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ABSTRACT: This article analyzes forms of cultural production that opposed Peronism in Argentina between
1950 and 1955 in the context of the Cold War. It focuses on representations created by Argentina’s Socialist Party.
This party created a series of discourses opposed to Peronism using local and transnational categories that were
framed by the country’s own view of the Cold War. The Socialist Party used these discourses to stigmatize Peron’s
Argentina as a species of totalitarian state. This article sought to go beyond the traditional perspectives of Cold
War historiography, whose focus is on diplomatic and military history and the bulk of whose analysis is devoted
to dissecting the United States’ attempts to establish hegemony over Latin America or to describing the phenom-
enon of justicialismo’s “third position.” This article, on the other hand, sought to use cultural analysis to explore
Latin America’s own agency in its adoption of language pertaining to the early Cold War period. Socialists crafted
a stylized, and sometimes exaggerated, discourse in which imagery belonging to fascism and, to a lesser extent,
Stalinism after the rise of the Iron Curtain, was combined with the local figure of nineteenth century governor
Juan Manuel de Rosas.
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RESUMEN: Representaciones del peronismo como totalitarismo en la mirada del Partido Socialista durante la
temprana Guerra Fria en Argentina (1950-1955).- Este articulo analiza formas culturales que se opusieron al Pero-
nismo en Argentina entre 1950 y 1955 en el contexto de la Guerra Fria. El articulo se focaliza en las representaciones
creadas por el Partido Socialista Argentino. Este partido cred una serie de discursos opuestos al peronismo a través
de categorias ¢ ideas trasnacionales y locales enmarcadas en nociones propias de la Guerra Fria. Asi el Partido Socia-
lista estigmatizé al peronismo como una forma de estado totalitario. Este articulo busca ir mas alla de las visiones
tradicionales de la historiografia sobre la Guerra Fria basadas en la historia diplomatica o militar donde gran parte
del analisis daba cuenta de los intentos hegemonicos de los Estados Unidos en la region o mostrar el fenomeno de la
denominada “tercera posicion” justicialista. Este trabajo por el contrario busca explorar desde una analisis de la his-
toria cultural la agencia propia de América Latina en sus usos del lenguaje de la Guerra Fria. Asi los socialistas ela-
boraron un estilizado y por momentos exagerado discurso donde tanto imagenes propias del fascismo y en menor
medida del estalinismo posterior a la Cortina de Hierro se mezclaban con la figura del gobernador del siglo XIX Juan
Manuel de Rosas.
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On August 22nd, 1951 in Buenos Aires, a crowd of
more than a million took part in Justicialismo’s Open Ca-
bildo. The crowd took up a large section of the 9 de Julio,
Buenos Aires’s main thoroughfare, while a stage was set
up in front of the Bienestar Social building, where thou-
sands of demonstrators demanded that Evita be made
Juan Perdn’s vice-presidential candidate in the upcoming
election of 1952. After the crowd had waited for over
eight hours, and as night was coming on, Evita announced
to all those assembled her “historic renunciation” to of-
fice the vice-presidency (Navarro, 2011: 282-284). The
event that came to be known as Justicialismo’s Open Ca-
bildo was criticized by one of Peronism’s leading oppo-
nents: the Socialist Party. Nuevas Bases, the primary or-
gan for the diffusion of socialist opinion, referred this to
this enormous Peronist gathering as the “triumph of the
totalitarian state.”

This article will analyze forms of cultural production
that opposed Peronism in Argentina between 1950 and
1955 in the context of the Cold War. It will focus on rep-
resentations created by Argentina’s Socialist Party. This
party created a series of discourses opposed to Peronism
using local and transnational categories that were framed
by the country’s own view of the Cold War. The Socialist
Party used these discourses to stigmatize Peron’s Argen-
tina as a species of totalitarian state.! At the same time,
socialists depicted the idea of totalitarianism using a form
of discourse specific to Argentina that had its roots in the
country’s liberal tradition, comparing Peron to the figure
that, in this tradition, embodied authoritarianism in the
nineteenth century: Juan Manuel de Rosas.

LATIN AMERICAN PERSPECTIVES
ON THE COLD WAR

In general, the historiography of the Cold War period
in Latin America has revolved around the idea of a bipo-
lar conflict and examined the ways that the superpowers
wielded their power and influence in the “third world.”
This has been particularly true of Argentine historiogra-
phy. At the same time, a traditional emphasis on the re-
gion’s diplomatic and political history has led historians
to focus their research on the United States’ attempts to
establish hegemonic rule over Latin America (Calandra
and Franco, 2012). Argentina’s own tensions with the
United States have been studied extensively by local
historiography. Still, over the past few years, a number
of analyses have called this academic orientation into
question. Historians have begun to scrutinize local dy-
namics, Latin America’s own agency, and the roles that
social and political actors other than the state played
during the Cold War. Meanwhile, new perspectives that
take into account issues raised by social and cultural
historians have begun to emerge and take their place
alongside traditionally minded analyses that focus on
political, diplomatic, or military history (Harmer, 2011
and Morgenfeld, 2011). This article aligns itself with
these new viewpoints and will try to develop a narrative
in which local Argentine political dynamics, defined by

political and cultural rivalries that existed during the
Peronist period, generated a set of political discourses
linked to Argentines’ own ideas about the Cold War. It
will seek to go beyond works that have focused on the
influence and pressure exerted on Argentina by the Unit-
ed States or analyses that have argued that Argentina as-
sumed a “third position” during the Peronist period. If
our analysis deemphasizes these historical tensions, we
affirm that our examination of socialists’ criticisms of
Peronism will contribute to a narrative that shows that
the symbolic production that dealt with Cold War issues
in Argentina was not just a local discourse, but also a
transnational one.

This article will employ some analytical strategies
that are associated with the study of cultural history. I
will analyze the cultural production of Argentina’s so-
cialists following Lynn Hunt’s concept of political cul-
ture (Hunt, 1984:10-11). At the same time, we will uti-
lize methodologies originated by Peter Burke to analyze
visual source material (Burke, 2001). Burke posits that
visual sources should be read independently from the
artist’s intention and should be considered historical
documents in the same way that oral and written sourc-
es are.”

Until now, few academic studies have examined the
cultural production of the Socialist Party.® Even fewer
have attempted to analyze the visual universe created by
this party during Peronism’s “classic” period. We should,
then, ask ourselves the following questions: What means
of production did this party employ to create a political
culture of their own? How did they speak to their com-
mon political base — the working class— as they com-
peted with Peronism for adherents? Most importantly,
how did the language typical of the Cold War manifest it-
self in the political culture produced by the socialists who
sought to challenge Peronism?

ATTEMPTS TO CREATE A PERONIST
CULTURAL HEGEMONY

In 1943 —a group of army officers, one of whom was
Juan Domingo Peron— took power. Peron took charge of
the old Departamento de Trabajo y Prevision —the de-
partment of labor and planning— which he made into a
Secretariat. He also served as Argentina’s minister of war
and as its vice-president. During the period that he led the
Secretaria de Trabajo y Prevision, Peron established
strong ties to the country’s labor unions. Peron, then a ris-
ing star in Argentina’s government, was watched jealous-
ly by the officers who had appointed him to his post and
later imprisoned on the island of Martin Garcia. Argenti-
na’s workers reacted by staging a march to the Plaza de
Mayo on October 17%, 1945. After freeing Perdn, the
country’s de facto government scheduled elections. The
United States took an active role during the presidential
campaign, denouncing Per6n and criticizing him as a lo-
cal follower of the fascist movement, which had recently
been crushed in Europe. These circumstances gave the
discourse formulated by the so-called Unién Democrati-
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ca, a disparate group which included the Unién Civica
Radical, the Partido Socialista, the Partido Comunista,
and the Partido Democrata Progresista, a transnational di-
mension. This discourse called on Argentines to fight
what they termed “nazifascismo” and to embrace a liberal
ideology.

Between 1946 and 1955, Peronism shifted Argenti-
na’s political, social, and cultural coordinates.* The gov-
ernment purchased the railroads, which had been in Brit-
ish hands, nationalized power and water companies, and
took control of the country’s foreign trade. Ramping up
trends that first appeared in the aftermath of the First
World War, it sought to protect Argentina’s growing do-
mestic market. Peronism offered, as Eduardo Elena has
pointed out, novel policies meant to increase the buying
power of Argentine workers. This rise in the so-called
quality of life was one of the justicialist government’s
main objectives (Elena, 2011). At the same time, Juan
Perén continued the social policy that he had maintained
as minister for labor and planning. This reinforced his re-
lationship with the unions and expanded the “social
rights” of sectors of the population that had previously
been neglected, such as children, the elderly, and the poor.
The Fundacion Eva Peroén also took a central role in im-
plementing the government’s social policies (Navarro,
2011: 235-262).

The first years of the nineteen fifties marked the high
point of Peronism’s efforts to impose a cultural hegemo-
ny on the country. Publications that opposed the govern-
ment were pressured in a number of ways. The newspaper
La Prensa was confiscated in 1951 and made to surrender
to the Confederacion General del Trabajo. In addition to
exerting this sort of pressure on the graphic production of
opposition forces, the Peronist government used maga-
zines, pamphlets, and posters, which it displayed in the
streets of all of Argentina’s cities, inside its government
buildings, and even in private homes, to create an entire
universe of symbols, political meanings, and images. Por-
traits and busts of Peron and Evita appeared throughout
the country. At the same time, new Peronist rituals, most
notably those performed on the first of May and on the
17" of October, became occasions on which the connec-
tion between the leader and the workers could be reaf-
firmed (Plotkin, 2007).

The constitutional reform of 1949 made the cultural
reform of the country one of its goals. The creation of a
specifically Peronist web of symbols and political mean-
ings became a government priority, as well as one of its
signatures (Gené, 2005: 29-64). One of the key figures as-
signed to carry out these objectives was Raul Apold, a
man previously connected with the world of advertising,
who served as the government’s undersecretary for infor-
mation. His office was in charge of producing posters,
books, and other official publications, as well as audio-
visual works designed to spread Peronism’s message. The
diffusion of “Peronist doctrine” took place within the Per-
onist movement as well, but the government sought to ex-
pand the reach of its message to civil society as a whole.
A comparative analysis of Peronism and the regime of

Getulio Vargas by historian Maria Helena Rolim Capela-
to asserts that thanks to Peronist symbols and rituals “a
mass politics was introduced which led to the formation
of a new political culture” (Capelato 1994: 141). In that
political culture, images of leaders, of laboring masses,
and of their “enemies” shaped the representations of the
antinomies that defined the conflict that swept over Ar-
gentina during this period.

SECTORS OPPOSED TO PERONISM

This analysis will examine the period beginning in
1950 owing, in part, to the increased level of pressure that
the Peronist government subjected opposition parties and
anti-Peronist elements from this date until 1955. After the
so-called year of the Liberator (the centennial of General
José de San Martin’s death), both the Communist and So-
cialist parties endured various forms of repression that
led, eventually, to the closing of the Communist Party’s
periodical, La Hora. After 1950, it disseminated its views
through new periodical, Nuestra Palabra. Similarly, the
Socialist Party’s organ, La Vanguardia, helmed by Amé-
rico Ghioldi, was shuttered in 1947 and subsequently re-
organized as Nuevas Bases.

Despite the enormous quantities of official propagan-
da produced during the early fifties, competing represen-
tations of the Peron government were also produced and
circulated in Buenos Aires. The creation of a countercul-
ture that confronted Peronism was a complex process and
was the result of various related modes of political action.
The most famous incidence of artists opposing the gov-
ernment —and one that took on a transnational dimen-
sion— involved a group that formed around Sur maga-
zine. The key figures here included writers Jorge Luis
Borges, Adolfo Bioy Casares, and Victoria Ocampo, all
of whom were identified with high art. In this context oth-
er anti-Peronist groups drew the bulk of their support
from the Catholic Church, university students, and a vari-
ety of political parties that appealed to the middle classes
and made up a large portion of the political Left during
the waning days of Peronism. It was during this turbulent
period that differing modes of representation —including
visual representation— became important tools for the
subversion of established political and cultural values and
their potential meanings. Groups of artists, who were of-
ten associated with the Socialist and Communist parties,
were often in contact with writers, intellectuals, and oth-
ers who critiqued Peronism’s cultural and political
practices.

THE SOCIALIST PARTY AND ITS IMAGES
OPPOSING PERONISM

La Vanguardia, the organ of the Socialist Party, was
founded in April 1894 in Buenos Aires. Two years later,
various Socialist groups active in the political scene of
the late nineteenth century coalesced to form the Social-
ist Party. This political entity sought to become Argenti-
na’s first modern political party. Its founding documents
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called for the development of laws related to labor rights
and, in 1904, a young lawyer named Alfredo Palacios
became Latin America’s first Socialist representative.’
The party had a strong theoretical bent, was strongly in-
fluenced by positivism, and distinguished itself by main-
taining an evolutionist perspective on politics and sup-
porting gradualist, reform-minded positions. During the
nineteen twenties, the Socialists participated in a num-
ber of parliamentary elections, in marked contrast to an-
archist and syndicalist elements that rejected any en-
gagement with what they considered a political system
dominated by the bourgeoisie. After the so-called Con-
cordancia period of the thirties, the Socialist Party
played a part in the various attempts to create a local
version of a Popular Front. Later the party was a mem-
ber of Peron’s opposition joining the Unién Democrati-
cain 1945.

The Socialists offered a strong moral rebuke to the
sessions of October 1945, condemning in particular their
calls for worker mobilization and denying that they had
taken part in their drafting. An article in the Socialists’
newspaper pointed out the notable absence of workers
among the demonstrators supporting Peron:

...Those who for many years past have sustained an
now sustain in their union organizations the struggles
against capital; those who sustain the dignity of their
functions...as citizens...were not present on that day
(...) What Argentine worker acts in a demonstration de-
manding his rights as he would in a carnival parade...?°

This rather abstract characterization of the Argentine
working class implies that it did not play any role in the
17% of October mobilization. This stylized vision of
what workers should be like and —perhaps more impor-
tantly— how they should behave, would be displayed
prominently in the pages of La Vanguardia, as we will
soon see.

In February 1946, Peron was elected, which meant a
political disaster for the Socialist Party. Socialists could
not even achieve one seat in Parliament and lost their in-
fluence in areas that had historically been theirs, such as
Buenos Aires. Although UCR, inside the Unidn
Democratica, coalition did achieve parliamentary repre-
sentation, Socialists became the most prominent dissi-
dents that would raise their voice against Peronism. They
criticized Peronism by different means, such as articles
and satires published in La Vanguardia. However, Social-
ists deployed more than just symbolic and visual criti-
cism. They were also involved in various attempts to
overthrow Perdn, such as the failed 1951 coup. Four
years later, Socialists would be part of Perén’s violent
displacement. How can we understand Socialists’ deep
antipathy for Peron’s political movement? Socialists saw
most of the pro-worker demands they had been defending
since 1895, such as higher wages, women'’s suffrage, and
workers’ political participation, in the hands of a political
figure other than themselves. The very political founda-
tion that Socialism had always pursued was now being

transferred to Peronism, thus yielding the decline of So-
cialist party itself.

The criticisms of Peronism that appeared in Socialist
Party publications took several forms. First, they charac-
terized Peronism as a local form of totalitarianism. This
charge also implied that Peronist methods were reminis-
cent of the authoritarian methods employed by the nine-
teenth century’s governor of Buenos Aires, Juan Manuel
de Rosas.” Socialists” objections to Perdn’s policies tend-
ed to draw upon a stylized view of the working class and
what they considered Peronism’s natural hostility to
working-class interests. Their strongest criticisms, how-
ever, were reserved for the figures of Juan Domingo and
Eva Peron. The entire visual repertoire of the Socialist
Party, which included biting satires and extreme charac-
terizations of the head of state and his wife, was used to
create a visual language that portrayed them as leaders of
a totalitarian state.

PERONISM AS TOTALITARIANISM

In August 1947 the presses of La Vanguardia were
shut down. It was followed by EI Socialista, which pub-
lished between 1948 and 1949, and La Lucha, which
published briefly between November 1949 and March
1950.3 After a suit was brought against La Lucha s pub-
lishers, another mouthpiece, Nuevas Bases, began publi-
cation and operated until Peronism’s fall.” Notoriously,
the newspaper’s name made reference to a work by ar-
gentine liberal thinker Juan Bautista Alberdi first pub-
lished in 1852, Bases y puntos de partida para la or-
ganizacion de la Republica Argentina. The new name
chosen for the Socialist Party’s official organ suggested
that they had qualified their militant ethos and now
sought an image rooted in Argentina’s liberal tradition
(Alberdi, 1943 [1852]).

In Socialist discourse, notions about citizenship, pro-
gress, reason and democracy directly confronted what
they saw as Peronism’s principal “evils”: demagoguery
and authoritarianism. Following the works of Argentine
historian Carlos Herrera, the main thrust of the Social-
ists’ strategy, according to their leader, Américo Ghiol-
di, was to characterize Peronism as a form of totalitari-
anism.'® In the face of this so-called totalitarianism, the
Socialist Party fashioned a liberal tradition rooted in a
genealogy that harked back to the independence move-
ment of 1810. In Socialist publications, the figure of
Juan Manuel de Rosas and his government were consist-
ently and didactically portrayed as the antithesis to this
democratic heritage and the progenitor of authoritarian-
ism and anti-liberal traditions.! The Socialists employed
Rosas’s personage as a tool with which to criticize
Per6n, whose attempt to cast himself as the “restorer of
law” they considered a harbinger of authoritarianism on
culture and education.'? The stigmatization of peronism
as barbarism started with October 17"."* Their criticisms
were often accompanied by illustrations that sought to
reinterpret the contemporary political landscape through
the lens of traditional liberalism. An article published in
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Nuevas Bases might include an illustration depicting the
execution of Camila O’Gorman, who went to the firing
squad during the Rosas regime, or a picture of a mur-
dered man titled “one savage fewer.”'* The larger idea at
work was that “Rosism” was synonymous with barbari-
ty and analogous to Peronism. Maristella Svampa also
assets that “the negative symbolic power that the paral-
lel between Rosas and Perdn had would be exploited by
the opposition throughout nine years of Justicialist gov-
ernance” (Swampa, 2006: 329).

Beyond their comparisons to Rosas, the visual uni-
verse of Socialism was saturated with images that com-
pared Peronism with Italian fascism and, to a lesser ex-
tent, Nazi Germany and Stalinism. In the early fifties,
Socialists denounced Peronism’s election campaigns as
fascist ploys, decrying “the audacity of using the fagades
of the political headquarters belonging to opposing politi-
cal parties to spread their own propaganda, a typically
fascist tactic.”'> Socialists repeatedly denounced the gov-
ernment’s supposedly totalitarian character. In speeches,
their leader, Nicolds Repetto, protested constraints on the
freedom of the press and drew analogies between fascism
and Peronism, citing the latter’s use of civic rituals and
speeches given from balconies, and identifying alleged
historical “similarities” between Mussolini’s March on
Rome and the events of October the 17%. Comparing Per-
onism to both the Rosas government and Nazi Germany
became one of Socialist rhetoric’s recurring strategies:

‘We must go back to Rosas to get such a gloomy picture
of the state of our nation: houses marked, official uni-
forms regulated, the obligatory use of the federal head-
band, the widespread enforcement of smiles as a federal
institution, attacks in the newspapers, and the hurling of
shameful epithets against unclean, wild, and crazy
opponents.

We must turn our eyes to Nazi Germany, which or-
dained the use of certain colors to signal the houses of
Jews and established certain benches in plazas to be
used only by Jews. The only difference is that here Ar-
gentines belong to the oppositions are the Jews in this
situation.'¢

These discursive tactics were accompanied by a vari-
ety of illustrations. We can find one example, a sort of
hybrid representation in which the figure of Rosas is
adored by a genuflecting figure whose hat is adorned with
a Nazi symbol. The analysis here is blunt: “This is
justicialismo!”"’

Another tactic that the Socialists employed to criticize
the government was the subversion of Peronist rituals and
signifiers. For example, their assertion that “The 22" of
August was a triumph for the totalitarian state,” makes
reference to the Peronism’s “open town hall (cabildo abi-
erto del justicialismo)” event of 1951, in which Eva Perén
“renounced” her candidacy for the vice-presidency and
her withdrew from the joint Juan Peron/Evita ticket while
standing before a crowd that expected her to affirm her
candidacy instead. Socialist critics, however, described
the crowd in the following way, “a portion of the people

were placed in the sad situation of imploring their prefab-
ricated idols on behalf of the machinery of the State...”'
The meaning of this Peronist ritual became, in the Party’s
rhetoric, the “closed town hall of totalitarianism.” The ar-
ticle also describes the Peronist phenomenon using a lan-
guage identified with the Cold War in which terms like
“totalitarianism” and “Iron Curtain” could be used to dis-
credit Peronism: “Today, it is only in Russia and in coun-
tries behind the ‘Iron Curtain’ that we see carnivals like
the one we witnessed in Buenos Aires”.”

Socialist commentaries and representation were a
part of the Cold War’s tensions and rhetoric and were
framed in transnational terms. Thus, we find frequent
references to totalitarianism in clandestine editions of
La Vanguardia as well as in articles published in Nuevas
Bases. At the beginning of the 1950s, an article titled
“In the Fourth Year of the Ignominy,” socialists wrote
that “Argentina’s disease is deeply rooted, since it af-
fects the conflict between the behavior of men as it is
governed by a cruel and totalitarian statism and the in-
trospective and moral conscience of men that mandates
all possible good, truth, justice, and liberty.”?® Socialist
language was employed in a discourse through which
local realities were incorporated into a global context.
Actually some socialist in exile lecturer about the reality
in Argentina framed in the categories of “freedom” ver-
sus “dictatorship.”” In another article, also from the
early fifties, the Socialist Party criticized Peronism by
stating that “Totalitarianism tends to legitimize lies and
violence, exalting them as the ultimate principles of in-
dividual and collective life.” Once again, a parallel was
made with Rosas, but at the same time an allusion was
made to a transnational context in which Peronism was
equated with the phenomenon of totalitarianism. Thus,
“In Italy and Germany, in our own century, as in Russia
and Spain, the same pattern, the same system, amplified
and perfected.”? The local was linked with a global
phenomenon which had, in the view of the socialists,
echoes of the Cold War’s own totalitarianism: the Soviet
Union. Thus, as the end of Peronism approaches, social-
ists draw parallels between the injustices committed by
Josef Stalin and by Peron. In an article published La
Vanguardia, socialists claimed:

Imitating Stalin, Perén has just established a “Perén”
prize, worth a million pesos, for a certain type of Ameri-
can work. Not being big, he likes to look puffed-up; not
having received the Nobel Prize that he lobbied for so
vigorously in 1947, he creates the Peron prize with state
funds. Who knows if he isn’t thinking of awarding it to
himself, for his impending services as a great American,
in the style of Rosas.?

Socialist criticisms of Peronism, which were virulent-
ly worded and clandestinely distributed, made their way
through a network of socialists who engaged in politics
beyond Argentina’s borders. Four years after La Vanguar-
dia was shut down, a “special tribute edition” produced
by a publishing house operating in Uruguay appeared. Its
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cover, featured a clear reference to a country that, in the
eyes of the Socialist Party, had been subsumed by totali-
tarianism: a prisoner being held in a concentration camp
(see Figure 1).

This issue also contained a reproduction of the Fran-
cisco Goya etching “La Libertad Asesinada” and a reprint
of the proclamation by the Primera Junta of June 2",
1810, entitled “Free Press” and decorated with a Phrygian
cap, which recounted the ideology of that most famous
May.” A reprint of a proclamation of Rosas’s govern-
ment, dated May 1%, 1832, that regulated the press (“the
press in chains”) provided, yet again, a clear contrast be-
tween an imagined liberal tradition and the “tyranny” em-
bodied by Rosas. Beyond these reminders of the Rosas
administration, the leitmotif of the Socialists can be
summed up by a passage found in an article titled “In the
Fourth Year of the Ignominy” authored by Américo Ghi-
oldi, editor of La Vanguardia, which asked “What was
the role of La Vanguardia in the Socialist Party? Assert-
ing, demonstrating, and clarifying, to the fullest extent,
that what is happening in our midst is fascism, or a totali-
tarian reaction.”?® Socialists depicted both their own con-
ception of totalitarianism and what they proclaimed to be
its antithesis: Socialism as understood as the embodiment
of resistance, a theme that was frequently referenced in
Socialist publications.?’
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FiGure 1: “4 Afios de Clausura.” La Vanguardia, 1951

The Socialist Party also sanctioned other tactics, such
as education and cultural diffusion, to confront Peronism
and its policies. Socialists began by denouncing Peronist
popular culture. Their condemnation of Peronism, like
others we have seen, was made on both moral and aes-
thetic grounds. “It is easy to observe the general to de-
cline of popular culture. The undue attention given to
sports and the increasing vulgarity of propaganda, street
exhibitions and radio transmissions have resulted in a
sudden cheapening of the spirit of the nation.”*® Despite a
political context that they considered to be restrictive, the
party indicated that staging protests within the world of
representations was among their goals. “If political action
is denied us, we shall try purely cultural action...”” This
quotation is less reminiscent of a Gramscian attempt to
gain the upper hand and “conquer” positions of power in
a cultural struggle than an attempt to “defend” cultural
spaces where ideas could circulate freely. In other words,
the idea of a resistance based in the world of popular cul-
ture took hold in the party’s imagination. It asked “that
our Centers might offer a meeting place where discussion
might be free and open.”*

FASCIST AND PERONIST FOLKLORE

The study of Peronism, “so that it might contribute to
our battle against tyranny,” was an important function of
the edition of La Vanguardia that was published in exile
as a supplement to the weekly El Sol published by the
Uruguayan Socialist Party. The section entitled “Fascist
and Peronist Folklore” contained a slew of analysis of the
Peronist phenomenon. This section also made reference
to the work of Italian intellectual Piero Calamandrei, who
analyzed fascist folklore from the Mussolini period. Here,
Argentine Socialists equated Peronism with a low-quality
copy of European fascist phenomena. “It should not be
forgotten that Perén was in Italy during the fascist period
and even boasts of having studied in the fascist schools of
Milan. His histrionics are a shoddy copy of Mussolini’s
histrionics.”! Once again, the Socialists pointed out that
Peronism included rituals that might be considered analo-
gous to fascist ceremonies. Socialists even drew compari-
sons between Peronist and fascists’ tastes in uniforms and
identified fascist influences in Perdn’s descamisados,
Evita’s funeral cortége, the holding of workers’ beauty
pageants, and the great proliferation of images of Peron
and Eva.*

Another theme of the “Fascist and Peronist Folklore”
section was the role of the leader as a “maker” of high
culture in the role of writer and philosopher. Besides hav-
ing a low opinion of the “upstart” Perdn, the Socialists
also detected the anxieties that underlay their perceived
profanation and corruption of high culture. Indeed, Per-
onism’s leaders embodied the sectors of the population
that the old guard of Argentine cultural elite considered
beyond the pale of legitimate high culture. This context
lends new meanings to the Socialists’ fiercest rebukes,
“Peron began by declaring himself a doctor honoris causa
of the University of La Plata and, in succession, of the
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country’s other universities; the illiterate Eva Perén was
also declared ‘doctor honoris causa.””** According to
these Socialist Party diatribes, it wasn’t just that the cou-
ple was arrivistes who had anointed themselves with the
symbols of high culture. They epitomized a damaging
cultural climate that affected the everyday life throughout
the entire country that was spread by schools, parades,
print publications, and even language itself.** This last
item referred to Peronism’s use of popular culture, par-
ticularly signifiers from the world of the tango, through
the “compulsory organization of popular singers and tan-
go songwriters, slang terms converted into official motifs,
etc.” The final sentence of this Socialist analysis read,
“With Perdn, culture becomes inferior.”*® A criticism of
the “uses” of popular and, in particular, tango culture,
buttressed by both morality and taste.’’

As August 1955 approached and the Peronist/anti-
Peronist conflict grew increasingly dire, the Socialist Par-
ty began doing more than simply calling for Perén’s re-
moval from power. They also began to characterize
Peronism as a historical aberration in an attempt to cor-
don it off from the rest of Argentine history.*® In the So-
cialist view, Argentines had been living “as if in an occu-
pied country,” a phrase that had its origins in the Second
World War and had visual parallels to the images that had
saturated the Socialist press for years. In this new politi-
cal situation, the Socialists continued to promote the idea
that they represented an opposition to totalitarianism.
“We, then, the Argentines, are like an occupied country.
More and more, the opposition takes on the form of a war
for liberation.” This bellicose language and the exclu-
sion of Peronism from the political spectrum show the
impossibility of the Party reaching any accord with
Perén’s movement. When Peronism became equated with
totalitarianism in the eyes of the party, it could only be
defeated and forgotten as a historical abnormality.

WORKERS UNDER PERONISM

Workers were one of the main themes of Socialist
graphic representations. Party iconography constructed
binary representations of the world of labor. It offered, on
one hand, a harsh critique of the comunidad organizada,
which it blamed for a repressive and totalitarian political
atmosphere and the “defrauding” of the workers. At the
same time, Socialist iconography “imagined” representa-
tions that depicted their idea of how the Argentine work-
ing class should behave.

La Vanguardia generated a whole series of representa-
tions that depicted Peronism as a totalitarian government
that repressed workers. In a 1947 cartoon, workers are
made to pull a chariot, whose wheels are decorated with
swastikas, bearing Per6n and Evita.** Another visual sat-
ire contains a clear reference to the liberties that the So-
cialists argued that workers lost after the Constitutional
reform of 1949. The boxing glove in the image puns on
the golpe with swastikas and initials of Juan Perén and
Evita.*! Peronist workers were also portrayed as automa-
tons that seemed to have lost all of their critical faculties

and been made subjects of Peron. In another cartoon, a
robotized worker is allowed access to Peron’s constitu-
tion, pictured here as a castle. By contrast, two workers
bearing signs reading “right to strike” and “unionization”
are excluded.”

After the closure of La Vanguardia and the founding
of Nuevas Bases, these criticisms, and their accompany-
ing references to labor conflicts, such as the strike of the
sugar industry in 1951 or the railroad strike of 1951, were
steadily refined. The paper developed satirical readings of
the government’s reaction to this strike. In one cartoon, a
character advised, “Believe me, Don Creso, coal would
be fine, but for our trains, nothing works like wood.” The
cartoon’s author plays on the popular expression “dar
lefia” (to give some wood), which means “to punish,” and
alludes to the Socialists’ contention that Peron’s treatment
of the railroad workers was the act of an authoritarian.*
The party also routinely protested the persecution of its
own militants. The peronist government had declared the
strike illegal and imprisoned their leaders.*

Along with its condemnations of government policies,
the Socialist Party also produced a series of stylized im-
ages that depicted their view of how the working class
should comport themselves. We find, particularly in the
clandestine editions of La Vanguardia that were pub-
lished in Uruguay, a sizeable repertoire of illustrations
that privilege a classic twentieth century archetype of the
laborer: a bare-chested masculine figure shown in move-
ment.* The representations convey the idea of masculini-
ty through these figures’ powerful torsos, their defiant ex-
pressions, and the presence of tools, such as hammers.*
Also the figure of a workman with a hammer, was an ex-
ample was a classic piece of iconography that recalled the
combative traditions of May Day celebrations.*’

The selective traditions of the Socialist Party mar-
shaled their visual resources to incorporate liberal and re-
publican traditions that decried Peronist rites and rituals
as “inauthentic.”® The cover article of the edition of Nue-
vas Bases published in 1952, titled “We Propose the Gen-
eral Improvement of the Working Classes for through the
way of Liberty,” is just one example of a Socialist tract
that references the “de-naturalization” of the meaning of
the first of May under Peronism.*

Socialist criticisms of Peronist’s policies were not
limited to its so-called totalitarianism; they also made
specific criticisms of the labor policies included in the
Second Five-Year Plan. The Socialist Party, like the Com-
munists, created their own repertoire of images that not
only satirized capitalists, but also made Perén, whom the
Socialists considered the principal beneficiary of his own
plan, the target of cutting, well-aimed ridicule.*

Socialist modes of representing workers re-created
the classic aesthetic that was established in the wake of
the Second International to represent those it consid-
ered “real workers.” Along with these forms of repre-
sentation, which conformed so closely to tradition that
they might have been prescribed, there existed a spec-
trum of representations that depicted a range of injus-
tices specific to Peronism, such as prison terms, strike-
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breaking, and the Congreso de la Productividad. Lastly,
Socialist representations also condemned Peronism’s
followers as “lumpens” who were held prisoner by the
government. The Party called for the re-enlistment of
these “fooled” masses in their cause: “We must also re-
construct a nation that, thanks to every totalitarian tech-
nique, has been reduced to an amorphous mass, man-
ageable only by those who are willing to pull its strings
and act upon the most irrational elements of human
nature.”!

IMAGES CRITICAL OF PERON AND EVITA

One of the principal objections to Peronism was ar-
ticulated by representations that decried Peron and
Evita as totalitarian leaders. La Vanguardia, which
played an important role within the symbolic universe
of anti-Peronism, and was one of the publications that
most frequently satirized Peronism’s principal figures.
From the moment he assumed power, Socialists de-
cried Peron as a military strongman who sought to em-
ulate, in a South American fashion, the fascist leaders
of Europe. The issues of La Vanguardia that went to
press prior to its closure are filled with caricatures in
this vein, many of which were drawn by Tristan, its
cartoonist. In a cartoon of July 1949, Perén and Evita
are depicted as absolute monarchs. They are shown in
the act of oppressing the nation, which in this image is
represented by a gaucho who is being flattened by the
budget for the year 1950.52 Of course, Perén was not
the only target for the Socialists’ criticisms; they also
published fierce attacks on Evita. In Figure 2, a cartoon
whose legend quotes Louis XIV’s famous dictum:
“L’etat, c¢’est moi” depicts her as a royal figure. This
image desanctifies Evita by showing her dressed in
garter belts and holding a rolling pin, well-known sig-
nifiers of, respectively, prostitutes and housewives.*
These accusations attacked the official peronist arche-
type of Evita that according to Marysa Navarro incar-
nated all the positive moral qualities of women: love,
abnegation and generosity.>*

After the aforementioned shuttering of La Vanguar-
dia, later Socialist publications, most notably Nuevas
Bases, began to temper their attacks on the Perdns. Picto-
rial criticisms of the Peronist movement veiled their criti-
cisms of Peron and Evita, replacing them with the figure
of Rosas. Therefore, in the May 1%, 1951 edition of Nue-
vas Bases we see a caricature of that 19" century caudillo
reading that the Pronouncement of Urquiza was not being
commemorated.”® Despite a decrease in the number of
graphic criticisms of Perén and Eva, the Party kept up its
denunciations of Peronist forms of celebration. Here we
see their repudiation of a project that would have used
executive power to order the minting of a golden coin
with Perdn’s image on its obverse and the phrase “Nation,
Just, Free, and Sovereign” inscribed on its other side.*
Socialists also denounced official pronunciations that
praised Evita.”” The Party criticized a law passed in the
province of Salta that stipulated that schools should erect
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FiGure 2: “La gran Eva (1945-1952).” La Vanguardia (circa 1952)

an altar to celebrate her life and that students’ pinafores
be decorated with her image.?®

While direct satires of Peron became increasingly rare
in the Party’s official paper, which was published in Bue-
nos Aires, it still found ways to subvert signifiers and ref-
erences to Perdn. In 1953, after the assault on a Peronist
demonstration, Peron’s own partisans launched attacks on
those they considered responsible for this incident. The
Jockey Club was attacked and the Socialist Party’s Casa
del Pueblo was burned.” 1954 saw the zenith of the gov-
ernment’s attempts to canonize Perdn and, as a direct
consequence, the worsening of the conflict between Per-
onism and the Catholic Church. Socialism, which held
anti-clerical views, reflected this conflict.®* In a political
climate where contradictions were becoming increasingly
apparent, esthetic-political forms of representation be-
came more and more extreme. Within Peronist modes of
visual production, we find an increasing tendency to de-
humanize the movement’s adversaries. This tendency is
mirrored in Socialist publications’ representations of
Peron, particularly in those originating from clandestine
sources.

In an issue of La Vanguardia published clandestinely
in Uruguay just a few days after the Navy bombed the
Plaza de Mayo, an editorial declared, “While Perén re-
mains present, there will Be no Peace in Argentina. He is
the Obstacle that we Must Remove First.”®! This defini-
tion of the political field and the idea of expulsing Perén
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from it makes further reference to the lack of legitimacy
that Peronism itself had within the Socialist Party. Much
of the opposition considered it impossible that Peronism’s
leader be allowed to remain part of the country’s political
and symbolic universe. This stance followed easily from
anti-Peronism’s peak: the “Revolucion Libertadora.” It
held that:

We cannot coexist with the dictator. It is necessary to
eliminate him in order to establish peace...Of course,
when we speak of eliminating Peron, we refer to the
elimination of his power. If he wishes to live, let him do
so. And he will surely have to do so following the same
path Rosas took after his defeat: going to die in England
after having reviled her for the entirety of his political
career.”

It is interesting that the writer establishes a genealogi-
cal link between Rosas and Peron by emphasizing the ne-
cessity of sending the latter into exile.®

In the months prior to the fall of Peronism, the ways
in which Peron was represented began to take on a
more extreme character. An article entitled, “What Is
Happening to Mr. President?” published after Peron
made his famous declaration that “for every one of
ours, five of theirs will fall,” the Socialist Party at-
tempted to make a direct connection between the head
of state’s words and the speeches of Rosas, Mussolini,
and Hitler and suggested that the episode of violence
that the country was experiencing should be interpreted
as a symptom of decadence.® Taking a perhaps exces-
sively psychologized view of these events, they argued
that the country’s crisis was condensed in the figure of
Perén, “a dangerous neurotic who has made violence
his creed and declared that the murder of his enemies is
a civic virtue.”® Taking their criticism to extreme, they
drew on the rhetorical structures of the post Second
World War, “In his speech, the President urged the
crime of genocide, a new penal category created by the
mass crimes of Nazism.” The illustration that accom-
panied the article depicted the full spectrum of violent
acts that the Socialists held Peron’s government ac-
countable for.®® In a sidebar titled “Perdn, Preacher of
Crime,” the publication transcribed a series of speeches
by Peron in an attempt to illustrate the seriousness of
the latest political violence and once again compared
Peron to Rosas and Hitler.®” Lastly, the publication pos-
ited that Peronism itself was a crime, showing Perdn’s
silhouette traced in blood (see Figure 3).%®

After the events of September 1955 the party de-
scribed Peron’s flight from Argentina using bellicose lan-
guage that complemented their graphic representations of
him. The Socialists sought to establish a genealogical link
between these events and the Battle of Caseros, at which
the forces of Juan José de Urquiza defeated Juan Manuel
de Rosas in 1852.%° After Peronism’s defeat, Socialist
leaders such as Américo Ghioldi returned from Uruguay.
Thus various party members played important civilian
roles in the so-called “Revolucion Libertadora” that be-
gan in 1955.

Peron, Predicador del Crimen
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CONCLUSIONS

Studying the ways in which the Socialist party stig-
matized Peronism allows us to discern how the language
of the Cold War period was used to describe the dynamics
of Argentina’s political and cultural conflicts. This article
sought to go beyond the traditional perspectives of Cold
War historiography, whose focus is on diplomatic and
military history and the bulk of whose analysis is devoted
to dissecting the United States’ attempts to establish he-
gemony over Latin America or to describing the phenom-
enon of justicialismo’s “third position.” This article, on
the other hand, sought to use cultural analysis to explore
Latin America’s own agency in its adoption of language
pertaining to the early Cold War period. This was how
Peronism was stigmatized in socialist publications like
Nuevas Bases and La Vanguardia. Socialists crafted a
stylized, and sometimes exaggerated, discourse in which
imagery belonging to fascism and, to a lesser extent, Sta-
linism after the rise of the Iron Curtain, was combined
with the local figure of nineteenth century governor Juan
Manuel de Rosas. Juan Peron and Evita were declared to
be the leaders of a totalitarian state and Argentine work-
ers to be prisoners of a phenomenon that they considered
“aberrant” in the larger view of Argentine history. Faced
with this situation, socialists rallied the Resistencia and
sought to recover a liberal ideology.

As the cultural and political project of the peronist or-
ganized community moved forward during the early
1950s, social conflicts began to crop up. Different work-
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ers’ strikes were triggered as of 1950, all surrounded by
many images that went against Peronism. Socialists par-
ticipated both in the 1950 sugar strike and in the 1951
railroad struggle. This last strike was declared illegal and
most of the union leaders were imprisoned. Within this
conflict, different Socialist graphic publications constant-
ly denounced the imprisonment of their leaders and what
they considered to be the arbitrariness and totalitarianism
of the Peronist government.

The level of conflict between the opposition and Per-
onism reached levels of extreme violence that went be-
yond the symbolic sphere when, in 1953, the Socialist
Casa del Pueblo was set into fire by followers of Peron.
Within this setting of mutual political exclusions, both the
government and the Socialists made extremes ways of
representation that tried to “de-humanize” each other. In
1954, Peron became canonized as a leader. Socialists,
hence, increased images that tried to compare the presi-
dent of Argentina with Rosas, Hitler, or Mussolini. In this
way, the Socialist party visual production made emphasis
on the characterization of Peron as a local representation
of totalitarianism. The characterization of Perdn’s gov-
ernment as “totalitarian” would spread out the narrow
boundaries of the actual party and would also be present
in the following administration. The so-called “Revolu-
cién Libertadora” that overtrew Peron in 1955 did not
hesitate to stigmatize the previous Peronist experience as
a domestic example of “totalitarianism.” The language
that was used to describe the rifts occasioned by the Cold
War and to stigmatize Peronism, which would be out-
lawed by Argentina’s de facto government, was deployed
again during the “Revolucion Libertadora.”
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1. For a classic definition of totalitarianism see Arendt (1951).
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Argentina.

8. It is important to note the role of liberal ideology in the Social-
ists’ platform and this ideology’s relationship to the Socialist
Party’s evolutionist and progressivist views on the political
changes that were thought necessary in Argentina. For example,
La Lucha, in an editorial for September 2", 1949, titled “Ariete y
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that has as its first priority the mental and moral growth and prep-
aration of its activists and the foundation of a movement of vast
historical proportions, whose aims are the consolidation of liber-
ty and increasing the dignity of the citizen and worker...LA LU-
CHA will support and second the everyday action of Argentine
Socialism in defense of ideas and ideals that have substantial and
vital influence on the evolutionary and progressive process of the
entire civilized community. Democracy, which we practice and
think of as a duty and a mandate, is not and never shall be for us a
mere word, used only for its effect on the suggestible masses, nor
a recruitment banner with which to promote demagogic and
providential plans.” This editorial ended in the upbeat tone char-
acteristic of nineteenth-century idealists, “encouraged by the cer-
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the nineteenth century.
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Halperin Donghi (1997).

[LV]“En el cuarto afio de la ignominia”, 1951. Issue published
clandestinely in Uruguay.
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Socialists created an archetypical figure of the militant working
class who had been imprisoned thanks to the labor strike. See
also Herrera, El Partido Socialista en Argentina, 356.

45. LV, 1951.

46. “En el cuarto afio de la Ignominia.” La Vanguardia, 1951. For
the construction of the image of the worker, see Bonnell (1997:
21-46).

47. NB 1 May 1952.

48. [NB] “1889—1. de Mayo—1952 por un pueblo Argentino libre y
grande en un mundo de paz, fraternidad y justicia” 1 May
1952, 1.

49. Ibid.

50. [LV]‘Acuerdo’ Entre Capital y Trabajo”, 1955.

51. [LV]“El Gran Pueblo Argentino Termin6 con el Peronato,” 22
September 1955, 1. Issue published clandestinely in Uruguay.

52. [LV] “Opinién Oficial”, 19 July 1949. For another example of
an illustration showing the ruling couple oppressing the work-
ing class, see [LV] 16 December 1947.

53. For the Socialist Party’s stance on Eva Peron, see the article
composed after her death by Nicolas Repetto. It is less an obitu-
ary than a criticism of Peronism’s failings. It discusses political
prisoners, exiles, and the government’s failure to keep public
order, see [NB]“Eva Peroén” 5 August 1952, 1.

54. For more details on this definitions see Navarro, Evita, 335.

55. See [NB] 1 May 1951, 1. In the cartoon, Rosas can be seen
reading the caption “Gral. Urquiza’s pronouncement will not be
officially celebrated,” and exclaiming, “I expected no less!” Ur-
quiza’s pronouncement is considered to be the beginning of
Juan Manuel de Rosas’s fall from power in 1852, an event cel-
ebrated within the liberal tradition as a milestone in the con-
struction of a modern Argentine nation.

56. [NB]“Y ahora el Peron de oro”, 27 August 1951, 2.

57. In much opposition discourse, the figure of Eva Peron repre-
sented the most extreme elements of Peronism in terms of
demagogy, the manipulation of the poorer classes, and the
arbitrary use of power. The most extreme examples of anti-
Evita sentiment could be found on the walls of Buenas Aires
during her illness, which featured graffiti reading “Long live
cancer!”

58. [NB] “Culto dirigido y obligatorio”, January 1953.

59. It is important to note that Peron himself had attempted to split
the Socialist constituency using his so-called Partido Socialista
de la Revolucion Nacional, led by ex-Socialist Enrique
Dickmann.

60. [NB]“;Qué Pasa?”, December 1954, 1.

61. [LV]*Mientras Peron no Desaparezca no Habra Paz en Argenti-
na. El es el Obsticulo que Debemos Remover en Primer Lu-
gar”, 29 Jun 1955, 1. Issue published clandestinely in Uruguay.

62. Ibid.

63. Peron spent his exile in Paraguay, Venezuela, Panama, and
Spain and did not return to Argentina until 1972.

64. In an article titled “Canto de amor a Alemania nazi” (Love
Song to Nazi Germany), the Socialists used analyses of Peron’s
speeches to conclude that he sympathed with the Nazi regime,
[LV] 4 May 1954, 1. Issue published clandestinely in Uruguay.

65. [LV]“iQué le pasa al Sr. Presidente?”, 29 June 1955, 1. Issue
published clandestinely in Uruguay.

66. [LV]“Argentina Esta a Merced de un Neurdtico Peligroso que
ha Hecho de la Violencia su Evangelio y del Crimen Virtud
Civica”,8 September 1955.

67. Ibid.

68. [LV]*Peron, Predicador del Crimen”, 8 September 1955.

69. [LV]“Rendicién incondicional”, 22 September 1955, 1. In this
article, the Socialists charge that the head of state wished to be
adored like “Mohammed, Christ, and Napoleon.” Issue pub-
lished clandestinely in Uruguay.
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