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Introduction

Argentina’s “Dirty War” refers to the campaign of illegal repression conducted most intensively by the
military dictatorship that ruled from 1976 to 1983. The junta described its rule as the Process of
National Reorganization and justified extraordinary measures as a response to subversion and
political violence. Argentina did face serious violence from guerrilla organizations and right-wing
groups before and during the dictatorship, but the state response developed into a clandestine
system of abduction, torture, extrajudicial killing, forced disappearance, censorship, and child
appropriation outside ordinary judicial procedure. The term desaparecidos, or “the disappeared,”
identifies people whose detention and fate authorities denied or concealed, leaving families without
legal access, reliable information, or remains for burial (Comision Nacional sobre la Desaparicion de
Personas [CONADEP], 1984). Historians therefore use the phrase “Dirty War” cautiously because it
can imply two equivalent armed sides when the defining feature of the period was the systematic use
of state institutions and secret detention against a broad civilian population (Feitlowitz, 1998; Robben,
2005).

Political Crisis and the 1976 Coup

The dictatorship emerged from a period of severe political fragmentation rather than from a peaceful
constitutional order. Juan Peron returned from exile and regained the presidency in 1973 but died in
1974, leaving Vice President Isabel Perdn as president. Her government faced inflation, strikes,
factional conflict, guerrilla attacks, and right-wing terrorism. The Argentine Anticommunist Alliance,
commonly known as Triple A, assassinated and threatened perceived leftists, while the government
authorized military counterinsurgency operations before the coup. On 24 March 1976, the armed
forces removed Isabel Perén and installed a junta initially led by the commanders of the army, navy,
and air force. The new rulers suspended democratic institutions, intervened in universities and unions,
restricted expression, and reorganized government through military authority (Robben, 2005).
Repression was justified publicly as a war against subversion, but the categories of suspected
enemies expanded far beyond armed organizations. Students, trade unionists, journalists, teachers,
lawyers, religious workers, relatives of suspects, and people with limited political involvement could
all become targets.
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Clandestine Repression and Forced Disappearance

The regime’s distinctive method was clandestine detention combined with official denial. Security
forces abducted people from homes, workplaces, streets, and checkpoints, often without warrants,
then transferred them to secret detention centers located in military installations, police facilities,
houses, and other buildings. Prisoners were commonly blindfolded, assigned numbers, interrogated,
and tortured. Families searching police stations, courts, military offices, hospitals, and prisons often
received no acknowledgment that the person was in custody, while habeas corpus petitions
frequently failed because authorities denied detention altogether (CONADEP, 1984). This concealment
served several purposes. It prevented lawyers from challenging detention, obstructed public scrutiny,
concealed evidence of torture and killing, and prolonged uncertainty for relatives. Many captives were
murdered and their bodies hidden through secret burial, false identification, burning, or disposal in
rivers and the sea. “Death flights,” in which drugged prisoners were thrown from aircraft, became one
of the most notorious methods associated with the repression. The disappearance itself was therefore
part of the punishment, not simply a way to hide a later killing.

Victim Numbers, Stolen Children, and Family
Resistance

The number of disappeared people requires careful presentation because clandestine repression was
designed to destroy records and prevent complete documentation. CONADEP documented 8,961
cases in its 1984 report while explicitly recognizing that the list was incomplete. Argentine human-
rights organizations and the broader memory movement commonly use the figure of 30,000
disappeared, while later state registries and judicial investigations have continued to verify individual
cases. Responsible historical writing should distinguish documented files, broader estimates, and
symbolic figures rather than treating uncertainty as evidence that the crimes were insignificant. The
dictatorship also targeted family identity. Pregnant detainees were sometimes kept alive until
childbirth, after which babies were transferred to other families under falsified identities while their
mothers were murdered or disappeared (CONADEP, 1984). The Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo began
publicly demanding information about missing children in 1977, while the Grandmothers of the Plaza
de Mayo focused on locating children born in captivity or abducted with their parents. Their work
linked family search, public protest, documentary evidence, and later genetic identification.

Democratic Transition, CONADEP, and the Trial of
the Juntas

By the early 1980s, the dictatorship faced economic crisis, labor protest, declining legitimacy, and
conflict within the armed forces. The 1982 Falklands/Malvinas War accelerated its collapse after
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Argentina’s defeat by the United Kingdom. Democratic elections followed in 1983, and President Raul
Alfonsin created CONADEP to collect testimony, inspect detention sites, and document
disappearances. The commission’s Nunca Mas report transformed dispersed survivor and family
accounts into an institutional record and supplied evidence for later prosecutions. In 1985, civilian
courts conducted the Trial of the Juntas, convicting several senior commanders and establishing that
organized state repression could be judged through ordinary legal institutions (Robben, 2005).
Subsequent political and military pressures led to laws limiting prosecutions and to presidential
pardons, but human-rights organizations, survivors, relatives, and lawyers continued seeking
accountability. Congress annulled the impunity laws in 2003, the Supreme Court later held them
unconstitutional, and crimes-against-humanity trials resumed. Argentina’s Secretariat for Human
Rights reported that by 2023 more than 1,100 perpetrators had been convicted in 320 judgments,
illustrating the extraordinary duration of the accountability process (Argentina.gob.ar, 2023).

Memory Sites and the Continuing Public Record

Memory in Argentina is institutional as well as personal. Former clandestine detention centers have
been preserved, marked, or converted into archives, museums, and educational spaces that
document the dictatorship and support judicial investigation. The ESMA complex in Buenos Aires is
especially significant because the former Navy Mechanics School functioned as a major clandestine
detention, torture, and extermination center. It now operates as a site of memory and has also been
recognized as UNESCO World Heritage. Argentina’s national archive preserves testimony, records,
and the film record of the 1985 Trial of the Juntas, connecting historical scholarship with legal
evidence and public education. The official CONADEP archive remains accessible through the state’s
memory institutions at
https://www.argentina.gob.ar/capital-humano/cultura/monumentos/archivo-nacional-sobre-la-desapari
cion-de-personas-conadep (Argentina.gob.ar, n.d.). Memory policy has changed administratively over
time, including institutional restructuring in 2025, but preservation of evidence remains important
because disappearance attempted to erase both victims and accountability. Sites of memory
therefore function not merely as monuments but as places where documents, testimony, forensic
work, education, and democratic reflection meet.

Historical Meaning and Democratic Responsibility

The Dirty War demonstrates why political violence must be analyzed without allowing one form of
violence to justify another. Armed organizations committed serious attacks, but the state possessed
legal authority, institutions, prisons, courts, intelligence services, and military power that created a
special obligation to remain within law. Instead, the dictatorship established parallel structures in
which detention, torture, and killing were concealed from judicial review. The consequences extended
beyond those directly imprisoned. Families experienced ambiguous loss because they lacked
certainty about death and burial; children grew up without parents or under false identities; survivors
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carried physical and psychological trauma; and exile divided communities. Later generations inherited
disputes over responsibility, memory, complicity, and justice (Feitlowitz, 1998; Robben, 2005). The
period also shows that democratic restoration does not automatically resolve past abuses. Archives,
independent courts, forensic investigation, access to records, historical education, and civilian control
of security institutions all contribute to non-recurrence. These measures do not eliminate
disagreement about interpretation, but they establish a factual and legal framework within which
democratic debate can occur.

Conclusion

Argentina’s Dirty War was a period in which the military dictatorship responded to political conflict
through a clandestine system of state repression that included abduction, torture, murder, forced
disappearance, censorship, and appropriation of children. The desaparecidos were not merely
prisoners whose locations were unknown; disappearance was an intentional method that denied legal
protection, destroyed evidence, intimidated families, and obstructed mourning. CONADEP, the
Mothers and Grandmothers of the Plaza de Mayo, survivors, journalists, lawyers, forensic specialists,
and later courts gradually converted secrecy into testimony, documentary evidence, restored
identities, and criminal judgments. Historical uncertainty about the exact number of victims does not
erase the well-documented structure of repression, while recognition of guerrilla violence does not
make clandestine state violence legally equivalent. Argentina’s post-1983 experience also
demonstrates that accountability can unfold over decades rather than through one transitional
moment. The enduring significance of the period lies in the relationship between memory and
democratic institutions: the protection of rights depends not only on remembering past violations but
on maintaining courts, archives, lawful security institutions, and public scrutiny capable of preventing
their repetition.

References

Argentina.gob.ar. (2023). Trials for crimes against humanity in Argentina.

Argentina.gob.ar. (n.d.). Archivo Nacional sobre la Desaparicion de Personas (CONADEP).
https://www.argentina.gob.ar/capital-humano/cultura/monumentos/archivo-nacional-sobre-la-desapari
cion-de-personas-conadep

Comisién Nacional sobre la Desaparicién de Personas. (1984). Nunca Mas.

Feitlowitz, M. (1998). A lexicon of terror: Argentina and the legacies of torture. Oxford University
Press.

Robben, A. C. G. M. (2005). Political violence and trauma in Argentina. University of Pennsylvania
Press.

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 4



