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Foreword

s 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
Nacién 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 20™ 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

xi
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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 Ral
Alfonsin’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 Alfonsin 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-
turacion 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

uring 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



4 ARGENTINE CIVIL-MILITARY RELATIONS

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 Raul Alfonsin’s
regime and that continued to challenge President Carlos Menem’s admin-
istration. Nonetheless, civilian representative government endures. Few
would have predicted that Alfonsin 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 Alfonsin administration.

Both chapters four and five examine civil-military relations in the Al-
fonsin 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.!

For analysis of the Alfonsin 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 Alfonsin 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 Alfonsin 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.



Chapter Two

The Nature of Argentine
Civil-Military Relations

xplanation 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.? 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.’

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.”* 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 20 cen-
tury, many fundamental attitudes, beliefs, and sentiments inculcated by
300 years of Spanish or Portuguese rule appear tenacious and resilient,’
undergirding the “political tradition . . . [which is] absolutist, hierarchical,
bureaucratic-patrimonial.”®

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.”” 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.® 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.’
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The militaries of Spain and Portugal evolving in the 15" and 16"
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.!® 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.!" 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.”!3
Moreover, as shown by Daniel Poneman, “democracy is not rooted in the
successive waves of peoples that led to present-day Argentina.”'*

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.!> Military officers
also point out that the low level of political culture makes room for the
military in government.'¢

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.”'” 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.”!® 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.”!® The military may be seen as the epitome of pure civic cul-
ture reflecting the tradition or the dominant values of the parent society.?
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.?!
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 Martin and Sim6n Bolivar. 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.?? 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.”?* The
mission is “in accordance with their interpretation of what must be done in
a given situation to defend the nation and national values.”*

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.?> Furthermore, these values are a constant within the
military, which sees itself as the preserver and defender of patriotism from
any perceived danger.?° 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.”?” 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.?®

In the 1960s 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.?” 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.* 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.>! Moreover, the Argentine military
has appeared to echo the sentiments expressed by one of its own, General
Juan Carlos Ongania, 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.”>> 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.”** 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.’* But three aspects of military pro-
fessionalism—expertise, responsibility, and corporateness3>—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 20" 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.”>

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
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are to serve the state loyally. This sort of loyalty to the state will push even
“professional” militaries into confrontation with civilian authorities.’” 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.”*® 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.’

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).*

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.”#! 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.”*> 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”® In the
blunt words of a senior retired Argentine Army officer, the military and
civilian elites talk past, not to, each other.*

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.”*> 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.”#¢ 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.”*

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.*® 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.”** 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.® The sys-
tem includes military high schools, liceos militares, a principal source of re-
serve officers; the Colegio Militar de la Nacién, 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.!
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.’> 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.>> 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.>

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.’ 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.”®

However, structure alone does not empower; public people such as
civilian and military bureaucrats, seeking autonomy and freedom of action



NATURE OF CIVIL-MILITARY RELATIONS 17

in political decisions and allocations, determine the relative scope and
power of the state in the larger polity.”” 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-a-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.>® 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.*® 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.”®

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.®* 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.®? It may be seen as a form of populist corporatism, found in societies
based on highly developed integrative movements (such as Hipdlito
Irigoyen’s Radicalism and Juan Domingo Perén’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.®



NATURE OF CIVIL-MILITARY RELATIONS 19

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.** 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.”®> 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.®® 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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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 cuestidn militar, 1987—1989 (Buenos Aires: Editorial Centro de Estudios Uni6n para la Nueva Mayoria, 1989), 133.

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.®” 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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and the concomitant tensions and crises but also superior to civilian
regimes in their ability to perform these endeavors.”®® 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.®® 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.”
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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.”! 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.”

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).”?

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.” 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
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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.”> 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 Alfonsin 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.”® 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.”” The military exhibits
divided loyalties and puts forth notions about legitimacy of authority based
on values and beliefs inconsistent with democratic governance.”®

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.” Fundamentally, then, the distribution of
a state’s power between civil and military elements forms the basis of civil-
military relations.®® 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.”® 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,’® 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.® 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

ARGENTINE CIVIL-MILITARY RELATIONS

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-

fonsin 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.



Chapter Three

Argentine Political
Evolution and Civil-Military
Relations

emocracy 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.® 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.”®> Conse-
quently, there were “military interests distinct from civil interests, military
loyalties distinct from civic loyalties.”®® 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 16" 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.?”

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 Martin undertook the liberation of southern South
America from Spain, early attempts to consolidate Argentina from the ex-
viceroyalty of Rio 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 Tucuman with a formal declaration of independence on July 9, 1816,
were anything but unified. By the time San Martin 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®® (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.”® 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.*

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
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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.”! Moreover, this document provided the
theoretical foundation, but not the practical guidelines, for popular sover-
eignty.”? 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.”” 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.”** 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.” 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.”® 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 siécle 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 19t 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 19 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 Unién Civica 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].”®” 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 Hipolito 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.

20t*-Century Changes

If the first half of the 19" 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 20" century could be characterized as
militares y militarismo.”® 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.” 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
Hipdlito 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
Martin, 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 Martin 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 Martin 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.!® 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
Raul Alfonsin 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 Perén to the presidency in
1973 is illuminating.) One scholar put it best as a time of “economic crisis
and political arteriosclerosis.”!’! 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 Agustin 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 infame 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.'”> Hence, the military became identified
not only with corporatism but also with fascism, a characterization that
dogs it still.

The Peron 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
Perén, the one man whose political shadow would rival that of the military
institution itself. Perén 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, Perén bested both the military authorities
(who briefly imprisoned him on the island of Martin Garcia 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. Per6n 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, Perén’s abrogation of the 1853 Constitution in
1949 in favor of one of his own.!”® Despite having gained office through
election, Perén 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 movements'*—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 Perén 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, Ramirez, 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 Perén 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 Perdn, and the public accorded considerable
latitude to the military in this effort. Many cheered the demise of Perén’s
regime, and Lieutenant General Pedro Aramburu, who became the presi-
dent shortly after Perén 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.”!0

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.'® 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 vyears;
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 Per6n’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.'”” 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 Ongania, leader of the constitutionalists in the fighting
within the army in 1962, was, ironically, the architect of the Revolucién 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 Perén’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. Ongania 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-
gania 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.”!%® 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 béte
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.

Ongania 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 Ongania 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 Agustin 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 Ongania military administration to an electoral out-
come with the 1973 presidential victory of Héctor Cdmpora, a left-leaning
Peronist functionary. Cimpora 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 Perén 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 Perén’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 Perén.

In 1973, a parody of the constitutional process involving the military,
the Peronists, the Radicals, and other groups restored Juan Perdn to the
presidency. But the old and frail Perén 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, Per6n was dead, and his third wife and vice president, Marfa Es-
tela Martinez de Per6n (Isabelita), became the first woman president of
Argentina (a role denied even the legendary Evita, Peron’s second wife).
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Mrs. Perén, 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 Reorganizacion Nacional (National Reorganization
Process), or simply the Proceso, was a “classic representation of conserva-
tive, institutionalized military dictatorship.”'® 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 Comisién 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.!!

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.!!! 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.!'? 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.”!'> 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
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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 Alfonsin 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.”'* Viola wanted to change the policy of the Proceso by reori-
enting economic policy and negotiating with traditional political
parties.'”® 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 Martinez 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 Martinez 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.!® 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 Tomas 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 1. 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.'”” 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.”!*® 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.!'

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.’?® 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.”'?! 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





