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Introduction 

The Dirty War in Argentina began as a result of economic and political instability 

that ensued from public disorder beginning in 1969 (Philip 1984: 625-6). The “Dirty 

War” endured from 1976 to 1983 and began as a result of a military coup of a 

government that was implemented during the presidency of Isabel Martinez de Peron in 

1974. The purpose of the military coup was to develop a stabilized government through 

the repression of leftist activists, seen to be “terrorists”, and later to be called 

“subversives” (Philip 1984: 626).  In this way, the military coup was initially welcomed 

due to the expected end of economic and political chaos through the newly imposed 

stability (Philip 1984: 627). In the beginning, the public was unaware of the horrors that 

would emerge in the upcoming years under the regime headed by Jorge Rafael Videla 

and Roberto Eduardo Viola. 

The Dirty War involved the systematic kidnapping, murder, and torture of 

thousands of citizens that were virtually invisible to the public and therefore called 

"disappearances", a word coined in response to the mysterious nature of these 

kidnappings. Because disappearances required the rapid and indiscriminate kidnapping of 

alleged “subversives”, there were many cases in which pregnant women and parents 

accompanied by their children were kidnapped. For this reason, many pregnant women 

gave birth to children in captivity and these children, along with the children who were 

“disappeared” along with their parents, intensified the sense of anxiety and despair 

among the relatives of the disappeared (Arditti 2002). These children were either sold or 

placed in orphanages by the torturers. In the midst of these activities, mothers and 
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grandmothers of the disappeared developed an activist group known as Madres de la 

Plaza de Mayo (Abuelas de la Plaza de Mayo for grandmothers) in order to speak out 

against the disappearances in the hope for the return of their loved ones. 

The importance of the family structure and the role of the family as symbolic of 

the stability of Argentine society will be the general focus of this paper, with a specific 

focus on the importance of the “adoption” of the children of the disappeared in destroying 

the family structure. After answering the question of how these adoptions were important, 

the purpose of engaging in these “adoption” practices by the regime will be analyzed. 

The adoptions of children of members of the “subversive” culture into the military 

regime are particularly important due to the fact that these children could have easily 

been murdered along with their parents. Now the question is, why were they saved and 

“adopted” to members of the regime? When answering this question, the issue of 

dualism, in regard to the polarization of Argentine society is of great importance. 

Similarly, understanding nation-building and enthonationalism is essential in relation to 

“cultural” polarization of Argentina during the Dirty War and the attempt to restructure 

and reunite Argentina under the military regime.     

The story of the Dirty War is perhaps best described by an individual living and 

studying in Buenos Aires during the period. As will be described and explained in the 

data section of this paper, I was able to conduct an interview with Claudia Bernardi who 

was a university student during the Dirty War and personally witnessed the events of the 

period as well as the issues leading up to the Dirty War.  During the interview, Ms. 

Bernardi began to generally explain her experiences in the form of a story about her life, 
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in combination with background information preceding the Dirty War. The following 

paragraphs are compiled from an interview given by Claudia Bernardi: 

“The military regime took power on March 24, 1976. Before and after the Second 

World War, there was a large influx of immigrants from Europe to Argentina, many of 

them being political activists that eventually settled in Buenos Aires. This particular 

group of people is important because they constituted the working forces in Buenos 

Aires. Argentina became a very active industrial country very quickly; there [in Buenos 

Aires particularly], workers created the next generation. (Ms. Bernardi’s family is of 

Italian and Spanish decent) The generation of young adults and teenagers targeted during 

the Dirty War were therefore a product of a lineage of Europeans who were very 

impoverished and came to Buenos Aires to work. Recognizing the importance of being 

able to receive an education after being born to an impoverished generation, Claudia 

Bernardi states, “my generation was given the luxury to study”.   

When describing the state of the government and country from 1955 to 1976, 

preceding the Dirty War, Ms. Bernardi describes her peers at the time as “[a] generation 

growing up […] learning that we have rights”. During this recognition, from May 1968 to 

September 1968, there was a significant emergence of movements in which the public 

began to recognize that “there [was] a possibility of changing the current status quo of 

government power”. Reflecting the influx of revolutionary political thinkers during the 

period of European immigration to Argentina, there was a sense that there was a 
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possibility to bring socialism to Argentina as a way to replace the unappealing Argentine 

government.  

Along with the popular concept of socialism, Argentine society became 

“impacted by huge activity of politics”: throughout the early 1970s, “in state universities 

[it was] common to have different options to make a commitment to the community”. 

These contributions to the community included volunteer work and arts projects, as well 

as a variety of other services offered to improve the community. University students were 

the primary contributors to these activities. 

Preceeding the Dirty War, in 1973, President Salvador Allende of Chile was 

murdered, leaving room for the notorious dictator Pinochet to take over and lead a reign 

of massive human rights violations during his rule. Throughout Argentina, the situation in 

Chile was shocking and forced Argentines to reflect upon the stability of their own 

nation: “we [Argentines] all thought how long would it take for this to happen here […] 

we were not wrong because it took three years for the military government to take over 

[in Argentina]”. Ms. Bernardi emphasized the predictability of the spread of a 

dictatorship to Argentina by stating, “to say that it was unpredictable was not what I want 

to say”. 

The events developing into a series of human rights violations of the Dirty War 

began in March 1976. The progression of the Dirty War included a “reorganization” of 

the state known as “La Processa de Reorganiza Nacional” (The process of National 

Reorganization) in which the people that would be included in the military junta were 
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required to be “citizens” of the country and that those that were not citizens of Argentina 

were to leave the country. The process of “reorganization” also included the elimination 

of individuals who were seen as enemies of the state, a definition that, as previously 

described, would eventually become ambiguous and therefore generalized to include over 

30,000 people. The definition of “subversives” quickly became expanded because “unlike 

in El Salvador or Guatemala 1  or Nicaragua, the targets were the union organizers, 

professors, teachers”. The Dirty War was thus a “war against intelligence”, as it included 

a large majority of intellectuals, many of them being university students. In one instance, 

Claudia Bernardi recounts her experience during an important required exam, which 

clearly demonstrates the targeting of intellectuals, particularly students: “and I remember 

a peculiar, eerie feeling taking an exam on March 1977” an exam which “you could not, 

not take […], so no one would miss the exam but only a quarter showed up and it wasn’t 

they missed it, it was that they were missing. But we thought at the time they have exiled 

themselves”.  

University students were primary targets of the regime due to their tendency to be 

more accepting of new ideology, and therefore capable of promoting or accepting anti-

regime principles. The students also focused on protecting the sense of the community. 

Ms. Bernardi describes the large student involvement in the community by stating, 

“When we talk about university […] it was more about what we can do together, how our 

                                                           
1 In Guatemala, the violence targeted primarily indigenous communities, which were accused of being 

“terrorists” by the ruling regime due to a guerilla resistance that initially stemmed from the indigenous 

population. During the peak of political violence in Guatemala, the military regime was responsible for 

massacring entire communities in the attempt to prevent “subversive activity”, particularly through the 

“bullets or beans” technique established by military leader Rios Montt.  
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role in the community could cause a change for the better”. University students first 

demonstrated their ability to oppose the government with protests against the inflation 

that occurred during the regime. Ms. Bernardi discusses her personal memories of the 

issue of inflation that left the nation in chaos: “there was confusion of what happened 

[…] What I actually remember was inflation […] and I was mortified (when she traveled 

to and from the university using public transportation) [because] every time I would take 

a bus, the fare would change four or five times in a day”. While the students engaged in 

activities with good-willed intentions, the interest in community development was at the 

time seen as opposing the military regime because it empowered groups, which could 

potentially lead to a rise against the community. In order to prevent the threat of 

opposition, the students, and thus the strength they represented for the community, were 

destroyed.  

The Dirty War was also an attack against the family. The implications of the 

disappearances “mean[t] that your mother doesn’t come home, your father can’t be found 

– where they were we did not know”. As the violence unfolded, to Argentines it seemed 

that the “more you would learn, the more it would seem [that] police were responsible”. 

The fact that women were forced to give birth to children whom they would never 

get to parent and whose fate they would never know provides an additional dimension to 

the level of inhumanity that was implemented in the Dirty War to invoke a sense of fear 

and helplessness among the public. An even greater sense of despair was felt when the 

relatives of these lost children became aware that the children would be raised with no 
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knowledge of true identities or the fate of their biological parents (Arditti 2002). The 

Abuelas de la Plaza de Mayo developed as a group which fought for the return of their 

grandchildren and the punishment of those responsible for the disappearance and illegal 

trafficking of the missing children.  

The Abuelas have successfully located over four hundred children with the help 

of a genetic databank and offer support to those seeking to locate their own grandchildren 

(Martinez 1996). In this way, the Abuelas and Madres de la Plaza de Mayo continue to 

bring attention to the human rights violations that occurred during the Dirty War in the 

hope to eventually see justice. In the process of bringing recognition to issue of the 

disappearances, political and social issues have emerged regarding whether or not those 

found guilty for the Dirty War will be charged for their crimes (Di Paolantonio 1997).  

Most notably in the year 2010, with more than a dozen officials placed on trial, 

justice has in fact been brought to some of those responsible for these human rights 

violations. However, the ultimate effect of this long sought-out goal seems to be 

unexpected: the impunity that was to be eliminated through “justice” in the eyes of 

activists has in fact intensified. The concept of national unity through justice and 

reconciliation has not been obtained. In fact, more than ever, it seems that a group of 

Argentines have wished to silence the issue of the Dirty War, an event that has reemerged 

from trials of justice, and continue on with the future. 

This topic has been chosen because the events of the Dirty War, notably the 

disappearances of children transformed kinship relations due to the grief, mistrust, and 

fear that developed as a result of these actions. This issue also demonstrates the power the 
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general public has in bringing attention to political and social issues within their country 

in order to bring about change. The fact that the family structure was systematically 

destroyed by the Argentine government through the Dirty War reflects the importance of 

kinship relations, particularly the stable family unit on society and structure particularly 

in that Argentine society and culture has been severely altered and scared due to process 

of the disappearances utilized during the period.  

In order to investigate this research topic, I initially planned to conduct interviews 

in Buenos Aires in which each individual would be asked to share their experiences and 

memories of the events of the Dirty War, focusing on their relationships with their family 

and their knowledge about the "disappearances" during the period. The transcripts of each 

interview would then be analyzed to determine any patterns that may suggest the 

emotional effects of the disappearances on the family and individual as well as its effects 

on the structure of the family. The interviews would also focus on the purpose and goal 

of the Madres and Abuelas de la Plaza de Mayo to determine how their goal and purpose 

as a social movement has transformed since the end of the Dirty War. The interviews 

would be supplemented with existing research and interviews to gain additional 

information and insight regarding these issues. The open-ended questions used in the 

interview were to be as follows: 

 Describe your involvement and experience in Madres de la Plaza de 

Mayo (To be rephrased as follows: What has your experience in 

Madres de la Plaza de Mayo been like? 

 Describe your experiences and memories of the Dirty War (or those of 

friends and family). 

 What is your opinion of the Dirty War?  

 What are your opinions regarding the 'disappearances" that occurred 

during this time? 
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 Did you know of any of the "disappeared"?  

 Did you know of any pregnant women who were "disappeared"? What 

are your understandings of these "disappearances"? 

 

As will be described in the discussion portion of this paper, no formal interviews were 

successfully obtained during my time in Buenos Aires. When I returned to the United 

States, I conducted an interview with Claudia Bernardi, an artist living and studying in 

Argentina during the Dirty War period. The general focus of this paper had substantially 

shifted following my observations and experiences in Argentina. 

Substantial evidence has been conducted regarding the history of the Dirty War 

and the reason for the use of "disappearances" during this time period, as it has been a 

method used to systematically terrorize populations into submission for centuries (Philip 

1984). Despite the fact that it has been almost three decades since the Dirty War, 

Argentina remains scarred by the events. Because the Dirty War in Argentina is a 

phenomenon that has been silenced, as reflected in the slow process of justice for victims 

of the Dirty War, there is a lack of information on how Argentine society and culture has 

truly been altered.  

The fact that the culture of a society can change due to a certain event 

demonstrates the power that is involved in altering an important aspect of a society’s 

culture, such as kinship structure, in order to gain complete control due to the collapse of 

the structure of the culture that emerges. The reality of the sheer power of the 

transformation of kinship has been described by Keesing, who states “kin terms are above 

all role-designations, and that their genealogical reference is contingent and secondary. 
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They point to the many recorded cases where a person is classed by a kin term according 

to his or her role vis-á-vis ego, rather than their genealogical relationship, where the two 

do not coincide” (Keesing 1975:128).  

The disappearances of the Dirty War altered kinship structure in Argentina by 

invading the home and destroying the valued stability of the family. The role of the 

military regime in altering the kinship structure in Argentina through disappearances and 

“adoptions” is significant because, as suggested by Keesing and other theorists, an 

alteration of kinship terms or the interworking of the family alter the way in which the 

individual views themselves in relationship to society. Ultimately, the destruction of the 

family through adoptions and disappearances altered the sense of identity or ego 

developed by individuals living during the period. Because the Dirty War events affected 

all Argentines in some way by altering the ego, Argentine society as a whole was also 

restructured. This phenomenon demonstrates the direct relationship between the structure 

of the family and the structure of society as the individual learns their role and identity in 

society through the structure of their family. Because the Dirty War caused the 

dissolution of the family, Argentine society was destroyed, leaving room for restructuring 

of Argentina by the regime. 

The disappearances of the children are of greatest importance because the 

kidnapping and “adoption” of these children were the most secretive and long lasting 

effects of the Dirty War. Yet, little attention has been paid to the true effects of these 

forms of disappearances. It is for this reason that it is necessary that data be collected on 
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my part to add to the database of knowledge on how the Dirty War has impacted 

Argentine society and culture, and to find the reason behind the “adoption” of the 

“missing” babies. 

Literature Review 

The Dirty War has continued to effect Argentina as a traumatic historical event 

due to the fact that Argentineans now wish to know exactly how and why the Dirty War 

occurred and as described by Di Paolanonio, “such investigatory/legal strategies may 

lead, as in the case of Argentina, to the prosecution of those alleged to have been 

responsible for the upheaval" (Di Paolantonio 1997: 433). By upheaval, Di Paolantonio is 

referring to the social division that will emerge as Argentineans unravel the truth 

regarding the Dirty War, a division between the victims and those responsible. In order to 

effectively terrorize the nation into order during the Dirty War from 1976-1983, only two 

years following the coup and Peron’s overthrow, the military regime chose to discreetly 

kidnap those suspected to be terrorists, torturing and eventually murdering these 

individuals in the process (Philip 1984: 628).  

In the process of reconstructing the government, the new military leaders 

completely removed the constitution and placed absolute power in the hands of the 

government, with a focus on controlling “communist subversives” who threatened to 

destroy the future of the nation (Arditti 2002: 19).  The means by which the military 

government was to control subversives was through forced “disappearances” which have 

been defined as including “abduction, torture, secret imprisonment and murder” 
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(Schirmer 1989: 5). It is important to note that "terrorism" as defined by the military 

regime included anyone who appeared to oppose the oppressive military regime. In this 

way, thousands of individuals were "disappeared" and subject to torture and murder in 

the Dirty War, demonstrating the gross human rights violations that occurred during this 

period. The implementation of this method of control was effective because it involved 

the rapid and secret abduction of tens of thousands of individuals, a process that was 

virtually invisible to all except the victim and in some cases their relatives (Arditti 2002).  

It is essential to note the importance of the sense of dualism that existed due to the 

implementation of terrorism upon Argentine society during the Dirty War. The fact that 

the government implemented an “us against them” policy demonstrates the intent to 

separate Argentine society through polarization. In the process, individuals who were not 

wholly sympathizers of the regime quickly became labeled as deviants, or in the regime’s 

terms “subversives”, to be later disappeared to prevent the damages of their expected 

involvement in “terrorist” activity. Disappearances were therefore also to some extent a 

strategic means to control the population: since there was no means by which the 

“disappeared” were formally declared dead, and no bodies had been discovered, there 

was no evidence that could allow the public to declare that the disappearances were 

carried out at the hands of the military regime (Philip 1984). Because “Nobody was 

immune” from the violence, the negative effects of the repression would be noticeable for 

years to come (Arditti 2002: 20).  For decades, Argentinians lived in fear. 

The technique of the disappearances worked to systematically oppress the 

population into submission due to fear.  The fact that families no longer were ensured the 
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safety of their loved ones tolled the nation, particularly in regards to trust both in social 

terms and in regard to trust in the government. The attacks on the family structure in 

combination with the secrecy and unpredictability of the disappearances are the cause of 

most of the negative outcomes following the Dirty War (Philip 1984, Schirmer 1989).  

Due to the importance of the state of the family as a sign of both emotional and 

political stability in Argentina, the systematic deterioration of the family structure 

through the disappearances developed a society based on impunity and skepticism, where 

impunity is roughly defined as a state of corruption that emerges due to the lack of justice 

for those effected by the human rights violations. For this reason, it has been a difficult 

process for Argentina to undergo a return to a state of democracy that is considered 

legitimate (Jelin 1994).  

Women in clandestine prisons were quickly murdered following childbirth, thus 

eliminating the bond and allowing for a new form of kinship and socialization to be 

Figure 1: 

www.abuelas.org.ar/english 

Sign used by the Abuelas de 

Plaza de Mayo in protest 

against the military regime 

regarding the kidnapping of 

babies in clandestine prisons. 

The sign reads (in English): 

Where are the hundreds of 

babies that were born in 

captivity? – Grandmothers of 

the Plaza de Mayo. 

 

http://www.abuelas.org.ar/english
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imposed on the child. This action transforms the concept of pregnancy, family, and 

motherhood and can be further understood by analyzing the role of pregnant women as 

victims during the Dirty War. In the clandestine prison, the practice of childbirth and 

rearing quickly became transformed by the members of the regime to enforce the 

imposition of the pro-regime culture. The symbolism of the vulnerability of pregnant 

women and newborns was exploited, most notably in the ESMA clandestine facility to 

support regime objectives in destroying the “subversive” culture by eliminating the 

biological kinship and allocating the children to an artificial kinship encouraged by the 

regime.  

When kidnapped, pregnant women were of particular interest due to their ability 

to provide offspring that could be torn away from the “subversive” culture of their 

parents and taught to support the regime. For this reason, ESMA and other clandestine 

prisons made accommodations for childbirth: “Behind its whitewashed walls and green 

shutters the ESMA produced life as well as death. […] Up in the ‘capucha’ were three 

rooms reserved for pregnant women. Their babies were delivered in the infirmary down 

in the basement, next to the torture rooms” (Guest 1990: 43). The preservation of 

newborn life was not reflective of a moral deviation from the kidnapping technique, but 

an additional facet contributing to the ultimate goals of the military regime: the 

destruction of the “subversive” culture through elimination. 

In order to encourage the development of pro-regime membership, the children 

were “adopted” to childless sympathizers of the regime, who were selected by the regime 

and similarly unaware about the history of their adopted child, including the nature of the 
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execution of the biological mothers immediately following childbirth. Guest provides an 

example of two women who gradually recognized the inner workings of the process of 

baby trafficking during the Dirty War, particularly in ESMA:  

Ana María Martí and Sara Osatinsky learned that a list had been compiled 

of navy wives who had no children and were anxious to adopt. Rubén 

Chamorro used to give guided tours for senior navy officials around the 

rooms where the pregnant women were waiting to deliver their children. 

They must have known that the women would be slaughtered after giving 

birth. So, probably, did the prisoners, although the ESMA officials tried to 

prevent panic by inviting them to write a letter to their families after they 

had given birth. The letters were never delivered. Ana María Martí 

recorded the names of fifteen mothers who gave birth while she was at the 

ESMA. They included María Pérez de Dunda, the sister-in-law of one of 

the GT 3/32 officers, Aldofo “Gerónimo” Dunda. Dunda expressed 

surprise to learn that his own niece had been born in the infernal 

basements of the ESMA. None of his brother’s family had the slightest 

knowledge of the whereabouts of the baby. (Guest 1990:44). 

 

Thus the process of childbirth and parenting became mechanized and discrete, similar to 

the kidnappings, disappearance, and mass murder of “subversives”. The regime 

transformed the illegal trafficking into a type of synthesized business in which officials 

such as Astiz, were involved in selling children to childless pro-regime families and 

therefore materializing the children as:  

Birth certificates could be forged in a laboratory to which Astiz has 

access, and so could changes to existing marriage certificates. Vilariño 

estimates that about sixty babies passed through ESMA during this time, 

and all but two of them were sold. The two which were not had their heads 

dashed against a wall by ‘Dr Menguele’ in an attempt to make their 

mothers talk. (Simpson and Bennett 1985: 110)  

 In this “business”, it is estimated that between two hundred and five hundred 

children were kidnapped, either from their parents during the disappearance, or from the 
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birth of the children in the clandestine prisons. Of these children, their fate was intended 

to be one that supported the ultimate goals of the military regime as “An unknown 

number of these children were sold or given to childless couples; the rest were murdered” 

(Simpson and Bennett 1985:7). In many cases the adoptive parents, at least the mother, 

were left unaware about the past of their child and were able to pass on their pro-regime 

culture to the child without directly acknowledging the process as artificially developed 

by the regime.  

In an attempt to reconcile the issues of the Dirty War, the Abuelas de la Plaza de 

Mayo after many failed attempts to obtain justice have shifted their focus to oust 

impunity from the nation through their efforts (Bonner 2005). They define the 

effectiveness of their efforts as the successful reunion between “adopted” children and 

their biological families. The initial efforts of the Madres and Abuelas de la Plaza de 

Mayo have not all been lost. In recent years, actions regarding human rights have resulted 

in the reinitiating of many trials of military officials responsible for the Dirty War. 

Victims, both the disappeared and their family members, are beginning to find some form 

of closure through the right to know what happened to their loved ones and the right to 

mourn their death (Roht-Arriaza 1998). With the constant struggle headed by the Madres 

and Abuelas, as well as other activist groups, “justice” has been served in the court 

system.  

“Disappearances” were conducted not only for the purpose of imposing fear on 

society, but for the purpose of destroying the family structure that has been held to a great 
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importance in Argentine society. Furthermore, the purpose of imposing this form of fear 

on society seems to have a specific purpose in relation to the ultimate goals of the 

military regime in that it successfully allowed the regime to gain control over society, 

therefore “stabilizing” society through fear. The need for absolute supremacy was 

obtained for an additional aim developed by the regime, only to be completed through the 

restructuring of society. 

As some theorists suggest, though in many cases multiple cultural groups can 

coexist, there must be a shared sense of national identity and a way in which a nation can 

feel cohesive through cultural consciousness (Conner 1994). In this way, just as a region 

with multiple coexisting nationalities is divided, multiple cultures prove difficult to unite 

without a sense of shared national identity.  In terms of national identity, and cohesion, 

the political organization is essential to providing stability through nationality. A 

collective national identity is defined by Walker Conner as a psychological sense of unity 

based on the belief in a shared identity, origin, culture, or history among the group: “This 

essence [of nationhood] is a psychological bond that joins a people and differentiates it, 

in the subconscious conviction of its members, from all other people in a most vital way” 

(Conner 1994: 92). However, the way in which society develops a sense of national 

identity is purely artificial: the political organization is able to both suppress and promote 

certain ideologies and aspects of culture in order to ultimately create an “ideal” sense of 

nationalism to be shared among all cultures and “nationalities” within the state itself 

(Anderson 1983).  
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The concept of multinationalism existing in a state due to different and competing 

allegiances to particular nationalities or cultures are effectively destroyed and replaced by 

artificial nationalism in order to unite the state under one shared “national” identity. More 

importantly, particularly to the political transition of Argentina before and following the 

Dirty War, Walker Conner and some other theorists suggest that democratic multinational 

states cannot exist (Conner 1994: 12). Ultimately, as demonstrated by states colonized by 

the West, differing cultures and ethnic identities will compete if a national identity is not 

imposed to replace the competing ethnonational alliances. For this reason, in order for a 

state to engage in “nation-building”, “nation-destroying” must occur in order to eliminate 

the competition between already existing cultural groups with a sense of national identity. 

The creation of a national identity that includes all citizens in a state is therefore artificial 

and often requires assimilation into the artificial national culture or identity.  In the case 

of Argentina, during the Dirty War, assimilation and socialization occurred by force. 

 

Data  

When initially exploring the role of the Madres and Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo, I 

quickly switched my focus to the Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo, recognizing their direct role 

to the “adopted” children as the parents, or in-laws of the women who had given birth. 

However, in order to maintain a more generalized topic to explore while in Buenos Aires, 

I did not exclude the Madres from my study. I originally planned to stay in Buenos Aires 

for an entire month in order to fully engage in research but due to unexpected 
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complications, I was only able to spend time in Argentina for six days, only five of them 

being devoted specifically to research.  

During my time in Buenos Aires, I lived with a host family located within 

walking distance to the Plaza de Mayo. When settling into the city, I was immediately 

interested in what my host family thought about the issue but only gradually brought but 

the topic due to the sensitivity of the Dirty War. During my time in Buenos Aires, I spent 

on average four hours each day in the Plaza de Mayo observing with the expectation of a 

protest or merely an appearance by the Madres or Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo. However, I 

quickly realized that my assumptions were inaccurate: the Plaza de Mayo was no longer 

center for protest or revolt against the government as it was in the 1970s.  

What remained of the Dirty War included pictures and sections of news articles 

following the trials of the military leaders responsible for the Dirty War. On  Saturday 17 

December, I was able to attend a presentation provided by one of the spokeswomen for 

the Abuelas de Mayo, which proved to be merely an explanation about the origins of the 

Madres and Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo and a brief overview of the atrocities committed 

during the Dirty War.  

In the attempt to obtain interviews in Buenos Aires, while in the Plaza de Mayo, 

to supplement my observations, I approached four separate individuals by initiating 

casual conversation with the intent to bring up questions about the disappearances of the 

Dirty War. In each instance, my attempt to request an interview was defeated in a hurried 
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manner, as if the Dirty War was not to be spoken of. 2 Ultimately, I was unsuccessful in 

conducting interviews while in Argentina, both with individuals from the public and with 

the members of my host family. I did learn from this experience however, that although 

the Dirty War came to its conclusion almost thirty years ago, the events as well as their 

implications has left a scar on Argentine society.  

When returning to the United States and beginning Spring Semester 2012 at Mary 

Baldwin College, I was informed that Claudia Bernardi, who was a university student in 

Buenos Aires during the Dirty War, would be presenting at Mary Baldwin College on her 

mural projects abroad. I immediately sought out the opportunity to conduct an interview 

with Ms. Bernardi, who was able to casually answer my questions and provide her 

opinion as to why I was unable to gain an interview while in Buenos Aires. Because her 

interview was framed as a story intended for a class lecture session, it will be included in 

its entirety as a supplement to my background information regarding the Dirty War and 

as a precursor to my analysis and conclusion. 

During the interview, I mentioned my unsuccessful experience in Argentina and 

asked a question regarding the reason for the nature of avoidance during my time in 

Buenos Aires. Ms. Bernardi responded to my comments regarding my experience as 

described in the following paragraphs: 

                                                           
2 I did learn however, from an elderly women about age sixty that the painting of the “bonnet” worn by the 

Madres de Plaza de Mayo in the center of the plaza actually represented the cloth diaper worn by the 

women as a bonnet, to demonstrate the pain caused from the kidnapping of one’s child, whom the women 

raised from birth.  
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 “I think as a citizen you could not think such a calamity could happen so 

comfortably”. Ms. Bernardi expressed that Argentines were shocked by the fact that the 

gross human rights violations occurred at such an unprecedented level and speed but 

seemed to occur with little warning. What is more concerning is that there was little room 

for Argentine resistance to the events, which made it seem that the Dirty War occurred 

“naturally”.  She explains the long lasting effects of the Dirty War by stating: Generation 

wise, mine is the one that disappeared and […] when I think about the success of the 

military regime, it is not just the killing, which they were successful in doing, [it is the] 

implanting of immealism and mistrust, it is in the new generation […] I see the success in 

the military junta [in] the implanting of a sense of mistrust of the working community”.  

Ms. Bernardi suggests that because the Dirty War continues to impact Argentina, 

there are many people who wish to ignore the event: “You have covered the group of 

people who choose not to talk about [the Dirty War]. You may want to expand and find 

out why”. I answer the question of “why” Argentines choose not to speak of the Dirty 

War, with the conclusion that speaking about the event inhibits the process of national 

reconciliation and unity.  

Polarization, Socialization, and the Destruction of the Family Unit 

Because the family is an important structure in all societies, the damage that is 

done to the family is important in that theoretically, in terms of Herbert Spencer and 

Radcliffe Brown’s concept of structural functionalism, it destroys the structure of society 

as well (McGee and Warms 2008). If the family is no longer stabile because it is being 
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destroyed to invoke fear, there is an aspect of society that is equally destroyed in terms of 

stability, as evident through the development of impunity, fear, and mistrust in Argentina 

following the Dirty War. Similarly, in terms of Mary Douglas’s concept of symbolism, 

because the family structure is a strong symbol of stability in Argentine society, the 

destruction of this powerful symbol of stability alters the stability of the society that 

placed emphasis on the family (Douglas 1966). In other words, with the sense that the 

family structure itself was effectively destroyed through the disappearances, the effects of 

the destroyed symbol on representing other aspects of society and culture may also 

display that these aspects of the culture have also experienced dissolution. 

The importance of the family, particularly the process of socialization, has been 

an important topic in anthropology and sociology in relation to the development of 

culture in each society. While reproduction itself is multifaceted and difficult to define, 

the process of reproduction itself is claimed to be heavily influenced by power (Ginsburg 

and Rapp 1991), particularly because those in power tend to make decisions that either 

directly or indirectly effect reproduction.  

Realistically, those in power can determine how, where, and how often 

reproductive processes occur, as demonstrated through actions such as international 

instances of eugenics movements, sterilization practices, and the more specific one-child 

policy in China. Research on the process of reproduction also notes the importance of 

socialization immediately after childbirth, as well as the importance of the individuals 

assisting in the delivery (Ginsburg and Rapp 1991: 323).  This is of particular importance 

to the Dirty War in Argentina because those individuals assisting in the delivery of 
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children in the clandestine prisons were often torturers themselves and were also the 

individuals who were involved in the trafficking of the children to pro-regime families 

immediately following delivery. Because the torturers delivered the babies, the babies to 

be “adopted” already initiated the process of socialization under the regime immediately 

following their birth through the refusal to allow their “subversive” parents to have 

contact with their newborn child. 

 When understanding the practice of the “disappearances” during the Dirty War, it 

is important to refer to the concept that those who did not declare complete sympathy to 

the regime were possible targets of the regime, as either “subversives” or “undecidables”; 

“undecidables”, in Derrida’s terms were to be considered those who were ambiguous or 

even neutral in deciding their allegiances. In this way, a sense of dualism was artificially 

created and effectively imposed on Argentine society by the regime during the Dirty War. 

The method in which the dualism was enforced was through the targeting of victims. 

Ultimately, the polarization of society allowed for members of the regime to destroy 

Argentines who were to be considered “inauthentic” due either to their complete 

opposition to the regime or to their lack of thorough assimilation into the regime.  

The use of dualism in targeting the victims allowed not only for polarization of 

society, but for the destruction of this imposed polarization through the forceful 

placement of members of the “subversive” culture into the realm of the regime. When 

rephrasing the words of a military official during the Dirty War, Claudia Bernardi refers 

to a statement in which the government declared “first we will kill subversives, then we 

will kill collaborators”. This statement is of importance because, as described by Claudia 
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Bernardi, “all the political collaborators suddenly became subversives”. In this way, any 

political opposition that would threaten the new identity created by the military regime 

was effectively destroyed. 

 Through the eyes of the regime, Argentina became strictly polarized into a 

culture that was composed of members of the regime and subversives. Those who did not 

belong undeniably to the regime were no longer “neutral”, they were considered a 

potential threat and therefore labeled and victimized as subversives in the new structure 

of Argentine society during the Dirty War. “True Argentines” were those that would be 

capable of raising and socializing the new generation of Argentines and were responsible 

for preventing babies born to “subversives” from polluting Argentine society.  

When looking at the assimilation of the new Argentine generation into the pro-

regime “culture”, because socialization begins in early childhood, those children born to 

subversives could only be raised with the “appropriate” culture if they were under the 

control of existing members of the regime. This concept is directly related to the 

kidnapping of babies from their mothers in the clandestine prisons during the Dirty War, 

particularly to be sold to childless couples who were exiting members of the regime. 

(Feilowitz 1998: 67). 

The restructuring of the definition of kinship by the regime was essential in order 

to effectively transform Argentina into a “naturally” polarized society, with “kinship” 

being reflecting of the polarization. One’s identity as belonging to one of the two kinship 

groups determined one’s role in society and reinforced the separation of the 
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“subversives” from “authentic” 

Argentine society, as defined by the 

regime. When relating kinship to 

Argentine society, one must note 

that the very definition and structure 

of kinship itself is symbolic of 

social structure and thus reflective 

of the society and culture. 

The kidnapping and 

trafficking of children born to 

“subversive” mothers was a 

symbolic means of forcing the 

assimilation of the subversive 

“culture” into that of the pro-regime 

culture. By trafficking the children 

born biologically to “subversive” parents, the regime seemed to be following the notion 

that because socialization into a culture is most prominent in childhood, if the children 

were socialized into the “appropriate” family, the children would not develop the 

“subversive” ideology of their biological parents. 

 Ultimately, it was not kinship or the family itself that was altered through the 

destruction of the family structure. Instead, the destruction of the family unit allowed for 

Figure 2: Pablo Bernasconi www.abuelas.org.ar 

This image illustrates the allocation of children born in 

captivity to mothers in the clandestine prisons (from the 

barred window on the right), by the military regime (in 

the center holding the baby) to sympathizers of the 

regime (as shown by the outreached hands coming from 

the left). 

 

 

http://www.abuelas.org.ar/
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the enculturation of children of “subversive” families into the regime culture. The action 

of kidnapping and socializing children while murdering their “subversive” parents 

suggests an external goal of the military regime. In preserving the children for the use of 

socialization into the regime, the trafficked children demonstrated the ability to 

“transform” the subversive culture into the regime culture in future generations through 

enculturation. This concept destroyed the idea that the subversive ideology was biological 

and possibly allowed the regime to develop ideas for a future following the “cleansing” 

of Argentina through the elimination of the holders of the subversive “culture”. In other 

words, by removing those who could possibly spread the subversive ideology and culture, 

those children remaining, whether biologically related to a subversive or not, could be 

socialized into the culture created and defined by the regime. 

 When considering the central concept of the disappeared and later adopted 

children, the essential concept of socialization must be considered. When taken from their 

families, who were in one form labeled as “inauthentic” Argentines, either due to their 

artificially imposed “subversive” or “undecidable” cultural association, the children were 

to be socialized by either members of the military regime or recognized sympathizers. 

The question initially posed in the introduction, and the primary focus of this paper is 

why were these children kept alive to be socialized into the culture of the military 

regime? The answer lies in the ultimate goal of the military regime to bring stability to 

Argentina. This sense of enduring order would be achieved through solving the root of 

the problem, being the division of the state, by implementing an artificially created 

national identity based on the concept of the “authentic Argentine”.  
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Conclusion 

 Following the polarization of Argentine society, and the destruction of the 

subversive “culture”, the Argentine military regime sought out to rebuild the state based 

on a new national identity. Because the “subversive” and “authentic” cultures, as defined 

by the regime could not coexist and would cause conflict in nation building, the regime 

took actions that reflected the dissolution of the opposing “cultures” in order to allow the 

development of the ideal Argentine culture, being that of the military regime. The 

socialization of the adopted children into the “true” Argentine culture helped to facilitate 

this process.   

 As mentioned previously, the true definition of a “nation” is difficult to obtain due 

to the fact that a nation is not a clearly identifiable entity. Instead, it is an artificial truth 

that is accepted by the members of the nation as reality (Conner 1994). Due to the 

heterogeneous immigrant culture in Argentina, which allowed for the mix of political 

ideologies and cultures, a national identity could not be constructed merely based on a 

sense of shared ancestry.  The lack of a common ethnic identity, along with the goal of 

destroying the threat of “terrorism” and instability were the cause of the ultimate agenda 

to develop a new artificial national identity under the military regime.  

 The importance of a biological bond among a group is undeniable when 

facilitating the legitimacy of a national identity. A need for a biological bond reflects the 

usefulness in destroying the family structure during the Dirty War because it has allowed 

for the formation of a new definition of biological kinship relation and therefore a new 
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meaning to culture and nationalism in Argentina. Remembering the importance of theory 

in understanding the bond used to create and stabilize a national identity, we must return 

to Conner, who makes remarks on the concept of shared kinship among a nation: 

With but very few exceptions, authorities have shied away from 

describing the nation as a kinship group and have usually explicitly denied 

that the notion of shared blood is a factor. Such denials are supported by 

illustrating that most groups claiming nationhood do in fact incorporate 

several genetic strains. But, as earlier noted, such an approach ignores the 

wisdom of the old saw that when analyzing sociopolitical situations, what 

ultimately matters is not what is but what people believe is. And a 

subconscious belief in the group’s separate origin and evolution is an 

important ingredient of national psychology. (Conner 1994: 93) 

Argentina lacked this innate connection, forcing the military regime to develop an 

artificial basis upon which a bond would be formed through the declaration of an 

essential “Argentine” culture. 

 During the Dirty War, the “subversive culture”, as defined by the military regime 

was destroyed and children born to members of this opposing “culture” were socialized 

into the “authentic” Argentine culture with the intent to bring about this sense of order to 

Argentina. The elimination of the boundaries between private and public through the 

destruction of the private and personal family unit  was an action that was to eliminate the 

opposition that emerged due to polarization as well as the “undecidability”, or neutrality 

that existed in Argentine society, once allowing ambiguity to remain in terms of national 

alliances.  

 The removal of these boundaries in combination with the destruction of the stable 

family unit destabilized society through the polarization between those families targeted 
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by the regime for their “subversive” nature and those that were not. The families that 

were seen as sympathizers for the regime were actually rebuilt through the allocation of 

the children born to members of the subversive culture to childless pro-regime families. 

However, regardless of the obvious impacts of the allocation of the missing children, the 

trafficking of children demonstrates the importance and ability of those in power to 

controlling the family, including reproduction and socialization, in order to reach their 

own interests. 

 The “missing” children are now misplaced in a modern Argentine system where 

dualism no longer exists in Argentine culture. For this reason, impunity remains and 

these children are reflective of the Dirty War and thus represent a misplaced 

“undecidable” bred into the “subversive” pole but socialized in the “pro-regime” pole and 

later removed from both poles following the end of the Dirty War. 

 While the ultimate goal of the military regime was to develop a national identity 

that would allow for national reconciliation and stability, the current state of modern 

Argentine society reflects just the opposite of these attempts: Argentina is now a culture 

of impunity due to the interest in keeping the issue of the Dirty War hidden. The 

polarization of Argentine society during the Dirty War has reemerged particularly 

through the recent trials and persecutions of the members of the military regime 

responsible for the human rights violations used to polarize and restructure Argentine 

society. Repolarization of Argentina has once again created a division that Argentines 

have attempted to mask. It is for this reason that a large group of individuals in Argentina 
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prefer to ignore the reality of the Dirty War and continue on with the process of national 

reconciliation after this second division in Argentine society. 

My experiences in Argentina bring to light the reality of a sense of impunity in Argentina 

that exists today. While the impunity in Argentina has been characterized as a sense of 

“mistrust”, the reaction from the Argentine people seem instead to reflect fear. This fear 

cannot be the same as that during the Dirty War, as the new generation of Argentines that 

has emerged since the end of the Dirty War thirty years ago now enjoys freedom from the 

human rights violations, most importantly freedom from the threat of being 

“disappeared”. Despite the end of this threat, Argentines avoid discussing the topic of the 

Dirty War, Why? 

 In her interview, Claudia Bernardi made the statement that in Argentina, “There is 

a group of people who may wish not to accept responsibility, to acknowledge that it 

happened”. Expanding upon this concept, the Dirty War itself physically divided the 

nation through the use of disappearances and resulted in the torture and death of over 

thirty thousand people. While speaking about the Dirty War today may reveal guilt or 

shame in relation to the involvement of one’s relatives in the execution of the human 

rights violations at the time, speaking on the Dirty War does something even more 

powerful: it divides.  

The reluctance to discuss the Dirty War is in part due to the fact that it divides 

Argentine society based on opinion, dangerously dividing Argentineans based on the 

same guidelines as those almost thirty years ago: either regime sympathizers or not. 
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While the stigma seems to be reversed, labeling pro-regime sympathizers as “cruel” for 

their actions and placing those not involved in the regime into the category of “victims”, 

the fact remains that Argentines would once again be divided in their opinion, and 

therefore divided ideologically or “culturally”, in the eyes of the military regime.  

In the past decade, trials attempting to charge members of the military responsible 

for human rights violations during the Dirty War have been reopened. Most notably, in 

2010, Jorge Rafael Videla acknowledged his own responsibility and that of the military 

for the Dirty War disappearances. Videla was sentenced to life in prison for his actions 

and orders to kidnap and massacre Argentines following his coup. This court ruling, in 

addition to many others have been achieved through the persistence of human rights 

organizations such as the Madres and Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo. While it seems that 

these actions have finally served “justice” for the victims, they have once again caused 

the reemergence of polarization and impunity as remnant of the Dirty War. While 

Argentina has been characterized as a nation of impunity due to the enduring effects of 

the Dirty War, the conclusion of the Dirty War marked the beginning of the period of 

reconciliation for the nation. The reopening of the trials may have allowed for long 

awaited justice to be served, but it has also halted the process of national reconciliation.  

 The attempts of the military regime to unite Argentina under one national identity 

seemed to fail due to the remnants of polarization at the conclusion of the Dirty War. 

However, in the same sense that the Dirty War seemed to divide the nation on a “victim 

vs. criminal” basis, the same impunity that divided the country has actually united 
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Argentina. Argentina is now and will forever be a nation built on the common memory of 

the Dirty War and now the idea of preventing this atrocity from repeating itself. The 

children trafficked during the Dirty War now represent the state of “undecidablility” and 

impunity that has emerged in Argentina due to the revived recognition of the division 

created in Argentina through the trials. The trafficked children may in one way represent 

the crimes committed by military officials during the Dirty War but more importantly, 

they represent the attempt to reunite a nation divided and destroyed due to competing 

ideology. While the result of the massacre of the “subversive culture” socialization of 

these children did not achieve the results of developing an entire nation united by the pro-

regime identity, the events of the Dirty War disappearances and the trafficking of the 

“missing babies” did unite Argentina, a nation of impunity in the process of national 

reconciliation.  
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