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Argentine President-elect Javier Milei's supporters celebrate in Buenos Aires Nov. 19,
after Milei won Argentina's runoff presidential election. (OSV/Reuters/Mariana
Nedelcu)
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When Passionist Srs. Florencia Buruchaga and Angélica Agorta entered the voting
booth for Argentina's runoff election, they confronted a choice between casting a
blank ballot or voting for Javier Milei — the firebrand libertarian who derided Pope
Francis as a "filthy leftist.” Opting for the ruling Peronist coalition and its candidate,
Sergio Massa, was never an option.

"We had doubts about Milei because he was extremely rude and seemed half crazy,"
Agorta said.

But both found reassurance in more mainstream politicians joining Milei's campaign
and the candidate moderating his vituperative tone as the Nov. 19 runoff election
neared. The thought of four more years of Peronist rule — influenced by its
Kirchnerista faction, which has dominated Argentine politics for most of the past two
decades — also seemed untenable.

‘Like many, | also say today: enough of this hollow and deaf Peronism.
Enough of this welfare state ... Enough of this populist banner that
destroys dignity and thought.’

—Sr. Florencia Buruchaga
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Argentina’s President Javier Milei is sworn in as Argentina's president next to former
president and the outgoing vice president, Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner, at the
National Congress in Buenos Aires Dec. 10. (OSV/Reuters/Matias Baglietto)

"We didn't know whether to vote for him or not,” Buruchaga said. "What we did
know is that we didn't want Kirchnerismo," referring to the politics of former
president Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner and her predecessor and deceased
husband, Néstor Kirchner. As the outgoing vice president, Kirchner has retained
outsized political influence since her presidential term ended in 2015.

Milei at first blush may appear an unlikely option for a pair of Passionist nuns with a
ministry of working with some of the country's poorest and least protected in Villa
Hidalgo, one of the shantytowns dotting the vast suburbs of Buenos Aires — a
longtime Peronist stronghold.

It's a place where men eke out livelihoods sifting through garbage for recyclables,
women barely finish primary school (if at all), and problems such as drug addiction
and teen pregnancy are rife. It's also a place where the Peronists win votes as the
movement — especially the Kirchneristas — formed patronage groups among social
assistance recipients, according to Buruchaga.

The Passionists have developed a program known as "Project Dignity" in Villa
Hidalgo, accompanying women who are often abused and abandoned and often
lacking the skills to succeed in society.
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Passionist Sr. Florencia Buruchaga walks with three residents through the Villa
Hidalgo shantytown Dec. 4. Buruchaga accompanies the women in a program for
promoting dignity in an impoverished community rife with difficulties such as drug
addiction, teen pregnancy and poverty. (David Agren)

Buruchaga sees little dignity in the relationship between the women in her project
and the state — especially come election time — even as the Peronists speak of
"social justice.” That includes universal access to free education and health care,
along with social welfare benefits and subsidies for basics such as electricity and
public transportation.

"Our poor are hostages of the state,” Buruchaga said in a public letter published
before the election.

On a trip into Villa Hidalgo, she pointed to freshly poured pavement and attempts at
sprucing up a barrio of tin shacks often built by residents who originally arrived as



squatters from other parts of Argentina or neighboring Paraguay. The pavement was
only poured before the elections — a common occurrence, she said, as politicians
see the residents as voters rather than citizens.

Related: Passionist Sisters seek to renew dignity for women in Buenos Aires'

poorest slums

"These people don't exist for them. ... [Politicians] don't look for them to enroll them
in school. They only exist when it's time to vote,” Buruchaga said.

"They don't install water (for residents) until they know how they're going to vote,"
she said as she continued driving. "This was the Massa campaign; it was a fear
campaign.”

The Passionist sisters' tortured votes captured the conundrum for many Argentines
— especially Catholics working with the poor — who found Milei's austerity policies
and personal eccentricities difficult to reconcile. They considered his attacks on the
pope (a fellow Argentine) gratuitous and offensive, too.

But they, like many in this country of more than 45 million people, also tired of the

country's recurring economic crises and the political class' excesses.

An economist, TV commentator and self-described anarcho-capitalist with a messy
mop of hair, thick sideburns and an explosive speaking style, Milei campaigned on a
platform of slashing government: limiting spending to all but health, education and
social services.
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Viviana Hernandez says grace before lunch Dec. 4 at a Passionist project for women
in suburban Buenos Aires. The project accompanies women living in a shantytown
where Hernandez, a community organizer, said politicians only pay attention to
pressing issues before elections. (David Agren)

Still, the message appealed to Argentines anxious over falling living standards, with
salaries eroded by inflation topping 160% and poverty reaching 45% in a country
where much of the population views itself as middle class.

Milei promised to swap the sagging Argentine peso for the U.S. dollar, close the
central bank and chasten the country's political class, which he called, "the political
caste.” He also supported radical measures such as loosening gun laws and allowing
the sale of human organs, but backed off the measures (and slowed his push to
dollarize) in an attempt at moderating his style and substance leading up to the Nov.
19 runoff election.



