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Between History and Memory: Remembering the Dirty 

war in Alicia Partnoy's The Little School: Tales of 

Disappearance and Survival 
Mukul Chaturoedi 

The blurring of boundaries between history and fiction has been 

famously discussed by Hayden White who argues that representation 

of historical events is as much imaginative as it is rational and involves 

a narrative reconstruction or interpretation of the subject matter.1 

Much of the debate on the distinction between history and fiction has 

centered on the question of 'truth', and this is nowhere more apparent 

than in representation of historical trauma in literary testimony. Taking 

forward this discussion, this paper examines Alicia Partnoy' s The 

Little School: Tales of Disappearance and Survival, 2 a witness memoir of a 

survivor of a death camp, during the period of Dirty War in Argentina, 

which forewarns the reader in the Preface itself that, "the boundaries 

between story and history are so subtle" that even she cannot find them. 3 

Captured, blindfold_ed and 'disappeared', Alicia Partnoy' s fictionalized 

testimony bears witness to a period of severe repression and torture 

in Argentina's history and is a moving document where 'witnessing' 

becomes a crucial means of survival. The fragmented narrative 

attempts to recreate the memory of the death camp and echoes many 

voices of both the dead and the living. Interestingly, while the text is a 

fictionalized testimony, the desire for verisimilitude finds expression in 

paratextual devices like maps and list of actual prisoners in the camp. 

Keywords: Memory, Fiction, History, Torture, Testimony 

Ali • , • f rtur • ne of 
cia Partnoy s memoir recounts her experience o to e m O . 

lhe _clandestine detention camps that had mushroomed in Argen~a 

dunng the military regime (1976-83), a period also known as the Dirty 

War. In 1976 the Argentine military overthrew the government of 

l 

" eality 11 

Hayden White "Th V I f Narrati"vity in the Representation of R • 

Criti , e a ue o II ·stor org/ 

stabtl Inquiry 7, no. 1 (1980): 5-27. Accessed June 26, 2021. http: WWW•J • 

2 e/1343174. 
. . 
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Cleis p artnoy, The Little School: Tales of Disappear, 
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ABSTRACT
Arundhati Roy responds to political exigencies in a highly performative
manner through her writing. As indicated by her, words yell from the
housetop, dance or walk in her novels and essays, garnering starkly
different responses that range from breathless adoration to virulent
hostility. I discuss the celebratory reception to her first novel, The God of
Small Things (1997) in terms of the phenomenon of Indo-chic. In contrast
is the guarded reception to her second novel, The Ministry of Utmost
Happiness (2017), which I relate to the legacy of her essays and the strong
and direct mode of address she employed in them. I submit that her second
novel represents the political situation in the country faithfully and there
might be a case for reviewing the parameters for fiction in the present time.

Keywords: Strategic Exoticism, The God of Small Things, The Ministry of Utmost Happiness,
The End of Imagination

Lionel Shriver: Do you ever worry that your work as an activist detracts – or at least
distracts – from your fiction, and are you concerned that sticking your neck out politically

changes the way readers and critics respond to that fiction?

Arundhati Roy: I have always quarrelled with this word “activist”. I think it’s a very
new word and I don’t know when it was born, but it was recently. I don’t want to have
a second profession added to writing. Writing covers it. In the old days, writers were
political creatures also, not all, but many. It was seen as our business to be writing



I. I -

-
' 

·~ 
\,. ;:, . . :,: ,_;._:' .,. ....-.. ·,~ -.. _\"' 

• -'~ 
·- ~-

.• j ... 

-



A Living Tradition: Maulvi Badshah Husain Khan Rana's 
Urdu Ramayana 
Mukul Chaturvedi 

POETRY 

Akhil Katya! 

Sayantani Behura 
Tr. Jayanta Mahapatra 

Ghazals 
Mirza Asadullah Khan Ghalib 
Tr. Maaz Bin Bilal 

Ruth Beatriz Costa 

Ashwani Kumar 

Kalpna Singh-Chitnis 

BOOK REVIEWS 

Hindi 

Odia 

Urdu 

English 

English 

English 

The Quiet Archway Within Words by Vinayan Bhaskaran 
On The High Wire by Siddhartha Menon 
Review by Shyamasri Maji 

Women in the Tree by Sarni Rafiq 
Review by Gopal Lahiri 

The Vanquished Queen: The Diary of Kaikeyi 
by Ramkishore Mehta 
Review by Basudhara Roy 

Slow Boat_ on the Irrawaddy by Yogi Aggarwal 
Review by Saneya 

j 

Contents 

178 

186 

190 

194 

198 

199 

202 

206 

209 

213 

216 


