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ata had moved the children's beds out of C the front room: no alarm motivated her, 
rather calm prudence. The house stood next to a union 
hall. "Someone might put a bomb," she said. That was 
in January, 1975, high summer in Argentina, when 
everyone was preoccupied with bombs. 

Late one night Susana, Cata's daughter, sprang froq 
her bed. There had been a clap of thunder. "They've 
bombed Government House!" she exclaimed, still 
groggy. I started to laugh, not so much at m y  wife 
standing there in her confusion, but for relief. I had not 
realized how grim our expectations had become. And we 
were not alone. All over Argentina when people heard 
sudden noises in the night they thought of bomb's and 
gunshots, not thunder or backfires. I t  had gotten that 
bad. 

Isabel Perbn, third wife and widow of the legendary 
Juan D. Perbn, was still President of Argentina then. As 
Vice President the office fell to her after Per6n's death in 
July, 1974. She ruled weakly, while her cohorts plun- 
dered with an audacity and greed rarely seen in Argenti- 
na's history. AI1 the while the guerrillas-the last des- 
perate battalions of Latin America's revolutionary 
left-waged incessant war against. the state and the 
capitalist economy i t  endorsed. 

The military had opened up a front against the guerril- 
las in the mountains of Tucuman province, to the north. 
But the war would not be confined to the remoter 
regions; i t  spilled into the cities. The guerrillas struck 
everywhere: in Buenos Aires, Rosario, Santa Fe, C6r- 
doba. They shot down army officers and business execu- 
tives; they bombed any commercial establishment with a 
foreign connection. Fear of death and kidnapping had 
long since scared most foreign executives out of Argen- 
tina. Many of the big jobs in Ford and G.M. fell to 
natives. I t  didn't matter: They,were gunned down with 
the same zeal. 

Maybe things would not have been so bad had Argen- 
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tina’s only problem been the guerrilla war. But the 
Peronist Government was wrecking the economy. At one 
point inflation -was running at 600 per cent. That’s as 
high as it was in Chile during Salvador Allende’s final 
months in 1973. ( I t  did not get as bad as in Chile, 
however, where retail goods had almost disappeared and 
the beggars were asking for “money from your coun- 
try.”) But the Argentine peso was falling fast; a black 
market in goods and foreign currency thrived; Buenos 
Aires was full  of rich Brazilian tourists buying every- 
thing in sight; and Argentina’s fighting unions were 
forever in the streets-striking for better wages to keep 
up with the inflation, striking against the blatant corrup- 
tion of Mrs. Per6n and her ministers, especially that of 
JosC Lopez Rega, her insidious welfare minister and 
confidant. 

This constellation of problems produced the instabil- 
ity that triggered the coup d’ttat of March 24, 1976. 
Today Mrs. Per6n remains detained. Mr. Lopez Rega is 
in Europe, a fugitive. JosC Ber Gelbard, Mrs. Per6n’s 
economy minister, is in Washington, where he calls 
himself a political refugee. The Argentine judiciary 
charges him as a thief, and they have been trying to get 
him back. Hundreds of mid- and upper-level officials of 
the fornier government are in flight, facing prosecution, 
or in jail. 

had been out of Argentina almost two years I since that January when the thought of 
explosives was so much with us. I returned in December, 
1976, expecting that things would be different. My 
departure from Kennedy Airport was delayed six hours. 
The reason? The military government had closed the 
airport in Buenos Aires after a bomb ripped through a 
small lecture room in the Ministry of Defense. I t  killed 
eleven people. Plus Sa change.. . . 

A tourist who spoke or read no Spanish and knew no 
one here might visit Argentina, spend a week, and never 
appreciate the human tragedy unfolding. First, he or she 
could not read in the Spanish-language press of the 
mounting death toll. Throughout the spring (fall in  the 
U.S.) the guerrillas were being cut down in groups of 
three and four. The new year seemed to usher in an era of 
deadly efficiency for the Government, and the death toll 
rose to ten or twelve a day. The press reports have a 
numbing sameness: the police or security forces surprise 
a group of “subversive delinquents” planting a bomb 
near an electric tower or painting slogans on a wall; the 
guerrillas always open fire first and are always wiped 
out. They never surrender. Prisoners are never taken. I f  
the  “reports” have a suspicious sameness to them i t  is 
because the information, received from the authorities. 
is passed along uncritically by an intimidated press. 

But if there is distortion in the specifics (guerrilla 
victories are never reported), the general truth is incon- 
testable: The guerrillas are losing. Between March, 
1976, and January 1 ,  1977, over fifteen hundred Argen- 
tinians died violently. Most of these were members of 
the two main guerrilla organizations-the Montoneros 
and the People’s Revolutionary Army (ERP). This figure 
of fifteen hundred is thought conservative. Many more 

people have disappeared, an no one really knows how 
many Argentinians, mostly 1 tists and people of liberal 

Upon arriving in Buenos Aires 1 looked up an old 
friend, an Anglo-Argentine journalist..He was in Lon- 
don. “They [he and his family] had been threatened,” a 
mutual friend explained. “ I t  was dangerous for Andrew, 
so he was packed off on some fake scholarship.” The 
source of my friend’s problem might not have been his 
current writing so much as the fact that once his picture 
had been taken at a press conference held by Mario 
Santucho, the slain leader and founder of the ERP. 

Another friend and journalist named Carlos we found 
in Spain. He was an unhappy expatriate who could not 
adjust to the ways of the mother country. Argentinians 
do not resettle well in foreign climes. Each exile repre- 
sents a small tragedy. Still, as one in Buenos Aires 
counseled, i t  is better to suffer in the spirit than in the 
flesh, and if the choice is between exile and death, that is 
no choice. “The real tragedy is here,” she said. “They 
are exterminating a whole generation.” That is not 
precisely true, not the whole generation. But maybe a 
part of it, for most of the guerrillas seem to come from 
the higher classes. They are educated and are enthralled 
by revolutionary Marxism. They are young and as hard 
and ruthless as those who are being sent against them. 

And they are not beaten yet. Though nearly every day 
the papers cany reports of more guerrillas killed. they 
are always able to strike back: Last year they put a bomb 
under a reviewing stand at the Capo de Mayo, the big 
army base here, and almost blew up General Jorge 
Videla, chief of the junta running the country. In  late 
February they almost got the General again, with a bomb 
at the airport in Buenos Aires. Then, of course, there was 
the bomb in the Defense Ministry in December. 

But these strikes seem only to stimulate the Gov- 
ernment’s security forces. Their manifest zeal, the way 
the antiguerrilla campaign is being carried out. is one of 
the areas in which General Videla is reportedly out of 
harmony with Admiral Emilio Massera. the Navy chief, 
and Brigadier General Orlando Ramon Agosti, head of 
the Air Force, the other two members of the junta. 
General Videla is called a moderate, the other two 
hard - I i ners . 

Though the antiguerrilla campaign is being conducted 
by all the armed forces and the federal police, the 
hard-liners are known to be less discriminating in select- 
ing their thrgets. Many lawyers, academics, journalists, 
and most especially priests suspected of sympathizing 
with the guerrilla cause have disappeared. Sometimes 
their bodies turn up. Most Argentinians seem ready to 
accept as necessary the Government’s no-quarter strat- 
egy, with its tacticsof torture and execution of prisoners. 
But already i t  is producing some unhealthy side effects. 
There has been an outburst of anti-Semitism: Several 
Jewish businesses have been bombed and anti-Semitic 
literature has begun to appear on the kiosks downtown. 
Opportunists and the criminallq inclined and psychotic 
gravitate to the irregular units; occasionally the innocent 
are killed or harassed because they happen to have 
personal enemies in the security forces. 

Also, these forces are not well-coordinated. There are 
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fourteen separate antisubversive agencies operating in 
the country, sponsored by the three services and the 
federal police. Add to that an uncountable number of 
armed private body guards adhering to those business 
executives who can afford them and the so-called “free- 
lancers.’’ The latter are groups who operate as right- 
wing political vigilantes and travel around kidnapping 
and assaulting presumed guerrillas or sympathizers. 
They ace responsible for no small amount of mayhem, 
and only recently have they been more or less brought 
under control. 

Another problem that will have to be faced sooner or 
later is what is to be done with these counterterrorist 
groups after all the guerrillas are dead and gone. They are 
not always easy to dismantle. Similar squads were 
created in Brazil about eight years ago, and they are still 
active, frustrating President Ernest0 Geisel’s attempts at 
liberalizing the Brazilian regime. 

eneral Videla not too long ago described G his regime as a strong one that had been 
forced by circumstqnce to replace a weak civilian gov- 
ernment. Some would question this, and not only the 
strength of his own government but of all military 
governments in Argentina over the past decade. One 
measure of strength is durability, and they are certainly 
not durable. Not one of them has been able to get the 
country moving again economically or to raise the 
productivity of the Argentinian worker or to deal effec- 
tively with his unions. Not one military government has 
been able to wipe out corruption in the public sector, and 
in Argentina that sector is quite large, including the 
national railroads, the state-run petroleum and power 
industries. (In fact, the popular assumption that the 
military is honest and civilians are corrupt is itself 
questionable. Foreign businessmen have often com- 
plained about doing business in Argentina because they 

have .had to bribe so much. In many cases military 
officers were the recipients of these bribes. It is unfair, 
however, to single out one specific group in Argentina as 
being more corrupt than any other. Suffice it to say 
corruption is rife.) 

General Videla, Admiral Massera, and the rest talk 
much about combating subversion. But what else have 
they been doing-they and their predecessors stretching 
back to 1930, when militarism became entrenched in 
Argentina-what have they been doing by their regular 
disregard of the Constitution, violation of their country’s 
laws, and by overthrowing one elected president after 
another? (Per6n was the only President since the late 
1920’s to finish his term of office.) If that is not 
subversion on  a grand scale, then words have no mean- 
ing. 

It must be said of the Argentine military that it does 
not operate in a vacuum but comes to power often at the 
urging of the people. General Videla is the perfect 
example of the reluctant ruler (unlike Admiral Massera, 
who seems to have a taste for the role), called forth by 
popular demand and in response to circumstances of 
great stress. But that’s the problem: Argentine gov- 
ernments always seem to lead the country into situations 
of great stress, and the people seem ever willing to cut 
short their mandate and start over with a new regime that 
invariably proves unable to carry out the high purposes it 
sets for itself or to satisfy the unrealistic expectations the 
people have for it. 

The current regime seems likely to fulfill at least one 
of its goals: It  will wipe out  the guerrilla. As for the rest, 
especially the need to bring the unions under control and 
reorder the economy, that is doubtful. About the hap- 
piest thing that could be said about Argentina these days 
is that despite the blood and violence all around them, 
Argentinians are maintaining a hopeful disposition. But 
they have had hope before, and just as often they have 
had their expectations crushed. 


