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Praise for THE LITTLE SCHOOL:


“By turns lyrical, ebullient, charming, vigorous and ingenious in describing the minute ways human beings achieve survival of the spirit.”

—San Francisco Chronicle



 


“A collection of short stories, as delicate as cobwebs...as if issued from a spiritually quiet, often humorous, center of a violent storm...”

—Women’s Review of Books



 


“The stories make an enormously powerful impact...Alicia Partnoy will be widely read...”

—Dennis Brutus


 



The Little School “made the experience of the disappeared—the struggle and strength as well as the horror—come alive in terms people can understand.”

—Margaret Randall


 


“A strength and clarity of vision that makes us aware of the incredible resilience and enormous possibilities of the human spirit.”

—Sojourner



 


“Strength and courage is well-portrayed...”

—The Nation



 


“The common thread of Partnoy’s tales is a message of love for humanity...”

—Cleveland Plain Dealer



 


“Partnoy’s triumph is to have discovered under her blindfold another pair of eyes, eyes that found a reason to survive in a world that did not deserve her. It is our privilege to look through those eyes for a short time, and to be reminded that we who claim freedom as our birthright must raise our voices, again and again, on behalf of those imprisoned in all the Little Schools around the world.”

—Pittsburgh Post-Gazette



 


“Partnoy’s spirit of resistance is also a spirit of creativity and hope...”

—In These Times



 


“Alicia Partnoy has kept the precious and courageous voices of this drama from slipping inevitably into an oblivion that they do not deserve...”

—Washington Review
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In memory 
of Daniel, my brother, 
for whom life became 
so absurd that he 
decided to take his own.






Lesson in Survival

Julia Alvarez

 



 




Each chapter of this book is introduced by a picture of a blindfolded woman, her hands barely lifting the flap of her kerchief. To prevent prisoners from communicating with and knowing each other, and more importantly, their captors, inmates are kept blindfolded at all times in the “Little School” which is a grim euphemism for the prison camp where the disappeared are tortured and await their fates. These gauze blindfolds are continually slipping, and the prisoners are required to summon the guard on duty to tighten them on pain of being beaten or worse if the blindfold is discovered to be loose.

Alicia Partnoy spent more than three months in the Little School before she was transferred to a state prison, where she stayed for more than two years. The readers of her fictionalized account can be thankful that she learned to peep, glimpse, see, and, because such seeing involves the imagination, to envision the veiled world around her. What is amazing, given the brutal and terrifying nature of that world, is that Partnoy could notice the details of its grace and durability. From the true heart of darkness come these tales, recorded in twenty epiphanies of sight and insight.

Captured and blindfolded, “disappeared,” Partnoy’s revenge on her captors is to see, in minute detail, the ignored little particulars that mark her place in the Little School. It is as if she were leaving a trail behind her, one the reader  cannot help but follow. Vividly, we experience Partnoy’s world and that of her co-prisoners. We see the absurd plastic daisy on the slippers she is wearing when captured. We feel the importance of the false tooth she keeps in a little treasure chest of a matchbox, a tooth knocked out by a guard, which Partnoy periodically sneaks into her mouth in a ritual that reminds her that she is still whole. We watch as she rolls her ration of bread into twenty-five little balls rather than eating it, desperate to create something, anything, in an environment where everything is being destroyed. We stare with her at her own reflection in a bathroom mirror, lost in the first human eyes she has seen in years. This is her only unhooded moment in the book, when she is sent to the bathroom to shave her legs—for “a beauty treatment,” she quips grimly—which can mean either her release or murder.

Finally, we endure the most anguishing moment of the book: her husband’s torture. As he is being interrogated, he recites a popular nursery rhyme about a little frog no one could find, a lullaby he used to sing to his daughter whenever the child was afraid: “Rib-bit rib-bit/Nobody knows where he hides/Nobody’s seen him at home/but we hear him all the time.”

The chapter also shows Partnoy’s skill as a poet and writer and her translators’ (Lois Athey and Sandra Braunstein) sensitivity to nuance and rhythm across languages. Movingly, Partnoy weaves in lines of this ironically apt nursery rhyme with stream-of-consciousness thoughts as the torturers demand to know, “Where is he?”—“he” being a subversive to them, but to Partnoy and her husband, the little frog no one can find. It is lost on the captors, the message of the poem. No one can find the little frog, no one can kill the song of the human heart.

As these examples show, the book is compelling precisely because torture, political repression, and inhumanity are brought home to us in vivid, felt particulars that shatter our indifference. The ethical drone that puts even the most committed and politically aware to sleep is absent. Instead the impact of Partnoy’s message springs solely from the details of the story, in much the same way that the news of Imelda’s eight hundred pairs of shoes brought home to many the corruption of the Marcos regime. This is how the best writing—and the best political writing—work.

In fact, Partnoy might have made the chapters less brief, sustained each situation a little more, and developed the characters of the guards and prisoners who are brought in randomly throughout the book. Such development would have involved the reader even more in the world of the Little School. As it is, Partnoy is more generous to us than her captors were to her, letting us off before our hearts break. Perhaps she realizes that humankind cannot tolerate much reality, and she keeps us engaged for as long as she thinks we can bear it.

Perhaps, too, this is all that this brave and talented woman can bring herself to put down. The dedication to her brother Daniel, “for whom life became so absurd that he decided to take his own,” reminds us that this is a painful and intensely personal book. These are not short stories in the genre of fiction—they are not fanciful and crafted, erudite and inventive—but in the genre of survival tales. Partnoy is a Latin American Scheherazade bearing witness, telling her stories to keep herself alive.

The most overwhelming lesson of The Little School is that the poetry of seeing can sustain us. “One cannot get the  news from poems,” William Carlos Williams once noted, “but men die daily for lack of what is found there.” Once, in fact, when new prisoners arrive, Partnoy took the opportunity of the guards’ leaving the room for a moment to recite snippets of her poems to the inmates to comfort them. Later, she feels bad that she has not used that time to give them needed information about the rules, the guards, and the ways to get around them both. But it is precisely such courage and imagination that can lift the human spirit above efforts to destroy it. One wishes only that more legislators voting on Central American aid, more guardias stepping out into the hall for cigarillos, more readers, would listen to Partnoy’s song of freedom.






Introduction


In the summer of 1984, after four and a half years in exile, I returned to my homeland to mourn my friends who had disappeared or were killed by the military, to mourn the members of my family who had died during my ordeal of seven years in prison and banishment, and to suffer at the sight of my country ruined after years of dictatorship.

Almost 30,000 Argentines “disappeared” between 1976 and 1979, the most oppressive years of the military rule.

Military coups have not been rare events in the history of my country. In fact, I was born in 1955, the year of the coup that overthrew Juan Peron. A succession of military and short-lived civilian governments followed. It was not until I turned seventeen that Peronists were permitted to participate in Argentina’s political life. The Peronist party won the elections. How could a teenager who had never heard anything positive about Peronism from teachers or from the censored media get strongly involved in the movement? My “conversion,” as well as that of thousands of youth who had not come from Peronist families, was a gradual process. I grew up loving my country and its people and hating injustice. I did not have many doubts left when I learned that Peronism had given power to the workers by organizing them in strong unions; had improved the living conditions of people through fair wages, retirement plans, vacations, and a good public health system; and had granted women the right to vote. I also learned  about the work of Evita, Peron’s wife, who was responsible for many of these gains. I knew that Peronism was a very broad movement and that under the umbrella of economic independence, political sovereignty and social justice, there was room for all ideologies. However, like most of the younger generation, I thought that the movement bore the seeds of change to socialism.

At my home town university in Bahia Blanca, I began to get involved. Our main goal was to change the concept of universities as “islands” for scholars who were not concerned with the country’s reality. As a student, I worked with others to create programs that would meet what we perceived to be the needs of the Argentine people. I was elected student government representative and was active in the Peronist Youth Movement (Juventud Universitaria Peronista). One of my closest friends, Zulma “Vasca” Izurieta, who like myself majored in Literature, worked in a literacy campaign in one of the city’s shanty towns. Some of my best friends were Christians who advocated Liberation Theology. The names of most of them are on lists of those who disappeared at the Little School.

By 1975, Peron had died, and Isabel, his third wife and Vice President, was left in charge. Unlike Evita, Isabel did not truly represent the interests of the workers. Furthermore, she handed over control of the repressive apparatus to the military. The youth movement was attacked as a threat to our country’s security. Paramilitary groups kidnapped and killed political activists with the support of the police. At the same time the Montoneros, an urban guerrilla movement within Peronism, targeted members of the Armed Forces and big factory owners who were not complying with their  workers’ demands. The Revolutionary People’s Party (ERP), the second largest guerrilla movement, aimed at the same targets.

Finally, in March 1976, the military—along with the national oligarchy and backed by multinational corporations-launched a coup. The new junta heavily censored the media and annulled the constitution. They felt that this was the only way to control not only the youth but also the workers, whose demands for better wages and whose continuous strikes were getting out of hand.

Attending school became hazardous. I had to pass between two soldiers who were sitting with machine guns at the entrance of the building. A highly ranked officer would request my I.D., check it against a list of “wanted” activists and search my belongings. I did not know when my name was going to appear on that list. I stopped going to classes. But the coup triggered my rage, and I decided to become more militant. That decision meant risking my life. My daughter, Ruth, was nine months old. My answer to my own fears was that I had to work for a better society for the sake of my child’s future. For almost a year I did so. I clandestinely reproduced and distributed information on the economic situation, the workers’ strikes, and the repression.

I learned about “disappearance”: the kidnapping of an individual followed by torture and secret detention, which meant that the military denied the fact that the prisoner was in their hands. I did not know that very soon I would become a disappeared person.
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