to di sas trous pol i cies. Bank as sets were stripped,
leav ing the av er age cit i zen with out ac cess to their de pos its,
while rich Ar gen tines and for eign en ter prises timely sent
their money to for eign ac counts. The Ar gen tine peso that re -
mained pegged to the dol lar since the early 1990s was de val -

u ated, and is above three pe sos to a dol lar at the time of writ -
ing this up date. As The New York Times re ports, the sit u a tion
of most Argentines has dramatically changed:

Ac cord ing to the most re cent sta tis tics, is sued in Jan u ary
2003, at least 60 per cent of the coun try’s 37 mil lion peo -
ple now live s in pov erty, de fined as an in come of less than
$220 a month for a fam ily of four. Even more alarm ing,
more than a quar ter the pop u la tion is clas si fied as ‘in di -
gent,’ or liv ing on less than $100 a month for a fam ily of
four (Rohter 2003).

[Every day chil dren and old peo ple die of hun ger. Peo -
ple in the af flu ent neigh bor hoods of Bue nos Ai res put left -
overs from their meals in sep a rate gar bage bags to pro vide a
con cen tra tion-camp ra tion for the sur vival of night scaven -
gers.

[Sur vival, a pow er ful hu man force, is orig i nat ing other,
more-pos i tive ini tia tives as a re sponse to the eco nomic and
so cial chaos. One cre ative scheme is the or ga ni za tion of
bar ter ing net works where peo ple can ex change goods and
ser vices. Pro fes sion als, farm ers, health serv ice work ers,
home mak ers, teach ers, and peo ple from all oc cu pa tions
par tic i pate in these ex changes. (End of up date by S.
Kamenetzky)]Argentina: Basic Sexological Premises

1. Basic Sexological Premises
A/B. Gender Roles and Sociolegal Status 

of Males and Females
In Latin Amer i can so ci et ies, the sex ual be hav ior of

women is al ways much more con di tioned by norms, rules,
reg u la tions, and ta boos than the sex ual be hav ior of men. Ar -
gen tina is no ex cep tion. Women were sup posed to reach
mar riage in a vir ginal state, and then take care of the home,
go to church, bear and ed u cate chil dren, and sup port their
men in po lit i cal, pro fes sional, and economic activities.

For a long time, this dou ble stand ard was ac cepted with -
out open crit i cism. But since the late 1940s, women have
taken steps to wards equal rights and in de pend ence from par -
ents, spouses, and lov ers. Of course, the first steps were taken 
by women with col lege de grees and busi ness women. They
started pain fully open ing spaces in Ar gen tina’s po lit i cal,
eco nomic, le gal, and ed u ca tional are nas. The gov ern ments
have also opened op por tu ni ties for them in po lit i cal and ad -
min is tra tive po si tions. To day, we see women in uni ver sity
chairs, le gal benches, large cor po ra tions, re search lab o ra to -
ries, jour nal ism, med i cine, and all fields of art. How ever, it is
still pos si ble to ob serve dis crim i na tion against women and
priv i leges given to men, not be cause of their excelling in a
job or profession, but simply because they are males.

C. General Concepts of Love and Sexuality
Vir gin ity is no lon ger a con di tion for mar riage. On the

con trary, be fore de cid ing to en gage in a per ma nent re la tion -
ship, most women want to know their fu ture spouse in bed.
Ar gen tine women are ex er cis ing their new roles in mar kets
and so ci et ies with a flex i ble men tal at ti tude that tries to in te -
grate all as pects of their com plex new sit u a tion. They know
that it is not easy to bal ance their re spon si bil ity as moth ers
and lov ers with their work place ob li ga tions; they need to
walk a tight rope and com pro mise, giv ing, when needed,
more vis i bil ity to their men. They do not want to re nounce
breast feed ing their ba bies, be cause they know its im por -
tance for healthy de vel op ment; hence, they are fight ing to
in crease the avail abil ity of day care fa cil i ties close to their
work place. Ac cept ing now their share of re spon si bil ity in
main tain ing a healthy sex ual life, they take the ini tia tive in
fore play and learn tech niques to in tro duce va ri ety in sex ual
in ter course, while at the same time, they try to in crease both 
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depth and scope in the emotional and intellectual commu -
nications within the couple.

For males, it is some times dif fi cult to in ter nal ize these
changes in the pat terns of fam ily life. How ever, most are
start ing to per ceive that they en rich the re la tion ship and are
ben e fi cial for both part ners. The ad van tages of shar ing two
in comes, and par tic i pat ing in the rear ing and ed u ca tion of
the chil dren, awak ens emo tions and pro vides a joy never
felt be fore. Men are also learn ing to re lax when mak ing
love, en joy ing al ter nate pas sive and ac tive roles, and ac -
cept ing the fact that they can also be seduced and excited.

Women’s lib er a tion from sub mis sion to par ents, broth -
ers, and spouses is slowly har mo niz ing male and fe male en -
er gies and lead ing to a win-win sit u a tion for both, al though
the way to this end is not yet free of ob sta cles that will take
pain to re move. Most of the pop u la tion still be lieves in a
dou ble stand ard, but in creased dis sat is fac tion with their
sex ual live s shows that their rigid po si tions of the past are
cracking.Argentina: Religious, Ethnic, and Gender FactorsAffecting Sexuality

2. Religious, Ethnic, and Gender
Factors Affecting Sexuality

A. Source and Character of Religious Values
The in flu ence of the Cath o lic Church was and is he ge -

monic. Ninety per cent of Ar gen tina’s pop u la tion iden tify
them selves as Ro man Cath o lic, al though the per cent age of
ac tive church go ers is much less.

A very con ser va tive in ter pre ta tion of Cath o lic dogma
shaped life dur ing co lo nial times. The pow er ful grip of the
Church in Ar gen tina’s life was not re laxed af ter in de pend -
ence from Spain in 1810, nor when the coun try was fi nally
or ga nized as a mod ern state to wards the end of the 19th cen -
tury. Through out the his tory of Ar gen tina, sec u lar pow ers
have had to bat tle against a Church de ter mined to main tain
its hold on the in sti tu tions of civ i l life, like ed u ca tion, the
avail abil ity of con tra cep tion and abor tion, and even the reg -
is tra tion of ma jor events in the live s of the people, like
births, mar riages, and deaths.

The val ues and be liefs of Cath o lic doc trine have been
in scribed in the minds of the Ar gen tine peo ple in a way that
has proven dif fi cult to de lete. Out stand ing among these are
the Church’s views on the so cial roles of males and fe males, 
its in sis tence on see ing the body as a root of evil, the need to
free the spirit from the urges of the flesh, and sex ual in ter -
course viewed as a curse brought upon hu mans with no
other ob jec tive or jus ti fi ca tion than the pres er va tion of the
human species.

The in flu ence of this dogma has led, as one might ex pect,
to a di chot o mous, of ten-schizo phrenic pat tern of be hav ior.
Re cently, three Cath o lic women in Uru guay, Ar gen tina’s
neigh bor ing coun try, in ves ti gated Cath o lic women’s ideas
on and prac tices of sex u al ity and ma ter nity. Their sam ple in -
cluded hun dreds of women from Ar gen tina, Uru guay, and
Par a guay, coun tries which share a sim i lar his tor i cal and cul -
tural evo lu tion. The women com monly ex pressed dis sat is -
fac tion with their sex ual live s, and had de vel oped the strat -
egy of “not feel ing” or “get ting used to putt ing up with it.”
Oth ers were op pressed by the idea that sex is sin ful and felt
bad af ter each sex ual en coun ter. While many of the women
in ter viewed felt God as a close friend, they viewed the
Church as dis tant, dis ci plin ary, and con trol ling.2

B. Source and Character of Ethnic Values
Be fore the ar rival of the Span iards in 1516, Ar gen tina

was in hab ited by fierce, in dom i ta ble tribes that val ued their
free dom and had learned to sur vive by adapt ing to the cli -
mate and re sources of the dif fer ent re gions of the coun try.
Ex cept for the North west, which was con quered by the Pe -

ru vian In cas, the in dig e nous pop u la tions of Ar gen tina did
not de velop the com plex, and, in some as pects, ad vanced
civ i li za tions whose re mains can still been seen in Mex ico
and Peru. The in dig e nous peo ple who in hab ited the pam pas
were mer ci lessly con demned to ex tinc tion by the thirst for
land of the Span ish con quer ors first, and the new South
Amer i can na tion later on. A few still sur vive in small re -
serves, es pe cially in the North east, where the Je su its had or -
ga nized them in pro duc tive com mu ni ties that were de -
stroyed after the expulsion of the order in 1767 from Spain
and all her colonies.

This, and the fact that Ar gen tina never had a very ac tive
slave trade, ex plains the pre dom i nance of a pop u la tion of
Eu ro pean or i gin. Be tween 1850 and 1940, some 6.6 mil lion
Eu ro pe ans joined the 1.1 mil lion peo ple al ready liv ing in
the coun try in 1850.3 In 1991, Ar gen tina’s pop u la tion was
32.7 mil lion, hav ing grown in the pre vious de cade at the
rate of 1.3% per year.4

From 1810, when the links with Spain were sev ered, to
1853, when a uni fied na tion started its or ga ni za tional de vel -
op ment, Ar gen tina was a field of con stant quar rels among
feu dal pro vin cial war lords and be tween these cau di llos and
the two ar is toc ra cies of money and of cul ture based in the
port city of Bue nos Ai res. The two ar is toc ra cies were try ing
to con trol the chaos, of ten for their own ben e fit, and ne glect -
ing the needs of the rural population.

From 1853 on, Ar gen tina moved sol idly on the roads of
so cial and eco nomic de vel op ment un til it ranked in the
early de cades of the 20th cen tury among the ten most-de -
vel oped coun tries of the world. In his study of Ar gen tine
his tory, Da vid Rock comments:

By the out break of World War I, per ca pita in come equaled
that in Ger many and the Low Coun tries, and was higher
than in Spain, It aly, Swe den, and Swit zer land. Hav ing
grown at an av er age an nual rate of 6.5% since 1869, Bue -
nos Ai res had be come the sec ond larg est city of the At lan -
tic sea board, af ter New York, and by far the larg est city in
Latin Amer ica. . . . By 1911, Ar gen tina’s for eign trade was
larger than Can ada’s and a quar ter of that of the United
States. Ar gen tina was the world’s larg est pro ducer of corn
and lin seed, sec ond in wool, and third in live cat tle and
horses. Though it ranked only sixth as a wheat pro ducer, it
was third, and in some years the sec ond, larg est ex porter.
De spite the com pe ti tion for land from cat tle and for age
crops, the ex pan sion of wheat farm ing af ter 1900 out paced
Can ada’s. . . . By and large, work ing-class con di tions in
Bue nos Ai res were much the same as in West ern Eu ro pean
cit ies. . . . By com par i son with Amer i can [U.S.A.] cit ies in
this pe ri od, Bue nos Ai res was rel a tively free of eth nic ghet -
toes, and its highly mo bile la bor force made it also a city
with lit tle per ma nent un em ploy ment.5

How ever, the bright ness of these fig ures hides the shad -
ows and con tra dic tions of the Ar gen tine so ci ety and econ -
omy of that time. As the same his to rian points out:

By 1914 Ar gen tina had . . . evolved into an ex tremely
mixed and di verse so ci ety. Across the re gions ex treme mo -
der nity and im mu ta ble back ward ness co ex isted. Ex pec ta -
tions re mained high that the im bal ances would steadily re -
cede as the pres ent wave of growth con tin ued, for there was 
still much to ac com plish.6

In 1930, with the global eco nomic cri ses and the first lo -
cal mil i tary coup, the de vel op ment trend stopped and re -
versed. In stead of be ing in cluded among the high-in come
econ o mies in the World Bank ta bles, Ar gen tina is now
among the up per-mid dle-in come coun tries, where it shares
po si tions with Brazil, Uru guay, Mex ico, and Ven e zuela from 
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the Amer i can con ti nent, Ga bon and Bot swana from Af rica,
and Lat via, Lith u a nia, Por tu gal, and Greece from Eu rope.7

The eco nomic and cul tural mis man age ment of the coun -
try could not, how ever, de stroy one of the main achieve -
ments of the or ga ni za tional pe ri od of the coun try: the es tab -
lish ment of a gra tu itous, com pul sory, tax-sus tained, and pub -
li c ed u ca tion. Al though the qual ity of ed u ca tion suf fered
from all those years of re gres sive, and some times fas cist at -
tacks, quan ti ta tively it still is reach ing the whole of the coun -
try, al low ing ev ery body at least to read and write, and with
these in stru ments, giv ing the vast ma jor ity of Ar gen tines ac -
cess to in for ma tion of fered by a large mar ket of di verse pub -
li ca tions. In 1990, the pu pil-teacher ra tio in the pri mary
schools was 19 stu dents per teacher; 1970 data put the ra tio in 
sec ond ary schools at 44:1, and for col leges at 22:1.8

Ar gen tina can be seen as a large tap es try wo ven with dif -
fer ent threads, each thread rep re sent ing the di verse na tion -
al i ties and cul tures that came to the coun try from dif fer ent
re gions of the world, among them Span iards, Ital ians, Brit -
ish, French, Ger mans, Pol ish, as well as Jews and Mus lims
of dif fer ent eth nic or i gins. The ba sic can vas on which this
tap es try is wo ven is the na tive Ar gen tines them selves, de -
scen dants of the early con quis ta dors and the pop u la tions
that in hab ited the land when the con quis ta dors ar rived in
the 15th cen tury. While a few rep re sent a pure white or na -
tive lin eage, most are prod ucts of hy brid iza tion. The re sult
is a tap es try with out a clear-cut de sign, a tap es try whose
lines twist and ap pear as a sfumato.

Be cause the plan ta tion econ omy never was im por tant in
Ar gen tina, the in tro duc tion of Af ri can slaves never reached
large pro por tions. The few slaves that were in the coun try at
the time of its in de pend ence from Spain (in 1810) were
freed im me di ate ly af ter in 1813. They gath ered in the sub -
urbs of Bue nos Ai res, mixed quickly with the re main ing
pop u la tion, and gave birth to a cul tural group, the mu lat tos,
who have pro duced their own ar tis tic ex pres sions. From
their mu sic evolved the tango of which I will say more later.

Jorge Luis Borges, a great Ar gen tine poet and writer,
saw Ar gen tina see saw ing be tween the search for prog ress
through mim ick ing for eign cul tures, es pe cially the Eu ro -
pean and North Amer i can cul tures, and a deep-seated pro -
vin cial ism that re fused to change in her ited co lo nial pat -
terns. Borges sought to tran scend these trends by de vel op -
ing an abil ity to un der stand and talk with both the uni ver sal
and the lo cal.9

The pe ri od of ac cel er ated eco nomic de vel op ment and so -
cial trans for ma tion (1860-1930) was a pe ri od of mimetism
pro moted in the school sys tem and mar ket place. Dur ing this
pe ri od, pro vin cial ism found ref uge among lim ited so cial
groups at both ends of the eco nomic spec trum. At the bot tom
level, it trans lated into the crude be hav ior of the per se cuted
gau chos, the mes tizo cow boys of the Ar gen tine pam pas, and
of the compadritos of the sub urbs of the large cit ies, whom
Rich ard Pow ers, a dance his to rian at Stan ford Uni ver sity, de -
fines as “a folk antihero some where be tween a bully, a thief
and a pimp.”10 At the up per eco nomic scale, some large land
own ers and church mem bers re mained nos tal gic of by gone
days when they were mas ters of the coun try and kept the
mind of the people restrained by dogmas and myths.

Par a dox i cally, the pro vin cial ism of the lum pen-pro le -
tar iat en gen dered a form of mu sic, the tango, that would
ac quire uni ver sal ac cep tance and soon in vade the sa lons of 
the so phis ti cated outer-ori ented ar is toc racy. The tango ex -
presses the sad ness of dis place ment: from ru ral fields to
crowded sub urbs for the na tives and for the im mi grants
from their many di verse land scapes of Eu rope. It also
mixes in stru ments from the na tives—the gui tar—and the
im mi grants—the fid dle and the ban doneùn, a con cer tina-

like Ger man in stru ment. The words of ten speak of crude,
brothel-ori ented sex, and of be trayal and re venge, but
there is also ten der ro mance and the long ing for sta ble re la -
tion ships. Some tan gos shift from in di vid ual feel ings to
so cial crit i cism and be come vit ri olic pic tures of a face that
Ar gen tina hides un der its eco nomic and cul tural ex ploits.11

A few ex am ples in Ta ble 1 il lus trate this. Some how, the
chro nol ogy of these ex am ples re flects a parallel slow
zigzagging movement of Argentine society towards more
gentleness.

The tango was cre ated by males for males. It re flected
well the traits of the so cial struc tures among the poor ur ban
pop u la tion and those im mi grants who de cided to join them.
The tango muses about the hy brid iza tion, the re sent ment,
the sad ness, and the long ing for women that were scarce,
be cause most of the im mi grants who stayed in the city were
sin gle, while those who came with fam i lies looked for a
piece of land in the coun try side. The hy brid iza tion in the
poor neigh bor hoods of Bue nos Ai res pro duced in se cure
males who re sorted to ma cho pos tures when ob served or
rid i culed by their peers.14

[Com ment 1997: In ad di tion to the value of ma chismo
men tioned above, Ar gen tine sex ual at ti tudes and be hav iors
are strongly in flu enced by three other val ues—marianismo, 
ediquetta, and pronatalism—which are com monly shared
with some mi nor vari a tions across the La tino world of
South and Cen tral Amer ica. To avoid du pli ca tion in sev eral
chap ters, these four ba sic val ues are de scribed in de tail in
Sec tion 1A, Ba sic Sexological Pre mises, in the chap ter on
Puerto Rico in this En cy clo pe dia. (End of com ment by R. T.
Fran coeur)]

Since 1953, pro vin cial ism has made re peated at tempts
to re gain the dom i nant po si tion it held be fore 1853, but it
was of ten in fil trated by for eign fas cist and Nazi in flu ences.
These at tempts, be side dam ag ing the coun try’s cul tural and
eco nomic de vel op ment, suc ceeded in dras ti cally chang ing
the im age of Ar gen tina in the rest of the world. Da vid
Rock’s sem i nal book on Ar gen tina sum ma rizes this change
in two beau ti ful para graphs.15 Before 1930:

In deed, for many de cades many Eu ro pe ans be lieved that
Ar gen tina of fered an op por tu nity equal to, if not greater
than, North Amer ica. The pam pas estan cieros en joyed
the rep u ta tion that Texas or Arab oil mag nates have to day,
and the ex pres sion riche com me un Argentin re mained a
com mon place among the French un til the 1930s. In 1907,
George Clemenceau per ceived the gen e sis of a great new
na tional com mu nity orig i nat ing from a spirit he equated
with Man i fest Des tiny in the United States. “The real
Argentino [sic],” he com mented, “seems to me con vinced
there is a magic elixir of youth which springs from his soil
and makes of him a new man, de scen dant of none, but an -
ces tor of end less gen er a tions to come.” The Span ish phi -
los o pher José Ortega y Gasset is sued a sim i lar pro nounce -
ment in 1929. The Ar gen tine peo ple, he de clared, “do not
con tent them selves with be ing one na tion among oth ers:
they hun ger for an over arch ing des tiny, they de mand of
them selves a proud future. They would not know a history 
without triumph.”

In his sec ond para graph, Da vid Rock re flects on the Ar -
gen tina of 1987:

Such co pi ous ex pec ta tions and lau da tory re flec tions form a 
stark and bit ter con trast with more re cent judg ments. For at
least the past two de cades econ o mists have clas si fied Ar -
gen tina in the un der de vel oped or “third” world, and by the
1960s Ar gen tina was be com ing a by word for po lit i cal in -
sta bil ity, in fla tion, and la bor un rest. Dur ing the 1970s a
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sud den pro ces sion of hor ror sto ries em a nated from Ar gen -
tina—un bri dled pop u lar ri ots, guer rilla war fare, as sas si na -
tions, ab duc tions, im pris on ment of dis si dents, in sti tu tion -
al ized tor ture, and even tu ally mass mur der. For a time Ar -
gen tina elic ited a sin gle as so ci a tion: los desapa recidos, the 
thou sands of stu dents, work ers, writ ers, law yers, ar chi -
tects, and jour nal ists, men and women alike, who had “dis -
ap peared,” sim ply van ished with out trace. At this time too,
Rio de Ja neiro, Mex ico City, Los An geles, Paris, New
York, Lon don, and Rome became refuges for a vast Dias -
pora of political and economic exiles from Argentina.

Da vid Rock asks: What went wrong? My re sponse, based 
on my own and my hus band’s stud ies of the so cio eco nomic
evo lu tion of Ar gen tina, and our ex is ten tial ex pe ri ence there,
is that the 1930 re gres sive coup stopped the pro cess by which 
Ar gen tina, in spired by Jef fer so nian phi los o phy, was con -

stantly re de sign ing her coat of laws and reg u la tions in or der
to ad just to changes in her grow ing phys i cal and eco nomic
body, these changes be ing in turn in duced by changes in the
global econ omy and by the sci en tific and tech no log i cal ad -
vances that hu man kind was achiev ing. That coup pushed Ar -
gen tine so ci ety into the see saw ing men tioned above, and
from 1930 to 1983, with suc ces sive coups, the regressive
forces became increasingly powerful.

Since 1983, Ar gen tina is slowly and pain fully re gain ing
its dem o cratic struc tures and its ide als of con stant prog ress of 
both econ o mies and minds. Will she be able to go be yond
mimetism and pro vin cial ism and re al ize the syn the sis that
Borges and many oth ers were longing for?

This sum mary of Ar gen tine evo lu tion as an in de pend ent
na tion should help read ers to see Ar gen tine sex ual mo res as
the re sult of a com plex mix of in flu ences from the re gres sive
and pro gres sive pe ri ods of Ar gen tine his tory. More de tails
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Table 1

Sexual Implications of Tango Music

Tango Spanish Text Translation

(1905)
La Morocha
Words: Angel Villoldo
Music: Enrique Saborido
Subject: feelings of a woman
from Buenos Aires (as seen
and written by a man, of
course!)

Soy la morocha argentina,
la que no siente pesares y alegre 
pasa la vida con sus cantares,
Soy la gentil compañera
del noble gaucho porteño,
la que conserva el cariño
para su dueño.

I am the dark Argentine,
who never has sorrows and happily goes 
through life singing her songs.
I am the gentle companion
of the noble “gaucho porteño,”
who keeps her love
for her master.

(1924)
Griseta
Words: José González Castillo
Music: Enrique Delfino
Subject: prostitution

Mezcla rara de Museta y de Mimí
con caricias de Rodolfo y de Schaunard,
era la flor de París
que un sueño de novela trajo al arrabal.
Y en el loco divagar del cabaret,
al arrullo de algún tango compadrón,
alentaba una ilusión:
soñaba con Des Grieux,
quería ser Manon.

Strange mixture of Museta and Mimi
with strokes from Rodolfo and Schaunard,12

she was the flower of Paris
that a romantic dream brought to the suburb 
[of Buenos Aires].
In the crazy rambling of the cabaret, 
with bully tangos for lullabies,
she was cherishing an illusion:
she was dreaming with Des Grieux,
wanting to be Manon.13

(1926)
Íntimas
Words: Ricardo Luis Vignolo
Music: Alfonso Lacueva
Subject: romantic

Hace tiempo que te noto que estás triste,
mujercita juguetona pizpireta
Que te pasa? Desengaños que has sufrido?
Hay recuerdos de amor inolvidables . . . 
Y hay vacíos imposibles de llenar!

Since long I see you sad,
little playful and lively woman.
What happens? Disappointments that hurt?
There are memories of love that are 
unforgettable . . . 
And there are voids impossible to fill!

(1928)
Silbando
Words: José Gonzalez Castillo
Music: Sebastián Piana y
Cátulo Castillo
Subject: betrayal and
punishment.

Una calle . . . Un farol . . . Ella y él . . . 
y, llegando sigilosa,
la sombra del hombre aquel
a quien lo traicionó una vez la ingrata moza . . . 
Un quejido y un grito mortal
y, brillando entre la sombra,
el relumbrón con que un facón
da su tajo fatal.

A street . . . A street light . . . She and he . . . 
and, silently approaching,
the shadow of the man that she once 
unmindfully betrayed . . . 
A whine, a deathly scream, 
and shining from under the shadows,
the flash of bright light
of a knife piercing its fatal stab.

(1933)
Si Volviera Jesús
Words: Dante A. Linyera
Music: Joaquín M. Mora
Subject: cultural criticism

Veinte siglos hace, pálido Jesús,
que miras al mundo clavado en tu cruz;
veinte siglos hace que en tu triste tierra
los locos mortales juegan a la guerra.
Sangre de odio y hambre vierte el egoismo.

For twenty centuries, pale Jesus,
you are looking at the world nailed to your cross;
for twenty centuries in your sad land
crazy mortals play war.
Egoism is shedding blood of hatred and hunger.

(1968)
Balada para un Loco
Words: Horacio Ferrer
Music: Astor Piazzolla
Subject: modern, pure poetry.

Quereme así, piantao, piantao, piantao . . . 
Abrite a los amores que vamos a intentar
la mágica locura total de revivir . . . 
Vení, volá, vení!

Love me as I am, wild, wild, wild . . . 
Open up to love, we will attempt
the magic insanity of a total renovation . . . 
Come, fly with me, come!



on Ar gen tine his tory and so ci ol ogy will be given in the fol -
low ing sec tions of this chap ter when re quired for a better un -
der stand ing of a particular subject.Argentina: Knowledge and Education about Sexuality

3. Knowledge and Education
about Sexuality

A. Historical Perspectives
Ar gen tina re ally started its life as a mod ern coun try in

1853, when a gen er a tion of pro gres sive pol i ti cians or ga -
nized the coun try, pro moted pub li c ed u ca tion, and pro -
duced a rad i cal trans for ma tion in the economy and society.

A cen sus in 1869 re veals that:

four-fifths of the pop u la tion was il lit er ate and housed in
mud and straw shacks. Twenty years later, al though con -
di tions var ied greatly among the re gions, in some ar eas
ed u ca tion, hous ing, and con sump tion stan dards bore
com par i son with the most ad vanced parts of the world. By 
the late 1880s, the na tion’s pop u la tion was in creas ing by
three fold every 30 years.16

Out stand ing among those new pol i ti cians is Sarmiento, an
Ar gen tine ed u ca tor who was pres i dent of the re pub lic be -
tween 1868 and 1874. In his in au gu ral ad dress he said: “We
need to trans form the poor ‘gau chos’ into peo ple use ful to
so ci ety. For this pur pose, the whole coun try should be come
a school.”17

In 1847, Sarmiento had trav eled through Eu rope to learn 
of the suc cesses and fail ures of ed u ca tional sys tems. Noth -
ing of what he saw sat is fied him. He wanted to know of a
school sys tem ca pa ble of de vel op ing rea son ing power in
the mag i cal and myth i cal minds of poor peasants.

Then, one of his friends sug gested that he visit the
United States and get ac quainted with the work that Hor ace
Mann was do ing in the school sys tem of Mas sa chu setts. He
crossed the At lan tic and vis ited not only with Hor ace Mann, 
but also with other bril liant Bos to nian Uni tar i ans who were
meet ing at the Di vin ity School of Har vard, among oth ers,
Henry W. Longfellow and Ralph W. Emerson.

The friend ships he es tab lished then were fur ther cul ti -
vated dur ing his sec ond so journ as Ar gen tine Am bas sa dor
to the United States, from 1864 through 1868. When
Sarmiento as sumed the pres i dency of Ar gen tina, Mary
Mann, the widow of Hor ace Mann, was in stru men tal in
send ing to Ar gen tina a group of 65 Amer i can school teach -
ers, with whom Sarmiento and his Min is try of Ed u ca tion,
Nicolás Avellaneda, who suc ceeded Sarmiento as pres i -
dent of Ar gen tina, be gan to or ga nize the coun try’s ed u ca -
tional sys tem. Pri mary school ing was free and com pul sory 
for all. The num ber of well-fur nished schools con stantly
in creased, and teach ers, who were quickly formed by their
Amer i can coun ter parts in nor mal schools, were conferred
high social status and adequate monetary rewards.

Prior to this, the mo nop oly of the Cath o lic Church over
ed u ca tion kept the com mon peo ple ig no rant of the ad vances 
in sci ence, tech nol ogy, and po lit i cal or ga ni za tions that were 
tak ing place in the world. The ed u ca tion of peo ple of cer tain 
rank and for tune was a lit tle better, but in ef fec tive for the
de vel op ment of the coun try. Only a small num ber of young
men, and even fewer young women, man aged to break the
fences that an ed u ca tion based on the ol ogy cre ated in their
minds. How ever, these few opened the doors to the out side
world, other cul tures, and great for eign think ers. Even if
they were study ing in a Church-man aged uni ver sity, they
would smug gle in, of ten with the help of prom i nent and
open-minded priests, books from Jef fer son and the great
phi los o phers of the French Rev o lu tion, which they secretly
read and discussed with friendly priests.

All this changed when Sarmiento and Avellaneda de -
cided to or ga nize the new school sys tem to pro vide an ed u -
ca tion for life in the here and now. It is for this rea son that
Sarmiento and Mrs. Mann agreed that all the school teach -
ers sent from the United States would be fe males, so as to
serv e as role mod els for Ar gen tine house holds. Sarmiento
and Mrs. Mann wanted them to bring new knowl edge
through words, and a new vi sion of life through the ex am ple 
of their live s. Since then, the chil dren of poor and un ed u -
cated na tive peas ants, and of equally poor and un ed u cated
im mi grants, had ac cess to sci en tific knowl edge and learned
about their own na ture, about what it meant to be hu man.
They would learn how ba bies are born, how to cut their um -
bil i cal cords, how to change and clean their di a pers, and
how to take care of babies and their own bodies.

In the years of po lit i cal free dom, so cial prog ress, and eco -
nomic growth that fol lowed, is sues on sex u al ity and the sta tus 
of women be gan to be dis cussed. They were in tro duced
mainly by fe male pol i ti cians of the So cial ist Party, and by the
youth who by 1918 had achieved suc cess in their fight to
change the uni ver sity sys tem that re sisted Sarmiento’s re form 
and, al though no lon ger man aged by the Cath o lic Church,
had re mained scho las tic. It is in ter est ing to ob serve that while
the so cial ists were bring ing a mes sage of sex ual lib er a tion,
the com mu nists, when they split from the dem o cratic so cial -
ists, adopted a moral code based on strict monogamy.

Sarmiento’s pro gres sive work on the schools af fected
many other as pects of Ar gen tine life. One of these as pects
was a surge in book stores that would of fer writ ings of the
most-var ied ori en ta tion, writ ings to which youth had ac cess 
and which of ten sup ple mented and am pli fied the in for ma -
tion they were given at school.

The 1930 mil i tary coup started a slow pro cess of re -
vers ing Sarmiento’s ideas on ed u ca tion. The pur pose of
ed u ca tion now fo cused on keep ing pace with the ad vances
in the nat u ral sci ences and tech nol ogy, while pre vent ing
stu dents from ac quir ing a vi sion of life that would con tra -
dict the ob so lete moral codes of a nar row the ol ogy. How -
ever, the al li ance of the most-re ac tion ary mem bers of the
Cath o lic hi er ar chy with the mil i tary never man aged to
take the schools com pletely back wards. Ar gen tina’s life
had ir re vers ibly changed, and what was not taught in the
class rooms, the stu dents would learn in their house holds
and in the streets, al though some times the in for ma tion
would reach them dis torted or in com plete. For quite a
while af ter the first mil i tary coup, books on sex u al ity
could still be freely ob tained in the book stores. Later on,
more-re ac tion ary military coups would censor even this
source of information.

B. The Situation Today
Cur rently there are no sex ual ed u ca tion pro grams at the

pri mary-school level. It is left to the teach ers to give some
in for ma tion as part of the classes on bi ol ogy. In the few
cases in which a teacher de cides to do so, it is no more than a 
de scrip tion of the re pro duc tive or gans in plants and an i -
mals, and some ref er ences to the role of ova ries and tes tes in 
hu man re pro duc tion, with no ex plicit men tion, or even less,
show ing of pictures of the genitals.

It would be easy, how ever, to in tro duce full courses on
sex ual ed u ca tion in all Ar gen tine pub li c schools. All that is
needed is an or der of the Na tional Ed u ca tional Coun cil,
which by law de cides on the na ture and ex ten sion of pri -
mary-school pro grams. The mem bers of the coun cil are ap -
pointed by the pres i dent of the coun try fol low ing ad vice of
the min is try of ed u ca tion. Once de cided at the level of the
cen tral gov ern ment, there are no elec tive lo cal ed u ca tional
boards where par ents could ei ther op pose or sug gest the
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idea of pro vid ing sex ual ed u ca tion to the stu dents. The pro -
vin cial ed u ca tional coun cils have ju ris dic tion only over
pro vin cial schools, not on those es tab lished by the na tional
gov ern ment. Al though a few so phis ti cated pri vate schools
have de vel oped ad vanced pro grams of sex ual ed u ca tion,
these schools reach only a tiny minority of children of rich
urban households.

The same pos si bil i ties of or ga niz ing na tional pro grams
of sex ed u ca tion are open for sec ond ary schools (high
schools), be cause they too re port to the au thor ity of the cen -
tral gov ern ment. But here again, the sit u a tion changes from
one school to the other, de pend ing on its di rec tor (prin ci -
pal), and is, in gen eral, well be hind the de mands of the pres -
ent. Nei ther pri mary nor sec ond ary schools have re cov ered
yet from the re gres sive trend im posed on them by de cades
of re gres sive military coups and brief civilian intervals.

For fur ther in for ma tion about sex ed u ca tion, see Sec -
tion 5, In ter per son al Hetero sex u al Be hav iors, below.Argentina: Autoerotic Behaviors and Patterns

4. Autoerotic Behaviors and Patterns
In Ar gen tine so ci ety, de spite of fi cial Cath o lic neg a tive

views of sex out side the mar i tal un ion, it is usu ally seen as
nor mal for preteenage boys to play ex plor atory games with
other boys, and girls with other girls. These games are seen
by most par ents as part of the pro cess of grow ing up. It al -
lows the child to re as sure him- or her self of the nor mal ity of
his or her body by com par ing it with the body of a friend,
rel a tive, or school mate, al though some times, in stead of be -
ing a re as sur ance, it could gen er ate anx i eties, as when girls
com pare the size of their breasts and boys the size of their
pe nises. It is also a source of anx i ety when a boy feels sex u -
ally ex cited by another boy and fears he is becoming gay.

Free dom for these kinds of ex plor atory games was
greater in by gone days when Ar gen tine so ci ety had less vi o -
lence, and drugs were not as com mon. In the past, boys
would gather in parks and com pete to see who threw their
se men fur ther while mas tur bat ing. Parks were also a place
where cou ples would meet for sex ual en coun ters, and teen -
ag ers would peep on their ac tiv i ties with out disturbing the
partners.Argentina: Interpersonal Heterosexual Behaviors

5. Interpersonal Heterosexual Behaviors
A. Children

See Sec tion 4 im me di ate ly above.

B. Adolescents
What is known about the sex u al ity of Ar gen tine ad o les -

cents is lim ited to an ec dotal re ports, most of which deal with
mid dle- and up per-class ur ban teen ag ers, rather than with ru -
ral poor and ur ban street chil dren. In this lim ited con text, my
per sonal ex pe ri ence in the 1970s in de vel op ing a sex ual ed u -
ca tion pro gram for stu dents, ages 13 through 17, of mid dle-
class house holds may be in for ma tive. This pro gram was for a 
pres ti gious coed sec ond ary school of sub ur ban Bue nos Ai -
res, the Colegio Nacional San Isidro. Af ter a di a logue with
the par ents aimed at in ter est ing them in the sex ual ed u ca tion
of their sons and daugh ters, an in te grated ap proach led the
stu dents to dis cuss bi o log i cal and so cial as pects of sex ual be -
hav ior in re la tion to their personal development and the
establishment of interpersonal relations.

Al though the stu dents were of fered the pos si bil ity of
pre sent ing their ques tions anon y mously in writ ing, they
pre ferred to come out openly with their ques tions. Their
greater con cerns were with the emo tional and spir i tual as -
pects in volved in a sex ual re la tion ship. One viv idly re mem -
bered ex am ple is typ i cal of the con cerns and per spec tive
these youth had. A 15-year-old male stu dent asked: “Can
you know when your part ner is preg nant with out per form -

ing a lab test?” I left the stu dent to share first his own views,
and his an swer was: “I think that when one is deep in love,
one can de tect sub tle changes in mood and be hav ior of his
lover that indicate a potential pregnancy.”

Among the bi o log i cal is sues, girls were more in ter ested
in know ing more about the phys i ol ogy of men stru a tion,
preg nancy, and de liv ery, while boys wanted to re as sure
them selves that mas tur ba tion and noc tur nal in vol un tary
ejacu la tions were nor mal and could be en joyed free of guilt
and shame. Both sexes con verged in ex press ing that they
were fac ing the awak en ing of their sex ual po ten tial with an -
guish and feel ings of be ing all alone in this ex pe ri ence. They
all needed to be re as sured that there was noth ing ab nor mal in
their bodily sen sa tions, and in the fan ta sies and feelings these 
sensations often evoked.

In 1931, when Ar gen tina’s free dom to ex per i ment with
and dis cuss these sub jects was not yet fully eroded, an Ar -
gen tine scholar, Anibal Ponce, stud ied the prob lems of
grow ing up in Ar gen tine so ci ety in a book ti tled Am bi tion
and An guish among Ad o les cents. Re gard ing the com mon
feel ings of be ing iso lated and alone, he said:

With a per son al ity not yet formed, and while try ing to
awk wardly build the struc tures of his ego, the ad o les cent
suf fers more than any body else, the an guish of sol i tude,
be cause he or she needs more than any body else the sup -
port of the oth ers.18

Un for tu nately, since my ex pe ri ence in 1970, the sit u a tion
has de te ri o rated for Ar gen tine ad o les cents, who find in their
so ci ety less and less sup port for their ex is ten tial an guish. In
1993, while re search ing this pa per, this de te ri o ra tion was ob -
vi ous in my talks with ad o les cents. In a meet ing with a group
of them, ages 15 to 17, they told me about the typ i cal pat tern
of a course on sex ual ed u ca tion in a school that chooses to
im ple ment it. The teacher does not al low ques tions from the
stu dents dur ing the pre sen ta tions. At the end, he agrees to re -
ceive a few. Sens ing that the in struc tor is in se cure and un able
to fa cil i tate a di a logue in depth, the stu dents then pre fer to
end the class quickly, declaring they have nothing to ask.

The teen ag ers con fessed that it is at ti tudes like this, re -
peated in their homes, that make them view so ci ety and
fam ily cyn i cally. Sur rounded by in jus tice and hy poc risy,
they feel they can do lit tle to get the adults to change. They
were, for in stance, very dis turbed by the ex pul sion of two
stu dents from their schools when they became pregnant.

The sit u a tion is no better at the col lege level. There are
no courses of sex ual ed u ca tion in Ar gen tine uni ver si ties,
ex cept, and this only since the 1960s, at their schools of
med i cine (see Sec tions 11, Sex ual Dys func tions, Coun sel -
ing, and Ther a pies, and 12, Sex Re search and Ad vanced
Pro fes sional Education, below).

Premarital Sexual Activities
Sex ual be hav ior dif fers from one group of Ar gen tine

youth to an other de pend ing on their so cial class and place of 
res i dence. So cial be long ing and lo ca tion de ter mine dif fer -
ent lev els of knowl edge, re pres sions, and at ti tudes to wards
life in gen eral, and sex in particular.

In the larger cit ies, like Bue nos Ai res, Cor doba, Men -
doza, Rosario, and Santa Fe, youth are ex posed to a cos mo -
pol i tan vi sion of life and re ceive more in for ma tion on sex
and sex u al ity. They are also freer to ex per i ment with this
 vision and in for ma tion than youth liv ing in smaller towns,
where fam ily con trol is strong and where cul tural pat terns
are rather narrow.

For ru ral youth, it is quite dif fer ent. On the one hand, they
re ceive in for ma tion on sex and sex ual be hav ior just from ob -
serv ing na ture in which they are to tally im mersed, and from
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the re la tion be tween gen ders in the fam ily where mem bers
en joy lit tle pri vacy, if any. On the other hand, the pre vail ing
Cath o lic Church writes deep into the un con scious of every
boy and girl, but es pe cially of the lat ter, ideas of guilt and sin
that trou ble the plea sure that the early awak en ing of the
senses in the ru ral mi lieu can bring. Nei ther boys nor girls are 
taught about the re la tional and rec re ational as pects of sex,
and the pos si bil i ties of fered by mod ern tech nol ogy for keep -
ing un der con trol the re pro duc tive as pects. Hence, the purely 
in stinc tive sex leads to preg nancy, con front ing the boy with
the re spon si bil ity of an early mar riage that he is not yet ready
to as sume, and the girl with the re spon si bil ity of an unwanted 
motherhood for which she also is not prepared.

Young sters in the big cit ies have easy ac cess to mag a -
zines where sex u al ity is so berly an a lyzed, even if their par -
ents and the Church hide such in for ma tion from the young -
sters. They know about con tra cep tive tech niques and can
ac quire con tra cep tives in the phar ma cies with out prob lem.
How ever, the guilt and shame as so ci ated with sex are also
pres ent here and, as usual, in stead of pro mot ing ei ther safe
sex or ab sti nence, these only lead to quick sex ual con tacts.
Un der the un con trollable pres sure of a hor monal flood re -
leased in a hurry and in the most un ro man tic places, boys
and girls ne glect pre ven tion of preg nancy and dis ease. For
youth in the pov erty belts around the big cit ies, the sit u a tion
is com pounded by the lack of money. Even if they would
pre fer to use con tra cep tives, they can not buy them and there 
are no places where they can get these free. Only the army
dis trib utes free con doms to the sol diers when they leave the
bar racks on their weekly leave days. Know ing the lim ited
bud get for health care within the army, the Church has not
com plained to the mil i tary, with which they keep good re la -
tions, pre tend ing instead to ignore a practice that otherwise
they could not openly accept.

First Sexual Experiences
In late 1993, the au thor had long con ver sa tions with dif -

fer ent groups of young peo ple in Bue nos Ai res. These
mainly mid dle-class youths, ages 18 to 24, were en cour -
aged to bring to the meet ings prob lems re lated to their sex -
ual life and development.

One sub ject re cur rent in these meet ings was their dif fi -
culty in es tab lish ing a fruit ful di a log with their par ents. Re -
peat edly, they ex pressed re gret that as pects of their live s
that en gen der so many an guishes and fears could not be ex -
plic itly dis cussed in the in ti macy of their households.

Con trast ing the in for ma tion gath ered in these meet ings
with my pre vious ex pe ri ence in med i cal pri vate prac tice in
Ar gen tina, it be came clear that sex ual ac tiv i ties are ini ti ated
at in creas ingly ear lier ages. Most of the in ter viewed youths
de fined their first ex pe ri ences as dis ap point ing. Asked why,
they al ways re sponded that it was so be cause of a lack of ro -
mance. Most boys had been ini ti ated in whore houses, un der
the pres sure of fa thers who would ar range the visit, and this
hap pened with out a pre vious in ti mate talk that could soothe
the anx i ety of the teen ager by dis cuss ing what he may ex pect
to hap pen and how to pro tect him self from dis eases, mainly
AIDS, about which the teen ager had al ready heard at school.
Such ex pe ri ences, they said, left bit ter mem o ries, which for
some dis ap peared when they fell in love and dis cov ered the
in gre di ent they were long ing for: ro mance. The boys all
agreed that the ex pe ri ence at the whore house was felt as an
obligation to fulfill in order to affirm their virility.

Among girls, the mem o ries of their be ing de flow ered
were some what dif fer ent from the boys. Some did not bother
to get prior in for ma tion about the mean ing and the pos si ble
con se quences of their first sex ual en coun ter. They per ceived
their first in ter course as the ful fill ment of a strongly felt de -

sire that, at the same time, would trans gress a so cial ta boo.
Hence, they reached the sit u a tion with many ex pec ta tions,
and as much anx i ety as boys said they did. For other, more-
en tre pre neur ial-type fe male stu dents, it was a cal cu lated ac -
tion to get rid of their vir gin ity, which they per ceived as an
ob sta cle to en ter into a more ma ture and ful fill ing sex ual life.
These girls sought in for ma tion from doc tors in pri vate gyne -
co logi cal prac tice and ac quired the necessary con traceptive
technology to protect themselves.

Reflections about Sex Policies and Politics 
from Meetings with Youth

The young’s per cep tion is that so ci ety is not pro vid ing
ap pro pri ate re sponses to their needs of know ing more about 
sex u al ity and sen su al ity. The in for ma tion they get at home,
school, and church is in com plete and bi ased by the prej u -
dices of the adults. Al though short ar ti cles dis persed in dif -
fer ent mag a zines are use ful, they can not fully fill the gap.
They would pre fer an hon est, open, un in hib ited di a logue
with par ents, teach ers, and priests.19 They see the AIDS ep i -
demic slowly chang ing the sit u a tion, al though they con sid -
er that their sur vival is in dan ger, be cause so ci ety is re act ing 
too slowly and is still not as sum ing full re spon si bil ity, pre -
fer ring to stick to old patterns of thought and behavior
rather than save lives.

The more-en light ened youth per ceive many de fi cien -
cies in the in for ma tion pro cess, de fi cien cies that they say
may risk the fu ture of a sta ble re la tion ship. For in stance,
they are not told that, al though syph i lis and gon or rhea can
still be eas ily cured, these dis eases may make it eas ier for
the AIDS vi rus to in vade the im mune sys tem. Girls are not
told that chronic or re peated in flam ma tion of the gen i tal tis -
sues may lead to infertility and ectopic pregnancies.

A gen er al ized opin ion among youth is that it is nec es sary
to in vest in im prov ing and up dat ing ed u ca tion and in for ma -
tion to se cure the fu ture of the coun try. The im pres sion left on 
me by my meet ings in Bue nos Ai res is that mid dle- and up -
per-class youth are slowly evolv ing from a ma cho be hav ior,
which still is deeply pro grammed into their minds by their
ac cul tur a tion, to an at ti tude of better un der stand ing of their
own and the op po site sex’s sex u al ity. They are learn ing to in -
te grate male and fe male traits in their own per son al ity, and to
har mo nize the roles of males and fe males in the mar ket place, 
house holds, and po lit i cal are nas. They are also start ing to un -
der stand and re spect those who show pref er ences for inti -
mate relationships with persons of their own sex.

How ever, the ma jor ity of the Ar gen tine pop u la tion is un -
changed. It is un clear at this time whether the elite youth of
the ur ban mid dle and up per class, as they ma ture, will in flu -
ence the dem o cratic pro cess that re opened in 1983 to in tro -
duce changes in the ed u ca tional and le gal sys tems that could
usher larger groups into a new vi sion of their sexual life.

[Up date 2003: Ar gen tine teen ag ers face se ri ous risks in
their sex ual life, es pe cially con cern ing sex u ally trans mit ted
dis eases and pre ma ture ma ter nity. Those risks arise from the
lack of in for ma tion, of de fi cient health ser vices, and of dis re -
gard ing re spon si bil i ties to wards oneself and one’ s partners.

[The health and san i tary au thor i ties are not lend ing suf -
fi cient at ten tion to these risks, de spite sta tis tics in di cat ing
that the num ber of cases of AIDS among Ar gen tine chil dren 
is the high est in Latin Amer ica. Their moth ers, who of ten
are less than 20 years old, in fected about 90% of those HIV-
pos i tive children (CRLP 2000).

[Around 86% of women be tween 15 and 19 years of age
use con tra cep tives in the City of Bue nos Ai res, while the
per cent age is much smaller in the rest of the coun try—be -
tween 31% and 45%. How ever, these fig ures do not in di cate 
the de gree of re spon si bil ity and of knowl edge with which
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those con tra cep tives are be ing used. In de pend ently of their
di verse life styles, most young sters, when in ter viewed, ex -
press needs for emo tional sup port and for a com plete sex ual
ed u ca tion that should in clude knowl edge on con tra cep tive
tech nol o gies, but not be lim ited to this sub ject alone. Pub li c
health services do not satisfy these needs.

[Dur ing the in ter views sus tained while writ ing the
orig i nal chap ter for this en cy clo pe dia, young sters ex -
pressed dif fer ent ap prox i ma tions to sex ual ac tiv ity. But all 
of them—those who had be gun to ex er cise their sex u al ity
at a very early age as well as those who were not yet ac tive,
those who had mul ti ple part ners as well as those in more-
sta ble and long-term re la tion ships—con fessed not to
know much about their own bod ies and about the sex u ally
trans mit ted dis eases. They were ashamed to seek pre ven -
tive in for ma tion or early treat ment from med i cal ser vices.
The eco nomic cri sis that the coun try has suf fered, since the 
1997 pub li ca tion of this chap ter, adds pov erty to ig no rance 
in in creas ing the emo tional and physical damages that
Argentine youth is suffering.

[Ar gen tina should take im me di ate mea sures to es tab lish
pro grams of sex ual ed u ca tion in all the coun try, teach ing
young sters how to pro tect them selves, re sist pres sures when
sex ual ac tiv ity is not yet de sired, and di min ish the risk of
their sex ual en coun ters by ne go ti at ing with their part ners.
The prov inces of Rio Ne gro, Neuquén, and Mendoza have
as sumed lead er ship in this di rec tion by es tab lish ing ser vices
in the area of sex ual and repro ductive health for adolescents
by law.

[Those who op pose these pro grams ar gue that dis cuss -
ing hu man sex u al ity at an early age awakes pre ma turely the
cu ri os ity of the young sters and ad vances their ini ti a tion in
sex ual ac tiv ity. Af ter eval u at ing 1,000 sex ual pro grams of
ed u ca tion in di verse coun tries of the world, the World
Health Or ga ni za tion has ar rived at the con trary con clu sion.
Courses in sex ual ed u ca tion do not ad vance the age at
which sex ual ac tiv ity usu ally starts in the re spec tive cul -
ture. More over, in some cases, the ma jor and better knowl -
edge de fers the experimentation (Population Information
Program 1995).

[Be cause young Ar gen tines are mak ing de ci sions with
nei ther knowl edge nor re spon si bil ity, they com pro mise
their health and the econ omy of their homes. Be cause the
Ar gen tine State ig nores its role in the sex ual ed u ca tion of its 
youth, it com pro mises the fu ture of the coun try with a long-
term so cial and eco nomic over load of sex u ally trans mit ted
dis eases and un wanted preg nan cies. (End of up date by S.
Kamenetzky)]

C. Adults
Marriage and the Family

Ma ture peo ple, who mar ried be fore the re cent shift in
sex ual be hav ior to wards more open ness and gen der eq uity
ac quired the in ten sity and spread they now have, are be ing
bom barded by the mass me dia and per form ing arts with
mes sages that carry a heavy sex ual and sen sual con tent,
tell ing about new tech niques for love mak ing, new roles
within the cou ple, new risks in ex tra mar i tal re la tion ships,
and so on. These is sues are also con ver sa tion mat ter among
friends and fam i lies, and at busi ness meetings and almost
any social gatherings.

In ev i ta bly, ma ture cou ples start im i tat ing the open and
di rect lan guage of their youn ger coun ter parts. This, and the
per ceived risks of ex tra mar i tal af fairs since the AIDS ep i -
demic, is lead ing them to rec re ate their sex ual life and ex -
pand their erotic ho ri zon. They are dis cov er ing that fan tasy
and play ful ness within the cou ple are the best an ti dotes of
bore dom. Men are learn ing to ask their spouses to use new

forms of stim u la tion with them; they are learn ing that it is
more im por tant for them and their part ners to be mu tu ally
ten der and un der stand ing than it is to count their per for -
mance points. Oral sex and anal in ter course are los ing their
sta tus, es pe cially among youn ger Ar gen tines, as tech niques 
prac ticed only with pros ti tutes. Mas tur ba tion is in creas -
ingly viewed not only as a form of self-sat is fac tion, but also
as a means of sharing sensual and orgasmic experiences
without penetration.

Extramarital Sex
We still find mar ried men who main tain a long stand ing

re la tion ship with a sec ond woman, some times with the
knowl edge and ap proval from his spouse, and even of his
grownup chil dren. For some cou ples, it is a so lu tion that
keeps their mar riage alive: The man is free to ex press sex ual 
needs that he does not dare to re veal to his wife, and the
woman is re lieved from pres sures to change her sex ual be -
hav ior, a task that for her heavily struc tured per son al ity may 
be so pain ful that she pre fers to share her part ner with an -
other woman. These are gen er ally women with lim ited ho -
ri zons in their live s and a very low sexual appetite.

Fewer are the num ber of cou ples where the man and
woman both have tem po rary ex tra mar i tal re la tion ships un -
der mu tual knowl edge and agree ment. This is the most risky 
mo dal ity in to day’s Ar gen tina, be cause many of the men re -
sist the use of con doms and ig nore whether their oc ca sional
part ners may be HIV-positive.

Older Adults
The new ways of think ing and mak ing love are also re -

sound ing among cou ples over age 55. Of ten it is their own
chil dren and grand chil dren who awaken them to the new
sex ual be hav ioral pat terns. In Ar gen tina, there is still strong 
in ter ac tion among the gen er a tions, and the old est eas ily
per ceive the free dom that the new gen er a tions have won.
Now a days, a grand daugh ter mov ing from home to the
apart ment of her boy friend is not grounds for scan dal. And
grand par ents do not stay away from a wed ding where the
bride in a long white gown shows signs of pregnancy.

In deed, these are open-minded el derly who keep their
own sen su al ity and vi tal ity alive; they are not ashamed to
show ten der ness be tween them through hug ging and kiss -
ing. These are peo ple who con sult the urol o gist at the first
signs of im po tence in the man, or the gy ne col o gist when the
woman’s sex drive de clines. Most el derly cou ples, how -
ever, have not reached this open ness. They let their sex ual
drive dis ap pear with out seek ing rem e dies. Many drift into
de pres sion and develop hypochondriac behavior.

Incidence of Oral and Anal Sex
In Ar gen tine so ci ety, both oral and anal sex carry a neg a -

tive con no ta tion, es pe cially for older per sons and among
the tra di tional mid dle- and up per-class fam i lies. Ar gen tine
youth, how ever, seems to be tak ing a new look at these sex -
ual ex pres sions, ac cord ing to what they said at the meet -
ings.

Girls were di vided in their re sponses. One group ac cepts 
and prac tices oral sex as a way of avoid ing the risk of preg -
nancy and main tain ing their vir gin ity un til mar riage. For
an other group, it was a more-in ti mate form of sex ual re la -
tion ship, some how more ro man tic than in ter course. Youth
hold ing this lat ter view be lieved that oral sex should only be 
en gaged in with a sta ble part ner, and not in the first ex plor -
atory en coun ters. Some other girls joined some boys in re -
ject ing this way of ex press ing love to a part ner, and thought
that only pros ti tutes could prac tice fel la tio on boys. The
older the boys are, the more eas ily they ac cept oral sex as a
normal part of dating and within marriage.
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Prej u dices against anal sex are even stron ger among older 
adults, and even the youn ger set. A mi nor ity of the youths in
the groups I spoke with ac cepted anal sex, and then only for
fully com mit ted cou ples and not as part of dat ing. The boys
agree that: “A woman will never ask for it.” The old in junc -
tion against sod omy is still well alive in their sub con scious.Argentina: Homoerotic, Homosexual, and BisexualBehaviors

6. Homoerotic, Homosexual, and
Bisexual Behaviors

Ar gen tina still is, to a large ex tent, a ma cho so ci ety, and
ma chos de test gays, whom they see as ef fem i nate. For a ma -
jor ity of the pop u la tion, in clud ing phy si cians and psy chol o -
gists, homo sex u ali ty is felt to be a per ver sion and a dis ease.
Teen ag ers who feel a strong at trac tion to mem bers of their
same sex ex pe ri ence, first, ex treme con fu sion about their
feel ings. When the pic ture be comes clear in their mind, they 
awake to the un pleas ant re al ity of be long ing to a group that
society marginalizes.

Gay ness, how ever, is in creas ingly be ing tol er ated, and a
gay move ment is gain ing in creased strength and fight ing for
its rights, which ten years ago was im pos si ble even to think
of. The scorn for gays is higher among lower- and mid dle-
class men than among mem bers of the up per class. There al -
ways were art ists and writ ers whose homo sex u ali ty was
known among the elites, but care fully kept out of scru tiny
from the media and the masses.

Les bi ans are still not too vis i ble in Ar gen tine so ci ety, in
keep ing with the Vic to rian tra di tion, which never wanted to
think about sex ual ac tiv i ties in a re la tion ship be tween two
females.

Con trast ing the so cial at ti tude that openly scorns gays, al -
though shel ter ing them when they be long to spe cial groups,
we see Ar gen tines as quite un in hib ited in pub licly ex press ing 
ten der ness and af fec tion among peo ple of the same or dif fer -
ent sex. Men of all ages will em brace and kiss each other
when meet ing, and there are also ex changes of kisses among
men and women who are rel a tives or friends, and, of course,
among women them selves. The in creased pub lic ity about
the spread of AIDS has not acted as a de ter rent of these af fec -
tion ate ex pres sions.20 (See the dis cus sion of same-sex sex re -
hears al play in Sec tion 4, Autoerotic Behaviors and Pat -
terns.)

To be gay or les bian in a re pres sive en vi ron ment whose
ste reo types are the ma cho man and the sub mis sive re pro -
duc tive woman is not an easy task in deed. Any one who de -
vi ates from a strict hetero sex u al be hav ior is rid i culed: A gay 
is not a man, a les bian is a de gen er ate woman. How ever, to
be bi sex ual is not so an noy ing, as long as one’s same-sex
behavior is kept very private.

The young gay faces the hos til ity of so ci ety by with -
draw ing from his hetero sex u al cir cles to a sub cul ture where
he can find both lov ers and un der stand ing study and sport
mates. Suc cess ful pro fes sion als have solved their prob lems
by choos ing to re treat into more-ac cept ing cul tures where
they can be openly gay with out jeop ar diz ing their fu ture. In
pri vate dis cus sions, young gays re port that their most trau -
ma tizing ex pe ri ence is when they de cide to open up to their
families and are rejected.

With a pop u la tion of 12 mil lion in Bue nos Ai res, one
would ex pect a larger num ber of gay and les bi ans than the
num bers one can es ti mate from the few who have left the
closet. These few, how ever, are very ac tive in pro mot ing the 
rights of the whole com mu nity. They speak for the vis i ble
and the in vis i ble, help ing the lat ter to openly as sume their
iden ti ties. They have formed or ga ni za tions that have been
given le gal sta tus, they have an of fi cial meet ing and busi -
ness place, and they pub lish and dis trib ute doc u ments to the

press and pub li c. In these doc u ments, they tell of their suf -
fer ing, ex plain their life styles, and ask sup port for their
fight for more le gal free dom to be them selves and for equal
rights with peo ple of other sex ual ori en ta tions. There is a
whole gay and les bian cul ture that is emerg ing, with gay
mas seurs who an nounce their ser vices in the most-im por -
tant pa pers and gay bars and discos. (I have not heard of any
lesbian bar.)

I also did not find neigh bor hoods ex clu sively or pre -
dom i nantly homo sex u al. Most mix with the main stream
pop u la tion of their own so cial class. Those who have a well-
de fined and highly vis i ble eco nomic or po lit i cal role are
still in the closet. The same is true for mem bers of the armed
forces and the Church. To con fess their life style and ori en -
ta tion would be sui cidal. On the other hand, among art ists,
writ ers, moviemakers, ac tors, danc ers, and uni ver sity pro -
fes sors, to ad mit openly they are gay may bring re jec tion
from the most con ser va tive mem bers of so ci ety, but they
end up be ing ac cepted, and sometimes even see their popu -
larity increase.

Who are those con ser va tive mem bers of the Ar gen tine
so ci ety? First, of course, are the or tho dox Cath o lics who
still be lieve that sex u al ity and sen su al ity ought to be re -
pressed to achieve spir i tual de vel op ment. If all sex ual and
sen sual man i fes ta tions are sin ful ex cept in mar riage, homo -
sex u ali ty is par tic u larly so. It is un nat u ral, a per ver sion of
na ture. Sec ond, the or tho dox Jews who still fol low the To -
rah’s abom i na tion of this kind of re la tion ship that in the past 
deserved capital punishment.

Third, in the do main of med i cal sci ence, many have not
yet evolved to a hu man ist, in te gra tive, har mo niz ing ap -
proach. Or tho dox psy cho an a lysts still con sid er con sis tency 
in the male or fe male phys i cal and men tal de vel op ment as
es sen tial to a nor mal per son al ity. They be lieve homo sex u -
ali ty orig i nates in con flicts and trau mas that ther apy can
face and re solve. In the chairs of sex u al ity of the schools of
med i cine, com plex bi o log i cal schemes are used to dis guise
the view among tra di tional physicians that homosexuality
violates the laws of nature.

The ir ra tio nal fear of phys i cal love be tween part ners of
the same sex still per vades Ar gen tine so ci ety. The over all
sit u a tion can be de scribed with the same words that Erwin J. 
Haeberle used to de scribe the prev a lent at ti tude of so ci ety
in the United States 20 years ago:

Typ i cally, they do not know any homo sex u als, do not
want to meet them, but would like them to be con trolled,
con tained, put away, locked up or elim i nated.21

Ar gen tine so ci ety still is far from tak ing se ri ously the
role of sex u al ity in the phys i cal, emo tional, and spir i tual
life of men and women. It still has to re flect on other words
of Haeberle:

The ul ti mate lib er a tion of both homo sex u als and hetero -
sex u als can lie only in the aban don ment of all la bels and in 
ev ery one’s free dom to ex plore his own sex ual po ten tial,
what ever it may be.22

Argentina: Gender Diversity and Transgender Issues

7. Gender Diversity and
Transgender Issues

Ar gen tina was al ways a male-dom i nated so ci ety where
those who do not be have in the ma cho way were scorned by
men and women alike. How ever, with the re turn to dem o -
cratic free dom, and TV mes sages from for eign coun tries
pen e trat ing into the in ti macy of house holds, at ti tudes are
slowly chang ing. Thus, the erotic mi nor i ties have had a
chance to come out of the closet and ex press them selves.
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For the mo ment, the masses re act to them with nei ther vi o -
lence nor ac cep tance, rather with cu ri os ity. In the world of
the per form ing arts, cases are well known of trans ves tism,
and be cause these per sons are ce leb ri ties, the pub li c accepts 
them with smiles and gentle jokes.

If things are not easy for noneffeminate gays or non mas -
cu line les bi ans, they are even more dif fi cult for those who
iden tify them selves with the op po site sex in man ners and
cloth ing, and even more so for those who want to see their
bod ies change to wards the fea tures of the other sex.

Some hetero sex u al trans ves tites have ac cep tance from
their mates, and some times from their chil dren, to cross -
dress in the in ti macy of their homes. In this way, men, who
seem to out num ber women in prac tic ing this sex ual be hav -
ior, can safely ex press the fem i nine part of their per son al i -
ties. In their work and so cial en vi ron ment, these men usu -
ally return to macho stereotypes.

Those who de sire to change their sex phys i cally and be
so cially rec og nized as a mem ber of the other sex should
seek le gal au tho ri za tion for both pro ce dures, the sur gi cal
acts and bio chem i cal treat ments needed, and the right to
change names and sta tus. Usu ally the au tho ri za tion is de -
nied on the ba sis of Ar ti cle 91 of the Crim i nal Code that
con sid ers them as mu ti la tions that would af fect the ca pac -
ity of women to en gen der chil dren, which is con sid ered as
their pri mary so cial role. The law pun ishes with jail the pa -
tient who has changed sex and the doc tor who per formed
the op er a tion; the medical license of the latter is also
revoked.

Change of sex in Ar gen tina has a tragic his tory. In 1958,
a pres ti gious phy si cian, Dr. Defacio, went into self-im -
posed ex ile af ter suf fer ing sev eral years in prison be cause
he had changed the sex of a man, Mauro Fernandez Vega,
who, in turn, was never able to get new iden tity doc u ments.
Now an other man, Javier Alberto Urbina, who claims to
feel un com fort able with his sex ual iden tity and de sires to be 
trans formed into a woman, has started a pub li c cam paign
for the right of any per son to own his or her body. For this
pur pose, he has chal lenged gov ern ment and so ci ety alike,
stand ing be fore the doors of the Ar gen tine Con gress with
bill boards ask ing the ab o li tion of Ar ti cle 91. The Per ma -
nent As sem bly for Hu man Rights is sup port ing his ac tions,
ac cord ing to a let ter he proudly ex hib its. In the let ter, the
Pres i dent of the As sem bly ac knowl edges Mr. Urbina’s con -
tri bu tions to the cause of civ i l rights and in di vid ual free -
dom. The let ter says that Mr. Urbina’s ac tions may re sult in
the le gal rec og ni tion of the right to de cide freely on mat ters
that concern one’s own body. However, legislators seem
insensitive to this claim.Argentina: Significant Unconventional SexualBehaviors

8. Significant Unconventional
Sexual Behaviors

A. Coercive Sexual Behaviors
Sexual Abuse and Incest

There are no sta tis tics on in cest. Pro fes sion als in the
med i cal and le gal fields who deal with fam ily vi o lence and
abuse en coun ter cases at all so cial lev els, but they seem to
be more fre quent in ru ral ar eas and among poor people.

Ad o les cent girls are of ten raped by the older males of
the fam ily, and fa thers of ten use them as sex ual ob jects af ter 
the death of the mother, or when the spouse’s work keeps
her for long pe ri ods out side the home. Abu sive males are
usu ally un em ployed peo ple with a past of fam ily vi o lence,
high con sump tion of al co hol, so cial in ad e quacy, and im pul -
sive be hav ior. How ever, al though less fre quent, cases are
also known in which the male is the head of a well-to-do
house hold and respected by his community.

Law yers at the Of fice for the Pro tec tion of Mi nors who
mainly deal with cases of in cest among the lower classes are 
sur prised at how of ten they find that the abuser has no per -
cep tion of hav ing com mit ted a crime. This of fice is now
work ing with a multidisciplinary team of pro fes sion als.
This, and the re cent in sti tu tion of oral court hear ings, is in -
creas ing knowl edge about the ex tent and mo ti va tions of this 
un con ven tional sex ual be hav ior.23

It is in pri vate med i cal prac tice that cases of in cest
within mid dle- and up per-class fam i lies sur face. Young fe -
males ac know ledge the trauma of an early un wanted in ces -
tu ous re la tion ship when com ing for treat ment of sex ual
dys func tion in their marriages.

Sexual Harassment
On De cem ber 19, 1993, a de cree of Ar gen tina’s fed eral

gov ern ment in tro duced the le gal con cept of sex ual ha rass -
ment in its ad min is tra tive pro ce dures and Crim i nal Code.
The de cree was pre pared by the Sec re tar iat of the Civ i l
Serv ice with the help of the Women’s National Council.

The de cree pun ishes sex ual ha rass ment in de pend ently
of the hi er ar chi cal lev els oc cu pied by ag gres sor and as -
saulted, and re gard less of their re spec tive sex. Sex ual ha -
rass ment is defined as:

Any reiterative ac tiv ity, whether this be a be hav ior, a pur -
pose, a ges ture, or a bodily con tact, that is not ac cepted and
re cip ro cated by the per son to whom it is aimed, that hu mil i -
ates her or him, and that in volves a threat against the sta bil -
ity of em ploy ment or the op por tu ni ties for advancement.

This ac tion by the ad min is tra tion was pro moted by the
Sec re tar iat for Women of the civ i l ser vants’ la bor un ion
(Uniùn del Per sonal Civ i l de la Naciùn) that pro vided in for -
ma tion on the in crease of this type of be hav ior in dif fer ent
gov ern ment or ga ni za tions: the Min is try of Pub li c Health
and So cial Ac tion, the Sec re tar iat of Tour ism, the Na tional
Atomic En ergy Com mis sion, the Na tional In sti tute of Tech -
nol ogy, the Min is try of Econ omy, Cus toms, Na tional Parks
Serv ice, and many oth ers. Af ter the de cree was is sued, more 
than 700 cases were initiated in the city of Buenos Aires
alone.

Sex ual ha rass ment is pun ished through an ad min is tra -
tive in dict ment that may end with a dis miss al from pub li c
serv ice. The ad min is tra tive pro ce dure, how ever, does not
pre clude le gal ac tion by the of fended per son, be cause the
same de cree in tro duces in the Crim i nal Code, Ar ti cle 124B
that reads as follows:

Those who use their hi er ar chi cal po si tion or any other sit -
u a tion of em ploy ment to in duce an other to sat isfy his or
her sex ual re quire ments, be this or not car nal in ter course,
will be pun ished with two to four years of prison.

This de cree is im por tant be cause it shows that Ar gen tine 
women are ex pand ing their po lit i cal pres ence and are win -
ning the col lab o ra tion of men who know, from well in side
the sys tem, the in jus tices per pe trated against women. Men
and women both hope that the new le gal sit u a tion will not
be spu ri ously used to ei ther ac com plish per sonal venge ance 
or obtain undue economic gains.

Rape and Family Violence
De spite these as pects of sex ual vi o lence in Ar gen tine

so ci ety, such be hav iors have been af fected by the ed u ca -
tional re forms in sti tuted at the end of the 19th cen tury, pro -
duc ing a more gen teel so ci ety. How ever, vi o lence within
the house hold is still con sid er able, es pe cially from hus band 
to wife. Abuses of this kind are sel dom re ported to po lice,
be cause women know that the mem bers of the lat ter usu ally
be have in the same manner in their homes.
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Among the poor est house holds, since their early in -
fancy, girls ob serve the vi o lent be hav ior of their fa thers,
par tic u larly when they re turn home in tox i cated with al co -
hol. The mother is beaten and bruised, and a sex ual en coun -
ter may fol low that amounts to a rape. Faced with a so ci ety
that, un til re cently, did not rec og nize fe male rights, the
woman ca pit u lates, re presses her feel ings, closes her self
within her tac i turn dreams, and con tin ues la bor ing for the
sur vival of her fam ily, es pe cially her off spring. Even then,
if she does not man age to hide at least some of her earn ings,
the male may spend them with an other woman and with
friends imbibing alcohol.

Once more the tango draws on this pop u lar be hav ior. A
male song writer puts on the lips of a fe male pro tag o nist who
falls in love with a hood lum the fol low ing words:

Now, even if he beats me
my boy from the shan ties
knows that I love him
with all my pas sion
that I am all his
that for him is my fond at ten tion
and that it will be ours the child
prod uct of this love sick ness.24

The law yers at the ju di cial branch that deals with fam ily
vi o lence es ti mate that there has been re cently an in crease of
some 40% in the cases of women beaten and prac ti cally
raped. How ever, rape in pub li c places of the large cit ies or
by in trud ers in pri vate homes is not as fre quent as in other
coun tries, al though with an in crease in un em ploy ment, es -
pe cially among youth, this vi o lent be hav ior is also starting
to increase.

Law yers ad mit that, when a girl or young woman is
raped, the ex pe ri ence of go ing through the le gal pro ce dures
and crude and in sen si tive ex am i na tions by fo ren sic doc tors
could be more trau matic than the rape it self. The Ar gen tine
Crim i nal Code pun ishes with four years of prison the cul prit 
of an in cest with or rape of a minor.

A new brand of young law yers, judges, psy chol o gists,
and so ci ol o gists are try ing to un cover the eco nomic and so -
cial roots of this vi o lent be hav ior. As Mar tha Mercader, an
Ar gen tine writer of whom I will write more later, says,
“Rape is not an an i mal act. Be cause it is a de nial of hu man
rights, it is an ab er rant prod uct of hu man cul ture.”25

[Up date 2003: In Ar gen tina’s daily life, whether in the
house holds, in so ci ety, or even in cul tural cir cles, it is easy
to per ceive what in the pop u lar lan guage is called “ma -
chismo.” It is a male at ti tude of su pe ri or ity that dis re gards
the hu man dig nity, in tel lec tual mer its, and eco nomic worth
of females.

[The sit u a tions in which women are vic tims of vi o lence
and crim i nal at tacks have re cently mul ti plied be cause of the 
deep po lit i cal and eco nomic cri sis the coun try is un der go -
ing. Cor po ral pun ish ments that may end with death, forced
sex ual en gage ments that hurt the women phys i cally and
men tally, rapes, and child abuse, are all com mon fea tures in
Ar gen tine so ci ety. Most of these events are not re ported.
There are fears of re pri sals, con cerns for how they may af -
fect the off spring, wor ries about be ing left with out means of 
sub sis tence, and lack of sup port from pa ren tal fam i lies.
Women do not trust the po lice, be cause they know that the
same machista mentality pervades its members.

[Ar gen tine leg is la tors have tried to mod ern ize the laws
re lated to acts of sex ual vi o lence against women, chil dren,
and teen ag ers. In 1999, laws were passed on crimes against
sex ual in teg rity. The new laws have changed most of the
prob lems of sex ual vi o lence from the cat e gory of crimes to

that of con flicts, which au tho rizes the judges to ar bi trate or
seek conciliation.

[Rape goes well be yond con flict. Rap ing is a crim i nal at -
tack that in volves many phys i cal and men tal con se quences.
The at tacked per son may con tract AIDS or other sex u ally
trans mit ted dis eases, could sub se quently suf fer de pres sion,
even sui cidal thoughts, and could have dif fi cul ties in re -
assuming a pleas ant, sat is fy ing sex ual be hav ior. Le gal pro -
tec tion and so cial eq uity for both gen res of all ages re quire
more than just changes in the laws. True pro tec tion and eq -
uity will be achieved through a pro found ed u ca tional re form
aimed at struc tur ing peo ple’s con scious ness in the ap pre ci a -
tion of the phys i cal, men tal, emo tional, and spir i tual ben e fits
of a sex u al ity ex er cised with mu tual re spect and re spon si ble
free dom. (End of update by S. Kamenetzky)]

B. Prostitution
The Past

The gau chos, the na tive in hab it ants of the coun try,
them selves prod ucts of the heavy breed ing be tween the
early con quis ta dors and the in dig e nous pop u la tion, and of
the lower-class Span iards who ar rived in the wake of those
con quis ta dors, sel dom com mer cial ized the sex ual fa vors of 
women. A gau cho would take a woman as his sex ual part ner 
and could aban don her af ter some time with out re morse.
His mind was not pro grammed into think ing mar riage, nor
seek ing sta bil ity, but nei ther did it con tain pro grams that
would make it ac cept able, even less de sir able, to make prof -
its by ex ploit ing his or any other woman. The gau chos were
fear less, quar rel some, but hon est ma chos, skilled in the use
of knives and boleadoras,26 who wan dered on their horses
through the vast expanses of flat land that are the Argentine
pampas.

Af ter the ef forts by Sarmiento and Avellaneda to build
more ra tio nal struc tures on the mag i cal and mythic mind of
the Ar gen tine pop u la tion (see Sec tion 3A, Knowl edge and
Ed u ca tion about Sex u al ity, His tor i cal Per spec tives), the sit -
u a tion changed for both the gau chos and their women. In
1880, the im age of a coun try that would de velop fol low ing
Eu ro pean mod els was well set in the minds of the coun try’s
lead ers. The gau chos had to trans form them selves from va -
grant free hunt ers who lived with women prac tic ing sub sis -
tence gar den ing and hus bandry into a ru ral la bor force for
the large ranches that the wealthy started to or ga nize, or find 
a place in the smaller ag ri cul tural un der tak ings of the im mi -
grants that started to flock to the Ar gen tine pam pas. The
new gen er a tions were pre pared by Sarmiento’s schools to
as sume the new role, but they were be trayed by the large
land own ers, who did not treat them as sal a ried la bor within
a cap i tal ist sys tem, but rather as peas ants at tached to the
lord’s land who ren dered ser vices to the lord in ex change for 
a place where they could build their shacks and where their
wives could ten der a gar den and raise some chick ens, in ad -
di tion to work as maids or cooks in the land lord’s house.
The older gau chos, not enough ac cul tur ated into the new
sys tem or eco nomic and so cial re la tion ships, would of ten
re bel. The po lice would then seize them and send them to
the ar mies that were bat tling the re main ing south ern in dig e -
nous pop u la tions and ex pand ing the ag ri cul tural fron tiers
for the “civ i lized” land-based en tre pre neurs. In brief, the
dis placed gau chos were mak ing room for the es tan cias of
the old native oligarchy and the settlements of the newly
arrived middle-class Europeans.

The women of the older gau chos sent to the fron tiers as
can non fod der were left with out sup port and would of ten join 
the wives of the set tled la bor ers as ser vants and sex ual ob -
jects of the land owner fam i lies. They also be came pros ti tutes 
in the small vil lages of the ru ral ar eas with their pop u la tion of 
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sin gle ru ral la bor ers and trav el ing sales men. An Ar gen tine
writer, José Hernandez, who knew well the mindsets and
life styles of the gau chos, wrote an epic poem about their suf -
fer ing be cause of their in abil ity to ad just to the transforma -
tional pro cess, and the of ten rough way in which this pro cess
took place. It was a pro cess that sac ri ficed the hu man dig nity
of the lower classes to the pur pose of build ing a mod ern, pro -
duc tive na tion. And the women suf fered the most from this
pro cess.27

Most of the im mi grants came seek ing pos si bil i ties for
earn ing their live li hood through hard work, risky but hon est 
in vest ments, and the use of the best avail able tech nol o gies.
How ever, as in any mi gra tory in flow, some el e ments came
with the idea of mak ing money quickly by ex ploit ing na tive
peo ple and land. A few used pros ti tu tion as the means to ac -
cu mu late wealth and wield power.

Ar gen tina would soon be come one of the most ac tive
cen ters of the so-called white slave traf fic. In Bue nos Ai res,
Rosario, Mendoza, and other cit ies of the coun try, pow er ful
en tre pre neur ial or ga ni za tions, af fil i ated with even more-
pow er ful Eu ro pean or ga ni za tions, en slaved an un be liev able
num ber of young women lured or forced to leave their Eu ro -
pean vil lages to be come the mer chan dise of a very prof it able
trade in a wide va ri ety of broth els.28

Just one of the or ga ni za tions, known as the Zwi Migdal,
owned 2,000 broth els where 30,000 women were each pro -
duc ing monthly an av er age of 3,000 Ar gen tine pe sos for
their pimps.29 To put this amount in due per spec tive, I
should re mind the reader that at that time the peso had the
same value as the dol lar, and that a sales clerk in a de part -
ment store would earn less than 100 pe sos per month. This
gave the ex ploit ers a tre men dous fi nan cial power, and they
used it to buy co op er a tion and loy alty from po lice, city and
im mi gra tion of fi cers, judges, min is ters, medical doctors,
and congressmen.

Who sus tained such a large de mand? Al though for dif -
fer ent rea sons, all so cial classes made their con tri bu tions.
The rich were look ing for the mer ri ment and di ver sity of
sex ual prac tices that they would never dare to ask from their 
wives, the re spect able ma trons whose aim was only to bear
and raise chil dren, man age house holds, and or ga nize so cial
ac tiv i ties. The poor came to broth els be cause ei ther they
had to prove to them selves ev ery day by us ing many women
that they were ma chos, or be cause they were feel ing lonely.
Lone li ness was par tic u larly harsh on the im mi grants to the
large cit ies, who ini tially were with out fam ily or so cial
groups with which to re late. But the poor na tive porteûo
ma chos30 also of ten felt lonely, frus trated, and sad. They put 
these feel ings into mu sic and cre ated the tango. One of the
tan gos de clares: “In my life I had many, many chicks, but
never a lov ing woman.”31

Bully porteûos would mix in the broth els with long -
shore men, sail ors, farm ers seek ing city fun, em ploy ees of
gov ern ment of fices, banks, and large stores, small busi ness -
men tak ing a break from their shops, and youths hav ing
their first ex pe ri ences. Broth els var ied in size and ame ni ties 
ac cord ing to the class they were ca ter ing to. Most were just
a suc ces sion of small rooms that barely ac com mo dated a
dou ble-size bed. In the re main ing space, a chair would pro -
vide a place for the cus tomer’s clothes, and a wash bowl
would be the only avail able means for the cus tomer’s and
pros ti tute’s hy giene. A typ i cal con struc tion would be two
rows of ten rooms, each with a la trine at the end of each row.
In the more-ex pen sive broth els, there would be a grand re -
ceiv ing hall with so fas, vases, and paint ings on the walls.
There, rooms were more spa cious and some would have
mir rors on walls and ceil ings. They were the places for the
rich who could af ford to pay from 5 to 15 pe sos.32

The white-slave traf fic to Ar gen tina con tin ued grow ing
dur ing the last two de cades of the 19th cen tury and the first
three de cades of the 20th cen tury. Al ready in 1892, a Ger -
man mag a zine, Das Echos, com mented on a trial that took
place in Lemberg, Aus tria, where 22 per sons were con -
demned for send ing young women to dif fer ent parts of the
world un der the pre text that they would be em ployed as
maids, cooks, and nurse maids. Be cause the de fen dants
were Jews, the mag a zine, in ad di tion to de nounc ing an
abom i na ble trade, used the case to en cour age an ti-Se mitic
un der cur rents of Ger man pol i tics that would open up in the
Ger man po lit i cal arena some de cades later.33

Be tween 1920 and 1930, Al bert Londres, an of fi cer of
the French Sureté Genérale in ves ti gat ing the ram i fi ca tions
of the in ter na tion al white-slave traf fic, de cided to mix him -
self in the life of the small Pol ish vil lages where many of the 
women were bought or se duced. He fi nally pub lished a
book, Le Chemin de Bue nos Ai res (The Way to Bue nos
 Aires), whose in flu ence among Ar gen tines who were fight -
ing to stop the traf fic proved to be de ci sive.34

Mean while, homo sex u als, out casts of Ar gen tine so ci ety 
un til re cently, were, on the one hand, per se cuted by the po -
lice, and, on the other hand, us ing some pros ti tutes and their
mad ams for their own pur poses. In Bue nos Ai res, for in -
stance, a group of wealthy and in flu en tial, but clos eted
homo sex u als or ga nized young pros ti tutes to lure hand some
young men into lux u ri ous or gies in spe cially ar ranged
places. They would be un wit tingly pho to graphed, and the
pic tures would be used to black mail them into pro vid ing
sex ual fa vors to the hosts of the or gies.35

Fi nally the em pire built by the traf fick ers, which was fa -
cil i tated by the reg u la tion of the ex er cise of pros ti tu tion,
was de stroyed when the gov ern ment moved to the op po site
be hav ior and made or ga nized pros ti tu tion il le gal. Never
was the Ar gen tine mar ket re ally a free mar ket for sex ual
ser vices, mean ing by this, a mar ket where the sup pli ers
chose the pro fes sion out of their own free will, ex er cised it
on their own and for their own ben e fit, and could en ter and
exit the mar ket freely. Only very re cently is it pos si ble to
see a type of pros ti tu tion that can be assimilated to small
businesses.

From Regulation to Prohibition
The Ar gen tine em pire of whore dom was born and grew

up shel tered by the reg u lated sta tus of the broth els un der
laws and de crees whose de clared pur pose was to pro tect
both sup pli ers and con sum ers of sex ual ser vices. In fact, it
pro tected nei ther and only served to re place risky cap i tal is -
tic forms of ex ploi ta tion of sex ual ser vices with a cap i tal ism 
of po lit i cal pa tron age that benefited bureaucrats and scoun -
drels.

Reg u la tion of pros ti tu tion is al ways based on the prem -
ise that pros ti tu tion is an in ev i ta ble evil, hence, it should be
reg u lated in or der to min i mize the dam ages to so ci ety from
its prac tice. Some of the reg u la tory de crees dic tated by city
coun cils in Ar gen tina were quite de tailed in their re quire -
ments. One in cluded the fol low ing rules:36

• To es tab lish a brothel, it was nec es sary to file an ap pli ca -
tion with the mu nic i pal ity in di cat ing the lo ca tion. A tax
was required.

• The build ings had to be placed in a given zone, and not
dis play any par tic u lar sign that would iden tify it as a
brothel. They also had to have a bed room for each
woman work ing in the brothel. Pros ti tutes could not re -
side any where other than at the brothel, which was her
of fi cial do mi cile. The women could not show them -
selves at the bal co nies or through the win dows of the
build ing, nor could they so licit in the streets.
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• To work in a given brothel, each woman had to be reg is -
tered with the san i tary au thor i ties, who dur ing the reg is -
tra tion pro cess, had to es tab lish when the woman ar rived 
to the city, from where she came and how, who was with
her dur ing the trip, and how she de cided to join the
brothel. If, from the in ter rog a tory, it was es tab lished that 
the woman was a vic tim of de ceit or co er cion, she had to
be ad vised that she could sue the of fender and be of fered
assistance to do so.

• Each pros ti tute was then given a “san i tary note book”
with her pic ture, per sonal data, reg is tra tion num ber, and
the main ar ti cles of the de cree that con cerned her rights
as pro vider of a serv ice, among which were the fol -
lowing:
• What ever com mit ments she might un der take, she was

free to stay or quit the brothel in which she lived and
worked.

• The woman who man aged the brothel could not com -
pel them to buy given clothes or other ob jects.

• Debts were no rea son to com pel them to stay in a given
brothel.

• No body could ex ert vi o lence of any kind on them, or
sub mit them to abuse and pun ish ments.

Later on, at the re quest of the Ar gen tine As so ci a tion
Against White Slave Traf fic, a page was added to the “san -
i tary note book,” stat ing in Span ish, Ger man, French, Yid -
dish, Eng lish, and Italian:

This is a free coun try. No body can be com pelled to work
as a pros ti tute. Who ever wants to exit from the pro fes sion
can con tact [here the name and ad dress of the or ga ni za tion 
was given] that will see to her de fense and help her.

In this note book, the City San i tary Ser vices re corded the re -
sults of the man da tory pe ri od i cal med i cal ex am i na tions. If
the woman was found to be in fected with a dis ease, she was
to be taken to a hos pi tal and re main there un til dis miss al.
The san i tary note book had to be shown to any cus tomer that 
would re quest it to at test to her health condition.

The madam man ag ing a brothel could not leave the
brothel for more than 24 hours with out no ti fy ing the san i -
tary au thor i ties, who had to au tho rize leaves in writ ing and
never for more than 15 days. She also could not ac cept any
pros ti tute in the brothel who had not first reg is tered and
passed a med i cal ex am i na tion. She had to take her pu pils
per son ally to the pe ri od i cal med i cal ex am i na tion at a hos pi -
tal or have them ready if the ex am i na tion was done at the
site, in which case the brothel had to have a spe cial room
equipped with all the fur ni ture and in stru ments the san i tary
au thor i ties re quested. The madam also had to re port im me -
di ate ly to the san i tary au thor i ties when ever a pros ti tute felt
ill, whether it be from a sex u ally trans mit ted or any other
type of dis ease. If the woman could not be taken to the san i -
tary au thor ity, a doc tor would examine her at the brothel and 
decide whether to send her to a hospital.

It is easy to imag ine the gi gan tic cor rup tion that this na -
ive at tempt to pro tect cus tom ers and sup pli ers gen er ated.
The big trade or ga ni za tions men tioned above bought the
pro tec tion of the po lice, who were in charge of en forc ing
the reg u la tions, and bribed jus tices and pol i ti cians, who all
ig nored the trans gres sions in fa vor of con cen trat ing on the
hu man i tar ian pro vi sions aimed at avoid ing de ceit and vi o -
lence, and at pro tect ing, at least par tially, the free ex er cise
of the pro fes sion. In re al ity, this ap proach did lit tle to pro -
tect the health of the women and their clients, as elementary
mathematics show.

With an av er age of ten daily ser vices per woman and
two ex am i na tions per week, and ac cept ing that the ex am i -

na tions were thor oughly per formed, which of ten was not
the case, only the first cli ent af ter the ex am i na tion could be
con sid ered free from con tract ing a ve ne real dis ease. The
women had no pro tec tion from cus tom ers al ready in fected.
Hence the chances of safe sex for the other 30 or 40 cli ents
that would visit the same woman be fore she went to the next 
ex am i na tion were con stantly de creas ing. We should re -
mem ber that the cus tom ers were not sub ject to com pul sory
med i cal con trol, and that many might not have shown any
symp tom for some time, while oth ers would suf fer in si -
lence and con tinue practicing sex with prostitutes, lovers,
and wives.

Al though there are no of fi cial sta tis tics from that pe ri -
od, we know from stud ies made by some con cerned phy si -
cians, and from the clamor in the press, that the num ber of
cases of gon or rhea and syph i lis kept in creas ing. From a
study by the di rec tor of the san i tary ser vices of Rosario,
Dr. José M. Fernandez, we learn that the ex am i na tions
prac ticed dur ing one year—Oc to ber 1, 1930, through Sep -
tem ber 30, 1931—re vealed that 73% of the pros ti tutes had
a pos i tive serological re ac tion to syph i lis and close to
100% of them were car ri ers of gono coc cus.37

Fi nally, a law was pro mul gated by the fed eral gov ern -
ment on De cem ber 30, 1935, or der ing the clo sure of all
broth els through out the na tion. It even criminalized the pro -
vi sion of sex ual ser vices by a sin gle per son in her own
home.

An tic i pat ing this abrupt pol icy change, sev eral mea -
sures were taken by pub li c in sti tu tions and grass roots or ga -
ni za tions to pro tect the women that the law would leave
with out job and home.

The Situation Today
The 1935 law ended the cor rupt ing em pire of large or ga -

ni za tions in volved in the white-slave traf fic, but it could not
end the ex er cise of in di vid ual pros ti tu tion. The ap pli ca tion
of the law to in di vid ual pros ti tu tion was even de clared un -
con sti tu tional, be cause Ar ti cle 19 of the Ar gen tine Con sti -
tu tion says: “Pri vate ac tiv i ties that do not af fect pub li c or der 
and mo ral ity and do not harm other peo ple are re served to
the judg ment of God and off-limits to the authority of
magistrates.”

Hence, an adult per son who by spon ta ne ous de ci sion en -
gages in sex with other con sent ing adults, for money or oth -
er wise, can not be pe nal ized un less the prac tice takes place
in such a way that it of fends or harms third parties.

On the other hand, the change in mo res that took place in 
the world af ter World War II was strongly felt in Ar gen tina.
In ter nally, the Perónist move ment dras ti cally el e vated the
sta tus of the work ing class, in clud ing ru ral la bor, and Eva
Perón’s ac tions sped the rec og ni tion of women’s po lit i cal,
eco nomic, and so cial rights. The large masses of sin gle im -
mi grants, to whom the brothel pro vided a rec re ational and
phys i o log i cal out let, are pic tures from a dis tant past. The
ma chos of the sub urbs of Bue nos Ai res and other big cit ies
are drowned by a wave of proud blue-col lar work ers who
may have con sent ing lov ers in ad di tion to their of fi cial
spouses, but would never ex ploit one or the other. Con tra -
cep tives and in for ma tion about them reach women and men 
of all so cial classes. For quite a while, pen i cil lin brought
con trol over ve ne real dis eases. All this al lowed women to
consent to premarital and extramarital sexual relations.

How ever, pros ti tu tion has not dis ap peared. Teen ag ers,
some times by their own ini tia tive, but more of ten un der the
pres sure of peers or their fa thers, seek pros ti tutes for their
sex ual ini ti a tion. Then there are the hand i capped and those
who do not dare to share with lov ers and spouses their need
for spe cial sex ual prac tices. And as al ways, sail ors and
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other sin gle trav el ers from the coun try side and abroad. Sin -
gle women and mar ried men with hid den homo sex u al or
bisex ual ten den cies are also ask ing for sex ual ser vices.
Hence, male pros ti tutes have made their appearance in the
market.

The mod ern Ar gen tine male and fe male pros ti tutes ad -
ver tise their ser vices through news pa pers. A typ i cal an -
nounce ment reads: FIRST NAME; Your place or mine from 
Mon day to Sunday; Tele phone num ber. Some in clude the
price. In one sin gle is sue of a pop u lar news pa per, I found
eight ad ver tise ments with prices rang ing from 15 pe sos to
40 pe sos, which equaled the same amount of dollars in 1993
exchange.

An other form of ad ver tis ing is the use of taxi driv ers and
ho tel bell cap tains as in ter me di ar ies. These agents re ceive
part of the price in ex change for re fer ring cli ents. In the large
ho tels, the bell cap tains may have an al bum with pic tures of
dif fer ent pros ti tutes from which the guest may choose.

Sex tit il la tion by phone is also mak ing its in roads. It is
be ing in tro duced by rep re sen ta tives of for eign or ga ni za -
tions. Ro mance through the line, as one of the an nounce -
ments reads, is of fered by call ing a num ber in the United
States, Hong Kong, or Mexico.

The spread of AIDS has fur ther re duced di rect trade of
ser vices and has made room for these tele phone and other
elec tronic al ter na tives. They are used for those who do not
find a way to cre ate ro mance and in tro duce fan tasy in their
re la tion ships. Most of the well-in formed youth are now
seek ing to sat isfy all their sex ual needs through a com mit -
ted re la tion ship that may or may not end in mar riage. Usu -
ally, they con tract mar riage when they de cide to have chil -
dren. Among homo sex u als, who are now more ac cepted by
so ci ety, there is also a trend to ward less pro mis cu ity and
more-stable monogamous relations.

Pros ti tu tion is still a topic of dis cus sion in the news me -
dia and for jour nal ists. It is be com ing clear that pros ti tu tion
is a cul tural as well as an eco nomic prob lem. A mo ral ity that 
de nies and re presses bodily needs will never solve the prob -
lem. It can only in crease the de mand for com mer cial pro -
vid ers of sex ual ser vices. And a so ci ety where greed on one
side cre ates pov erty on the other will in ev i ta bly cre ate
greedy profiteers and needy prostitutes.

C. Sex in Argentine Mass Media: 
Erotica and Pornography

Literature
A re view of the Ar gen tine lit er a ture of the last few de -

cades shows that Ar gen tine writ ers of ten de scribe in de tail
hetero sex u al, gay, and les bian sex ual en coun ters in their
nov els. The prac tice of sprin kling some sex ual spices to add 
fla vor to the nar ra tion is not lim ited to ro man tic nov els; it
oc curs also in his tor i cal nov els, and in deed in psy cho log i cal 
nov els that delve deep into the feelings of their characters.

This lit er a ture has led mid dle-class ur ban read ers to re -
think their own at ti tude to wards sex u al ity and sen su al ity. It
helps in lift ing the last traces of ma chismo, of see ing love
and sex as two sep a rate things that are prac ticed with dif fer -
ent women, and of per ceiv ing homo sex u ali ty as a per ver -
sity. In a his tor i cal novel set be tween 1851 and 1862, for in -
stance, Mar tha  Mercader, a fa mous nov el ist, de fines in just
one sen tence the most com mon mindset among young mil i -
tary men in the first ar mies of the equally young Re pub lic:
“He [the pro tag o nist of the novel, an ad ju tant in the re cently
or ga nized Na tional Guard] must al ways be on top; on top of
In di ans, of the blacks, of the gau chos, of the peas ants, and
of the fe males.”38

This same nov el ist dared to re veal her own sen sual and
sex ual life in an au to bi og ra phy in which she de scribes her

pu berty within a fam ily and a so ci ety ham pered by a mul ti -
tude of ta boos, the fan ta sies of her ad o les cence fu eled by
the mov ies that Hol ly wood sent to Ar gen tina in the 1940s,
the dif fi cul ties women had to choose freely and as sume re -
spon si bil i ties, her con flicts with the rigid mindset of an in -
tel lec tual hus band that was pro gres sive in his ide ol ogy and
con ser va tive in his so cial and sex ual be hav ior, and con flicts 
that ended in a sour di vorce. Her per sonal his tory il lus trates
the lim i ta tions to which women were, and, to some ex tent,
are still of ten sub jected. For some, the lim i ta tions amounted 
to a ver i ta ble en slave ment.39

When we com pare the his tor i cal nov els pub lished in the
1980s by this writer with the books of the same genre pub -
lished in the 1970s by an other fa mous Ar gen tine writer,
Beatriz Guido, we per ceive the ad vances made in lan guage
open ness and in ac knowl edg ing women’s feel ings, their de -
sires, their erotic fan ta sies, and their vo lup tuous carnality.

For in stance, in one of her books,40 Beatriz Guido de -
scribes the ini ti a tion of two young men with pros ti tutes. It is 
a de scrip tion al most de void of emo tions: The two ad o les -
cents do not even ask one an other about how they per -
formed. They leave the brothel in si lence and walk through
the streets talk ing eco nom ics. The scene re flects what was
then ac cept able in Argentine society.

By con trast, Mar tha Mercader, in an other of her nov -
els,41 talk ing through a her o ine of the time of the war among
pro vin cial cau di llos, re counts the suf fer ings of in nu mer a -
ble Ar gen tine women of the past and re veals things that to -
day’s Ar gen tine women are still long ing for. The main char -
ac ter ques tions, al ready in the 1830s, the role of re pro duc -
tive ma chines that the Church has as signed to women. She
is a woman that is con sumed by pas sion for life and yearns
for op por tu ni ties to share with her hus band both her sen sual
de sires and her in tel lec tual po ten tial, her abil i ties to per -
ceive the so cial, po lit i cal, and even mil i tary sit u a tion in
which they live. By in sist ing on do ing so, she de stroys her
re la tion ship that can not sur vive a destabilization of the ma -
cho role of her hus band. Through Juana Manuela, her char -
ac ter, Mar tha is call ing for further changes in a society that
still is repressive and castrating.

It is worth men tion ing a rare book dis cov ered while
brows ing in an old book store of a pro vin cial city. Its ti tle is
Textos Eróticos del Rio de la Plata (Erotic Texts from the
River Plate) by Rob ert Lehmann Nitsche, a Ger man an thro -
pol o gist.42 It was pub lished orig i nally in Leip zig, Ger many, 
in 1923, un der the pen name of Vic tor Borde, and in cludes
an ex haus tive col lec tion of pop u lar songs, po ems, prov erbs, 
rid dles, sen tences, and re marks with a high sex ual, sen sual,
and erotic con tent. In 1956, af ter Julian Caceres Freyre, an
Ar gen tine scholar, ob tained a copy of the Ger man orig i nal
from a bib lio phile friend, a group of en tre pre neur ial ed i tors
un der took the task of trans lat ing it into Span ish. The 1981
Span ish edi tion con tains the full orig i nal text, plus an ar ti cle 
anon y mously pub lished by Lehmann in the jour nal Kryp -
tadia in 1901.43

Lehmann ar rived in Bue nos Ai res in 1897 to work at the
An thro po log i cal Mu seum of La Plata, the cap i tal of the prov -
ince of Bue nos Ai res, when he was only 25 years old, and re -
sided there un til 1930. Com pelled by his cu ri os ity and an i -
mated by a truly sci en tific pas sion for hon est and forth right
re search, Lehmann did not hes i tate to sur vey all sources,
from or di nary ru ral folks to pros ti tutes and pimps. He ques -
tioned his stu dents at the Uni ver sity of La Plata and gath ered
graf fiti from pub li c la trines, restrooms, and from prison
walls. His work has res cued from obliv ion pop u lar cus toms
and tra di tions that prog ress would con sign to burial with out a 
trace, be cause Ar gen tine schol ars con sid ered them too vul -
gar and embarrassing to be scien tifically studied.
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Lehmann used the ma te rial he com piled to com pare
pop u lar myths, prej u dices, and ste reo types, some of which
are still part of the col lec tive Ar gen tine sub con scious. He
dared to un der take this task at a point in the evo lu tion of hu -
man kind when sex u al ity was still a bad word even in Eu -
rope, where he had to pub lish the re sult of his work ei ther
anon y mously or under a false name.

Af ter 1933, the Na zis tried to use Lehmann in their in tel li -
gence net work about Ar gen tina, given the deep knowl edge
the sci en tist had of the coun try, but he re fused and was os tra -
cized from the sci en tific com mu nity un til his death in 1938.

To give the read ers a fla vor of this col lec tor’s work, I
pro vide trans la tions of one each of its rid dles, say ings, and
lim er icks. Rid dles are usu ally in no cent, but the so lu tion is
sex u ally charged (see Table 2).

Popular Magazines
It is through pop u lar mag a zines that we can see more

clearly the changes tak ing place in Ar gen tine so ci ety. The
nu mer ous, so-called mag a zines for women are found ev -
ery where: homes, hair dress ers, doc tor’s of fices, al most
any place there is a wait ing room. And in al most every is -
sue, there are ar ti cles about sex and erot i cism, some signed 
by re spected lo cal and for eign pro fes sion als. Ar ti cles
cover a va ri ety of sub jects, such as con tra cep tion, the in -
flu ence of a healthy sex ual life on the phys i cal and men tal
well-be ing of women, or how to im prove mar i tal re la tion -
ships. Three other types of magazines deal with sexuality
and eroticism:

• Mag a zines that deal with sex ual is sues avoid ing por no -
graphic im ages, shy ing away from even full fron tal nu -
dity. They are rather ex pen sive, ex hibit a good qual ity of 
print ing, and aim at in form ing a pub li c that ac cepts a sci -
en tific, al though pop u lar, rather than ac a demic lan -
guage. One such mag a zine claims the col lab o ra tion of
pro fes sion als from the Mas ters and John son In sti tute
and the Amer i can As so ci a tion of Sex Ed u ca tors, Coun -
sel ors, and Ther a pists to pro duce il lus tra tive vid eos that
are dis trib uted to gether with some of the is sues. One
such is sue in cluded the fol low ing sub jects: best tech -
niques to en joy an in tense sex u al ity; the skin: an ally of
erot i cism; how to make of your bed room the most erotic
place; your way of kiss ing re veals how you make love;
tech niques to re new sex ual pas sion with out chang ing
part ners; ini ti a tion to anal sex with out trau mas; the art of 

un dress ing to se duce your part ner; the im por tance of
oral sex dur ing preg nancy; safe sex: condoms, a way of
taking care of yourself without handicapping your plea -
sure.

• Mag a zines of sex ual hu mor with por no graphic texts and 
car toons, but no pic tures.

• Clearly por no graphic mag a zines, de void of any ar tis tic
qual ity, some with scat o log i cal content.

For eign mag a zines like Play boy and Pent house can also be
bought in some news stands.

Television and the Video Industry
With the re turn of de moc racy in 1983, it be came pos si -

ble to openly dis cuss and pres ent sex ual is sues on tele vi -
sion. Well-known phy si cians, psy chi a trists, psy chol o gists,
sexol o gists, and writ ers are in vited by pop u lar anchor -
persons and ques tioned on all kind of sexual matters.

This sit u a tion con trasts with an ex pe ri ence I had in the
early 1970s. As med i cal ad vi sor to an Ar gen tine en ter prise, I
was help ing to de sign a strat egy to in tro duce the first tam pon
man u fac tured in Ar gen tina, a task of which I felt very proud,
be cause it would al low Ar gen tine pro fes sional and work ing-
class women to feel more com fort able at their work place.
How ever, I soon dis cov ered that the word “men stru a tion”
could not be used in ad ver tis ing the prod uct on tele vision or
in newspapers and magazines.

Ar gen tine tele vi sion pro grams are now fol low ing on the
line of pi o neer shows in the United States and Eu rope that fa -
vor par tic i pa tion of the pub li c and en cour age them to share in 
a dis cus sion of in ti mate prob lems. Ar gen tines who know the
lan guages can now re ceive these Amer i can pro grams, and
also Eu ro pean pro grams, di rectly on their screens through
satellite and cable.

The vid eo tape in dus try is par tially hand i capped by the
fact that Ar gen tine tele vi sion uses the so-called PAL sys -
tem that can not play ei ther VHS or Betamax re corded cas -
settes. The mar ket is com posed mainly of for eign video
por nog ra phy con verted to the PAL sys tem and sub ti tled in
Span ish. It is a new mar ket where a fast-grow ing de mand
is al low ing busi nesses to make good prof its. X-rated ma te -
rial is dis played in a sep a rate room lim ited to adults who
pay the store fees and deposit.

How ever, leg is la tive re vi sions have not kept pace with
chang ing pub li c at ti tudes, and the old laws are used from
time to time to crack down on the video-por nog ra phy

 business. In 1994, for in stance, 
more than 300 ti tles were se -
ques tered from one es tab lish -
ment and the store closed on
the grounds that Ar ti cle 128 of
the Crim i nal Code con sid ers
ob scene ex hi bi tions as as saults
against pub li c mo ral ity. Some
pol i ti cians and judges seem to
still be un der the grip of a re -
pres sive men tal ity, but many of 
them, and cer tainly the pub li c
in the large cit ies, are re act ing
and fight ing for their free dom
to see and read what pleases
them. De spite ob struc tions
from con ser va tive forces, the
pub lic’s pref er ences are be ing
re spected. The higher courts
are also re vers ing con ser va tive
de ci s ions from lower courts,
although desperately slowly.
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Table 2

Riddles Are Usually Innocent,
But the Solution Is Sexually Charged

Type of
Erotic Text Original Text English Free Translation Comments

Riddle En un campo monterano
Hay un pájaro francés,
Tiene huevos y no pone,
Tiene un ojo y no ve.

In a hunting field
There is a French bird,
It has eggs, but doesn’t lay
It has an eye, but doesn’t see.

The solution is the 
penis. Popularly,
the testicles are
called eggs.

Saying A toro viejo
le gusta el
pasto tierno.

Old bulls like
tender pastures.

Limerick ¡Puta que soy 
desgraciada!,
Dice la parda Loreta;
¡Todos me meten por el culo
Y ninguno por la cajeta!

Shit! I am so depressed,
says the mulatto Loreta;
It is always my ass that is holed,
never my cunt.



Movies, Theater, and the Arts
Most of the erotic films shown in Ar gen tina, films that

would be rated R or X in the U.S.A., come from Eu ro pean
coun tries, par tic u larly France, It aly, Swe den, and lately
Spain. Pi ca resque films, many based on clas sics of lit er a -
ture, such as Boccacio’s Decameron or Chau cer’s Can ter -
bury Tales, are shown with out cen sor ing their most re al is tic
de tails, which may in clude fron tal nu dity. The United States 
is the source of all the vi o lent por nog ra phy and thrillers
imported.

Af ter the re turn of de moc racy, the Ar gen tine cin ema in -
dus try has it self pro duced many risqué films. One de scribes
a fa mous his tor i cal case of a young Ar gen tine priest and a
young lady of the Ar gen tine ar is toc racy who fell des per -
ately in love in the years just be fore the or ga ni za tion of the
Re pub lic. They leave fam ily and Church to es cape from
Bue nos Ai res to the coun try side. How ever, the com bined
pow ers of Church, money, and state per se cute them im pla -
ca bly un til they are de tained and ex e cuted with out trial. Be -
cause she is preg nant, the ex e cu tion ers gave her to drink a
li ter of holy wa ter be fore fac ing the squad, so as to make
sure that her child would die bap tized. The film de scribes
the trag edy in beau ti ful and poi gnant im ages, with out spar -
ing the tor rid love scenes of the dis tressed lov ers when they
find them selves for the first time alone and far from their
asphyxiating social environment.

There is also a mild cen sor ship in the the ater. A play
called La Lección de Anatomia (The Anat omy Les son), in
which the ac tors play their role in the nude, was play ing for
a long time in Bue nos Ai res, night af ter night, for nearly ten
years.

In gal ler ies of art, nudes are shown with out hes i ta tion or
shy ness. How ever, in the con tra dic tory so ci ety that Ar gen -
tina is, with re gres sive forces bat tling for sur vival and power, 
iso lated ep i sodes of cen sor ship still hap pen, al though a
slowly op er at ing ju di cial sys tem re pairs the dam ages in the
end. For in stance, in 1986, three pho to graphic art ists who
were ex hib it ing their work at a cul tural cen ter found their
pic tures of nude peo ple se ques tered. The judge who is sued
the or der re sisted pres sure from col leagues and pub li c opin -
ion, and the ap peal of the law yers of the de fen dants, for al -
most a year before returning the material to their owners.

Fi nally, the pop u lar tango, whether danced in pri vate sa -
lons or pre sented as part of a the at ri cal show, is of ten a dis -
play of erot i cism at its pur est ma cho style, the male proudly
ex hib it ing his skills, his strength, and his power over women.Argentina: Contraception, Abortion, and PopulationPlanning

9. Contraception, Abortion, and
Population Planning

A/B. Contraception and Population Planning
It is es ti mated that the pop u la tion of what is to day Latin

Amer ica was around 50 mil lion at the start of its con quest
by Spain and Por tu gal.44 Wars, bru tal ex ploi ta tion in mines
and fields, and new dis eases ac quired from the con quer ors
be cause a lack of an ti bod ies among the in dig e nous pop u la -
tions soon de pop u lated the con ti nent. The con quer ors then
re sorted to two pol i cies: In some col o nies, they started im -
port ing Af ri cans as slave la bor, and in all col o nies, they pro -
moted max i mum use of women’s fer til ity, whether they be
Span ish, na tive, or Af ri can. Every child, whether from
wedlock or not, was welcomed.

Pronatalist pol i cies were main tained af ter in de pend -
ence. The new coun tries needed peo ple, first to sus tain the
wars of in de pend ence, then feed the ar mies of lo cal war ring
lords, and later to de velop the empty lands. More re cently, it 
was be lieved that a large pop u la tion would keep sal a ries
low, ne glect ing the fact that im pov er ished masses do not

make good con sumer mar kets for the prod ucts and ser vices
that en ter prises gen er ate. De spite the in flu ence of Ca thol i -
cism, the con cept of fam ily has re mained very lax. This ex -
plains why the num ber of il le git i mate chil dren has con tin -
ued to run high. In some coun tries, it av er ages, even re -
cently, 70% of all new borns.45

Ar gen tina has not been an ex cep tion to these pronatalist
pol i cies and the use of women as re pro duc tive ma chines.
How ever, its pop u la tion did not grow as fast as in other
Latin Amer i can coun tries. This is be cause of the for ma tion
of a well-in formed large mid dle class that could not sup port
fam i lies of the size that was usual among the up per class,
and at the same time, did not share the loose idea about fam -
ily ties ex pressed by the lower class. Mid dle-class cou ples
quickly learned to use con tra cep tives ac quired through pri -
vate chan nels. In Ar gen tina, con tra cep tives never were dis -
trib uted or sub si dized by the gov ern ment, ex cept for the
army draft ees who were given con doms for pro phy lac tic
reasons rather than population concerns.

Dur ing a rel a tively re cent pe ri od, 1975-1983, dur ing
which the coun try was gov erned by re pres sive mil i tary jun -
tas, there was an at tempt to en cour age larger fam i lies by
giv ing mon e tary awards for each new born, and by par a lyz -
ing the ac tiv ity of the clin ics pri vately sup ported by the Ar -
gen tine As so ci a tion for the Pro tec tion of the Fam ily. Be -
sides the fact that the amount of money was ri dic u lously
small, the mil i tary ig nored the real feel ings of the women of
the ur ban work ing class. They had a dif fer ent pro gram in
mind than to have a lot of chil dren. From my own work as a
gy ne col o gist at a un ion-sup ported hos pi tal, I know their
rea son ing. They wanted to save from their sal a ries and buy
a sew ing ma chine or other equip ment that would al low
them to do some mar ket work at home, post pon ing ma ter -
nity un til the cou ple’s joint income would allow them to
raise one or two children decently.

In the year 1972, the Ar gen tine As so ci a tion for the Pro -
tec tion of the Fam ily man aged 58 clin ics around the coun -
try. That year, the num ber of new us ers of con tra cep tives
was 23,000. Of these, 66% pre ferred the pill and 33% chose
an IUD. The clin ics were also of fer ing ser vices for the early
de tec tion of gen i tal can cer and the treatment of infertility.

Now a days, in the large cit ies, con tra cep tives of all
kinds—pills, con doms, di a phragms, IUDs, and vag i nal sper -
mi cides—are avail able. Con doms, pills, and vag i nal sper mi -
cides can be freely bought in phar ma cies. Women who can
af ford to pay, can use the ser vices of pri vate phy si cians to
help them ac quire the right di a phragm or to in sert an IUD.
Hos pi tals and clin ics sup ported by the la bor un ions pro vide
sim i lar ser vices to working women and spouses of workers.

The sit u a tion is more dif fi cult for women who live in
scarcely pop u lated dis tant ru ral ar eas. There, both birth -
rates and in fant mor tal ity are still high when com pared with
ur ban fig ures or those in the more-de vel oped ru ral ar eas
close to the large cit ies. In the less-de vel oped ar eas, the gov -
ern ment is now try ing to or ga nize fam ily plan ning ser vices
as part of its program of mother-child care.

[Up date 2003: There are no pro grams re lated to re pro -
duc tive health at the na tional level. At the pro vin cial level,
the sit u a tion var ies from one prov ince to the other, de pend -
ing on two fun da men tal fac tors. One is the mag ni tude of re -
sources as signed to pub li c health in gen eral, and to re pro -
duc tive health in par tic u lar, in each pro vin cial bud get. The
other fac tor hinges on the pre dom i nant po lit i cal in flu ence in 
the re spec tive prov ince. This last fac tor re fers to the long -
stand ing con flict in Ar gen tina’s policymaking be tween, on
the one hand, lib eral lead ers with a mod ern con scious ness
and con cerns for the needs of the pop u la tion, and, on the
other hand, con ser va tive lead ers as so ci ated with an ob so -
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lete Cath o lic Church that still adamantly represses the
modern expressions of sexuality, love, and life.

[Un til 1998, the fed eral gov ern ment was as sign ing some 
4% of the GDP to pub li c health, and close to 90% of the pop -
u la tion had ac cess to san i ta tion (World Bank De vel op ment
Re port 1999). That year, it was de cided to trans fer to the
prov inces the re spon si bil ity to cover 87% of the cost of their 
re spec tive health sys tems. The ma jor ity of the prov inces
have nei ther suf fi cient funds, nor the ap pro pri ate lead er ship 
to articulate those programs.

[The coun try is now call ing for a very dif fer ent ap -
proach: a com pre hen sive na tional health pro gram that in -
cludes re pro duc tive health and links to ed u ca tional re forms
that in tro duce those sub jects in all cur ric ula. It was ex -
pected that ed u ca tional es tab lish ments at all lev els would
teach their stu dents how to take care of their health and to
en joy the phys i cal, emo tional, and spir i tual man i fes ta tions
of their sex u al ity with re spon si bil ity to wards them selves,
their part ners, and the econ omy of their house holds and the
na tion, avoid ing un wanted preg nan cies and sex u ally trans -
mit ted dis eases. The undersecretariat for pop u la tion that
was cre ated in 1993 at the fed eral level, which in cluded a
fed eral coun sel on pop u la tion, was ded i cated mainly to de -
mo graphic stud ies and reg u la tion of mi gra tion. It did not as -
sume any ini tia tive to promote policies or educational
programs for a responsible procreation.

[We will men tion only a few ex am ples of the di verse
pro vin cial ef forts that at tempt to or ga nize pro grams of re -
pro duc tive health over com ing pre car i ous ness of fi nan cial
re sources and ideo log i cal conflicts.

1. City of Bue nos Ai res
The city’s con sti tu tion de clares that the re pro duc tive
and sex ual rights are part of the ba sic hu man rights,
and pro claims non dis crim i na tion in the ex er cise of
those rights for nei ther eth nic, ra cial, or gen der rea -
sons, nor for the sex ual ori en ta tion of the citizens.

2. Mendoza, Rio Ne gro and Neuquén
These prov inces have sim i lar laws on re pro duc tive
health and sex u al ity. They aim at pro vid ing in for ma -
tion and or ga niz ing coun sel ing services.

3. Jujuy
In spite of the gov er nor’s op po si tion, who ve toed an ini -
tial pro ject, the leg is la ture unan i mously in sisted on ap -
prov ing a law cre at ing a pro vin cial pro gram for ma ter -
nity and the pre ven tion of sex u ally transmitted diseases.

4. Santa Fe
The mu nic i pal ity of Rosario, the most im por tant city
of this prov ince, en forced two de crees: one cre at ing a
pro gram for the early de tec tion of cer vi cal can cer,
and an other or ga niz ing a com pre hen sive pro gram on
women’s health.

5. En tre Rios
The leg is la ture voted a law whose ob jec tive was to pro -
vide in for ma tion and ad vice for a healthy and re spon si -
ble ex er cise of sex u al ity. The gov er nor vetoed it.

6. San Luis
One of the most in ter est ing ex per i ments is tak ing place
in this prov ince. Work ing to gether with pri vate or ga ni -
za tions, the gov ern ment has pre sented a pro ject for a
law of re pro duc tive health that was ac cepted by the leg -
is la ture, and is ex pected to soon be reg u lated and im ple -
mented. The ac tiv ity of Gaia, a pri vate group headed by
Laura Lerner Emmer—who is joined in par tic i pa tion by 
lo cal pro fes sion als and ed u ca tors—de serves to be em -
pha sized. They or ga nized a Latin Amer i can en coun ter,
“Be ing Born in 2002,” to dis cuss themes cen tered on
love, fam ily re la tions, pro cre ation, and birth. Among

the sub jects ex plored at the en coun ter, we find: love and 
sex u al ity, meth ods for deal ing with fer til ity and child -
less ness and the eth i cal prob lems raised by those meth -
ods, re la tions be tween par ents and chil dren, prob lems
faced by sin gle moth ers and fa thers, and new ways of
look ing af ter preg nant women and of de liv er ing ba bies.
The en coun ter is also a good ex am ple of ef forts to trans -
form the old un for tu nate antinomies among ide ol o gies,
be liefs, and in ter ests into con struc tive par tic i pa tory
 polarities. “Be ing Born in 2002” was spon sored by
UNICEF, the gov ern ment of the prov ince of San Luis,
the mu nic i pal ity of the city of San Luis, the Na tional
Uni ver sity of San Luis, the Catholic University of
Cuyo, and various foundations and private profes sional
groups (Gaiasanluis).

7. Tucumán
In the past, this was a rich prov ince, known as “the gar -
den of the re pub lic” for the fer til ity of its land and the
beauty of its sub trop i cal veg e ta tion and breath tak ing
pan ora mas. Now, it of fers a de plor able pic ture of mis -
ery and ne glect. The cha otic state of the fi nances of the
prov ince has reached such ex tremes as not to be able to
pro vide gauze and al co hol for sur gery in the pub li c hos -
pi tals. Chil dren die of hun ger or sur vive in a state of
cachexia. “Prob lems that we used to see in pho to graphs
from Af rica, now we are fac ing them here,” said Dr.
Teresa Acuña, a pe di a tri cian in one of the hos pi tals
(Rohter 2003). In di gent women in de spair seek abor -
tions, which, be cause of the way they are per formed, of -
ten end in deaths, which are hid den in the sta tis tics un -
der other gyne co logi cal cat e go ries. There are no pro -
grams for re pro duc tive health care. At the ini tia tive of
some doc tors, and with the sup port of phar ma ceu ti cal
com pa nies, oral con tra cep tives are now be given free to
poor women, who, in some cases, sell them to buy
bread. There are no pro grams to give ad vice on con tra -
cep tive tech nol o gies and mon i tor their use. (End of
update by S. Kamenetzky)]

C. Abortion
Ev ery body who prac tices gy ne col ogy in Ar gen tina

knows that abor tion is widely used by women of all so cial
classes to end un wanted preg nan cies. This hap pens de spite
the in junc tion against abor tion in the Ar gen tine Crim i nal
Code that pe nal izes with prison women who have abor tions
and the pro fes sion als who per form this serv ice, with the sole
ex cep tion of a preg nant woman who is men tally de ranged.
Abor tions are com mon de spite the strong in flu ence on per -
sonal live s and pol i tics of the dominant Catholic Church.

Abor tion is a prac tice that ev ery body knows of and prac -
tices when needed, but no body talks about. Ar gen tina is a so -
ci ety that, in stead of fight ing against the pow er ful forces that
ar ro gate to them selves con trol over women’s bod ies, pre fers
to tol er ate the of fi cially con demned prac tice with a mis chie -
vous twin kle of tacit agree ment among pro fes sion als and cit -
i zens. Crim i nal pro cesses and de nun ci a tion of abor tion prac -
tices are rare, and the po lice only in ter vene when a woman
dies as a con se quence of an abortion practiced by a non -
professional.

Given these con di tions, there are no fig ures for abor tion
in Ar gen tina, but it is be lieved that its prac tice is wide spread 
in all Latin Amer ica. In 1974, the In ter na tion al Planned Par -
ent hood Fed er a tion es ti mated that some five mil lion abor -
tions were per formed each year in the re gion. This cor re -
sponds to a rate of 65 abor tions for each 1,000 women of re -
pro duc tive age, and to 500 abor tions for each 1,000 live
births.46

18 Con tin uum Com plete In ter na tion al En cy clo pe dia of Sexuality



In the cit ies, women who typ i cally seek med i cal help for
abor tions are ei ther mar ried, ma ture women who al ready
have sev eral chil dren, or very young sin gle women, high
school and col lege stu dents. That women re sort to abor tion
mainly to put a stop to the in crease of fam ily size was con -
firmed by sur veys or ga nized by the Centro Latinoameri cano
de Demografia (CELADE).47 In Bue nos Ai res, women with
two chil dren re ported 39.6 abor tions per 1,000 women in
their life times, while women with three chil dren reported
93.5 per 1,000.

Stud ies on the re la tion ship be tween abor tion and so cio -
eco nomic po si tion sug gested that mid dle-class women re -
sorted to abor tion more fre quently than up per- or lower-class 
women. More-re cent stud ies, in Bue nos Ai res dur ing the
1960s and 1970s, re vealed that the high est rate of abor tion
was among women with col lege ed u ca tions. These stud ies
tells us two things: one, that women of the up per classes can
af ford to raise more chil dren than they would re ally want,
hence avoid ing in ner con flicts with their deep-seated re li -
gious pro gram ming, as well as outer con flicts with their so -
cial Cath o lic en vi ron ment; sec ond, that abor tions among the
lower classes leave no writ ten or oral re cord, be cause they
are not per formed by pro fes sion als, and the women deny
hav ing them to avoid prob lems for them selves and for those
who helped them in the procedure.

When abor tion is per formed by ob ste tri cians in clin ics
or their of fices fol low ing state-of-the-art pro ce dures, with
in stru ments duly ster il ized, use of an es the sia, and post -
operation care to avoid hem or rhages and in fec tions, it sel -
dom leads to com pli ca tions. It is quite dif fer ent when abor -
tion is prac ticed by folk heal ers and un reg is tered mid wives,
with nei ther asep sis nor an es the sia and us ing prim i tive in -
stru ments. It is even wors e when ru ral women in de spair re -
sort to pour ing chem i cals in side their va gi nas, in gest toxic
sub stances they have heard in duce abor tion, or use wires
and the like to de stroy the fe tus. The end re sults are hem or -
rhages that lead to death if the woman can not reach a hos pi -
tal for a trans fu sion, or in fec tions that may also lead to death 
if un treated. Other fre quent ail ments pro duced by these
crude abor tion pro ce dures are the de struc tion of the vaginal
walls, and the production of adhesions on the uterine endo -
metrium.

In the end, many of these women who pro voke an abor -
tion by them selves or with in ex pe ri enced help end up in ob -
stet ric and gyne co logi cal wards of na tional and pro vin cial
hos pi tals, over load ing an al ready tight sup ply of beds, blood, 
drugs, and med i cal time. Again, there are no sta tis tics for Ar -
gen tina, but it is es ti mated that one of every five beds in those 
wards are oc cu pied with women suf fer ing com pli ca tions
from self-in duced or poorly per formed abor tions, and sta tis -
tics for Latin Amer ica dis close that up to 41% of all blood
used in hos pi tals is con sumed by those cases.48

This pic ture of in di vid ual suf fer ing and high so cial costs
in di cates a need to change pol i cies. Abor tion rates and mor -
bid ity and mor tal ity from their com pli ca tions can only be
reduced by:

• pro vid ing ap pro pri ate sex ual ed u ca tion and stim u lat ing
the use of con tra cep tives;

• le gal iz ing abor tion to take the pro ce dure out of in ex pe ri -
enced or des per ate hands, mak ing it, in stead, eas ily
avail able from well-trained pro fes sion als; and

• in creas ing ac ces si bil ity to well-equipped med i cal cen -
ters in case of com pli ca tions.

[Up date 2003: Abor tion con tin ues to be il le gal, with
two ex cep tions: for the preg nant woman’s life or health.
These two ex cep tions are very sel dom used, be cause, al -
though the law does not re quire au tho ri za tion from the ju di -

cial sys tem for such an abor tion, health pro fes sions are re -
luc tant to go ahead on their own, and equally re luc tant to
seek court ap proval. In ex pe ri enced peo ple, in sor did en vi -
ron ments and with no asep sis, per form most abor tions. This
should cause alarm among the pub li c health in sti tu tions.
The to tal num ber of abor tions is over whelm ing. The Cen ter
for Re pro duc tive Law and Pol icy (CRLP) es ti mates that the 
in ci dence of abor tion in Ar gen tina is some where be tween
350,000 and 400,000 abor tions an nu ally. Al though it is es ti -
mated that one third of all ma ter nal deaths are caused by
abor tion, the real num ber may be higher, be cause some may 
be hidden under other gynecological or obstetric areas
(CRLP 2000).

[Rather than fo cus ing on the costs to the econ omy and to
the health of the Ar gen tine fam ily, the pub li c dis cus sion
con tin ues to cen ter around ideo log i cal is sues. Sex ual ed u -
ca tion from an early age, and easy ac cess to con tra cep tives
when the age of re pro duc tion is reached, could save money
and live s, not only by avoid ing abor tions, but also by pre -
vent ing the spread of sex u ally trans mit ted dis eases. While
un der the pres ent leg is la tion, women are chas tised and the
med i cal pro fes sion is handcuffed, a wider un der stand ing of
hu man na ture, with its need of a healthy sex u al ity, could
make both women and men more free, and fam ily life more
happy. (End of up date by S. Kamenetzky)]Argentina: Sexually Transmitted Diseases and HIV/AIDS

10. Sexually Transmitted Diseases
and HIV/AIDS

A. Sexually Transmitted Diseases
In Ar gen tina, the most fre quently re ported sex u ally trans -

mit ted dis eases (STDs) are tricho moni a sis, gen i tal chla myd -
ia, gon or rhea, gen i tal her pes, syph i lis, gen i tal pap il lo ma vi -
rus, chancroid, and in deed AIDS. There is a wor ri some in -
crease in the num ber of cases of the tra di tional STDs,
par tic u larly syph i lis, gon or rhea, and hu man pap il lo ma vi rus. 
Risky as they are on their own, they also in crease the sus cep -
ti bil ity to acquire genital cancer and HIV infec tions.

In the field of STDs, Ar gen tina is a prime ex am ple of a
global trend that took the to tal num ber of cases in the world
to 250 mil lion in 1990, at a rate of 685,000 new cases each
day.49 From 1987 through 1991, the num ber of cases of gon -
or rhea de creased in 15 Latin Amer i can coun tries, but not
those of pri mary or sec ond ary syph i lis. Twelve of these
coun tries also saw an in crease in con gen i tal syph i lis. Al -
though most of these fig ures are only ap prox i mate, they tell
us that there is an ur gent need to mo bi lize all the avail able
tech nol o gies to check the spread of these diseases,

The real num bers are dif fi cult to ob tain. Some dis eases
that pres ent un dra matic symp toms are ini tially ig nored. A
case in point is chla myd ia, which is only de tected in 70% of
the cases when women come for other rea sons for a gyne co -
logi cal ex am i na tion. Once de tected, the cases are only re -
ported to the health care au thor i ties if the ex am i na tion took
place in a pub li c hos pi tal; pri vate med i cal of fices are not
required to report this disease.

The lack of an ap pro pri ate sex ual ed u ca tion among all
so cial classes, an at ti tude of in dif fer ence and/or shame in
re la tion to pro phy lac tic mea sures, and a med i cal sys tem
that is not well pre pared for early de tec tion and treat ment,
all com bine to in crease the rate at which STDs are grow ing.
Ex cep tions are the de tec tion and treat ment of syph i lis and
gon or rhea. The pronatalist pol i cies of Ar gen tina since the
or ga ni za tion of the coun try has meant that doc tors were
trained and med i cal ser vices or ga nized to take spe cial care
of the health of pregnant mothers and newborns.

This oc curs in three dif fer ent med i cal en vi ron ments.
The most ad vanced en vi ron ment is pro vided by pri vate

Argentina: Contraception, Abortion, and Population Planning 19



med i cal prac tices in doc tors’ of fices and sanatorios.50 In
this priv i leged en vi ron ment, only prej u dice or ig no rance
can pre vent doc tors from pro vid ing timely pro phy lac tic ad -
vice, early di ag no sis, and appropriate treatment of STDs.

An other en vi ron ment is made up of the sana torios or ga -
nized and sup ported by the la bor un ions. The num ber and
size of med i cal in sti tu tions of this type in creased steadily
from 1946 through 1955 dur ing the pop u list ad min is tra tion
of Juan Domingo Perón and his ac tiv ist wife, Evita. Some,
like the one owned by the As so ci a tion of Met al Work ers in
Bue nos Ai res, were well-equipped and re sponded to the
needs of the work ing class, sup ply ing in for ma tion on STDs
and pro vid ing early de tec tion and ad vanced treat ment ser -
vices. In oth ers, equip ment and ser vices had to ad just to
lesser re sources. Nei ther in di vid ual la bor un ions nor their
con fed er a tion ever is sued pol i cies re lated to the kind of ser -
vices to be pro vided in their sanatorios for STDs. It all de -
pended on the cal i ber and con vic tions of the med i cal per -
son nel who were hired as man age ment and staff. How ever,
the wards of der ma tol ogy, urol ogy, gy ne col ogy, and ob stet -
rics of these un ion-sup ported med i cal ser vices have helped
large num bers of work ers and their fam i lies to become
aware of the risks of STDs and have induced them to seek
early detection and treatment.

The last en vi ron ment is pro vided by the hos pi tals sup -
ported by the fed eral and pro vin cial gov ern ments and the
mu nic i pal i ties. They are en trusted with two mis sions: One
is to pro vide med i cal ser vices to the poor est sec tors of the
pop u la tion, those who do not have ac cess to ei ther pri vate
nor un ion-sup ported med i cal ser vices; the other is to serv e
as train ing grounds for the stu dents of med i cine from the
pub li c uni ver si ties, which in Ar gen tina are the most pres ti -
gious. Ini tially, ser vices pro vided at hos pi tals were to tally
free, but the di sas trous man age ment of Ar gen tina’s econ -
omy for more than 50 years slowly eroded their phys i cal
and hu man as sets. Re cently, these fa cil i ties have been
charg ing a small fee as a con tri bu tion to the huge recurrent
and investment costs involved in their maintenance.

This small fee may fur ther dis cour age the pop u la tion
from the shanty towns in the pov erty belts around the large
cit ies from seek ing early di ag no sis and treat ment for STDs.
Al though pub li c trans por ta tion is rel a tively cheap and ef fi -
cient, they are al ready dis cour aged by hav ing to make more
than one trip to the hos pi tal be fore be ing given their di ag no -
sis, and by be ing un able to ob tain the nec es sary med i ca tions 
once the diagnosis is made.

Pros ti tutes form an other seg ment of the pop u la tion of
the large cit ies that re quires spe cial con sid er ation. In Bue -
nos Ai res, chil dren of both sexes from the shanty towns pour 
into the city and be come prey of drug traf fick ers and pimps.
Through shared nee dles and sex ual in ter course, they are in -
fected with all kinds of STDs, fur ther con trib ut ing to their
spread in their orig i nal mi lieus and the city at large.

The pic ture of three lev els of med i cal ser vices de scribes
prop erly the sit u a tion in Bue nos Ai res, the other large cit ies, 
such as Rosario and Bahia Blanca, and most of the pro vin -
cial cap i tals. In the ru ral ar eas, we may only find small in fir -
ma ries where doc tors strug gle to help the poor peo ple with -
out hav ing at their dis posal ei ther lab o ra tory ser vices or ap -
pro pri ate equip ment, such as colposcopes and stocks of
drugs for early di ag no sis and treat ment of STDs. To make
things even wors e, poor ru ral peo ple are more eas ily pro -
grammed than their ur ban coun ter parts to feel shame and
guilt when af fected with an STD. This pre vents them from
ask ing for med i cal help even from those el e men tary health -
care fa cil i ties, even at the cost of suf fer ing cru cial pain and
loss of in come, and of spread ing STDs to other members of
their impoverished societies.

The con di tions in which the very poor ru ral and ur ban
peo ple live may re quire a dif fer ent med i cal ap proach when
deal ing with STDs than the now stand ard sci en tific ap -
proach of first in ves ti gat ing the eti ol ogy of the dis ease and
then es tab lish ing the ap pro pri ate treat ment. If the phy si cian
tells a poor sick per son that he should come again to find out 
the re sults of clin i cal tests, and only then get the pre scrip -
tion and go to the near est phar macy for the med i ca tion, this
per son may never re turn. Mean while, the dis ease may be
spread to oth ers. Hence, a syn drome ap proach has been de -
vel oped in which the phy si cian ex am ines the per son and
im me di ate ly gives the pa tient the ap pro pri ate medication
during the first office visit and at no cost.

It may sound non sen si cal to pro pose this ap proach,
which is widely used in the poor est coun tries of the world,
for use in a coun try like Ar gen tina that has 2.99 doc tors per
1,000 pop u la tion com pared with only 0.03 in Tan za nia and
2.38 in the United States, 5 hos pi tal beds per 1,000 pop u la -
tion com pared again with only 0.9 in Tan za nia and 5.3 in
United States, but we should re al ize that there are pov erty
spots where med i cal ser vices are well be low the av er age for
the coun try, and that the in hab it ants of these pov erty spots
con trib ute greatly to the in ci dence and fast-grow ing rate of
STDs.51 In pov erty-stricken ar eas, the di lemma for the phy -
si cian is whether to act quickly on the ba sis of what he or she 
sees with out wait ing for ac cu rate tests, or to wait and, in the
pro cess, turn the untreated STD carrier into an uncontrolled
spreader.

I could not ob tain pre cise in for ma tion on the in ci dence of
STDs at the dif fer ent so cial lev els of Ar gen tine so ci ety, but
my own ex pe ri ence, from the mid-1950s to the mid-1970s,
and the ex pe ri ence of phy si cians I in ter viewed while pre par -
ing this re port, show that a large num ber of women that come
to a med i cal of fice or the out pa tient ser vices of a hos pi tal for
gyne co logi cal prob lems, preg nancy con trols, or ad vice on
family planning are infected with STDs.

Con sid er just one of these dis eases, the gen i tal hu man
pap il lo ma vi rus, which, with 30 mil lion new cases world -
wide in 1992, ranks third among STDs.52 The cor re spond -
ing in crease in the num ber of cases in Ar gen tina has led to
re search work and the or ga ni za tion of sem i nars on the sub -
ject. Prom i nent among these is the work in three hos pi tals of 
Bue nos Ai res un der the di rec tion of Dr. Angélica Teyssie,
who also acted as vice pres i dent of the Third Ar gen tine
Con gress of Vi rol ogy. In one of the hos pi tals, the work cen -
ters around the in flu ence of hor mones on the de vel op ment
of the dis ease in preg nant women with le sions in the uter ine
cer vix. A team at an other hos pi tal works in stead with young 
men with penile and ure thral warts, while the third hos pi tal
con cen trates on young women with vul var le sions. The lat -
ter are fol lowed to con firm the sus pi cion that the pap il lo ma
vi rus may be re spon si ble for the on set of cer vi cal can cer as
late as five to 30 years af ter the pri mary infection.53

STDs are hav ing a very neg a tive im pact on the Ar gen -
tine econ omy. This im pact can not be mea sured solely in
terms of the num ber of deaths caused by STDs, be cause
many nonfatal con di tions are re spon si ble for a great loss of
healthy life and sig nif i cant de mands on the health care sys -
tem. A better in di ca tor is the one jointly de vel oped by the
World Bank and the World Health Or ga ni za tion, which is
the num ber of dis abil ity-ad justed life years (DALYs) lost
be cause of a par tic u lar dis ease or group of diseases in a
given time period.

The DALY in di ca tor is ob tained through a rather com -
plex sta tis ti cal pro cess. First, for each death, the num ber of 
years of life lost is cal cu lated as the dif fer ence be tween the
ac tual age of death and the ex pec ta tion of life at that age in
a low-mor tal ity pop u la tion. Then the dis abil ity losses are
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cal cu lated by mul ti ply ing the ex pected du ra tion of a dis -
ease (to re mis sion or to death) by a weight fac tor that mea -
sures the se ver ity of the dis abil ity in com par i son with loss
of life—for ex am ple a weight fac tor of 0.22 was as signed
to pel vic in flam ma tory dis ease, while de men tia car ries a
weight fac tor of 0.6. Then the com bined death and dis abil -
ity losses are fur ther cor rected by dis count ing them at a
rate of 3%, so that fu ture years of healthy life are val ued at
pro gres sively lower lev els, and by an age weight, so that
years of life lost at dif fer ent ages are given dif fer ent rel a -
tive val ues. By mul ti ply ing these in di ca tors by the to tal
num ber of deaths for each age and dis ease and sum ming up 
across all ages and con di tions, it is pos si ble to fig ure out
the global bur den of dis ease for a given de mo graphic area
in mil lions of DALYs lost in a given year. From these, two
other in di ca tors can be de rived: the equiv a lent num ber of
infant deaths that would produce the same effect, and the
number of DALYs lost per 1,000 population.

The World Bank and the World Health Or ga ni za tion
have es ti mated that in 1990, Latin Amer ica and the Ca rib -
bean area was bur dened with a loss of 103 mil lion DALYs,
which is equiv a lent to the death of 3.2 mil lion in fants and
rep re sents an in ci dence of 233 DALYs per 1,000 pop u la -
tion. STDs and HIV ac counted for 6.6% of the to tal, rank ing 
third, af ter perinatal causes (9.1%) and neu ro psy chi at ric
dis eases (8%), among the dif fer ent dis eases in cluded in the
study. STDs and HIV con trib ute more to the bur den of dis -
ease than can cer (5.2%), and cerebrovascular or ischemic
heart dis ease (2.6% and 2.7%, re spec tively), but less than
in ju ries, which amount to 15% of the to tal.54

Un for tu nately, I could not find spe cific sta tis tics for Ar -
gen tina, but what I have heard and ob served leads me to es ti -
mate that the rel a tive con tri bu tions of STDs and HIV to the
bur den of dis ease is not too dif fer ent from that for the whole
of Latin Amer ica. The high bur den calls for ac tive in ter ven -
tion by the gov ern ments, but a so lu tion is ham pered by a lack
of in for ma tion about STDs across all sec tors of the pop u la -
tion, and by a lack of re sources for pre vent ing and cur ing the
dis ease among the poor est sec tors. The lat ter prob lem could
be solved if the gov ern ment re al lo cated its ex pen di tures to
pro vide fi nan cial sup port for es sen tial clin i cal ser vices.
How ever, gov ern ment should limit its di rect in volve ment in
the pro vi sion of the ser vices be cause it gen er ates an ex pen -
sive and in ef fi cient bu reau cracy; the gov ern ment should in -
stead pro mote the participation of grassroots non govern -
mental organizations (NGOs) in the task.

Al though gov ern ment and NGOs should also work to -
gether in the de liv ery of in for ma tion, the gov ern ment’s role
in this should be more prom i nent than in the de liv ery of ser -
vices, be cause the struc ture of the Ar gen tine ed u ca tional
sys tem makes it easy and cost ef fec tive for the gov ern ment
to in clude sex ual ed u ca tion at all lev els of the sys tem. Most
of the schools are un der the au thor ity of ei ther the fed eral or
the pro vin cial gov ern ments. There are no lo cal city or
county ed u ca tional boards to in ter fere with the de ci sions of
what should be taught, and the larg est part of Ar gen tine
house holds send their chil dren to the state-sup ported pub li c
schools. Cer tainly, this is the case for the poorest sectors in
both rural and urban areas.

Schools should find the lan guage that is most ap pro pri ate
for con vey ing in for ma tion on STDs to each pop u la tion
group and each geo graph ical area. It should be lan guage able
to over come deep-rooted and long-es tab lished feel ings of
shame and guilt. Schools can be used to teach these sub jects
not only to chil dren, but also to their par ents and the pub li c at
large, in clud ing the el derly whose sex u al ity should not be
dis counted, and who, by be com ing better in formed, could
play a more pos i tive role in re in forc ing ap pro pri ate be hav -

ioral pat terns among the youn ger mem bers of the households 
to which they belong.

In for ma tion use ful to coun ter act the spread of STDs
should not be lim ited to the causes of the dis ease, its symp -
toms, and ways of pre vent ing and cur ing them. In for ma tion
pro vided at schools, by so cial work ers, and by NGOs
should go well be yond this to de velop a pos i tive at ti tude to -
wards the body, a shame- and guilt-free rec og ni tion of in -
stinc tive drive, and an abil ity to es tab lish trade offs be tween
the in stinc tual urges and the con straints im posed to the sat -
is fac tion of these urges by the need to build healthy house -
holds and so ci et ies. Poor peas ants and so phis ti cated ur ban -
ites can both un der stand a well-phrased and well-de liv ered
mes sage that these trade offs do not mean a re pres sion of
one’s erotic life, but rather its enhancement by seeking to
make it free of disease.

In the schools of med i cine, which are all state-sup ported,
doc tors, nurses, and other paramedicals should be en abled to
dis cuss STDs openly and clearly with their cli ents, avoid ing
sci en tific jar gon and mak ing them feel at ease when un cov er -
ing their bod ies and their feel ings. Young doc tors, nurses,
and paramedicals so trained could, in turn, fa cil i tate in-serv -
ice sem i nars for older phy si cians, nurses, and paramedicals
who have not re ceived any in for ma tion on human sexuality.

The task of fight ing STDs does not, how ever, stop with
the schools, phy si cian of fices, clin ics, hos pi tals, and ru ral
first-aid rooms. It is a task that should in volve all so cial or -
ga ni za tions. Pri vate busi nesses can also play an im por tant
role. The tra di tional Sunday soc cer games that at tract huge
crowds could be used to dis trib ute witty mes sages on the
use of pro phy lac tic mea sures and the high per sonal and so -
cial costs that result from neglecting them.

Ar gen tina is a so ci ety that has to come to terms with the
spread of STDs and the fac tors that con trib ute to this spread, 
such as the ex ist ence of pov erty spots, male and fe male
pros ti tu tion, and the con sign ment of per sons with sex ual
pref er ences that do not con form with what is con sid ered tra -
di tional be hav ior to a clos eted sex ual life that be comes
much more healthy when it is in te grated into all walks of a
coun try’s life. Ar gen tina should learn that open dis cus sion
is more cost ef fec tive than denial when facing problems.

B. HIV/AIDS
In Latin Amer ica, Ar gen tina ranks fourth, af ter Brazil,

Mex ico, and Co lom bia, in the num ber of peo ple af fected
with HIV. In De cem ber 1993, the Ar gen tine gov ern ment
ap proved a new plan to fight against the dis ease that had al -
ready af flicted 2,897 per sons, while there was an es ti mated
100,000 other peo ple in fected with the vi rus but not yet
show ing signs of dis ease. In the first nine months of 1993,
411 cases were re corded by the Min is try of Pub li c Health
and So cial Ac tion. It was ex pected that the to tal num ber of
cases for that year would reach the 1,000 mark.55

Marcelo del Castillo, a phy si cian at the Hos pi tal de
Clinicas of Bue nos Ai res, be lieves that 30 to 50% of the
peo ple in fected with HIV or suf fer ing from AIDS are not re -
corded in the of fi cial sta tis tics.56

A study by three pe di at ric hos pi tals of Bue nos Ai res—
Garrahan, Pedro Elizalde, and Ricardo Gutierrez—found
400 chil dren in fected with HIV who were be ing treated. Of
these, 63% lived in sub ur ban ar eas, 30% within the city lim -
its, and 7% came from other parts of the na tion.57

Edu ar do Lopez, the chief of the de part ment of in fec tious 
dis eases at the Hos pi tal Gutierrez, told a jour nal ist that most 
of the treated chil dren die be fore their third year, and that
the ear lier the symp toms ap pear, the wors e is the prog no sis.
Lopez, who re ceived a prize from the Na tional Acad emy of
Med i cine for his stud ies on AIDS, pointed out that 90% of
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the chil dren are in fected by their moth ers dur ing preg nancy
and de liv ery.58

Ac cord ing to Lopez’s stud ies, 20% of the HIV-pos i tive
moth ers are 15 to 19 years old, and those be low 24 years of
age amount to 70% of the to tal num ber. Most of them,
59.4%, are ad dicted to in tra ve nous drugs, while the re main -
ing 35.9% have part ners who are HIV-pos i tive and 90% are
drug ad dicts.59

These sta tis tics show that the fight against AIDS should
be in te grated with the fight against the rav ages of drug ad -
dic tion, and that both fights re quire im proved ed u ca tion and 
de liv ery of in for ma tion to the youn gest seg ments of the
pop u la tion. This has been rec og nized in the gov ern men tal
plan that pro poses to in tro duce in for ma tion on these sub -
jects in the high schools and uni ver si ties start ing with the
school year 1994.60 The plan will eval u ate the pos si bil ity of
ex tend ing its ac tion to the pri mary level, and the Min is tries
of Ed u ca tion, La bor, and In te rior will work to gether with
the Youth In sti tute in form ing com mu nity lead ers who are
pre pared to deal with the sub jects of AIDS and drugs. The
plan is quite am bi tious. In ad di tion to the al ready men tioned 
ed u ca tional and com mu nity work, it in cludes med i cal ac -
tion aimed at pro vid ing med i cal care and med i cines to those 
who do not have any cov er age, a better knowl edge of the
sit u a tion through improved statistics on the epidemics, and
increased controls on the blood banks.

While the gov ern ment ex pects these to ac com plish their
ob jec tives with an in vest ment of only $10 mil lion for the
year 1994, the pri vate sec tor is ex per i ment ing with in ter est -
ing ini tia tives. One such pri vate-sec tor ex per i ment was de -
signed and un der taken by the Foun da tion for Qual ity and
Par tic i pa tion, in the small town of Rojas in the Prov ince of
Bue nos Ai res, where chil dren ages 10 to 13 at tend ing a pri -
mary school are be ing led by a vol un teer med i cal doc tor
with full sup port of the prin ci pal and teach ers of the
school.61 Stu dents in this project focus on the following
tasks:

• Search in the li brary and study ma te rial about AIDS to
learn how the dis ease is con tracted, its symp toms, the
work of HIV in the hu man body, and so cial as pects of the 
AIDS ep i dem ics.

• Dis cuss the sub ject among them selves, with their fam i -
lies, the teach ers, and the prin ci pal.

• Visit the lo cal hos pi tal, get ac quainted with peo ple hos -
pi tal ized with AIDS, and talk with the phy si cians in
charge of them and with the hos pi tal’s director.

• Poll peo ple in the street about their level of in for ma tion
on AIDS, the mea sures they were tak ing for their own
pro tec tion, and their at ti tude to wards peo ple al ready
suf fer ing from the disease.

At the point I learned about this ini tia tive, the chil dren
had drawn a dec la ra tion de fin ing their own feel ings and the
re sults of their learn ing pro cess. Their dec la ra tion ex posed
their un der stand ing of the com plex ity of this prob lem, the
dif fi cul ties doc tors face in treat ing the dis ease, the high cost
to in di vid u als, fam i lies, and our com mu nity re sult ing from
deal ing with the dis ease and try ing to pre vent its dis sem i na -
tion, and the com pli ca tions that ed u ca tional au thor i ties face 
in bring ing ap pro pri ate in for ma tion to the schools. Rec og -
niz ing these key as pects of AIDS, the chil dren then said
they were will ing to as sume their role in the fight against the 
AIDS ep i demic with re spon si bil ity, “engaging ourselves in
contributing our grain of sand.”

This ex per i ment shows that every seg ment of the pop u -
la tion can re spond cre atively to a well-or ga nized stim u lus
to pro mote their par tic i pa tion in solv ing so cial prob lems.
The suc cess of the Foun da tion for Qual ity and Par tic i pa -

tion pro ject in get ting young chil dren to as sume their re -
spon si bil ity in deal ing with AIDS raises a se ri ous ques tion
about what is not be ing done in a similar way to engage the
adults.

Many male hetero sex u al adults still be lieve that AIDS is 
a dis ease of homo sex u als. Many mar ried women think they
will be spared un til they get the dis ease from a bi sex ual or
drug-ad dicted spouse. It is true that in Bue nos Ai res, three
fourths of the all AIDS cases are ei ther homo sex u als or
hetero sex u als who got the dis ease through shar ing nee dles,
but the other one in four cases in volves non addicted mar -
ried women, some of whose part ners are nei ther bisexuals
nor drug addicts.

It is clear that any plan to de crease the so cial and eco -
nomic im pact of AIDS in Ar gen tina, as in any so ci ety, re -
quires an emo tional en gage ment that fa cil i tates an im por tant
para dig matic change of be liefs and be hav ior. This para dig -
matic change is es sen tial to in creas ing the use of con doms,
de creas ing pro mis cu ity, pro mot ing the use of dis pos able
nee dles among drug ad dicts, un der stand ing and re spect ing
those who suf fer, and help ing in di vid u als ev ery where to en -
joy sex while min i miz ing the risks for one self and so ci ety. In
ad di tion to emo tional en gage ment, such changes in in di vid -
ual at ti tudes re quire the sup port of the so cial groups to which
the in di vid u als belong, namely, families, schools, private
businesses, and churches.

[Up date 2002: UNAIDS Ep i de mi o log i cal As sess ment:
As of De cem ber 31, 2001, 21,117 AIDS cases had been re -
ported in Ar gen tina. The in ci dence rate for 2000 was 48.9
per mil lion pop u la tion. The ra tio of male/fe male is cur -
rently 3:1. The ep i demic has been con cen trated in the large
ur ban ar eas where 87.5% of cases re ported oc curred, prin ci -
pally in the sub urbs of the prov ince of Bue nos Ai res. The
most com mon mode of HIV trans mis sion is sex ual con tact
(37.9%), mainly hetero sex u al (25.3%); fol lowed by in tra -
ve nous drug us ers, which ac counts for 37.9% of the re -
ported cases; and, finally, perinatal transmission (6.8%).

[In for ma tion on HIV in fec tion co mes from sen ti nel
sites, which have been sys tem at i cally col lect ing data across 
the coun try since the be gin ning of 1998. All ju ris dic tions
gather data on a semi an nual ba sis. The Na tional Reg is try of
HIV-in fected peo ple was started on June 1, 2001. The num -
ber of re port ing sen ti nel sites in creased 400% be tween
1998 and the first se mes ter of 2001. How ever, only data
from preg nant women and blood do nors are sent by all ju ris -
dic tions. In other se lected pop u la tions, the num ber of re -
port ing sites var ies from one pe ri od to an other. HIV prev a -
lence among preg nant women tested has de creased from
0.75% in the first se mes ter of 1998 to 0.46% in the first se -
mes ter of 2001. Prev a lence among blood do nors has also di -
min ished dur ing the same pe ri od, from 0.23% to 0.13%.
Data on the prev a lence of HIV among sex work ers from
four ju ris dic tions of the coun try, in clud ing the city of Bue -
nos Ai res, show a re duc tion from 6% to 2.39% in the 1998-
to-2001 pe ri od. On the other hand, HIV prev a lence among
in mates in pen i ten tiary units has in creased, ris ing from
17.91% to 23.10% dur ing the same time pe ri od. Among
STD pa tients, HIV prev a lence has risen from 0% to 3.99%
in the first se mes ter of 2001, based on data re ported from
seven ju ris dic tions. Fi nally, data from two prov inces (Bue -
nos Ai res and Cor doba) show that the prevalence among
injecting drug users went from 18.31% to 19.44% in the
semester of 2000.

[The es ti mated num ber of adults and chil dren liv ing
with HIV/AIDS on Jan u ary 1, 2002, were:

Adults ages 15-49: 130,000 (rate: 0.7%)
Women ages 15-49: 30,000
Chil dren ages 0-15: 3,000
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[An es ti mated 1,800 adults and chil dren died of AIDS
dur ing 2001.

[At the end of 2001, an es ti mated 25,000 Ar gen tine chil -
dren un der age 15 were liv ing with out one or both par ents
who had died of AIDS. (End of up date by the Ed i tors)]Argentina: Sexual Dysfunctions, Counseling, andTherapies

11. Sexual Dysfunctions, Counseling,
and Therapies

A. Concepts of Sexual Dysfunction 
and Treatment

Un til the 1960s, phy si cians had no better knowl edge of
hu man sex u al ity than the av er age Ar gen tine cit i zen. And
even af ter some ed u ca tion was in tro duced into the med i cal
train ing, the in for ma tion they re ceived was prej u diced, bi -
ased, and antiscientific. In an in ter view with a phy si cian
and psy cho an a lyst, I was told that in the year 1963, the chair 
of hy giene at the School of Med i cine of the Uni ver sity of
Bue nos Ai res was still tell ing the stu dents that “Women ex -
pe ri ence sex ual needs af ter reach ing 25 years of age and
only dur ing their ovulatory pe ri od,” and “Dur ing in fancy,
ad o les cence, and first years of youth, women have no
sexual needs.”

The chairs of gy ne col ogy, gen i to uri nary dis eases, and
hy giene stud ied and taught the patho genic as pects of the
sex ual or gans and re pro duc tive mech a nisms, but re fused to
con sid er with the same ob jec tive sci en tific ap proach the
sex ual be hav ior of healthy fe males and males. In my in ter -
views with med i cal doc tors dur ing 1993, I per ceived they
still do not feel com fort able in dis cuss ing these is sues, es pe -
cially in re la tion with the erotic mi nor i ties, the group that
Erwin Haeberle calls “the sex u ally op pressed,” which in -
clude the ag ing, the homo sex u als, the hand i capped and dis -
abled, peo ple with spe cial ized sex ual in ter ests, and persons
committed to mental hospitals or imprisoned.

Young and old phy si cians know that pres ti gious in sti tu -
tions, such as the Amer i can Psy chi at ric As so ci a tion, have
made clear that they do not con sid er homo sex u ali ty, whether
mas cu line or fem i nine, a dis ease. How ever, they still feel that 
it is a per ver sion, a de gen er a tion. I know of one male teen -
ager who was sub jected to elec tro shock treat ment when his
par ents dis cov ered his gay ten den cies and put him un der
treat ment with a psy chol o gist. How ever, even in those cases
in which coun sel ing seeks to soothe the pa tient rather than to
cure him or her, the prej u dices of the ther a pists are per ceived
by their cus tom ers, mak ing it dif fi cult for them to as sert their
sex ual preferences and seek a healthy insertion in a hostile
society.

This is true not only for homo sex u ali ty, but also for
many as pects in the sex ual life of hetero sex u al peo ple.
When peo ple come for ad vice on sex ual prob lems—like fri -
gid ity, im po tence, fast ejacu la tion or dif fi cul ties in ejac u lat -
ing, pain ful sex, sex dur ing preg nancy and af ter de liv ery,
con se quences on sex ual life of drugs and sur gi cal pro ce -
dures, sex among the ag ing, etc.—gy ne col o gists, ob ste tri -
cians, urol o gists, and the gen eral prac ti tio ner find that they
all are con fused. Al though their sci en tific for ma tion in the
field of sex u al ity is in com plete, from the lit tle they know,
they per ceive that sci ence and com mon sense run against
their ide ol o gies and be liefs. The in ter nal bat tles be tween
these two op pos ing pat terns of thinking and behaving only
adds confusion and distress to ignorance.

Every time I talked with peo ple suf fer ing from sex ual
prob lems, they told me how much they would ben e fit from
sound ad vice and sup port. They think that med i cal schools
should not only give their stu dents ad vanced train ing in hu -
man sex u al ity, but also should or ga nize courses on hu man
sex u al ity open to the pop u la tion at large. My ex pe ri ence with 

a sem i nar on sex u al ity that I fa cil i tated for ag ing peo ple con -
firms this need. The group of el der women and men unan i -
mously ex pressed their grat i tude for hav ing been al lowed, at
least for a few hours, to open up their feel ings and show that
they still are sex ual be ings with their own particular needs
and desires.

For the mo ment, this seems rather dif fi cult to ac com -
plish. When a pro gram in a school of med i cine goes be yond
the bi o log i cal sub jects of sex ual dif fer en ti a tion and hu man
re pro duc tion, it is to cover tech no log i cal sub jects like con -
tra cep tion and abor tion, or main stream ap proaches to sex u -
al ity in in fancy and ad o les cence, mas tur ba tion, and sex ual
in ad e quacy. The move be yond con ven tional teach ing never 
reaches the sub ject of the sex u ally op pressed. Ar gen tina,
how ever, is chang ing fast, and the day may be not too far
away in which these sub jects, and the broader im pli ca tions
of sex u al ity for our per sonal live s, our so ci et ies, and our
econ o mies, will be freely, hon estly, and humanly discussed
in all classrooms, and in all walks of Argentine life.

B. Impact of the Psychoanalytic School
Es cap ing from per se cu tion and war, some pro fes sion als

and schol ars in the field of psy cho anal y sis left Eu rope and
found ref uge in Ar gen tina. Here, they or ga nized the first
col lege-level stud ies on psy cho anal y sis in all Latin Amer -
ica. They planted these seeds in fer tile ground. The ter rain
was al ready fer til ized by bril liant psy chi a trists, such as José 
Maria Ramos Mejia and José Ingenieros, and a self-taught
psy chol o gist, Anibal Ponce. They re flected the state-of-
the-art of a sci ence that was try ing to ap ply to its do main the
same positivistic, mech a nis tic ap proach that was yield ing
dra matic re sults in the hard sci ences. Their prob lem was—
and still is for many sci en tists who have not yet evolved
from those stages of de vel op ment of our ra tio nal mind—
that in stead of cre at ing new the o ries around newly ob served 
facts, they tried to bend facts into ac com mo dat ing ex ist ing
the o ries and clas si fi ca tions. Some of the state ments of these 
fore run ners in the field of sex u al ity now make us smile.
Seek ing a cause-ef fect re la tion ship be tween bi ol ogy and
sex ual be hav ior, they thought that all gay men were hair -
less, and all les bi ans were bearded women.62

How ever, they de serve rec og ni tion for hav ing brought
the sub ject to ac a demic cir cles and col lege teach ings from
which they were pre vi ously ex cluded. They also de serve
rec og ni tion for their open-mind ed ness; they never thought
that their teach ings were cast in stone or steel for ever. With
Renan, one of their French mas ters, they thought that “the
great est prog ress brought about by mod ern ra tio nal ity was
its re plac ing the con di tion of be ing with the con di tion of be -
com ing, re plac ing the con cept of the ab so lute with the con -
cept of the rel a tive, and im mov abil ity with move ment.”63

The dis ci ples of the pi o neers be came the first dis ci ples
of the Eu ro pean psy cho an a lysts, and the work of both found 
their ideas and their prac tice spread ing quickly among the
up per and mid dle classes of Ar gen tina, who were suf fer ing
the stress of fast-chang ing so cial mo res, an un sta ble econ -
omy, and cy cles of sti fling and fos ter ing po lit i cal free dom.
The coun try has now one of the larg est per-ca pita ra tios of
psy cho an a lysts and psy chol o gists, and the high est num ber
of people who have been psychoanalyzed.

The in flu ence of Freud ian psy chol ogy reaches even those 
who can not af ford to pay the high price of psy cho an a lytic
treat ment. Psy chol o gists and psy chi a trists are writ ing in for -
ma tive, easy-to-read, pop u lar books and ar ti cles that prop a -
gate the main ideas and find ings of mod ern psy chol ogy on
sex u al ity and sex ual be hav ior among a lit er ate pop u la tion.
At all lev els, they are help ing Ar gen tines to come to grips
with their am biv a lent her i tage of an of fi cially re pressed sex -
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u al ity, a so ci ety where the male is the ac tive per former and
the women the pas sive comp troller, both hid ing their deepest
feelings, and an intrinsically hedonistic way of life.

To take this move ment one step fur ther, Ar gen tina will
need to pro mote for mal and in for mal sex ual ed u ca tion that:

goes be yond the nar row sub ject of re pro duc tion to in clude 
a dis cus sion of sex ual feel ings and fan ta sies, plea sures,
be liefs, su per sti tions, and dys func tions. It must fur ther
dis cuss sex ual at ti tudes in dif fer ent so ci et ies and his toric
pe ri ods, erotic art, sex leg is la tion, and in deed “sex ual pol -
i tics.” Fi nally it can’t be re stricted to chil dren, but must
ad dress it self to the whole pop u la tion.64

Argentina: Sex Research and Advanced ProfessionalEducation

12. Sex Research and Advanced
Professional Education

Some lim ited re search is be ing cur rently con ducted on
as pects of hu man sex u al ity in Ar gen tina. These include:

• Con tra cep tion, fo cus ing on in ves ti ga tions of the ef fec -
tive ness of dif fer ent con tra cep tive meth ods, their side
ef fects, and the num ber of us ers, as well as sur gi cal pro -
ce dures for sterilization.

• Sex u ally trans mit ted dis eases.
• Sex ual be hav ior. Schools of psy chol ogy are cur rently

sup port ing dis ser ta tion re search on male, fe male, and
child pros ti tu tion, sex ual vi o lence (rape, in cest, and
spousal abuse), and homo sex u ali ty. Be cause the re sults
of these stud ies sel dom reach large masses and have lit -
tle im pact on the pop u la tion’s at ti tudes to ward di verse
sex ual be hav iors, pop u lar mag a zines and jour nals regu -
larly support surveys of their own.

• Sex ual dys func tions, such as im po tence, pre ma ture
ejac u la tion, lack of or gas mic re sponse, and aver sion to
sex ual in ter course. Such stud ies usu ally fol low the ap -
proach pro posed by Wil liam Mas ters, Vir ginia John son,
and Helen Singer Kaplan. Un for tu nately, few urol o gists
and gy ne col o gists are in formed or pre pared to as sist in
these types of problems.

As men tioned in the sec tion on ed u ca tion, very lit tle is be -
ing done in Ar gen tina at the uni ver sity level to meet the
needs of an in creas ingly so phis ti cated pop u la tion with an ad -
vanced for ma tion of pro fes sion als and tech ni cians. Med i cal
and para med i cal per son nel, along with judges, law yers, and
teach ers, are in creas ingly aware of their need for ad vanced
ed u ca tion on sex ual is sues and top ics. They fre quently feel at 
a loss when asked to ren der a judg ment or ver dict, or to pro -
vide guidance or information on sexual issues.

Pro fes sion als in ter ested in ad vanc ing their own sexo -
logical knowl edge, as well as con trib ut ing to sexological re -
search, can now voice their in ter ests and con vey their sug -
ges tions to the pub li c and to gov ern ment of fi cials and agen -
cies through the Sociedad Ar gen tina de Sexualidad Humana. 
Ad dress: Dr. León Guimdim, Di rec tor, Darragueira 2247,
P.B. “B,” 1425 Buenos Aires, Argentina.Argentina: Epilogue

Epilogue
Ar gen tina is a so ci ety in tran si tion. The rigid and hyp o -

crit i cal sex ual mo res of her past have cre ated a dou ble
stand ard for males and fe males in Ar gen tine so ci ety, and a
dou ble stand ard for women them selves that sep a rated the
vir gin vestals of the house holds from the plea sure pro vid -
ers. Slowly, women and young sters are cre at ing more eq ui -
ta ble, hon est, and open re la tion ships be tween and within
the two gen res. They are also seek ing a dif fi cult bal ance be -
tween the need to give free ex pres sion to their sex ual drive
and keep it alive dur ing the whole life span, and the need to

build re spon si ble, sta ble, and healthy house holds. Men are
slowly join ing the ef forts and start ing to per ceive the bene -
fits that the changes are bringing to them too.

Will these changes end all traces of a re pres sive, un just,
and of ten vi o lent past? Will they fi nally bring in te gra tion
and har mony to the sex ual field, and con trib ute to pac i fy ing
and de vel op ing the en tire Ar gen tine so ci ety? Only the
future will tell.Argentina: Acknowledgments
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