
 
  



t could be said that Argentina has come to terms with its past: at the time of writing more than a 
thousand officers of the former military regime of 1976 have been put on trial and hundreds more 
have been convicted for the torture, rape, and murder of up to 30,000 people who were prosecuted 

and vanished by the state. Last year, 29 former naval officers made the headlines after being sentenced to 
life in prison for taking part in so-called ‘death flights’, a killing method that consisted of throwing victims 
out of military aircraft to ensure that the bodies of kidnapped ‘subversives’ would never be found. Briefly 
afterwards, the efforts of civil society paid off with the recovery of the identity of granddaughters #126 
and #127, two of hundreds of stolen babies who were born in captivity, had their identities changed and 
have lived for decades unaware of their real names and that of their biological parents. On early August 
of 2018, Marcos Eduardo Ramos (42) was became grandson #128, the latest person to find out his real 
identity after the Dirty War. As more information surfaces, so does new hope for reconciliation among a 
once deeply fractured society.  
 
One could believe that Argentines – or some segments of the population at least – are keen on 
understanding the real complexities that gave rise to a period of state-sponsored terrorism.  Reconciliation, 
however, will remain far from accomplished if Argentina does not promote a more comprehensive 
discourse of the violence inflicted by urban guerrillas like Montoneros and the People’s Revolutionary 
Army (ERP hereafter), and the repression that followed under the dictatorship as part of its collective 
memory.  
 
Background 
 
The National Reorganization Process [‘El Proceso’] refers to the years of 1976-1983 in which a group of 
military juntas rose to power in Argentina amidst severe social tensions, political radicalism and 
staggering inflation. A group of military officials, originally lead by Lieut. Gen. Jorge Rafael Videla, 
seized control of the country in 1976 after overthrowing President Isabel Martinez de Perón, the third and 
last wife of Juan Domingo Perón, an authoritarian populist who laid the foundations of the Argentine 
political apparatus during the early twentieth century. 
 
Understanding the rise of the ensuing dictatorship demands a look at the political context of the early 
seventies and highlighting the influence of the Peronist movement in modern Argentine politics. Juan 
Perón is known for having led a period of brief post-war stability by making strategic alliances with 
syndicalists and industrialists alike. Perón’s popularity was also reinforced by the charisma of “Evita”, his 
second wife, who earned him acceptance among the poor and working classes before her premature death 
in 1952. It was in 1955 when Perón, a military man himself, was ousted by the army and sent to exile until 
returning to power in 1973, in a context of fragmentation between the left and right wings of the Peronist 
movement, a drastic economic downturn, and the violent radicalization of urban guerrillas.  
 
Perón died in 1974, unable to stabilize the nation in turbulent times. His wife Isabel would then assume 
the charge only to be ousted by the military two years later in an uprising which was supported by certain 
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sectors of the population who believed that this would bring peace to Argentina in a time when 
assassinations of union leaders, businessmen and army personnel were allegedly happening every five 
hours (Reato, 2011). The years that followed not only failed to ensure peace and stability, but fully 
embraced state-sponsored terror as a means for establishing order in the country as a response to the 
growing threat of Marxist insurgencies that aimed to overthrow the government through a series of 
terrorist attacks and political assassinations.1 
 

 
Picture 1. Argentine President Juan Domingo Perón during his last speech on June 2, 1974 (GESTAR, 2018). 

 
A Revision of ‘El Proceso’ 
 
The National Reorganization Process was led by four different military juntas which ruled by establishing 
an intricate machinery of censorship, surveillance and abduction of anybody who could be a suspect of 
collaborating (or even sympathizing) with Marxist uprisings. The regime –also characterized by a strict 
catholic character – quickly built more than 400 clandestine detention centers throughout the country, 
where civilians (minors, pregnant and elderly women included) were tortured, interrogated and eventually 
killed in secret; these would later be referred to as ‘the disappeared. As more information emerged years 
later, some of the military’s favorite torture techniques like beatings, burns, drowning, humiliations, sleep 

                                                
1 The radicalization of Montoneros, the ERP, and other left-wing guerillas in Argentina was not an isolated phenomenon. These 
movements arose in synchronicity with fierce guerilla insurgencies in Uruguay, Brazil, Chile and Nicaragua. It was no 
coincidence that other countries in in the region were also ruled by military juntas between the early seventies, and some until 
1990, as was the case of Chile with Gen. Augusto Pinochet.   



deprivation and the use of electric prods would become a part of the collective memory of the Dirty War 
in Argentina (Lewis, 2002).  
 
 By 1977, that the activist group Mothers of Plaza de Mayo was formed to demand the apparition of the 
first waves of disappeared citizens and raise awareness of the level of oppression under Videla. By 1978 
the country hosted the FIFA World Cup, amidst international concerns for the systematic violation of 
human rights in the country. The repression continued despite Argentina’s bittersweet triumph in the 
tournament, establishing fear as a deterrent for any group that threatened the regime’s stability. Briefly 
afterwards, the growing social tensions rose to the point where the third junta (now under Gen. Leopoldo 
Galtieri) decided to seek legitimacy by invading the Falkland Islands, which resulted in a humiliating 
defeat after engaging in a ten-week war with the United Kingdom. By 1983 the civil unrest was at an all-
time high and the fourth, and last military junta, was forced to relinquish power but only after enacting a 
self-amnesty law (Ley de Pacificación Nacional) that ordered the destruction of all evidence of the 
regime’s vicious methods to protect its leaders in the new democratic era. 
 
The years that followed were marked by a heated debate on whether the leaders of the military juntas 
should be trialed, and how severely. In 1983 President Raúl Alfonsín ordered to investigate the 
disappearances during the dirty war; the report Nunca Más (Desaparecidos, 1984) revealed cases of torture 
and execution during the Dirty War to the public and was followed by a trial of the juntas in 1985, which 
sentenced Generals Videla and Massera to life imprisonment. President Alfonsín subsequently enacted 
the Full Stop and Due Obedience laws to limit the time frame in which army men could be prosecuted 
since the government feared retaliation by the military if justice was duly served, a decision that caused 
an immediate outrage among the population. In 1989 President Carlos Menem took over the country, a 
year later he pardoned former military and guerilla leaders alike in the sake of national reconciliation, 
which unleashed a massive protest in opposition of the pardon of known human rights violators2. It wasn’t 
until 2003 that President Néstor Kirchner reversed all previous amnesty laws and prompted congress to 
declare the Full Stop and Due Obedience laws unconstitutional, appeasing the will of masses who claimed 
for justice to be served against the orchestrators of the state-sponsored terrorism. Gen. Videla, the junta’s 
most notorious leader, died in the San Marcos prison of Buenos Aires in Mayo of 2013. 
 

                                                
2 Another noteworthy event that influenced the public opinion heavily was a public testimonial in 1995 by former navy Captain 
Adolfo Scilingo (Sims, 1995), who described and acknowledged his participation in the multiple ‘death flights’ employed by 
the junta as a killing method for detainees.  



 
Picture 2. Marcos E. Ramos, grandchild #128 with The Mothers of Plaza de Mayo (Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo, 2018) 

 
Players in Reconciliation 
 
With the previous context in consideration the question bears asking: Who should forgive whom? The 
obvious would be to start with the military and civil society in general. Argentina still ranks today among 
the nations with least confidence in its armed forces (Izurieta Ferrer, 2015) and its civil society is still very 
much polarized among anti and pro-Peronists, who while acknowledging the brutality of the former 
regime, have different opinions regarding the degree of responsibility of the juntas and Marxist militias 
that tore the country apart. The popular Argentine singer Luis Alberto Spinetta provided a good example 
of this debate in 1983 by dismissing allegations that his song The Swallows of Plaza de Mayo was a 
reference to the movements of Mothers of Plaza de Mayo: 
 
The Mothers of Plaza de Mayo deserve my utmost adhesion and respect… but many of their sons where 
guys who fucked a lot of shit up3… It is of course impossible to expect a mother to invert her role of a 

mother and condemn his son, but it is also impossible for me to consider their sons, who did fuck a lot of 
things up, heroes or immolated martyrs in the name of world peace” (Provéndola, 2016). 

 
 
The preservation of Memory: A National Awakening and Caveats 

                                                
3 According to Provéndola, the Spanish term originally used by Spinetta in his statement of 1985 was “cagadas”, which roughly 
translated to “to fuck shit up”. 



 
Spinetta’s bold statement must have been rather controversial in the newly democratic Argentina, where 
the mainstream memories of the Dirty War focused mainly on the horror provoked by the state-sponsored 
terrorism while obviating the victims of the urban guerilla. This was arguably due to the visibility and 
magnitude of the violence that occurred inside the regime’s detention centers, and also because it proved 
to be a case of state crimes which perpetrated by the very institutions that were meant to protect the general 
population.  
 
An important caveat however, is that the true fate of the ‘desaparecidos’ was unbeknown to most 
Argentines during the early years of the regime, for which the recollection of the events of 1976-1983 
took shape as information and testimonials gradually reached the public in the following years. The 
ensuing decades would also see the opening of museums and spaces for memory like the Remembrance 
and Human Rights Centre (formerly known as the ESMA, one of the most infamous detention centers 
under the regime) and the Remembrance Park in Buenos Aires, both dedicated to the victims of the 
military dictatorship. With time, the new democratic governments would mandate the incorporation of 
this part of history in the country’s educational and cultural agenda.  
 
A Theoretical Approach to Reconciliation 
 
Maurice Halwbachs’s views on the formation on collective memory seem fit to explain the selective nature 
in the reconstruction of the Argentine dictatorship and the portrayal of these events in the press during the 
post-junta era (Halbwachs, 1992). Popular films such as The Official Story (1985), Night of the Pencils 
(1986) and Garage Olimpo (1999) further served to bring the crimes of the junta to younger audiences, 
the same would happen with the adoption of songs about abductions by the regime like Los Dinosaurios 
[The Dinosaurs] by Charly García, and Desapariciones [Disappearances], performed the rock band Los 
Fabulosos Cadillacs4. 
 
It is also important to highlight the importance of the aforementioned memorials and museums in the 
construction of a collective memory and national identity; according Hong Kal, the museum “shapes the 
manner in which the nation creates its past, imagines its boundaries, and constitutes its citizenship” (Kal, 
2006), thus complementing Halbwachs’s views on the construction of a unified narrative of a shared past. 
Hong Kal however, warns that museums do not necessarily express a united or consensual voice among 
society, an important observation in this case. 
 

                                                
4 “Desapariciones” [Dissappearances], a song originally written by the Panamanian artist Rubén Blades, was released as a 
reference to the multiple kidnappings in Latin-American and became an anthem against authoritarianism in the region.  



 
Picture 3. The basement area inside Buenos Aires’s ESMA Museum, a former torture center turned into a memorial for the 
defense of human rights  (Jones, 2018). 
 
Victims and Victimizers (Fernández, 2010)  
 
We have seen that Argentines have done a lot to come to terms with its past by keeping the memory of 
the disappeared alive and by claiming Nunca Más [Never Again] as an expression against state terrorism. 
Nonetheless, it was not until recently that civilian groups and thinkers started to question this unilateral 
representation of the Dirty War. In 2010, the theorist Tzvetan Todorov published a critique of Argentina’s 
dealing with its past (Todorov, 2010) after visiting several memorial sites in Buenos Aires. In his text, he 
claimed to have seen no sign that reminded of the context in which the dictatorship was established, nor 
of the crimes and the political motivation of the Marxist guerrillas that were visible during the democratic 
years preceding the Dirty War. Todorov argues that presenting a one-sided vision of history divides and 
restricts the collective memory to tales of good and bad, of victims and executioners, and of the innocent 
and the guilty; when in reality a comprehensive memory requires a more thorough understanding of past 
violence.  
 
It seems however that Argentines are starting to question their collective memory by advocating for the 
discussion of a ‘complete memory’, one to condemn and mourn the victims of both the guerrilla and the 



military government. The lawyer and activist Victoria Villarruel has recently risen to prominence by 
challenging the Argentine collective memory with her book The Other Dead (Manfroni & Villarruel, 
2014), which tells the stories of people who were killed by the urban terrorism of the early seventies, and 
their relatives’ demands for parity in the reconstruction of the past. 
 
Conclusion and Final Remarks  
 
The case of Argentina is quite particular in consideration of how the country keeps the memory of its last 
military dictatorship alive. While the current government and most of the population wish that the horrors 
of past violence are never forgotten (and go to great extents to avoid this), we see evidence of a paradigm 
shift in certain sectors of society who are raising their voices to demand that the youth are taught a more 
comprehensive version of history that complements the nation’s collective recollection of events with less 
naïf manner. This debate could also open the gate to more research on the exact number of people killed 
during the National Reorganization Process, a topic that has proved so sensible that not even current 
President Mauricio Macri is willing to question as he expressed in an recent interview (Goñi, 2016). 
Argentina will not be able to achieve full reconciliation among its society if it does not prove capable of 
taking the last step towards an unbiased discussion of its passed. To this day, the motivations of the 
guerrilla are still widely contested and this is likely to keep dividing the nation’s views of the past if it 
cannot agree on a common understanding of the events that gave rise to its military regime, and also the 
degree of accountability of urban guerillas such as Montoneros and the ERP. 
 

 
Picture 4. Activist Victoria E. Villarruel handing her book “The Other Dead” to Pope Francis, an Argentine (La Mañana, 
2014).  
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