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Foreword

As this book goes to press, Argentina is once more in the throes of
political crisis. At the close of 2001, Fernando de la Rua, Ar-
gentina’s third popularly elected president since the military gov-

ernment of 1976 to 1983, resigned just 2 years into his term. A constitu-
tional successor resigned after a week, having irritated the factions in his
own party to the extent that they refused to support him. Riots that caused
the deaths of 26 citizens and 13 police brought the third interim president
down. Then more rioters broke into the halls of Congress and set fire to
the building, causing the fall of the next successor. A commentator for La
Nación observed that Argentina was living a “crisis without precedent” and
that its political leadership was playing its last card. When Eduardo
Duhalde assumed the leadership of a hastily assembled unity govern-
ment—the fifth president in 2 weeks—he addressed the Argentine people,
saying: “The country is broken.”

Amidst this chaos, where were the military? Long the arbiters of Ar-
gentine politics in the 20th century, throughout the 3 weeks of political and
economic crisis, the military remained secure in their barracks while the
police handled the rioters. The armed forces leadership was approached,
but their response to civilian appeals for military action to restore order
was, “Only when commanded to do so by law of Congress.” Military lead-
ers demonstrated their clear understanding of the armed forces’ objective
role in Argentine society.

Herbert Huser’s book tells the story of the evolution of civil-military
relations in Argentina from the late 1970s through 1999 and the inaugu-
ration of President Fernando de la Rua. It is a story of lessons learned and
not learned by both the military institution and the civilian leadership.
Huser observes that “the civilian contenders in Argentine politics have
been inconsistent about the objective place of the military within the state
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apparatus.” This may be the keystone of Huser’s account: civilian politi-
cians tried, throughout some 20 years, to impose subjective controls over
the once-powerful armed forces through budget cuts, personnel reduc-
tions, and limits on the scope of roles and missions. Where they often
failed, however, was to provide the civilian leadership and direction that
the military profoundly desired.

More than a handful of books cover the Argentine political transition
and civil-military relations in that country. The analysis at hand comple-
ments these other assessments in a number of ways. First, Huser may be
the only recent author who has brought a thorough understanding of the
military institution itself to the study. A retired Army officer who served
more than 6 years in Argentina between 1969 and 1984, Colonel Huser un-
derstands better than most the impact of budget constraints, failure to
maintain readiness, phantom regiments, and blind insistence on service
autonomy while facing growing demands for shared activities—joint-
ness—and even about bureaucratic stubbornness. Huser also understands
the idealized system of civilian command and control of the military that
Samuel Huntington made popular in The Soldier and the State, which was
published in 1957. His assessment of the consequences of civilian failure
to provide the evolving Argentine armed forces with constructive guidance
regarding missions or programs is especially useful and instructive to U.S.
Government authorities who often fail to see the differences in process
hidden behind similarities in form in U.S. and Latin America militaries.

Huser’s analysis of the shortcomings of efforts to build a strong Min-
istry of Defense are also insightful. He looks closely at the efforts of Raúl
Alfonsín’s government to bolster the role of the civilian Ministry and of
the Joint Staff and describes the organizational shortcomings that failed to
provide the desired ministerial leverage over the armed forces for so long.

Finally, Huser examines the convoluted path that draft legislation
followed before a comprehensive defense law could finally be passed in the
Argentine Congress. At the same time, he delineates the intricacies of the
“review of the past” as forces seeking accountability for alleged human
rights violations in the face of those resisting the review in various trials,
uprisings, and pardons.

Throughout the period in question, civil-military relations were a
prominent issue in the Argentine political agenda. The issue dominated
the Alfonsín government’s agenda, and, while less prominent under Car-
los Menem, the military question was never far from being a political hot
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button. Huser describes a general failure on the part of Argentina’s political
authorities to develop a consensus on “the objective role of the military.”

Absent civilian leadership, the military itself undertook reforms—in
organization, education, and mission. Huser describes the initially tenta-
tive and then ever-bolder efforts by the armed forces to institute reforms
that would satisfy civilian critics, only to find the critics interested not in
positive efforts but in restrictions. During the Menem period, the admin-
istration used the military as an instrument for Argentina’s reentry into
the democratic community of nations, sending first the navy and then the
army on peacekeeping missions to global hotspots. The armed forces suc-
cessfully represented their country, demonstrated a capacity for profes-
sional adjustment, and also learned professional practices that they would
want to imitate at home. The experience left them even more committed
to their revised objective roles.

Reading Argentine Civil-Military Relations leaves one with the haunt-
ing recognition that the armed forces did much more to reform them-
selves, and with a much more professional assessment of the role of the
military in democratic society, than civilian politicians were generally able
to articulate. In coming to this conclusion, one recognizes that the civil-
military rapprochement has not concluded in Argentina. The country is
still waiting for civilians to decide what specific roles they want their
armed forces to play in representing and defending the nation and how
they will exercise leadership over their now-subordinate armed forces. The
“military question” remains open, waiting for civilian leadership.

This book is an important contribution to the much-needed insti-
tutional analysis of the evolution of democratic governance in Argentina.
Huser uses the constructs of political culture, organization of the state,
and political economy as the pillars of his analytical framework, especially
emphasizing political culture to explain Argentina’s difficulty in coming
to grips with the civil-military problematique. Further analyses of the
workings of the institutional underpinnings of successful governance and
functional civil-military relations are needed in Argentina and many
other countries of Latin America, where, after more than a decade of re-
forms, civilian leadership is often the absent element in the civil-military
equation.

This is the second title published for the Center for Hemispheric De-
fense Studies at the National Defense University. The first, La reestruc-
turación de las fuerzas armadas y el rol del Congreso: la experiencia ar-
gentina (Restructuring the Armed Forces and the Role of Congress: The
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Argentine Experience) by Pablo Carlos Martinez in 2002, documents the
Argentine legislature’s handling of the 1998 Defense Reform Bill and is
written from the perspective of an inside observer to that process. The cen-
ter’s publication program is intended to promote a better-documented
and more analytic record of the evolving state of civilian military relations
and defense management issues across Latin America. Hopefully, this is
just the first of many studies of the fairly dramatic changes that are taking
place in defense and security relations throughout Latin America.

Margaret Daly Hayes
Director, Center for Hemispheric Defense Studies
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Chapter One

Introduction

During the past 20 years, the movement in Latin America toward
elected, representative governments and away from authoritarian
regimes has made democracy—in many cases fragile and condi-

tional but nonetheless real—the overwhelming political choice through-
out the Western Hemisphere. Institutions and societies long accustomed
to trying to deal with authoritarian, arbitrary, and autonomous political
actors, often including military organizations, have been scrambling to
adapt to often radically changed, and much more accountable, political
settings. The road to a democratic polity in almost all of Latin America has
been uneven at best, and in some cases strewn with potholes. But the var-
ious peace arrangements resolving decades of violence in Central America
and the transitions to elected civilian regimes in all of South America at-
test to a general sense that force no longer is an acceptable instrument for
settling political disputes.

Correspondingly, a body of academic literature on transition to
more democratic regimes has appeared in recent decades that tries to ex-
plain this sea change in governance in Latin America. Politically, a dispute
has erupted among those who have tried to take credit for this new state of
affairs and those who sought to affix blame for the existing situation. Con-
sequently, the emergence of democracy is often expressed as a triumph of
good over evil, the emergence of civilian regimes and the banishment of
military or quasi-military ones. But such morally satisfying judgments
border on both self-righteousness and ethnocentrism. Furthermore, they
beg more useful questions: What led to authoritarian governance and mil-
itary politics in the first place? What caused the widespread shift to dem-
ocratic form and increasingly to democratic substance? How real is the
change, and what are its implications?

This book examines the nature and evolution of the crucial rela-
tionship that underlies the answers to those questions, the civil-military

3



relationship, by focusing on the Latin American country where politics
would seem to have been clearly conditioned by the nature of and
changes in that relationship, Argentina. The nature of the Argentine civil-
military relationship and the changes in it are best understood by exam-
ining disputes between military and civilian political actors over the le-
gitimacy of political authority and political roles.

Argentina from 1983 to 2000 is a striking example of civilian rule re-
instated under stress. Throughout this period, the media were filled with
accounts of an Argentina in dire straits, beset by problems that proved to
be mostly invulnerable to the ministrations of President Raúl Alfonsín’s
regime and that continued to challenge President Carlos Menem’s admin-
istration. Nonetheless, civilian representative government endures. Few
would have predicted that Alfonsín would transfer power to another civil-
ian via election and that the electoral process would continue, albeit under
a new constitutional regime instituted in 1995. Such an event had not oc-
curred in Argentina in decades.

An examination of the evolving relationships between Argentina’s
civilian political institutions and its military institutions helps to explain
why Argentine politics in the current democratic era developed as it did. It
may also help in understanding the contemporary Argentine political
scene and is potentially useful in exploring the civil-military relationships
and democratic consolidation in other Latin American countries, espe-
cially in the Southern Cone.

This work is organized in the following manner: chapter two ex-
plores the contributions of the political culture, state, and political econ-
omy triangle to the description and explanation of civil-military relations.
Chapter three gives a historical perspective of civil-military relations in
Argentina as a basis for understanding the antecedents of the contempo-
rary relationships, setting forth the evolution of the political culture and
the contest for legitimacy in Argentina, and detailing the events that pre-
cipitated a sudden change from authoritarian to democratic governance
under the elected Alfonsín administration.

Both chapters four and five examine civil-military relations in the Al-
fonsín administration (1983–1989) with respect to key factors that com-
pose the substance of the relationships, the estado militar (military status).
Military status is defined as the set of

military prerogatives . . . areas where, whether challenged or not, the
military as an institution assumes they have an acquired right or priv-
ilege, formal or informal, to exercise effective control over its internal
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governance, to play a role within nonmilitary areas within the state
apparatus, or even to structure relationships between the state and
political or civil society.1

For analysis of the Alfonsín administration, these prerogatives are
grouped into four categories: mission and organization, resources and in-
dustry, education and socialization (covered mostly in chapter four), and
accountability and discipline (dealt with in detail in chapter five). A com-
mentary on the Alfonsín legacy concludes chapter five.

Chapter six continues the analysis of the civil-military relationship
by examining the first Menem administration, which ended in 1995. It is
divided into sections on review of the past and accountability, defense pol-
icy, and military policy.

Chapter seven considers the continuing Menem administration
under a new constitutional regime (a 4-year term that ended in 1999) and
analyzes the continuing effects of the Alfonsín and Menem administra-
tions on civil-military relationships and the roles of the military. The final
section of chapter seven provides conclusions about the civil-military re-
lationship and democratic consolidation in the current context of Argen-
tine politics and offers observations on their future in that nation.

INTRODUCTION 5



Chapter Two

The Nature of Argentine
Civil-Military Relations

Explanation of civil-military relations in Latin America in general
and in Argentina in particular typically focuses on three areas: po-
litical culture, the state, and political economy. This book relies on

political culture to describe and explain civil-military relations in Ar-
gentina, but the other two approaches also can make significant contribu-
tions to understanding the phenomena of civil-military relations and can
provide concepts and frameworks that are crucial to a complete analysis
and evaluation.

Combining these approaches usefully examines all three elements in
a dynamic political system model that has three major components: in-
puts, conversion, and outputs.2 Political culture is most closely associated
with inputs. The state is associated with conversion: how institutions deal
with inputs and create outputs through governance. Political economy fo-
cuses on outputs, the products of the system.

Political Culture
Political culture and its mechanism, political socialization (the

process of induction into or transmittal of political culture), are funda-
mental to understanding civil-military relations in any context, but per-
haps especially in Latin America. Lucian Pye provides a useful synthesis of
the basis of the approach:

Political culture is the set of attitudes, beliefs and sentiments which

give order and meaning to a political process and which provide the

underlying assumptions and rules that govern behavior in the polit-

ical system. It encompasses both the political ideals and the operat-

ing norms of a polity. Political culture is thus the manifestation in
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aggregate form of the psychological and subjective dimensions of

politics. A political culture is the product of both the collective his-

tory of a political system and the life histories of the members of

that system, and is thus rooted equally in public events and private

experiences.3

The political culture approach is most helpful in explaining legiti-
macy, a key concept in relating beliefs to behavior in terms of the political
actions of both military and civilians.

The Iberian Legacy

The impact of Iberian heritage on Latin American political institu-
tions and personalities is unmistakable. As Howard Wiarda states, “Latin
America . . . remains paternalistic, hierarchical, authoritarian, Catholic,
corporate, personalist, and elitist to its core.”4 Although an overlay of con-
stitutional republicanism was applied following the revolutions against
Spain between 1810 and 1824 and after the Brazilian monarchy in 1889,
and although Latin America has modernized considerably in the 20th cen-
tury, many fundamental attitudes, beliefs, and sentiments inculcated by
300 years of Spanish or Portuguese rule appear tenacious and resilient,5

undergirding the “political tradition . . . [which is] absolutist, hierarchical,
bureaucratic-patrimonial.”6

Civilians and the military share this political legacy. “Despite institu-
tional boundaries and functional equivalency,” says Martin Edmonds,
“military armed services reflect the society from which they come and
which they serve.”7 Non-Latins in particular are tempted to attribute au-
thoritarian regimes to machinations of the military alone. Indeed, military
intervention in politics is routinely described as predatory and praetorian,
corrupt and reactionary; military authorities are portrayed as usurpers of
constitutional government and permanent enemies of the people.8 But
this belief does not stand up under scrutiny. Civilian authoritarian regimes
also have flourished in Latin America, with Mexico providing perhaps the
most salient and contemporary example. Latin American constitutional
arrangements enshrined a powerful chief executive, relatively unburdened
by countervailing institutional powers, such as legislatures, courts, or a
federal structure. The tendency to place all significant political power in
the hands of one person, or very few persons, reflects the Hispanic tradi-
tion of pyramidal power and social structure, run from the top and im-
bued with the principle of verticality.9

8 ARGENTINE CIVIL–MILITARY RELATIONS



The militaries of Spain and Portugal evolving in the 15th and 16th

centuries were militaries of orders, castes, and special privileges, fueros mil-
itares, that gave them the status of a fundamental corporate pillar of polit-
ical society. The system accommodates force—and its handmaiden, vio-
lence—easily.10 Conversely, little room was available for notions of
consensus and compromise. To the extent that subsequent influences do
not successfully challenge or counteract this entrenched and resilient Iber-
ian heritage, it is often viewed as antithetical to notions of representative,
democratic government. This heritage provided an alternative notion of
legitimacy of authority to that of the democratic idea of consent of the
governed, and by implication it recognized another route to gain and
maintain power in that Latin Americans sometimes view the military as a
legitimate alternative to civilian rule.11 Hence, there exist “general legit-
imized routes to power”—not just elections but “coups, revolts, real revo-
lution, heroic acts, strikes.”12

Because indigenous influences played little part in governance in iso-
lated, sparsely populated Argentina, its political culture appears especially
indebted to the Hispanic legacy. Although Argentina had a different politi-
cal climate than Spain, and subsequent externally derived influences would
make important impressions on Argentine political culture, such phenom-
ena as isolation and later extensive immigration from Southern Europe
tended to reinforce the political legacy of colonial Spain in terms of the
substance of political activity. Lawrence Harrison argues that “(The) dom-
inant (Hispanic) cultural characteristics remained basically unchanged.
The nation’s problems have typically been solved by force and power.”13

Moreover, as shown by Daniel Poneman, “democracy is not rooted in the
successive waves of peoples that led to present-day Argentina.”14

Argentine scholars categorize this phenomenon by the level of polit-
ical culture. One asserts that despite modernity, Argentina does not have a
“mature political culture”—that is, one that would guarantee civil su-
premacy over the military and eschew the use of force.15 Military officers
also point out that the low level of political culture makes room for the
military in government.16

Concepts of Legitimacy

Force and power characterized the long period of internecine warfare
among factions led by personalist, tyrannical leaders (caudillos), who em-
bedded themselves in the constitutional constructs in Argentina, under-
girded the oligarchical republicanism of the Golden Age (1880–1914), and
emerged in 1930 under military auspices, dominating Argentine political
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life until 1983. To the extent that the Hispanic legacy to Latin American po-
litical culture informed civil-military relations, it would sustain the notion
that the Argentine political culture may represent that legacy faithfully and
with a high degree of contemporary relevance.

Consequently, notions of legitimacy in the Argentine context could
differ greatly from expectations in other contexts. Legitimacy, which is
crucial in assessing the civil-military relationship, is a general belief in the
appropriateness of political authority. It must “support common notions
of the locus of decisionmaking authority, the techniques by which deci-
sions are to be made, and the means by which rulers are to be empow-
ered.”17 In political communities in which that general belief is unchal-
lenged (for example, in a representative democracy of long standing or
even in a monarchy), legitimacy of political authority is not in question.
But in Latin America, “no particular techniques of mobilizing political
power, nor specific political resources, are deemed more appropriate to
political activity than others.”18 Political actors have disparate resources,
and differing notions of legitimacy of political authority are apparent in
the Latin American political systems.

Observers would not necessarily view military involvement in poli-
tics in Argentina as aberrant behavior. Wiarda claims that “By law and
constitution, as well as hallowed tradition and custom, the military, under
certain circumstances, has the right and obligation to involve itself in in-
ternal politics.”19 The military may be seen as the epitome of pure civic cul-
ture reflecting the tradition or the dominant values of the parent society.20

Hence, the military hierarchy may undertake political activities that ap-
pear illegitimate, illegal, or both to an outsider, but that in the military
view—one often shared by many in the society in which they are operat-
ing—are neither. Beliefs may predispose the Argentine military to act in
certain ways, even at times irrespective of their objective environments.21

Three attributes of the military—mission, professionalism, and socializa-
tion—best illuminate those beliefs in the context of political culture.

Mission

In Argentina, the military mission has a more transcendental qual-
ity than the straightforward, instrumental nature of a tasking in the
United States. An idealistic sense of mission propelled the great liberators
of Latin America, such as José de San Martín and Simón Bolívar. This lit-
eral notion of liberation proved unsustainable, but the militaries of the
independence movements and their national heirs retained the legitimiz-
ing titles of “liberators” and “progenitors” essential to the creation of the
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nation. The military also remained a recognized player in the larger society,
part of the “unholy trinity” of army, church, and landed gentry. And the
military in Latin America received a broad mandate of political functions:
defend the nation, maintain internal order, guarantee constitutional rights,
and enforce laws.22 This open-ended mission gave the Latin American mil-
itary establishment pretensions to another title, that of custodian, “some
special and indeed unique identification with the national interest.”23 The
mission is “in accordance with their interpretation of what must be done in
a given situation to defend the nation and national values.”24

Some Argentines see this legitimization of the military by its identi-
fication with enduring values as endowing it with a “latent mission” to
form the moral reserve of the republic—the military officer as depository
of national values.25 Furthermore, these values are a constant within the
military, which sees itself as the preserver and defender of patriotism from
any perceived danger.26 The military has been said to act from patriotism
when others do not; when military members see things awry, they tend to
act. This behavior is an expression of the “super-interest”—the military
must act if political parties, government, or the constitution fail and the
country is threatened with “not surviving.”27 Hence, the military is legit-
imized not only as the moral conscience and ethical reserve of society but
also as the defender of traditional, constant values. It considers its acts to
be those of salvation of the republic.28

In the l960s and 1970s in Argentina, the military came to wear this
custodial mantle as the arbiter of the national interest as embodied in the
National Security Doctrine.29 Mission thus can be regarded as one essen-
tial element of the relationship of the military officer to the government,
and one that in Argentina gave the military a sense of political legitimacy
and purpose quite apart from that conferred by popular consent.

Many military officers in Argentina expressed this sense of transcen-
dent mission by disdaining traditional politics—“the politics of antipoli-
tics,” a general belief that a nation’s destiny is too important to be left to
the vagaries of partisan politics and incompetent politicians.30 This view,
in extremis, becomes messianic: the “pure, vigorous, and patriotic” mili-
tary, as savior of the nation, is too easily juxtaposed with the “corrupt, ef-
feminate, and cosmopolitan” civilians.31 Moreover, the Argentine military
has appeared to echo the sentiments expressed by one of its own, General
Juan Carlos Onganía, on his assumption of power in 1966: that the mili-
tary is the “people’s fallback” against civilian depredations, that “the mili-
tary have a special responsibility, a special mission, that transcends their
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obligation to existing authorities.”32 The military’s sense of mission did not
change; the armed forces “still saw themselves as independent of the gov-
ernment, exempt from subordination to the law, endowed with the privi-
lege to define the national interest, and with the prerogative to be the cen-
tral organs for the protection of such interest.”33 Legitimacy, then, inhered
for the military in its mission to protect traditional, national values quite
apart from the government of the day.

Professionalism

The second factor scholars often cite when examining the military in
Argentina’s political culture is professionalism. Because of the military’s
beliefs and attitudes about mission, however, an instrumental profession-
alism—with the armed forces dedicated to the military arts and at the
service of government—has been rare.34 But three aspects of military pro-
fessionalism—expertise, responsibility, and corporateness 35—are vital to
explain the propensity for the military to take on political roles.

Expertise denotes more than mere technical competence; it implies
the ability to counsel on matters relating to the military profession. At-
tempts in the early 20th century to professionalize the Latin American mil-
itaries by means of foreign missions used a fairly narrow definition of ex-
pertise and failed to inculcate pristine technical competence. Missions
from those countries considered experts at the turn of the century were
autocratic or aristocratic and reinforced militaristic values. Discipline,
honor, and obedience were as much a part of professionalization as new
weaponry, tactics, or doctrine. Thus, professionalization enhanced mili-
tary capabilities in the application of force, but these capabilities could be,
and were, employed in political ways. “The professionalization of the mil-
itary [permitted] it to regulate itself as an institution and . . . freed the of-
ficer corps from control by civilian elites.”36

Responsibility is tied to the question: To whom or what is the military
loyal? The beliefs and values that undergird loyalty are fundamental to the
question of legitimacy; whom will the military obey? Latin military estab-
lishments often sense divided loyalty between defending the people of a na-
tion or state on the one hand, and the rulers of that nation or state on the
other. In the days when the state and the ruler were regarded as indivisible,
this issue did not present a problem. But in modern times of competition
for governance, loyalty to the state can become a cover for disloyalty to in-
cumbents in government. Because the military considers itself the custo-
dian of the national interest, military officers could conclude that they must
not subject themselves to the authority of the current government if they

12 ARGENTINE CIVIL–MILITARY RELATIONS



are to serve the state loyally. This sort of loyalty to the state will push even
“professional” militaries into confrontation with civilian authorities.37 Cul-
turally, it might also reflect the fuero militar (military privilege) of Old
Spain in which “military interests [are] distinct from civil interests, [and]
military loyalties [are] distinct from civil loyalties.”38 Therefore, adherence
to the idea of verticalidad—obedience of and loyalty to authorities in the
governmental hierarchy—must compete with horizontalidad—the obedi-
ence and loyalties engendered by membership in and inculcation into the
military institution itself.39

Horizontal loyalty undergirds the military’s corporate identity. Mili-
tary officers belong to three select fraternities: the army, the navy, and the
air force. Rivalries often are maintained between services, but officers
share an understanding of things military and a bond in the face of exter-
nal challenges—membership in organizations that are authoritarian in
nature, hierarchically structured, and possessed of a virtual monopoly of
force. Officers believe that this special bond devolves upon them a special
status, complete with certain perquisites and privileges, reminiscent of
fuero militar and enshrined in military status (estado militar).40

This military corporatism and its often seen concomitant, praetori-
anism—the military exercise of independent political power backed by the
use or threat of force—suggest that “Latin Americans [militaries] repre-
sent an independent, self-contained, technocratic, corporate elite that . . .
wields political influence and enhances authoritarian practices and orien-
tations.”41 Although Latin American officers are often diverse in political
thinking and the military institutions often are susceptible to factionalism
along political and other lines, the sense of military identity has often been
sufficient to permit even a politically divided officer corps to coalesce in
the face of a perceived threat to its corporate identity.

In the contemporary setting, this divided loyalty has other political
repercussions. The armed forces as institutional (governmental) entities
are at odds with the armed forces as a corporate entity. An Argentine ob-
server, using the Argentine Army as the most salient example, referred to
the situation as “an organized and hierarchical army versus a sovietized
[unionized] one.”42 These dissimilar loyalties severely strain the military
officer corps, especially when the fundamental value structure of the mil-
itary, with its traditionalist, historically generated image as the moral re-
serve, is threatened. Political expressions of these strains are significant in
civil-military relationships.
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But corporateness as reflected in the Argentine military is not an
aberration to the general political culture in which all rulers are organized
in corporate fashion, a series of contentious groups battling for power. The
military is one such group, with an elaborate and exclusive system. For in-
stance, “Argentina is one type of society that produces (military) interven-
tion: convulsed with value crisis, divided and fractured in stagnant com-
partments, different sources of legitimacy are argued, simultaneously and
exclusively by the groups in contest.” The civilians and military have trou-
ble “penetrating the psyche and value hierarchy of each other.”43 In the
blunt words of a senior retired Argentine Army officer, the military and
civilian elites talk past, not to, each other.44

This conflicted polity has not agreed on the basis for legitimacy—a
common set of values undergirding appropriateness of authority. Irrecon-
cilable value differences and lack of understanding result in a deteriorated
civil-military relationship: “the [civilian] government can’t run what it
doesn’t understand, or understand what it does not know about.”45 The
sense of compartmentalization is palpable.

Professionalization and creation of a self-aware corporate entity in
Argentina had significant political repercussions. Modernization, aimed at
removing the military from politics, marked the end of civilian hegemony
in nearly every country in the region. Consequently, the “armies, in eman-
cipating themselves from civil society and the ruling class, became re-
politicized on a different basis according to their own organizational
logic.”46 Corporate identity gave the Argentine military a sense of the need
to act politically to fend off threats, real or fancied, to the military institu-
tion. According to one scholar, “In short, the process of professionalization
gradually turned the Argentine military, especially the army, into a formi-
dable political force—quite apart from, and sometimes antagonistic to, the
country’s constitutional apparatus.”47

Socialization

Military education and socialization have given continuity to these
attributes. In many Latin American countries, professionalization and
corporate identity were accompanied by the creation of an elaborate set of
educational institutions, quite apart from the civilian ones, that assured
the intergenerational transmittal of the attitudes, beliefs, and sentiments
that strengthen the military political culture.“Specific socialization and re-
socialization of officers by military institutions” occurs.48 Of particular
importance is the recruitment of future officers from among carefully se-
lected teenagers, providing them with a military education that imbues a
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“deeply rooted corporate spirit.”49 The competence of the military estab-
lishment in addressing any given subject will rarely be subsequently ques-
tioned, despite internal differences. Systems of professional military edu-
cation have reinforced this process of procurement and indoctrination.

Argentina represents the refinement of this military socialization
process through successive educational endeavors. Many observers credit
the country’s system of military schools with instilling the Argentine mil-
itary officer with such a sense of professional perfection that he presumes
himself suited for national decisionmaking at the highest levels.50 The sys-
tem includes military high schools, liceos militares, a principal source of re-
serve officers; the Colegio Militar de la Nación, the only source for army
regular officers (with counterpart academies in the other services); and an
array of branch, service, technical, and command and staff schools for
each service. Moreover, the intensity and isolation of these experiences and
their emphasis on the traditional military values of honor, discipline, and
duty have until recently left little room for support of democracy (and the
free expression and consensus that accompany it) in the military educa-
tion process. In the words of an Argentine general of the Peronist era, an-
tidemocratic feelings have been inculcated in the military. He expressed
that the fundamentals of Argentine military doctrine on this issue are a
phobia against the essential forms characterizing political cooperation in
the great Western democracies; a lack of confidence and a deprecation for
every citizen who feels a vocation for problems of a public nature (so-
called professional politicians); and a lack of faith in the citizenry.51

Reinforcing the isolation of the educational experience is the physical
isolation of military officers and their families, who have tended to live in
military neighborhoods, either official or unofficial. Outside the capital or
other large metropolitan areas, military members go about their routine in
self-contained, often physically isolated posts and garrisons. They associate
mostly among themselves, carrying their highly structured, formal occupa-
tional demeanor into their social and, often, family life. For the Argentine
military officer, the military ethos and the national ethos are frequently un-
differentiated. This service in remote areas emphasizes the extent to which
the military is seen as set apart in society. The military political culture,
then, became the apotheosis of the general political culture in the view of
the military, and the institutions became the repository for Argentinidad—
an overwhelming sense of nationality, of the “ideal” Argentine.

Nonetheless, political culture is an imperfect analytic tool, and main-
taining some reservations about its use is wise. Scholars have credited 
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political culture with both instilling an apolitical stance in the military and
reinforcing its proclivity to intervene.52 Some allow that the political cul-
ture approach is somehow useful but criticize it as difficult to operational-
ize and faulty in its categories of analysis.53 Others, referring specifically to
Latin America, excoriate the notion of cultural reductionism and tend to
reduce the influence of political culture on political behavior to an ab-
surdity. Ad hominem attacks dismiss the leading political culture advo-
cates as all North American and incurably ethnocentric with respect to
Latin America.54

But these attacks are not constructive. Acceptance of the concept of
political culture implies acceptance of the notion that beliefs guide behav-
ior and that the source of these beliefs is important. Most criticism seems
to rest in the difficulty of explaining which beliefs are associated with
which behavior. Nonetheless, when combined with significant contribu-
tions from the other two approaches, political culture and socialization
provide the best baseline for a useful construct to explain civil-military re-
lationships in the context of this work.

The State
Political culture seeks to deal with the propensity of Latin America

and, in particular, the Argentine military establishments to get involved in
political matters. The military political culture is a necessary factor to ex-
plain or predict military political action, but it is not by itself a sufficient
condition. Another crucial factor is the relationship of the military insti-
tutions to the other political institutions in the nation.

One conceptual framework for exploring this relationship consists of
three political arenas: civil society, political society, and the state.55 Civil
society incorporates the intermittently political, social institutions of a
polity, such as special interests, civic organizations, and other such group-
ings. Political society encompasses the core institutions of politics: parties,
elections, electoral rules, political leadership, alliances, and legislatures.
But the state gives pattern to this substance in terms of civil-military rela-
tions, the state being more than government—“the continuous adminis-
trative, legal, bureaucratic, and coercive system that attempts not only to
manage the state apparatus but to structure relations between civil and
public power and to structure many crucial relationships within civil and
political society.”56

However, structure alone does not empower; public people such as
civilian and military bureaucrats, seeking autonomy and freedom of action
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in political decisions and allocations, determine the relative scope and
power of the state in the larger polity.57 Intrinsic to the notion of state
power in any country is the indispensable link between authority and coer-
cion. To the extent that the military subsumes the coercive powers of the
state in both internal and external dimensions, the military as claimant to
legitimate authority is enhanced.

Where the military is a major political player, the state as an arena of
politics takes on a different character. It may be not only a forum for the
activities of politically oriented, independent interest groups or parties but
also an arena for competition and conflict over autonomy and governance
among institutions intrinsically a part of the state. Resolution of such
competition sometimes consists of acceding to elections, the formal ex-
pression of popular consent, but often takes the form of autonomous ac-
tions by one institution of the state vis-à-vis others. The implication of the
use of force, coercion, and often violence is clear. The vehicle for such re-
ordering is often not the election, but the coup d’état.

Power Relationships
The nature and arrangement of political institutions are important

to an understanding of the civil-military relationship within, and beyond,
the state. The significant attributes to examine are the strength or weak-
ness of the civilian and military institutions in relation to each other, the
roles of the military within the political framework, and civil-military
boundaries.

The strengths of civilian political institutions are often seen in Latin
America to be conditioned from the outset, but several circumstances en-
hance the chances for civilian control of the state. One is the diminution
of political violence, often cited as being endemic to Latin American po-
litical systems.58 Succeeding in this task rests on the amount of public sup-
port that the civilian sectors can aggregate, largely determined by the abil-
ity to allocate, communicate, and mobilize.59 The state approach, then,
deals with legitimacy in terms of the effectiveness of political structures
and institutions.

Another way to view power relationships and authority of state actors
is through subjective and objective control. Subjective control seeks to
maximize civilian control by having the military subscribe to the same code
of conduct, ideas, and policies as the dominant civilian institutions. The
object is to civilianize the military. Objective control, on the other hand,
seeks to militarize the military, making it professional in the functional
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sense and instrumental in conduct, a tool of the state. Samuel Huntington,
originator of this approach, states, “The antithesis of objective civilian con-
trol is military participation in politics.”60

But the political strengths of military institutions have often deter-
mined the political role or roles of the military establishment in Latin
America. Appeals to force and violence have been common. In Argentina,
the coercive capabilities of the military have taken on particular impor-
tance because the civilian contenders in Argentine politics have been in-
consistent about the objective place of the military within the state appara-
tus. Various factions of the civilian political establishment have sought out
the military as an ally in political conflict. These circumstances have created
opportunities for the military to engage in a higher level of political activ-
ity. Although the proximate causes of any particular case of military in-
crease in political action are many (corruption, domestic policy failure,
massive withdrawal of popular support, riots, insurrections, or guerrilla ac-
tivity with a concomitant increase in the level of violence and appeals to
force), the military most often has been politically involved when a civilian
faction or sector has sought it out as an agent of political change.

In Argentina, as in most of Latin America, the military has been an
autonomous political actor, picking and choosing its political alliances or
foes and not being definitively subordinate to the government in power.
Social groups in Argentina often intervene in politics directly rather than
through formal government institutions.61 Those institutions may be too
weak to cope with the political power of sectoral interests in Argentina,
such as the wealthy, the middle class, the working class, the church, the
military, and the universities. For a significant portion of its modern po-
litical history, Argentine politics has been the product of a clash between
two forms of this sectoral politics: civilian movimentismo and military
praetorianism.

Movimentismo helps to describe the “civil” in civil-military relations;
it is a manifestation of a political culture rooted in the Hispanic coloniza-
tion.62 It may be seen as a form of populist corporatism, found in societies
based on highly developed integrative movements (such as Hipólito
Irigoyen’s Radicalism and Juan Domingo Perón’s Justicialism). Crucial to
movimentismo is a strong personal streak—a caudillo in charge, which re-
inforces an authoritarian bent—and verticalidad, since the movement is
organized from above and constantly seeks to transcend class or sectional
divisions. It also relies on the state as the mechanism of promoting politi-
cal harmony and distributive justice in a paternalistic fashion.63
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But the Achilles’ heel of movimentismo is the difficulty of translating
it into highly institutionalized, complex political regimes, the bulwark
against corporate military involvement in politics.64 The civil polity in this
case apparently plays by the rules that the military finds most congenial,
what one Latin American author refers to as the “praetorianization of Ar-
gentine society—autonomous, sectorial, corporate political actors.”65 This
leads to the pervasive Argentine political syndrome of various political
factions seeking the political support of the military, the “knocking at the
barracks door.”

The weakness and debilitation of Argentine civilian regimes may
provide the prime consideration for intervention: that the corporate and
bureaucratic interests of the military are threatened. In a society in which
the military establishment has exercised a monopoly of force in defense
and domestic order, such uncertainty can trigger a response on the part of
the military to exercise autonomous political power—to engage in praeto-
rian rule.

But the exercising of political power by the military is not an “all-or-
nothing” proposition. If it were, the term civil-military relations would
have little meaning. The military in Argentina has played various political
roles, which may be better understood by examining classifications of roles
that permit analysis in specific situations.

A British student of civil-military relations offers the first of two such
frameworks especially relevant to the Argentine case.66 He not only deals
with the relative strength of civil and military power but also provides the
concept of boundaries between civil and military institutions. He posits
that separation is key to objective control, that maintaining an “integral”
boundary between the duties and missions of the military and civilian in-
stitutions is essential for civilians ever to emerge as dominant. But this sit-
uation obtains virtually exclusively in the Western democracies of long
standing—for example, the United States, the United Kingdom, and much
of Western Europe. However, he regards subjective control, a “permeable”
boundary, as confined to revolutionary regimes—best represented in
Latin America today by Cuba, where military and civilian authority are in-
distinguishable. Praetorianism, which most nearly describes the Argentine
case, is expressed as a “fragmented” boundary. This situation lends itself to
competition for political authority and to disputes over the legitimacy of
that authority.

Another classification scheme particularly for Argentina is an adap-
tation of one originally applied to the Spanish military. (See table 1.) This
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differentiation of military roles as expressed in the Argentine case is useful
in the analysis of contemporary Argentine civil-military relations.

The state approach is limited by the difficulty of concentrating on
that which is to be explained rather than on that which explains. An advo-
cate of examining civil-military relations in this way asserts that he pur-
ports to deal with how, and not why, the military is important in gover-
nance, the “black box” of the political system.67 But this approach is helpful
in exploring the range of possibilities of military involvement, the re-
sources available, and the boundaries (or lack of them) in the civil-mili-
tary relationship.

Political Economy
The state’s relationship to the socioeconomic setting is also impor-

tant to the civil-military relationship. The nature of the military establish-
ment may be further illuminated as well by analyzing it in the national so-
cial and economic context.

Economic considerations condition military political behavior and
affect the civil-military relationship. As the waves of economic modern-
ization lapped against Latin American shores, the military establishments,
professionalized and possessed of an aura of technical competence in an
escalating technological environment, have “increasingly felt themselves
not only qualified to deal with national economic and social development
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Table 1. Taxonomy of Political Roles of the Military

Indicators during the
Political Role Political Entity Form of Action Historical Examples Radical Government

Influences Interest Solicits Logia de San “Full Stop”
Martin (1921)

Pressures Pressure Group Imposes Decrees for “Due
annihilating Obedience”
subversion (’75)

Replaces Power Contender Guides (Tutelary) Argentina from
1955 to 1966

Substitutes Military “Party” Exercises Power Argentine 
(Institution) Revolution (’66) 

and Proceso (’76)

Source: Rosendo Fraga, La cuestión militar, 1987–1989 (Buenos Aires: Editorial Centro de Estudios Unión para la Nueva Mayoria, 1989), 133.



and the concomitant tensions and crises but also superior to civilian
regimes in their ability to perform these endeavors.”68 But this was, at least
intuitively, a break with past reasons for questioning civilian rule; that is,
civilians were not up to the task of preserving the national interest as the
military saw it. This fissure resulted in the traditionalist-modernist divi-
sion within the military establishments. Would the military involve itself
in political decisionmaking to promote socioeconomic change or to pre-
vent it? In either case, could the causes for military involvement be derived
from socioeconomic factors?

Assuming that modernization is inherently destabilizing, the military
in many places could perceive an inability on the part of civilian institu-
tions to cope, leading to institutional crisis and partisan bickering and rais-
ing alarms in the military establishment concerning the safety of national
interests. In Latin America, the state has been perceived as an engine of de-
velopment and modernization.69 The state sector has rivaled the impor-
tance of the private sector, particularly in matters of economic infrastruc-
ture. Economic relationships have been much more likely to be tightly
controlled and regulated, reflected in such things as government control of
unions; issuance of permits for almost any type of economic activity; con-
trol of international commerce and trade; and pervasive government in-
trusiveness into all aspects of economic life, perpetrated by an extensive bu-
reaucracy. The state has been in the business of setting economic goals and
planning the utilization of both state and private resources.

This state dominance in setting state-society boundaries creates an
atmosphere congenial to military control. Although early development of
military industries in Latin America during World War II was modest by
the standards of the belligerents, such efforts were undertaken in the name
of self-sufficiency in Argentina and elsewhere and laid a basis for an eco-
nomic role for the military. Also, as the military sought to modernize it-
self, it became increasing aware of a link between national security and na-
tional development. Consequently, the 1960s witnessed the emergence of
a conceptualization of national security that embodied much more than
defense. This would come to be elaborated as the National Security Doc-
trine, encompassing almost the entire national enterprise—political, eco-
nomic, and social—within the rubric of national security. The military
was, by tradition and capabilities, the guarantor of national security. Mil-
itary role expansion thus was seen as a consequence of modernization and
national economic development, and the civil-military relationship re-
flected these factors.70
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Another model using the political economy approach is useful in ex-
plaining military presence in societies undergoing economic development
and modernization. This is the bureaucratic-authoritarian model, with its
emphasis on capital formation, a technocratic bureaucracy, and repres-
sion, responding to the interests of upper-class economic elites themselves
beholden to external machinations of the world capitalist system. The
main contention of this formulation is that the military institutions would
provide stability, order, and national leadership (that is, control), while se-
lected other sectors (principally technocrats, bureaucrats, and upper-level
private economic and social sectors) would harness efforts to the creation
of national economic growth and power. Some sectors, particularly the
urban organized workers, peasants, and much of the middle class, would
have to contribute major resources without any real prospect of major
gain.71 This model suggests that the military’s predispositions and atti-
tudes about socioeconomic matters had more to do with repression in Ar-
gentina during the institutional military regime known as the Proceso gov-
ernment than did any real danger posed to security by guerrillas.72

The military involvement in politics and the civil-military relation-
ship itself go beyond a sorting of the military and civilian roles in the
polity. Not only is the boundary between the state and society moved out-
ward when the military becomes involved in modernization and develop-
ment, but also the boundary between the civilian and military institutions
becomes permeable, with little or no distinction in political terms.

In the Argentine case, the civil-military relationship in terms of po-
litical economy has tended to center on the competition and conflict be-
tween two politically active sectors not contemplated in the constitutional
Argentine political structure, the military and organized labor (refer again
to praetorianism and movimentismo).73

Although the political economy approach offers significant insights
into the nature and scope of the civil-military relationship, it may be less
fruitful overall than the other two approaches. Economic-based theories
have been criticized as being both conspiratorial and instrumental, blam-
ing intervention of the military on manipulation from abroad and making
the military merely the jack-booted economic police of the higher social
classes.74 It is open to the charge of economic reductionism. In the case of
the most elaborate and rigorous example of this approach that addresses
Argentina—the bureaucratic-authoritarianism theory, in which military
intervention is tied to the phenomena of incomplete industrialization and
class conflict in highly dependent countries—this may be plausible but not

22 ARGENTINE CIVIL–MILITARY RELATIONS



causal. Economic factors per se do not really explain military political ac-
tion; the military is much too autonomous, corporate, and self-centered
for that.75 But the economic factors that inform the civil-military relation-
ship in Argentina are important and play a part, in different ways, in dis-
cussion of both the Alfonsín and Menem administrations. The historically
extraordinary place of military industries (Fabricaciones Militares) of the
army and like enterprises of the other two services in the civil-military re-
lationship and in Argentine society suggest that considerations of political
economy will provide a necessary part of this work.

Conceptual Framework for Civil-Military Relations
The concept of legitimacy is crucial to understanding and explaining

political activity, whether by military or civilian. The fundamental as-
sumption of representative democracy anywhere is that the legitimacy of
governmental authority is a settled issue. That is, in a democratic polity, a
single mechanism, enshrined in a democratic regime and its basic politi-
cal configuration, is agreed upon as conferring political authority, ex-
pressed in both succession and governance. The mechanism is the com-
petitive election by which political leaders are selected and held
accountable to the people.

The political evolution of the Latin American republics rarely has
manifested this fundamental assumption. Rules have not been agreed
upon; there have been varied political actors, individual and institutional,
“power contenders” being a useful formulation.76 Various succession
mechanisms are repeatedly observable in Latin American politics (coups,
countercoups, palace revolts, revolutions, dynasties, and several types of
elections). Recurrent accountability of all political authorities to the peo-
ple has been more an exception than a rule in most of Latin America.

Argentine scholars examining civil-military relations in their country
note that these power contenders base their claims of authority in differing,
often conflicting notions of legitimacy. Argentine politics may be charac-
terized as different sources of legitimacy being advanced, simultaneously
and exclusively, by groups in contest. In other words, democracy is not a
given in the political culture, and a single rule of legitimacy does not apply;
fragmented legitimacy and conflicts are apparent.77 The military exhibits
divided loyalties and puts forth notions about legitimacy of authority based
on values and beliefs inconsistent with democratic governance.78

Therefore, examining the notions of legitimacy as expressed by the
contenders for power in Argentina will permit, in both historical and
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contemporary contexts, an appreciation of the country’s evolving civil-
military relationship and a detailed understanding of the disputes over
legitimacy of authority that are reflected in estado militar.

A civil-military relationship is based on how coercive force is organ-
ized and controlled in a polity.79 Fundamentally, then, the distribution of
a state’s power between civil and military elements forms the basis of civil-
military relations.80 Since the emergence of the nation-state as the domi-
nant pattern of political organization, this distribution has come to refer
to the “patterns of subordination, control, and influence involving the
armed forces (principally the officer corps) and civilian governmental
leadership.”81 These patterns have meaning within the entity known as the
state, in which authoritative political decisionmaking for the society oc-
curs. Generally, the state distinguishes among the military services (army,
navy, and air force)—the “formal, legitimate, and permanent instruments
of armed coercion at the disposal of national governments,”82 engaged in
the protection of the nation from the threat or use of violence by other
states—and other authorities imbued with coercive means, particularly
those engaged in law enforcement. In cases where the military writ may
transcend that distinction, the civil-military relationship takes on added
significance. Argentina has been such a case.

The patterns of behavior that constitute the civil-military relation-
ship are reflected in estado militar, the changes in which reveal the out-
comes of the contests over legitimacy of authority. Hence, the political
roles of the military may be analyzed in terms of estado militar. In 
Argentina, these disputes arise because the developing political culture
spawned alternative sets of beliefs and attitudes that motivate political be-
havior by differing claimants to authority and that are reflected in differ-
ent views of the role of the state and its institutions.

Three currents are identifiable within the Argentine political culture
stream. The use of the term current seeks to maintain that these identifi-
able representations of Argentine historical political culture are contained
within a common stream that is informed by the Hispanic colonial polit-
ical heritage.83 Each current is, in important ways, beholden to that legacy,
but each responds as well to exogenous influences in the course of
Argentina’s history as a nation. The constitutionalist, nationalist militarist,
and authoritarian populist currents provide alternative bases for the asser-
tion of legitimacy of political authority. (See figure 1.)

These currents offer differing notions about the appropriate under-
lying assumptions and rules that govern behavior in the political system;
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hence, legitimacy, the derivation of a general belief in the appropriateness
of authority, is not a settled question. Political actors express these con-
cepts of legitimacy in competing claims to authority. The civil-military re-
lationship as revealed in estado militar expresses the patterns of subordi-
nation, control, and influence that result from the competition for
legitimacy of authority.

The premise that legitimacy of authority is not a settled question in
Argentina is recognizable and verifiable through examination of estado
militar. The constructs outlined above make clear the nature of the civil-
military relationship, both in its historical manifestations and in the Al-
fonsín and Menem administrations:

■ The roots of the civil-military relationship lie in common political
culture.

■ Within the Argentine political culture are identifiable currents that
are associated with competing notions of political legitimacy of au-
thority.

■ The civil-military relationship in Argentina is an expression of the
outcome of competition by the claimants to legitimate authority.

■ The civil-military relationship is made manifest in estado militar,
the set of prerogatives that gives substance to the institutional and
personal roles of the military in the polity and reflects the bound-
aries between the state, the military, and the civil society.

■ The civil-military relationship in Argentina, therefore, is neither
capricious nor arbitrary, and a thorough analysis of the phenome-
non will help to describe and explain the relationship and the role
of the military and the civilians in the contemporary evolution of
representative democracy in Argentina.
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Chapter Three

Argentine Political
Evolution and Civil-Military
Relations

Democracy generally requires community, consensus, organization,
and accountability. It also requires a military establishment di-
vorced from politics. Making a case that all, or indeed any, of these

conditions have prevailed in Argentina for significant periods of time be-
fore or since independence is difficult. Democratic form has been observ-
able in Argentine political history, but it has rarely been accompanied by
democratic substance. The legitimacy that would accrue to democratic in-
stitutions has been seriously contested in Argentina because alternatives to
democracy also have been presented as legitimate. In this sense, Argentina
lacks a civil tradition or dimension in which the political art is concerned
with the rights and duties of citizenship.84 Governance, then, has not been
concerned primarily with the elaboration of civil rights, the achievement of
compromise, or the rule of law. The explicitly political tradition emanating
from the Hispanic political legacy, with its focus on acquiring and main-
taining political power and control of the state, motivates political actors,
including those involved in the civil-military relationship.

The Hispanic political tradition of the colonial era (1536–1810) in
Argentina offers no reinforcement of civic culture or mitigation of politi-
cal culture as the primary motivation for the activity of the state. Rights
were conferred by the sovereign, who by definition was the embodiment
of the law; his authority was not questioned. Because political organiza-
tion was corporate, recognized groups (including the military) acquired
rights at the behest of the sovereign; the rights of the military, fuero mili-
tar, were the “special privileges and obligations that ensured the military
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an especially elevated position in the social and political order.”85 Conse-
quently, there were “military interests distinct from civil interests, military
loyalties distinct from civic loyalties.”86 Likewise, other corporate interests
were recognized in colonial Argentina, particularly the Roman Catholic
Church and holders of land granted by the king (the future estancieros).
The people—the fundamental basis of democratic thought and action—
had no substantive meaning.

Moreover, the circular problem of whether the political culture affects
the political institutions or vice versa was moot in Argentina as the coun-
try began to acquire a national identity. Both culture and institutions were
imported without significant modification from militant, Catholic Spain in
the 16th century. No significant indigenous influences played a part in iso-
lated, virtually unpopulated Argentina. The Hispanic political culture ap-
plied with special intensity; no clash of form and substance occurred then.
The struggle for independence, when it came, was a war of separation, not
of revolution. The political mindset of criollos, the Hispanic inhabitants
born in the New World, did not differ significantly from that of peninsu-
lares, those born in Spain. Argentina had as antecedent a negative or im-
mature political culture inconsistent with a democratic republican life. Au-
thorities had a paternalistic disposition to impose or oblige political
conduct. There was little tolerance or moderation, and society was predis-
posed to segregate politically into self-interested, corporate groups, with lit-
tle room left for compromise or a sense of the larger community.87

Era One: 1810–1870
Argentine political history before 1983 is divisible into 3 eras, each ap-

proximately 60 years in length. The first era, from the declaration of sepa-
ration from Spain in 1810 to the end of the War of the Triple Alliance in
1870, was one characterized by intermittent civil war, a period in which Ar-
gentina’s national identity, let alone its sense of political community, was
unclear. In a reverse of the conventional wisdom about democracy in Latin
America (all form, no substance), in Argentina the substance of the His-
panic political legacy outlined above remained but the forms disappeared;
that is, the Crown, through its colonial administration, vanished as the
locus of sovereign authority. Even as criollo hero (and idolized military
leader) José de San Martín undertook the liberation of southern South
America from Spain, early attempts to consolidate Argentina from the ex-
viceroyalty of Río de la Plata failed. The absence of the Crown fragmented
political leadership, and the new United Provinces of the South, established
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at Tucumán with a formal declaration of independence on July 9, 1816,
were anything but unified. By the time San Martín completed the expulsion
of the Spanish from the southern half of the continent in 1824, Bolivia and
Paraguay had broken away, with Uruguay following suit in 1828. Central
authority, such as it was, disintegrated, and the caudillo, epitomized by lu-
minaries such as Juan Manuel de Rosas and Facundo Quiroga, came to ex-
press the quest for a new locus of authority. Politics by force of arms was
given a long and bloody birth. The caudillo aspired to sovereignty, recog-
nizing no authority higher than his own. Legitimacy, as it had been with the
Spanish kings, was personalized. These circumstances constituted mili-
tarismo sin militares 88 (militarism without soldiers) since no national mili-
tary institution truly existed at the time. Factitious chaos, a term later coined
by Argentine author H.A. Murena, could be said to characterize Argentine
politics throughout this first era. The personalism of the caudillos, their re-
sort to threat and use of force and violence, and their reluctance to be cir-
cumscribed by an independent legal standard resonate in Argentine politics
and government to this day.

Nonetheless, during this same era, a number of Argentine political
leaders or aspirants, intellectuals, and even generals sought an alternative
to governance by unaccountable warring bands. The victory of inner-
provinces alliance leader General Urquiza over Buenos Aires Province
caudillo Rosas at Caseros in 1852 provided an opportunity for the intro-
duction of a new constitutional regime in Argentina. The constitution,
promulgated on May 25, 1853, formally evidenced the current of consti-
tutionalism in Argentine political history. Although Argentine intellectu-
als, notably Domingo Faustino Sarmiento and José Alberdi, had long in-
sisted that no relief from the barbarism of caudillos was possible without a
constitutional government and its implications of representation and
democracy, no precedent in the culture existed for the formulation of such
a regime. Framers of those constitutions that evolved “borrowed eclecti-
cally from abroad, and conformed too rarely to political and social reali-
ties at home.”89 In the Argentine case, the model was the Constitution of
the United States, a decidedly Enlightenment document at odds with His-
panic-based political culture.90

But if the form of government outlined by the Founding Fathers in
Philadelphia was the model, many of its most important precepts, partic-
ularly those enshrining separation of powers and compromise and con-
sent as its basis, were vitiated by provisions of the Argentine Constitution
of 1853. Prominent among these were the preponderant powers of the 

POLITICAL EVOLUTION 29



executive, the provisions for state of siege (during which constitutional
guarantees could be suspended), and the power of the president to inter-
vene directly in the provinces.91 Moreover, this document provided the
theoretical foundation, but not the practical guidelines, for popular sover-
eignty.92 Because it was not congruent with the political culture, the Con-
stitution did not replace other pretenders to political legitimacy, although
during the second era of Argentine political history it superficially ap-
peared to have done so. In reality, a distance remained between the consti-
tutional order and the political order.93 The 1853 Constitution itself exac-
erbates the problem in terms of the civil-military relationship, proscribing
as sedition the military as governor in one article, but at the same time
codifying essentially political roles as the fundamental military missions:
“to guarantee the defense of the nation, to maintain internal order, to
guarantee constitutional rights, and to enforce the laws.”94 The document
would not definitively establish the rule of law (estado de derecho) over the
rule of force. The forms of representative democracy were not enough; the
habits of democracy did not accompany them.

Era Two: 1870–1930
Scholars have characterized the second era of Argentine politics,

roughly from 1870 to 1930 (when the first military coup against a consti-
tutional government occurred), as a period of limited liberal democracy,
an oligarchical republic, and a time of laissez-faire and linkage to the out-
side world.95 Politics—both franchise and governance—was in the hands
of a few, relatively wealthy, usually landed men. These liberal-oligarchical
regimes had a marriage of convenience with the military.96 This sector
dominated the Golden Age of 1880–1914, as Argentina became a strong
national entity, built a modern infrastructure, and organized its economy
principally around agricultural commodities for export. At the same time,
the previously underpopulated Argentine Republic experienced a tremen-
dous surge of immigration, mostly from Southern Europe. Urban Ar-
gentina, especially Buenos Aires, took on a fin de siècle European air, with
cultural artifacts and demographics to match. Laissez-faire capitalism on
the British model flourished, largely with British money. The sense of aris-
tocracy was palpable, and the new cultural colonization of the turn of the
century reinforced the Hispanic tradition brought by the original coloniz-
ers 350 years earlier. The economic liberalism of the Golden Age was not
accompanied by political liberalism.
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In the last third of the 19th century, the military had become much
more defined as a national force, and academies to produce officers for the
army and navy were established in 1869 and 1872, respectively. The latter
date also saw the introduction of conscription, and by 1882 the Argentine
Army had four divisions comprising three branches (infantry, cavalry, and
artillery). In 1884, the General Staff was organized, and the military be-
came much more organized and institutionalized throughout the 1880s
and 1890s under the leadership of General Julio Roca (also twice president
of Argentina in this era). Changes capping the 19th century were the estab-
lishment of Escuela Superior de Guerra (Superior War School) in 1900 and
the 1901 reforms of War Minister Ricchieri that codified much of estado
militar. Much as in the United States, this small national military was
largely occupied with establishing the national writ throughout the coun-
try’s territory and fighting a series of Indian wars in the south (similar to
those in the American West, and with similar results).

Roots of Movimentismo

Midway through the second era, tenuously linked events occurred in
the civilian and military realms. In 1890, the Unión Cívica Radical (UCR),
popularly known as the Radical Party, was formed and began to challenge
the “aristocratic, oligopolistic, hierarchical, and stratified society domi-
nated by the estanciero [rancher].”97 Within 2 decades, the Radicals had
become the political vehicle of the evolving middle class (based consider-
ably on the expanding population of immigrants) and were dedicated to
popular sovereignty (or at least adult male participation, achieved in
1912). The UCR became the first mass party in Argentina and combined
constitutionalist and populist elements. It was, in its early incarnations,
the first expression of movimentismo in Argentine politics.

This first movement—there would be two movimientos and a specu-
lative third one, all of which would be heavily involved in civil-military re-
lations—was led by Hipólito Irigoyen, the founder of modern populist,
partisan politics in Argentina. He succeeded in unifying the Radicals (a
feat not achieved again until 1983), and he became president in 1916. With
his alter ego Marcelo Torcuato de Alvear, he presided over the “Radical ex-
periment” from 1916 until 1930, when he was ousted by Argentina’s first
military coup. His legacy was a Radical Party that, more than any other
party in Argentine history, would be cited as the vehicle of failed civilian
politicians. Factionalism engendered even during his tenure would come
to haunt the Radical Party, and uncompromising factions in the civilian
polity often were cited by the military establishment (even as a fraction of
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its number perpetrated a takeover) as its reason for having to rescue the
nation from squabbling politicians. The military became the bane of the
Radicals’ existence, and the underlying distrust and enmity reverberate to
the present day.

But to no small degree, the Radicals witnessed the creation of a mod-
ern, professional military establishment in Argentina, and the evolution of
the Argentine military (especially the army) under the Irigoyen and Alvear
administrations had profound effects on the civil-military relationship in
the following era.

20th-Century Changes

If the first half of the 19th century was characterized as militarismo sin
militares—the era of the caudillo—and the second half as militares sin mil-
itarismo—the military, essentially the army, being an armed adjunct of the
oligarchic political elites—then the 20th century could be characterized as
militares y militarismo.98 The transformation of the Argentine Army and
Navy into corporate, professional armed forces was the remaining current
forming the basis for an aspirant to legitimacy of political authority. From
this point on, “the military factor” or “the military question” became in-
creasingly important in Argentine politics and governance.

The first agent of this transformation in Argentina was an Imperial
German military training mission, a program established in 1899. The fol-
lowing year, the Escuela Superior de Guerra, the preeminent school of mili-
tary doctrine and thinking, was founded. German tutelage fostered the
emergence of a professional uniformed officer corps. But the result was not
a pure military professionalism, an institution acting solely as the armed
servant of the state and loyal to the incumbent civilian authority. The result
instead has been characterized as professional militarism—a corporate, in-
stitutionalized military officer corps, loyal to the nation in an abstract
sense, but above all loyal to themselves.99 This reality created a bifurcation
of loyalty, horizontal versus vertical, that became important in the civil-
military relationship beginning with the Irigoyen presidency in 1916.

The foreign missions encouraged military assumption of national
goals, broadened the horizons of the Argentine military, and gave its mem-
bers the sense that they could define as well as defend the national interest.
Consequently, the military establishment, especially the army, was poised to
become a political contender. The agents of Wilhelmine Germany, in their
role in the formation of a powerful, armed, politically aware military estab-
lishment, had done nothing to inculcate any notions of democratic form or
substance. On the contrary, the European military missions reinforced the
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political culture of the Hispanic tradition in its military manifestation.
Through visiting professors, student exchanges, and rotating staff assign-
ments between Argentina and Germany, the Imperial General Staff passed
its notions of discipline, duty, and professional modalities on to a signifi-
cant part of the Argentine Army officer corps.

However, it was the movement politician and Radical Party leader
Hipólito Irigoyen who set the military on the long road to overt political
intervention. Elected president in 1916 as a Radical tide (made possible by
the expanded franchise and the growing immigrant-based middle class)
temporarily swept aside the oligarchical republicanism of the Golden Age,
Irigoyen sought to subordinate the military to the party. His efforts would
have caused no concern in the “pre-professional” days since the ruling
elites did the same thing as a matter of course. But Irigoyen tried to make
the prerogatives of estado militar less contingent on the evolving profes-
sional attributes of the military than on the political loyalties of the officer
corps to radicalism. Hence, politicians constantly challenged an increas-
ingly corporate, professional armed force on its position in society and its
perquisites. Moreover, the foreign advisors returned to Europe and to
World War I as the Irigoyen administration came in.

In 1921, several senior army officers founded the Logia de San
Martín, a secret society intended to counteract, through the Circular Mili-
tar (Officers’ Association) and the army high command, the politicization
of the officer corps by Irigoyen and his cronies in the UCR. An example of
what they hoped to combat was Radical efforts to reward and reinstate of-
ficers who had sided with them in the tumultuous early days of the UCR,
including during factional rebellions in 1890, 1893, and 1905. The first
such society, the Logia Lautaro, had been founded by San Martín himself
in 1812 with significant political influence in the early days of separation
from Spain.

Although it existed only until 1926, the Logia de San Martín became
the first vehicle for military involvement in politics in Argentina. Paradox-
ically, although the Logia was created to counteract partisan political ac-
tivity, this high-level association of army officers became a corporate po-
litical interest group, seeking to counteract Irigoyen’s interventions in
promotions, pay, and budgets.100 It was the first political expression of hor-
izontal loyalty in the military, the sense that corporate interests came be-
fore governmental interests and that the military was more likely to em-
body and protect the national interest than any regime of “mere
politicians.” Throughout the 1920s, civilian and military factions jousted
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for control of the distribution of military prerogatives. Although the con-
stitutional regime survived the 1920s and Irigoyen was reelected in 1928 to
succeed his lieutenant Alvear, the construct of the Argentine Army officer
corps—corporate, increasingly self-aware, politicized, and discontent with
political assaults on estado militar—was inclined toward political action,
indeed overt intervention. Its opportunity was not long in coming.

Era Three: 1930–1983
The third era extends from the coup in 1930 to the inauguration of

Raúl Alfonsín as president in 1983. The reelected Irigoyen was an old man,
and his return, while a popular triumph, papered over divisions in a Rad-
ical Party rent by factions and increasingly unable to govern. (The eerie
reprise of this situation in the return of Juan Perón to the presidency in
1973 is illuminating.) One scholar put it best as a time of “economic crisis
and political arteriosclerosis.”101 Propensity and opportunity for a small
but motivated fragment of the military, tacitly supported or at least not re-
sisted by the rest, to take power directly reached a flashpoint on Septem-
ber 6, 1930, as General José Uriburu and his band of followers ousted a
caretaker regime created to cover Irigoyen’s senility. Thus began the long,
overt involvement of the military in Argentine politics.

Military in the Wings

Even though a military faction overthrew a civilian regime and
would do so next in 1943, the military would not dominate political affairs
for some time after the 1930 coup. The times of institutional military rule
were yet to come. From 1930 to 1943, the military was the backstop of the
Concordancia, an attempt to return to the ancien régime of 1880–1914,
which the oligarchy saw as the Golden Age of Argentine history. General
Uriburu, a disciple of the German militarism that had heavily influenced
the modernizing Argentine Army and a proponent of fascism, had been
unable to consolidate a truly military regime. Uriburu, dying of cancer,
was obliged to yield to General Agustín Justo, Minister of War in the 1920s
and a constitutionalist who became president after a fraud-riddled elec-
tion in which the Radicals did not participate. His inauguration ushered in
what opposition sectors called the década ínfame from 1932 to 1943, char-
acterized by close links between the economic elite of Argentina and
British interests that were formalized in the Roca-Runciman Pact between
the two countries.

The military supported this conservative regime, and the politics of
Argentina returned to elite group dominance. The populism of the Radicals
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was submerged but not forgotten. However, the military was not enthusias-
tic about the liberal-internationalist bent of the Concordancia and admired
the apparent successes of Benito Mussolini and Francisco Franco in Latin
political environments not unlike their own and having much more au-
thoritarian-nationalist overtones.102 Hence, the military became identified
not only with corporatism but also with fascism, a characterization that
dogs it still.

The Perón Era

World War II strained the marriage of the military and the traditional
conservative elites to the breaking point. Another logia, the Grupo de Ofi-
ciales Unidos, was formed; among its leaders was Colonel Juan Domingo
Perón, the one man whose political shadow would rival that of the military
institution itself. Perón created a segundo movimiento, expanding his part in
the coup of 1943 and the military government that followed into a major
political role based on his mobilization of urban labor. As Minister of Labor
in the Edelmiro Farrell government (1944–1945), he created a militaristic,
personalist movement that became a contestant for the mantle of legiti-
macy. Mobilizing urban organized labor beyond the confines of party pol-
itics or military machinations, Perón bested both the military authorities
(who briefly imprisoned him on the island of Martín García in the River
Plate) and the Radicals (who sought to beat him in the 1946 electoral con-
test), and rode a wave of populism to overwhelming victory in an open, if
highly charged, contest. Perón thus used the forms of constitutional
democracy to grasp the reins of power. But he gave great impetus to the
militarization of Argentine society. The process was characterized by esca-
lating institutional military participation in the state, especially in the cre-
ation of military industries or the vast expansion of those organized under
the direction of General Savio during World War II; the martial design and
functioning of the Peronist movement; and the limitation of constitutional
practice, as, for example, Perón’s abrogation of the 1853 Constitution in
1949 in favor of one of his own.103 Despite having gained office through
election, Perón did not seek legitimacy by appeal to constitutionalism. He
embodied the movimentismo approach to power and represented the au-
thoritarian populist current of legitimacy in the political culture.

Of the six revolutionary movements104—the military overthrows of
duly constituted civilian regimes between 1930 and the present—the first
two (in 1930 and 1943) saw the military establish itself as a force to be
reckoned with in Argentine politics, a corporate sector involved first with
the agro-industrial interests of the Concordancia and then as one of the
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first Perón administration’s twin pillars, along with urban organized labor.
Although the military establishment as institutions did not at that point
exercise direct control of the state apparatus (even though Generals
Uriburu, Ramírez, and Farrell were military presidents by virtue of force-
ful intervention), the presence of the military as a major political player
was recognized. But the military intervening in this “corrective” fashion
proved to be an unstable political partner, unseating the oligarchy in 1943
and Perón himself in 1955.

Through the next two revolutionary movements (in 1955 and 1962),
the military sought legitimization of its authority by resort to its custodial
mission, using force to “set things right” and “restore” civilian government.
The military sought to order Argentine political life along constitutional
lines but with the military accorded a role as the final arbiter of “proper”
civilian governmental practice. This led to military action to suppress
movimentismo as practiced by Perón, and the public accorded considerable
latitude to the military in this effort. Many cheered the demise of Perón’s
regime, and Lieutenant General Pedro Aramburu, who became the presi-
dent shortly after Perón was overthrown, was highly regarded. He restored
Argentina to constitutional government, but neither he nor the military
established representative democracy as the unquestioned, legitimate
source of authority. Although the elections of 1958 and 1963 resulted in
civilian democratic governments, they were flawed and did not change the
underlying political culture that fostered competing claimants for legiti-
macy. The major political actors of note at this time—Radicals, Peronists,
and the military—clearly represented the three different currents in the
ongoing stream of Argentine political culture. Summing up the situation
at the end of the 1950s,“[around 1960] competing groups indulged in sec-
tarian nostalgia, each recalling a different golden age and looking forward
to a partisan utopia.”105

The main problem that Radical presidents Arturo Frondizi (1958–
1962) and Arturo Illia (1963–1966) confronted was not running the coun-
try but controlling the military, and both ultimately would fail. Subse-
quent events confirmed the trends in military involvement, which by then
were quite clear. The political involvement of the military was becoming
increasingly institutional and cross-service, with its implications of rival-
ries both within the different services and between them. But these rival-
ries generally were not ideological; they were based on turf battles between
the services and other such military cleavages as branch of service or year
of graduation from the service academy. These internecine quarrels were
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largely confined to the very highest levels of the services’ respective hierar-
chies.106 Before 1987, the only instance of open factionalism occurred in
the army, with the armed contests between the Azules (constitutionalist
soft-liners favoring at least the forms of civilian rule) and the Colorados
(military hard-liners favoring military rule and continued prohibitions on
the Peronists). But even these forceful disputes were over means, not ends.
The threshold for overt military intervention was pushed lower and lower.
And the time between military intrusions to overthrow civilian govern-
ments was becoming shorter and shorter (1930–1943, 13 years;
1946–1955, 9 years; 1958–1962, 4 years; 1963–1966, 3 years; 1973–1976,
less than 3 years).

Upsetting an Uneasy Balance

However intrusive the military was in Argentine politics from 1955
to 1966, a balance of sorts remained in the civil-military relationship.
Civilian institutions stayed intact, including political parties (the Pero-
nists, although branded illegal, continued functioning underground). The
military justified the 1955 and 1962 intrusions as necessary to set things
right; military intervention in politics was still seen as corrective and tute-
lary in nature but dealing with things that were at least nominally consti-
tutional. But the military also clearly set itself up as an unaccountable
judge of the fitness of civilian regimes, becoming in fact as well as in the-
ory the political arbiter. Two results were possible. One was that the mili-
tary, having saved Argentina (in its view) from the depredations of Pero-
nism in 1955 and 1962, could declare victory and return to the barracks.
The limited nature and time frame of the military administrations from
1955 to 1958 and from 1962 to 1963 (with a civilian interim president in
the latter period) gave some credence to that theory.

But the military’s perceptions of threats from within and without
were significantly heightened in the early 1960s. The Peronist movement
refused to die, despite Perón’s lengthy exile. And the Cold War, embodied
for the Argentine military in the militant, revolutionary communism of
Fidel Castro, increasingly was challenging the idealized Western, Christian
society the military espoused and believed should be reflected in Argen-
tinidad. A new and powerful idea, the National Security Doctrine, was
evolving in which external and internal security could not be divided and
security and development could not be separated.107 The military, aware of
the Brazilian experiences of the early 1960s, not reassured by the weak, in-
effective government of Arturo Illia, obtained a second result: military in-
stitutional rule.
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Coup of 1966

General Onganía, leader of the constitutionalists in the fighting
within the army in 1962, was, ironically, the architect of the Revolución Ar-
gentina, as the coup of 1966 was called. He was picked (and later ousted)
by a triservice military junta, an organism designed to mitigate interser-
vice rivalries by including the commanders in chief of all three. The Con-
stitution of 1853, restored after Perón’s fall in 1955, was replaced by a
Statute of the Revolution, a document created and imposed by the military
alone. Civilian institutions of political action, such as the legislature and
political parties, were disbanded or proscribed. Onganía and his adminis-
tration were the embodiment of corporate military institutional rule, the
custodians of the nation, the final repository of the national interest. On-
ganía himself most cogently expressed the motivations involved in the ac-
tion shortly after the coup: The overthrow of Arturo Illia was a “revolu-
tionary action [that] finds its irrefutable principles in the defense of the
essential values of the republic.” Moreover, “the Armed Forces constituted
the medium of legitimate expression of that popular will which has been
isolated through cunning.” Hence, “the armed forces actively participate in
the national interest.”108 Consequently, all political activity came under
military auspices.

The submerging of the constitutional current meant that the ques-
tion of political legitimacy was less settled than ever. The quest for politi-
cal authority became a battle between actors who regarded force or vio-
lence as primary political resources. The military was in charge of the
government and met challenges with repression and coercion. The Pero-
nists, though repressed and underground, had not given up their dreams
of a restoration. And a new actor emerged that would become the bête
noire of the bureaucratic-authoritarian military governments that came
into being in 1966 and 1976: armed insurgents of the extreme left. In the
1970s, these three autonomous, nonconstitutional political actors—the
military, the Peronists, and the guerrillas—vied for political power in Ar-
gentina. “Factitious chaos” was again the order of the day.

Onganía learned that the military’s “special responsibility” as he had
enunciated it during the 1966 coup could transcend military presidents
and administrations as well as civilian ones. The military institution, un-
suited to governance (but very well suited to intervention and veto), was
exposed to political demands that did not square with its notion of
custodian of the national interest. Elimination of constitutional form 
and the eclipse of aspirants to political authority based in that current of
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legitimacy enhanced the viability of those aspirants based in the authori-
tarian-populist current, be they Peronists or guerrillas. The military be-
came increasingly disenchanted with Onganía as he sought more personal
power and freedom from the junta and removed him from power in 1970.
They replaced him first with an unknown, General Roberto Marcelo Lev-
ingston, and then with General Alejandro Agustín Lanusse, the serving
Army Commander in Chief.

Turbulent 1970s

Argentina was a political battleground in the 1970s, with the unac-
countable and heavily armed contenders vying for political control. Al-
though the military as a political actor sought refuge in constitutionalism
as a way of further reducing its exposure and accountability, the result was
a display of democratic form over democratic substance. General Lanusse
led the residue of the Onganía military administration to an electoral out-
come with the 1973 presidential victory of Héctor Cámpora, a left-leaning
Peronist functionary. Cámpora immediately issued an extensive pardon to
imprisoned guerrillas, vitiating the legal battle against guerrilla warfare;
the Congress then passed a law granting amnesty on May 27, 1973. Re-
newed confrontation with the military was assured.

Nonetheless, the effect of the Lanusse initiative was to restore a meas-
ure of political legitimacy to the Peronist movement, with Perón himself,
18 years in exile, soon to be returned to Argentina to lead it again. But the
movement was riven by factionalism and included armed elements of
both the left (epitomized by the youth arm, the Montoneros) and the right
(the notorious Argentine Anti-Communist Alliance). Other armed revo-
lutionary bands were increasingly active, especially the People’s Revolu-
tionary Army (Ejército Revolucionario del Pueblo, or ERP), which engaged
in armed attacks against military and civilians alike. Even Perón’s tri-
umphal return to Argentina in 1973 was marred by lethal conflict between
armed bands seeking the right to be the anointed militants of Perón.

In 1973, a parody of the constitutional process involving the military,
the Peronists, the Radicals, and other groups restored Juan Perón to the
presidency. But the old and frail Perón could not control the antipathies of
the various wings of his own movement for each other, let alone take on
the guerrillas—some of whom even proclaimed allegiance to him. On July
1, 1974, Perón was dead, and his third wife and vice president, María Es-
tela Martínez de Perón (Isabelita), became the first woman president of
Argentina (a role denied even the legendary Evita, Peron’s second wife).
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Mrs. Perón, who had little support even within the Justicialista (Per-
onist) party, could not match the political savvy and power of any of the
other contenders for political control. Finally, hoping desperately to pre-
serve a Peronist legacy, she set the armed forces against the guerrillas in an
officially supported campaign to end insurgency in Argentina. The mili-
tary pocketed that mandate but was not content with it. Allowing the Per-
onist regime to slide into chaos, the military solidified its claim to be the
guardian of the nation, protector of the state, and custodian of the na-
tional interest. On March 24, 1976, in the face of vanishing popular sup-
port for the Peronist regime and amid official and unofficial clamor for ac-
tion, the military answered the call once again.

The Proceso

The Proceso de Reorganización Nacional (National Reorganization
Process), or simply the Proceso, was a “classic representation of conserva-
tive, institutionalized military dictatorship.”109 Under the Proceso, corpo-
rate, praetorian military rule reached its apogee. Taking literally its role as
custodian of the nation, the military government became the avatar of mes-
sianic military idealism, the Western, Christian military knights protecting
the Argentine way of life against the onslaught of totalitarian communism.

The military took over almost all aspects of governance. Most major
government officials were military personages. The military president,
General Jorge Rafael Videla, ruled with the junta, composed of the com-
manders in chief of the army, navy, and air force. The generalato (flag offi-
cers) of each service and their advisors (the Comisión de Asesoramiento
Legislativo) acted practically as a political party, providing an ersatz delib-
erative body to back up rule by decree. The military intervened in many
areas of national life, including labor unions and government banks.
Those entities not intervened in were abolished, including the legislature
and political parties. In effect, the military sought to marginalize the Ar-
gentine populace from politics: no participation, no roles.110

The goals of the Proceso were to eradicate the terrorists, especially
the ERP and the Montoneros; to establish a robust laissez faire economy,
led by an elite, technologically aware private sector and unrestrained by
popular concerns or demands; to restore traditional values, led by Chris-
tian morality and emphasizing suitability and efficiency; and to establish
Argentina as a reliable Western ally in the larger arena of geopolitics and
the East-West conflict.111 These goals were to be effected by whatever
means were necessary, including the use of force in repressing and coerc-
ing not only the subversives (the definition of which became ever
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broader) but also opponents of the economic programs of the Proceso
government, especially the unions and the now-sub-rosa political parties.
Ostensibly, the ultimate goal of the Proceso, as expressed in the “Act Fix-
ing the Purpose and Basic Objectives for the Process of National Reorga-
nization,” was “the future installation of a republican, representative, and
federal democracy.” However, no time limit was set, and in the early years
of the Proceso, no one expected that any such result would obtain in the
foreseeable future.

The most immediate task of the military government was to deal with
the guerrillas, rural and urban, who continued to plague Argentina. The
military had made clear its belief that this struggle was nothing less than a
counterrevolutionary war, in which only annihilation of the enemy would
be considered a satisfactory outcome. The military actions followed the
French pattern that emerged in their response to anticolonial insurgency
rather than the American counterinsurgency format. No quarter would be
given; the supporting infrastructure, whatever the military determined that
to be, would be destroyed. Operations would be decentralized, carried out
in military zones free from civilian interference and with civilian security
and police forces clearly subordinate to the military.112 The military com-
monly employed the language of organicism to justify and explain its ac-
tions, a vernacular common among many institutions organized along cor-
porate lines. The Argentine body politic was envisioned as a real body,
diagnosed as fearfully ill from “cancer,” a “social pathology” that required
surgery and “extirpation of the diseased tissues.”113 The cancer was thought
to be so severe that any means used to arrest it were noble. In practical
terms, this meant that the military would employ all means necessary,
which included kidnapping, torture, and murder, to liquidate the guerrillas
and those considered their sympathizers (collectively called subversivos).
The military saw this approach as meeting the guerrillas, especially the ERP,
on their own terms, as they had not hesitated to attack military personnel
as well as to kidnap and assassinate them in pursuit of their goals. But the
military extended this campaign far beyond battles with the “regular” guer-
rillas, resulting in that body of individuals caught up in the fight who be-
came known as desaparecidos (the disappeared). And the unrelenting sav-
agery of the tactics on both sides in the conflict left a residue of bitterness
and divisiveness that still taints civil-military relations and that gave the an-
tisubversive operations an abiding nickname: the Dirty War.

By 1979, the first objective of the Proceso government had been ac-
complished. The guerrillas, along with thousands of others regarded as

POLITICAL EVOLUTION 41



supporters or sympathizers, were killed, imprisoned, or driven into exile.
The Dirty War was a tactical success, but in a larger, strategic sense it was
a failure. Domestically, it resulted in a public regard of the military as op-
pressors on the wrong side of the struggle of good and evil (which the mil-
itary regarded the antisubversive operations to be) and as no better than
their adversaries, maybe worse. Internationally, the operations turned Ar-
gentina into a pariah state, regarded as a bastion of unmitigated military
rule that paraded all the sins of the authoritarian right, as unremitting in
the abuse of its own people as the totalitarian left to which it presumed to
be an alternative. And the Dirty War engendered a new factionalism within
the military that eventually undermined the Proceso government itself.

The tactical victory convinced a significant part of the military, par-
ticularly younger officers and noncommissioned officers (NCOs) who had
fought directly against the guerrillas, of the rightness of the cause and of
the messianic vision of Argentina that accompanied it. The Malvinas con-
flict (the South Atlantic War) in 1982 would reinforce the ultranationalist,
fundamentalist, and conservative religious views of these individuals and
their sympathizers, who were to play a major role in the evolution of civil-
military relations in the Alfonsín regime. They manifested and exacer-
bated the conflicting horizontal and vertical loyalties that so conditioned
military beliefs and behavior in respect of civilian and military authority.

Argentina under the Proceso was a proponent of an open economy
even as it held on to and intervened in the vast network of state enterprises
that undergirded economic life. As the country became very involved in the
international capital and goods markets, it went heavily into debt, financ-
ing both capital acquisitions and consumer spending with borrowed
money. The peso became tremendously overvalued, creating the plata dulce
(sweet money) of 1979–1980. But the euphoria did not last long. Argentine
economic productivity could not sustain the bubble, which burst in 1980.
Much of the borrowed money had been squandered on unproductive en-
terprises or nonproductive expenditures (such as military equipment) or
had taken flight overseas. With the guerrillas gone and the economy spiral-
ing downward in 1981, disgruntled civilians and even considerable por-
tions of the military began to question the continued presence of a perva-
sive, repressive military regime. Full governmental control was hard on the
military institutions and was resulting in considerable wear and tear and
loss of prestige. Absent the unifying goal of fighting and winning the anti-
subversive war, the political activity of the armed forces began to turn in-
ward on the Proceso regime itself, and events that would profoundly affect
a future transition to civilian government began to unfold.
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Transition
In March 1981, internal military politics led to the replacement of

President Jorge Rafael Videla by Lieutenant General Roberto Viola, “in ac-
cordance with the constitutional norms of the Process of National Reor-
ganization.”114 Viola wanted to change the policy of the Proceso by reori-
enting economic policy and negotiating with traditional political
parties.115 In other words, he recognized the need to find some modalities
of governance that would take the pressure off the military establishment.
In this sense, Viola started a transition toward something other than out-
right military rule.

Viola, as leader of the blandos (soft-liners), initiated several steps to
reach some accommodation between the military institutions and the
disaffected civilian sectors. He reduced the role of José Martínez de Hoz,
the economic czar of the Proceso, and appointed more civilian ministers
to reduce military visibility. He created the Multipartidaria, a forum for
dialogue with the political parties. And he sought labor and business ac-
cords to try to reduce the animosities engendered by the deteriorating
economic situation, as the economic bubble of false prosperity burst in
the early 1980s. For a few months, the government seemed to be finding
the road toward republican government that it had promised at the time
of the 1976 coup.

But others in the military found little to recommend Viola’s concil-
iatory posture. After Lieutenant General Leopoldo Fortunato Galtieri be-
came Commander in Chief of the Army in May 1981, the junta itself in-
creasingly became a redoubt of the duros (hard-liners). These officers,
motivated by the consequences of the antisubversive campaign and the de-
teriorating economic situation, had little patience for Viola’s efforts to re-
duce the hardening animosities between military and civilian sectors. The
hard-liners wanted a return to repression of dissent and a continuance of
the economic policies of Martínez de Hoz. They saw no future in the lib-
eralization approach, long under way in Brazil and something of a model
for Viola. The hard-liner answer coalesced into an internal front, which in
turn organized a tripartite arrangement in which the three armed services
literally exercised a third of the political power, with their chiefs still con-
stituting the junta to which Viola had to answer.116 This arrangement was
the ultimate corporate organization: the only type of representation was
virtual, and the only voices in government were those of the armed serv-
ices, each service acting as a party and accountable only to itself.
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The political activities of the junta independent of President Viola vi-
tiated most of his efforts to find a future course for the military govern-
ment in the face of widespread disintegration of support for it. Viola was
not up to the task, and he became physically ill. On November 21, 1981,
Major General Horacio Tomás Liendo took over as an interim president, a
situation that gave the hard-liners the opportunity to make their move for
full control. On December 11, 1981, Army Commander in Chief Galtieri
took over as president in a “palace coup.”

Galtieri hoped to reassert the original goals of the Proceso, but he
could not heal the splits within the military establishment nor restore the
confidence of other sectors of the Argentine body politic in military gov-
ernance. His only hope lay in some sort of transition that he could try to
control from above. But by March 1982, the political parties (more vocal
since the founding of Multipartidaria) and labor unions were openly op-
posing continued military rule. Galtieri, backed by junta members Admi-
ral Jorge Anaya and air force Brigadier General Basilio Lami Dozo,
searched for a way to overcome public animus toward the military for the
antisubversive war and for the deterioration of the economy. The military,
its rule based on force, needed a forceful demonstration of its continued
right to political authority. Denied that opportunity by the unfortunate
consequences of the internal war, the junta looked beyond the normal ter-
ritorial environs of the Argentine Republic. Only one external issue
aroused almost unanimous feelings in the Argentine people: the recuper-
ation of the Islas Malvinas (Falkland Islands) and the other South Atlantic
islands that Argentina had claimed, and the United Kingdom had held, for
almost 150 years.

The South Atlantic War

The Argentine invasion of these islands on April 2, 1982, was initi-
ated based on three assumptions: that occupation of the Malvinas and
other islands would heal the rifts in the Argentine body politic that threat-
ened to destroy it; that the United States was a de facto ally (and also, in
the opinion of many Argentines, a de jure ally under the Inter-American
Treaty of Reciprocal Assistance) and would not oppose such action by a
government that was helping combat the communists in Central America
with advisors to the Nicaraguan contras; and that Great Britain would not
fight to hold on to the residual of the British Empire represented by these
distant isles, whose strategic utility seemed to have ended as a coaling sta-
tion for British warships in World War I. Government leaders viewed the
invasion as a crusade, in accordance with the messianic vision of Greater
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Argentina that complemented their fundamentalist, unyielding view of
political action. Moreover, no project short of war—an enterprise about
which all military men could agree—probably could have overcome the
divisions within the military. Leaders hoped that a “just war” would heal
the rifts between the soft-liners and the hard-liners, and perhaps more im-
portantly, between the junior and the senior officers. The junior officers
(lieutenant colonel and below) were increasingly concerned about the cor-
ruption that would accompany continued military governance and about
the entire military being excoriated for the less salutary political conse-
quences of the Dirty War, which the younger officers felt was tarnishing
their victory over armed insurrectionist bands. The Malvinas recuperation
was intended as evidence that the military hierarchy should continue, in
the national interest, to run the government.

The South Atlantic War was a dismal failure, politically and militar-
ily, for the Argentine military government and for the armed forces in gen-
eral. Although a generalized euphoria about the recovery of the Malvinas
was sustained for a few weeks, the excitement and momentary public sup-
port for the junta (and, by extension, for the armed forces) evaporated as
it became clear that not only would Britain strike back, but also that no
great surge of international support was forthcoming for the Argentines.
Branded an aggressor by the United Nations, reduced to seeking solidarity
with Cuba and Panama to fight the “imperialists,” Argentina and its armed
forces were unprepared for the British reaction. And the United States,
after several failed attempts at shuttle diplomacy, supported the United
Kingdom as the aggrieved party (and NATO ally).

With the navy bottled up in its main port at Puerto Belgrano and the
army pinned down in the Malvinas and unable to support its expedi-
tionary force from Patagonia, the air force valiantly strove to head off dis-
aster. But it could not do it alone. The armed forces’ longstanding policies
to operate as three autonomous forces, with little joint capacity in either
planning or operations (the Joint General Staff in the Ministry of Defense
had always been weak), prevented any effective coordination of effort. This
lack of coordination contributed to the Argentine armed forces being ill
prepared to fight a major war in the South Atlantic against a great power
that had significant outside support. In 10 weeks, all was over. The Argen-
tine military occupation force in the Malvinas, mostly army, surrendered
to the British on June 14, 1982.

In the wake of the South Atlantic War, the military establishment
sunk to the nadir of its fortunes. Its armed forces in the islands had been
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beaten and obliged to surrender. The government’s economic program
was a shambles and was only worsened by the conflict. The military estab-
lishment had alienated public support by losing the external war, and it
was beset by charges of massive human rights violations that had arisen
from the antisubversive operations. A profound crisis of self-confidence
occurred within the military as well. And the younger front-line officers in
the Malvinas conflict, especially those of the army, were embittered by the
political activities of their superiors that had earned the opprobrium of
the Argentine people. The junior officers did not feel that they or the mil-
itary institution should have to bear that burden. They continued to feel
justified in their mission and its execution and were appalled that they ul-
timately were regarded as butchers and losers, not soldiers.

Collapse of Proceso

The parlous state of the Argentine military and the Proceso govern-
ment was testimony that the military leaders had based the government’s
claim to legitimacy on the use of force and that they had failed. Conse-
quently, all the putative alternatives to constitutional democracy had, at
least temporarily, appeared to have failed: exclusionary democracy, corpo-
ratist populism, “soft” military rule, and institutional coercive military
rule.117 The country was ready for the untried: constitutional government.
In any event, a vacuum had to be filled as the Proceso government tottered
toward collapse. Galtieri was shown the door, and on July 1, 1982, retired
army General Reynaldo Bignone, a virtual unknown, was sworn in as in-
terim president, with General Cristino Nicolaides as Army Commander in
Chief. The junta dissolved, and the air force and navy entered “political
limbo.”118 To Bignone fell the task of assembling a mechanism of transition
while he was the titular head of a government that had lost all credibility.
And he had to insure that the disintegration of military rule was not ac-
companied by disintegration of the military institution.

Bignone proceeded along two tracks. The first task was to detach the
armed forces from the nature of, and responsibility for, the successor gov-
ernment to the Proceso. The military was to make no deals with any party
to share power (although rumors abounded that some in the military and
some Peronists favored, even pursued, such a deal). No arrangements were
to be made to accommodate the corporate entities in Argentina, such as
the labor unions and the economic elite, in the quest for political power.
Competitive election, unconditioned by the military, was to be the sole ve-
hicle for access to political authority. On September 10, 1982, Bignone
published a new parties law, putting the political parties and their eventual
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candidates forward as the sole beneficiaries of the electoral process. They
were to have a chance to demilitarize the state.119

By removing the military from the governing process, Bignone was
making a virtue of necessity. The military had acquiesced to the mechanism
of constitutional democracy, the competitive election. But the second task
in Bignone’s two-track process, ensuring the internal health of the military
institutions, was of equal consequence in the minds of the military. Not
until December 1983, after the elections in October, did the interim mili-
tary government formally hand over control to the civilians. In the mean-
time, ensuring the health of the military included such activities as under-
taking a rearmament program, restoring discipline and organizational
integrity in the ranks, and preempting civilian prosecution of those re-
sponsible for the Dirty War and the Malvinas debacle.120 Although overt
political aspirations by the military were ended temporarily, the Argentine
armed forces, individually and collectively, were not prepared to self-de-
struct. And these initiatives that occupied the lame-duck Bignone adminis-
tration became major issues in civil-military relations in the future.

The 1983 Presidential Election

Civilians were equally unprepared for the political vacuum in the
country after the Malvinas disaster. The political parties, which were in in-
ternal political exile under the Proceso, needed months to rehabilitate their
structures and prepare for and wage the internal campaigns necessary to
choose candidates for the general election. Nonetheless, most observers
felt the transition proceeded rapidly, a mere 15 months from the designa-
tion of Bignone as president to the elections. The year 1983 was one of
considerable political significance, and attitudes, beliefs, and sentiments
coalesced both within and outside the military establishment that sug-
gested the nature of the civil-military relationship in the coming regime.

The parties now faced the daunting task of bringing about constitu-
tional democratic government. They had the opportunity to decisively es-
tablish political authority based on legitimacy accorded by the constitu-
tional current in the stream of Argentine political culture. However, “The
institutionalization of democracy presupposes two processes: the weaken-
ing of the institutional infrastructure of authoritarianism and corpo-
ratism, and the display of at least a modest degree of efficacy by the new
political institutions.”121 In other words, the coming political contest
needed to be characterized by competition among contenders recognized
as legitimate in a democratic election. The military had to be proscribed
from acting in any manner as a contestant, and the Peronist movement
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had to confine its mobilization techniques to securing votes within the
electoral process. Two circumstances augured well for these conditions in
the spring of 1983: the almost total absence of political credibility of the
military establishment, and the Peronists’ lack of a charismatic leader who
might be tempted to try to override the electoral process on a wave of pop-
ular enthusiasm.

Although 13 national political parties of almost every persuasion
competed at some level in the elections of October 1983, two clearly
emerged as having a chance to obtain the presidency, a majority in the
Congress, and a majority of governors of the provinces: the Peronists and
the UCR.122 Neither party was unified, and the selection of candidates had
significant consequences for the party’s chances in the election and for its
political leanings in the administration if victorious. In this disaggregated
but politically vibrant milieu, Dr. Raúl Alfonsín made his successful bid to
become the UCR candidate for president of Argentina. His eventual main
opponent, Italo Luder of the Peronists, was not chosen until September
1983, quite close to the election, after internecine squabbles involving not
only the Justicialista Party but also the labor unions. Thus, the Radicals
had their best chance in decades at the electoral target of a majority man-
date for the president and a majority contingent in the Congress as well.

Raúl Alfonsín headed a sector of the Radical Party, Renovación y
Cambio (Renewal and Change), that he had established. This wing of the
party was considered the furthest to the left of the three factions within the
UCR. The National, nominally the bulk of the party and once led by long-
time Radical politician and candidate Ricardo Balbín, was considered a
centrist group, and the Córdoba, from which would emerge the Radical
candidate in 1989, Córdoba Governor Eduardo Angeloz, was thought to
be center-right.123 Alfonsín eschewed such designations, describing himself
as social-democratic and an admirer of the social-democratic regimes in
Western Europe; indeed, he visited several Western European countries in
the months before the election.124

But a major supporting element of the Alfonsín campaign, some
members of which became important figures in the Alfonsín administra-
tion and the Radical delegation in Congress, was the Radical youth—in-
cluding university students (Franja Morada) and the organization charged
with mobilizing the youthful adherents of the Radical Party, the Junta Co-
ordinadora Nacional de la Juventud Radical, or Coordinadora. Its members
were politically to the left of Alfonsín and prompted a more confronta-
tional approach toward the corporate sectors in Argentine society: the
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unions, the church, the vested financial interests, and particularly the mil-
itary. They were at the forefront of the human rights groups and rein-
forced Alfonsín’s affinity for those believed to have been persecuted by the
military.125 Alfonsín had identified himself early on with the human rights
advocacy groups that emerged in the 1970s and early 1980s in response to
the excesses of the Dirty War. He was the leader of one such group, the Per-
manent Assembly for Human Rights, and as a lawyer had defended ac-
cused those of being subversives.126 This role clearly identified him with
those who would demand accountability on the part of the military estab-
lishment for the “disappeared.”

Alfonsín’s attitude toward the military establishment was apparent in
his campaign speeches made in the 6 weeks before the election. He em-
phasized two broad themes: the elimination of corporatist politics on the
part of the military, and the search for justice for the actions of the mili-
tary in the antisubversive campaign. In a speech in Resistencia, Argentina,
on October 27, 1983, he urged particularly the junior officers “to add
themselves to the process of democratization of the country and to break
the antidemocratic alliances that the military coup-making high com-
mands had traditionally made with minorities of the country.”127 (Alfon-
sín used the term minorities to denote other corporate interests, especially
economic ones and the unions.) This theme of democracy was a common
one. Alfonsín adhered to the view that not only was democracy the right
choice, but also that “All else was tried, all was tested, and all failed.”128 His
statement in an early campaign speech indicated that he extended this phi-
losophy directly to the armed forces themselves: “I will take over as Com-
mander in Chief of the Armed Forces, and I will take the necessary [but
unspecified] measures to make them democratic, because without demo-
cratic Armed Forces it is evident that there will not be stable democracy in
Argentina.”129

But Alfonsín’s campaign speeches were most revealing with respect
to seeking accountability of the armed forces for the Dirty War conse-
quences. In an interview, he stated that “the responsibilities for the repug-
nant methodology [used by the military] must be sorted out between
those who acted exceeding [their authority] in complying and those who
in the face of extraordinary confusion agreed to carry out orders.”130 More-
over, he believed that by means of this sorting out, “we will seek reconcil-
iation.” Alfonsín later established three categories of involvement in the
antisubversive activities from 1976 to 1979: the high command issuing the
orders, those who exceeded their authority in their zeal to wipe out the
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subversion, and those who were just following orders. This triad of re-
sponsibility became a major factor in the civil-military relationship.

It was far from clear who the victor in the election would be. The
proliferation of parties and the record number of people in the Argentine
electorate with declared party affiliations (about a third) reduced the like-
lihood that any presidential hopeful would garner a clear majority of the
vote. Many Argentines were resigned to yet another minority government,
with the victor elected by only a plurality of the vote. Because of this situ-
ation, the results of the election represented a considerable, and at the time
very welcome, surprise. Raúl Alfonsín won the presidency with 52 percent
of the vote, with only 40 percent going to his principal opponent, Peronist
Italo Luder. The two parties thus garnered 92 percent between them at the
expense of the center-right parties—especially the Center Democratic
Union (Union de Centro Democrático, or UCD), lead by Alvaro Alsogaray
and long considered sympathetic to the military, whose support fell from
20 percent in 1973 to 3 percent in 1983 at the presidential level—and the
hard left, which fell from 9 percent to 3 percent.131 Alfonsín attracted most
of that change, and he was successful in presenting a credible alternative,
even for the right, to more Peronism. The Peronists were hurt by open
squabbling, their recent past, and unappealing candidates; their support
dropped from 50 percent in 1973 to the 40 percent Luder was able to win.
Alfonsín also was rewarded with a Radical majority in the Chamber of
Deputies, although not in the Senate, where powerful provincial parties
undercut the Radical total. Nonetheless, Alfonsín won a clear victory, giv-
ing the impression that he was in a position to execute reforms and de-
mand accountability on the part of the military, things that no civilian
president in two generations had been able to do.

The period between Alfonsín’s victory and his inauguration was ab-
breviated; inauguration day was moved up to December 10, 1983. Al-
though Alfonsín’s speeches and the UCR platform indicated the general
position a Radical administration was going take concerning the military,
they tended to be short on the specifics if not downright vague about the
details of policy. Indeed, the best precis of the situation in November and
early December 1983 was written years later by the National Committee of
the Radical Party in summing up a seminar on defense that took place on
October 3–6, 1989:

The situation in 1983: In December of 1983 we came to power aware
that defense and military policies had been and would continue to be
a major challenge for any constitutional government. In this challenge
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were in play the exercise of real power by governments elected by the
people, the political stability of democracy and even the survival of
the nation. For half a century the Armed Forces had been directed au-
tonomously with respect to civil society and had intervened by force
in the highest level of direction of the State. We were dealing with,
then, putting in place a different mode of subordination to civil
power and the National Constitution, internal restructuring and the
proper place of the Armed Forces in Argentine society. This had been
broken due to a past highlighted by terrorism, its illegal repression, il-
legitimate rule of the State and defeat in the Malvinas. Distanced from
society, the Armed Forces are found to be divided, without capacity to
act together and with diminished capacity to carry out their mission.
In 1983, then, we had to begin by resolving matters of the past to take
up the present and the future, facing the defense situation with the
idea of securing fundamental reforms. Overcoming the conflicts and
violence of the past, within a framework of no exemption from
blame, truth and justice, was the responsibility of all Argentine soci-
ety and not only the defense area. Any other way would have been an
erroneous simplification. Surely, someone coming from outside could
ask: What does the national defense policy have to do with the trials
of some military personages for crimes against human rights?
Nonetheless, the national defense policy was overshadowed and con-
ditioned by the matter of the trials.132

Clearly, then, no a priori resolution of the cuestión militar, no bargain
or pact with the military (as had often been the case in the past), was in
place before the inauguration of the Alfonsín administration. The stage
was set for an unprecedented challenge to estado militar.
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Chapter Four

Military Reform under
Alfonsín

The Alfonsín administration, in its efforts to change substantively
the civil-military relationship in Argentina and to make it conform
to the constitutional order and democratic mandate the adminis-

tration had achieved in the election of 1983, embarked simultaneously on
two broad policy and process endeavors that turned out to be contradic-
tory and to have incompatible goals: reforma militar (military reform) and
revisión del pasado (review of the past). Although these two processes were
intended to establish the rule of law (and therefore the legitimacy of civil-
ian authority over the military establishment) in a constitutional, demo-
cratic manner, they would have far different effects on both military and
civilian perceptions of the nature and extent of estado militar. Neither
would end the disputes over legitimacy of authority in military matters.
However, an examination of the factors relevant to analyzing civil-military
relations in the Alfonsín years is needed before conclusions can be drawn
about the reform process.

The policies and processes of this administration are divisible into
four categories for examining estado militar, all of which were virtually un-
challenged military prerogatives until the 1982 debacle and Alfonsín’s elec-
tion in 1983. Three of these categories will be used to examine military re-
form: mission and organization, resources and industry, and education
and socialization. The fourth, accountability and discipline, will be the ve-
hicle to examine the review of the past in the next chapter.

Mission and Organization
This section deals with the part of civil-military relations centering on

the control of organized force at government disposal and the delineation
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of the uses to which it could, or should, be put. Four major elements in the
Argentine case will be examined: civilianization, emphasizing the role and
functioning of the Ministry of Defense (MOD); the Joint Staff; the military
hierarchy, concentrating on the army; and the evolution and promulgation
of the Ley de Defensa (Defense Law).

Civilianization: The Ministry of Defense

The Argentine Constitution of 1853 stipulated that the President of
the Republic was the commander in chief of the armed forces. Even a cur-
sory look at the history of civil-military relations belies that provision in
practice up to the election of 1983. Even military presidents were not al-
ways in control of the armed forces; Onganía, Videla, and Viola were
ousted by their own juntas. But Raúl Alfonsín knew that if the military
chain of command effectively stopped at the commanders in chief of the
army, navy, and air force, as generally had been the case since 1930, then
military institutional autonomy would vitiate any hope of reforming the
military system. Consequently, among the first steps of the Alfonsín ad-
ministration were efforts to revise that chain of command so that the com-
mand authority that had belonged to the service commanders in chief
would really belong to the President of the Republic and, by his delegation,
to the Minister of Defense. Toward this end, a new ministries law was de-
vised even before Alfonsín took office, returning to the limit of eight min-
istries specified by the Constitution of 1853, and imbuing the Minister of
Defense with much broader power than before.133 More directly, on Janu-
ary 31, 1984, Decree 436 was promulgated, which delegated some of the
president’s authority to the Minister of Defense and to the redesignated
military Chiefs of Staff rather than to the commanders in chief of the three
armed forces.134

These changes were designed to place even operational control of the
armed forces in the hands of civilians, with military forces doing their bid-
ding. Moreover, nominations and changes in assignment of all officers of
the grade of colonel and above now rested with the Minister of Defense
(promotion to general officer still required Senate approval, as provided
for in the Constitution). Furthermore, the serving chiefs of staff initially
had to be content with the army grade of major general or its navy and air
force equivalent, one rank lower than previously (lieutenant general).
Fewer officers would be selected for general and admiral; almost all would
stay at the initial level of brigadier general or its equivalent. The power and
prestige of the flag officers thereby was to be decreased.
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As the chain of command was being restructured to assure primacy
of the civilians (the president and the Minister of Defense), the scope and
domain of the MOD was expanded at the direct expense of the individual
services. Within days of taking office, Alfonsín and his new Minister of De-
fense, Raúl Borrás, appointed a new Chief of the Joint Staff and three
Chiefs of Staff of the respective services.135 The Chief of the Joint Staff,
Army Brigadier General Julio Fernández Torres, was accorded primacy of
place in these nominations, even though at the time of his appointment,
he was junior to the new Chief of Staff of the Air Force, Brigadier Mayor
Teodoro Waldner. That anomaly was corrected later—but by presidential
initiative, not by the strict seniority system that prevailed in the armed
forces. This action was taken with the clear intent that no other “com-
manders in chief” should be present in the hierarchy to challenge the pres-
ident or his duly chosen civilian officials.

With another decree, Alfonsín removed the enormous General Di-
rectorate of Military Industries, or Fabricaciones Militares, from the exclu-
sive jurisdiction of the army and placed it under Borras’ purview, thereby
significantly increasing the bases for control by the Ministry of Defense
over resources.136

In July 1984, control of Gendarmería Nacional (Border Troops)
passed from the army to the Ministry of Defense, and the senior official of
that security force became one of their own, not an army general. Simi-
larly, in October 1984, Prefectura Naval (Coast Guard) moved to the juris-
diction of the Defense Ministry and away from that of the navy.137 Control
of these security forces therefore was no longer an armed forces preroga-
tive, and determination of mission and resources for these institutions
passed to civilian hands.

These early moves by the Alfonsín administration sought to break
longstanding patterns of subordination and control of the MOD to the
armed forces. Prerogatives long considered the exclusive province of the
military were, at least ostensibly, no longer in its hands. Other longstand-
ing attributes of power, particularly the institutional autonomy of com-
mand with respect to the employment and administration of the armed
forces, had moved to the hands of the president and the Minister of De-
fense. Both the Ministry and the Joint Staff organization, which had been
marginalized before the Alfonsín years, were being officially and legally
placed at the very center of the decisionmaking process.

Completing the organizational framework of the MOD, consider-
able power and authority were vested in the Secretaries of the Ministry of
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Defense, subordinates of the Minister but having considerable jurisdic-
tion in their respective areas, such as military affairs, policy, production,
and budget. The official holding the title of Secretary of Defense was ef-
fectively the Undersecretary, principal subordinate of the Minister. The
Ministry of Defense was, at least in theory, far more powerful than any
previous Ministry of Defense in Argentina and had the legal backing and
delegation of command authority to be a decisive element in civilian con-
trol of the military.

Nonetheless, even though “the increase of participation by civilian
functionaries in the substantive exercise of political power in the area of
military and defense policy, constituted an outstanding aspect of the
process,”138 such a dramatic shift of statutory power and responsibility for
defense and military matters from military to civilian hands engendered
severe problems. Civilians had scant experience in military and defense
policy formulation; defense matters had always been viewed as the mili-
tary’s job (even if governance had not). Horacio Jaunarena, the first Al-
fonsín Secretary of Defense who later became Minister of Defense,
lamented that there were “very few” qualified candidates from the civilian
side and that it was difficult to “armar los cargos” (fill the jobs).139 Far too
few knowledgeable civilians were available to man the Ministry, to lead
such major dependencies as the Fabricaciones Militares and the National
Defense College, and to serve as advisors to the legislative commissions
that dealt with defense matters. No independent body of civilian knowl-
edge, no “institutional memory” that might provide countervailing opin-
ion in the military’s own terms, existed. There was no discrete body of
civilian officials used to dealing with the military when the civilians, at
least formally, had the upper hand. As one Argentine scholar on the sub-
ject put it, the Ministry had been “emptied through the years due to the
political clout and institutional autonomy of the Forces.”140 In a real sense,
no one knew what a reformed or restructured military institution would,
or should, look like. Nor was it clear what such reformed, restructured
military forces should do; they were “black boxes” to the civilians.141 That
void, among other things, meant that a major reform project, which even-
tually emerged as the Ley de Defensa, would be considerably delayed.
Hence, political considerations, and indeed partisan ones, guided the for-
mulation of defense policy and the nature of estado militar more than dis-
interested analysis of the defense and security needs of Argentina.

Another major problem the Ministry of Defense had to face was the
lack of continuity at the top. Alfonsín would have four Defense Ministers,
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starting with Raúl Borrás. He was not particularly optimistic about the
chances for a thoroughgoing reform of the military during his tenure, or
even during the supposed 6-year run of the administration, stating in
March 1984, “It will be difficult to change them thoroughly.”142 He saw his
job as reining in the power that the military had exercised as a matter of
right, stating that reform would be designed to inhibit the military from
remaining what it had been, “the most powerful pressure group of the last
50 years of Argentine history.”143 Borrás and Alfonsín both wanted to re-
lieve that pressure, inasmuch as it often had manifested itself in the form
of coups. Borrás served only from December 1983 until March 1985, when
he succumbed to cancer.

Replacing Borrás as Defense Minister was long-time Radical politi-
cian Dr. Roque Carranza, who served for less than a year, dying in office in
February 1986. Although highly regarded personally, he did not have the
job long enough to make a significant mark on the Ministry of Defense or
the military.

Carranza’s successor, Germán López, moved from the Office of Sec-
retary General to the president to occupy the Defense portfolio. As a result
of a scandal involving members of the intelligence services working in his
Ministry, López was forced to resign in early June 1986. He, like his pred-
ecessors, made little difference in his short tenure.

Alfonsín’s fourth and last Defense Minister, Horacio Jaunarena, had
been with the Ministry from the beginning of the Alfonsín administration
as Secretary of Defense, the number-two man in the Ministry. Jaunarena
was in the job when the much heralded, but little advanced, Defense Law
finally began to make its way through the legislature to passage. He had to
deal with levantamientos (uprisings) within the military of Semana Santa,
Monte Caseros, and Villa Martelli. And Jaunarena was still present in the
wake of La Tablada, the guerrilla attack on an army garrison in January
1989 that many saw as a vindication of the military and that cast serious
doubt on the Defense Law.

The Joint Staff

The enhanced scope and power of the Ministry of Defense (as envi-
sioned by the Alfonsín administration) and the authority of the Minister
of Defense (as delegated by the president) to formally exercise operational
control over the armed forces made it logical that military authority over
the mission and direction of the armed forces should rest in that military
structure most closely tied to the Ministry of Defense and indeed subordi-
nate to it: the Armed Forces Joint Staff.
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The Joint Staff had existed for some years as a dependency of the
weak Defense Ministry structure of previous governments, but it never
had the control in military matters that it was to receive under the Alfon-
sín administration. The Argentine armed forces, under the commanders in
chief system, had always been autonomous in their organization, training,
and doctrine—and in their concepts of what jointness was all about. In
fact, they had been effectively compartmentalized, as Horacio Jaunarena
suggested in referring to the Malvinas conflict: “Each service fought its
own war.”144 No one had ever paid much attention to the Joint Staff, it had
not been in the chain of command, and members of the armed forces
mostly regarded it as a dead end in terms of assignment or promotion.

The Alfonsín administration, through the Ministry of Defense,
looked to change this, believing that joint planning and concentrating the
strategy and doctrine functions in the Joint Staff would reduce the au-
tonomous political power of the army, navy, and air force. These beliefs
eventually were enshrined in the Defense Law proposal to Congress.145

Through these measures, Alfonsín sought to strengthen vertical loyalty; as
he made clear in his first public speech after taking office to the
Granaderos, or Presidential Guard, “I know very well that it is absolutely
necessary to understand that our national Constitution, as in all civilized
countries on earth, establishes the subordination of the Armed Forces to
the powers established by the Constitution.”146 The Joint Staff, as the uni-
formed component of the MOD, was seen as a way to forge a major link
in this chain of constitutionality. But as one long-time student of the
MOD points out, “There did not exist experience or resources accumu-
lated in the core of the democratic forces . . . nor did there exist in the State
[Argentina] an institutional tradition or routines established to articulate
the relationship between the constitutional power and the Armed
Forces.”147 The Alfonsín administration conceived of the Joint Staff as a
major link in establishing such institutional traditions and routines con-
sonant with democratic government and not responsive to the au-
tonomous pretensions of the services and their political past, but defense
and military policy had always been left to the armed forces, individually,
and they had little incentive for surrendering autonomy.

Several early steps were taken to give the Joint Staff the necessary au-
thority and organization to carry out the new role envisioned for it. The
head of the Joint Staff, redesignated the Armed Forces Chief of Staff, be-
came the ranking military officer on active duty in the Argentine military,
with the rank of lieutenant general or its equivalent in the navy or air force.
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Three departments were created within the Joint Staff to operationalize the
concept of jointness: Personnel and Logistics, Operations and Intelligence,
and Policy and Strategy, which included doctrine. To staff these depart-
ments, the Joint Staff was empowered to draw on the very best that the
services had to offer, and service on the Joint Staff would no longer be con-
sidered prejudicial to military careers (according to one source, over 80 per-
cent of the Joint Staff was replaced in December 1983). The goal, according
to the first head of the Department of Policy and Strategy, was to create a
“new axis” for the professional military in Argentina.148 Or, as a later
Deputy Chief of the Joint Staff outlined it, the Joint Staff was supposed to
be the authoritative channel between the armed services and the Ministry
of Defense, providing the military guidance pursuant to MOD military and
defense policy to the now-subordinate armed forces and security force ad-
juncts of MOD.149 An integrated staff would lead to an integrated military
effort in addressing the defense needs of the country.

Meeting Opposition

Resistance to these measures and the ideas behind them was appar-
ent from the outset. It came from the military services that stood to lose
position, influence, and effective control of their own institutions if the
joint system were fully implemented. Resistance also came from some ele-
ments of the Radical Party, especially those associated with Coordinadora,
the Party’s youthful elements, who regarded moves that ultimately might
enhance military capabilities as a potential threat to their vision of civil-
ian government.

The actual evolution of the Joint Staff under these conditions was
troubled from the start. One immediate problem was the lack of a statute
defining the responsibilities and relationships of military organizations in
the constitutional regime (the applicable law, Ley de Defensa, would not be
passed until April 26, 1988, over 4 years into the Alfonsín administration).

Another controversy surfaced quickly over the president’s choice to
head the Joint Staff. Although he could appoint any serving officer to this
highest position, his selection of Army Brigadier General Julio Fernández
Torres (26 th in seniority among army generals when Alfonsín took office
and before the Proceso generals were out) occasioned an immediate dis-
pute with the new Chief of Staff of the Air Force, Brigadier Mayor Teodoro
Waldner, who held the higher grade at the time of Fernández Torres’ ap-
pointment.150 Fernández Torres was not formally promoted to lieutenant
general, resolving the seniority problem, for several months.
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This early jockeying for the top spot on the Joint Staff was an indi-
cation of service resistance to changing their autonomous instincts and
their desire to be treated as equals. For example, although no such provi-
sion was made in military regulations, the idea of rotating the top position
among the services gained much sympathy. Each service would have an
opportunity to gain prestige and further its interests, regardless of doctri-
nal, operational, or qualifications considerations relevant to the post. The
underlying values sustaining such behavior, not only military corporate-
ness and identification but also service institutional “horizontal loyalty,”
would undercut any idea of joint doctrine as being more than just the sum
of the individual service parts.

General Fernández Torres encountered a series of these problems
that would bedevil the Joint Staff during the Alfonsín administration and
eventually render it ineffective as a vehicle for establishing a new direction
in hierarchy in the civil-military relationship. A primary task of the Joint
Staff was to develop a new defense doctrine, which Fernández Torres
sought to do through his choice for Chief of the Policy and Strategy De-
partment, Brigadier General Heriberto Auel. Auel wanted to develop doc-
trine suitable to modern environments in both the conventional and non-
conventional senses, replacing what he termed “antiquated von der Goltz
[a long-dead German strategist] thinking” that he felt characterized the
Argentine military.151 He intended to end “conceptual stagnation,” a con-
dition that had resulted in the failures in both the Dirty War and the Malv-
inas conflict, and to replace it with a doctrine for “unpredictable war” (as
opposed to “total war” in the World War sense). In his view, such doctrine
would require strategic thinking, joint (not just coordinated) planning,
and operational control by the Joint Staff.152

But Auel quickly ran into opposition—particularly from the air force,
which had no interest in sharing or giving up any of its longtime interest in
air and space, not to mention operational control of air force assets. This
dispute bubbled over, leading to the relief of air force Brigadier Simari as air
force delegate to the Joint Staff. The air force further showed its displeasure
by its last-minute withdrawal from the first joint maneuvers planned by the
new Joint Staff in September 1984, “due to differences in doctrine as a con-
sequence of the part assigned to the air force in the exercise.”153

Complicating Auel’s doctrine and strategy formulation was the lack
of direction from civilian authorities on what exactly they wanted the
armed forces of Argentina to address. The armed forces always had un-
challenged authority in divining the potential threats to Argentina
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(hipótesis de conflicto, or scenarios of conflict) and the potential for mili-
tary responses (hipótesis de guerra, or scenarios for war). But Auel’s job
was to get such defense guidance from civilian authorities and to trans-
form it into Joint Staff doctrine that would prescribe the roles and mis-
sions of the military. Auel finally was able to get Alfonsín to approve a
joint planning and doctrine concept for external defense but not for any
military role in internal security. Some civilian authorities prevailed upon
Alfonsín not to define internal conflict as war on both philosophical and
practical grounds, arguing that the military was wrong to engage any part
of the Argentine population in hostilities, that responsibility for both in-
ternal and external security had been a linchpin of military authority for
decades, and that the time to redefine these mission responsibilities was
now. This argument would go far beyond the Joint Staff arena, would be
played out in the debate over the defense law, and would continue beyond
the Alfonsín administration.

A Weak Foundation

Adequate doctrine was not the only, perhaps not even the most
pressing, problem. Since the comprehensive defense law had not been
passed, the Joint Staff had no well-defined legal basis to do much of any-
thing. The command attributes—the real authority to command and
control the military, which had been taken away from the former com-
manders in chief—had been delegated by the president in some measure
to the Minister of Defense and to a much lesser extent to the service
Chiefs of Staff. In order for the Chief of the Joint Staff to exercise these
attributes on behalf of the Defense Minister under whom he served, he
needed subordinates with operational control directly in his chain of
command—in U.S. terminology, unified commands and commanders
(joint units). No such commands existed in Argentina. Territorial re-
sponsibilities and peacetime organization had always been divided
among the services, which—viewing the idea of joint commands and
joint staff control as likely to deliver a mortal blow to service autonomy
and their control of resources—were not keen to relinquish a final say in
dispositions and force structure. The strong service traditions and cus-
toms about a wide range of missions and responsibilities hindered moves
toward jointness. Consequently, as one Joint Staff source put it, the best
that the Chief of the Joint Staff could achieve would be parity with the
service Chiefs of Staff, not superiority.154

Moreover, the Joint Staff did not control the resources to achieve the
goals envisioned for it. Control and distribution of resources were key
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factors in defining the civil-military relationship. In the case of the Joint
Staff, the reorganization and restructuring necessary to implement an in-
tegrated command structure with unified, not service-specific, command
at the top would require considerable funds. New commands would have
to be created and staffed, a new communications system constructed, and
physical locations and equipment changed and modernized to fit with
new joint doctrine, training, and logistics. The funds available to achieve
this were very limited. The necessary commands and staffs were never
created, units were not redeployed, and training exercises were rarely
held. A little progress was made in coordinating logistics (common items)
and intelligence information, and one army general on the Joint Staff suc-
ceeded in establishing a Joint Staff course at the army Escuela Superior de
Guerra, which later became an independent course for mid-range officers
of all the armed forces.

But the Alfonsín administration did not give the military establish-
ment, even the Joint Staff that ostensibly was its instrument of operational
control, the resources that would have made possible an effective unified
force. Pleading economic hard times, Alfonsín prefaced calls for reform
with statements such as “in accordance with our own possibilities,” re-
flecting pressure to keep a lid on military resources.155 And consequently
the Joint Staff could not muster the clout to deal with the independent-
minded services, themselves severely strapped and not wont to surrender
anything to an integrated structure if they could help it.

Fernández Torres, then, was frustrated in almost all of his moves to
make the Joint Staff viable. In December 1984, at the end of his first year
in office, he made a report to the armed forces decrying the “worsening
decay in the situation of Argentina’s defense,” and he retired in March
1985.156 General Ricardo Pianta, who was retiring as Army Chief of Staff,
was offered the job but declined it. Alfonsín then appointed air force
Brigadier Mayor Teodoro Waldner, Fernández Torres’ early rival and the
ranking officer in all three services, to the top position.

Waldner did not succeed in making the Joint Staff any more au-
thoritative than Fernández Torres had. Indeed, many viewed his appoint-
ment as a vindication of those who advocated the traditional apportion-
ment of roles, missions, and resources among the services. Coordination,
planning, and some training done by a joint organization was all well and
good, but the services never accepted the idea of integrated units and uni-
fied command and control. Waldner’s own style reinforced this more col-
legial approach to military policy; he averred that he was not in favor of
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the “imposition” of jointness, but rather of an accord among the four
general staffs.157 Others were less sanguine in their assessment of the ef-
fectiveness of the Joint Staff under Waldner, who served until the end of
the Alfonsín administration. One flag officer who served at the Joint Staff
referred to it as a “paper tiger,” and the general consensus among those
best informed was that the real influence of the Joint Staff on the services
after 1984 was nil.158

Moreover, the inability of the Ministry of Defense to establish the
Joint Staff as the locus of uniformed authority in the Argentine military
establishment suited many in the Alfonsín administration. As Borrás had
indicated, they regarded reducing the political power of the military to be
a short-term goal, and interservice rivalry suited that objective.159 For
some, a small, weak, and underfunded military was more than enough.
The Chief of the Joint Staff might be a useful vehicle for reducing the
power of the individual service Chiefs of Staff, still perceived by many as
the main threat and potential source of coups despite their redesignation.

The resources to back up a fully integrated force with unified com-
mands did not come. Although a verbal and legal commitment was made
to jointness, as the defense law eventually showed, the civil-military rela-
tionship remained far more defined by service and civilian authorities’ in-
teractions than by regarding the military as subordinated via the joint
staff structure.

Military Hierarchy

The military services had always been autonomous in terms of in-
ternal organization and disposition of the military assets in Argentina.
This independence was reflected in the basic law concerning military per-
sonnel at the time of the transition, which formed much of the legal, for-
mal basis for estado militar in Argentina.160 But even before Alfonsín took
office, Provisional President Bignone, as part of the transition process, de-
creed the transfer of the command authority away from the commanders
in chief (redesignated as chiefs of staff) to the president himself as sole
Supreme Commander. Some powers were conferred upon the Chiefs of
Staff as well as the Minister of Defense, but the Chief of Staff was not
charged with command and administration of the armed force under
him in the measure the former commander in chief had been.161 Of par-
ticular importance was Decree 436, which placed all actions regarding su-
perior personnel (colonel or equivalent and above) in MOD hands. This
meant that almost no senior officer could be transferred, promoted, or re-
tired without action by the senior civilian in the defense chain and, in the
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case of promotions, approval and presentation to Congress by the presi-
dent himself.

The Chiefs of Staff of the armed forces, thus reduced in power and
lacking a defense law to codify a new arrangement in terms of mission and
organization (and the resources to carry one out if it existed), were faced
with demands to reorganize and restructure their debilitated military or-
ganizations. The underlying premise of the demands was: make do with
less. The Radicals had made campaign promises to reduce military expen-
ditures to “peacetime” levels. The parlous state of the economy and the
compelling needs of the Radical administration to divert funds elsewhere
reinforced the Radical premise (especially among its more militant stal-
warts) that fewer military resources would translate into fewer military
political resources.162 (Military people often used the term arrinconar, “to
put in a corner; to slight or neglect,” in describing their perception of the
attitude of the administration.)

Challenges for the Army

The army was most directly affected by this transfer of authority. The
air force and the navy—smaller and more technically advanced than the
large and dispersed army, with its greater territorial responsibilities—were
better able to weather the organizational storms. Both suffered some re-
ductions in size, but nowhere near those that befell the army. The air force
redistributed its assets into highly mobile forces, with enough aerodromes
and squadrons to maintain the integrity of the force. Its equipment, al-
though heavily depleted from Malvinas actions, was serviceable. The navy,
relatively untouched by the war (except for loss of the cruiser ARA Bel-
grano, which was not particularly significant in terms of total force), di-
vided its assets into an active and a standby fleet, thereby assuring that lim-
ited resources went to sustain the newer vessels and enhanced as much as
possible the navy’s capabilities. Major restructuring early on was not as
traumatic for the other services as for the army.

The army was faced with the most daunting task to restructure.
Numbering slightly more than 96,000 uniformed members (not including
cadets and students) in 1983, it sank to a low point in 1987 (for the Alfon-
sín administration) of just over 53,000, recovering slightly by 1989 to
57,500. But resistance to reorganizing the army, both from within and
without, was considerable. The army was spread throughout Argentina in
scores of units, tied into the local infrastructure, and long considered to be
the symbol of national power, especially in such places as Patagonia, the
Andean Cordillera, and Argentine Chaco. But reduced to taking in less
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than 40 percent of the usual number of conscripts by 1986 (in the modern
era, annual army conscription had been about 65,000), many units were
manned at one-quarter of anything the army considered adequate. But
other than reduced numbers, such reorganization as would take place was
motivated much more by political considerations than military ones.

The political restructuring that the Alfonsín administration sought
through Defense Minister Borrás centered on the vast military training
and schools complex at Campo de Mayo, just outside the federal capital,
and on the First Army Corps Headquarters in Palermo, a neighborhood in
the center of Buenos Aires. These two sites traditionally had provided the
wherewithal for military takeovers and were regarded as two symbols of
the military presence. (A third, Edificio General San Martín, the Army
Headquarters, looms large behind the Presidential Palace, Casa Rosada,
but in Alfonsín’s time in office no one suggested moving or changing it.)
Borrás’ plans began surfacing in public reports in August 1984: the disso-
lution or transfer of First Army Corps Headquarters.163 Also reported were
his desire to move the army training facilities at Campo de Mayo to the in-
terior and to sell 3,500 of the 5,000 hectares of Campo de Mayo.164

Borrás himself would accomplish only the first goal. First Army
Corps Headquarters was dissolved by a decree issued October 20, 1984,
along with a number of small units whose dissolution also seemed politi-
cally motivated: the Junín and Zárate Advance Intelligence Organizations,
and all the military police and electronic operations companies. The
standing down of these latter units was part of a general campaign to re-
duce (or eliminate if possible) the military intelligence services, which
many civilians regarded as major sources of the excesses that had occurred
in the antisubversive operations.165 The Corps Headquarters later was res-
urrected as IV Corps in Santa Rosa, La Pampa Province, at the terminus of
the Sarmiento Railroad and far from the center of governmental power.
But the massive unit moves that Borrás foresaw did not happen on his
watch or on Alfonsín’s. The units of I Corps were redistributed but not
physically relocated.

The motivation for army reorganization in the Alfonsín years died
with Borrás. Although other ostensible moves toward reorganization sur-
faced, such as the Commission for the Evaluation and Functioning of the
Army’s Organization report in October 1985 and a study entitled “Mod-
ernization of the Armed Forces” in June 1986, no major reorganization ever
took place in the army under Alfonsín.166 (Even in 1990, Argentine Army
officers at the highest levels were very much preoccupied with reorganizing
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the service, as it still remained to be done under President Menem. The or-
ganizational chart of the army in 1990 was virtually unchanged from that
of 1983.)167 The army was a shell, an undermanned version of its old self.
No money to organize joint units had been appropriated, and no resources
had been made available to restructure and consolidate the army’s far-flung
forces. The little that had been done, as during Borrás’ time, had the oppo-
site effect: disperse the command structure to make the military’s might
less adaptable to political purposes.

Personnel Changes

In another sense, however, the turnover in the highest levels of per-
sonnel (particularly the army) was continually reorganizing the armed
forces of Argentina. Because Alfonsín chose mostly junior officers as his
first Chiefs of Staff, seniority rules forbidding a senior officer of the same
rank to serve under his junior, even at that rank, obliged large numbers of
army, navy, and air force generals, admirals, and brigadiers to retire. A
number of others also retired rather than serve in the new circumstances.
(See table 2.)

This turnover also was evident in the number of Chiefs of Staff each
service had. The navy had only one, Admiral Ramón Arosa, former Chief
of the Military Household in the Bignone provisional government. A jun-
ior admiral, Arosa weathered the entire Alfonsín administration. This
meant that the navy’s very modest efforts at structural reorganization were
accomplished within the service and were relatively successful given the re-
source constraints at the time.

The air force had two chiefs of staff. The first, Waldner, was very sen-
ior, so few brigadieres in the air force were obliged to resign. When Wald-
ner became the Chief of the Joint Staff in March 1985, Brigadier Mayor
Ernesto Crespo succeeded him as Chief of Staff, where he would remain
until the end of the Alfonsín administration.

The situation was quite different in the army. Five chiefs of staff
served in the Alfonsín years, three of them for only a matter of months.
The first, General Jorge Arguindegui, was ranked 29th on the seniority list
when the interim Bignone government relinquished power, and his ap-
pointment occasioned the retirement or resignation of 35 of the 53 army
generals then on active duty. He served from December 1983 to early July
1984. As the first incumbent of the newly created and relatively weak chief
of staff position, Arguindegui felt the full effect of the Alfonsín govern-
ment’s attempts to establish control over the army. He grew increasingly
frustrated by his lack of authority, especially over senior officers. Because
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Arguindegui had no authority over those in the rank of colonel and above,
he had to ask the Defense Minister to exercise authority in matters of in-
ternal discipline. Borrás apparently was unwilling to follow Arguindegui’s
lead in the matter, and Arguindegui, frustrated by what he considered po-
litical interference in military matters, resigned.

Arguindegui was succeeded by his deputy, General Ricardo Pianta,
who served from July 1984 to early March 1985. Faced with the reorgani-
zation drive of Borrás, Pianta’s role was one mostly of damage control, try-
ing to ensure that the army lost as little ground as possible. When General
Fernández Torres quit as Chief of the Joint Staff in March 1985, Pianta was
nominated to succeed him, but he retired instead.

Pianta’s successor was General Hector Ríos Ereñú, the longest serv-
ing of the Army Chiefs of Staff under Alfonsín. His appointment caused a
sizeable number of retirements and resignations; 51 of the 53 generals
serving at the time of Alfonsín’s inauguration were no longer on active
duty within 2 years.168 During his tenure internal divisions, not just indi-
vidual discontent, became manifest in the army. In trying not to antago-
nize the civilian authorities at the time of serious civil-military confronta-
tion over the consequences of the antisubversive operations of 1976–1979,
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Table 2. Retirements and Promotions: Highest-Ranking Officers
(December 1983–January 1989)

Army Navy Air Force Total

In grade when Alfonsin became 53 25 36 114
President

Promoted during the constitutional 69 41 40 150
government

Total 122 66 76 264

Retirements when Alfonsin became 35 17 9 61
President

Retirements during the Alfonsin 54 25 39 118
government

Total retirements 89 42 48 179

On active duty (1989) 33 24 28 85

Source: Rosendo Fraga, La cuestión militar, 1987–1989 (Buenos Aires: Centro de Estudios Unión para la Nueva Mayoria, 1989), 125.



Ríos Ereñú instead alienated considerable numbers within his own force.
The Semana Santa (Holy Week) uprising ended his tenure in April 1987.

Next to serve as Army Chief of Staff was General José Dante Caridi,
from April 1987 to December 1988. He was faced with reestablishing the
internal discipline shattered by Semana Santa, while at the same time see-
ing through the Punto Final and Obediencia Debida laws that would free
most of his officers from the specter of the dock. But he had to put down
one uprising, Monte Caseros, and deal with another, Villa Martelli, that
ended his tenure as Chief of Staff.

The last Army Chief of Staff of the Alfonsín administration was Gen-
eral Francisco Gassino, who served from December 1988 until Alfonsín re-
signed the Presidency in July 1989. In January 1989, Gassino had to deal
with the guerrilla attack on La Tablada, an army garrison near Buenos
Aires. His handling of this situation, described in the next section, was re-
vealing of the state and nature of civil-military relations in Argentina by
that time.

The changeover rates of the Chiefs of Staff in the respective services
trickled through their hierarchies. Table 3 shows the average tenure of top-
level military officers in each service. Key units, such as Army Corps,
changed hands every few months. Staff positions at the headquarters suf-
fered similar turnover rates, as staff incumbents replaced field command-
ers. Consequently, serious organizational change within the armed forces
of Argentina was severely hampered in the army, where the greatest tur-
bulence occurred.

The Defense Law

The question of mission was perhaps even more difficult in civil-mil-
itary terms than that of organization. Until the Malvinas war, the armed
forces had been almost exclusively involved in what could be termed in-
ternal security matters, culminating in the drastic antisubversive campaign
of 1976–1979. The consequences of the Dirty War provided fuel for the
other aspect of civil-military relations in the Radical administration, the
review of the past. But the legacy of the Dirty War, coupled with the on-
going conflict between Argentina and Great Britain over the Malvinas and
other South Atlantic territories, also made clear that Alfonsín would have
to spell out the concept of national defense and to define the relationship
of the military services to defense needs and to civilian institutions if there
was to be any real chance of reforming and redirecting the military. No ob-
jective definition of the military role in the Argentine society existed. As
one Radical observer said, “The Constitution does not define in precise
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terms the mission of the armed forces.”169 Article 87 of the 1853 Constitu-
tion simply says that the President of the Republic disposes of the armed
forces to attend to the needs of the nation. But the general disposition even
of previous civilian governments had been to leave military matters in mil-
itary hands. The laws on the books had been promulgated during military
governments without debate and lacking real precedents. These military-
sponsored laws embodied a premise that was antithetical to any putative
Radical-sponsored defense law: that is, that both internal security and ex-
ternal defense were proper areas for the military derivation of hipótesis de
conflicto and within the normal purview of the military establishment.

Law 16,970, enacted at the beginning of the Onganía military regime
in 1966, evidenced the National Security Doctrine, which, in the Argentine
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Table 3. Average Tenure in Position: Highest-Ranking Officers
(December 1983–January 1989)

Number Average Tenure
Service Position Serving (in months)

Interservice: Chief of the Joint Staff 2 30

Deputy Chief of the Joint Staff 3 20

Army: Chief of Staff 5 12

Deputy Chief of Staff 6 10

Inspector General 6 10

Commanding General II Corps 6 10

Commanding General III Corps 8 7

Commanding General IV Corps 5 12

Commanding General V Corps 6 10

Navy: Chief of Staff 1 60

Deputy Chief of Staff 2 30

Chief of Naval Operations 3 20

Air Force: Chief of Staff 2 30

Deputy Chief of Staff 3 20

Chief of Air Operations 3 20

Source: Rosendo Fraga, La cuestión militar, 1987–1989 (Buenos Aires: Centro de Estudios Unión para la Nueva Mayoria, 1989), 169.



and other Latin American contexts, came to cover both defense and inter-
nal security, based on the idea of protecting vital interests of the nation.170

This defense law provided the military with the authority to be involved
either externally or internally in cases where those interests were substan-
tially threatened or order had broken down. Though a little more explicit
in its assignment of responsibilities than the Constitution, the law did
nothing to limit the military as an autonomous agent in defense matters.

Its successor, Law 21,264, enacted by the junta that had evicted Mrs.
Perón from the Presidency in May 1976, was called the Law of National Se-
curity. Basic law of the Proceso government, anathema to the Radicals as the
root of the repression by that military government, it permitted general
military intervention in matters of internal security. It established Special
Stable War Councils, which dealt with matters of internal order. The net ef-
fect of this law from a Radical point of view was that it gave the military
carte blanche to carry out the Dirty War with no restraining legalities.

But a type of law that had been easy for the military governments to
promulgate was exceedingly difficult for the Radical government to legis-
late. The Radicals themselves were not of one mind on the matter, and they
did not control both houses of Congress. Moreover, the more explicit
focus of the early Alfonsín administration was not on what the armed
forces should do but on how they should be brought to account for what
they had already done. Defense and military policy were lower on the po-
litical agenda than bringing the military establishment to justice and mar-
ginalizing it politically.171

Consequently, the Alfonsín administration had a much better sense
of what it did not want to see happen concerning these roles and missions
than of what it did want.172 The government wanted nothing to do with
anything that might smack of the hated National Security Doctrine, the
guiding principle of the military governments. Therefore, the military
was to have no role in internal matters. The administration did not want
anything resembling military autonomy, desiring that the changes already
made in subordination, such as the empowering of the Minister of De-
fense and the elimination of the command authority from the Chiefs of
Staff, be codified into law. Moreover, through the defense law proposal, it
sought to institutionalize the notion of jointness by giving primacy to the
Joint Staff as the locus of doctrine, plans and training, and strategy, and
not permitting the services to “fight their own wars” nor to be responsi-
ble for hipótesis de conflicto or hipótesis de guerra. Hence, in spite of its im-
portance in any meaningful reform, the defense law was slow in evolving.
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Not until August 21, 1985, more than a year and a half into the Alfonsín
administration, did the Chamber of Deputies pass the Defense Law as
proposed. This version remained before the Senate for over 2 more years
and was debated not only by the legislators but also by the chiefs of staff
of the army, navy, and air force in their testimony before the Senate De-
fense Commission in 1986. Their objections centered on the narrow def-
inition of national defense as repelling external aggression, the exclusion
of military intelligence agencies from having a role in the internal sector
(the Alfonsín administration had “civilianized” the State Information Ser-
vice, which was dominated by military personnel), and the lack of desig-
nation of each service head as the service commander in chief again.173

Others argued over whether the very broad powers the Argentine presi-
dent had to employ armed force in the nation, to whatever end, should
be, or could be, delimited by the defense law. The Alfonsín administra-
tion, then, sought a law that would definitively establish the division of
labor and authority with respect to the military, a very tall order indeed.

The defense law remained in limbo, as practically all attention di-
rected at the military was about the Dirty War and human rights. Reintro-
duced in the House in a modified version and passed in December 1987,
the law finally passed the Senate on April 26, 1988. Two uprisings in the in-
terim (Semana Santa in April 1987 and Monte Caseros) had brought home
the effects of the lack of a definitive statute determining the status of the
military. Until then, the Senate had ignored the bill (a member of the Sen-
ate Defense Committee reported that it met in plenary session an average
of only once a year; Congress was rarely a player in defense matters of any
sort, most being done under ministerial authority by executive order).174

The Ley de Defensa Nacional 175 established the primacy of the presi-
dent, the civilian and military nature of the defense establishment and the
components thereof (the Ministry of Defense and a National Defense
Council), the tasking of the Joint Staff, and the subordinated nature of the
Chiefs of Staff and the services. But it was more notable for what it ex-
cluded than for what it included. The difference between national defense
and internal security was to be permanent; defense was to be concerned
only with external aggression (Article 2). Article 4 stated that “internal se-
curity will be ruled by a special law,” which was never promulgated during
the Alfonsín administration. Moreover, again reflecting what the adminis-
tration did not want, Article 15 of the law specifically forbade the military
intelligence services from working questions concerned with internal pol-
icy. The reputed role of the servicios, as military intelligence organizations
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were pejoratively called, still haunted the Radical and Peronist legislators.
The new law abrogated the old ones, particularly Law 16,970, seeking to
lay to rest forever the specter of the National Security Doctrine.

Implementing legislation for many aspects of the law were deliber-
ately left for a later time. The National Defense Council had one year to
come up with a series of major legislative proposals outlined in Article 46
of the law: organic laws for the armed forces and for defense production,
laws for territorial organization and mobilization, organic laws for the
Gendarmería Nacional and Prefectura Naval, a law defining the national
intelligence system, and a law concerning state secrets. In other words, Ar-
gentina had a defense law that was a basis for defense policy, but provisions
for generating an implementing military policy were delayed. Moreover,
no date was established for the presentation of a legislative proposal for the
special law governing internal security. The matter of response to “internal
aggression” was closed to the military but undefined elsewhere. This arti-
cle in the law was based on the premise, widely held by the Radicals, that
no internal aggression was likely, or even possible, against the democratic
government. However, less than a year after the law was passed, the Radi-
cals had a rude awakening.

La Tablada

On January 23, 1989, a ferocious armed attack took place at the bar-
racks of the Third Infantry Regiment at La Tablada, a community and gar-
rison in the province of Buenos Aires near the federal capital. The attack-
ers spread leaflets as they assaulted the garrison, decrying “Marxist
subversion within the government” and the ruling Radical Party’s “cam-
paign to destroy the army.”176 Consequently, many initially believed that
another military uprising was in progress, seeking to take over a military
garrison and proclaim a “new Argentine Army” in the mold attributed to
Colonel Mohamed Ali Seineldin, leader of the Villa Martelli uprising a
month and a half earlier. Even military leaders not on the immediate scene
of the attack initially were fooled. The government thought it was dealing
with yet another protest by dissident officers. But before long it under-
stood that this was something far different from the nearly bloodless con-
frontations of the military dissidents.

The attackers arrived in a beverage truck and eight private vehicles
outside the garrison. Conscript soldiers fighting back against the attack-
ers were killed and wounded, outcomes that had been assiduously
avoided in the military confrontations. First the Buenos Aires Provincial
Police were called to quell the attack, but the attackers had entrenched
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themselves in the regiment’s mess hall and put up fierce resistance. This
was not just another uprising. It was the first attack in force by armed in-
surgents against an army garrison since the ERP assault on the Monte
Chingolo Ordnance Battalion in December 1975, even before the Dirty
War era.177 And it turned out to be more severe than any of the eight sim-
ilar attacks that occurred during the 1970s.

The actions of the provincial police were insufficient to dislodge the
insurgents. Consequently, General Gassino, then Army Chief of Staff, dis-
patched units of the 10th Motorized Infantry Brigade, the Patricios Infantry
Regiment, Military Institute troops, and Commando Unit 601 (Rangers) to
relieve the garrison. Under the redistribution of command authority and
the provisions of the new Defense Law, however, the Army Chief of Staff
had no authority to move his own troops in a situation affecting internal
security, even in defense of his own units. Gassino essentially exceeded his
formal authority. In an instance of extreme threat, the corporate military
institution reacted as it always had, in defense of its own. Horizontal loyalty
superseded vertical loyalty, but the legitimacy of Gassino’s action would not
be seriously questioned by the administration.178

The battle lasted about 32 hours, but the police, supported by army
tank and artillery fire that practically destroyed the installation, eventually
overcame the guerrillas. The casualties were staggering: 2 policemen and 8
soldiers dead (including the deputy commander of the regiment, his
tongue cut out by the guerrillas), 58 other government soldiers and police
wounded, and 28 guerrillas killed. Some 13 insurgents surrendered, and
from documents recovered from them at the scene, the real nature of the
attack unfolded.

The attackers were identified as belonging to a small Leftist group
called Movimiento Todos por la Patria (MTP), the All for the Fatherland
Movement. Among the attacker dead was Jorge Baños, leader of the
movement and former human rights activist. Baños had been a lawyer for
Enrique Gorriarán Merlo, a former ERP leader. Some reports linked Gor-
riarán himself to the attack. Captured documents revealed that the at-
tackers tried to create the impression that the military, in a new uprising,
had attacked their own barracks, and that they, the MTP, had acted as a
popular resistance to overcome the rebellion. Counting on another
groundswell of popular indignation such as had greeted the actual mili-
tary uprisings, they planned to lead a convoy to the Casa Rosada and call
on Alfonsín to put himself at the head of a popular armed movement (the
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speculative tercer movimiento, following the first under Irigoyen and the
second under Perón).

As outlandish as this scenario seems in retrospect, the guerrilla plot
and attack were the Alfonsín government’s worst nightmare come true. The
Alfonsín defense policy implicitly rested on the assumption that a guerrilla
attack against any entity of a truly democratic regime was unthinkable. The
military had been marginalized de jure from involvement in internal mat-
ters but had de facto been the only force capable of dislodging and defeat-
ing the attackers. Worse, it provided the basis for claims by the military to
be vindicated in their actions in terms of internal defense in the Proceso
years. The “special law” indicated in the Defense Law to govern internal se-
curity did not yet exist. The legitimacy of the use of military force in the in-
ternal environment remained an unsettled question.

The political ramifications were severe. In a nationally televised
speech on January 25, 1989, Alfonsín reported that the guerrilla attack was
“the most serious and most decisive challenge faced by my administra-
tion”—having already experienced three armed military uprisings—and
that Argentina faced “armed aggression of irregular ultraleftist forces.”179

He also congratulated the men of the army “who acted with determination
and courage to check the action of the criminals.”

The fact that the attack occurred only 3 months before the presiden-
tial elections in 1989 aroused speculation (Carlos Menem, the Peronist
candidate and future president, made statements to the press) that ele-
ments in the Alfonsín administration had a hand in the plot in order to
short-circuit the election and perpetuate the current Radical administra-
tion in power. Several military sources attributed at least tacit support for,
and knowledge of, the plot and the consequent attack to Alfonsín admin-
istration members who were alumni of Coordinadora. In the military view,
the leadership of the Radical youth had extreme Leftist leanings and may
have seen a resurgence of the armed Leftist movement as the way to follow
the Alfonsín regime with some form of revolutionary populism—the ter-
cer movimiento.180

On January 25, Alfonsín issued two decrees to attempt to limit the
damage. Decree 82 enjoined the Procuración General de la Nación (the Ar-
gentine equivalent to the U. S. Attorney General) to conduct an in-depth
investigation of the attack.181 Decree 83 acted more directly on defense
policy and determination of mission, creating a Security Council com-
posed of the Ministers of Defense, Interior, and Foreign Relations, the
Secretary of Intelligence, the Chief of the Joint Staff, and the service
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Chiefs of Staff.182 The Secretary of the Council was to be appointed by the
president and would advise him. The stated scope of matters for the
Council’s consideration included a “strategy for antisubversive action.”
The Council’s inclusion of the top military figures was a specific ratifica-
tion of military interest and involvement in internal security matters.

A subsequent decree of March 10, 1989, gave substance to the work
of the Security Council.183 It created a Committee of Internal Security,
whose membership included the Minister of Defense and the Chief of the
Joint Staff, and it charged the Minister of Defense with maintaining the
current situation profile. Although the decree made the police and secu-
rity forces the first line of defense against internal armed groups, it specif-
ically provided for the intervention of the armed forces when such police
and security forces were insufficient, and it allowed the president to desig-
nate a military chief of all forces engaged in a specific action. It further
provided for intelligence support by all members of the National Intelli-
gence System.

The Alfonsín administration had sought to reform the mission and
organization of estado militar by changing de jure the legal bases for the re-
lationship of the military institutions to the civilian authorities of govern-
ment. This effort was consistent with the current of legitimacy upon which
the Alfonsín regime’s claim to political authority rested: the constitutional
current, Estado de Ley. But the military organization in reality had changed
little. The organizational integrity of the services had not been changed, nor
had the joint units that might have created a basis for a truly different struc-
ture been formed. The inertia of territorial organization was maintained.
The three services still operated basically as three separate entities, rein-
forcing at least aspirations of autonomy. Although the Ministry of Defense
had been accorded a much greater role than previously in establishing de-
fense and military policy, and command authority had been conferred
largely on civilians, few understood what that involved in practical terms.
The lack of expertise was exacerbated by personnel turbulence, both in the
Ministry of Defense and in the armed services, particularly in the army.
This impeded translating the de jure provisions of the Alfonsín reform ef-
fort concerning mission and organization into de facto guidelines for
changing military institutional behavior.

The La Tablada incident illustrated these inconsistencies. The use of
military force in an internal political dispute, in circumstances that con-
formed to the military’s beliefs about its proper role in the society, un-
dermined the pretensions of the Alfonsín administration’s military and
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defense policy. The de facto civil-military relationship remained, in the
mission and organization senses, based on competing claims to authority.
Civilian control had not been definitively achieved.

Resources and Industry
Although organizational and legal constructs are fundamental to

defining estado militar and establishing legitimacy of authority, nothing can
be guaranteed without resources and a resource base. Control of resources
and how and by whom they are used was key to Alfonsín’s reform effort.

Money

The ability to exert a claim on the public purse had always been an
important attribute of the Argentine military establishment. Because de-
fense is considered an inherent obligation, indeed a duty, of government,
the amount of public resources that the military could command has been
crucial to its political power. The military claim on resources grew during
the 1970s and early 1980s to considerable proportions, hitting an all-time
high of 29.2 percent of government expenditures in 1980 for the armed
forces and the security forces (Border Troops and Coast Guard) alone, not
including the Ministry of Defense itself.184 This figure represented 4.3 per-
cent of the gross domestic product (GDP), which with a similar figure of
4.7 percent in 1981 would set high levels of the total national output de-
voted to the military. This trend reflected the military’s ability to obtain re-
sources both to press the antisubversive campaign of 1976–1979 and to
engage in a military buildup in the face of perceived threats from Chile
(the Beagle Channel dispute and border problems in the south).

Clearly, then, securing and exercising control over the budget of the
military establishment was a major way to change the civil-military rela-
tionship. The election of 1983 and the concomitant restoration of Con-
gress imbued the Alfonsín administration with authority under the Con-
stitution to exercise control over public expenditure. No longer could a
military president in effect ratify and fund the military’s requests, and Al-
fonsín did not intend to do so.

The calendar year 1984 revealed the Alfonsín administration’s plans
for controlling military power by severely curtailing military expenditures.
Pleading difficult economic times and serious needs elsewhere, Defense
Minister Borrás took a budget request to Congress almost 40 percent
smaller than that of 1983 in terms of the percentage of GDP.185 Although
numbers varied depending upon what one included as the military’s
budget, the impact on the services was very severe. Increasing the impact
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of these reduced funding levels were the effects of high inflation and late
adoption of the budget for the year. By the time the money arrived in the
military’s coffers, its purchasing power had eroded even further.

Figure 2 shows the differences in resource allocation of the military
and civilian governments. The amount of money available to the armed
forces dropped, reaching a low point of some 2.4 percent of GDP in 1987
and 1988. This amount is not much different from the period 1970–1974,
during which the average of GDP was 2.3 percent.186 But during the years of
the Proceso government, the military establishment grew considerably larger
than the peacetime one of the early 1970s, and it had spent billions, much of
it borrowed money, on equipment and other military wants. Debt service,
strictly imputed, consumed most of the military budget. Little money was
available for salaries and operations, not to mention pensions for an aging,
top-heavy military. And it had the consequence of reinforcing inertia in
terms of restructuring, the linchpin of reform, especially in the army.

The military most directly felt the budget reductions at all levels of
the hierarchy in salaries. The Alfonsín government unlinked the military
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Figure 2. Relationship between the Armed Forces and Security Forces
Budget and the Gross Domestic Product (1970–1988)

Source: Rosendo Fraga, La cuestión militar, 1987–1989 (Buenos Aires: Editorial Centro de Estudios Unión para la Nueva Mayoria, 1989), 133.
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pay scale from that of the judiciary, by far the most rewarding of the na-
tional pay scales, under which a lieutenant general made the same salary as
the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court. The military salaries became the
same as the normal civil servant scale, a situation that severely reduced the
purchasing power of military members. The subjective comparison was
even worse when military salaries in the Alfonsín years were compared
with those of the Proceso, when a grossly overvalued peso meant that a
general was making the nominal equivalent of about U.S. $4,000 a month
(plus numerous perks). In the Alfonsín years, he was fortunate if he earned
the nominal equivalent of $400.

The salary crisis also had severe effects on the operations of the mili-
tary. Unable to live on what they were paid, many military members, in-
cluding officers, took second jobs—a circumstance unheard of in Argentine
military life. Participants in the 1987 and 1988 uprisings cited the resulting
drop in prestige in the minds of military officers as a basis for the revolts.

The effects on operations also were severe. Most of the budget went
toward paying the restrained salary schedule and servicing the military’s
enormous debt. No money was available for training or even day-to-day
operations. Hence, flying hours and steaming time were reduced, and
training exercises for military units became few and far between. Mainte-
nance, especially in the army, became sporadic. For example, 90 percent of
the army’s tanks reportedly were out of service at one time due to mainte-
nance deficiencies.187

Delays in receiving such money as the Congress and administration
would eventually make available to the services also caused serious prob-
lems and hardships. Final budgets were approved late in the year, and the
value of the money had been reduced by inflation. Consequently the army,
in particular, fell behind in its payments to suppliers, often by as much as
180 days. This led in at least one instance to a boycott by army suppliers.188

As time went on, suppliers inflated prices in anticipation of being paid late
in devalued currency, a practice that further reduced available funds for
the services.189 By the end of 1984, many units were on a half-day sched-
ule, stopping work before noon because the military could not provide
meals. Even the army headquarters went on reduced time to save money.190

The beleaguered military wound down, almost coming to a standstill and
unable to do much of anything except struggle for its own survival. Such
a state of affairs provided fertile soil for dissidents who, beset for other rea-
sons, would seek redress through confrontation.
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Manpower

Other than money, manpower was the most visible measure of
strength for the military. Because of the cadre-conscript organization of
the military, most of its purported strength lay in the 1-year conscripts
who were inducted under the obligatory service laws then in effect (a lot-
tery each year drew from the year group of all 18-year-old males eligible to
serve). Although the navy and air force inducted some conscripts—usually
those willing to serve longer terms to avoid the army—it was the army that
depended on the conscription to fill out its far-flung units dispersed
throughout Argentina.

The normal size of an annual army induction in the latter half of the
20th century had been some 65,000 conscripts. During the Proceso govern-
ment, to counter perceived threats in the south and to create new units in
even more remote places, the total rose to some 78,000. In 1983, the year
before the Alfonsín regime, 64,640 reportedly were conscripted, near the
historical average.191 A comparison of this level of manning and that of the
Alfonsín years is provided in table 4. (For the 15 or so years before the Pro-
ceso period buildup, the Argentine Army was estimated to have 5,000 offi-
cers, 15,000 NCOs, and 65,000 conscripts. The navy had about 32,000 in
all ranks, and the air force, about 17,000.)

The Alfonsín regime’s desire to minimize military presence and in-
fluence, coupled with the budget drop in 1984, put heavy pressure on the
military to substantially reduce the number of conscripts called to active
duty in 1985. Even before that, in 1984, the army was obliged to release
many of its conscripts early, both because it could not feed and clothe
them and because the president authorized the Army Chief of Staff to let
them go, a clear expression of his desires in the matter. Many of the 62,902
inducted in 1984 were thus out of the army in a matter of months.

After 1984, the conscription of young males into the army experi-
enced a nearly 55 percent diminution, hitting a low point of 24,921, then
leveling off near 30,000. Hence, the army under Alfonsín was about 60 per-
cent the size of its historical norm but was still dispersed in the same num-
ber of units with a deteriorating armament, equipment, supply, and main-
tenance situation. By 1988, the total size of the armed forces was estimated
at 78,000, or some 60 percent of their former normal strength.192

Despite the diminished number of active-duty members in the
armed forces, the few efforts to change the basis upon which recruiting for
the bulk of the manpower was done were unsuccessful. Law 4,031, passed
in 1901, remained the legal underpinning of the cadre-conscript system by
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which the Argentine armed forces were manned. Although some propos-
als to move toward a voluntary service system were made periodically dur-
ing the Alfonsín years, only one real effort was made to do so: a navy pilot
program inaugurated in mid-1987 to recruit volunteers for some techni-
cal billets. But the program was only a modest one, and it did not meet ex-
pectations. Navy Chief of Staff Admiral Arosa, assessing the program a
year later, said only 500 of the 700 candidates turned out to be medically
qualified. Moreover, their incorporation occurred at the time of the army
uprising at Monte Caseros, and another 200 had second thoughts. Only
300 made it to the units of the navy.193 So volunteers, outside of the officer
and NCO cadres, remained a handful of former conscripts who decided to
extend their enlistment (about 1 percent in the army). Voluntary military
service would have to await another administration.

Equipment and Armament

The other visible manifestations of military power were armament
and equipment. The Proceso government had spent several billion dollars
on armaments for the Argentine military and contracted for much more.
Before Alfonsín took over, the Bignone interim government continued
contracting, especially to make up for losses the Argentine armed forces
suffered in the Malvinas conflict.

With the advent of the Alfonsín administration, this effort was se-
verely curtailed. Within 2 years, the Ministry of Defense practically halted
arms imports, devoting what money it had to fulfilling contracts already
in force. Table 5 details Argentina’s arms imports from 1973 to 1986.

A comparison of the Alfonsín and Proceso years makes clear the pre-
cipitous decline in arms importation. In addition to the efforts of the ad-
ministration, outside actors prevented some contracts from being ful-
filled—most notably, British pressure on the U.S. government stalled the
Argentine Navy contract with Israel for 12 Skyhawk A4Q navy fighters, a
U.S.-designed airplane with U. S. engines. The Argentine military had to
rely more on internal means to provide for equipment needs, which would
affect the services quite differently. The navy was the most able to sustain
a reequipment and modernization effort. Continuing a fairly robust con-
struction program begun in the early 1970s (with the laying down of the
Type-42 missile destroyer Santísima Trinidad), it sought to incorporate
new vessels into the fleet, including submarines and frigates, built in Ar-
gentine shipyards under contract with foreign companies for design and
machinery. The air force, although not able to build its own fighters and
interceptors, was able to maintain what it had acquired and to supplement
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its fleet with a few locally produced aircraft. Although the army had been
least affected by the loss of major end items in the Malvinas conflict, it had
a very difficult time even acquiring spare parts for its aging inventory. It
was not alone with this problem. The navy sought to sell its two British
Type-42 destroyers, one of which had been built in Argentina with British
assistance before the Malvinas war. British policy had made the acquisition
of spare parts virtually impossible.194 The air force, cut off from spare parts
for many of its planes by British pressure on the United States, also turned
inward, and Air Force Chief of Staff Ernesto Crespo bragged that the force
had developed a formidable in-house maintenance capability for its for-
eign-built planes.195

Things were little better at the Ministry of Defense level. Although
the MOD had the power of the purse (within the limits set by the Con-
gress), the lack of civilian manpower with a true appreciation of defense
needs was evident. The Minister of Defense could apportion smaller
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Table 5. Arms Imports (1973–1986)

Year Millions of Dollars (1983 constant value)

1973 98

1974 72

1975 52

1976 82

1977 62

1978 528

1979 660

1980 254

1981 560

1982 303

1983 975

1984 435

1985 140

1986 95

Source: Ernesto López, “Gasto militar en la Argentina: 1970–1986,” in Defensa y democracia, un debate entre civiles y militares, coord. 
Gustavo Druetta et al. (Buenos Aires: Puntosur, Editores, 1990), 325.



shares of the total defense budget to the services (the amount of the de-
fense budget retained at the Ministry of Defense level would grow from 24
percent in 1981 to 33 percent in 1988, an increase of over one third).196 He
also could change the ratio of monies among the services (the army’s share
of the service-designated money, historically the largest, fell from 40 per-
cent in 1981 to 33 percent in 1988; the navy’s share rose from 35 percent
to 40 percent, and the air force posted a small gain, 25 percent to 27 per-
cent),197 but the path to accomplishing a major restructuring of the armed
forces, essential to reform, remained unclear. The funds reserved for the
MOD were consumed by paying for its own personnel and material needs,
financing joint activities including the Joint Staff, and servicing the de-
fense-related debt.

The mismatch between operational requirements, as the military
services had been used to elaborating them and carrying them out, and the
resources available was considerable. Each service had always defined its
own mission and then had sought, again on its own authority, the re-
sources necessary to do it. Attempts by the administration to change this
state of affairs were important politically, as they tried to subordinate the
military services to the Ministry of Defense and to put control of the re-
sources in civilian hands. But there were few knowledgeable civilian hands
into which to put such control, and there was no system for reconciling the
mission-resources dilemma.

In 1986, the Alfonsín administration finally agreed to accept outside
help. In that year, the Ministry of Defense enacted a pilot program of the
Planning, Programming, and Budgeting System used by the United States
military.198 This system constituted the major contribution of the United
States, distrusted for its role in the Malvinas war, to the civil-military rela-
tions equation in Argentina during the Alfonsín years.199 The system
stresses jointness, multiyear planning, a systematic approach to defense
missions and needs, and clear civilian control from the president down
through the chain of command. Although the system was fully imple-
mented by the end of 1989, it would remain for a future administration to
assess the fruits, or lack of them, of Ministry-level allocation of resources.
The final stage required linking programs and budgets to strategic military
planning, and the experience of the Joint Staff and the relationship of the
services to it, added to the vagaries of the new Defense Law, left the Ar-
gentine military still unable to distinguish between wants and needs.
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Industry

On December 23, 1983, 2 weeks after his inauguration, Alfonsín at-
tempted to subordinate yet another valuable resource of the military to di-
rect civilian control. He issued Decree 280, which transferred Fabricaciones
Militares from the army’s jurisdiction to that of the Ministry of Defense.
The Ministry already had majority participation in a number of joint ven-
tures with other state entities or private interests, including the naval ship-
yards Talleres Navales Dársena Norte (TANDANOR), Astilleros y Fábricas
Navales del Estado (AFNE), and Astilleros Domecq García; the medium tank
factory Tanque Argentino Mediano Sociedad del Estado (TAMSE); electron-
ics concerns; and a small forging plant. But Fabricaciones Militares, with its
14 subsidiary factories and its majority financial interest in the vast So-
ciedad Mixta Siderúrgica Argentina (SOMISA) steelworks, its iron supplier
Hierro Patagónico Sierra Grande (HIPASAM), and substantial financial in-
terests in a complex of chemical concerns, was the linchpin of the military-
industrial complex.200 General Savio began this enterprise in 1941. The Es-
cuela Superior Técnica (Higher Technical School), established in 1930,
trained generations of engineers and scientists for the army. These special-
ists ran the military-industrial complex of the army, and large numbers of
retired officers had seats on the boards of the various mixed companies and
in the employ of Fabricaciones Militares itself.

The Fabricaciones Militares complex now fell under the jurisdiction
of the Secretary of Defense for Production, one of the principal civilian as-
sistants of the Minister of Defense. His task was not only to assure civilian
control of the military-industrial complex but also to decide how to re-
duce the economic effects of this vast organization in Argentina. A civilian
was appointed to head Fabricaciones Militares (a billet historically filled by
an Argentine Army major general), and efforts were made to extend civil-
ian control down to the operating levels. But the army engineers that ran
the organization on a day-to-day basis were well entrenched, both organi-
zationally and in terms of their specific knowledge of the operations of the
14 factories. Examples of the tension between the civilians and the military
included a Defense Ministry decision that Fabricaciones Militares would be
externally audited, and a minicrisis occasioned by the reshuffling of the
Fabricaciones Militares board so that it consisted of four civilians and two
military officers (apparently provoking a near revolt among the rank-and-
file military officers at the institution).201 In the end, the operators, in-
cluding such key positions as the Division Chiefs for Production and De-
velopment and the managers of the factories, remained military.202 This
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outcome allayed a major concern among military officers that they would
be commanded within a military institution by civilians, which was pro-
hibited by the fundamental military statute (Law 19,101).

Breaking the military hold on the military-industrial complex, which
was a major contributor to the gross national product (GNP), was not
easy. The complex included Fabricaciones Militares, the other Ministry of
Defense holdings, and the air force’s aircraft production companies in
Córdoba, which did not come under MOD in Alfonsín’s time. According
to a former Secretary of Defense for Technical Planning in the MOD, two
approaches were tried, and both would fall short.203

The first attempt was to set up a holding company to act as an um-
brella organization for all military industries. This idea surfaced as a pro-
posal for a bill in April 1985, seeking to establish a “General Savio State
Corporation.” This law would have repealed Law 12,709 of October 9,
1941, the founding statute of Fabricaciones Militares. The holding com-
pany was to be able to enter into negotiations for all weapons and equip-
ment purchases and all exports and service contracts.204 This idea was
found to be unworkable in 1985. Defense Minister Jaunarena later sought
to resurrect the idea as a vehicle for privatizing military holdings. Fabrica-
ciones Militares continued to exist as a separate entity—as would the air-
craft production facilities, still under the air force—and the various com-
panies in which the MOD had a financial interest went on as before.

The other route considered to diminish direct military control over
industries was privatization, particularly for those companies run or con-
trolled by Fabricaciones Militares whose production was not military in
nature, such as the chemical companies. Nonetheless, the Alfonsín admin-
istration was reluctant to tamper with an economic asset, albeit one that
lost money (as did almost all state enterprises in Argentina), and one that
was so visible in the economy, providing substantial employment and
products. Moreover, in a fragile economy, the amount of private sector in-
terest in purchasing state enterprises that might not make sense competi-
tively was not overwhelming. Consequently, when Defense Minister
Jaunarena finally organized a series of proposals under the Defense Pro-
duction Secretariat to sell five of the petrochemical companies, the naval
shipyards, and the tank factory, there was no rush of buyers for them. By
the end of the Alfonsín administration, only one company, Atanor S.A.M.,
a petrochemical concern, had been sold.205

The air force arranged the only successful efforts at joint ventures
with private interests. It worked closely with such firms as Germany’s
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Dornier and Brazil’s Embraer through an aerospace joint venture firm
Fábrica Argentina de Materiales Aeroespaciales. This joint venture pro-
duced the IA–63 trainer, which sold well abroad, and led to the co-pro-
duction with Brazil of a small 19-passenger transport (which debuted in
1990, after the Alfonsín government). Not only were aircraft a success eco-
nomically for Argentina, but also when Defense Minister Jaunarena was
resurrecting the idea of Fabricaciones Militares as an overall agency under
the MOD, he noted that the air force was taking similar (albeit independ-
ent) action.206

The efforts of Fabricaciones Militares to sell abroad were not very
successful; the enterprise offered little that was competitive, and Foreign
Minister Dante Caputo blocked most sales anyway. The Ministry of De-
fense had little more luck with Tanque Argentino Mediano (TAM), an Ar-
gentine medium tank produced by the wholly owned firm of TAMSE.
Once the needs of the Argentine Army were met, efforts were made to sell
a number of units. But the eventual price at which the tank and its deriv-
atives were offered abroad was set too high, and that, coupled with other
restrictions, meant that there were no takers. An offer from Ecuador,
which was considering replacing its dated AMX–13 with TAM, was headed
off by Alfonsín himself in conversations with Ecuador’s president.207

The Alfonsín administration’s efforts at reforming the military pro-
duction capabilities of the armed forces had minimal results. The major
role of the military-industrial complex in the economy mitigated efforts to
reduce the military component of its direction, as evidenced by the reten-
tion of military personnel in key positions. Moreover, two-thirds of the
production of the 14 factories of Fabricaciones Militares went to civilian
uses anyway, and pressure was considerable to leave well enough alone.208

Successful programs, such as the air force’s aircraft construction in Cór-
doba, continued with a substantial degree of autonomy; marginal pro-
grams, such as the tank program, found no buyers for products or facili-
ties, but the capabilities remained intact and remained a part of the
military-industrial complex. The navy eventually suffered the same fate; it
had invested heavily in expensive submarine and surface vessel facilities
and equipment and almost had to suspend building in the 1980s due to
lack of funds.

Overall, the attempted reallocation of resources by the Radical gov-
ernment did not significantly further the reform aims of the Alfonsín ad-
ministration. Such adjustments as did occur seemed the result as much of
exogenous factors, such as debt and lack of manpower, as of conscious
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policy. Although the armed forces clearly were obliged to “make do with
less,” their basic modus operandi remained almost unchanged, and little
restructuring that would alter the de facto patterns of subordination,
control, and influence occurred. The military, as its leaders professed
many times, recognized the dire economic situation of the country and
the need to constrain public expenditures in general. Indeed, they pro-
claimed themselves supporters of a smaller, but better, force.209

But the draconian nature of the budget cuts—particularly as re-
flected in salary cuts and substantially reduced standards of living for mil-
itary personnel, especially junior officers and NCOs—engendered discon-
tent that would result not in a “smaller, better” force but in a “smaller,
bitter” one. The armed forces saw lowered funding levels and the reduc-
tion of conscription as attacks on their institution and as efforts to reduce
their prestige by undermining their standard of living and reducing their
capabilities for self-preservation. The services responded by seeking to
take care of their own (for example, cadre strength in the army changed
little in the Alfonsín period, despite a huge drop in conscript levels, and
units continued at skeleton strengths rather than being disbanded). Atti-
tudes toward civilian authority remained confrontational, and the legiti-
macy of that authority continued to be questioned. The disputes over re-
sources manifested themselves concurrently in the severe confrontations
taking place over the military’s past actions. Reducing the military’s re-
sources was seen not as reform, but as retribution.

Education and Socialization
Attempts to reform military missions and structures made apparent

the visible manifestations of the civil-military relationship. But less tangi-
ble was the reform of mentality, or of the attitudes, beliefs, and sentiments,
and the loyalties that they engender, that undergirded the military estab-
lishment and informed civil-military relations.

The focus of establishing new patterns of military socialization, from
the top of the hierarchy down, was the military education system. This sys-
tem, which had existed for decades, was responsible for the mentality in
the military at the time Alfonsín took office. Understanding this will assist
in examining the two major parts of the Radical administration’s attempts
to change estado militar: altering military socialization patterns and con-
ducting a review of the past.

The military education system in Argentina is one of the most com-
plete in Latin America. It begins with a system of military high schools (of
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which there were six army, one air force, and four navy during the Alfon-
sín era)210 and continues with the service academies. The oldest of these,
the army’s Colegio Militar de la Nación, dates to 1869. The academies are
the sole source of officers for regular line and staff (excluding doctors,
lawyers, and other professionals) in all three services. Throughout an offi-
cer’s career, more service-run schools educate the lower, middle, and
higher grade officers and NCOs. Consequently, ever-higher levels of mili-
tary schooling continue reinforcing an officer’s initial socialization.

The Alfonsín administration realized that instilling a change in mil-
itary attitudes was essential for the long-term effectiveness of democratic,
civilian government. But although the need for considerable changes in
the military educational system was evident, the actual changes in the sys-
tem were relatively few, and those that were made were left almost entirely
in the hands of the armed forces (with the exception of the creation by the
Ministry of Defense, through the Joint Staff, of the Senior Joint Staff
Course for higher level officers). The National Defense School (Escuela de
Defensa Nacional), with a student body of both military and civilian mid-
dle-range government officials, received a civilian director under the Al-
fonsín administration, and more prestige and consideration were sought
for it as the highest level educational institution directly subordinate to the
Ministry of Defense.

Efforts to close the military high schools (as one Radical former
functionary of the Alfonsín government said, such military training
should not begin at 12 years old)211 or turn them over to the Ministry of
Education, allegedly as a budget-saving measure, were unsuccessful. Con-
sequently, a portion of the high-school population of Argentina continued
to receive what some Radical politicians considered indoctrination by the
military. (Perhaps it was just too hard a sell; Alfonsín himself was a grad-
uate of Liceo Militar San Martín.)

But the main focus of the Alfonsín administration’s efforts to
change the military attitudes was on the service academies. It sought cur-
riculum changes that not only would update the curriculum to be more
technologically and scientifically proficient and “professional,” but also
would imbue the cadets and midshipmen with ideas in consonance with
democratic government and the marginalization of the military from
politics. However, no corresponding change in structure occurred. Each
service maintained control of the details of the curriculum change at the
academies. For example, the head of the Colegio Militar de la Nación from
1983 to 1987, General Deimundo Piñeiro, tried to redefine the concept of
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military authority and command, institute a modern, scientific curricu-
lum similar to a college or university, and imbue the cadets with a sense
of realism concerning the changed political circumstances.212 His goal was
not a democratic army—although many in the Radical administration
would have preferred a “citizen-soldier” military, or as some officers
phrased it, a “sovietized” military, perhaps even with unions on the Euro-
pean social-democratic model.213 Deimundo Piñeiro wanted “an army
that knows how to live in a democratic system.”214 But as the sole-source
procurement mechanism, the service academies providing all line and
staff officers still inculcated the aspiring officers with a value system in
which military beliefs had primacy.

The other main initiative was to civilianize some of both form and
content, in the education of officers particularly. In 1986, Army Chief of
Staff General Ríos Ereñú presented a plan, the Career Plans for Perma-
nent Cadres of the Army, that sought to incorporate features such as de-
grees and university courses into the army curriculum for officers at all
levels.215 But no equivalent of the Reserve Officers Training Corps was
achieved in Argentina. The army schools continued to be self-contained,
the navy and air force arranged to expose their cadets to civilian college-
level courses through cooperating universities, and efforts were made to
have appointments to the faculty at the academies made by virtue of
competitive examination. But no concerted effort was made to move
these procedures to the Ministry of Defense.216 The furthering of “com-
prehension” between military and civilian was occurring on terms that
the services could sustain without real reform. Consequently, relation-
ships between military and civilian institutions of higher learning re-
mained cozy and inbred, and retired officers continued to dominate the
civilian faculties of the military educational establishment, particularly
those of the higher level war schools.

Clearly, none of these alterations could affect the socialization of
those who had already passed through the military educational system.
The changes caused consternation among the faculty and students of the
military institutions, and many viewed them as another aspect of civilian
attack on these institutions. The attitudes, beliefs, and sentiments incul-
cated by the military educational and socialization process for generations
found their most salient expression not in questions of reform that related
to what the military would learn or do in the future, but what it had
learned or done in the past.
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Chapter Five

Review of the Past, Rebellion,
and Reconciliation under
Alfonsín

President Alfonsín sought to establish new patterns of subordination
and control of, and influence over, the military based on the legiti-
macy of the constitutional, civilian government in matters of de-

fense and military policy. Undertaking such a task was itself daunting
enough in a society in which military application of force to establish ei-
ther external or internal order and governance was accepted as a matter of
fact. But in the Argentine case, the new government was obliged to look
both forward, toward efforts to establish civilian supremacy, and back-
ward, at history and its own pledges from the election of 1983 to hold the
military establishment accountable for the actions of its forces under the
Proceso government. This contest over primacy in the relationship be-
tween the civilian authorities and the military establishment centered on
the Dirty War, the antisubversive operations of 1976–1979.

Legacy of the Dirty War
The military and the Radical government had very different percep-

tions about the conduct and the consequences of these operations. The
military saw the antisubversive operations as a real war, waged against
guerrilla bands that were ideologically communist and externally sup-
ported. The armed forces documented 21,642 terrorist acts from 1969 to
1979 that were said to have resulted in the deaths of over 2,000 civilians
and hundreds of soldiers and police officers.217 Acting under orders prom-
ulgated by the civilian government of María Estela Martínez de Perón, the
military had succeeded in annihilating the guerrilla bands that had
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plagued the country since the late 1960s, especially the ERP and the Mon-
toneros, the extremist youth offshoot of the Peronists. In the military view,
this war was necessary, indeed crucial, in turning back the forces of anti-
Christian, anti-Western totalitarianism that threatened the Argentine way
of life. The armed forces felt that the cause was just and obligatory, the le-
gitimate execution of the mission of the military in Argentina. The law of
force had the force of law.218

For the new Radical government, which saw the war quite differently,
the focus of the antisubversive operation was not the extermination of the
guerrilla bands, but the concurrent annihilation of thousands of others
caught in the military dragnet. These were the desaparecidos, people tagged
with the all-inclusive title of subversivos. For the Radicals, the military was
not out to eliminate subversion, in the narrow sense of overcoming armed
aggression by small groups, but to eliminate subversives, who were all
those who challenged in any way the Proceso government and its military
underpinnings. They believed General Ibérico Saint-Jean when he said in
1977, “First we will kill all the subversives; then . . . we will kill their sym-
pathizers; then . . . those who remain indifferent, and finally we will kill the
undecided ones.”219 More than a few members of the Radical government
had had relatives (for example, Minister of Interior Enrique Nosiglia’s sis-
ter) who were caught in the military campaign to break the back of armed
resistance.220 Many civilians regarded the active involvement of the mili-
tary intelligence services, as well as the then-military-dominated State In-
formation Service, as the activity of right-wing death squads. Unsubstan-
tiated but widely believed estimates of the number of desaparecidos
reached 30,000 as the administration took office. (Although this was more
than three times the number generally accepted later, such figures con-
tributed to the highly charged atmosphere in which accounting for the
past occurred.) As a result, the Radical promise to seek justice in the mat-
ter of the antisubversive operations was infused with a sense of the need
for condemnation, retribution, and punishment.

Consequently, the military was under no illusions as to what might
happen once the civilian government was in power. Even before Alfonsín’s
election, the Bignone government tried to preempt the actions of the suc-
cessor regime by according amnesty both to persons guilty of terrorism
and subversion and to those who tried to suppress such activities.221 This
act was, in effect, a self-amnesty for the military, which hoped to get the
matter of the consequences of the antisubversive operation off the table
before the new government came to power.
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Sweeping Changes

That was not to be. Three days after taking office, Alfonsín issued De-
cree 158, submitting to the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces, the
highest military tribunal, the nine members of the three military juntas
that had formed the Proceso government, not just the first two as he had
promised during the campaign.222 They were to be tried under military ju-
risdiction for homicide, illegal detention, and torture. In January, a similar
decree was issued for General Ramón Camps, who, outside of the juntas,
was the number-one target for human rights violations allegedly commit-
ted while he was Buenos Aires Provincial Police Chief.223

Moreover, Alfonsín declared the Bignone-era law of amnesty null
and void. This action had the net effect of returning the cases against al-
leged terrorists and guerrillas to the normal legal channels. The military,
on the other hand, was opened to charges and summary court action in
military courts.

But the most far-reaching change that Alfonsín, acting through the
Congress, made was Law 23,049 modifying the Code of Military Justice.224

This law struck at the heart of estado militar, seeking to end virtual mili-
tary autonomy in accountability of military members before the law. Of
the new law’s many provisions, most germane to the civil-military rela-
tionship was Article 10, which provided for ex post facto judgment by the
Supreme Council of the actions of military personnel and security per-
sonnel under their jurisdiction at the time, provided that such actions oc-
curred between March 24, 1976, and September 26, 1983 (during the Pro-
ceso regime up to the Bignone-era law granting amnesty) and that these
actions were related to alleged crimes committed in the repression of ter-
rorism. Moreover, it provided that the rulings of the Supreme Council of
the Armed Forces could be appealed, or, if the Council did not act within
6 months, could be referred to the jurisdiction of the Federal Appeals
Courts. In addition, it provided that common crimes—those not military
in nature under the Code but committed by military personnel—would be
handled by civilian courts. The military regarded this provision as devas-
tating, as rank interference in internal discipline, and as an example of set-
ting one level of the military against another.225

The situation that the Alfonsín government presented with these ac-
tions was extremely disturbing to the military. Although Alfonsín had left
the actual process in military hands (the Supreme Council of the Armed
Forces), the tone of the documents—especially Decree 158, with its categor-
ical denunciations of the activities of the military under the three juntas—
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was that guilt had already been determined and that all that remained was
the punishment.226 And the condemnation was quite political in nature; the
accused, at least these nine high-ranking officers, were leaders of the gov-
ernment during the antisubversive operations as well as leaders of the mili-
tary services. And the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces, formerly the
final arbiter of military justice, was reduced essentially to a court of first in-
stance, subject to review by the Federal Appeals Courts. In the view of the
officers, this assault on military rights and privileges was harsh, vindictive,
judgmental, and wrong.227

The military never admitted that the trials of the nine junta members
were anything but illegal and unconstitutional (much later, military mem-
bers and their sympathizers wrote long articles and gave interviews point-
ing out the lack of legal grounding and the denial of due process that they
believed characterized those trials). Had the matter ended there, as Alfon-
sín and others had implied that it would with the two decrees naming spe-
cific individuals, the imminent civil-military confrontation might have
been avoided.228 But Law 23,049, which modified the Code of Military Jus-
tice, opened the door to hundreds of accusers against large numbers of
military personnel and security force personnel. The law stated: “It will not
be necessary in these cases that an indictment be drawn up, and the trial
(before the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces) will be initiated by ac-
cusation or by the Council sua sponte.”229 This permitted an official com-
mission, the National Commission about the Disappearance of Persons
(Comisión Nacional Sobre la Desaparición de Personas, or CONADEP), to
gather evidence to support that the military during the antisubversive op-
erations had carried out a vast program of repression on ideological
grounds against innocents, not just a counterguerrilla war as the military
contended. The law energized the human rights organizations to begin ac-
cusing hundreds of officers of violations that could now be brought before
the military bar.

Events reached their nadir for the military within 6 months of the
publication of this law. In July 1984, as a portent of things to come, six
human rights organizations gave the Senate committee considering armed
forces promotions a list of 896 officers whom they accused of having com-
mitted human rights violations during the previous decade.230 But in late
September the full effect of the difference in perceptions was made clear
by two events and their consequences that would condition civil-military
relations until the end of Alfonsín’s term and beyond.
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On September 20, 1984, CONADEP submitted its report to the ad-
ministration. The document was the unapologetic product of those seeking
to bring the military to justice for the purpose of condemnation and pun-
ishment (CONADEP, led by leftist writer and human rights activist Ernesto
Sábato, and including others of similar orientation, made no pretense of
impartiality; no military voice was heard in the Commission). The report,
entitled Nunca Más (Never Again), included the testimony of family and
friends of the disappeared and exposition of scores of alleged detention
centers. CONADEP estimated that some 9,000 persons, not 30,000, had
constituted the disappeared (even that lower figure remains disputed; desa-
parecidos kept turning up, with documented cases in Mexico, France, and
Holland), and that 340 detention centers had existed.231 It opened 7,380
files on victims and prepared 1,086 files for use in cases denouncing mili-
tary personnel for crimes during the antisubversive campaign. The com-
mission excoriated the military for having carried out a program of ex-
treme repression. And by this time, more than 200 cases were already in the
hands of the Supreme Council. The military, almost en masse, regarded the
whole process conducted by CONADEP as one of extraordinary and
wholesale condemnation instead of impartial investigation.232

The other signal event of this time was the Supreme Council of the
Armed Forces report that it could reach no conclusion about the nine
junta members and therefore could not hand down sentences within the
time frame prescribed by Law 23,049, even with an extension that had
been granted. But beyond that, the Supreme Council made clear what the
military position on the antisubversive struggle would be. In its note sub-
mitted to the National Federal Criminal Appellate Court, which had juris-
diction in the event of no conclusion, the Council stated that the antisub-
versive operations had been perfectly legal “from the viewpoint of form
and substance” and that the accused (the nine junta members plus Camps)
could only be indirectly charged with malfeasance.233 Furthermore, it im-
pugned the evidence gathered by the human rights organizations as self-
serving and probably collaborative. On this basis, the Supreme Council
pleaded insufficient evidence and an inability to arrive at the truth.

The Supreme Council report “fell like a bombshell,” and the effects
were immediate.234 The Federal Appellate Court asked for the documenta-
tion on the cases for perusal, anticipating (correctly) that the Supreme
Council would not meet the October 11 deadline for a verdict. The
Supreme Council in a separate note asked Defense Minister Borrás to stem
the tide of complaints that came after its announcement that it would not
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convict the military juntas and Camps. But Borrás replied that if the
Council had trouble with criticism, including slander, it too had recourse
to the courts. An outraged General Tomás Sánchez de Bustamente, the
head of the Supreme Council, led the Supreme Council of the Armed
Forces to resign en masse. The trials of the nine junta members continued
in a civilian court, but they did not open until April 22, 1985.

Although these trials and the attendant activities of the human rights
organizations (nine separate organizations, plus CONADEP, competed
and cooperated for attention in this arena) dominated public attention in
the early part of the Alfonsín administration, two other trends discernable
in the patterns of civil-military relations proved crucial in their later evo-
lution. One was the increasing incidence of military figures taking issue
with what many in the armed forces believed was a deliberate campaign to
undermine the military’s prestige and position in Argentine society. Ini-
tially confined to a few public statements by generals—such as one by
General Aguado Benítez in January 1984, which prompted a reprimand
and a “gag rule” by the administration—personnel at all levels of the mil-
itary, active and retired, increasingly took up the counterattack against the
human rights organizations and the media’s views of things. The core of
the counterattack was that the military had fought and won a war against
armed internal aggression but that the aggression was continuing against
the armed forces in the guise of a human rights campaign. The charges
and accusations of the human rights organizations and CONADEP were
simply the latest phase of the subversion, intended to win off the battle-
field what had not been won on it. Military officers labeled younger mem-
bers of the Radical Party in government, often tied to Coordinadora, as
subversivos vergonzantes (shameful subversives) bent on destroying the
military from within the government.235 Other public expressions of alarm
and resistance to the idea of putting the military institution in the dock
along with hundreds of its officers surfaced as early as April 1984, in re-
marks by Army Chief of Staff Arguindegui and a group of senior army and
air force officers.236

The second trend was embodied in indications by Alfonsín and some
of his top advisors, such as Defense Minister Borrás, that the early out-
pouring of demands to indict the entire military establishment and to
punish hundreds of its officers for criminal misconduct eventually would
have to be restrained, that reconciliation would have to come. The clear
implication of the party platform and early public pronouncements of the
president-elect was that justice should be meted out only to the juntas, and
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even then just to the first two.237 But by the time the Code of Military Jus-
tice revisions were passed, the call for an accounting clearly had spread far
beyond those limits. Nonetheless, as early as March 1984, Alfonsín publicly
indicated that “a soldier must discharge his duties by obeying the orders of
his commander, the commander must in turn be willing to adequately dis-
charge the mission entrusted to him by law.”238 He tempered this allusion
to what became known as “due obedience” in this and other speeches by
referring frequently to the necessity for the rule of law, the establishing of
the Estado de Ley. He also struck themes of reconciliation and “putting
aside divisions,” as in his Flag Day speech of June 1984.239 In the first of
several speeches delivered at the annual Armed Forces Comradeship Day
dinner, Alfonsín averred his belief that the men in uniform had commit-
ted “errors, serious errors” but that these errors should be recognized
“without looking backward in a revanchist spirit.”240

But for many months, the public outcry led by the human rights or-
ganizations drowned out any other observations on military actions in the
antisubversive campaign. Barely noticed was the circulation in August
1984 of an anonymous flyer in the Campo de Mayo army garrison bearing
the name of Major Barreiro (the attempted arrest of whom would touch
off the Semana Santa uprising in 1987). Although apocalyptic in tone, the
flyer was prophetic in content:

We, the officers and noncommissioned officers of the nation’s Armed

Forces, guardians of the nation’s arms, under the sign of the cross, by

the will and decision of our Hispanic-American heritage, in keeping

with our honorable pledge to our sacred flag, and in view of the blood

shed by our predecessors categorically repudiate the government’s

procedures against our comrades-in-arms who struggled, in their role

as soldiers, against the disruptive power of Marxism now disguised

under social democracy. And we warn those who advocate their desire

to live in peace and democracy that their attitude is far from the path

that will allow them to achieve their objectives. Determined in our de-

cision not to yield to nor to negotiate with the enemy, we extend this

warning to all those commanders who may yield to the pressure ex-

erted by the enemy and hand over their subordinates without even

putting up resistance to the order to do so.241

Although the names typed on this pronouncement attributed it to a
small group of junior officers, it reflected fairly faithfully the modal atti-
tude of military officers—particularly the retired military, whose ranks at
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the senior level had been swelled by the many retirements, resignations,
and dismissals of the Alfonsín administration.

Moreover, the bulk of the allegations fell among the retired and
soon-to-be-retired officers who were the senior leaders during the anti-
subversive operations. Active-duty officers, working in circumstances
changed radically by the Alfonsín administration’s reform attempts,
tended to be more circumspect. But the consensus of opinion within the
military was clear: The antisubversive war had been legal and justified, and
if excesses had been committed, the matter could be settled by disciplining
a few individuals (which the army had even done to about 30 members,
including 2 officers, before the Alfonsín regime came to power).

Military personnel expressed little doubt that they had tradition,
virtue, and principle squarely on their side in the matter of the Dirty War.
But the determination of significant elements of the military to avoid ac-
countability on the civilians’ terms led to severe internal discipline prob-
lems. The navy and air force—blessed with continuity at the top, relatively
few members accused of misconduct, and no internal problems of the
scope that afflicted the army—quickly handled the minor incidents that
occurred in their ranks in the late 1980s.242

But the army was an entirely different story. Hundreds of officers, in-
cluding junior ones, stood accused and faced losing everything if brought
before the courts. They had been the front-line troops in the antisubver-
sive operations, directly engaging the guerrillas and carrying out the or-
ders of their superiors.243 Increasingly, those who had issued the orders
were being retired and had their own problems. Consequently, as the tri-
als and accusations continued in 1985 and 1986, younger officers became
distrustful of, and embittered toward, their internal military hierarchy,
particularly the Army Chief of Staff. Horizontal loyalties surged against
vertical loyalties.244 Demoralizing the army, as the pay cuts, lack of equip-
ment, and perceived campaign of calumny had done, did not depoliticize
it. Those who shared the experience and sacrifices of the Dirty War and the
Malvinas war—especially those in the army who had ties going back to the
Colegio Militar and within the army’s branches—were dismayed by the as-
saults they sustained for what they considered honorable, indeed nation-
saving, service. The serious questioning of military accountability raised
serious questions of military discipline.

The years 1985 and 1986 provided plenty of grist for the confronta-
tional mill of the civil-military relationship. The disputes centered on four
main issues, all of which the military perceived as striking directly at the
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viability of their institutions and the legitimacy of their past and present
conduct. The first was a lack of recognition of what the military consid-
ered its praiseworthy role in the antisubversive operations and the Malv-
inas war. The second were the trials, viewed as an attempt by the govern-
ment and particularly by elements of the Radical Party allied with the
human rights organizations, to condemn the military for its actions in the
antisubversive operations and to punish hundreds of officers for doing
their duty. The third was the military perception of a public campaign as-
sisted by government-controlled communications media to besmirch the
honor and ethics of the military institutions. The fourth was the enforced
penury placed on military personnel by the reductions in the military
budgets. The cutbacks were viewed both as an attack on the military’s
prestige in the society and as an undermining of its standard of living, a
life free from real want having been regarded as a perquisite of a military
officer’s career.

The Trials

On April 22, 1985, the trials of the nine members of the three juntas
of the Proceso government opened in public session in the Federal Appel-
late Court of Buenos Aires. These trials did nothing to allay the emotions
on either side of the battle for right in the consequences of the antisub-
versive war. But the positions of the two sides on the legitimacy of military
actions did not change. General Videla, the president during the first of the
three juntas, refused to present a defense, arguing that only the military
could be his “natural” judges as required by the Constitution.245 He main-
tained this stand even in the face of such testimony as that of retired Gen-
eral Alejandro Lanusse, who had been president in the early 1970s.
Lanusse testified that members of the first two juntas, plus Generals
Camps and Suárez Mason (the latter fled to the United States and was ex-
tradited much later), had personally known of and participated in crimi-
nal acts in the antisubversive campaign.

The government, but not all of the Radical Party and certainly not all
of the populace, clearly hoped that the trials of the juntas and the generals
would be sufficient to establish culpability. On July 7, 1985, President Al-
fonsín gave an extraordinary speech in his second appearance at an Armed
Forces Comradeship Day dinner246 in which he deplored the “progressive
loss of our state of legality” over the previous 50 years. But he did not
blame the military for that, even as the instigator of coups: “The coups
have always been civilian-military in character.” From this state of illegal-
ity, he averred, terrorism emerged, an expression of the “cultural decay” of
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Argentina. The state (that is, the military) had fought violence with vio-
lence, perpetuating the cultural decay. The solution, he said, was a “gigan-
tic cultural reform” called democracy. The military, a product of the non-
democratic culture, had fallen into error.

But he also clearly indicated that revenge was not an acceptable
method of cultural reform: “We know perfectly well that there are those
who confuse justice with vengeance and that disintegrating forces are still
on the move in Argentina’s disorganized society who would like us to be-
lieve that those who are seated in the chair of the accused are not individ-
uals but the Armed Forces.” This he deemed an insult to the nation’s insti-
tutions. He blamed the latest illegalities of the Armed Forces on leaders
who had led it astray, a consequence of authoritarian rule (those leaders
were, not coincidentally, on trial). But he also blamed civilians and the
fractious groups in Argentine society for seeking to use the military to self-
ish purposes. He ended the speech with a call for reconciliation.

Other straws were in the wind at about the same time that a solution
to the accountability problem was reached. Army Chief of Staff Ríos Ereñú
prophesied that the trials under way (which he considered lopsided and
lacking a proper accounting for the preexisting situation to the 1976–1979
operations) would have “a final solution that would be a political solution
guaranteed by a legal act”247—in other words, leading to an eventual
amnesty or pardon.

Although the senior active-duty officers tended to keep quiet about
the trials, the retired officers did not. Groups of retired officers stubbornly
defended the rightness of the military’s actions in the antisubversive oper-
ations. They also rallied around a pro-military organization called Relatives
of the Victims of Subversion, organized as a putative counterweight to
CONADEP to emphasize the sacrifices of military people and their families
who had been killed, imprisoned, or tortured by the guerrillas in the 1970s.

In mid-August 1985, an important poll emerged on public opinion
about the military.248 It revealed that 49 percent of the 800 people inter-
viewed in 6 towns and rural areas in the Tucumán and La Pampa Provinces
thought the military “contribute to the country’s well-being,” and 50 per-
cent thought it was “harmful,” almost a dead heat. Even more revealing,
given the tremendous publicity (most of it prejudicial to the military) sur-
rounding the review of the past, CONADEP, and the trials, only 33 percent
thought the military should act “only in case of an external attack,” while 67
percent felt their mandate included dealing with the cases of “terrorist ag-
gression or internal subversion.” Interviewees expressed this appreciation of
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the role of the military and its mission in spite of their ranking of the mil-
itary as last of 12 institutions in prestige value and their 79 percent approval
rating of the trials of the junta members.

The prosecution presentation in the trials closed in September 1985.
The state prosecutor asked for life in prison for 5 of the 9 and 10 to 15
years each for the other 4. The defense presentation went on for weeks,
based on the contention that the military had acted not against innocents
but against aggressors in a “revolutionary war.” Meanwhile, hundreds of
other accusations and charges piled up, reaching some 1,700 denuncia-
tions affecting about 300 officers of the military and security forces, most
of them army.

On November 11, 1985, in the midst of the junta trial, the trial by the
Supreme Council of the Armed Forces of 16 officers charged with politi-
cal and military misconduct in the South Atlantic War (Malvinas war)
began. These charges grew out of an investigation by a military commis-
sion headed by retired Lieutenant General Benjamín Rattenbach. Those
accused included members of the last of the three juntas, General Galtieri,
Admiral Anaya, and air force Brigadier General Lami Dozo, who were also
awaiting the outcome of the human rights trials. No civilian or military
dissent was raised in this matter of accountability in the Malvinas.

On December 9, 1985, the verdicts in the trials of the three juntas
were announced. General Videla and Admiral Massera were given life sen-
tences, General Viola 17 years, Admiral Lambruschini 8 years, and
Brigadier General Orlando Agosti 41⁄2 years imprisonment. The other
four—air force Brigadier General Omar Graffigna, Galtieri, Anaya, and
Lami Dozo—were acquitted, although the latter three remained in con-
finement while being tried on the Malvinas charges. All guilty sentences
were immediately appealed to the Argentine Supreme Court.

More significantly for civil-military relations, the other hundreds of
cases that had backed up pending the resolution of the trial of the juntas
were remanded to the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces for action
against area and unit commanders and military officers in charge of oper-
ations in which criminal acts allegedly took place.249 But in remanding the
cases, the civilian court did not distinguish between those responsible for
the excesses and those acting in due obedience, that is, following orders,
since Law 23,049 did not permit that discrimination in Dirty War cases.
The decision to remand the cases began debate over two notions of signal
importance in assessing accountability in terms of civil-military relations:
punto final (full stop), an end to the time in which military officers could
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be investigated and summoned to court to answer for alleged misconduct;
and obediencia debida (due obedience), distinguishing between those who
decided on and planned illegal acts and those who were simply instru-
ments of action. Civil-military relations for the next year and a half were
caught up in these two concepts.

The year 1986 was a time of efforts to steadily shrink the scope of ac-
countability except as exercised by the military itself, such as in the case of
the trials as a consequence of the Malvinas war. And it marked the begin-
ning of a series of occasions in which the Alfonsín government did not
treat the military as a subordinate instrument of policy, which was the
focus of the reform efforts, but as essentially a political entity, one with
which bargains could be struck. An early example was the April 24, 1986,
instruction by Alfonsín to expedite the trials of some 300 officers then
charged. But expediting also meant paring the list, throwing out cases
deemed to have insufficient evidence (an implicit undermining of the
thousands of denunciations of Nunca Más) and cases in which the accused
were “following orders.” Predictably, Army Chief of Staff Ríos Ereñú hailed
this turn of events as a breakthrough, affirming the role of the judicial
process; the human rights groups saw it as a “camouflaged amnesty.”250

In May 1986, the sentences in the Malvinas war trial came down: 12
years for Galtieri, 14 for Anaya, and 8 for Lami Dozo. Ríos Ereñú got to the
heart of this decision: “The most important thing is the establishment and
the fulfillment of the Armed Forces Supreme Council role of studying the
case and of administering justice.”251 But the Supreme Council did not act
with any such dispatch in the 300 or so cases on its hands stemming from
the antisubversive operations. Consequently, the 6-month time frame for
Council action again expired, and the cases went to the federal courts—
awakening expectations in the military that a new round of trials would
ensue. Alfonsín had made no assessment of culpability in the antisubver-
sive operations, and he had not followed up his order to expedite trials
with how to go about it. He was left with finding a way to conclude the tri-
als without calling for an amnesty. His step toward reconciliation, as he
saw it, was the punto final law.

In October 1986, another poll revealed that the military was still near
the bottom in prestige, but not in perceived power.252 The poll, which sam-
pled 800 people in both the federal capital and metropolitan areas of
Buenos Aires, showed the military well down the list on prestige; only 2.2
percent of respondents put it highest. The top two winners were the
Catholic Church (22.6 percent) and the political parties (18.7 percent).
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But when respondents were asked to rank by power, the political parties
got a 23.5 percent ranking, the Church 16.6 percent, and the military was
third at 11.5 percent, ahead even of the legislative, executive, and judicial
branches. The pollsters interpreted this as a sign that the military still had
a “veto” power in politics. Moreover, the renowned Argentine sociologist
Torcuato di Tella, commenting on the disparity between prestige and
power, pronounced it “dangerous, not only for them but for a balanced
democracy. In the countries of greatest political stability, the military get
more respect from the public, and thus they become more closely tied to
national consensus.” Polls such as this (published in the mass-circulation
daily Clarín) probably confirmed the views of many in the military that
they were being denied their rightful place and that a campaign to demor-
alize and discredit them was indeed affecting the public adversely.

On December 24, 1986, just before the summer vacation period
when government activity practically ceases, the government promulgated
Law 23,492, essentially repealing Article 10 of Law 23,049.253 This punto
final law had two main points. Those officers not subjected to a judicial in-
quiry within 60 days of the sanctioning of the law would be freed from
prosecution; and the federal appellate courts were authorized to take over
any human rights case being considered regardless of its status.

Although the punto final law was intended to assure the military that
a certain end would come to the trials, in the short run it had the opposite
effect. The federal courts worked through the vacation period, issuing
hundreds of new summons for military personnel to appear—indicating
that some in the now-independent judiciary were unwilling to close the
book on the military’s alleged misconduct without at least calling in as
many military personnel as possible for questioning.254

Moreover, in December 1986, the Supreme Court upheld at their
original level the convictions of the five junta members found guilty in the
trials, and General Camps, the unrepentant and arrogant general who per-
sonified the excesses of the antisubversive operations, was sentenced to 25
years in jail. These events set up the coming confrontation between some
junior officers, with the support of many retired ones, against the current
army hierarchy. In the words of General Ríos Ereñú,“Punto final had the ef-
fect of presenting me as on the side of the government against the army.”255

Horizontal and vertical loyalty again were at odds with each other.
In addition, the military detractors clearly were unprepared to settle

for a legal, juridical denouement that they felt sure would be a condemna-
tion. Secure in their own minds that the antisubversive operations had been
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right, proper, and legitimate, they would seek not judgment, but vindica-
tion. Many retired officers absolutely opposed any accommodations and
accused Ríos Ereñú of being corrupt, a traitor who surrendered the mili-
tary.256 Nor had other frustrations diminished: the perceived collaboration
between elements of the government (particularly the newly prominent
members of Coordinadora) and the media to tarnish the reputation of the
military and to portray military personnel as responsible for all the troubles
of the country; and the continued frustration of low pay (particularly acute
among junior officers) and no money to conduct operations.257

The punto final law focused the trial process, now almost entirely in
civilian hands, on real cases involving scores of officers and hundreds of
lower ranking members. The requirement in the law for a summons to ap-
pear in court to be questioned about the alleged involvements sharpened
the conflict. The nominal end date for such citations was February 22,
1987, but jurisdictional battles envisioned in the law effectively extended
that deadline in many cases. Military officers who failed to appear when
summoned were to be cashiered.

Although thousands of allegations and denunciations had been
made against members of the military, the number in which evidence was
deemed sufficient to issue a citation to appear was far fewer. The numbers
were nonetheless very significant. The total number of human rights trials
(resulting from the consequences of the antisubversive operations)
processed during the punto final period was 450, of which 173 defendants
were Armed Forces officers (the other 277 were NCOs, gendarmes, Coast
Guard, or police).258 The Supreme Council of the Armed Forces also
seemed increasingly less likely to decide the outcome of these cases, since
it had been effectively reduced to a court of first instance. The Council was
under fire from the federal appellate court for allegedly delaying process-
ing of cases before the punto final law and for dismissing charges against a
group of admirals accused in trials centered on the Navy Mechanics
School (Escuela Mecánica de la Armada, or ESMA), which had achieved a
reputation as the most vile of the torture centers during the antisubversive
operations. The courts, then, were prepared to proceed.

Moreover, members of the junior ranks and many retired officers
viewed the army High Command as being equivocal, a perception borne
out in an Army General Staff document published in La Crónica newspa-
per of March 24, 1987. The report stated that “if cases stemming from the
war on terrorism are brought to trial, one must believe that the truth will
emerge in court” and that “the army not only seeks court investigations
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but also a full vindication of the war and of the comrades-in-arms who
fought it.”259 To those committed to the legitimacy of force in the antisub-
versive war, the two were mutually exclusive. Especially to the junior offi-
cers who had been lieutenants in the antisubversive war and in Malvinas
and who had taken most of the casualties, it seemed that they would bear
the brunt of this fight too.260 For them, vindication consisted of vitiating
the role of the courts, and by implication, the rule of law as decided by
civilian politics. Since the military had been cast in the role of political ad-
versary, many demanded a political solution—meaning virtual exemption
of the military from control by civilians, except in the most nominal sense.
Legitimacy of the role of the armed forces would then be sui generis, de-
volving to a political culture in which different bases for legitimate rule
compete for primacy. A crisis of authority, with horizontal and vertical
loyalties working precisely at cross-purposes to influence the patterns of
civil-military relations, was imminent.261

The Uprisings
On April 7, 1987, the Supreme Court of Argentina declared rebellion

a common crime (one not tried in military courts) in response to a mo-
tion by the first junta to have its appeals heard by the Supreme Council of
the Armed Forces. This action was intended to apply to a situation in
which the junta members had rebelled in taking over the government from
the constitutional authorities in March 1976. They could not know that an
uprising that would challenge the chain of command and discipline was
about to take place.

Semana Santa

On April 15, 1987, Major Ernesto Guillermo Barreiro took refuge in
the garrison of the 14th Infantry Regiment at Córdoba, refusing to obey a
summons to appear at Federal Court for a statement in the La Perla
human rights case. He was cashiered under the Code of Military Justice.
Police were sent to apprehend him for contempt of court, but some mem-
bers of the Córdoba garrison supported him (or at least would not assist
in apprehending him).

President Alfonsín recognized the Barreiro refusal for what it was;
the gauntlet had been thrown down on the question of the trials. He
tried to preempt the incipient rebellion, telling Congress on April 16 that
“this is not just an emotional reaction on the part of an individual but a
calculated maneuver by a group of men who seek to do something that
would force the government to negotiate its position.”262 He called on all
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members of the armed forces to obey the orders of their superiors and
their commander in chief (himself).

But Barreiro was not alone in his resistance. Many officers of the 14th

Infantry Regiment rallied to his cause and refused to assist in his arrest.
The chain of command of the army had been broken; junior officers had
compromised the discipline system. General Ríos Ereñú was caught in the
middle. From the administration’s point of view, the military reforms had
the desirable effect of circumscribing the autonomy of the top of the mil-
itary hierarchy; but they also had severely circumscribed the Chief of
Staff ’s authority over those below him, as the command authority now
rested no lower than the Minister of Defense. This put the president in the
position of having to exert his constitutionally mandated command au-
thority himself.

On April 17, 1987, a more serious development occurred. Lieu-
tenant Colonel Aldo Rico, identifying himself as the Commander of the
18th Infantry Regiment in San Javier, Misiones Province, announced that
he had left that remote post and had taken over the Army Infantry
School at Campo de Mayo. This action moved the rebellion much closer
to Buenos Aires. From this installation came an outpouring indicative of
the severe level of discontent and of fractured discipline in the army.
These frustrations were expressed in Communiqué Number 1, which
Rico issued from Campo de Mayo on April 17. It cited the failure of the
current army leadership to stop the injustice and humiliation heaped
upon the Armed Forces; decried the fierce and endless media attacks to
which the forces had been subjected; asserted that the war against sub-
version was a political issue demanding a political solution; listed the
supposed supporters of the rebellion; and claimed that the military lead-
ership would bear the responsibility for any escalation of the situation or
repression by force.263

General Ríos Ereñú, after meeting with Alfonsín, countered with his
own communiqué, stating that he would tend to his unspecified duties as
Chief of Staff and not participate in the coming confrontation. Plans were
enacted to suppress the uprising, and the president would select his own
field commander. Ríos Ereñú, effectively sidelined from the crisis, resigned
within days, effectively fulfilling a key rebel demand even before any direct
confrontation. In the meantime, Barreiro had fled the garrison at Cór-
doba, and those who had shielded him, including Regimental Comman-
der Luis Polo, surrendered.
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The crisis now centered on the Army Infantry School, controlled by
Lieutenant Colonel Rico and his colleague, Lieutenant Colonel Venturini.
The Infantry School fell under the jurisdiction of the second in command
of Campo de Mayo, General Augusto Vidal. Under his auspices and with
the assistance of General Auel (in whom Rico had confided by telephone,
since Auel was hundreds of miles away at the time), a meeting was
arranged between Rico and Venturini and Defense Minister Jaunarena,
along with two intermediaries, Lieutenant Colonel Julio Vila Melo and
Monsignor Medina, Chief of Military Chaplains.264

Although no written record of any agreement from this meeting ex-
ists, and Alfonsín later claimed that he had negotiated nothing with the
rebels, some understanding was reached. It encompassed the resignation
of Ríos Ereñú; some relief from prosecution of the middle-range officers
accused of misconduct in the antisubversive operations; an end to what
was perceived as a campaign to destroy the prestige and ethics of the mil-
itary; and no use of force against the rebels.

Alfonsín went to his meeting with the rebel colonels backed by fer-
vent public and Congressional support. As the commander in chief, Al-
fonsín was obliged to directly confront a dissident faction of the military.
And although the rebels did not question his authority and reiterated that
their quarrel was with their own leadership, Alfonsín’s ability to suppress
the rebellion by force if necessary was questionable. Throughout the army,
officers were refusing to arrest their rebelling comrades, let alone shoot
them. However, General Vidal, on the scene as supervisor of the military
training facilities at Campo de Mayo, convinced Rico that armed resistance
was neither necessary nor possible.265 Rico surrendered without a fight,
and the troops that were mobilized to suppress the rebellion returned to
their barracks. This turn of events was fortunate for the army; the com-
mander of these troops, Second Army Corps Commanding General Ar-
turo Alais, later said that he was not in a position to put down the rebel-
lion by force.266

Rico, brought before a civilian judge in the San Isidro Federal Court,
acknowledged his “sole responsibility for events at the Infantry School.”
He explained that the troops’ refusal to obey the orders of the army hier-
archy by confining themselves to the school (which some observers char-
acterized more as a job action or a strike than a rebellion)267 was an at-
tempt not to overthrow the government but to find a “political solution
to the problems created by the consequences of the antisubversive war.”268

A more revealing look was provided by an anonymous young army 
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captain, who had accompanied Rico throughout the incident, in remarks
to an Italian interviewer:

Did you ever want to attack the existing power system?

There was never any plan on our part against the president’s author-
ity. We did what we did because we could not stand still and watch our
institution being taken apart, destroyed, and accept our comrades’
persecution one after another and their being condemned as crimi-
nals. The sacred pact of fraternity and mutual defense is the very
foundation of the army. Indeed how can a soldier obey if he sees in-
dividual officers being singled out and condemned without any of
their comrades standing up to defend them?

Why did you break the chain of command? Why did you rebel against
the generals too?

In fact it was the generals who broke the chain of command at the
moment they agreed to play along with the political game. For years
we were made fools of by a government that did what it wanted with
us. First it said that only the generals would be held responsible, then
it included all officers, then it talked about pacification, but mean-
while it destroyed the army, cutting its funds and allowing officers’ liv-
ing standards to deteriorate. Moreover, it subjected us to constant
moral attacks and isolated us from society.

In this connection are you calling now for a political solution to the
plans [sic] for the past?

What we are saying is that the context of the war on subversion is now
forgotten. A bomb used to explode every 5 minutes and the Marxists
had a comprehensive organization, with weapons, bases, and foreign
aid. It was a war in which the country’s very existence was at stake. We
were ordered to fight it. I was 24 when I was sent into the mountains
and I know what it is like to be approached by an armed man ready
to kill me. We fought that war for Argentina and now we are being
treated like criminals.

Do you therefore want a reassessment of the positive role of that war?

Yes. There is no chance of restoring dignity to our institution unless
there is a reassessment of that historic event and of that war’s impor-
tance for this country.

Do you deny that there were massacres, tortures, and mass disappear-
ances?
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There was a fabrication, a total manipulation, created by the very peo-

ple whom we were fighting. For instance, who manufactured the evi-

dence for the trials: Marxist intellectuals, politicians—all people who

stood to benefit politically from these charges.

It is said . . . you told a general that you did not mind dying. Is that

true?

Yes, I risked my life, 25 years imprisonment, and my children’s future

in that revolt; but unless you have that total dedication there is no

point in living as a soldier.

It is statements like that which make people say that you are an elite

group with a messianic mission.

No. In fact we had the lowliest role in combating subversion. We dealt

solely with its armed wing, not its brains, which for that matter still

exist and are perpetuating themselves in the universities. We only

want to serve the constitution with honor.

What if the president does not satisfy your demands?

I believe that he will satisfy them.269

The Semana Santa uprising was over in 4 days. It involved only about
150 military personnel, caused no casualties, and counted on no open sup-
port from other armed forces.270 But it had profound effects on the pat-
terns of subordination, control, and influence in the remaining years of
the Alfonsín administration. Although it was not so apparent at the time,
Alfonsín had in effect negotiated with a rebel faction of the army that had
broken the chain of command and that was supported, actively and pas-
sively, by others in the military. The problem of loyalty within the army
had not been resolved. The civil-military relationship remained conflict-
ual, a seesaw balance punctuated by rebellion and insubordination.271

In the wake of this first uprising, on April 28, 1987, another poll ap-
peared in the newspaper La Nación in an article on “The Power and Legit-
imacy of the Armed Forces.” The military profession again scored lowest
in the esteem of those polled (farmers, 91 percent favorable; political par-
ties, 71 percent; bishops and priests, 58 percent; and military, 42 percent).
Sixty-seven percent of the interviewees blamed the country’s problems on
the Proceso government. But the question about the proper mission for the
military elicited the same response division as the 1985 poll: 32 percent
said it should have only an external mission, but 68 percent said that the
armed forces also should act in case of internal aggression. One Argentine

REVIEW OF THE PAST 109



professor, using this poll to seek to explain public attitudes on the military,
declared the populace “schizophrenic.” The Argentine public largely con-
demned the past military leadership, but a two-to-one margin felt the mil-
itary institution was still right for resolving internal conflicts.272

Alfonsín enjoyed a tremendous outpouring of popular support in
the plazas and in the Congress and was perceived as having faced down the
rebels. However, administration policy and the actions of Congress re-
flected that the military, and especially the army, was still a political force
to be reckoned with, that the apolitical military contemplated by constitu-
tional structure and the rule of law was not yet the force in being, and that
the political authority of elected leaders was, despite de jure reforms to
date, still subject to challenge. The most immediate evidence of this, com-
ing swiftly on the heels of the Semana Santa uprising, was the Alfonsín ad-
ministration’s proposal of the obediencia debida bill to Congress. The orig-
inal version of this bill would have exempted all military and security
personnel at or below the rank of lieutenant colonel during the Dirty War
from prosecution for crimes allegedly perpetrated during the antisubver-
sion operations (including kidnapping, torture, and murder—those
crimes contemplated in Article 10, Law 23,049) “because it is presumed
that these actions were committed under the due obedience principle.”273

Regardless of contrary evidence, officers in those cases were presumed to
have acted under the coercion of a superior. The reformed Code of Mili-
tary Justice had an obediencia debida provision, but Congress had inserted
a provision then that opened the door to the human rights charges: that
the code would not apply in the case of officers who committed “atrocities
or abnormal crimes”—in other words, Dirty War violations.274

On May 7, 1987, Attorney General Juan Octavio Gauna issued a rul-
ing that struck down the “atrocities or abnormal crimes” exemption to the
old obediencia debida provision of Article 514 of the Code of Military Jus-
tice. Declaring the exemption unconstitutional since it was ex post facto law
under the terms of Law 23,049, this decision paved the way for considera-
tion of the new obediencia debida bill that Alfonsín introduced in a speech
to Congress on May 13. While excoriating the military for the direct polit-
ical actions that their leaders had taken in the past 50 years, Alfonsín also
denounced terrorism, “a cruel and bloodthirsty form of elitism,” and he at-
tributed the antisubversive war to the most recent triumph of “military
messianism in a weak and divided society.” But Alfonsín said that the out-
pouring of support for him during the Semana Santa crisis showed that
that society no longer existed. He thus presented the obediencia debida
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legislation as a definitive step toward pacification, not as “a sign of weak-
ness and concession” but as “a sign of generosity and justice.” Alfonsín
placed responsibility squarely on “those who conceived this vast, inhuman
plan” and stated that the rest of the accused acted in a “state of moral, psy-
chological, and material coercion.”275 Gauna, in his brief on obediencia de-
bida, pointed out that none of the higher-ranking authorities had ever ad-
mitted a plan for murder, torture, and kidnapping. But that did not derail
Alfonsín’s plan for extensive exoneration. For him, the responsible parties
were the juntas, his original target in the trials, and they had been tried and
convicted. His new law stated that in the cases of lieutenant colonels and
lower, “it will be legally presumed [emphasis added] that these individuals
acted under coercion.”276

The Chamber of Deputies passed the bill as presented on May 16,
1987. Representatives of the human rights organizations, seeing what they
believed was a massive rejuvenation of military political power in Ar-
gentina, shouted slogans at the Radical deputies from the balconies. Ma-
jority Leader Jaroslavski ordered them arrested. But although the results in
the Chamber of Deputies appalled the activists, they did not go far enough
for the new Army Chief of Staff, Lieutenant General José Dante Caridi. Ac-
cording to a report on a meeting of military commanders, distinctions be-
tween lieutenant colonel and colonel and active and retired were not ac-
ceptable.277 Caridi averred that discrimination on the basis of rank would
reopen, not heal, wounds. His statement echoed a widely held view among
military personnel that the trials were an attack on the corporate military
institution and that vindication and recognition of military actions as
just—not criminal—was the proper course of action, rendering due obe-
dience moot.278

A confirmation of expanded military bargaining power came swiftly
after Alfonsín’s move toward de facto amnesty for most of the accused.
The Argentine Senate passed an amendment to the Chamber of Deputies
bill that would “extend the immunity to higher-ranking officers who did
not hold posts of commander in chief, Chief of Zone, Chief of Subzone,
Chief of the Security or Police Force, or Prison Director, if it is not legally
established, within 30 days after the law is sanctioned, that they had deci-
sionmaking power or participated in generating orders.”279 The Chamber
of Deputies passed this version on reconsideration, and it was found con-
stitutional by the Supreme Court. The amendment covered many who
were colonels and brigadier generals at the time of the antisubversive op-
erations. The net effect of the legislation was to reduce the number being
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processed in the courts to 100, the number of officers of the armed forces
therein to 62, and the number thereof on active duty to only 6.280

But the attempted rebellion also resulted in considerable change in
the army hierarchy. All top generals except for new Chief of Staff Caridi
were retired for not controlling their officers. Caridi said that although
their sentiments may have been with the younger officers, generals have to
use their heads; they should have acted sooner, not just crossed their
arms.281 Of the rebels, only Barreiro was detained; Rico appeared in a civil-
ian court for attempted rebellion; and the others were either relieved of
their posts and placed a disposición (a status usually associated with pend-
ing disciplinary action), or were set back in their schooling (usually a ca-
reer destroyer).

Although Caridi and the other Chiefs of Staff were satisfied that they
had confronted the administration and widened the legal path to recon-
ciliation and recognition of the military’s role in the antisubversive opera-
tions, the dissident junior officers were unmollified. They were convinced
that the military had done nothing wrong and that the institution was still
threatened, even though individuals were less endangered. These percep-
tions meant that Semana Santa, Operación Dignidad as Rico termed it,
would not be the last rebellious episode.

After the passage of the due obedience law, disaffected elements in
and associated with the military appeared to perceive the administration
and the top-level military hierarchy as politically weakened. Alfonsín him-
self warned that this was the case in his Armed Forces Comradeship Day
speech of July 1987, stating that the armed forces would be the target of a
“major psychological campaign.” He enjoined each Chief of Staff to “im-
plement a special program, drawn up by the respective intelligence serv-
ice” to counteract this perception and ordered that “severe disciplinary
sanctions be used on any personnel making political statements.”282 Evi-
dence of such a campaign already existed. On June 25, bombs had gone off
on 16 premises of the ruling Radical Party in greater Buenos Aires, Men-
doza, Rosario, and Tucumán. Extreme right-wing elements believed to be
associated with the military (especially with the military intelligence serv-
ices) were thought to be responsible.283 And the retired, many of whom
had court cases still pending or in process, maintained that the military
was subject to a campaign of attack on its honor and ethics, especially in
the “means of social communication”—television, radio, and educational
institutions.284

112 ARGENTINE CIVIL–MILITARY RELATIONS



Tests of the Chiefs of Staffs’ capabilities to keep their forces in line
were not long in coming. Ex-Major Barreiro, cashiered but at large, was
becoming a hero of the “fundamentalists” (later known as los carapintada,
referring to the camouflage makeup they wore in subsequent uprisings)
and was touring the country showing a video called Operación Dignidad.
This film called not only for an end to all trials but also for a public vindi-
cation of the antisubversive operations, which the dissidents regarded as a
war in all respects.285 Caridi ordered the video confiscated if found or
shown anywhere in the army, and any officers who allowed it to be shown
were to be punished.

Other manifestations of continued tension within the military oc-
curred at the Third Infantry Regiment at La Tablada. Several officers ex-
pressed their displeasure at what they considered Caridi’s mistaken poli-
cies seeking to punish those involved in or supporting the Semana Santa
uprising. Even the navy came in for some attention in the wake of the due
obedience decision. Navy Lieutenant Alfredo Astiz, charged in some of the
most famous allegations coming out of the Dirty War, had not been con-
victed by a military court and remained on active duty. Four admirals
whose final sentences had not been decided but who did not fall under the
obediencia debida umbrella pressed for lighter punishment. And Lieu-
tenant Colonel Rico continued to receive the homage of supporters, even
though he was imprisoned in the NCO Combat Support School at Campo
de Mayo.

Monte Caseros

On December 30, 1987, Rico’s confinement was changed from the
Combat Support School to house arrest at a club. On January 14, 1988, re-
ports began circulating that army officers who supported Rico had begun
confining themselves to barracks to protest what they understood to be a
coming charge of mutiny, which would subject Rico to prison confine-
ment. Rico decided to resist return to confinement, issued a statement re-
fusing to recognize the authority of the Army Chief of Staff or of a mili-
tary court “until minimum justice is guaranteed,”286 and left the club
where he had been staying. Caridi declared Rico a fugitive and indicated
that he would be declared in rebellion, and a request that he be cashiered
went to the Minister of Defense. The Minister of Interior was told to in-
struct all police to apprehend Rico.

But on January 17, the commander of the 4th Infantry Regiment at
Monte Caseros, which became the focus of the second uprising, declared
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that he adhered to Rico’s Operación Dignidad. Shortly, Rico’s presence
there was confirmed, and support began to spread.

The army took a different approach to this uprising, which, unlike
the first, was centered far from Buenos Aires. Ríos Ereñú had followed the
letter as well as the spirit of the law and did not take charge in any part of
the resolution at Campo De Mayo of the first uprising. Caridi was fully in
charge (with Alfonsín’s tacit support), keeping the Secretary to the Army
General Staff, Colonel Chichizola, informed of army actions being taken.
He personally took charge of the II Corps troops deployed to confront
Rico at Monte Caseros.

This time, the units that reportedly supported Rico showed no cohe-
sion. Officers and NCOs squelched isolated rebellion attempts by their col-
leagues, and no blood was shed. At Monte Caseros, a mine explosion re-
portedly wounded two people as the troops under Caridi’s direction moved
against the garrison. Scores of officers were arrested in various units.

Although Caridi called this rebellion a personal thing for Rico,287 he
had publicly and repeatedly, if less brazenly, advocated virtually the same
things as Rico (save nonrecognition of his own authority). The main issue
remained unresolved: the internecine battle between adherents of hori-
zontal loyalty, championed by the junior officers who had fought, often
with distinction, in the antisubversive operations and the Malvinas war,
and supporters of vertical loyalty, including the top military hierarchy,
whom the rebels and many others viewed as compromised through their
dealings with the civilian leadership. The rebels and their sympathizers still
believed that the military hierarchy had abandoned the corporate, institu-
tional well-being of the armed forces even as it sought, through Alfonsín’s
obediencia debida legislation, to absolve individuals of culpability. The de-
mands of the disaffected in the military—satisfactory pay, a budget per-
mitting full operations, vindication for the role of the military as a whole,
and an end to perceived media attacks—went unsatisfied.

The remarks of Lieutenant Colonel Luis León, a fugitive rebel and a
leader of the second uprising, in January 1988, were prophetic: “Because
the army internal crisis is not definitively solved, the chapter is not en-
tirely closed, and another one, probably more controversial and politi-
cally charged, will start.”288 Caridi himself would make the same point
about the antimilitary media campaign. In deploring the appearance of
La Noche de los Lápices (“The Night of the Pencils”), an antimilitary film
shown in public schools which Caridi said characterized the military as
assassins, he advised the Education and Justice Minister that he had “just
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bought Semana Santa number three.”289 Alfonsín also concurred that the
conflict was unresolved. On January 28, 1988, he stated that “there are still
small groups that could carry out this type of action,” but that despite yet
another uprising, “from my viewpoint, the result of this event (the second
one) has been highly positive because it will allow us to reorganize the
army so it can play a leading role in the process of democratization.”290

His words brought into great relief the continuing contradiction between
the corporate and constitutional roles of the army.

The chasm in law between accountability and discipline became
more apparent in the wake of the second uprising. Increasingly, defen-
dants in cases requiring military or civilian court action or both were those
accused of rebellion or insubordination rather than alleged human rights
violators. For example, in September 1988, two officers removed from
their posts by Caridi appealed the decision to a civilian court, using the ac-
countability-era review system to question acts of breach of discipline.
Civilian accountability of the military services did not reinforce military
discipline. In this instance, Alfonsín intervened to uphold Caridi’s decision
by requesting a higher court to overrule the lower civilian court that had
sustained the appeal of the two officers.291

The application of due obedience during 1988 also further reduced
the scope of accountability for the alleged misdeeds of the antisubversive
operations. By the end of 1988, only 20 cases—all of high-ranking military
officers who had retired—were being addressed by the courts in some way.
No active-duty officers now faced punishment for actions in the 1970s.292

But the same was not true for the already convicted Malvinas war
chiefs, the last junta of Galtieri, Anaya, and Lami Dozo, who had been sen-
tenced by the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces. In July 1988, the state
decided to prosecute the three in federal appeals court for professional
negligence. The prosecutor said he would seek stiffer sentences than those
imposed by the Supreme Council. The matter of accountability at the
highest levels was not yet closed.

And neither was the matter of discipline. As the number of military
personnel in the judicial process for the antisubversive war allegations fell,
the number (almost all army) being processed for involvement in the up-
risings rose, reaching a total after Monte Caseros of 432.293 Some officers
also were disciplined by early retirement or missed promotion for not put-
ting down the rebellions in the various units or for not moving quickly
enough. From his jail cell, Rico taunted the hierarchy with bulletins and
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communiqués that became regular reading in many army garrisons. The
dispute over the matters of right, and rights, continued.

Near the anniversary of the Semana Santa uprising, a series of bomb-
ings signaled the reappearance of violent protest, instigated by the right-
wing movement Alerta Nacional and the terrorist organization known as
OAS–MRP. Although the ringleaders were rounded up quickly, the inci-
dent did nothing to lower tensions, and it heightened suspicions that Rico
and others might have civilian allies. Extralegal challenges competed with
legal ones as the runup to the 1989 election for Alfonsín’s successor took
shape (Alfonsín could not succeed himself, as the 1853 Constitution spec-
ified 6-year terms with no consecutive reelection). The candidates of the
two major parties were selected in the summer of 1988. Neither candidate,
Eduardo Angeloz for the Radicals or Carlos Menem for the Peronists, rep-
resented the dominant faction of his party during the Alfonsín adminis-
tration. Late 1988 found public attention directed at this building electoral
campaign and the economic difficulties of the Alfonsín years. But doubts
persisted about the effects of military reform and the review of the past,
even though Alfonsín in his Independence Day address to the armed forces
hierarchy had insisted that the consolidation of democracy was well under
way and that the armed forces, under the newly passed Defense Law, were
an integral part of it. In the speech, Alfonsín praised the “heroes of the
South Atlantic” and stated that “the public must not fail to recognize the
efforts made by the Armed Forces in defense of our republican system of
government.”294

Villa Martelli

On December 1, 1988, the uncertainties manifested themselves once
again. About 45 officers of an elite Prefectura Naval unit at Zárate near
Buenos Aires took arms and deserted the unit. (This was the second non-
army breach of discipline. At the time of the Monte Caseros uprising, a
small group of air force personnel tried to take over the metropolitan air-
port in downtown Buenos Aires, but they garnered no support.) Alfonsín,
in Mexico at the time, dismissed the action as a “little problem” and con-
tinued his diplomatic activities. But this incident was not an isolated one,
despite its apparent origin in a service other than the army. The rebels
went straight to the Infantry School at Campo de Mayo, where they joined
other commando and special forces contingents, at the seat of the April
1987 Semana Santa uprising. Los carapintada were in charge.

The leader of the uprising was Colonel Mohamed Ali Seineldin, a
hero of the Malvinas war who had been advising Manuel Noriega’s elite
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units in the Panama Defense Force. Seineldin was widely regarded as rep-
resenting the ultranationalist, messianic, fervently Catholic (he was a con-
vert) sentiment in the army, the stronghold of which was the Army Infantry
branch.295 Seineldin was not linked to human rights violations. He was a
role model for the junior officers, who saw him as incorruptible, heroic, and
self-sacrificing.296 Colonel Seineldin quickly made clear that this was again
a matter of horizontal versus vertical loyalty, the fault line between corpo-
ratism and constitutionalism, describing himself as “an army operations
commander who has taken up arms against the army Chiefs” to lead a re-
bellion that “definitely aims at restoring the honor” of the military.297

Caridi prepared to take on Seineldin in much the same way that he
had taken on Rico at Monte Caseros. Acting under orders from Vice-Pres-
ident Victor Martínez, Caridi mobilized troops in the Buenos Aires area
and headed them toward Campo de Mayo. He intended to surround
Seineldin and forestall any spread.

But Caridi could not isolate the movement. Other units, including
ones in the provinces of Buenos Aires, Córdoba, and Salta, declared their
support for Seineldin. Key among these units was the 10th Logistics Battal-
ion at Villa Martelli, a Buenos Aires suburb on the border of the federal
capital. In a surprise move, Seineldin and his loyalists—unimpeded by
loyal troops deployed to put down the rebellion—traversed the 20 kilo-
meters from Campo de Mayo to Villa Martelli on December 3. Caridi mo-
bilized troops toward Villa Martelli under the command of General Isidro
Cáceres, but he hoped to avoid bloodshed. (The only casualties of the con-
frontation were three civilians killed in a confused exchange of gunfire
near Villa Martelli, where crowds of people turned out in the first direct
civilian-military episode of the uprisings.)

On December 4, 1988, the rebels issued their demands. They called for
Caridi’s resignation, the extension of obediencia debida coverage to all except
the junta members, suspension of all trials for violations of human rights,
amnesty for the rebels, a better budget, and a promise that only Colonel
Seineldin be held accountable and tried in military court for this latest re-
bellion. The government would not agree to these issues as the points of a
negotiated settlement, and both Caridi and Seineldin referred to the out-
come of their talks over the matter as “an agreement to prevent blood-
shed.”298 Seineldin and his supporters gave themselves up on December 5.

Although the government had not negotiated with the rebels, it had
in effect negotiated with the military. The denouement of the third upris-
ing laid bare the status of civil-military relations in Argentina. From the
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beginning, the Alfonsín government had dealt with the military as a polit-
ical adversary, a corporate entity in Argentine society that could be politi-
cally overcome (the government took a similar approach to the Church
and the unions). Alfonsín judged correctly that the political resources
based on force that undergirded the military claim to legitimacy in the ex-
ercise of authority were at an all-time low in 1983. But if the vertical loy-
alty and subordination to the constitutional government and the rule of
law had been established de jure, the horizontal loyalty that underlay the
commitment of the individual officers or NCOs to the military institution
continued de facto. The rebels clearly were at odds with the former, but for
many, perhaps most, of the military, they embodied the latter.

A business information agency run by retired military members con-
ducted an informal poll of 984 military personnel in 123 army and navy
units between December 10, 1988, and January 13, 1989 (between the
third uprising and the La Tablada attack by the guerrillas).299 Of those
polled, 82 percent shared completely the objectives of Colonel Seineldin
(vindication of the actions of the Dirty War, better pay, suspension of tri-
als, measures to protect the rebels from punishment, and Caridi’s resigna-
tion), and another 6.1 percent gave partial support. Only 3.7 percent did
not concur with the stated objectives. Most did not agree that rebellion
was the way to achieve those objectives, but the military did not question
the belief that it had been right all along.

By the end of 1988, the government was not prepared to confront the
military directly. Alfonsín continued to equate civilian complicity with
military complicity in past illegal behavior. In his last important speech on
military issues to Congress on December 21, 1988, he reiterated earlier
statements that “regardless of the responsibility that the military may have
had over the operational aspect of the coups, we should not forget that
civilians are to blame for providing the ideological inspirations of the
coups.”300 Although excoriating “state terrorism” and the “authoritarian
frameworks, organizations or behavior” that had brought it about, Alfon-
sín again called for a “cultural reform,” implying that the democratic al-
ternative to that lawless culture had not then been available.

Reinforcing this attitude in a speech, Defense Minister Jaunarena ap-
proached the military line, stating that “the republican democracy has nei-
ther defined nor designed a self-preservation mechanism for times of crisis,”
and that “the Armed Forces were compelled to militarily [sic] confronta-
tion . . . without the necessary training for this emergency,” in view of the
politicians’ lack of reaction “toward the scourge that hit Argentina as of the
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end of the 1960s.” While he maintained that most of the struggle was waged
outside the framework of constitutional governments, the political legiti-
macy and legality of a necessary struggle had been questioned; “the situation
was overcome, but reproach could not be prevented.”301

Paradoxically, the revolts strengthened the corporate military’s po-
litical hand. In an interview on December 16, 1988, Caridi made explicit
why that was true. He stated that these reactions “will continue to occur
within the Armed Forces, particularly within the army,” if the demands of
the armed forces were not met. The military’s main demand was the “end
of the attacks of which they have been a target for a long time.” He made
clear what that was about: “The consequences of the antisubversive war,
in which there are still pending matters, which must be given a favorable
solution in the shortest possible time.” His disagreement with Colonel
Seineldin was not about the demands; it was about “the path chosen for
posing the demands.”302 That was the difference between the rebels and
the loyal troops.

One more event played a major part in the civil-military relationship
during the Alfonsín years: the guerrilla attack at La Tablada in January
1989 (dealt with in detail in chapter 4). The government viewed this attack
as a last-ditch effort by the extreme left to, in Alfonsín’s words, “unleash a
confrontation between the people and the armed forces and subsequently
take power through a ‘Putsch’.”303 Interrogation of guerrilla survivors, in-
spection of documents at the scene, and the identities and political roles of
the guerrilla dead bore out this view. The military could thus claim the
mantle of defender of democratic institutions, including themselves, from
bloody attacks by armed, illegal bands reminiscent of the leftist guerrillas
of the 1970s, against whom the military had insisted it had fought a justi-
fiable war. Vindication was seen to be at hand.

The guerrilla attack at La Tablada was the final blow to the Alfonsín
administration’s reform of the military and review of the past initiatives to
establish a different civil-military relationship under a democratic govern-
ment. The Alfonsín government’s efforts to hold the military accountable
for its decisions and actions in the antisubversive operations did little to
reduce the political weight of the military. Although the Security Council
and the Committee of Internal Security established in the wake of the La
Tablada incident gave a de jure cover for it, the military was reintroduced
into the internal security arena. The apparent vitiation of Alfonsín’s de-
fense policy led to the apparent vitiation of his military policy as well.
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In April 1989, between the La Tablada incident in January and the
May election for president, the Centro de Estudios Unión Para la Nueva
Mayoría sought to determine the “image of the Armed Forces.”304 It polled
an unknown number of citizens living in the federal capital, Greater
Buenos Aires, Córdoba, Santa Fé, and Mendoza. Although responses from
these locations varied considerably, the poll registered a predominance of
positive opinions about the military in all places, ranging from an evenly
split opinion in the federal capital to a 2.6:1 ratio of positive opinions in
Mendoza. Moreover, the image of the institution had survived the
Seineldin uprising, as opinions of him and his actions were overwhelm-
ingly negative. And this poll reaffirmed previous studies showing that the
public considered internal missions within the military’s purview; positive
opinions of the military’s actions in the La Tablada incident ranged from
4–6.5 positive to 1 negative.

Indeed, military policy would again focus on internal dynamics in
the armed forces—particularly in the army, and specifically on those who
were involved in the uprisings. They were the avatars of a military unre-
strained by civilian authority, responsive to their own hierarchy only inso-
far as it reflected the horizontal loyalties of the military corporate institu-
tions rather than the vertical loyalties to civilian hierarchy, which the
military had no voice in selecting. The rebels, even though they were still
facing disciplinary action from the military, sought to change that. Both
Rico and Seineldin openly supported Peronist candidate Menem in the
presidential race, and military sentiment encouraged a Peronist victory, re-
jecting the Radical candidate even though he was not of the same political
wing within the Radical Party as Alfonsín.

The Alfonsín regime did not resolve the military question. In the wake
of the La Tablada attack, public opinion generally was favorable toward the
army’s actions in suppressing an attack on one of its own garrisons.305 And
the military question was of low priority, as other problems of the Alfonsín
administration, especially the economic situation, were much more impor-
tant in the electoral campaign.306 On May 14, 1989, Carlos Menem won the
presidential race, effectively ending the Alfonsín regime. Indeed, Alfonsín,
plagued by food riots in May as well as hyperinflation, decided to leave of-
fice several months before his term expired. On July 8, 1989, Carlos Menem
was inaugurated as President of the Argentine Republic.
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The Alfonsín Legacy
The election of 1983 and the transition to civilian rule under the Al-

fonsín administration were evidence of the establishment of a constitu-
tional regime. But that transition did not settle the question of legitimacy
of authority, even though it marked a major change in the military’s polit-
ical fortunes. The Alfonsín administration set in motion two political
processes—military reform and the review of the past—that were the are-
nas of competition for legitimate authority reflected in estado militar. The
evolution and results of these two processes provide a useful framework to
examine the civil-military relationship in that administration.

Military reform, as envisioned by the Alfonsín administration, had as
its goal an apolitical military removed as a contestant for authority. The
basic thrust of reform was to restructure the mission, organization, re-
sources, and education of military institutions to bring them in line with a
constitutional regime. The measures taken to try to effect this result relied
on de jure change, a legal structure that assured the definitive subordina-
tion of the military to civilian authority. The reform efforts were directed at
replacing the adversarial, competitive nature of the civil-military relation-
ship with a noncompetitive one in which both civilians and military mem-
bers accepted civilian supremacy in military and defense matters.

But the implementation of the reforms did less to depoliticize the
military than it did to reduce its political effectiveness by shrinking its po-
litical resources. Large reductions in money, manpower, and operational
equipment reduced the level of military activity but did little to change its
nature or motivations. Moreover, reducing levels of resources did not
change the military’s attitudes on its proper role; it only reinforced per-
ceptions that the military was being punished.

The long delay in the Defense Law left the administration bereft of a
basic set of rules from which a new pattern of civil-military relations
might actually have been realized. The delay in a coherent, constitutional
plan for defining the mission and organization of the military vitiated
much of the other reform, such as redistributing the command authorities
and seeking a unified, jointly directed military establishment. The Min-
istry of Defense and the Joint Staff more often were arenas for competition
between civilians and military than manifestations of a regime of civilian
supremacy. The turbulence at the top of the Ministry of Defense and at the
highest levels of the military services, especially the army, exacerbated this
state of affairs. Coupled with inexperience on all sides in elaborating a
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civil-military relationship in a constitutional regime, the turbulence para-
doxically reinforced inertia, undermining reform.

When the reforms as they had evolved were tested at La Tablada, the
military’s traditional patterns of loyalty and obedience—although severely
challenged by the constitutional, legal constructs of the Alfonsín adminis-
tration—prevailed. In the end, the reform efforts did little to change atti-
tudes on either side. But the major confrontation for Alfonsín came not
over differing views of legitimacy of authority in the future but over dif-
fering views of legitimacy of authority in the past.

The review of the past directly challenged military perceptions of
proper authority in the pre-Alfonsín era. It disputed the legitimacy of
using force in establishing authority and in political action. As such, the
military perceived the review of the past as an assault on the values that
undergirded its role in society and its involvement in politics during the
Proceso military government, the antisubversive operations, and the Malv-
inas war. But the confrontation centered on the conduct (or misconduct)
of the military in the Dirty War. The review of the past struck at perhaps
the most salient element of estado militar: individual and institutional ac-
countability of the military. The question of final authority in military ac-
countability was central to the contest over legitimacy.

The review of the past highlighted the adversarial, conflictive nature
of the Argentine civil-military relationship. It pitted the civilian political
authorities against the military establishment in the contentious process of
the trials to judge the conduct of military personnel up to the highest level,
and by extension to judge the armed forces as an institution. It called the
political resources of both civilians and military into play in a contest over
legitimacy of political authority. That competition reflected very clearly
that the civilian and military actors appealed to different currents in the
Argentine political stream and viewed their institutional roles and the re-
lationship between them from varied perspectives.

The Alfonsín administration sought to bracket the confrontation in
legal terms, with the courts as the constitutional embodiment of legiti-
macy in seeking accountability. But employing the legal structure to deal
with the political past, especially one that had responded to a different no-
tion of the basis for legitimacy, was much more difficult than using the
legal structure to deal with the future nature of civil-military relations.
The military perceived the changes in the Code of Military Justice and the
calls for the trials of the junta members and hundreds of others as ex post
facto law and as striking at the heart of military accountability for its own,
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and at military discipline in general. For the military, the marginalization
of the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces highlighted the attempt to
overpower military law with civilian law.

Moreover, although Alfonsín had hoped to keep the culpability judg-
ments regarding the military focused on the juntas, as they had been the ex-
pressly political actors during the Proceso, he was unable to contain the pro-
ceedings to those trials. The reform of the Code of Military Justice and the
establishment of CONADEP opened the floodgates of accusations and calls
for a comprehensive effort at calling the military to account. As the scope
of the review increased and as the prospect of trials spread beyond the jun-
tas to hundreds of other military and security personnel, the military—
particularly army officers—perceived the Alfonsín administration as di-
rectly attacking the military institutions themselves. The review of the past
overwhelmed reform, and in so doing undercut any chance for cooperative,
apolitical efforts that might have worked in other circumstances. The re-
view of the past pitted the horizontal loyalty of officers to each other and to
the institution against the vertical loyalty to hierarchy, which had grown to
include the constitutional civilian hierarchy as well as the legally subordi-
nated military hierarchy, especially the Chiefs of Staff of the services. The
dimension of horizontal loyalty was reinforced by the prospect of legal
judgment that might convict hundreds of officers and by emergent (rather
than appointed) leadership, especially in the persons of Rico and Seineldin.

Convinced that the trials presented a threat to the military institu-
tion and that their actions in the antisubversive operations had been legit-
imate, just, and correct, several hundred officers and other ranks rebelled
on three separate occasions. Their aim was to force not only the civilians
but also the top-level military hierarchy to stop the trials and seek a polit-
ical solution. The rebels reflected the attitudes of most military members,
many of whom regretted rebel means but had little quarrel with their
goals. Although the military hierarchy and the Alfonsín administration de-
nied striking any bargains with the rebels themselves, the uprisings had the
effect of reinforcing the political position of the military. The military still
was seen not as an instrument of the government but as a political actor
capable of resorting to the use or threat of force in political action. The po-
litical demands of the military could not be ignored. The due obedience
law considerably reduced the exposure of military personnel to possible
trials and punishment. The civil-military relationship remained a reflec-
tion of actors exercising political roles based on different notions of the le-
gitimacy of political authority.
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Alfonsín himself may have made the case best for examining the
civil-military relationship based on differently derived conceptions of le-
gitimate authority. He said in 1985 that only a gigantic cultural reform,
democracy, could bring the rule of law to Argentina. His comment was an
implicit recognition that Argentine political culture had evolved in a way
that would provide more than one basis for claims to legitimacy of politi-
cal authority. In Argentina, the level of political activity by the military had
varied considerably over time, reflecting the fortunes of the two sides of
the civil-military relationship. But even in the Alfonsín administration,
when the military’s political resources had been severely reduced, the civil-
military relationship remained one in which political behavior was condi-
tioned by differing sets of attitudes, beliefs, and sentiments. Estado militar,
in its various aspects, continued to reflect the contests over legitimacy, not
the definitive acceptance by all of a common belief in the appropriateness
of authority.
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Chapter Six

The First Menem
Administration:
Reconciliation Continued

Carlos Menem found himself occupying the office of President of
Argentina sooner than he expected. Raúl Alfonsín resigned in July
1989, leaving Menem with an economic shambles characterized by

hyperinflation and stagnation. Consequently, the new administration’s re-
lationship with the military was not the first priority. But Menem knew
that he could not simply ignore the military, especially since the outgoing
administration left the Dirty War trials unfinished and the status of those
involved in the uprisings unresolved. Nonetheless, Menem had a freer
hand than Alfonsín in seeking the reconciliation that Alfonsín had prom-
ised. Clearly the unofficial military favorite in the 1989 elections because
he was not regarded as antimilitary as Alfonsín had been, Menem had
some breathing room in terms of civil-military relations. However, he
faced a military establishment that still contained significant elements
seeking vindication and one that was strengthened in that regard by the La
Tablada attack in January 1989. He also had to resolve several cases against
military officials charged with human rights abuses related to the antisub-
versive operations.

“I hate to see even birds in cages,” Menem reportedly said on his in-
auguration, giving the first indication that he would seek either an amnesty
or a pardon for all military members sanctioned for the antisubversive op-
erations, the Malvinas war, or the three uprisings.307 But Menem balanced
this largesse with a clear message to those still seeking confrontation within
the military, especially the army, and between the military and civilian au-
thority. He named General Isidro Cáceres, who had been instrumental in
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quelling the third uprising led by Seineldin, as Chief of Staff of the Army,
the service in which the divisions between horizontal and vertical loyalties
were the most apparent. Although they temporarily had no leaders, los
carapintada remained unreconciled to anything less than vindication.

Pressing Issues
The economy required Menem’s attention from the outset, and he

indicated early on that the role of the state sector in the economy would
have to be reduced. The term privatization began to circulate, and Menem
moved to make peace with international lenders. This meant that the state
sector, including the military, took a back seat to efforts to energize the
economy and reduce internal and external debt—a move that later had
significant repercussions for military reform. But Menem decided to grant
pardons to defuse the issue of the review of the past and its consequences
for military discipline.

As Menem came into office, Seineldin was roiling the waters with
declarations about the alleged pact between himself and ex-Chief of Staff
of the Army Caridi at the time of the third uprising in December 1988.
From his confinement in the Palermo barracks, Seineldin excoriated the
high command for nonfulfillment of the pact. A flurry of communiqués
ensued, with denials of the existence of any such pact and further attempts
by Seineldin to influence the civil-military relationship of the incoming
administration.

Menem did not admit that pardons were being considered and that
they would apply to ex-guerrillas as well as the military until mid-Au-
gust.308 Pressure from the military for pardons had mounted, and specula-
tion was rife as to when they would be granted and who would be covered.
Presumably not wishing to be seen as pressured by either the military hi-
erarchy or by Seineldin, Rico, and their followers, Menem waited a decent
interval before acting. But even as he did, the resolution of this aspect of
the cuestión militar was not complete.

Action came on October 8, 1989—3 months after Menem’s inaugu-
ration. He pardoned 280 people, including 39 ranking military officers
who fought against subversion in the 1970s, the 3 ex-junta members who
led the 1982 Malvinas war, all members of the armed and security forces
who took part in the Semana Santa, Monte Caseros, and Villa Martelli up-
risings (as well as the attempted takeover of the Aeroparque airport), and
57 former leftist guerrillas, many of whom were still fugitives from jus-
tice.309 But the pardon excluded the top incarcerated figures: former de
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facto presidents army Generals Jorge Videla and Robert Viola, their fellow
navy junta members Admirals Emilio Massera and Armando Lambrus-
chini, former Buenos Aires police chiefs Ramón Camps and Pablo Ric-
chieri, former First Army Corps Commander General Guillermo Suárez
Mason, and Montoneros terrorist leader Mario Firmenich. Decrees
1002–1005 granted the pardons to the various categories of recipients,
among whom were Seineldin and Rico, and (with the exceptions cited plus
a few civilians) were clearly intended to clean out all the categories of peo-
ple who had somehow been sanctioned during the Alfonsín administra-
tion. It did not preclude the armed forces from taking disciplinary action
within their respective services for breaches of military discipline, which
led to the forced retirement of several officers, including Seineldin and
Rico. Seineldin continued to berate Army Chief of Staff Cáceres and or-
ganized an open “physical training” demonstration that attracted some
500 of his followers. The pardons mitigated conflict between the civilians
and the military, but not between military and military.310

Furthermore, pardon was not vindication. Most service members
still felt that their institutions had done nothing wrong and that neither
persecution nor forgiveness was right. Seineldin and Rico, although out of
active service and with their channels of access more restricted, remained
a thorn in the side of the Menem administration. Rico chose an explicitly
political path for his new career, raising the banner of “nationalist Pero-
nism”—a decidedly different and more orthodox brand than Menemist
Peronism and one that had appeal beyond the military, since many saw
Menem as having forsaken his Peronist heritage.311

As 1990 began, Rico and Seineldin remained in the public eye, call-
ing for a “national people’s revolution against dollarization” and resistance
to a “sellout” to foreign interests.312 On March 21, General Cáceres died of
a heart attack, thus inadvertently fulfilling a desire of los carapintada. His
successor, General Martín Bonnet, shared Cáceres’ antipathy for Seineldin
or Rico and arrested Seineldin again in early April when he questioned the
military’s disciplinary actions against rebels in the wake of the amnesty.

Looming Unrest
In August, reports surfaced of another levantamiento plot; a State 

Information Service report alleged a “direct action” campaign not only
to settle military internal differences, especially in the army, but also to
take political power.313 Although nothing materialized in the next few
months, the potential for disruption clearly still existed, and messianic
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military ultranationalists would try again to settle differences by con-
frontation and violence.

Seineldin continued to bait the military and the president, writing
letters and getting arrested as often as he was released. He and Rico, who
had become a full-fledged politician with his own party, the Movement for
Dignity and Independence (Movimiento por la Dignidad y la Independen-
cia, or MODIN), warned of unrest in the military and possible open in-
ternal strife in the army. Reports continued of another military uprising,
but as December approached, the struggle remained a battle of words. But
Seineldin’s appeal to junior officers and NCOs remained high. Many of
them had seen nothing in their careers but unrelieved crisis, both within
the military and in the society, and they could not comprehend what a
“normal” military career might be.314 Seineldin and Rico also represented
the “fighting man” and role model, especially for Malvinas war veterans.
Their appeal posed significant danger to military discipline and even con-
stitutional government.

Seineldin began another 60-day period of arrest in a remote army
garrison in Neuquén Province on October 12. In early November, after
several weeks of calm, Menem baited Seineldin about becoming a politi-
cian (as Rico had already become).315 Seineldin’s response probably was
not what Menem had anticipated: in the early morning hours of Decem-
ber 3, 1990, Seineldin instigated a revolt against Menem, who was prepar-
ing to receive U.S. President George H.W. Bush on December 5.

The revolt struck at the very heart of command and control in the
army, the Edificio Libertador San Martín, seat of the Army General Staff
and a short walk from the Presidential Palace. Earlier uprisings had been di-
rected mainly at the army hierarchy with the intention of forcing military
demands to the forefront and establishing a bargaining position with the
civilian authorities. But this rebellion had all the earmarks of a coup at-
tempt, including a list of civilian politicians with Menem’s name at the top.
Seineldin supporters hoped to take over key communications and military
control facilities, including the army headquarters, the Patricios Regiment’s
Palermo barracks in Buenos Aires, other barracks in metropolitan Buenos
Aires, and even the Coast Guard headquarters in the port area. And the as-
sault was launched without regard to avoiding casualties among the mili-
tary defenders of the installations. The rebels achieved surprise and a tem-
porary advantage, raising the dispute to a full-fledged crisis.

Menem declared a state of siege and, thus imbued with extraordinary
but constitutional powers, moved against the rebels, who had achieved
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partial success in their objectives by inflicting several officer and NCO ca-
sualties on the regular forces. The rebels occupied part of the army head-
quarters and the Palermo barracks, took over the 601st Quartermaster Bat-
talion at El Palomar, and for a time captured the Tank Factory TAMSE in
the Buenos Aires suburb of Boulogne. Menem ordered Army Chief of Staff
Bonnet to “completely extinguish” the rebels.316

Bonnet deployed overwhelming force to face down the rebels, order-
ing into action a reinforced mechanized brigade gathered from loyal
Buenos Aires Province army units and garnering support from the navy
and air force as well. The business of establishing normal military control
over the affected garrisons and headquarters consumed the day of De-
cember 3. This revolt did not drag on as the earlier ones had done. No re-
inforcements reached the Buenos Aires rebels, although a column of tanks
commandeered by rebel supporters in Entre Ríos Province tried to break
through. But regular army units controlled the bridge and tunnel choke-
points to the island province. Loyal units mopped up rebels in Buenos
Aires and closed in on sympathizers elsewhere. The last resisters were sol-
diers in the Entre Ríos garrisons of Concordia and Gualeguaychú, and
three rebel tank crews at Olavarría, a garrison on the pampa in Buenos
Aires Province.

In less than 24 hours the revolt was over. Menem lifted the state of
siege only 2 days after imposing it, and life in Buenos Aires returned to
normal. But despite its short duration, this was the bloodiest of the four
uprisings. Reports attributed 14 dead (including 4 loyal army members
and 3 army rebels) and 55 wounded to the rebellion. Unlike earlier rebel-
lions, this uprising had not avoided armed combat between loyalists and
rebels. The firefights, although few, were real, and no thought was given to
negotiating with the rebels. At least 427 rebels were involved, including 355
army, 47 coast guard, and 25 civilians.317

Within a day of the uprising, Defense Minister Humberto Romero
confirmed the existence of a letter in which Colonel Seineldin, under ar-
rest since October, claimed “absolute responsibility” for the latest inci-
dent. If Seineldin’s proclamation was an effort to shield the rebel partici-
pants, it was not successful. Menem had given no promises, and his
subordinates, civilian and military, had rebuffed any efforts to discuss
terms. The humiliation of the rebels was complete, and the sympathetic
associations between loyal and rebel officers that had characterized the
earlier rebellions were not in evidence this time. Moreover, this uprising
had involved hundreds of noncommissioned officers rather than being
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top-heavy with officers. Their grievances concentrated more on prag-
matic issues such as low pay, demeaning duties, and lack of troops than
on political issues as such. The economic crisis that still besieged Ar-
gentina had seriously degraded their livelihood. If their attitude of des-
peration was widespread, it could portend trouble in the future.

In any event, President Menem was seen as having exercised his re-
sponsibilities as commander in chief, and loyal troops showed no reluc-
tance to carry out his orders as they had with former President Alfonsín.
Loyal generals left their offices and personally directed several of the oper-
ations to put down the mutiny. Even the scheduled visit of President Bush
2 days after this fourth uprising went off flawlessly, also enhancing
Menem’s reputation as a civilian president who could deal with his own
military in matters of accountability and discipline. Menem had not hesi-
tated to act once blood was shed, although some wondered why the re-
peated warnings that such a revolt was imminent did not prompt preven-
tive measures to be taken.

Although the fallout from the uprising—particularly the workings of
the military justice system, the trials of the rebels, and the fate of Colonel
Seineldin—continued for months, at year’s end attention shifted to unfin-
ished business regarding members of the military juntas still incarcerated
and others who had completed their sentences: two former Buenos Aires
Province police chiefs convicted of human rights violations; a fugitive for-
mer Army Corps commander facing trial; the jailed former leader of the
Montoneros; the Proceso former Economy Minister; and two former offi-
cials who had served sentences for appropriating government funds. On
December 29, 1990, President Menem issued pardons for all. According to
Menem, this act closed a chapter and cleared the way for “national recon-
ciliation.”318 He defended this decision throughout his first administration
as being “fair to the armed institution,” including at the Annual Armed
Forces Comradeship dinner in July 1994.319

Menem did not receive political acquiescence on this decision. Op-
position parties (except the pro-military UCD Party) backed “day of
mourning” rallies called by human rights organizations, and tens of thou-
sands turned out on December 30 to protest. Those pardoned were glad to
be out of jail or out from under the cloud of their convictions if they had
served out their sentences or were facing trial. However, the former mili-
tary among them (all but Suárez Mason, not yet tried, had been stripped
of their military status and rank) were still demanding the vindication of
the armed forces in their actions during the Proceso government. Even the
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Chief of Staff of the Army, General Bonnet, hailed the pardons as being in
the army’s interest, because “many of their present members fought, and
did so, at the time, in fulfillment of express orders.”320 But he left the call
for vindication to the civilian backers of the military, the UCD Party. Jorge
Videla, a former president and junta member in the Proceso government,
was unrepentant, also calling for “full institutional vindication,” recogni-
tion that the military had “defended the nation against subversive aggres-
sion.”321 That resulted in a call from the left for repeal of the pardons and
other acts to protest them. Charges and countercharges were the order of
the day, but Menem remained unmoved; no pardons were rescinded, and
no vindication sentiments were officially codified.

Menem did not bypass the military in dealing with the rebels in-
volved in the uprising of December 3, 1990. The Supreme Council of the
Armed Forces was the tribunal for dealing with the rebels. The charge was
mutiny, for which the death penalty could be assessed. The Council was
quick to act; on January 8, 1991, it sentenced three principals charged in
the uprising, Colonel Mohamed Ali Seineldin, Colonel Luis Baraldini, and
Colonel Oscar Ricardo Vega, to indefinite imprisonment and discharged
them from the army. Seineldin and the others thus lost their military sta-
tus, retirement, and privileges. Ten other army officers were sentenced to
lesser terms for being in rebellion. Menem did not consider pardons for
these officers, and they were thus cashiered.

Seineldin used his trial testimony and magazine and newspaper in-
terviews to voice his opinion that disloyalty lay on the side of the army hi-
erarchy, which had broken promises made to rebels. But his protests did
not affect the continuing arraignment and prosecution of those involved
in the fourth rebellion. On April 15, the appeals trials for the initial group
of rebels sentenced by the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces began in
federal appeals court, as provided for under Alfonsín-era modifications to
the Code of Military Justice. Again portraying himself as the defender of
military honor against a corrupt hierarchy, Seineldin stated that “more
blood will flow” if the army’s “grave problems” were not solved and that
the rebels had to choose between “the duty of obedience and the duty of
conscience.”322 He and others insisted that written agreements had been
made to satisfy rebel demands in earlier rebellions, and they excoriated
former President Alfonsín for denying it in court. In an open letter to the
Argentine people in a new magazine, Conciencia Nacional, Seineldin char-
acterized himself as the “circumstantial” leader of the “national army,” by
which he meant los carapintada and their allies who had their origins in
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the defenders of the Malvinas. He glorified horizontal loyalty and deni-
grated vertical loyalty, making polemics against the military and civilian
hierarchy and their purported sellout to foreigners and special interests.

But Menem had the final say. The appellate process was not dis-
rupted, and in mid-August 1991, Menem responded to Seineldin by
branding him “totally impotent” and suggesting that he had “failed in his
life and as a member of the military. . . . The only thing he has done is kill
his companions in arms.”323 By this time, 386 military personnel had been
brought before the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces, and 58 had re-
ceived sentences for participation in the fourth uprising. Another 12 offi-
cers and 289 NCOs still awaited trial, incarcerated in Magdalena Prison, at
that time the army’s principal correctional facility. On September 2, the
federal appeals court handed down its decision on the initial group of
ringleaders, reaffirming the earlier Supreme Council verdict on aggravated
and bloody revolt and aggravated rebellion or mutiny (since the defen-
dants were military men at the time of the uprising). The Appellate Court
even meted out short sentences to two officers not found guilty by the
Council. Seineldin, who received the heaviest punishment, is serving an
indefinite prison sentence. Twenty-three other army officers were sen-
tenced to 4- to 20-year terms for their participation in this episode.324

Menem basically prevailed on the two salient issues of the review of
the past. He had wiped the slate clean in terms of the Dirty War, pardoning
all the remaining Proceso-era actors still serving sentences. Also pardoned
were those who had completed their terms but who remained convicted
felons, military, guerrilla, and civilian alike, including the archetypes in
each category: Jorge Videla, Mario Firmenich, and José Martínez de Hoz.
Menem had put down the last and bloodiest rebellion, which generally was
considered both a confrontation between los carapintada and the regular
military hierarchy and an attempted coup against the Menem government.
The rebels’ fate was decided in accordance with the regular and appellate
procedures instituted by the previous administration, and Menem subse-
quently indicated that he would never pardon them. No one (except
Seineldin and his confederates) questioned the legitimacy of action within
either the military or civilian processes.

The two principal military rebel leaders turned out quite differently:
Former Lieutenant Colonel Aldo Rico, cashiered but free, became a nation-
alist Peronist politician with his own party, the MODIN. He unsuccessfully
contested the governorship of Buenos Aires Province, and he was a candi-
date for the Presidency of the Republic in 1995. Former Colonel Mohamed

132 ARGENTINE CIVIL–MILITARY RELATIONS



Ali Seineldin is unlikely ever to walk out of prison, and although los carap-
intada organized as the Movement for Ibero-American Integration and Na-
tional Identity (Movimiento de Identidad Nacional e Integración Ibero-
Americana, or MINEII), its influence within the military structure,
principally the army, appears over. For the 1995 elections, Seineldin, from
his prison cell, led the organization of a political party called the
Movimiento Restaurador as a “nationalist alternative to the majority par-
ties,” but it sought legal status in only a few provinces.325 The nationalist, ir-
redentist aspirations that led to the Malvinas war, and the antisubversive
operations of the Dirty War that had dominated the military experience of
the rebels and their open and covert supporters in the military, had been re-
solved—if not to everyone’s satisfaction. A faction-distressed military was
no longer a political actor to the extent that elements were openly chal-
lenging the constitutional arrangements or the extant military hierarchy.
But if the conflictive elements of the civil-military relationship abated, se-
rious constitutional and institutional questions remained.

Defense Policy
The Menem administration’s consideration of the roles and missions

of the armed forces was informed by a discredited military legacy and an
inconclusive Alfonsín legacy. Consequently, Menem was faced with an Ar-
gentine defense policy in considerable disarray and a set of armed govern-
mental institutions whose main mission at the time he took office was eas-
ily interpretable as their own corporate integrity and survival.

The military’s legacy to Menem concerning defense policy was
steeped in the Argentine military tradition. Until the Alfonsín adminis-
tration, the military establishment was in charge of defense policy—both
the policymaker and the executive agent.326 A self-defined, autonomous
defense policy reflected the historical involvement of the military in pol-
icy matters. Furthermore, the individual services had led separate exis-
tences, defining their roles and missions according to their own land, sea,
and air capabilities.

This military legacy offered no effective check on the military and no
real accountability, especially since the civil-military relationship revolved
not around the establishment of an instrumental military force at the serv-
ice of the regime but around the legitimacy of political authority on the
part of civilians and military. The military’s threat perceptions, hipótesis de
conflicto, had centered on regional geopolitics and the Cold War, especially
anticommunism. These concerns shaped the military institutions’ beliefs
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concerning the use of force. In the last manifestation of military institu-
tional rule, the Proceso government (1976–1982), military roles and polit-
ical roles became indistinguishable, leading to the Dirty War (anticommu-
nism) internally and the Malvinas war (geopolitics) externally. The
military lost both, the first a Pyrrhic victory and a political disaster, and
the second an unmitigated military disaster. The armed forces were seen as
unreliable “trustees of the national essence” and no longer viable as the
sole source of defense policy.327

Raúl Alfonsín and his administration members were much better at
deciding what type of defense policy they did not want than at elaborating
what they did want. They did not perceive Argentina to be internally or ex-
ternally threatened in any way that would require the use of military force.
And they did not want the military involved in the foreign or domestic
conflict resolution. The administration’s entire review of the past was
predicated on the illegitimacy of military action in internal security mat-
ters. In external matters, the administration sought resolution of Ar-
gentina’s more intractable differences with others, especially the Malvinas
claims and disputes with Chile over borders and the Beagle Channel is-
lands, through diplomatic channels.

Consequently, the Alfonsín administration did not predicate defense
policy on military capacity. No hipótesis de guerra came from the civilians,
only the rejection of military ones: no threats, no enemies.328 Administra-
tion efforts were designed to reduce military resources since the regime
did not want the military to regain its power to intrude politically. The
civilian politicians greatly resented the military and sought a state of af-
fairs in which it would not be tolerated as a political factor. The politicians,
deep down, did not believe that the military, certainly as Argentina had
known it in the modern era, was necessary anymore.329

The Alfonsín administration’s preoccupation with what the military
had done preempted any consideration of what the military should do.
The long delay in promulgating the Defense Law reflected the regime’s
predisposition that the military should do nothing or as little as possible.
The Defense Law provided a legal basis for defense policy, placing it in the
constitutional framework and proscribing the scope and domain of mili-
tary activity. It also abrogated the old directives of the military govern-
ments based on the National Security Doctrine, which Alfonsín abhorred,
but it did not provide enabling legislation to operationalize the defense es-
tablishment, civilian or military. The La Tablada incident in early 1989
vividly revealed the law’s shortcomings, but by then it was too late for the
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Radical incumbents to act. Although consultative mechanisms were cre-
ated by emergency measures, the electoral battle and the military’s use of
the La Tablada incident to pressure civilian authorities for vindication of
past roles and missions preempted the use of those mechanisms to con-
sider future roles and missions. Defense guidance, as it would be referred
to in the United States, was nowhere to be found.

Changed Roles and Missions under Menem

Defense policy did not top Menem’s agenda; he had to face the dete-
riorating economic situation that had forced Alfonsín from office early.
Menem’s first task concerning the military was to defuse the review of the
past issues, a task that had two consequences for civil-military relations.
First, it put to rest the immediate confrontation between military and
civilian authorities, even though a bitter faction of the military would
again try to disrupt the military hierarchy and the Presidency. Second, by
creating a better atmosphere for civil-military interaction, it permitted
Menem to postpone definitive action about military roles and missions,
particularly concerning the allocation of resources to the defense estab-
lishment. The civilians seemed intent on two things: that the military cost
as little as possible and that it not cause political problems.330

Therefore, whereas Alfonsín had been unable to avoid confrontation
with the military, Menem could and did elude it. Civil-military relations in
the Menem years were characterized by cordiality, but this goodwill did
not translate into concrete defense guidance in the first Menem adminis-
tration. No defense planning in the broad sense occurred; although direc-
tives for Menem’s consideration were prepared, they always seemed to be
“in the works.”331 The question of what the military should do was ad-
dressed internally by military authorities. They pondered the changing
strategic environment that the year 1989 would usher in worldwide. They
addressed the hipótesis de conflicto of old: the concerns about Chile and
“territorial integrity”; the possibilities and prospects of internal subver-
sion; and defense of sovereignty and the national interest. But as one high-
level MOD civilian put it, international bilateral conflicts no longer were
considered viable.332 Absent a real threat (or a created one) that required a
military solution, the services were in danger of looking to civilian politi-
cal authorities like an expensive ornament, and a tarnished one at that. In
the Menem administration, threats to national security and national in-
terest were seen in economic terms, and Menem saw the solution to those
problems as resting in the reduction of the role of the state.
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Moreover, the administration saw new international economic
arrangements—especially MERCOSUR, in effect from January 1, 1995—
as abolishing the possibility of regional armed conflict with Argentina’s
neighbors, save perhaps Chile (not then a MERCOSUR participant). Min-
ister of Defense Camilión emphasized these views in an interview in late
1994, citing especially the “total intimacy” with Brazil.333

This national strategy of reorienting the national economy away
from the state-centered focus that it had since the first Perón administra-
tion in the late 1940s resulted in the deprioritizing of state activities that
were not amenable to privatization, particularly education, health, and de-
fense. These sectors were among the postergados—the postponed.334 This
shift did not mean that these sectors were ignored entirely; all these sectors
represented, in the Argentine context, functions in which the governmen-
tal interest was inherent and profound. But it did mean that the central
government contribution to these tasks was minimized. The reorientation
of the economy was another indicator of the divorce of national strategy
from military strategy, of national interest from military interest. Expen-
ditures were reduced to the point that the military forces became almost
nonoperational, and many military assets, especially most of the Fabrica-
ciones Militares industrial complex, were sold or privatized.

Defense policy remained moribund; even national security issues
yielded to economic and foreign policy. Military roles and missions in the
first Menem administration responded to these policy guidelines and their
operationalization rather than to defense or military policy. This sub-
sumption resulted in some interesting roles for Argentine military forces,
and it enhanced two exogenous actors in the defense policy mix: the
United States and the United Nations (UN).

For most of the contemporary era, both external and internal secu-
rity had been the province of the military. The national security forces
other than the police, such as the National Gendarmerie and the Naval
Prefecture, also were subordinated to the military hierarchy. The military
establishment had been an autonomous, self-defining arbiter of the use of
force. The Dirty War, the Malvinas war, and the Alfonsín administration
formally ended that situation but had put little in its place.

During the first Menem administration, that did not change much.
No one seemed to know how the military should behave with respect to de-
fense. Consequently, many military officers summarized the defense pos-
ture as deterrence, a sufficient capability to ward off any threats to Ar-
gentina. But civilian preoccupation with economic and foreign policy
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appropriated military assets to further their own policies rather than pro-
viding defense guidance upon which force structure and a national security
posture could be predicated that would make deterrence meaningful. The
paucity of traditional functions led to the creation of at least two new roles
to support nondefense missions: international peacekeeping support,
under the auspices of the United Nations, and combatting the international
drug trade, with considerable influence from the United States.

Argentine foreign and economic policy both reflected Menem’s apos-
tasy toward orthodox Peronism. Contrary to traditional standards of Ar-
gentine nationalism, statism, and protectionism, Menem was highly inter-
nationalist in his foreign policy. He deemed it in Argentina’s interest to be on
the “right side” of both the United States and the United Nations in the post-
Cold War era. And he planned to use military assets to further these ends.

Menem committed two Argentine Navy destroyers to Persian Gulf
duty in support of the forces sanctioned by the United Nations and led by
the United States in Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm. This action
was unprecedented in a venue outside the Western Hemisphere, and it in-
dicated that Argentina would support international efforts with more than
rhetoric. The only Latin American country to commit forces in the Gulf
War, Argentina was immediately a high-profile, if largely symbolic, actor
in that arena.

Argentina again was a player in a multinational context outside the
Western Hemisphere when Menem committed significant military forces,
this time from the army, to support UN peacekeeping forces in the former
Yugoslavia. Argentina agreed to commit a reinforced battalion in Croatia
as part of a multinational force. This commitment of some 800 to 900
army personnel to duty in Croatia at any one time had significant conse-
quences for military policy. In the context of security and military rela-
tionships with the United States, Argentina’s military under the first
Menem administration adopted one nontraditional mission, a support
role in combating the illegal drug trade, and eschewed two others, the con-
tinuation of the Condor missile program and the development of nuclear
weapons. All of these moves were controversial because significant ele-
ments in Argentine government and society saw them as diminutions of
sovereignty. But Menem needed the confidence of the U.S. Government to
pursue his nondefense objectives in the international arena, and all these
defense-related roles were designed to achieve them.

Tasking military assets to combat the international drug trade raised
several issues: using the military in an internal security mission; involving
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military personnel in nonmilitary roles that were the purview of the Na-
tional Gendarmerie and the Coast Guard; and diverting military assets to
nonmilitary uses. The military services’ high commands and their coun-
terparts in the security forces discussed these matters, concluding that the
military should not take the lead in this program and that any military in-
volvement was controversial.

Nonetheless, Menem adopted the fight against the illegal narcotics
trade as his own, and in 1991 he created the Federal Narcotics Control Ser-
vice to combat the trade in Argentina. This civilian agency was the focal
point of Argentine efforts against illegal substances. Most operations in
this regard fell to security forces and to the justice system, but the air force
was significantly involved. Along with the National Gendarmerie, it was
charged with mapping the country to discover clandestine airfields being
used for drug trafficking and with providing radar and aircraft intercept
capability. Hence, one of the armed services was directly involved, and the
other two were charged with providing logistical support.

The Argentine military made several decisions that constituted im-
portant confidence-building measures with regard to the United States.
The most controversial was the discontinuation and dismantling of the
Condor II missile project. Conceived in the 1970s, this project had gone on
even under the Alfonsín regime without public knowledge. Designed to be
Argentina’s entry into the high-technology world of missile development,
the Condor program created a web of secret financing and distribution
arrangements, especially with countries in the Middle East. Menem’s elec-
tion to the Presidency and subsequent developments in the Persian Gulf
region highlighted this project, and the United States began pressing for its
discontinuation if not its dismemberment. The Argentine Air Force, for
which the project was major and separately funded, was loath to give it up
and especially to be seen as bending to U.S. pressure. But Menem knew
that U.S. support for other efforts, including other military programs,
probably would turn on this issue. The Condor program was closed, but
not without some considerable strains.

Although Alfonsín constricted the role of the military in the devel-
opment of nuclear materials, no clear statement of the Argentine posi-
tion was made until the Menem administration. On November 28, 1990,
the presidents of Argentina and Brazil signed a “Declaration on the
Common Nuclear Policy of Brazil and Argentina,” establishing a com-
mon system of accounting and control for nuclear materials and an in-
dependent agency, the Brazilian-Argentine Agency for Accounting and
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Control of Nuclear Materials (ABACC), for the application of safeguards
to both countries. This led to Brazilian and Argentine ratification of the
Tlatelolco Treaty, which created a nuclear-weapons-free zone in Latin
America. The quadripartite agreement among Argentina, Brazil, the
ABACC, and the International Atomic Energy Agency has greatly re-
duced international concern about the nuclear programs of both Brazil
and Argentina and has effectively ended a dangerous aspect of the old ri-
valry between Brazil and Argentina.335

President Menem set his international house in order, in some re-
spects by choosing whether to utilize defense assets in pursuit of foreign
policy objectives. But this finessed the matter of the internal Argentine
civil-military relationship.

Institutional Relationships

Defense and military issues were not high priorities for Carlos
Menem. He engaged the military mostly at a symbolic level, pardoning its
offenses but eschewing its desire for vindication of past actions. He did not
want to confront the military, but more importantly, he did not want the
military to confront him. Hence, as long as he was able to avoid its de-
mands, he shunted the military aside or used it selectively to further his
other plans in the economic and foreign affairs arenas.

The Ministry of Defense, then, was not a primary focus for policy for
the Menem administration. The MOD had the two essential tasks of re-
straining the military budget and privatizing military industries, both
measures designed to further Menem’s overall economic plan. Indeed,
when Domingo Cavallo became Economy Minister in early 1991, he be-
came by far the most powerful of Menem’s subordinates in the Executive.
The MOD was of secondary interest, a position reflected in the selection
of its leadership.

In just over 4 years in the early 1990s, President Menem had five de-
fense ministers. None had much of a background in defense matters, and
most had interests elsewhere. The first, Italo Luder, had been Raúl Alfon-
sín’s Peronist opponent in the 1983 presidential election. He stayed only a
few months until the beginning of 1990, and despite efforts by this Peronist
stalwart to raise the profile of the Ministry of Defense and seek better pri-
oritization of assets and needs, not much of consequence occurred during
his brief tenure (except for the pardons, with which he had nothing to
do).336 His successor was Humberto Romero, who remained only a year.
The fourth uprising and the final pardons came late in his tenure, and he
resigned after them. Guido di Tella, whose ambition was the Foreign Office,
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took the Defense portfolio for just 15 days before moving to the Ministry
of Foreign Relations, yielding Defense to Antonio Erman González, a Per-
onist politician who came in at the same time as Cavallo. He stayed for 2
years essentially to match Defense with Menem’s and Cavallo’s economic
plans and ambitions, resigning in March 1993 to seek elective office. His
successor was Oscar Camilión, a career diplomat of long standing but with
little knowledge of defense matters or priorities. Despite his impeccable
reputation at the time of his appointment, a major arms sale scandal
erupted during his tenure.

Menem did not involve himself in the institutional relationships in
the defense sector. He was cordial to the military but kept it at arm’s
length, not involving it in any significant way in the policy process. He fol-
lowed Alfonsín’s lead in using the forum of the Armed Forces Comrade-
ship dinner to set forth his thinking about the military. Speaking on July
7, 1990, at his first such opportunity, he asserted what he expected the
civil-military relationship to be. He averred that the military had “finally
inserted themselves in the Argentine and world democratic institutions”
and that there were no longer “different objectives for the Armed Forces,
politicians and each sector of society.”337 In other words, no political role
existed for the military. Furthermore, as a “pillar in the reconstruction of
the Argentine state,” the military, like all other institutions, would be called
“in the direction of self-sacrifice and good judgment. I call on you to put
moderation before the lack of satisfaction.” Hence, the military could not
expect particular consideration in terms of resources, let alone preferential
treatment, in the Menem administration.

The Alfonsín administration’s Defense Law remained in effect, with
most of its provisions still not legislatively implemented. The National Se-
curity Council established by Alfonsín remained in existence but was not
convened.338 The use of the armed forces in internal matters was the major
defense question, one that increasingly came under the purview, if not the
jurisdiction, of the Minister of Interior. In early 1990, Interior Minister
Julio Mera Figueroa emphasized that the Menem administration would
use the military to support local law enforcement if necessary.339 This use
was made possible by Menem Decree 392, which dismantled the National
Security Council and transferred its functions to the National Defense
Council established by the Alfonsín-era Defense Law. Many saw this as an
end-run on using the military forces internally, contravening the intent of
the Defense Law.340 But despite some unrest in the country at that time be-
cause of the parlous state of the economy, no such use was made.
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However, the precedent was set and was codified 2 years later in the
Domestic Security Law of the Menem administration. This law states,
“The Armed Forces will be used to re-establish order within national ter-
ritory (including the country’s airspace and sea shelf) in exceptional cases
in which the president deems that the domestic security system established
by this law is insufficient to carry out the stipulated aims.”341 The Minister
of Interior, not the Minister of Defense, was to coordinate any such effort.

Reorganization at the Ministry of Defense reflected Menem’s desire
that it play a supporting role to his economic aims and policies. The only
major reorganization occurred in September 1991 under Defense Minister
Antonio Erman González.342 Two new secretariats and five undersecretari-
ats were created. The military affairs secretariat, with its policy and strat-
egy and scientific and technology research undersecretariats, was to han-
dle the military side of defense policy; the planning and reorganization
secretariat, with its administration and budget, restructuring and invest-
ment (privatization), and patrimonial assets (such as real estate) under-
secretariats, would address the economic side. The Menem-Cavallo prior-
ities in the defense sector were clearly recognizable in this arrangement.

The Ministry of Defense, then, functioned as a staging area for other
policy initiatives within the Menem administration, but little in the way of
concrete military and defense policy was forthcoming. And the Ministry of
Defense continued to rely on its military subsystems to provide defense
guidance. The process was circular: policy did not flow from the highest
civilian authorities to the lower levels and then to the military services as
the operating agencies. The civilians wanted the military to tell them what
should be done; the military wanted the civilians to tell them what they
should do. Although the recruitment and training of civilian defense offi-
cials improved somewhat, many still viewed the civilian defense hierarchy
as being more a conduit for than a director of military ideas.343 The Armed
Forces Joint Staff, clearly subordinate to the MOD, should have been the
principal military source for policy.

The Armed Forces Joint Staff continued to provide the forms of
jointness but not the substance. Although Alfonsín had sought through
legislation to vest the Joint Staff with considerable authority, its power
never approached operational control of military assets. Neither the MOD
nor the services were willing to part with the resources that might have
made the Joint Staff a significant policy body, able to propose or execute
policy. Consequently, the Joint Staff remained the excluded middle, in the-
ory the linchpin between the civilians of the Ministry of Defense and the
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Armed Forces, but in practice unable to affect much, or effect much, either
up the command chain or down it.

This impotence was not for lack of effort on the part of the Joint
Staff. Admiral Emilio Osses, Menem’s first Chief of the Joint Staff, sought
to move the Joint Staff to the forefront of military planning. However, the
basis for the role he envisioned for the Joint Staff, as a senior advisory
group to a Joint Chief of Staff, did not exist.344 Osses therefore created the
Committee of the Chiefs of Staff, designed to bring the top officers of the
army, navy, and air force and the Chief of the Joint Staff into some recog-
nized body.

This was no easy task. The individual services remained wary of
jointness as a standard operating procedure and were not amenable to the
idea of ceding operational control. Consequently, the Joint Staff acted as a
coordinating body, providing input for the proposals for directive action
by the civilian authorities of the Ministry of Defense and synchronizing
the efforts of the three armed services to pursue their tasks. But the main
efforts of the MOD were directed toward reducing military costs, and the
main efforts of the services were focused on surviving. The Joint Staff had
no resources that it could use to enhance joint military capability or to en-
force its judgments among recalcitrant armed services. Entrenchment of
the notion of service autonomy, however much proscribed or bounded,
was exacerbated by economic hard times and a lack of direction from the
civilian authorities entrusted with promulgating defense guidance. With-
out budgetary or operational control, the Joint Staff, and especially its
Chief, was largely ignored.

Further undermining the authority of the Chief of the Joint Staff
was the problem of seniority. Although the president formally vested the
position as the senior military member on active duty, this was not nec-
essarily the case in practice. For example, General Mario Cándido Díaz
was not the senior serving army officer when he was Chief of the Joint
Staff; Army Chief of Staff General Martín Balza was. Given the predispo-
sitions of the armed forces to act autonomously and the military person-
nel system’s rigid prescriptions about seniority and authority, having a
lower-ranking officer serve in a position theoretically charged with direc-
tive responsibilities lessened its impact. The result was, as one observer
put it, “no one listened to Díaz.”345 This absence of authority, combined
with the operational and budgetary restraints, had the effect of marginal-
izing the Joint Staff. The chiefs of staff of the army, navy, and air force re-
mained masters of their domains (as small and pinched as it may have
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been), and they retained more power and prestige than the Joint Staff and
its chiefs among military circles. Despite the best efforts of Admiral Osses
and others, the Joint Staff was still regarded as auxiliary, and ensuring that
top officers served there remained a struggle, as the armed forces were re-
luctant to part with them.

Resources

Defense Budget

The evolution of the defense budget during the Menem administra-
tion clearly showed the effects of political economy. Menem inherited an
economic shambles from Alfonsín. In his first year in office, inflation was
a staggering 5,648 percent.346 The calendar year figure for 1990 improved
but was still 1,343 percent through November.347 Such numbers render al-
most meaningless any statistical comparison of the defense budget with
GDP or GNP, or with total government expenditures, in the early years of
the administration. However, with the arrival of Economy Minister Cav-
allo in early 1991, the Menem economic plan began stabilizing, in part by
keeping down expenditures for sectors other than social insurance or the
economy totally or heavily dependent on the state. Defense was the clear-
est example of this, with no offsetting provincial or private components,
as in the case of health and education. Hence, practically no investment
occurred in the defense sector (the privatization programs and the sale of
defense assets actually decreased defense capital).

One of Cavallo’s first actions was to “dollarize” the economy, pegging
the austral (in March 1991 the Argentine unit of currency) at 10,000 to the
dollar, fully convertible. Soon after, conversion to the peso lopped four
zeros from the value of the austral, and for practical purposes one Argen-
tine peso equaled one U.S. dollar. Although this rate overvalued the peso
considerably, it had dramatic effects on inflation. The calendar year 1991
rate was 84 percent, with the monthly rate in November of that year at 0.4
percent, the lowest such rate not artificially induced in 20 years. The rate
in 1992 fell to 18 percent and annualized at 8 percent in 1993. In 1994, the
inflation rate for the year was slightly less than 4 percent.348 These changes
radically altered the statistical bases for GDP, government expenditures,
and defense budgets, certainly on a nominal basis, so by 1992 comparisons
were possible.

In 1992, the central government budget was 33.77 billion pesos.349

Given a nominal GDP of 226 billion pesos in revised, dollarized figures,
central government expenditures represented 14.9 percent of GDP.350 The
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Ministry of Defense budget, including the armed forces and security
forces and related dependencies and programs, was 4,037 billion pesos, or
11.9 percent of the national budget. This amount represented 1.78 per-
cent of GDP.

In 1993, the budget increased to 39.65 billion pesos, 16.3 percent of
the estimated nominal GDP of 244 billion pesos. The defense budget was
3,994 billion pesos, 10.1 percent of the national budget, and represented
1.64 percent of GDP.351 Contrasting these numbers with the comparable
data for earlier periods, in the first Menem administration the defense
budget went from 2.5 percent of GDP to 1.64 percent. This budget placed
the armed forces in such a tight position for operational funds that on at
least one occasion, the military hierarchy was forced to appeal to the pres-
ident for supplemental funds to finish a fiscal year.

Focusing on only the military component of the budget shows fig-
ures more reflective of the civil-military relationship. The army, navy, and
air force received only about $2 billion of the approximately $4 billion des-
tined for Defense; army figures put the total for the forces even lower, at
$1.88 billion.352 Either way, the amount spent by the military (not includ-
ing the Gendarmerie or coast guard, nor Defense dependencies such as the
defense factories and companies, the Joint Staff, and the National Antarc-
tic Directorate, plus the enormous accumulated liabilities and debts in the
defense sector), was less than 1 percent of GDP and only 5 percent of the
national budget as a whole. This included all personnel funds for active
and retired members, operational expenses, and capital funds. The per-
sonnel funds just for pay, allowances, and social welfare costs totaled $1.4
billion of the $1.88 billion, or some 75 percent of the total, and the costs
were rising. The rest went for operations, with only 2.5 percent designated
for capital expenditures. The effects of these low amounts and their
skewed distribution were substantial; the connection between resources
and restructuring and manpower is examined below in the context of mil-
itary policy along with the effects on roles and missions.

The state of the defense budget reflected the low priority of the de-
fense establishment to the Menem administration. In the second admin-
istration, only enough funding was provided for the continued existence
of military forces; the most salient employments of the military by
Menem, the combined peacekeeping operations under UN auspices, re-
lied on at least the promise of external funding for their support. Capital
improvements and readiness adjustments for the Argentine Armed Forces
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had to await the outcome of the privatization of defense production es-
tablishments and the sale of military assets.

Privatization and Defense

The path Menem chose to reinvigorate the economic health of Ar-
gentina was privatization, starting with such huge state enterprises as the
telephone company (ENTEL) and the state airline (Aerolíneas Argentinas).
These and scores of other state-owned or -controlled companies, especially
the railroads and the state oil company, had been losing money and piling
up debt for years. Among the major state-owned conglomerations was the
military-industrial complex, over 30 establishments employing tens of
thousands of people and involved in everything from armaments and ex-
plosives to iron and steel, electrical products, and chemicals. These enter-
prises included not only the former army complex, Fabricaciones Militares,
but also the TANDANOR, AFNE, and Domecq García naval shipyards, the
TAMSE tank factory, and the airplane factory at Córdoba.

Alfonsín had made a desultory attempt to privatize some of these de-
fense assets, but only one had been sold by the end of his term. The Min-
istry of Defense still controlled or had a major financial interest in the rest
when Menem took office. The MOD also had the major liabilities incurred
by the massive debts these industries generated. The military-industrial
complex—increasingly obsolescent, constrained in the market by foreign
policy considerations during the Alfonsín years, and servicing a military
with no money for purchases—represented an unacceptable fiscal drain
on the Argentine state and presented Menem with an inviting target for
privatization.

The year 1991 saw the elaboration of a comprehensive privatization
strategy for all remaining state enterprises, a plan that came to fruition on
November 12 with the issuance of a decree by President Menem.353 The
government was to sell a 30 percent stake in all remaining state compa-
nies, with the bid winners taking control of the enterprises. Later, the re-
maining state shares in the enterprises were to be sold on the local and in-
ternational financial markets, presumably of companies that in the
meantime under private management had become more viable and valu-
able. Menem planned to complete many of these controlling share sales
by the end of 1992.

The military-industrial complex was not excluded from this massive
transfer of economic assets to private control. On December 4, 1991, the
Senate authorized the privatization of the more than 30 enterprises under
the Ministry of Defense, including Fabricaciones Militares and the Córdoba
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Air Material (AMC) facility that was still under air force auspices.354 In 1992
and 1993, the military establishment’s involuntary shedding of its once
massive and powerful economic component proceeded. By mid-1993, at
least the initial stage had been accomplished for most of the factories.

The military was alarmed by the scope and magnitude of this priva-
tization drive but had little influence over its direction. Having no money
for procurement, modernization, construction, or restructuring, the mili-
tary’s only hope lay in seeking a provision that would return to it the
money generated by the privatization of these companies and the sale of
other military assets such as real estate. Defense Minister González, on tak-
ing office, had indicated that such would be the case.355 Later, when offi-
cials were finalizing plans to privatize the military sector, MOD Planning
Secretary Jorge Pereyra de Olazábal confirmed that intention: “Each en-
terprise will be privatized following the most advantageous method, for
which reason it is necessary to study them case by case, considering the
equipment that they produce.”356

By June 1993, privatization was in full swing in the military indus-
trial sector. Only the five military production factories of Fabricaciones
Militares (Domingo Mattheu, Fray Luis Beltrán, Villa María, Fanazul, and
Río Tercero, which manufactured arms, ammunition, and explosives) re-
mained, where the army sought to retain some semblance of operational
control. The Menem plan was for these plants to be civilian-owned and -
operated. The army hoped the five could be government-owned but civil-
ian-operated, that is, with controlling shares remaining with the state, to
form a residual defense industry to service the much reduced armed
forces. This effort reflected the continuing military desire not to be com-
pletely dependent on the private sector for the barest of military essentials.
But by May 1994, the state and the military already were reduced to minor
players even in the armaments and explosives industries, as feasibility
studies and preparation of offers for privatization or sale were being final-
ized for these and similar facilities that were not yet divested.357

Matériel

In the first Menem administration, both procurement and production
decisions regarding military equipment focused on combat aircraft and
naval combat vessels. The most telling losses in the War in the South Atlantic
had been aircraft, 95 in all from the 3 services (even though the biggest sin-
gle loss was the navy cruiser ARA Belgrano—formerly the USS Phoenix).
And much of the inventory that remained, especially in the air force, was
nearing the end of its service life. The losses of 61 air force aircraft in the
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Malvinas and of 29 more since that time practically eliminated the Argen-
tine Air Force as a tactical military instrument.358 (A U.S. Government
source indicated that the total number of tactical combat aircraft in 1993
was 18 A–4s and 30 Mirage IIIs, of which only about half in each category
were flyable.) New, or at least replacement, modernized fighters and heli-
copters for all services were the highest priorities.

On the production side, Argentine military hopes rested on the
IA–63 Pampa trainer (also known as the Pampa 2000), to be built jointly
with LTV Aerospace at the Córdoba facility. Argentina, and especially the
air force as a major beneficiary, competed for a contract by the United
States for 711 air force and navy trainers that was opened for bids in
1994.359 The Argentine plane was expected from early tests to be very com-
petitive. But it was not to be. On December 6, 1994, the U.S. commission
reviewing the contenders’ bids at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base in Day-
ton, Ohio, disqualified the Argentine plane. The Argentine Minister of De-
fense explained the finding that the hydraulic control system in the Pampa
2000 required “extremely accurate” handling and declared it “useless as a
primary pilot trainer.”360 Menem vowed to seek some redress, but none
was forthcoming.

The military services had almost no money in their respective budg-
ets for acquisitions. What little there was went primarily to maintain exist-
ing stocks of equipment. Some spare parts were acquired, mostly for air-
planes, helicopters, and vehicles, and some equipment was received from
excess U.S. stocks, most notably two C–130 aircraft, the standard transport
plane in the Argentine Air Force. And whereas the army and navy were able
to make do temporarily with existing matériel, the air force could not. An-
tiquated or irreparable equipment effectively grounded the force by 1995.

By late 1992, the Menem administration had decided to purchase 36
A4M Skyhawks, a modern version of the A4B and A4C aircraft already in
the Argentine inventory, to replace the lost or disabled aircraft. However,
this choice was not universally popular. Chief of the Joint Staff Antonietti,
an air force brigadier general, loudly opposed the purchase of an airplane
he regarded as obsolete.361 He and many others would much have preferred
the F–16 or F–18 top-of-the-line aircraft, but these were not available. (An-
tonietti lost not only the argument, viewed as the latest episode in his long
feud with Air Force Chief of Staff Brigadier General Raúl Julia, but also his
job; he was replaced by Lieutenant General Díaz shortly thereafter.)

This landmark acquisition, the first major sale to Argentina by exter-
nal powers since the Malvinas conflict, was not without controversy. Cost
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was a consideration, but the privatization proceeds from the sale of excess
military assets such as real estate and buildings were available. The other
problem was a residual of the War in the South Atlantic: the continued op-
position of the United Kingdom to any sale of major weapons systems to
Argentina that might be employable in the Malvinas theater.

The original deal for the A4Ms called for an overhauled and updated
airplane but not one with advanced electronics. The Argentines insisted
that a viable avionics suite, including state-of-the-art radar, be part of the
package. However, this equipment would drive up the cost from an origi-
nal estimate of $100 million to $125 million for 36 planes to about $230
million. In addition, the British, according to Defense Minister Oscar
Camilión, would try to impede the sale if the sophisticated electronics and
weapons systems were included.362

On February 1, 1994, Foreign Minister Guido di Tella announced
that the United States, exhibiting a “level of trust” in Argentina, had closed
the deal for 36 aircraft with the radars desired.363 In December 1994, Pres-
ident Menem signed a contract giving Lockheed Aircraft a 25-year conces-
sion on the AMC with an option for two 10-year extensions. Lockheed was
to refit 18 of the 36 A4Ms there, retaining over 2,000 AMC workers (the
other 18 were to be done in the United States). This move effectively pri-
vatized AMC, a Menem objective, and gave Argentina a major stake in this
aircraft refit, with the possibility of establishing AMC as a major mainte-
nance and repair center for all of Latin America.364

The navy continued its refit and construction programs as best it
could. The aged aircraft carrier Veinticinco de Mayo languished, as lack of
costly upgrades and of suitable modern aircraft rendered it unusable. Pe-
riodically, the navy sought to get the refit going, but on December 19,
1996, navy Chief of Staff Admiral Carlos Marrón would decide to termi-
nate the program.365

By 1989, as Menem took office, navy construction had stabilized at
two MEKO 140 frigates (four were built and commissioned) at AFNE, and
two TR 1700 submarines at Domecq García (two were already in the fleet).
Because of labor conflicts with the builders and the financial woes of the
navy and the Ministry of Defense, it appeared by the end of the first Menem
administration that even if completed, all these assets would have to be
sold. The frigates later escaped that fate, and the second Menem adminis-
tration directed the commissioning of two 140 Class ships, ARA Robinson
and ARA Gómez Roca.366 The submarines being built—two lots under con-
struction and two lots from the German supplier/coproducer Thyssen
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Nordseewerke that were never unpacked—were never completed, and ef-
forts to sell them were unsuccessful. Finally, the government decided to sell
all four lots as “spare parts and scrap iron” to a Dutch naval enterprise.367

Military Policy
In Argentina, military policy has often played a major, sometimes de-

finitive, role in the civil-military relationship, given the salience of military
views and the importance of estado militar. This section will deal with the
relationship from the service and unit level, seeking both to differentiate
defense and military policy and to analyze the civil-military relationship
from the latter perspective.

Manpower

By the second half of the Alfonsín administration, the overall man-
ning levels in the military forces had stabilized. The cadre numbers varied
little throughout the Alfonsín period, staying at levels quite high for the
total force numbers (see table 4 for the army; the other two services always
maintained their officer and NCO ranks at high levels). The number of
conscripts, however, had been halved, so that total uniformed force levels
were only about half of even their pre-Malvinas high. Because little re-
structuring other than simple downsizing had occurred, units were signif-
icantly undermanned, particularly in the army, which depended more
heavily on the conscripted soldier than either the air force or navy. Bud-
getary restrictions were so severe that conscripts sometimes were released
early, as the army could not afford to feed, clothe, house, or arm them
(conscripts were paid next to nothing in cash).

In the Menem administration, the overall manning situation wors-
ened. Figure 3 details the situation for the army, in which the effects of low
overall manning levels were most significant. Cadre strength remained vir-
tually unchanged, indicating that retirements were being matched by ac-
quisitions, and that cadre levels were being maintained at all costs.

But the number of conscripts plummeted further, reaching its nadir
in 1991, with a mere 9,000 or so incorporated into the army. Table 6 de-
tails conscript acquisition in the uniformed services from 1973 to 1994,
which turned out to be the last year of conscription. The number of civil-
ians also was reduced by approximately 25 percent by 1992.

The result of this further significant reduction in manpower was that
the Argentine armed forces became essentially a cadre force, skilled and
developed through the military schooling system but having little in the
way of troops or functioning equipment. The cadre constituted some 65
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percent of the force in the army, and more in the navy and air force, con-
trasting with a historical level before the Malvinas war of 20 to 25 percent
in the army and 50 to 60 percent in the navy and air force.

This manning imbalance had effects far beyond the filling of the
ranks. Retiree costs, part of the military portion of the defense budget,
were increased by the high number of cadre, and the imbalance was wors-
ened by the fact that both officer and NCO retirees were generally at
higher grades, causing a corresponding drain on the personnel accounts.
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Figure 3. End Strengths of Active-Duty Army Personnel (1985–1992)

Source: Verde Oliva, no. 3 (August 1992), 3.
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(A significant number of widows and dependents also were paid from mil-

itary funds.) Hence, the army, and the navy and air force as well, were pay-

ing approximately an equal number of active and retired cadre. Conse-

quently, active-duty pay, gutted by the hyperinflation of the early Menem

years, remained low. The military budget had no money to increase pay,
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Table 6. Two Decades of Military Conscription (1973–1994)

Year Army Navy Air Force Total

1973 59,664 17,300 7,300 84,264

1974 64,327 18,500 7,320 90,147

1975 68,205 18,684 9,533 96,422

1976 66,949 19,751 9,645 96,345

1977 68,216 20,332 9,212 97,760

1978 71,831 20,350 9,000 101,181

1979 71,033 17,000 12,300 100,333

1980 73,108 17,000 11,000 101,108

1981 73,863 18,500 11,060 103,423

1982 72,643 15,300 11,200 99,143

1983 63,000 15,000 10,500 88,500

1984 63,941 16,500 9,000 89,441

1985 34,185 7,510 6,865 48,560

1986 24,967 5,725 7,000 37,692

1987 28,320 6,600 5,901 40,821

1988 29,090 7,250 5,950 42,290

1989 31,606 9,030 6,119 46,755

1990 16,185 8,500 5,000 29,685

1991 9,789 4,034 1,585 15,408

1992 13,000 5,000 1,800 19,800

1993 15,000 4,000 2,000 21,000

1994 20,000 4,000 2,000 26,000

Source: Argentine Army General Staff, as reported in La Nación.
Note: 1994 is the last year in which conscripts were inducted.



and the Menem administration never compensated for all inflation losses
and dollarized prices. (See figure 4.)

This budget shortfall had another notable and generally deleterious
effect. “The [phenomenon of] double employment was born in the last
part of the Radical government and deepened with that of Carlos Menem
because of the vertical fall of military salaries,” opined one analyst in April
1992.368 His observation underscored a problem that manifested itself in
both the officer and NCO ranks: for some 50 percent of the cadre, partic-
ularly among those with assignments in urban areas and unsupported by
the self-contained garrisons of the interior, working two jobs had become
the norm. Sanctioned for the sergeants and tolerated for the officers, this
phenomenon resulted in the “part-time military.” A headquarters or even
a garrison often was almost deserted by the early afternoon. Others oper-
ated with even more of a skeleton crew than normal, and other military
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Figure 4. Comparisons of Personnel Status: Active, Retired, and Pensioned

Source: Working Paper, Army General Staff, Undated. English Translations by author.
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personnel worked nonmilitary jobs at night. Everything from selling in-
surance to providing private security to driving taxis was included.

This development was troubling for the military in that it often re-
sulted in the officer or NCO regarding his military profession as just an-
other job, a career civil service position like any other. Indeed, the “other”
job often became the primary financial support of the member.369 This
phenomenon had significant effects on readiness and availability. And a
part-time military was an even more egregious drain on resources, mili-
tary and societal, than a full-time professional force would have been.

For example, in April 1992, even after a pay differential to restore
full-time status for at least some members, the lowest professional enlisted
rank, a corporal, earned 476 pesos monthly. The highest, a sergeant major,
earned 1,481 pesos. In the officer ranks, a sublieutenant earned 581 pesos,
and a lieutenant general 3,037. In the middle ranks, a staff sergeant earned
996 pesos, and a major 1,375. According to the figure accepted by the
army, the typical family budget consumed 1,266 pesos monthly. To have a
reasonable standard of living, let alone one allowing freedom from finan-
cial worry, compensations had to be made for items in the family budget—
a task almost impossible to achieve in the urban areas. Consequently, dou-
ble employment continued.370

These top-heavy yet hollow armed forces—available only part of the
time in any meaningful sense and at least nominally underpaid—did not
bode well for a professional, disciplined military force in being. Privatiza-
tion of assets was considered the only hope for providing additional relief
to those areas for which the state is primarily responsible, including de-
fense. But merely compensating for a cumbersome military establishment
did not enhance Argentine security or satisfy either Menem’s or the armed
forces’ visions for the Argentine military. Consequently, force composition
and manpower goals came under serious scrutiny by the middle of
Menem’s first administration.

In the cases of the navy and the air force, the cadre force was accepted
as a given. Conscripts were not an essential part of the ready force, al-
though each of these services required a small number for ancillary duties.
The main concern was retaining the highly specialized and highly trained
individuals that formed the backbone of a sailing or flying force. For the
navy, highly trained ships’ crews and officers could not be replaced if a
hemorrhage occurred because of low pay or unacceptable working condi-
tions.371 The same was true for the air force, especially in terms of pilots
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and mechanics. These two services probably were about as small as they
could get while retaining viability.

The situation was much different in the army, where conscripts were
key to preserving unit integrity and providing fighting strength. Downsiz-
ing by reducing conscription while maintaining cadre strengths would
have created a top-heavy, unwieldy, and expensive force. Therefore, a plan
was necessary to permit a rebalancing of the force.

The army, in the June 1992 issue of Verde Oliva (a house organ first
published in April 1992 and later replaced by the publication Soldados),
put forth such a rebalancing plan.372 The proposal was to reduce the over
29,000-member army cadre by approximately one-third, to about 21,000,
by 1995, leaving the post-1995 army with 4,280 officers and 16,795 NCOs.
Another source agreed with the approximate total of 20,000 but indicated
that the “ideal” would be 2,500 officers and 17,500 NCOs.373 In either case,
this reduction was to be accompanied by a doubling of the number of con-
scripts to 30,000 from the 1993 numbers. A decrease in cadre and an in-
crease in conscripts eventually would have resulted in a less expensive
force in terms of manpower direct costs, since conscripts were paid next to
nothing, trained in units rather than in schools, and did not draw retire-
ment benefits. But cadre reductions of a third of the force also would have
resulted in some severe dislocations, including the very real possibility of
a reduction in force, in which some members would have been forcibly re-
tired or dismissed with few, if any, benefits.

Advent of Voluntary Military Service

By the end of 1993, the general size and grade levels of the forces to
accompany restructuring had emerged. But in 1994, a far-reaching change
in the doctrine of manning the armed forces occurred. From April 1994 to
March 1995, the Argentine armed forces moved from a cadre-conscript
force to the professional military services (PMS) system.

The decision to undertake this transformation (the most significant
manpower decision since 1901, when conscription was introduced by
Minister of War Ricchieri) was precipitated by the killing of conscript
Omar Carrasco at the 161st Artillery Group at Zapala.374 Forced service in
the military was highlighted in an unflattering way, and speculation began
that an all-volunteer force, or “a professional army” as the Interior Minis-
ter put it in the wake of the conscript incident, was being contemplated.375

By late June, the details of PMS and Servicio Militar Voluntario
(SMV), the replacement for conscription, began to emerge. Articles in La
Nación newspaper indicated that the services would need some 29,000
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volunteers (20,000 for the army, 4,000 for the navy, and 5,000 for the air
force). Each volunteer would cost about 10,000 pesos per year (salary and
allowances plus other personnel and operational costs), much more than
the 2,500 pesos per year for a conscript. If pension contributions were in-
cluded, the Joint Staff estimated a cost of 12,500 pesos per year.376 Pay for
the new volunteer was to be 350 pesos per month, rising to 450 pesos de-
pending on various allowances—over twice the minimum legal wage and
about half of the average worker’s wage in Argentina.377

By July, the steps to enact this plan were under way. Menem provided
the kickoff for recruiting the volunteers in his Independence Day speech
in Tucumán.378 The recruiting goal was set at 26,500 by March 1995, and
Menem expressed hopes that as many as 25 percent of the current con-
scripts would sign up.

By August, the Ministry of Defense and the Joint Staff had estimated
the annual additional cost of PMS, mostly due to the necessity of going to
SMV: 250 million pesos in new allocations, plus 67 million already consid-
ered as the cost of maintaining conscripts, for a total of 317 million pesos.379

But implicitly, conversion to a full-time PMS with SMV meant that
the military, especially the army, could not operate on a part-time basis.
The cadre had to devote its full attention to the new recruits, both to make
them operationally fit, including qualified for such missions as the de-
manding UN peacekeeping operations, and to encourage them to con-
tinue a military career. The conscript could simply be warehoused or sent
home. The volunteer apprentice in the all-professional military could not.

The ability to sustain a full-time military rested on an old but criti-
cal issue: pay. An early, optimistic estimate by the Ministry of Defense was
a pay increase of 800 million pesos. Economy Minister Cavallo’s reaction
was predictable: “From where do you want me to get 1.1 billion pesos?!”380

An earlier study attributed to the Joint Staff had given a figure of 100 mil-
lion pesos. Neither figure prevailed; the 1995 governmental general budget
showed no salary increase for the military in its total government expen-
ditures of 43 billion pesos.381 Although the military hierarchy grumbled
that this would seriously affect the operations and motivation of cadre,
they did not force the issue with Menem. Civilians and military alike rec-
ognized the need to regularize military salaries, but the money was not
there in 1994.

In the second half of 1994, the legal framework for SMV fell into
place. On September 1, Menem signed a decree abolishing compulsory
military service, in effect since 1901, and establishing a voluntary system.
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The legislation included an escape clause: there would be a draft only if
there were not enough volunteers.382 The decree exempted the 18-year-
olds of the Class of 1976 and sustained other exemptions and deferments
then in effect, thus removing the specter of conscription from some
300,000 Argentine males. Those picked by the lottery from the Class of
1976 continued the process, such as physicals, but were unlikely to be
called.383 And on December 15, the Senate approved the Voluntary Mili-
tary Service Law. It codified the requirements for volunteers already estab-
lished by Menem’s decree: single, physically fit men and women between
18 and 24, born in Argentina, and with a primary school education
(through 7th grade) would enter into a 2-year contract, to be completed by
age 26. If the number of volunteers did not fill service requirements, the
Executive could draft men to meet them, the conscripts to receive the same
pay and allowances as if they were volunteers. The conscription law also
made provisions for substitute social service for conscientious objectors
and those opposed to weapons.384

The change to volunteers and a professional military service changed
the civil-military calculus as well. No longer would the armed forces, es-
pecially the army, be composed of a politicized cadre and a conscripted,
involuntary troop cohort. This major reform—creating an instrumental
force and vitiating the politicized one that had bedeviled both the Alfon-
sín and Menem administrations—was a large step toward an Argentine
military institution more attuned to new mission realities, although it ini-
tially was not accompanied by prudent adjustments in pay and equipment.
It was a move toward giving the more flexible, responsive structure an op-
erational capability in consonance with national interests as determined
by civilian authority. Menem made clear that he set the priorities, and
while in important respects the postergados continued to be postponed,
this change was designed to align more closely the civilian and military as-
pirations for the armed forces of Argentina.

Education and Training
Despite some efforts by the Alfonsín administration to civilianize the

military educational system or to imbue the military establishment with the
ideal of the citizen-soldier, the military educational system survived that ad-
ministration almost intact. But some efforts to equate the military and civil-
ian educational systems began to bear fruit in the Menem administration.

The civilian elements of the curriculum that outside institutions,
especially private universities, initially provided for some officers were
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institutionalized into the services’ school systems. For example, in 1990,
the Army Higher Education Institute (Instituto de Enseñanza Superior del
Ejército, or IESE)—the army umbrella organization including the Na-
tional Military College (Colegio Militar de la Nación, or CMN), the Su-
perior War School (Escuela Superior de Guerra, or ESG), and the Supe-
rior Technical School (Escuela Superior Técnica, or EST)—was brought
within the purview of Law 17,778 concerning universities. This gave it
the character of a provincial university and permitted it to grant degrees
in selected areas, such as international relations, engineering, and ac-
counting.385 Hence, a sublieutenant graduate of the CMN could earn a
Bachiller Universitario or Bachiller Técnico (roughly equivalent to an As-
sociate of Science degree), and students in the superior level schools
could earn more advanced degrees.386 The Sargento Cabral NCO School
and the General Lemos Combat Service Support School aimed to pro-
vide a high-school-equivalent education for every graduate, either in the
school or through external courses for those already on active duty.

The impact of these changes and of their equivalent alterations in the
navy and air force was long range. But the removal of barriers in ideas and
institutions was designed to narrow the distance between civilian and mil-
itary ideals and motivations. No effort was made to challenge the institu-
tional integrity of the military educational system or to engage in alterna-
tive officer procurement (such as an ROTC system) for the Cuerpo de
Comando. The Cuerpo Profesional, including such specialists as medical
personnel, veterinarians, lawyers, physical education specialists, and musi-
cians, received military training through the General Lemos Combat Ser-
vice Support School for men and in the newly established School for the
Professional Women’s Corps for women.

Moreover, and perhaps equally important in the long run, a substan-
tial effort began to incorporate civilian students into the military educa-
tional program. The Superior Technical School opened its doors to those
wishing to matriculate in its 5-year engineering programs, and by May
1993, some 41 civilians were enrolled.387 The Superior War School offered a
course on defense and strategy in which civilian university students were
enrolled, and it conducted joint war games or crisis scenarios with students
at the National Foreign Service Institute. The National Defense School (Es-
cuela de Defensa Nacional, or EDN), long having had a joint civilian-mili-
tary student body and now under civilian administration, worked to fill
gaps in expertise of would-be policymakers in the defense arena.
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The changes occasioned by the reductions in budget and manpower
also affected the formal schooling arena. Fewer positions in the academies
were available, whether officer or NCO, as the needs of the services were
fewer. But the most immediate effect of the budget and manpower deci-
sions was in the area of training, which directly affected mission accom-
plishment and force readiness.

The dual squeeze on money and manpower that began with Alfon-
sín continued under Menem. The schooling system continued to provide
the inputs for the cadre force with adequate, if spare, professional forma-
tion. But in the units and in the field, the opportunities to exercise profes-
sional functions diminished. For example, in May 1993, Defense Minister
Camilión stated that flying time for air force pilots had been reduced 50
percent.388 An earlier newspaper report on a national intelligence confer-
ence revealed that the Argentine Navy was spending only 30 days a year at
sea (by contrast, the Chilean Navy was said to spend 260 days at sea).389 A
senior air force officer said that in 1980 (at the high tide of military spend-
ing), 70 percent of the air force budget was spent on operations, including
training, and 30 percent on personnel. By 1993, the proportions were re-
versed, and the amount in real terms available was perhaps one-tenth that
of the earlier period.390 This dire assessment was corroborated for the army
in an article by Army Chief of Staff General Martín Balza, which indicated
that operational money had gone from the equivalent of 1,600 million
pesos in 1980 to a low of 105 million in 1991 (and which army sources said
was at 177 million for 1993).391

The training problem in the army was considerably aggravated by
the fact that, unlike the navy and air force, its fighting strength had de-
pended on conscripts, who were available for a limited time and in very
limited numbers. Consequently, army line officers were not commanding
or staffing units that corresponded to the command levels at which they
should be operating. A captain company commander may have had a pla-
toon-sized unit, a lieutenant colonel battalion commander a company-
sized one. An infantry regiment commanded by a colonel would have been
fortunate to have 300 men, in contrast to its authorized strength of 800.

The diminished status of training, as of maintenance and readiness,
led to charges that Argentina was “defenseless.”392 Many military and some
civilian observers viewed the country as falling behind its neighbors—espe-
cially Chile—in terms of military capability. Chile was often held up as an
example of a country that made the democratic transition with its forces in-
tact—and indeed stronger and more numerous than those of Argentina.393
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These sorts of declarations caused ripples in the civil-military relationship.
The services, still left largely to their own devices because of the lack of re-
sources and the low priority at the Ministry of Defense, remained severely
challenged in their ability to meet what were seen as the legitimate defense
needs of Argentina and to address the military force priorities of the Menem
administration, which lay largely outside defense parameters. The evolution
of the armed forces’ restructuring and force posture in the first Menem ad-
ministration illustrated this situation.

Restructuring
The composition and disposition of Argentina’s armed forces had

long reflected political as much as military considerations. The concentra-
tion of armed might in and around Buenos Aires, the preponderance of
military headquarters in major metropolitan areas, and the distribution of
units (especially the army) as a territorial, constabulary force to “show the
flag” and provide an armed presence throughout the country supported
the idea that the Argentine military was organized as much to enhance its
political power as to provide responsive military formations for defense of
the national patrimony.

Alfonsín recognized this important fact and made at least some sym-
bolic efforts to deal with it while pursuing his goal of minimizing military
political power and assets. The Alfonsín government was not at all con-
vinced that it wanted an effective fighting force in its midst, and conse-
quently its version of restructuring consisted largely of downsizing and
budget restraints.

The Menem administration also had other immediate priorities, but
the continued resource and manpower squeeze made the traditional force
structure (including scattered units and bases) unsustainable. The admin-
istration’s objectives in foreign policy and the attendant utilization of mili-
tary assets made that force structure unwieldy and incoherent. But despite
the lack of any systematic attention to force posture, the military was ex-
pected to respond somehow to executive initiatives in the foreign and eco-
nomic policy arenas. The impulse for real reform in terms of restructuring
was present, but the means to carry it out were still lacking. To cobble to-
gether effective, flexible, modern military forces from existing assets
stretched credibility; but to persist in the existing dispositions and compo-
sitions of forces risked the accomplishment of even derivative military mis-
sions, principally a credible deterrent to attack on vital national interests.
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The “smaller, bitter” forces had been the Alfonsín legacy; the “smaller, bet-
ter” ones remained an unrealized goal in Menem’s first administration.

The spartan nature of military circumstances was an established fact;
the preferential economic treatment of military wants and needs was long
gone. But military holdings of real estate and other fixed assets were ex-
tensive. Freeing up these assets and their sale or lease seemed the only hope
for acquiring the necessary funding to make meaningful changes in the
force structure.

On December 10, 1990, President Menem formally announced the
restructuring of the Argentine Armed Forces.394 His speech included a long
list of measures, but the watchword for most of them was consolidation of
units and sale or disposition of properties. Without this agreed-upon first
step, any hope of modernization and enhanced capabilities was vain. And
although lip service was paid to these objectives at that time, belt-tighten-
ing remained the order of the day. No other source of capital improve-
ment, acquisition, or even operational funding could bridge the gap be-
tween perceived service needs and the budget allocations. Restructuring
funds had to come from service resources, and the armed forces had to ac-
cede to the preferences of the civilian authorities even in the disposition of
their own assets. By September 1991, the sale notices were going up.395

A wide gap separated the goals of restructuring from reality. The
aim, as enunciated by Menem and expressed by the Chiefs of the Joint
Staff, was to create effective, fully equipped units in a joint, rapid deploy-
ment mode.396 But higher authorities gave no definitive directions or re-
sources to sustain that notion, however desirable it might be in theory.
The reality was that the services were tasked to perform their own re-
structuring, and the different priorities in their undertakings reflected
this independence of action.

The navy was far more concerned about training, maintenance, and
operations than about unit composition and disposition.397 The nature of
its assets, mostly ships and planes, made redeployment a relatively
straightforward activity as the changes in missions and particular tasking
required. But flexibility in force composition and disposition was a long
way from jointness. The navy was more disposed to engage in deployment
in a combined format, such as the Western Hemisphere naval exercise
UNITAS or the deployment of ships to the Persian Gulf or off Haitian
shores than to redeploy to accommodate joint task force organization
with its sister services. Navy desires for an integrated sea-air-land force
within its own institution, including an aircraft carrier, destroyers,
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corvettes, submarines, naval aviation, and marines reflected its interest in
service integrity and global orientation (the latter supported for the first
time by Menem administration foreign policy initiatives) as well as inter-
diction and maritime protection responsibilities.398 This global orienta-
tion demanded a concentration and consolidation of resources in the
southern part of the country along its coastline, and consequently signif-
icant assets were available for disposal, including the naval arsenal at
Buenos Aires, the submarine building shops (Domecq García), and the
explosives factory. But if navy restructuring reflected an assent to consol-
idation, it also reflected a continued commitment to as much autonomy
in reconfiguration as possible.

The air force priorities in many ways resembled those of the navy.
Highly mobile assets allowed task organization to be changed fairly easily.
But the air force could not sustain its widespread dispositions, let alone
maintain a satisfactory level of operational effectiveness in widely scat-
tered units. Consequently, consolidation was a major focus for the air
force. The number of air brigades was reduced from nine to five, and
maintenance, training, and operational functions also were consolidated
and managed from three centers: at the centrally located city of Córdoba,
the Buenos Aires suburb of Ezeiza, and the southern city of Rio Gallegos.

Restructuring in the composition and disposition of the army was
the most significant and reflective of changed civil-military realities. Ar-
gentina no longer required a preponderance of force near the seat of gov-
ernment or a military presence scattered throughout the country as a sym-
bol of authority and internal mission. The reduced size of the force and its
modest operational resources and equipment prohibited the continuance
of such a constabulary army in any event. And the requirements of the civil
authorities for substantial commitment of army resources to external mis-
sions, a new consideration in its force posture, demanded that the army se-
riously address its composition and dispositions. Army leaders, intent on
avoiding any potential confrontations with civilians over changes in army
dispositions and determined to retain as much autonomy as possible over
internal affairs, made sure that the changes they embarked on reflected
those concerns.

Although army planning efforts to restructure had been in the works
since 1986, substantive work did not begin until 1990 with Menem’s decree.
Even then, the process moved slowly. The Argentine Army intended to con-
vert itself from a territorial military establishment into a flexible, respon-
sive ground combat asset, one that could satisfy rapidly changing national
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and international obligations. Only later did the army realize that its reach
exceeded its grasp in this regard, given the state of the institution and the
assignment of priorities in the Menem administration. (See figure 5.)

The two most significant changes made in the first Menem adminis-
tration altered both the disposition and the composition of the service. The
army branch schools of the combat arms were placed in a schools brigade
and physically relocated to Argentine Mesopotamia. The infantry, cavalry,
artillery, engineering, and communications schools were transferred from
the huge and politically significant army installation at Campo de Mayo,
near Buenos Aires, to various army units, where training in more realistic
circumstances was possible. In addition, these epicenters for the army’s
combat arms were no longer positioned to serve as nuclei for politically ori-
ented activities, as had been the case in the past (for example, los carapin-
tada at the Infantry School when it was located in Campo de Mayo).

The move of the Tenth Mechanized Brigade, a major combat forma-
tion, to Santa Rosa, La Pampa Province, was another example of this de-
sire for a combat-oriented and apolitical environment, as well as distance
from the capital. The old I Corps, of which the Tenth had once been a part,
and the IV Corps, once located at Santa Rosa, no longer existed as inter-
mediate headquarters. The Tenth Brigade relocation was the first step to-
ward creating the Variable Employment Force (Fuerza de Empleo Variable,
or FEV).

The FEV was configured with armored and mechanized brigades,
and it included the Rapid Deployment Force composed of the Fourth Air-
transportable Brigade and the 601st Ranger Company. The Regionally De-
ployed Forces, consolidated from the old territorial garrisons, continued
to provide ground combat elements in border areas to insure territorial in-
tegrity and support such ancillary tasks as drug interdiction, community
action, and natural disaster relief.

The most immediate and unprecedented influence on army restruc-
turing, and one with the greatest potential impact on the evolving civil-
military relationship, was the announcement by President Menem on Feb-
ruary 15, 1992, that Argentina would make a major unit contribution to
the United Nations Protection Force (UNPROFOR) being deployed to the
former Yugoslavia. Involvement of Argentine military personnel in UN
observer missions around the world in the previous 25 years had
amounted to a few score personnel. This commitment called for what in
the traditional Argentine order of battle and nomenclature was a regiment
(but which in most armies worldwide is designated a battalion), a unit of
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Figure 5. Projected Army Organization and Deployment (1995)

Source: Verde Oliva, no. 2 (June 1992), 4– 5.
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approximately 850 personnel at full strength, with its own staff and sup-
port personnel. But the unit required—basically a separate combined
arms team at battalion strength—did not exist anywhere in the Argentine
Army. Regiments were at half-strength or less and were not adequately
equipped. This new role, emanating from civil authorities in support of
Argentine foreign policy objectives, was essentially an internal security
mission in a location outside of Argentina. And it was expected to be in
place in 2 months or less.

The Argentine Army had no experience in deploying major combat
units overseas (the Malvinas force projection and occupation were not
considered a foreign deployment and in any event provided few useful les-
sons for this mission). Because no existing unit was remotely prepared,
and the FEV units in the restructuring plan that might have been so de-
ployed were years from realization, the Argentine Army Battalion (Bata-
llón Ejército Argentino, or BEA) had to be created from the ground up as a
full-strength cadre unit; there was little possibility of preparing conscripts
for participation.

Within days, the search for the proper personnel began. In addition
to technical proficiency, skills in a foreign language (particularly English)
were a fundamental concern. A UN-imposed condition of selection that
the personnel be volunteers did not hamper the battalion’s formation; two
to three times as many personnel reportedly volunteered as there were po-
sitions in the 865-man unit. Preparation of the personnel was effected first
at corps level, and then the unit was formed up at Campo de Mayo. In May
1992, the BEA joined 11 battalions from other countries in what had once
been part of Yugoslavia. The Argentines were deployed in Western Slavo-
nia, in the northern part of Croatia.

Argentina deployed seven such battalions to Croatia on approxi-
mately 6-month rotations until late 1995, when UNPROFOR stood down.
The preparation and deployment of these peacekeeping units became a
major focus of army activity. The military accrued prestige as a result of
this and other peacekeeping missions, including a 350-man unit com-
posed of army and marine elements deployed to Cyprus in early Septem-
ber 1993. 399 But serious concerns also were expressed. The concentration
of training and assets in the rotating international forces, even though they
had external financial support, seriously cut into the available stocks of
operational equipment. Furthermore, there were worries that Argentina
had two armies: one equipped and trained for peacekeeping and well
nourished by external funds and activities, and the “old constabulary,”
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spread thin and doing without. The army was too ill equipped with money
and assets to be split in this fashion.400

The first Menem administration was characterized by significant
changes in military policy. Whether dealing with manpower, resources,
readiness, or restructuring, the wellsprings of military power that could be
used in political ways—to compete with or confront the civilian leadership
as claimants to legitimate authority—were significantly altered. The polit-
ical priority of defense and of the armed forces that sustained it was sub-
ordinated first to economic and then to foreign policy aspirations and
goals. But the first Menem administration was not the last one. The civil-
military relationships engendered in the early 1990s continued to evolve in
the late 1990s with Menem at the helm.
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Chapter Seven

The Second Menem
Administration: Roles,
Resources, and Restructuring

On May 14, 1995, Carlos Menem was reelected President of the Ar-
gentine Republic. Although other presidents had served more
than one term (or part of a second), only Juan Perón had been re-

elected to a second consecutive term. However, to allow this, Perón had to
abrogate the 1853 Constitution and replace it with his own. Menem had to
do the same, enjoining the Congress to create a new constitution (which
the legislature passed in December 1994), allowing a president to run for
a second term but limiting each term to 4 years.401

Menem enjoyed considerable political success during his first term,
consolidating most effective political power in the presidency. His Justi-
cialista (Peronist) Party maintained control of the legislative bodies, and
Menem acted effectively to bring the judiciary under his political control
as well.402 The first administration harkened back to the model of movi-
mentismo—characterized by a president accountable to the people
through election but not much bounded by the mitigating effects of
shared powers, checks, and balances, or the “controls that state agencies
(other branches) exercise over other state agencies.”403 Hence, the Menem
era has been described as one of delegative democracy in that “[T]oday,
political power in Argentina is not so much exercised in a representative
fashion as it is wholly delegated to the president, to be wielded as he
deems most appropriate.”404 Evidence of this trend was Menem’s whole-
sale use—244 times in his first 3 years—of Decrees of Necessity and Ur-
gency, 8 times the use of this type of decree by all other elected, constitu-
tional presidents combined.
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Consequently, Menem entered his second term with highly concen-
trated political power and a significant mandate, 49.5 percent of the vote,
more than the 45 percent required under the 1994 constitution to avoid a
runoff and 20 percent more than his nearest competitor. Although most
observers conceded that Menem achieved very significant economic and
political stability in his second term, it was marked by considerable con-
troversy and an agglutination of the opposition, largely ineffective in his
first administration, that raised serious issues and challenges to his “del-
egative democracy” style. A number of these issues and controversies in-
volved the military and affected the civil-military relationships. An exam-
ination and analysis of these matters—political controversies, including
human rights and scandals; roles and missions of the armed forces and the
MOD; resources for defense and security; and restructuring of the defense
establishment—offer a better understanding of the military question in
the contemporary milieu.

Civil-Military Relationship Issues

Human Rights

President Menem’s defeat of the fourth carapintada uprising and his
amnesty and pardons of those involved in the antisubversive operations of
the late 1970s had effectively marginalized the human rights violations is-
sues during most of his first administration. The Internal Security Law of
early 1992, fulfilling a provision of the Alfonsín-era National Defense Law,
had set the military outside the realm, except in extreme cases, of matters
involving internal security.405 But in July 1994, after the bombing of a Jew-
ish community center in Buenos Aires, Menem created a new security
agency, led by former Chief of the Joint Staff Andrés Antonietti, to direct
the efforts of all armed forces in emergencies such as response to interna-
tional terrorism.406 This action raised concerns in the human rights or-
ganizations in Argentina that the military really had not abandoned its
concern with and involvement in internal security.

But the real reopening of the human rights issue, agitating the
human rights activists and the military, occurred in the runup to Menem’s
reelection as president of Argentina. In early March 1995, retired navy
Commander Adolfo Francisco Scilingo recounted his involvement in dis-
posing of hundreds of kidnapping and torture victims by dropping them
from airplanes into the ocean.407 His revelations ignited a storm of protest
and rekindled old animosities between the military and human rights
groups, splitting Argentine civil society between those who continued to
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seek redress against the military and those who felt such demonstrations
were divisive and ultimately futile. Menem, who apparently felt that his
reconciliation moves had closed the matter, opposed “rub[bing] salt into
old wounds,” and counseled private confession, not public repentance.408

But public confession continued, and it next came from a very unex-
pected source: the serving Chief of Staff of the Army. On April 25, 1995,
Lieutenant General Martín Balza stated that the army “employed illegiti-
mate methods, including the suppression of life, to obtain information,”
and that the army “did not know how to take on terrorists by legal
means.”409 Although these startling revelations by the head of the major
military institution in Argentina did not reveal anything not already doc-
umented, they were the first acknowledgment of error by a serving officer,
indeed one with great responsibility. Even though some felt these remarks
were politically inspired and designed to undercut Menem in the election
campaign, most found them to be sincere, if unlikely to change the state of
affairs concerning ultimate accountability. In any event, the topic of the
human rights responsibility of the armed forces was reopened.

Nor was the matter of accountability for the excesses and deaths of
the Dirty War confined to the military alone. On October 28, 1995, Mexi-
can authorities arrested and extradited to Argentina Enrique Gorriarán
Merlo, a founder of the ERP—the most radical and vicious of the guerrilla
groups operating in Argentina in the 1970s—and later leader of the MTP.
Gorriarán Merlo had led the most well-known attacks against army units,
including the 1974 attack on an armored regiment at Azul, Buenos Aires
Province, and later the last guerrilla attack at La Tablada in 1989. (He was
also a leader of the group that gunned down former Nicaraguan dictator
Anastasio Somoza in Paraguay.)410 Gorriarán Merlo was the last surviving
guerrilla leader who had not been pardoned. He had tried from abroad to
rally the remnants of the violent left and had even considered reviving in-
surgency in Argentina, but nothing had come of it. His capture and incar-
ceration was a victory for the Menem government, but it did little to re-
solve the human rights issues between aggrieved elements of the civilian
populace and the military.

In 1996, the focus of antimilitary demonstrators seeking justice
shifted from the army to the police, whom the militants saw as having in-
herited the mantle of repression. Demonstrations and their breakup by
police became something of a cause célèbre among the longtime foes of the
armed forces, such as the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo, a group of rela-
tives of the disappeared, and its leader, Hebe de Bonafini. The clashes
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dramatized the longtime antagonism between human rights groups and
uniformed authorities, even though the military was practically a specta-
tor this time.411

In March 1997 a Spanish judge, Baltasar Garzón, sought an interna-
tional arrest warrant for former General Leopoldo Galtieri, long since ab-
solved by Argentine courts of involvement in the human rights violations
of the Dirty War. Garzón based his demand on the alleged disappearance
of 600 Spaniards during the 1976–1979 operations of the Argentine Army.
The practical effect of the demand at the time was minor, but this issue
resurfaced spectacularly in 1999 with the arrest in Great Britain of General
Augusto Pinochet, former military president of Chile, on a warrant issued
at the behest of the same Spanish lawyer. This issue arose again about
other Argentine military officials accused of crimes against foreigners in
the campaigns against insurgency.

Two major developments in the human rights arena characterized
1998. The first was a government effort to find symbolic closure to the
continuing fissures between the more militant human rights activists and
the military over the killings and disappearances during the antisubversive
operations. The second consisted of efforts to circumvent Menem’s par-
dons of two leaders of the first junta of the Proceso period and charge the
men with crimes punishable under current Argentine law.

Two initiatives stand out among the efforts to heal the militant-
military rupture: the closing of ESMA (the Navy Mechanics School) in
Buenos Aires, generally considered the principal institution used as cover
for torture and killings in the Dirty War, and the effort to repeal, if only
symbolically, the Full Stop and Due Obedience laws of the Alfonsín era that
had exonerated most of the military from charges of human rights abuses.

On January 7, 1998, President Menem announced that ESMA was to
be transferred from the Núñez neighborhood of the federal capital to the
navy’s principal base at Puerto Belgrano in Bahia Blanca. Menem pro-
posed razing the place and turning it into a monument or park, a symbolic
reconciliation of the horrors of the past.412 This suggestion provoked
protest from the human rights organizations, which countered with a pro-
posal to turn it into a “museum of horrors” as a permanent reminder of
the Proceso era. The buildings still stand, but the institution has left. The
Naval War College, which was adjacent to ESMA, took over a small por-
tion of the campus for its own needs.

The other major symbolic action was the repeal of the Full Stop and
Due Obedience laws. Enacted in late 1986 and mid-1987 respectively, these
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Alfonsín-era laws ended the judicial processing of cases filed against mili-
tary and security force personnel for human rights abuses and excessive vi-
olence in the Proceso period (1976–1983). The repeal of these laws had no
practical effect, because juridically a repeal did not nullify the laws or their
effects.413 But the special session of Congress called to consider this and
other matters important to the military sought to make a clear statement
through the repeal: in the new democratic era there would be no support
for military involvement in politics, even though several congressmen
stated during the debate that the laws had been necessary at the time to
preserve the fledgling democracy of the post-Proceso period.

In June 1998, human rights activists opened another front in their
campaign to bring justice for the victims of the Dirty War by holding the
top leaders of Proceso accountable for some activity on their watch. The
Grandmothers of the Plaza de Mayo filed suit to have General Jorge Rafael
Videla arrested for complicity in removing from their mothers children
born in captivity and putting them up for adoption, alleging that the or-
ders to do so had come from the highest level.414 Videla was arrested, but
after a month of legal wrangling and a statement by Menem that he would
not intervene in the proceedings, Videla was confined to his home in
Buenos Aires under a provision of the law permitting such for persons
above age 70.415

Although Videla’s accusers thought him culpable, he was by no
means considered the vilest of the former members of the first Proceso
junta. That status was reserved for Admiral Emilio Eduardo Massera. On
November 24, 1998, he was arrested and confined by order of a federal
judge. Unlike the broad charges against Videla, who was accused of sys-
tematically planning the adoption of hundreds of children, Massera was
arrested on the basis of specific cases that occurred at ESMA under his ju-
risdiction.416 The human rights organizations alleged that these crimes had
nothing to do with fighting subversion and hence fell outside Menem’s
earlier pardons of such actions. Demands for Massera’s extradition to
Spain, at the behest of the same Spanish prosecutor that earlier had sought
similar action against Argentine military officials of the Proceso period,
generated yet more denunciations against long-retired Argentine general
and flag officers, including such well-known figures as Luciano Benjamín
Menéndez, Argentine commander in the Malvinas war, and Antonio
Domingo Bussi, Governor of Tucumán Province, who had led the Dirty
War operations in the rural areas.
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Army Chief of Staff Balza spearheaded the move toward introspec-
tion, which sought to clarify the duty of the military to eschew illegal and
immoral behavior in any endeavor. This movement distressed many for-
mer military and high-ranking retired officers, who were anxious over the
arrests of Videla and Massera. In January 1999, these anxieties were
heightened by the arrest and charging of six more high-ranking military
officers, including former military president Reynaldo Bignone and for-
mer Army Chief of Staff Cristino Nicolaides. Beset from within by Argen-
tine federal judges acting on demands of human rights groups, and from
without by a Spanish prosecutor seeking redress for alleged crimes against
Spanish citizens in the antisubversive operations, the military institutions
continued to feel besieged by organizations seeking justice (or revenge) for
actions the military considered legitimate and already settled by previous
court actions and presidential pardons or amnesties. Although the pres-
ent-day military institutions have little in common with those of Proceso,
and those responsible for the excesses of the antisubversive operations are
long retired, the contemporary military officer is tired of having to bear
the burden of defending the services against charges leveled at leaders now
grown old. They agree with President Menem that no useful purpose is
served by reopening old wounds, but others in Argentine society continue
to assail the military leaders of the Proceso period, seeking redress of griev-
ances. The new millennium will not close this chapter in Argentine civil-
military relations.

Illegal Arms Sales, Corruption, and Civil-Military Relations

Both Menem administrations were characterized by a freewheeling,
deal-making approach to governance. Menem’s populism and his relative
freedom from restraint by the other branches of government permitted
such phenomena as privatization, delegative democracy, and lack of party
discipline to flourish. Consequently, some enterprising souls in Argentina
figured that the government, at least in part, was “up for sale.”

Although corruption, real and perceived, and the resulting scandals
were widespread in the Menem years, the cases that most affected the
armed forces and their relationship with civil authority were those involv-
ing illegal arms deals with Croatia, Bosnia, and Ecuador. These transactions
were accomplished through a process called triangulation: a supplier, nom-
inally acting on behalf of the Argentine government or some dependency
thereof, sends arms illegally to another country while making the transac-
tion appear to be going to a third country.
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The vehicle for these sorts of transactions was the Directorate Gen-
eral of Military Factories (Dirección General Fabricaciones Militares, or
DGFM), before the Alfonsín and Menem administrations the powerful
conglomerate that constituted the bulk of the military-industrial complex
in Argentina. By Menem’s time, its economic and political power was sub-
stantially reduced, and it was ripe for disaggregation, privatization, or sale.
Nonetheless, the mechanisms for producing and distributing some arms,
ammunition, powder and explosives, and military supplies still existed.
Unscrupulous intermediaries, civilian and military, used these mecha-
nisms to effect significant transactions to other parties with the impri-
matur of the Menem government. During Menem’s time, these transac-
tions involved sales ostensibly to Panama and Venezuela, but the actual
recipients were Croatia and Bosnia (1991) and Ecuador (1995).

The two triangulated arms deals had consequences reaching to the
highest levels of the Menem administrations. These scandals exposed the
military, the Ministry of Defense, the Ministry of Foreign Relations, and
other top figures of the Menem years to enormous criticism and, as the
revelations continued, to various federal-level charges of official miscon-
duct. A long list of those involved and what they were charged with and in-
vestigated for appeared on October 8, 1998, in the Internet version of La
Nación newspaper.

The Croatia-Bosnia Transaction

The first illegal arms transaction got under way in 1991 under retired
army Lieutenant Colonel Diego Palleros. Well connected at the DGFM,
Palleros “piggybacked” on a legitimate plan confected by Defense Minister
Erman González to sell Argentine arms abroad, which had set in motion a
mechanism to obtain weapons for sale abroad from existing inventories,
including those of the army, and replace them with DGFM production.
Classified decrees 1697 and 2283 permitted the sale of weapons abroad to
legitimate buyers.417 The differences between this and the illegal arms
transaction were that the arms and other military items did not go to the
ostensible recipient, but to an illicit customer, and that the proceeds from
the sale went mostly to the dealmakers and other participants in the
scheme rather than to the state coffers.

In a variety of shipments, 6.5 tons of material valued at almost $29
million and ostensibly destined for Panama instead went through a
dummy corporation to Croatia.418 These shipments occurred even as Ar-
gentine forces were deploying to Croatia as a part of the UN peacekeep-
ing force. Consequently, Argentine Army forces could have been shot at
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with weapons from their own military factories. Croatia was under a UN
arms embargo, as were all of the fledgling states emerging from the for-
mer Yugoslavia, many of which were engaged in serious armed combat
with each other. Bosnia, another such state, also would wind up with
some Argentine arms.

In 1992, Decree 1633 authorized the sale of $51 million in military
matériel to a Bolivian government entity that was not part of the country’s
Ministry of Defense. Another principal in the arms scandals, a Menem
crony and impresario named Luis Sarlenga, managed the putative deal. Al-
though the Bolivian government did not have that kind of money to spend
on Argentine arms, only a presidential transition in Bolivia apparently
aborted the scheme. Where the money would have come from and to
whom the weapons and other items might have gone remained a mystery.

Reports later surfaced that as early as 1992, Argentine officials at the
highest levels had evidence of Argentine arms finding their way to Croatia
and Bosnia. An Argentine officer who had served in Croatia confirmed
that during a visit to Croatia, then-Minister of Defense Erman González,
Army Chief of Staff Balza, and President Menem, among others, were
shown Argentine-made weapons confiscated from Croats. Another officer
indicated that Lieutenant General Carlos Zabala, at the time head of the
Argentine contingent in Croatia, knew of confiscations of Argentine-made
weapons.419 But these revelations did not become public until 1995 as a re-
sult of another illegal arms transaction, this one to Ecuador at the time of
the Ecuador-Perú border conflict.

The Ecuador Transaction

The triangulated arms deal to Ecuador involved arms trafficker Jean
Lasnaud. He, Palleros, and Sarlenga took advantage of a secret omnibus
decree that gave DGFM and its intermediaries a free hand in international
arms transactions.420 False papers were arranged to show that Venezuela,
the country of ostensible destination, had purchased about $33 million
worth of mostly small arms and ammunition. According to one source, the
amount was enough to arm 50,000 soldiers for 10 years in normal-use cir-
cumstances (Ecuador allegedly planned to use the materials to arm some
6,000 reservists in anticipation of a conflict with Perú).

The final go-ahead for this deal occurred on January 24, 1995, and
the conspirators moved quickly, using dummy corporations to arrange air
transportation to ship to Ecuador the arms and ammunition obtained
from the army under the guise of being turned in for repair or replacement
by DGFM. Considerable evidence indicates that Peruvian authorities knew
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of the shipments and informed the Argentines through the Argentine em-
bassy attachés, but neither the Argentine civilian nor military hierarchy
stopped it, despite traditionally close ties between Perú and Argentina as a
counterbalance to Chile and Brazil. Either the authorities did not believe
that Argentina would permit publicly owned arms and munitions to be
supplied to an ally’s putative enemy, or they did not want to take on
Menem cronies such as Sarlenga.421

But this furtive transfer of Argentine war matériel did not remain
secret for long. Concurrent with the Perú-Ecuador border conflict and
the election campaign came newspaper accounts of the transaction.
Since Argentina was a guarantor of the 1942 treaty that had ended a pre-
vious conflict between Perú and Ecuador, and it had declared an arms
embargo on February 10, the fact that Argentine arms had made their
way to one of the combatants was particularly galling. Furthermore,
Ecuador had not received all of the shipment, and part of what it did re-
ceive was unusable (Balza later protested that the army thought the
transaction with DGFM was routine and turned in its least usable arms
for repair or exchange). Palleros made up for this deficiency in part with
arms from Iran, but the damage on all sides was done. Perú was scandal-
ized, Ecuador was enraged, and Argentina was decidedly embarrassed. In
addition, uncovering the Ecuadorian transaction also led to revelations
about the Croatian and Bosnian ones. Menem, reelected president in
May 1995, disposed of Sarlenga.

But that did not end the matter. By October 1995, charges began to
flow. The principal agent of the state in pursuing the investigations and
charges in the arms transactions was Federal Judge Jorge Urso. He began
with Sarlenga, charging abuse of office and falsification of documents,
charges that also would fall on many others. Palleros, original architect of
these machinations, fled the country, warned of what was coming by a sep-
arate charge against him of dealing in contraband. Charges reached the
ministerial level; Oscar Camilión, Minister of Defense at the time of the
Ecuador transaction, was forced to resign or lose his immunity by con-
gressional action. Foreign Minister Guido di Tella also was tainted by the
scandal, but he was not subject to charge unless he resigned or was fired.
Former Defense Minister and Labor Minister Erman González later came
under fire as well.

Accusations flew among those under investigation or charged in the
illegal arms deals. Balza pointed the finger at DGFM, saying that the army
played by the rules and was unaware of the illicit use to which turned-in
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or exchanged equipment was put. DGFM blamed the relevant ministers as
having agreed to the underlying confidential decrees that, superficially at
least, legitimized arms transactions abroad. Camilión sought to shift the
attention to Foreign Minister di Tella, who, in his view, “should have
known” about the shipments to Croatia.422 More indictments followed in
the next few years, most dealing with hapless DGFM officials, many of
them retired officers who were willing or unwitting confederates of the
DGFM involvement as the vehicle of the illegal arms transactions.

From mid-1995 to mid-1998, the arms scandal and its effects moved
out of the spotlight. Notable changes during this time included the transfer
of DGFM from the Ministry of Defense to the Ministry of Economy. The
once-mighty military-industrial complex had fallen on hard times. Many of
its remaining assets were broken up, sold off, or privatized, dooming the
prospects of significant legal arms transactions (for example, a potential
$1.27 billion deal involving 6 submarines from the Domecq García ship-
yard disappeared when the shipyard was closed by Decree 40 in 1996).423

In July 1998, the arms scandals returned with a vengeance. Palleros
was arrested in South Africa and jailed pending extradition proceedings.
The 72-year-old Palleros revealed a little of what had transpired in the
early 1990s and threatened to tell a lot more. However, South Africa re-
fused to extradite Palleros. Menem again proclaimed his adherence to the
legal niceties and claimed no knowledge of triangulation, and Interior
Minister Carlos Corach disputed as “ridiculous and offensive” Palleros’s al-
legations of presidential involvement in the schemes.424

General Balza, rightly or wrongly the focal point for the loss of con-
trol and subsequent illegal shipments of arms to Croatia and Ecuador, de-
fended himself before the Defense Commission of the Chamber of
Deputies, and army spokespersons continued to blame the DGFM for all
the troubles. At the same time, Captain Estrada, accused of heavy involve-
ment in the transactions with Ecuador, died “in suspicious circumstances”
at his home in Buenos Aires.425 He had been questioned a few days earlier
by Judge Urso and a federal prosecutor. Some saw his death as a warning
to Palleros and others to keep quiet about who was bribed or otherwise ca-
joled into cooperating in the arms transfer schemes.426 Moreover, the for-
mer Argentine ambassador to Perú at the time of the Perú-Ecuador con-
flict, Arturo Ossorio Araña, revealed that not only Camilión but also the
higher echelons of the armed forces leadership knew of the transactions
before they occurred. All these revelations led to a war of words among di
Tella, Camilión, Balza, and Paulik over who should have stopped it all.427
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In September and October 1998, federal authorities conducted several
searches (called “raids” in the Argentine press) for documents relating to
the scandal that had surfaced in some of the news organs.428 Although little
came of their efforts, the number of people being investigated and
charged—particularly former DGFM officials—continued to grow. The
“conspiracy of silence,” as the newspapers put it, began to break down.429

Retired General Antonio Vicario, former munitions production chief at
DGFM, was detained after being a fugitive for several days and was accused
specifically of smuggling gunpowder to Croatia. Another officer, retired
Colonel Edberto González de la Vega, also was charged in this matter. With
the arrest of Vicario, federal authorities began to search for the tens of mil-
lions of dollars that were unaccounted for. Former Argentine ambassador
to Yugoslavia Federico Bartfeld testified to Judge Urso that 30 coded cables
sent in 1992 to the Argentine Foreign Ministry indicated the presence of
Argentine rifles in Croatia, in violation of the arms embargo against that
country. Bartfeld said the Foreign Ministry had queried the Defense Min-
istry, then headed by Erman González, about that, and was told no arms
had been sold. (González had established the original, legal regime for arms
sales abroad, but none had been transferred in that manner.)430

These arms scandals probably were the final nail in the coffin of the
Directorate General of Military Factories. The military-industrial complex
created by General Savio—a major factor in the Argentine economy and a
bulwark of the military establishment that at one time formed a “mine-to-
munition” vertically-integrated arms industry—was a shadow of its for-
mer self. The major elements of military industries in Argentina—the
SOMISA steel complex, the TAMSE tank factory, the Domecq García sub-
marine building yard, and the multielement Military Factories conglom-
erate—were either gone altogether or no longer under effective military
control. DGFM itself is now under the Minister of Economy and is no
longer an element that could enhance military autonomy or enable a
greater say in defense planning and resources.

But the demise of DGFM did nothing to help the position of the
Menem government. The downgrading and dismantling of military in-
dustries in Argentina opened them to civilian and military entrepreneurs,
which led to the corruption of numerous officials and the destruction of
the reputations of others. Unscrupulous operators took advantage of the
apparent need of DGFM and the Ministry of Defense to be relevant and to
enjoy some presence in the world arms trade. The highest military and
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civilian authorities at the time were reduced to covering their tracks in
hopes of avoiding personal culpability for the fiasco.

Contemporary Roles and Missions

Legal Bases

In his first term, Menem made several fundamental changes that
considerably impacted military roles and missions in his second term.431

First among these was the Internal Security Law, which codified the sepa-
ration of the Gendarmería Nacional and the Prefectura Naval from the mil-
itary armed forces. The law also evolved the principle of subsidiarity—the
armed forces would not be employed in internal security missions—and
the principle of complementarity—the armed forces may provide logisti-
cal support (a major consideration in counternarcotics efforts, among
others). The armed forces combat elements could be deployed only under
a state of siege or to defend their own garrisons. The other major legal
change of the first administration was the Voluntary Service Law of 1994,
which did away with (but retained the possibility of) conscription as the
regular basis for citizen military service and led to an all-volunteer profes-
sional military.

These two laws began the disaggregation of security and defense as
twin pillars of military roles and missions, a process completed in
Menem’s second term. In the Proceso government, the conjoining of secu-
rity and defense roles reached its zenith, with security forces, even national
police, effectively subordinated to the military without any mediating
Ministry of Defense or Ministry of Interior influences. The Internal Secu-
rity Law put the military out of the law and order business; the Voluntary
Service Law reduced the military presence in socialization and civic action.

Menem expanded on this in the second term. By executive decree
Number 464/96, he transferred the DGFM to the Ministry of Economy
and Public Works and Services, ending the military’s direct connection
with military production. This act terminated the armed forces’ economic
role within the state enterprise framework, which itself had been reduced
enormously.

On October 2, 1996, Menem promulgated Decree 1,116/96, which
permitted the Ministry of Defense to address military planning, in re-
sponse to general policies and strategies for defense, at the joint staff level,
in order to address external threats and to protect vital interests. Coupled
with a joint staff reorganization formalized in 1997, this decree returned
responsibility for hipótesis de conflicto to the armed forces.432
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In November 1996, Menem reorganized the Ministry of Defense into
its present form. Decree 1,277/96 streamlined the ministry, consolidated
its functions, and, coupled with a physical move of ministry offices to the
Army Headquarters building across the street, permitted a reduction of
personnel and space costs. The armed forces were increasingly integrated,
even physically, into a civilian-led defense organization. They continued to
exercise their professional functions, but the strong influence of civilian
subordination and evolution toward jointness was manifest. This permit-
ted, finally, the formal restructuring of the armed forces to accommodate
their changed situation and changed circumstances, which would be ac-
complished through the Restructuring Law of March 1998.

The Joint Staff and Joint and Combined Roles and Missions

The Joint Staff was established as an element of the presidency on
September 9, 1948, and it became part of the MOD in 1958. Designed as
an advisory group on military policy to the Minister of Defense, the Joint
Staff for many years languished as an almost ceremonial body, lacking au-
thority as the Ministry itself lacked authority. President Alfonsín tried to
make it the link between civilian and military defense officials, but it was
not given the authority or the resources to exercise much influence.

Nonetheless, the 1982 Malvinas debacle demonstrated the need to
avoid having each service fight its own war. However, serious efforts to em-
power and organize the Joint Staff to participate in designing and assign-
ing roles and missions were not made until Menem’s second term. A con-
siderable increase in joint exercises and training internally, and in
combined exercises and operations internationally, reflected these efforts.
The most notable moves toward joint exercises came in 1997 and 1998. In
September 1997, an exercise involving 3,000 personnel—32 units from all
three services—simulating a UN peacekeeping operation took place in
Patagonia.433 And in 1998, an exercise in Córdoba Province involving 4,646
personnel brought together elements of all three services.434 Hence, joint-
ness as a concept not only had legal backing but also was being expressed
increasingly in planning and exercises by the Argentine armed forces.

Predating these joint exercises among Argentine military units was a
push toward combined military agreements and exercises. For many years,
the only multinational exercise Argentina participated in with any regular-
ity was UNITAS, a combined exercise with U.S. and Latin American
navies.435 In the early 1990s, peacekeeping provided an even more intensive
venue for the army, and to a lesser extent the Marines, under UN auspices.
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But since 1993, the Argentine armed forces have engaged in an ex-
panding number of combined exercises and operations. Figure 6 shows
the increase in the number of exercises in which Argentina has partici-
pated (excluding peacekeeping operations). The navy has been the most
active participant.

The nature of these exercises and maneuvers started reflecting
Menem’s goal of a broader cooperative agenda with Chile. This effort
began with an agreement in July 1997 to hold combined military maneu-
vers.436 In 1998, command and staff talks took place, and a formal agree-
ment by naval commanders for a combined exercise was reached.437 In
June 1998, the army and air force joined the navy, seeking combined exer-
cises and other measures often described as confidence-building or “Mea-
sures for Mutual Trust.”438 In August 1998, the Argentine and Chilean
Navies conducted a “Control Exercise of Maritime Traffic and Search and
Rescue Operations,” designed in part to “break the logic of mistrust and
antagonism” between Chile and Argentina.439 A 4-month exercise in the
Antarctic from November 1998 to March 1999 was the most comprehen-
sive of these bilateral operations.440

Except for relatively benign peacekeeping exercises, Argentine efforts
to promote more formal multilateral ties have met with only modest suc-
cess. Two initiatives have come to the fore. The first, the ATLASUR com-
bined exercise series, started in 1993, with the most recent iteration 
ATLASUR IV in May 1999.441 These exercises, which include Argentina,
Brazil, Uruguay, and South Africa, are designed to enhance the capability
to form a joint naval force to counteract threats of plundering of fish and
natural resources, to prevent pollution, and to preserve the ecosystem.

The second, and more controversial, initiative was an effort to form
a regional defense entity centered on MERCOSUR. The major proponent
of this in the second Menem administration was Joint Staff Chief Lieu-
tenant General Carlos Zabala. At a bilateral general staff meeting in
Brazil, he cited the evolution of MERCOSUR from a trade bloc toward a
political bloc. General Zabala has called for a collective organization to
consider eventual risks, his model being post-Cold War NATO.442 In June
1998 in Chile, General Zabala reiterated his call for a “joint (combined)
defense system in the region.”443 The Navy Subsecretary for Chile, Pablo
Cabrera, reinforced Zabala’s remarks at a meeting of the Permanent
Committee of Chilean-Argentine Security in July 1998, saying that “these
matters [defense of stability and economic development] should be dealt
with in the MERCOSUR arena.”444

180 ARGENTINE CIVIL–MILITARY RELATIONS



Resources for the “Smaller, Better” Force
The Argentine economy in the second Menem administration re-

flected the goals of the first: near-zero inflation, a fixed 1:1 peso-to-dollar
exchange rate, privatization, and continuing international integration,
highlighted by MERCOSUR. Consequently, the country also experienced
a continuing relative reduction in the state role in the economy, and those
sectors dependent on central government finances for resources (most no-
tably defense) faced continued austerity in addressing such challenges as a
complete change in recruitment and education, realignment of forces, and
modernization. These conditions were reflected in policies concerning the
twin pillars of the defense resource base, manpower and money, and in
how the armed forces addressed the necessities of restructuring, the final
challenge to the defense sector of the Menem years.

Manpower

In the democratic period since 1983, the number of uniformed per-
sonnel (mostly army conscripts) was reduced by at least 50 percent.445 In
1994, the last full year of the first Menem administration, conscription
ended, and the Servicio Militar Voluntario system for accessions to the
ranks took effect in 1995. The result was a leveling out of uniformed per-
sonnel strength at just under 72,000. In the army, a redimensioning of the
service born of necessity was also reflected in an almost 50 percent drop in
the number of units. (See table 7.)

The number of civilians employed by the three services also dropped
about 25 percent (based on army data at figure 3). Almost 26,000 civilians
worked for the armed forces, in almost equal numbers for each (army
8,500, navy 8,800, air force 8,600).446 Adding a few hundred civilians for the
Ministry of Defense at all levels (no active-duty military were assigned to
the Ministry, and retired officers and NCOs working there were classified as
civilians) brought the total personnel in the modern-day defense sector to
about 99,000 (excluding Gendarmería Nacional, Prefectura Naval, Defensa
Civil, and DGFM organizations, which are no longer under MOD).

These numerical reductions also mirrored changes in the roles of
the armed forces. The army is no longer the constabulary force it once
was, with a large physical presence in the federal capital and its environs
and scores of garrisons around the country. The complement of person-
nel to provide such a presence no longer exists. Conversely, the volunteer
system of accession permitted more development of task-oriented units
with better-trained personnel. For example, lower levels of training and
limited availability made conscripts unsuitable for use in highly visible
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peace operations contingents. However, longer-term volunteers could be
so employed. Consequently the army, navy, and air force have a lower “in-
ternal profile” and visibility and a higher “external profile.” This affects
civil-military relations because such changes in force posture caused by
recruitment realignments have made the military more instrumental in
foreign policy roles and multilateral defense and security initiatives.

Education

While the change in recruitment had immediate and profound ef-
fects on the Argentine military, an equally important change in the educa-
tion of the military officer corps also was inaugurated. For nearly a cen-
tury, the Argentine military maintained a system of higher military
education acknowledged to be among the best in Latin America. Until the
most recent democratic era, this system (except for the School of National
Defense, which was established in 1950 and is now under the Ministry of
Defense) contributed little to the education of civilians and military offi-
cers together in defense-related curricula. But that changed dramatically in
the Menem administrations, and nowhere more clearly than in the army.
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Figure 6. Participation in Combined Exercises (1991–1999)

Source: Briefing by Argentine Armed Forces Joint Staff to United States Joint Staff, September 1999 (Bilateral Working Group, Argentine
MOD, U.S. DOD).
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In the early 1990s, the army established the IESE, placing under a single di-
rectorate its degree-granting military schools (even military secondary
schools).447 Two of the army schools under IESE—the ESG, the army’s pre-
mier staff college, and the EST, the ESG equivalent for specialized engi-
neering and scientific career fields—have opened their doors to civilian
students. Both offer graduate-level programs in addition to their military
ones; from 1994 to 1998, the ESG graduated 362 civilians and 251 military
personnel, and the EST 283 civilians and 108 military.448

In addition, an increasing number of career officers began acquiring
university degrees in cooperative programs with private and public higher
education institutions. The philosophical and academic divide that once
prompted separate education and educational institutions for civilians
and military officers has been modified considerably. The contemporary
military hierarchy still is dominated by those educated in the former sys-
tem, but resistance to cooperative education arrangements and the inte-
gration of military and civilian students has almost disappeared.

Money

The austerity of the first Menem administration carried through to
the second, although funds provided to institute the SMV gave the defense
budget an initial boost. Figure 7 shows defense expenditures from 1992 to
1998. The second Menem administration presented an almost static
budget for the MOD and armed forces, despite a growing GDP in most of
those years. By 1998, the portion of GDP devoted to defense had fallen to
1.1 percent, well below the average of 1.8 percent for Latin Caribbean,
Central American, and South American countries—itself the lowest per-
centage for any region in the world.449 Even as austere as the totals were in
both net and comparative terms, an examination of two aspects of per-
sonnel-related financing—the distribution of funds among categories of
expenditure and the disparity of pay between uniformed military officers
and other comparable public servants—made the effects on civil-military
relations even more striking.

The distribution of funds among categories of expenditure contin-
ued a pattern that began even before the Menem years. The 1999 Argen-
tine White Book on National Defense listed the final 1998 defense budget
as 3,746,739,723 pesos, 7.44 percent of the government’s central budget
and 1.07 percent of GDP.450 Of that amount, more than four-fifths of all
available funds for all services plus the MOD itself—81.80 percent—went
toward personnel expenses (49.97 percent) and retirement, pension, and
other social security expenses (31.83 percent). Less than one-fifth of the
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budget—682 million pesos—remained to cover operations, investment
(purchase and construction), and debt service.

The armed forces thus had very limited financial support to conduct
operations, maintain matériel, and attempt modernization. Provisions in
the Restructuring Act designed to alleviate these conditions have not yet
been implemented. The United States gave Argentina considerable help
through Excess Defense Articles and International Military Education and
Training programs, and the United Nations paid for much of the cost of
peacekeeping missions, but this assistance was inadequate to allow Ar-
gentina to sustain the force posture required to accomplish the roles and
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Table 7. Military and Civilian Personnel Strength (March 1999)

Army
Officers 5,300
Noncommissioned Officers 20,600
Volunteers 15,500

Total 41,400

Navy
Officers 2,300
Petty Officers 13,400
Volunteers 1,500

Total 17,200

Air Force
Officers 2,300
Noncommissioned Officers 9,300
Volunteers 1,500

Total 13,100

Civilians
Army 8,300
Navy 8,800
Air Force 8,600

Total 25,900

Total Military 71,700
Total Civilian 25,900

Grand Total* 98,900

* Adding 1,300 for Ministry of Defense and Agencies (Estimated Numbers).
Source: Libro Blanco de la Defensa Nacional (Buenos Aires: Ministry of Defense, 1999).



missions specified in the White Book. Such a defense establishment—fully
professionalized, well-led, and educated but unable to engage adequately in
the full range of its national and international responsibilities—was frus-
trated in its attempts to be the instrumental military necessary to continue
the foreign and domestic policy initiatives of the Menem administration.

The Alfonsín administration had delinked the military pay scale from
the judicial pay scale, the highest in the government. By the second Menem
administration, the disparity between the two was enormous. For example,
a service chief of staff (commander in chief before 1984) had been paid the
same as a Supreme Court judge. By 1995, he was earning about one-third
as much per month (3,863 pesos versus 11,151 pesos). Other senior gov-
ernment officials were making twice that of a chief of staff, and compensa-
tion for lower grades was not remotely comparable to that of their nominal
counterparts.451 Pay comparability was not contemplated; it would have
taken an even larger bite out of the sector already accounting for the pre-
ponderant part of the budget. Military compensation was static, and offi-
cers and NCOs continued to leave the services early if other, more remu-
nerative, opportunities presented themselves. This exodus was not the case
in the lower ranks, where volunteer pay was attractive to younger, less ex-
perienced people in an economy with an unemployment rate around 15
percent. Nonetheless, the huge portion of the military budget devoted to
personnel-related expenditures yielded a relatively modest return from the
perspective of the individual officer and the armed forces’ leadership. Com-
plaints about individual pay were coupled with frustrations concerning
lack of operational funds and capability. Although these concerns surfaced
only occasionally, they reflected the military’s continued exasperation over
its marginalization and lack of political direction.

Restructuring: Codifying Civil-Military Relations
In March 1998, the Argentine Congress passed the Armed Forces Re-

structuring Law.452 This legislation represented the culmination of efforts
in the democratic era to consolidate reforms that had occurred in the
1990s and to outline steps, embedded in the law and later amplified in the
MOD White Book on Defense, to align the military instrument and pro-
vide for its direction and support. It sought to provide a blueprint for the
future construct of civil-military relations.

Although the Restructuring Law reflected many of the initiatives and
policies of the democratic administrations, it did not originate in the Ex-
ecutive Branch. The initiator of the project was Dr. Horacio Jaunarena, the
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longest serving Minister of Defense under former President Alfonsín, who
was a Radical (UCR) deputy in the Argentine legislature. He and a group
of colleagues drafted a restructuring proposal for the Congress that
reached the Defense Committee in 1996.453 The bill failed in its first sub-
mission to the Congress, but Menem adopted it as his own (Jaunarena left
the Congress at the end of 1997) and pushed it to passage by a large con-
sensus in the House and Senate, with final approval by the Senate on
March 19, 1998.

Several preceding laws put the Restructuring Law into context. The
first legal framework that sought to sort out civilian and military respon-
sibilities in defense and security and provide authoritative guidance was
the Defense Law of 1988, but many of its provisions remained unimple-
mented even 10 years later. Meanwhile, several other laws and decrees
came into force, including the Internal Security Law, the Voluntary Mili-
tary Service Law, and a new Constitution. Also promulgated were decrees
on joint military planning and on the structure of the Ministry of Defense.
The Menem administration also generated important state reform laws
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Figure 7. Defense Budgets (1992–1998)

Source: Libro Blanco de la Defensa Nacional (Buenos Aires: Ministry of Defense, 1999).
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that dealt with such matters as public administration and privatization
that affected the defense sector significantly.

All of these acts were important in defining, even operationalizing,
aspects of civil-military relationships, but they largely responded to spe-
cific situations or were driven by high-profile political necessity. Therefore,
they neither formed a coherent set of guidelines for the armed forces or
the MOD nor established the relationships between them. Hence, the Re-
structuring Law, as the name implies, dealt with a number of realignment
questions, but its scope and provisions went further.

The Restructuring Law was set forth in six titles. Title I specified a
deterrent strategy that included maintenance of international and inter-
American peace. It reemphasized the framework within which the mis-
sions (roles) of the armed forces would be established (the Defense Law
and the Internal Security Law). And it began the emphasis on joint and
combined forces and skills that characterized the restructuring efforts.

Title II envisioned restructured forces deployable in four operational
contexts: in conventional defense, in a UN framework, in support of secu-
rity forces, and in support of Argentine society or friendly countries. It
specified regional joint commands to carry out these missions and simul-
taneously reduced service commands and “administrative and bureau-
cratic structures” in favor of fewer people and more technology.

Title III also emphasized jointness, stressing that joint military plan-
ning would determine the mix of active, temporarily activated, and reserve
personnel. Education and training of personnel were to rely more on the
civilian system, especially for professional personnel that the system pro-
duces. Simultaneously, higher educational standards were set for officers
and NCOs to be promoted. The president set ceilings for the numbers of
military and civilian personnel in the defense sector, but the armed forces
were encouraged to substitute civilian administrative personnel for mili-
tary personnel.

Title IV put equipment procurement solidly in the joint arena and di-
rectly under the supervision of the Ministry of Defense. Joint military plan-
ning was to play a crucial role in what equipment would be sought and
what ends it would serve. Restoring or modernizing existing inventories
was a priority, and procurement was to emphasize deterrent capabilities
and transfer of appropriate technology and training with purchased equip-
ment. Private industry, dual technologies, and continued state-controlled
production only of items deemed indispensable in times of crisis charac-
terized the matériel provisions.
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Title V laid out the program budget categories and prescribed the use
of the Planning, Programming, and Budgeting System for MOD, army,
navy, air force, and Joint Staff in separate subjurisdictions of the budget.
Funds for peace missions and community support were excluded; re-
questors were required to come up with those resources. Steps were taken
toward retirement and pension reforms to make the military system com-
patible with the civilian one.

This title also specified that beginning in 1999, the defense budget
would be increased 15 percent over 5 years, using 1996 as the base year
(3,504,392,000 pesos). Budget savings made by the services were to be
used for salary increases. Moreover, the act authorized the executive to
provide 1 billion pesos over 5 years (1999–2003) for equipment procure-
ment and modernization, using sale proceeds plus public credits if sales
did not produce the approximately 200 million pesos needed.

Title VI established a Parliamentary Commission for the Pursuit of
Military Restructuring, setting forth its responsibilities to assure the im-
plementation of the provisions of the restructuring law. This title in real-
ity provided for those steps necessary by the Executive, the legislature, the
MOD, and the armed forces to implement the law. Time lines resembling
those used in the Defense Law were established for each.

Despite being called the Restructuring Law, this act essentially
sought to codify and assure the transformation of the defense sector. Min-
isterial Resolution Number 440/98 promulgated an organization to imple-
ment the act within the MOD.454 Subordinate organizations would make a
concerted effort to come up with the necessary inputs to implement the
law. Inasmuch as the law was seen as long-delayed action to lay out the
fundamental bases for the armed forces, the military regarded it as a highly
important and essential step to clarify the roles of civilian and military au-
thorities in defense, including those of the executive, legislative, ministe-
rial, and service institutions. (See figure 8.)

The Restructuring Law was much more ambitious than its predeces-
sor, the Defense Law of 1988, had been, but the lack of implementation of
that previous law had set a negative precedent. And soon the timetable de-
lineated in Title VI of the law began to slip. This slippage continued
through all of 1998 and into 1999. Supporters’ hopes that the Restructur-
ing Law would bear fruit, especially since it had been approved by re-
sounding margins of all parties in the Congress, began to fade. The Achilles’
heel of the Restructuring Law, as with previous efforts at reform, was the

188 ARGENTINE CIVIL–MILITARY RELATIONS



lack of financial resources to implement it. Resource augmentations were
not forthcoming in 1998 or 1999, nor would they later be.

This state of affairs was particularly disconcerting to the armed
forces, as their work groups under the military restructuring system had
made the necessary proposals to the civilian authorities on time.455 And
not only the Executive but also the Congress had delayed in exercising
their policy and oversight responsibilities.

Consequently, the MOD White Book on National Defense of March
1999, which was the most comprehensive review and exposition of the Ar-
gentine defense establishment ever made, still had the measures of the Re-
structuring Law cast in the future, without executive sanction of the regu-
latory proposals. Many observers felt the Restructuring Law, like the
Defense Law before it, had not fulfilled its promise.

Nonetheless, the law continued to figure prominently in declaratory
defense policy. Minister of Defense Jorge Domínguez, in an article on
armed forces transformation in Clarín newspaper in January 1999, praised
Congress for its unanimity in passing the Restructuring Law. But having
said that, he moved on to other matters, including military justice reform
and peace operations, not the status of implementation of the law.456

However, in March 1999, he began addressing the matter of funds for
acquisition and upgrading by announcing the prospective sale in 1999 of
military real estate worth 110 million pesos, more than the 76 million re-
alized from such sales during the years 1990–1998, apparently hoping
thereby to redeem the pledge of the Restructuring Law to provide one bil-
lion pesos during the 1999–2003 time frame.457 But at the same time, the
15 percent increase in the overall defense budget (approximating 3 percent
per year) that the Restructuring Law also mandated was not forthcom-
ing.458 Congress could not overcome executive branch constraints, some
imposed by outside monitors such as the International Monetary Fund, on
government spending in general. Hence, funds for implementing the Re-
structuring Law turned out to be speculative.

Mixed signals on defense finances continued in June 1999, when
Minister Domínguez indicated that “all that remains is to launch the pro-
gram that starts in the year 2000 [sic], which will require an investment
of 200 million pesos per year to re-outfit the force.”459 Clearly, the 1999
deadlines for implementation of provisions of the Restructuring Law had
been missed.

Moreover, the enabling document for joint staff planning, the Strate-
gic Military Directive, which had last been issued in 1989, was still being
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staffed to be sent by MOD for executive approval.460 Because this docu-
ment presumably would align perceptions of threat and roles and missions
of the armed forces with the Restructuring Law, it is a critical component
also in implementing the law and providing the civilian political strategic
guidance that defines the duties of the armed forces. Hence, as the Menem
era closed, the real closure to the “military question,” long sought by most
in the Argentine body politic and in the armed forces, remained elusive.

190 ARGENTINE CIVIL–MILITARY RELATIONS

Figure 8. Military Restructuring System

Source: Briefing by Argentina Armed Forces Joint Staff to United States Joint Staff, 1999.
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The Menem Legacy
In his first administration, Carlos Menem, first-hand student of the

experience of Raúl Alfonsín with the Argentine military, knew that con-
tinued confrontation with the military would be highly prejudicial to the
aspirations of his incoming administration. Inheriting a presidency and an
economy in a shambles, he also knew that there would be little to offer the
military or any state sector. His plans for a complete reorientation of the
economy, and the rewards that might flow from it for distribution later,
would take time; and he would have to call for even greater short-term sac-
rifice and a significant contribution from the military itself. He therefore
sought not compromise with the military, but instead granted it absolu-
tion for past actions, clearing the slate without abjuring civilian presiden-
tial authority. In fact, Menem would seek to aggregate political power
much more in the executive than had been the case during the Alfonsín
administration. The sweeping nature of his first pardons cleared both sides
of the equation. Consequently, when the test of military rebellion came for
him—in the form of a final lunge at the centers of power by disaffected of-
ficers and NCOs loyal to los carapintada leader Colonel Seineldin—
Menem could be commander in chief with the full compliance of the mil-
itary establishment, and the locus of legitmate political authority was
firmly established.

These events, in conjunction with the pardoning within days after this
last uprising of the remaining prisoners of the Proceso era, paved the way
for what Menem hoped would be the more enduring accomplishments of
his administration, the reestablishment of Argentina as a significant eco-
nomic and foreign policy power. He sought to do this through free-market
economics and a reorientation of foreign policy into a much closer rela-
tionship with the United States. In the case of the defense sector, this meant
reducing its once-significant role almost to the vanishing point and trans-
forming significant portions of the armed forces into task forces in support
of United Nations peacekeeping roles. These actions reduced remaining
military autonomy and enhanced the operational, instrumental nature of
the armed forces. The externally oriented roles and missions of the armed
forces were further reinforced by the passage of the Internal Security Law,
beginning a series of significant legal and policy steps that would, by the
end of Menem’s time in office, transform the law that was the underlying
basis for estado militar. The legacy of the first administration, then, was the
reduction of the armed forces’ autonomy and the enhancement of their role
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as an instrumental military force, one that was recognized in positive ways
at home and abroad.

However, it would remain for the second Menem administration to
consolidate the reorientation of the armed forces and provide the basis for
continuing transformation of the defense sector, the institutionalization of
the defense establishment, and the integration of the armed forces within
it. The executive continued trying to stabilize the size and scope of the cen-
tral government, with the concomitant relative reduction of resources
available to defense and other state sectors. Nonetheless, in conjunction
with Congress, the Menem administration would undertake the most am-
bitious effort to date to delineate the scope and nature of estado militar
and the civil-military relationships that undergirded it.

The second Menem government effectively ended conscription, re-
placing obligatory military service by lottery with voluntary service de-
signed to have those serving in the much-reduced armed forces contribute
more effectively to the defense effort. This change would have far-reaching
effects in terms of enhancing the quality of recruits, encouraging the serv-
ice of women, and increasing personnel readiness. It turned out to be a
necessary precursor to the ambitious program of defense sector transfor-
mation that the Congress intiated and Menem adopted: the Restructuring
Law and its companion volume, the White Book on National Defense,
which with unprecedented transparency detailed the actual state of the Ar-
gentine defense sector and the implications of the Restructuring Law for
its continued evolution and posture. Menem bequeathed to his successor
the blueprint for consolidation of the Ministry of Defense and the armed
forces under objective civilian control.

However, even before the Menem administration left office, other
events and circumstances within the administration and society at large se-
riously compromised the effective implementation of the restructuring
program. Factors such as the illegal arms sales revealed corruption that tar-
nished both the administration and the armed forces. Human rights ques-
tions continued to bedevil the relationship between the armed forces and
society. Most significantly, in the last 2 years of Menem’s second adminis-
tration (1998–1999), the economy began suffering serious dislocations due
to downturns in the global economy, weakening markets, and an overval-
ued currency still maintained at one peso to the dollar (convertibility ended
inflation, but it made Argentine goods difficult to sell against cheaper com-
petition). Hence, once again, the resources needed to implement the plans
were not there. Menem’s legacy, at least in part, was one of unfulfilled
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promises. Civilian leadership remained wanting in terms of direction and
allocation; and storms were brewing, especially in the global economy, that
would severely test Menem’s successors sooner rather than later.

Reflections
The experience of Argentina in transitioning from a military-author-

itarian to a civilian-democratic regime, and the evolving patterns of civil-
military relationships manifested in this transition, have provided an un-
usually rich and vivid example of this trend in most of Latin America in the
1980s and 1990s. Argentina’s progress along the path to elected, representa-
tive rule has not been easy in a place in which civilian rule, let alone civil-
ian authority over the military, was considered problematic. But Argentina
has come a great distance politically from the time when military involve-
ment was the norm. The change of the focus of civil-military relationships
from one end of the spectrum of potential military political roles—praeto-
rian, institutional military rule—to the other—a professional, instrumen-
tal military—is unprecedented. And it seemed to require a traumatic expe-
rience—the defeat of the armed forces in the South Atlantic war, the end of
autonomous military government, and the continued controversy over the
military role in the Dirty War—to open the way for a new relationship
based on democratic rule and civilian supremacy in political matters, in-
cluding the role of Argentina’s military and defense establishment.

Carlos Menem was succeeded on December 10, 1999, by Fernando
de la Rua, a Radical running as a coalition (Alianza) candidate, marking
another election that occasioned the transfer of political power from one
party to another. The major concern for the new administration was the
economy, although it initially enjoyed somewhat of an economic (and po-
litical) honeymoon. State spending, especially by the provinces, had in-
creased substantially, and the foreign debt had been rising dramatically.
The de la Rua administration entered into what would become a long se-
ries of agreements with the International Monetary Fund (IMF) in an ef-
fort to stabilize the economic situation. But the IMF demanded balanced
budgets and reduced state spending.

The major consequence of these IMF demands for the military
(aside from the continued unfulfilled promises of the Restructuring Act)
was an average reduction of 13 percent in government salaries and pen-
sions that applied to military as well as civilian officials. The military, al-
though clearly unhappy at the prospect of a reduced standard of living,
continued following the lead of the civilian administration, as they had
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before (during a jurisdictional dispute involving the Supreme Court of
the Armed Forces and the commutation of sentences of participants in
the La Tablada attack of 1989).

Argentina began 2001 without a vice president, the incumbent
“Chaco” Alvarez having resigned in a political dispute with the adminis-
tration the previous October. The economic crisis deepened, with the
country’s economy falling behind in the global market and the renegotia-
tion of its debt, punctuated by a series of general strikes. Unemployment
rose at unprecedented levels. Domingo Cavallo was called back into serv-
ice as Minister of the Economy, but the slide continued. Beset by these
problems, the Alianza government steadily lost support among the general
populace. The resurfacing of corruption scandals, including the detention
of Menem and General Balza on unresolved charges in the arms sale scan-
dals of the mid-1990s, contributed to the general unease.

Then September 11 witnessed the terrorist attacks on the World
Trade Center and the Pentagon, resulting in the loss of thousands of lives.
Suddenly, security everywhere, internal and external, was back on page
one. This highlighted already existing concerns in Argentina about terror-
ist infiltration into border areas, especially the “Triple Frontier,” the nexus
of Argentine, Brazilian, and Paraguayan territory that was considered a
potential source of fundamentalist Islamic-inspired terrorism in Latin
America. President de la Rua, apparently accepting the argument that this
new wave of terrorism should be considered external aggression, called for
the army to take part in frontier patrols—a mission belonging to the 
Gendarmeria Nacional, which had already increased its presence in the
area. This development led to renewed concern and debate about the
proper role of the armed forces in matters having an internal as well as ex-
ternal component—especially with regard to intelligence control and
oversight, a sensitive subject in Argentina since even before the Dirty War.
The military thus began to have a somewhat higher profile than had been
the case until this point in the de la Rua administration.

On October 14, midterm elections were held for the Argentine
Chamber of Deputies and the Senate—the first direct election of Senate
members by the voters. The Judicialist Party enjoyed significant gains at
the expense of the Alianza. Foot and mouth disease among the Argentine
cattle herds and severe flooding added natural disasters to the already-full
plate of the de la Rua administration. The continuing efforts to restruc-
ture debt and stabilize the economy were not successful.
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In December, events came to a head. Bank deposit freezes designed
to limit the public’s access to cash and halt the hemorrhaging of reserves
had led to major protests that escalated into riots, including clashes with
police that led to 28 deaths. Large sectors of the populace demanded the
resignation of Carvallo and de la Rua, who triggered an unprecedented
succession crisis after resigning on December 20. Senate president Ramón
Puerta convened a legislative assembly that appointed San Luis Province
governor Adolfo Rodríguez Saa as interim president for 3 months, pend-
ing new elections. He announced more stringent measures, which were
met with more protests. On December 30, Rodríguez Saa resigned, as did
Puerta. Now Eduardo Camano, president of the Chamber of Deputies,
convened the legislative assembly, which on January 2, 2002, chose newly
elected senator Eduardo Duhalde, former governor of Buenos Aires
Province and a Peronist presidential frontrunner in 2003, to fill the rest of
de la Rua’s term. Hence, in the span of 2 weeks, the presidency changed
hands five times. And the new president still faced all of the challenges of
his elected and appointed successors.

Where was the military during all this? In the past, a political crisis of
this magnitude might have provided an opportunity for the armed forces
to exercise autonomous political power, either directly or indirectly, and
again engage in a contest for legitimate political authority. Such a crisis
would have inspired calls for the military to restore order, and during this
crisis, such calls were reported from some sectors of the population. Al-
though the tense, violent political atmosphere may have presented an op-
portunity, the military—which historically had used violence or the threat
thereof to impose its political will—showed no propensity to act on it. The
long process of the past 20 years had done its work to transform the mili-
tary political culture and the institutional relationships with respect to de-
fense and security of both civilian and military authorities. The military
was responsive to the needs of society, especially in alleviating somewhat
the economic plight of the poorest sectors of Argentine society through
food distribution, medical services, and other aid. But this response oc-
curred withing the civilian-led structures responsible for such activities,
including the Ministry of Defense.

Chief of the Joint Staff Lieutenant General Juan Carlos Mugnolo
perhaps made the best statement concerning these activities: “The armed
forces possess the necessary structure and resources, and they could not
remain on the sidelines of this effort being expended by all Argentines.
Taking an active part of the community’s current problemsolving is an
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unwaivable obligation.” Responding to rumors of alleged conspiracies, he
stated: “The armed forces will defend the effectiveness of the constitu-
tional order. Each and every one of their members has sworn to defend
the National Constitution, and that is what they will do.” He then alluded
to “the efforts expended” during the past few years to “change a culture of
the military’s intervention in political affairs” and reiterated that the
armed forces have “for years, with conviction, been subordinate to the
Constitution, and have refrained from intervening in anything associated
with domestic political events.”461

The new century, then, marked significant accomplishments for Ar-
gentina and its civilian and military institutions. An important reorienta-
tion of the relationship of the country’s armed forces to the government
and society has occurred. The historical role of the military as an au-
tonomous political contender appears to have run its course, as have the
contests between the military and the civilian government for legitimate
political authority. The ongoing evolution of Argentine democracy in
times of economic and social hardship and the possibility of further polit-
ical crisis will no doubt again test many of the fundamental relationships
between government and society, including the civil-military relation-
ships. But military intervention in the exercise of political authority is
much less likely to be sought, or tolerated, by either the military or civil-
ians. That is a profound—and a profoundly good—change.
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Structure of the Defense System
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Source: Libro Blanco de la Defensa Nacional (Buenos Aires: Ministry of Defense, 1999). 
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Organization of the Ministry of Defense
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Organization of the Joint Staff of the Armed Forces
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Organization of the Argentine Army
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Organization of the Argentine Navy
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Organization of the Argentine Air Force
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This book is an important contribution to the

much-needed institutional analysis of the

evolution of democratic governance in

Argentina. Huser uses the constructs of political

culture, organization of the state, and political

economy as the pillars of his analytical

framework, especially emphasizing political

culture to explain Argentina’s difficulty in

coming to grips with the civil-military problem-

atique. Further analyses of the workings of the

institutional underpinnings of successful

governance and functional civil-military

relations are needed in Argentina and many

other countries of Latin America, where, after

more than a decade of reforms, civilian

leadership is often the absent element in the

civil-military equation.
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