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Populism and Its Legacies in Argentina
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Populism and its aftermath have dominated the political history of modern Argentina. Much of the style and rhetoric of politics derives from populism. More important, some seemingly unbridgeable schisms in today's society can be traced directly to populism. While populist movements attracted the support of masses of people, they simultaneously repelled major sectors of society. Populists defined themselves as the saviors of the nation and their opponents as enemies of the people. Thus politics revolved around movements that won strong allegiances but excluded their enemies. This contributed to a cycle of military takeovers that ultimately produced massive violence, involving both the military and civilians. Populism addressed certain problems, but it also produced new ones. The answers that it provided, or perhaps the style of the answers, deeply divided Argentina.
A key populist legacy is leadership style. The leader, whether in power or exile, dominates his party for long stretches. The party might undergo internal struggles, but once the leader has settled them, his rule is almost unchallengeable. Within the Peronist Party, this role of caudillo was borne by three men; the baton of Juan Perón was eventually picked up by Carlos Menem and then by Néstor Kirchner. This pattern of leadership is more noticeable within the Radical Party, which even after ceasing to be populist retains its style. Hipólito Yrigoyen was followed by Marcelo T. de Alvear, Ricardo Balbín and Raúl Alfonsín. They continued to dominate their party after their popularity had faded with the public at large. Even when the parties adopted attributes of “modern” politics, such as conventions, they continued to be dominated by strong-willed leaders.
At the outset, a working list of populist characteristics in Argentina will be helpful. Populist movements claimed not to be class based. Ideologically they were incoherent but they tried to be inclusive. Their leaders were overwhelmingly personalistic and also charismatic. Their style was nationalistic, so they drew on native traditions or at least pseudo-traditions of the country. They evinced a deep concern for reform, social justice, betterment of the working class, and integration of the poor into society. They portrayed class conflict as alien. The core populist message promised change without altering the fundamental nature of society. Populist parties also claimed to have the answers to the problems of the nation and argued that those who opposed them were unpatriotic. They tended to ally with unions and to build a strong centralized state with power focused on the president.
What is crucial is that the populists threatened the elites' control over their world more than their economic interests.1 It is the populists' style, their confrontation of the elite, and their rejection of the elite manner of behavior that sets them apart from other movements.
EARLY ARGENTINE POPULISM
At the end of the nineteenth century Argentina underwent a prodigious economic change that transformed it from a relatively poor country to the richest in Latin America, and a wealthy nation by any standard. It became rich enough to attract large-scale immigration from southern and eastern Europe.
Argentina's economic miracle was made possible by the sudden opportunity to use the fertile lands of the Pampas, some of the best in the world. Rising world demand, the ability to attract hundreds of thousands of immigrants, and the building of railroads and other types of infrastructure permitted Argentina to become a major exporter of meat and grain. While this rapid economic transition went on, politics remained largely unchanged. Elite elements governed behind a facade of democracy, but fraud reigned in the voting process. This continued despite rapid urbanization, population growth, and the emergence of a middle class.
The modern political system began in the wake of a failed attempt to overthrow the government in 1890. The country's first modern political party, the Radical Party (Unión Cívica Radical, also called the Radicals or the UCR) emerged out of the coup. The Radical Party opposed the political system by refusing to participate in it and by calling for fair elections. Behind its push for fair elections lay the threat of revolution, which it attempted several times. The party's primary base of support was in the middle sectors of society. Much of the leadership, however, came from the elite, but appeals were directed toward the working class. The man who came to dominate the party was Hipólito Yrigoyen (1852–1933), a strange leader for a modern party. He was the illegitimate son of a Basque blacksmith and of a woman from the elite. He never married but had at least six children with different women. He used the title “doctor” without having earned it. He infrequently appeared, and even more rarely spoke, in public. He wrote little for popular consumption, and what he wrote was difficult to understand.3 There was little consistent political philosophy behind his utterances. When he reached the presidency in 1916, he seemed much more interested in power and expanding it than in any program.
Yrigoyen, however, was a master politician. He created the machinery of a modern political party and outmaneuvered all his rivals. Despite his quirky nature and his secretive behavior, he made himself into a symbol of the Radical Party. He represented the hopes of the party faithful. Crowds detached the horses from his carriage at his inauguration in 1916 and pulled it through the streets. A cult of personality developed around him.
The Radical Party apparatus generated adoring works. For example in 1929 the Radical Party daily, La Epoca, carried the following poem, entitled “To the Great Argentine President Dr. Hipólito Yrigoyen”:
The Country adorns itself with your name triumphant, 
And the Fatherland praises you deservedly and with love, 
Because always, your slogan was forward! 
And your creed nobility, ideal and ardor.
I that knew to mock the people a moment, 
Learned from your lips the best word, 
The word that says: a brilliant Fatherland
 I will leave as the inheritance of my effort and honor.
The workers of all the Argentine region 
Today bless your name and the battle that culminates 
In the supreme progress of this immense Nation.
The Nation that tomorrow will judge your memory
 As the limpid page of your clear story
 Of one who was an apostle and an eminent man.4
This poem was not unusual. Radical Party publications were filled with doggerel and statements that sung Yrigoyen's praises.
It is difficult to fully comprehend what evoked such popular support for Yrigoyen and whether his conduct can be called populist or simply popular. He did not campaign with the flamboyant gestures or oratory of most populists. In many ways he simply built a traditional political machine by dispensing patronage and creating jobs. The bureaucracy and the scope of government expanded quickly. His opponents considered this one of his chief defects. He used older political techniques and was not especially innovative, but he pushed those methods to their limit.
Police chiefs had always played central political roles in Argentina, and Yrigoyen strengthened the tradition. His chiefs of police of Buenos Aires, for example, functioned as key operatives, even settling labor conflicts. Their importance was shown by the career path of Elpidio González, a key Yrigoyen ally. He went from minister of war, to candidate for governor of the important province of Córdoba, to police chief of Buenos Aires, to vice president, and to minister of interior. A good police chief was a man for all seasons.
Yrigoyen did appeal to new groups and spoke about altering society without changing its underlying nature. His rhetoric stressed change. While scorning the idea of class conflict, he continually attacked the oligarchy, the ill-defined rural-based elite of which he was a marginal member. One way he attracted support was by treating the middle and working classes like true members of society. (This approach was later used by Juan Perón in the 1940s.) Under Yrigoyen, middle-class politicians held considerable power for the first time.
Sometimes Yrigoyen's gestures were obvious. During a 1917 strike at a meatpacking plant, he turned down an interview with the leaders of the Sociedad Rural, the cattlemen's association, the most important economic and social group in the country. One of the nation's leading newspapers lamented that these men were not received with the same attention as strikers.5  These type of gestures along with the opening of the political system created a special relationship with a large segment of the population.
Yrigoyen reached the presidency because the governing segment of the conservative elite feared a Radical Party revolt, the constant labor agitation, and believed that they could win a fair election. In 1912 they passed the Sáenz Peña law, which made voting obligatory for all male citizens and made voter fraud more difficult. Despite the conservatives' hopes, Yrigoyen won the first fair presidential election in 1916. His margin in the electoral college, however, was extremely narrow and therefore he needed to widen his base of support. Yrigoyen turned to the rapidly growing native-born working class as a potential source of voters. This was possible because Syndicalism had become an influential ideology among Argentina's vigorous labor movement in the years after 1910. The Syndicalists proclaimed their disdain for bourgeois politics and stated that the revolution would come through a general strike. They displayed a willingness, however, to deal with political authorities in an ad hoc fashion. This was perfect for Yrigoyen and the Radicals, since Syndicalists had no political ties and their growth would block the expansion of the Socialist Party, which had become a serious rival in the city of Buenos Aires.
Yrigoyen used a two-pronged approach with the Syndicalists. The initial thrust was to tolerate strikes led by Syndicalists and to be sure they were rewarded by favorable agreements. The most dramatic strikes occurred on the railroads and in the port of Buenos Aires in the first years of Yrigoyen's term. Government intervention considerably improved conditions and forced employers on the waterfront to accept the union's role in hiring workers for ships. As late as the 1927–28 presidential campaign, Yrigoyen's publicity stressed his role in settling these early strikes.6
Yrigoyen would not, however, pursue these labor tactics beyond a certain point. He did not support strikes from ideological conviction but rather from a desire for votes. When upheavals threatened to alienate key sectors of public opinion, he shifted directions. In January 1919 a strike in a Buenos Aires steel plant erupted into violence between strikers and police, which led to a general strike. Betraying labor, the administration tolerated and perhaps encouraged middle- and upper-class attacks on working-class neighborhoods, attacks that resembled pogroms against Jews and Catalans. The death toll rose to several hundred. This was the so-called Tragic Week. Threatened with losing middle- and upper-class support, Yrigoyen used force against the strikers.7
Despite the real danger to his regime's stability, however, Yrigoyen continued to back some labor groups, and unrest rolled across Argentina even after the Tragic Week. His tolerance ended, though, when strikes threatened to reduce export earnings and to undermine his coalition. With presidential elections coming up, in mid-1921 Yrigoyen shifted tactics. He abandoned the port workers and broke a general strike started in their support. Extreme violence was also used against workers in Patagonia.8
Yrigoyen's attempts to woo the urban working class went beyond supporting certain strikes. He pressed Congress to pass labor laws, especially in 1921 and 1922. This, coupled with the fact that he was more accessible to members of the working class than his predecessors, helped earn him continued popularity with the average Argentine.
The constitution did not permit direct reelection to the presidency, so Yrigoyen had to step aside in 1922. He chose Marcelo T. de Alvear to be his party's nominee, and Alvear won easily. An aristocrat, Alvear was far from being a populist. While desirous of obtaining working-class support, he preferred moving through bureaucratic channels instead of along the personalistic and populist trails that Yrigoyen trod. Soon a rift developed between Yrigoyen and Alvear, and the Radical Party split.
In 1928 Yrigoyen won reelection and attempted to restore the policies he had followed earlier, backing certain types of labor and expanding the state—for example, trying to make the national oil company a monopoly. He accomplished little, however. Aged and lacking in energy by then, he even appeared senile to some observers.9 The depression soon made any new initiatives unlikely, and problems mounted. Opposition to Yrigoyen surged, as many sectors felt threatened by the professional politicians who surrounded him and by the Radicals' use of the power of the state to increase their hold on the government. The anti-Yrigoyen political class felt threatened by the Radical expansion of power. With considerable civilian encouragement, the military overthrew Yrigoyen in September 1930.10
 In many ways Yrigoyen set the pattern for future regimes, populist and nonpopulist alike. Perón was going to further expand the connection with labor. While populist regimes expanded bureaucracies and the scope of the state faster than other types of governments, all, until the 1990s, essentially accepted this populist legacy.
THE INTERREGNUM
The regime that emerged from the 1930 military coup helped create conditions that, a decade later, produced the most celebrated wave of populism in Argentina. The neoconservative governments that ruled from 1932 to 1943 kept up a pretense of democracy but depended on voter fraud to remain in power. Members of the traditional landed elite ruled directly.
Paradoxically, the exigencies brought on by the Great Depression forced this ruling landed elite to favor a policy of import substitution industrialization (ISI) that not only undermined their own power but also produced rapid expansion of the urban working class. The number of blue-collar workers employed in manufacturing nearly doubled between 1935 and 1943, from 418,000 to 756,000.11 This surge in urban employment was made possible by massive flows of migrants from the interior to the bigger cities, especially Buenos Aires. Despite myths to the contrary, recent research has not uncovered any marked difference in political behavior between the migrants and longtime urban residents.12 The rapidly growing urban working class remained largely invisible to the political elite, shielded from public view by voter fraud and their own prejudices. Even leftist parties such as the Socialists and the Communists failed to recognize the changes that had occurred.
Organized labor, moreover, could not capitalize fully on the economic transformation underway. Many employers refused to negotiate with unions, and the government, although at times willing to mediate labor disputes, was inconsistent. Unions needed to use strikes or political mobilization to attract government attention, but they never could be sure of whether such actions would bring repression or help. By 1943 many labor leaders had become deeply frustrated with the lack of aid from left-wing parties. Many began to search for alternative sources of support.
The unions' political potential had grown significantly. Between 1936 and 1941 union membership had risen by nearly a fifth, to more than 440,000 members. While this represented only 12 percent of the economically active urban population, unions had spread from their original redoubts in transportation firms to manufacturing and services.13 This increase occurred despite great difficulties for unions. Frequently, nonideological workers preferred not to join unions, since belonging could mean dismissal and blacklisting. In addition, given meager salaries, dues represented a significant burden, especially because little immediate benefit could be seen. Still, by 1943, many workers had been exposed to what unions could do and were willing to join under the right circumstances. By the same token, many more were willing to go on strike when the situation demanded, even though they were not union members.
A sense of alienation gripped much of the urban working class, and the general population partly shared this sentiment. Scandals occurred in all major political parties. Disillusionment with democracy set in—this was shared by much of the Western world during the 1930s—but was also due to the nature of Argentina's political system. Some years later writers referred to the 1930s as the “infamous decade.” The general mood can be summed up by some lines of a tango, the popular urban music of the era:
Today it makes no difference 
Whether you are honest or a traitor 
Ignorant, wise or a thief, Generous or crooked; 
All's the same, nothing is better.14
The working class felt even a deeper sense of alienation. In Buenos Aires the expected norms of behavior were extremely middle class. As early as the turn of the century, a Spanish visitor noted the lack of workers' distinctive dress, such as was seen in the streets of Paris or Barcelona. Men not wearing jackets were not permitted on the sidewalks of the fashionable shopping street, Calle Florida, until the Peronist era. Workers carried their work clothes rather than wearing them on the streetcars.15 Male workers venturing into downtown Buenos Aires dressed like the middle class, in a tie and jacket.
PERÓN'S RISE TO POWER
In June 1943, dramatic political changes were introduced by a group of army officers who seized power. Initially, the military cracked down on unions. While focusing on Communists, they also targeted other tendencies. One of the two major labor confederations was closed. The government took over the two railroad unions, the strongest organizations in the country, and appointed a military officer to run them. It became almost impossible to call strikes.
A countervailing force emerged from within the military, however, one anxious to deal creatively with labor issues. Almost from the beginning of military rule, a group of army officers began summoning union leaders to find out what workers wanted. They spoke with leaders of all ideological hues, even Communists. Their true motivation remains unclear, but they did want to block the spread of communism and solve problems causing social unrest before they became more serious. Argentina's next major populist leader, Col. Juan Domingo Perón (1891–1974), emerged from this group.
Perón, a tall, commanding figure and a powerful speaker, had the ability to charm people and win them to his side. He was one of those rare politicians imbued with genuine charisma. Perón's motivations in helping the working class were complex, since ideologically he was eclectic. He had been influenced by right-wing European ideologies and by a desire for order, but he also wanted power for himself.16 He excelled at the bureaucratic maneuvering by which one rose through the ranks in the army. Nevertheless, he always wanted to obtain power through popular support and legitimate means. While mostly unsuccessful, he did make major efforts to attract support from the largely middle-class Radical Party and from the business community. His real success came in recruiting support from unions and the urban working class.
With his bureaucratic astuteness, Perón became a major force in the army by late 1943. He soon became vice president and minister of war—a predictable trajectory for an ambitious, skillful, and lucky officer. He also concentrated his efforts in a surprising arena. In October 1943 he took over as head of the National Department of Labor, a post hitherto of little importance, since its powers were limited and it only had authority in the capital and in the more backward, underpopulated regions. Perón used the department of labor, however, as a platform from which to win over the hearts and minds of much of the working class. The position allowed him to legitimize his approaches to labor, and it provided him with a staff that had well-established contacts with unions and unsurpassed knowledge of their needs and desires. By the end of November 1943, Perón had transformed the agency into the Secretariat of Labor and Social Security, with expanded powers and national jurisdiction.
Prospects for the labor movement improved only slowly, however. Perón did place his close friend Col. Domingo Mercante in charge of the two rail unions. Mercante was in some sense a railroader: his father had been an engineer and a cousin belonged to one of the unions. He called internal union elections. The government created a hospital for railroaders and addressed several long-standing grievances. Still, the aid to the rail unions remained an exception and most unions received little or nothing.
Repression by government agents gradually became more selective, but it was only after May 1944 that Perón began seriously to favor unions. Labor leaders had been playing a difficult game. They opposed the regime while constantly seeking help from the secretariat. With unprecedented unity, almost the entire labor movement planned a May Day 1944 protest against administration policies. Not surprisingly the regime banned the rally. At this point Perón, stung by his inability to court the Radical Party and his seeming failure with labor, began a major effort to woo unions.17 He was remarkably successful.
Perón's policies always had two edges: assistance that permitted many unions to achieve long-sought goals, and repression against uncooperative organizations. On the pro-labor side, the government began enforcing labor laws for the first time. With state backing, the number of contracts between labor and management soared. In the last six months of 1944, 228 contracts were signed in the city of Buenos Aires alone. Many secretariat-mediated contracts merely set wages, but others addressed crucial issues. Contracts often stipulated seemingly minor changes in work rules but afforded workers more dignity, such as separate changing rooms for male and female employees. For the first time, workers had a say in setting shop-floor rules. In addition, contracts frequently contained clauses committing the secretariat to enforce them, and Perón saw that it did so.18 Labor contracts finally had meaning, and the balance of power between capital and labor began to shift. Real wages for the unskilled rose 17 percent between 1943 and 1945, while those for skilled workers rose 10 percent.19
Before 1944 it had been extremely difficult to organize and sustain unions outside of the city of Buenos Aires. This changed when the secretariat began actively to favor their establishment. For example, the telephone workers in Buenos Aires had long sought to help organize their counterparts in other regions, but with little success. In 1944 and 1945, however, thirteen phone-worker unions across the country were organized, some with direct help from the government.20
The other side of Perón's labor strategy was repression. All organizations close to the Communist Party had to go underground to survive. The government supported rival anti-Communist unions. This destroyed several important unions, including those in textiles, meatpacking, and the metal trades. Repression was used against any union that refused to cooperate. The Socialist-controlled municipal workers union was taken over and run by a government agent. Individual leaders always faced the threat of arrest or harassment.
Perón's ties to unions provided him with entrée to the working class and with a legitimacy he could not have obtained otherwise. This was especially important, because traditionally workers harbored a deep suspicion of the military. Also, as we will see, unions could provide crucial assistance with mobilization.
Unions and their members did not blindly support Perón; in many cases they did so reluctantly. For decades they had struggled to secure a place in the society and for material gains but had usually failed. They saw this moment as a chance to achieve their long-standing dreams, because Perón needed the union leaders as much as they needed him.
Just as important as concrete rewards was the sense workers had that they now formed a legitimate part of the larger society. For the first time, union leaders were assigned to important posts, both political and bureaucratic. A former secretary general of the largest labor confederation, Luis Cerutti, held a conspicuous job in the secretariat. A Socialist and longtime lawyer for the largest railroad union, Juan Bramuglia, received an appointment as acting governor of the Province of Buenos Aires. 
Perón made intense personal appeals to unions. His charisma gave his actions a decided impact. In speaking to unions, he stressed their importance to him. “I come to the house of the railroaders as if it were my own. I profess a profound gratitude to them, because I am convinced that many of the successes of the Secretariat . . . are due precisely to the railroad workers.” He also suggested that he was almost one of them, since he was an honorary president of the largest rail union. Perón attempted to show that he cared about the workers.21 This appeal was especially effective because workers had been socially and politically isolated prior to 1943. At some point in 1945 psychological links were forged between Perón and many workers that proved powerful and long lasting.
The relationship between many workers and Perón was sealed by the dramatic events of October 1945, which became a founding myth of Peronism. While Perón had built a following within the working class, he had become extremely unpopular with some sectors of the society. In the minds of many, the military regime was identified with Fascist Italy or Nazi Germany. (The regime contained many who sympathized with the Axis.) The opposition saw themselves as resembling the citizens of occupied France. The end of World War II made the situation of the regime difficult and obliged military leaders to reduce censorship and repression. Students and the middle class responded with frequent antiregime demonstrations. Many military officers disliked Perón's policies and removed him from all of his positions on October 9.
Perón's dismissal created a vacuum. His enemies hesitated, unsure of what to do next. Workers and their union leaders, however, responded rapidly, afraid that they would lose the gains of the previous two years. Employers canceled recently won concessions, and the newly created Columbus Day holiday was ignored. Some union leaders went to the government seeking reassurances, which they received. Others met secretly outside of Buenos Aires to plan a general strike.22 On October 16, the national labor confederation (CGT) voted to hold a general strike in two days.
On October 17, a hot spring morning, thousands of workers surged into downtown Buenos Aires, especially from working-class suburbs to the south. Later, when the bridge across the Riachuelo River was raised, they crossed on improvised rafts. The crowd congregated in the plaza in front of the presidential palace and called for Perón's return. The crowd was remarkably well behaved and (legend notwithstanding) well dressed: photographs show most men in ties and jackets despite the heat. Some did take off their jackets and shirts, and a few waded in the fountains. This led to the scornful use of the term descamisados (shirtless ones) for Perón's supporters. Soon it became a proud symbol of Peronism, and rallies often saw the doffing of jackets as a sign of solidarity and pride in being working class (though many were not). The elite and middle class became uneasy, not so much because of the actual behavior of the crowd, but because the city was no longer totally theirs. Only in a society so middle class in mores could this symbolic rejection of bourgeois values appear threatening. This kind of social tension was extremely important in understanding both the attraction and the repulsion that was felt for populist measures.
Faced with the prospect of having to clear a plaza filled with perhaps a quarter of a million Perón supporters, the military relented and released Perón. This opened the way for his participation in presidential elections.23
What had happened? Legend has it that Perón's friend and soon-to-be wife, Eva Duarte (better known as Evita), rallied the workers on his behalf. Marysa Navarro has demonstrated that Evita lacked the contacts and the public persona to do so.24 The demonstration was planned, because simultaneous protests occurred in working-class suburbs and in various places around the country. It could not have been the direct result of the CGT's strike call, which was issued too late and for the following day.
The fact is that some union leaders had been pushing for a strike since October 9 and the workers were primed for action. During the 1930s the union movement had developed legitimacy and connections that stretched across all the worker barrios of greater Buenos Aires. Workers did not need much encouragement and poured out into the streets. Although the participants and many others were extremely proud, some felt distress and even distaste for the events of the day. For the first time the working class had reshaped the history of Argentina. The October 17 experience created a bond between workers and Perón that still exists. By returning Perón to power, workers had changed the course of politics and given themselves a greater sense of pride, a realization of their power, and a new identification as Peronists.
Presidential elections were called for February 1946, and although Perón was a candidate, he was not expected to win. Virtually all the traditional parties supported the candidate of the Radical Party, José Tamborini. The United States openly opposed Perón. People thought that workers would follow the wishes of the parties that had traditionally claimed their support, the Socialists and the Communists. Perón's principal backing came from the Partido Laborista, founded in the wake of the October 17 demonstrations. Modeled on the British Labour Party and based on some labor leaders' dreams of an independent organization that could push for social reform, the party relied on unions.25 Perón also received support from dissident Radicals, some conservatives, and the Catholic Church.
With the Partido Laborista doing much of the organizational legwork in urban areas and with heavy union support, Perón won a solid 52.4 percent of the vote. Moreover, candidates allied with him swept into both houses of Congress in overwhelming numbers. Even in provinces in which modern working classes had not yet developed, Perón won handily.26 There dissident politicians, with material help from the state, had used traditional methods to obtain votes. As in many populist regimes, traditional politics combined with new forms of mobilization.
PERÓN IN POWER
Perón had the option of ruling democratically. His majority in Congress allowed him to do almost anything he desired. In the fashion of Argentine populists, Perón pulled power to himself and refused to share it, even in symbolic terms, with those who did not support him. The regime gradually became more authoritarian, especially after 1950, when the economy began to deteriorate. The process began very early. In May 1946, under considerable pressure from Perón, the Partido Laborista was dissolved. The CGT was soon obligated to shed its independent secretary general, Luis Gay, and submit to a Perón appointee.27 Perón never had room for people who were not totally devoted to him. With the 1951 seizure of La Prensa, a serious and traditional newspaper that catered to the elite, only one important daily, La Nación, remained independent of the government. Opposition to the regime became increasingly dangerous. Jailings and generalized repression became extensive.
Still, Perón was never content to be a dictator. He was a populist and as such always anxious to expand his bases of support, and he was highly successful. An important reason for Perón's growing popularity was the rapid economic growth that occurred during the first years of his presidency. Real hourly wages went up 25 percent in 1947 and increased almost as much the following year. The percentage of national income going to workers increased 25 percent between 1946 and 1950. While not all sectors benefited—agriculture was being squeezed for the advantage of the urban sectors—the economy grew at high rates in both 1946 and 1947 and only slowed down somewhat the following year.28
Prosperity allowed Perón to expand his political base. Many businessmen began to support him, partly because he was in power but also due to the new opportunities he offered. Perón also moved to consolidate his support with workers through enactment of better pension plans, health care, and vacation resorts. These were provided through the unions.
Symbolic gains were often as important as material ones. During the 1930s resentment had spread against foreign ownership of key public utilities. (In addition to nationalist sentiments, many believed that the state could provide better and more efficient service.) With the money Argentina had earned during World War II, Perón set about buying many of them, including the telephone and railroad companies. This was extraordinarily popular with wide sectors of the population.
Eva Duarte de Perón (Evita) played a crucial role in the development of the symbolic side of Peronism. An actress when she met Perón in 1944, she rapidly developed an interest in politics. Her influence on Perón and their open relationship was so unconventional that it helped spur the military coup against Perón in October 1945. In a society where women did not have the vote and where their public role remained traditional, Perón and Evita stood out as people willing to defy social norms. She not only displayed an interest in politics and played an active part, but Perón accepted and perhaps encouraged it. Moreover, he defied convention by marrying a woman with “a past,” shortly after October 17, 1945.29
Once Perón became president, Evita rapidly emerged as a political force. While she never held an official post within the newly created Ministry of Labor, she became the power broker. She played much the same role as Juan had during the period when he built support in 1944 and 1945. It was Evita who obtained for a union whatever improvement it sought. She was increasingly loved by large sectors of the poorer classes. Evita could not be perceived as a threat by Perón, however, as she could not be separated from him. This she expressed in her autobiography: “In different ways we both wanted to do the same thing: he with intelligence; I with the heart; he, prepared for the fray; I ready for everything without knowing anything; he cultured and I simple; he great and I small; he master and I pupil. He the figure and I the shadow. He sure of himself, and I sure only of him!”30
Although not a particularly good actress, Evita, like Ronald Reagan, found her perfect role in the public arena. Her speeches were very effective, touching the hearts of many (and raising the ire of others). While Perón gradually became more presidential and less strident, Evita, on the other hand, was frequently vituperative. Her denunciations of the oligarchy seemed heartfelt. She too had charisma and Marysa Navarro has argued that the special interaction between the Peróns prevented his charisma from being routinized by the exercise of power.31
In 1947 Evita opened the Eva Perón Foundation (it was formally established the following year). The foundation was supported mostly by tax revenues, but it also received donations, some given freely and some not so freely. The foundation took over social welfare institutions from an already discredited organization that had been poorly run by women from the elite.
Evita's foundation did everything from managing orphanages and building hospitals to organizing boys' soccer tournaments. It became a bridge between people and Evita. She became the personal intercessor to whom one went when in need. She would regularly hold court and give petitioners what they wanted. Access to her was relatively simple. She was pictured as quasi-saintly in this largely Catholic nation. She was described as kissing on the mouth, for example, a woman with syphilis or leprosy and not worrying about catching it. She became the subject of widespread propaganda and popular beliefs.32 The foundation was unique, since it combined the resources of a large state institution with the personal leadership of Evita. The sewing machine given to a needy woman came not from the institution but from Evita herself.
Argentine women received the vote for the first time in 1947. Evita was very influential in the last stages of the campaign for women's suffrage. She was given more credit than she deserved by both supporters and enemies. After the vote was obtained, Evita insisted on creating and leading a separate Peronist woman's party. Women's branches soon stretched across the country. When Perón ran for reelection in 1951, he received a much higher percentage of votes from women than from men.33 Evita's role in this feat was enormous.
Perón also attempted to establish a cultural hegemony to revise Argentina's vision of itself. This was particularly difficult since Peronism, like other populist movements, had no consistent ideology. The movement did, however, spawn a subculture that thrived long afterward. Rituals such as the celebration of May Day were reformed and “Peronized” to stress the benefits that workers had received and the harmony that existed under Perón. School curricula stressed Catholic values and glorified the Peróns.34 Cities and even provinces were named after the Peróns. Monuments were erected.
The Peronists' efforts to redefine the culture produced tremendous tensions in the society. The Catholic Church, an early ally, felt that the Peronist culture impinged on its arena and began to distance itself from the regime. The opposition of much of the middle and upper classes also intensified as they saw their vision of the country challenged. This lay atop the repression, the symbolic and real challenge to upper- and middle-class dominance of Argentine society, and the resentment at the enlarged role of the working class.
After 1948 the economy began to deteriorate, in part due to shifts in Argentina's international terms of trade. Many economic gains were reversed. Those earlier drawn to the regime by prosperity withdrew their support. After Evita's death in 1952, there remained no one close to Perón strong enough to give sound advice, and he seemed intoxicated by power. Repression intensified. By 1954–55 tensions in the society were extremely high. There were no neutrals. Military officers with considerable civilian assistance overthrew Perón in September 1955.
Like the Radicals before them, the Peronists saw themselves as the only viable option for the nation. This exclusivity and lack of tolerance intensified resistance by excluded sectors, helping to cause the regime's downfall.
AFTER THE FALL
The lines etched into the society by Perón's populist regime were not erased by the leader's fall from power. Society became even more divided between those who believed that Peronism needed to be expunged from Argentina and those who supported it. Other legacies of Peronism were numerous. The unions had emerged as crucial political actors; regimes defied them at their own risk. The state's role in the economy had become extremely large with many sectors dominated by government corporations. The bureaucracy had grown even more bloated and inefficient.
After a brief interlude in which the military attempted a policy of “neither victors nor vanquished,” harsh repression began against those who sided with Perón. The mere public mention of his name was forbidden. Symbols and images of Peronism were banned. The government aided efforts to take unions away from the Peronists and barred old leaders from office.35
The results were not at all what those in power hoped, as commitment to Peronism increased. A resistance movement emerged, which for a number of years organized sabotage and terrorist activities. New militant leaders fiercely loyal to Perón took power in the unions. Later, restrictions were eased but Argentina remained divided. Approximately one-third of the population—mostly working class and poor—remained deeply Peronist and were loyal to a culture very different from that of the majority. Meanwhile, middle-class supporters of Peronism had largely fallen away. A large portion of the citizenry viewed Peronism as anathema.
The military did not wish to continue to rule and advocated a return to democracy. Yet democracy became, in Guillermo O'Donnell's words, “an impossible game.”36 The military, backed by a considerable segment of the civilian population, refused to permit the Peronists to take part in elections or, when they did, to hold office. Since the Peronists were the largest party in the country, their exclusion rendered electoral politics a sham. From 1958 to 1966 the ground trembled under the feet of the elected governments, with the military constantly intervening to block the Peronists. Periodic waves of labor unrest and a disappointing economic performance added to the uncertainties and prevented the formation of wider coalitions. No political force was capable of challenging the legacies of populism and winning. In addition, Fidel Castro's Cuban Revolution spurred the growth of the left, which produced tremendous anxiety among the elites. 
From exile Perón continued to wield his influence, first backing one faction within his movement and then another, but not allowing any person to garner enough prestige to supplant him as leader. He blocked the emergence of a Peronism without Perón. In the same fashion, he maneuvered to regain power while simultaneously trying to prevent other forces from achieving stability and legitimacy.
When the military seized power in 1966, it attempted to clean out what it saw as a putrid economic and political system. It began to restructure and “rationalize” the economy. The regime also banned politics and tried to curb union power. A combination of economic and political frustrations and the worldwide rebelliousness of the late 1960s led to a series of violent urban riots. The most famous, the Cordobazo of 1969, lasted two days, left as many as sixty dead and seriously undermined the regime.37
Several guerrilla groups also challenged the military. Guerrillas avowed loyalty to various left-wing ideologies as well as to a curious fusion of left-wing ideology and Peronism. Perón gave the latter guerrillas his blessing. Revolution became chic. Mannequins in boutiques were dressed as revolutionaries. Primarily based in the universities, a leftist-leaning Peronist youth movement sprouted overnight. Again, Perón became the man of the hour. Those hoping for a Socialist and Peronist Argentina supported him, as did those who yearned for stability, including many of his traditional enemies. His traditional supporters, especially the unions—his principal allies since 1955—still eagerly backed him despite increasingly bloody clashes with the Peronist left.
In hope of stanching the violence, the military turned to elections. Ultimately, Perón was reelected to the presidency in 1973, and he offered many of the same solutions as before. He was stymied, however, by the swirling conflicts of ideology. His movement's right and left wings could not possibly be reconciled, and he repudiated his left wing. Then after little more than eight months in office, he died.38 He was succeeded by his third wife and vice president, María Estela, nicknamed Isabelita, who lacked his prestige and savvy. Her time in office was marked by runaway inflation, as well as violence by the right, the left, and the security forces.
In March 1976 the military took over and inaugurated a period of terror unmatched in the country's history. The military made the word disappear into a transitive verb, and documented evidence exists of almost ten thousand disappeared people. The real death toll was much higher, probably in the neighborhood of thirty thousand.39
Democracy returned in 1983, brought on by the military's total loss of legitimacy. The ruling junta had decided to invade the Malvinas Islands (The Falklands), in a desperate attempt to salvage a rapidly deteriorating economic situation and their loss of authority. The islands had been a British colony since the early nineteenth century, but Argentina had always claimed them. A British counterattack retook the islands, and military prestige disintegrated.
The Radical Party government of Raúl Alfonsín, which won the presidential elections of 1983, cannot be called populist. It did, however, retain elements of populist appeal. All parties used folkloric motifs, such as large drums, in their demonstrations. In addition, the Radicals had the hegemonic vision of populism: during the heady moments of their greatest popularity they talked of the third historic movement (the first two were those of Yrigoyen and Perón). Power was increasingly concentrated in the hands of Alfonsín, and the Radicals spoke of changing the constitution so he could be reelected.
These dreams faded quickly. Alfonsín had come to office promising to open the political system and make it conform to the rules of law. To a surprising extent he succeeded. The key military commanders during the preceding dictatorship were tried and convicted. A series of military revolts, however, sharply limited the government's power in this area. Still, it was the poor performance of the economy that destroyed Alfonsín's popularity. During the first exciting months of the return to democracy, the staggering economic problems created by an unpayable foreign debt, high inflation, and the expectation of further high inflation were largely ignored. Argentina was going to grow its way out. By the time the danger of the situation was realized, much political capital had been expended, and the government lacked the popularity to overcome vested interests and an increasingly hostile labor movement. Despite valiant efforts, it failed to overcome either inflation or the debt.
Peronist Carlos Menem won the 1989 presidential election with a populist campaign that garnered him slightly under half the votes. A provincial governor with a colorful lifestyle, he promised the redistributive policies that characterized populism, especially Peronism. Once in office, Menem reversed direction and instituted policies firmly rooted in neoliberalism. His models were Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan, who believed that government involvement in the economy should be sharply limited.
Populism had left a legacy of a large state role in the economy, and a bloated bureaucracy. Even repressive military regimes failed in attempts to change this situation. What permitted the reversal of this tradition was an outbreak of hyperinflation (during 1989 the cost of living rose some 5,000 percent) while Alfonsín was a lame duck. Food riots and waves of fear swept over urban areas, and Alfonsín felt obliged to turn over power to Menem before the end of his term. (Nonetheless, it still marked the first time since the 1920s that a democratically elected president turned over the sash of office to his legitimately elected successor.) Still, the country was gripped by fear, and this permitted or perhaps pushed Menem to change course.40 People wanted to believe that that type of inflation could not happen again.
Menem drastically opened up the economy to global competition and sold off most of the numerous state enterprises. Inflation was tamed through the introduction in 1991 of the convertibility plan, in which the peso was tied to the value of the dollar and pesos could be issued only when they had backing. The changes in economic policy necessitated a major shift in governing style. The old populist measures were no longer possible. The sale of state companies and the shrinkage of the bureaucracy made government employment much less important, and the general shortage of government funds meant that wages in the public sphere were much lower than in the private sector. Other ways of helping the poor also were limited severely by fiscal constraints. The continual expansion of the state sector of the economy that began under Yrigoyen and under Perón had been reversed. Clearly, traditional populism ceases to be possible under this type of economy.41 
Other vestiges of populism in Argentina had been deeply altered. The union movement weakened greatly because it could not effectively resist compression of real wages and higher unemployment. In part this was due to a shrinking industrial base and the challenges produced by an economy opened to world competition, but it was also due to Menem's ability to divide and conquer a movement that was paralyzed by its own blind loyalty to Peronism. It did not know how to oppose a Peronist leader who continued to enjoy considerable support from the rank and file. 
Still, legacies of populism remained. Like Yrigoyen and Perón before him, in what can be called populist style, Menem amassed power, stretching the constitution. He frequently bypassed Congress and issued decrees, issuing more of the latter than all his predecessors combined. Also, Menem packed the Supreme Court and limited the autonomy of the court system. Again like his populist forebear, he made himself the center of all attention, appearing frequently on television. He cavorted with sports teams and with super models. While he used less rhetoric about hegemony over other political sectors than Alfonsín did, the hegemonic overtones to the regime were stronger. Menem had the constitution rewritten so that he could win reelection to a second term, which he did with slightly less than half the votes cast. Despite Menem's dismal showing in later polls, some Peronists called for a further amendment to the constitution so that Menem could run for a third term. Ultimately, Menem had to reject these attempts. The policies of Menem are clearly not traditionally populist, but the political style has left its mark.
The lack of flexibility produced by the convertibility plan and economic crisis in other developing countries helped produce a recession and in 1999 Fernando De la Rúa led a center left coalition to victory over the Peronists. Populism seemed dead, but in-fighting in the governing coalition and more importantly the belief that the peso needed to remain tied to dollar led to economic, social and political collapse.  With an ever deepening depression, De la Rúa was forced to resign amid mounting violence in December 2001. This led to breaking the tie to the dollar and a quick devaluation. After a brief period of chaos, Eduardo Duhalde, the leading Peronist in the crucial province of Buenos Aires, emerged as the interim-president.42  Previously he had governed the Province of Buenos Aires with populist gestures such as trying, without a great deal of success, to turn his wife Hilda into an Evita-like persona.  He governed the country in a more sober fashion and with the help of his economic minister, Roberto Lavagna, stabilized an economy that had gone through its worst collapse ever.  Numbers cannot do justice to the misery and loss of hope that occurred, but the poverty rate stood at 50 percent and unemployment at 20 percent in 2002.43
In order to block the re-election of Menem to the presidency, Duhalde backed a relatively obscure Peronist governor from the Patagonian province of Santa Cruz, Néstor Kirchner, who won the election largely because of the president’s backing.  Kirchner unexpectedly became the dominant figure in the Peronist party and a man who is undoubtedly a populist. Although some commentator’s have labeled Kirchner a left-wing populist, to this author he is a traditional Peronist populist. He concentrated power in the executive branch.  He used nationalism.  He ignored and criticized international organizations such as the International Monetary Fund; this criticism was immensely popular because of the role the IMF had played in encouraging the economic policies in the era before the collapse.  Similarly he attacked US policies, especially those of George W. Bush, who was extraordinarily unpopular. Kirchner also encouraged the prosecution of military leaders for crimes committed during the most recent dictatorship.

Kirchner benefited as well from a rapidly expanding economy helped along by heterodox policies and high prices for agricultural exports.  The economy grew 9 per cent per year between 2003 and 2007, while real wages rose and unemployment dropped sharply. He used clientelism, especially in the latter years of his term, to expand his base of support and provide employment.  In 2007, the presidential election year, government expenditures rose 30 percent.44 He also pressured foreign corporations to sell out to local entrepreneurs with good political connections, and the scope of the government began to increase again.  An alliance with unions was less important than in previous populist periods, but it was replaced by alliances with certain groups of piqueteros, groups of the unemployed who banded together to protest by blocking traffic and similar tactics.  The Kirchner government was mostly tolerant of these disruptions and allied itself firmly with certain groups through giving jobs, housing and the like.  These became militantly Kirchneristas.45 

 The constitution now allowed for two consecutive terms but Kirchner, perhaps afraid that during a second term his lame duck status would hurt him, supported the presidential candidacy of his wife Cristina Fernández de Kirchner, a politician in her own right, who won easily in 2007.  Although frequently compared to Evita, during the campaign she compared herself to Hilary Clinton. Her presidency has been made more difficult by the world wide recession, drought and an inflation that began under her husband.  The attempts to keep food prices low in order to appeal to the working class base and high taxes on agricultural exports have led to heated and continuous conflicts with the agrarian sector, the motor of the economy. Attempts to further centralize power in the presidency and the feeling that Néstor, not his wife, was running the country, has helped splinter the Peronist Party.  The administration has become extremely confrontational with those that it perceives as its enemies.  Still, the Kirchners remain extremely popular with many traditional Peronist constituencies.
Populism has returned to Argentina, though at times what its traits are and what are the political traditions of the country are difficult to ascertain. A tradition of the strong party leader—which may be a populist trait—lingers. There is a reluctance to accept other parties as legitimate political contenders. The populist faith that only their movement knows the truth remains. In addition, many sectors of society remain highly suspicious of Peronism in part because of lack of faith in its commitment to democratic beliefs and in part because of its class and cultural basis. There is also a fear that no other party will be allowed to govern. While much has changed in Argentine society in recent years, the divisions left by populism remain. Populism helped create a society where the opposition was viewed as lacking essential virtues. It helped create a large state and bureaucracy. Populism may have brought new groups into the society, but it also divided the nation and made it more unstable.
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