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LT223: Latin American Cinema.

After the Dictatorship: Veronico Cruz*, Miguel Pereira, Argentina, 1988.
* aka La duerda interna (The Internal Debt).
1. Veronico Cruz: Film and background. 
This week’s film is from Argentina. It was directed by Miguel Pereira, who was born in 1957, a native of San Salvador de Jujuy, in Argentina’s remote northwestern province. Pereira and Eduardo Leiva Muller co-wrote the script, adapting the book by Fortunato Ramos which was based on the author’s experiences as a teacher in a one of Jujuy’s rural schools.  

Argentina is a very large country indeed: Jujuy is about 1000 miles N.W. of  Buenos Aires: Tierra del Fuego is another 1500 miles or so to the south of the capital. Although varied in terrain, agriculture and industry and featuring the prominent city of San Salvador, a good deal of Jujuy is semi-desert, rural and remote. 

Jujuy is associated with one of Argentina’s heroes of the revolutionary struggle to free itself from the Spanish empire in the early years of the C19th.  General Manuel Belgrano led national resistance in the province; however his successful campaign involved a scorched earth policy which led to the Jujuy Exodus, and the war of liberation, although successful, did great damage to the area’s economy. Belgrano is also credited with having ‘invented’ the Argentine flag as an essential means of rallying his troops. There are many statues of him in Argentine cities, including the one in the Plaza Belgrano in San Salvador de Jujuy, which figures in the film. The painful and ironic significance of this will not be lost on you, especially since, for those of us of a certain age, the name Belgrano also denotes the Argentine cruiser sunk with great loss of life by the British during the war for the Malvinas/Falklands Islands.
The film came out in 1988, some 7 years after Argentina’s return to democracy. As we have noted it was in the 1960’s that the Argentine film-makers Fernando Solanas and Octavio Getino produced their  manifesto calling for the creation of a ‘Third Cinema’ which was to be revolutionary in form and purpose. Cinema, ‘Third’ or otherwise, (especially Third) was brought almost to a halt by the military dictatorship of 1976 – 1981. It is easy to think of this ghastly period of state sponsored political murder on a large scale, of kidnap, torture, summary execution and ‘disappearance,’ as a kind of isolated aberration, brought about by the machinations of the CIA. In fact violence, dictatorship and repression have been recurring aspects of Argentine life since the Republic’s inception, and indeed before. The military took power in 1976 at a time when the country had descended into a chaotic state, brought about by a catastrophic economic failure intensified by the debt crisis, and leading to the final disintegration of the populist multi-interest-group coalition created by Juan Domingo Peron. This break-up of the Peronist party led to violent conflict between the leftist revolutionary wing, (the Monteneros) and the extreme right wing traditionalists who hated the left and feared that the country was threatened by communism. They were backed by the church, the military, the police and state security forces. Kidnappings and murder were used as tactics by both sides as the country seemed to be heading for a civil war that an impotent government could do nothing to prevent. As had happened so often in the past the military stepped in and established a dictatorship. But instead of cracking down on civil disorder and 

running the country in an authoritarian but broadly stable manner as had happened in the recent past, they gave free rein to the AAA  (Alianza Anticomunista Argentina), a group of paramilitary agents of the state who acted with impunity in an attempt to quite literally destroy all traces of leftist or even liberal thought and action in the nation. This was the proceso or dirty war as it was called in Europe. It is estimated that some 30,000 Argentine citizens were murdered by this group; many people simple disappeared – so many that to ‘be disappeared’ became a recognised fate.  The nation’s cultural life was paralysed; Film-makers, artists, writers and other intellectuals were among the disappeared; many fled into exile. Trade unionists were also persecuted; some of the victims were Monteneros, themselves men and women of violence, but many were simply of leftist or liberal opinion, or indeed, innocent bystanders caught up in terror by mistake. There was a deep sense of class antagonism in all this, the Argentine ruling class having long despised  their working class fellow citizens. The achievement of Peronism was to hold these two  antagonistic groups together in a kind of political coalition. But economic difficulties, as ever, undermined the Peronist project as it had so many others.     
Many in the Argentine middle class welcomed the Dictatorship and even supported the proceso, at least in its early phases. But in the end Argentina sickened of the killing and lost faith in the military when the war against the British was lost. Many of the young men conscripted into the army to defend the Malvinas found themselves treated worse by their own officers than by the enemy and they brought their bitterness and disillusionment back with them from that defeat. Besides which the Generals had no more idea of how to cure Argentina’s economic ills than anybody else and so the nation turned again to Democracy (and film-making.) 
The new government encouraged the rebirth of cultural activity, including film-making, and set up the INCAA (Instito Nacionale de Cine y Artes Audiovisuales). The film-makers were given the task of creating a narrative of the Dictatorship years which would begin to enable the nation to come to terms with its trauma, and commence the process of mourning. At the same time, as always in these situations, the nation had to be held together, despite its ongoing class divisions and economic turmoil. So far democracy has held in Argentina, surviving further economic crisis and the widespread social difficulties that always accompany that state of affairs. 

Veronico Cruz then is a post-dictatorship film but it is very different from, for instance, Hector Olivera’s 1986 The Night of the Pencils with its graphic depiction of torture, murder and sadistic violence on the part of the state, or Luis Puenzo’s  better known  The Official Story, of 1985, both of which depict the victims as essentially middle class. Later than both, it in fact harkens back to Third Cinema in some respects, adopting a neo-realist style, using some non-professional actors and focussing on the poor, the marginalized, the dispossessed. Although a gentle film, avoiding perforce Third Cinema’s overt revolutionary  intent, Veronico Cruz is a film that draws attention to the wider inequalities of Argentine society and depicts the fate of those who look to the nation’s history for a sense of identity and inclusion, only to be betrayed by a misplaced patriotism that is abused by a central power that neither knows nor cares for their fate. It is also a deeply humane document, whose sense of the grim inescapability of a distant but unavoidable power is contrasted by the sensitive portrayal of the love and trust that can grow between teacher and pupil in even the most inauspicious of circumstances. 

The film’s Spanish title, La dueda interna, literally means ‘the national debt.’ There are, of course, many layers of meaning that can be read into this expression.  The unmanageable, indeed unpayable  Argentine National Debt (and, of course, its associated international debt) had lain at the heart of the Nation’s instability for decades. There is also the debt owed to those who died in the proceso and who suffered and died for nothing in the Malvinas. Above all there is the debt that is owed to the poor and disregarded of Argentina’s Tierra Adentro, the ‘Interior’ of the country of which Jujuy is an example. 

2. This Week’s Reading.
Skidmore and Smith provide an overview of the history of Argentina from the mid-1970s (the disintegration of Peronism), through the period of the military dictatorship, to the return of democracy. A knowledge of the period is essential to an understanding of the film. Note the foundational importance S & S attach to economic factors. While the ongoing weakness of the Argentine economy undoubtedly led to the failure of successive governments, we should not lose sight of the fact that Argentine history, in common with that of the rest of the world, may be driven by economics but is shaped by cultural factors also. The Third Cinema revolutionaries knew this and tried to provide the culture that would shape a revolution. The dictators knew it also and tried to eradicate what they saw as alien and destructive cultural factors. Behind both lay the need for identity and the deep seated class division that Argentina inherited from its colonial past.  
John King relates the history of cinematic production of the period, noting the failure of Third Cinema to engage the popular audience it sought to arouse to revolutionary action and relating this to its rejection of “the pleasure principle” (so completely understood by Hollywood). He also outlines the disastrous effect of the dictatorship on film production and the subsequent recovery on the return of democracy. 

Schwartz’s item is a short review of the film, containing useful detail on the film’s background.

Tamara Falicov’s section is taken from her book on Argentine cinema. This particular section contains a detailed account of the various political and economic forces that influenced Argentine cinema in the post-dictatorship period that produced Veronico Cruz. We should note the Alfonsin government, taking over from the dictators, was anxious to promote Argentina’s new democratic image internationally in order to redress the nation’s pariah status. Once again the political importance of cultural factors was recognised and the need for culture to provide satisfying narratives of identity was acknowledged, together with an understanding of the part that the cinema could play in this process. Falicov pays particular attention to the role of the government in sponsoring film production through INCAA and the way in which ‘auteur’ style films tended to predominate, aimed primarily at an educated international audience to be reached via the film-festival route. We should note that a few films reached the wider domestic audience and had popular box-office success but these were the exception. (But then, they always are.) Falicov details one solution to the problem of film finance, the international co-production. Veronico Cruz is an example, its producers including the BFI and Channel 4 TV. The British right wing press expressed outrage at this “unpatriotic” British/Argentine cooperation: they had clearly not seen (or perhaps not understood) the film. The question of the extent to which the process of narrating national identity is compromised by international co-production and the appeal to an international audience is one that has been fiercely debated in Latin America and by film theorists generally. Our introductory reading by Joanna Page, “The Nation as mise-en-scene of film-making in Argentina”, deals with this subject in depth. There seems little doubt that Veronico Cruz is very definitely an Argentine film and that only an Argentine audience could be expected to fully appreciate all its references and levels of meaning. The international audience (which includes ourselves) needs instruction to begin to enjoy the same appreciation. 
3. Reservations.
Veronico Cruz is a deeply humane and affecting film, both expertly cinematic and, in the end, powerfully dramatic, despite the gentle quietness of most of the narrative. It is a film that protests at the waste of young lives for empty purposes, and of the fate of those who live at the margins of modernity, ignored until they become a distant outpost on which a pointless tyranny can be imposed. 
It is an example of the films of the Alfonsin period which, as Falicov notes, are made to present to the world a newly democratic image of Argentina. There was a  need also to present to the domestic audience a narrative of the fearful excesses of the proceso in order to begin to write its history, mourn the thousands of dead and disappeared, and move towards some kind of just accounting for the regime’s misdeeds. 

However such a project inevitably presented a point of view that placed total responsibility on the dictatorship and elided from the account the violence of the revolutionary left that helped provoke this descent into murderous tyranny. While the two violent forces are in no way equivalent in scope, the omission of the violent chaos out of which the dictatorship arose creates an a-historical picture of a kind of unmotivated outbreak of “pure evil” in which all the responsibility can be placed on one group as if they acted in a vacuum. Monteneros and other revolutionaries of the period who survived into the democratic era, still see themselves as heroes who were fighting for a better world and seem to feel no need to apologise for what they did, nor to acknowledge that they were misguided. Most of the films about the proceso promote this over-simplified view of the history, not of the proceso itself, which was unforgivably savage and just as pointlessly ‘utopian’ as the pursuit of leftist revolution, but of the period immediately prior to it, when the Peronist coalition finally disintegrated and the country descended into near anarchy and civil war. There is a lingering tendency for film critics to adopt this somewhat one-sided view of Argentina, precisely the view that Alfonsin wished to promote. John King can be acquitted of this particular charge but he is something of an exception. In her new book Crisis and Capitalism in Contemporary Argentine Cinema, Joanna Page notes a more nuanced view among some of the new young Argentine film-makers such as Albertina Carri, who look for their ‘disappeared’ parents and find their  revolutionary activities either incomprehensible or pointlessly irrelevant. 
Never-the-less the “Dirty War” has left a fearful scar on Argentina, and its subsequent history can only be understood in relation to this event (and the subsequent economic collapse of 2002 – but that is another story). Perhaps what we can say is that the experience of the period has left Argentines with a distrust of both utopian revolution and military dictatorship, and that this has  re-opened the way for a democracy that has survived despite formidable difficulties. The response to the murders and disappearances of the  proceso was one behind which all Argentines could unite - nunca mas (never again). Films like Veronica Cruz helped to create this new consensus. 
4. This Week’s Extracts.
(i) The start of the film. “To the people of Jujuy.” Harsh landscape -  a neglected area of the nation. Poverty and hardship. Third cinema legacy – simple film technique, ‘documentary’ style, slow pace but colour is intense, continuity editing not much used.  Neo-realist – use of some non-professional actors. Veronico is born: Mother dies: The author plays the father who leaves: poverty destroys the family unit. (Ch. 1)
(ii) The schoolroom. Teacher and pupil. Veronico’s love of books about ships and the sea – irony. Spell “BELGRANO” -  a recurring motif of the film. Learns about the sea and ships.  (30 min – end of CH. 4)
(iii) The coming of the dictatorship – economy of method. There have been signs – the dead sheep, the goats head. Posters of Peron and his second wife Isabel torn down. (44 - 51 mins. Ch. 6)) 
 (iv) Searching for father. He has disappeared – now we would say that he has been disappeared. Disappearance is not a state, but something that has been done to him; he was a worker and trade unionist. The statue of Belgrano – hero of ‘freedom’ and independence – irony.  History and identity – liberty - contrasted with the behaviour of the Dictatorship’s agents. (1.03 – Ch. 8)
(v) The World Cup – flag “Made in Hong Kong – a British Colony” – the radio breaks down and the “authority” is ignored - Argentina as champions – irony – but they all rejoice. The Nation is part of their identity even here. (1.15 – 1.18 Ch. 9)

 (vi) Newsreel of the Malvinas war – as in Third Cinema. Veronico has grown up – the photograph – Belgrano lads. The final bitter irony. Argentina has suffered only death and loss as a result of the Dictatorship. Juanita bears Veronico’s child – but it will be fatherless, as was its father. (1.26 and Ch. 9 – Ch. 10.)
The dictators have gone but poverty and exclusion remain. Only love and individual service, like that of the teacher, is of any significance in a harsh world. 
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