


AMBASSADORS OF  
THE WORKING CLASS



This page intentionally left blank



ernesto semán

AMBASSADORS OF  
THE WORKING CLASS
Argentina’s International Labor Activists  

and Cold War Democracy in the Americas

Duke University Press—Durham and London—2017



© 2017 DUKE UNIVERSITY PRESS. All rights reserved
Printed in the United States of America on acid-free paper ∞
Cover designed by Matthew Tauch
Interior designed by Courtney Leigh Baker
Typeset in Minion Pro and Din by Westchester Publishing Services

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Names: Semán, Ernesto, [date] author.
Title: Ambassadors of the working class : Argentina’s international labor activists and Cold 
War democracy in the Americas / Ernesto Semán.
Description: Durham : Duke University Press, 2017. | Includes bibliographical references 
and index.
Identifiers: lccn 2017006738 (print) | lccn 2017008444 (ebook) |
isbn 9780822363859 (hardcover : alk. paper)
isbn 9780822369059 (pbk. : alk. paper)
isbn 9780822372950 (ebook)
Subjects: lcsh: International labor activities—Argentina. | Labor union members—
Argentina. | Diplomatic and consular service—Argentina. | Peronism.
Classification: lcc hd6475.a1 s46 2017 (print)
lcc hd6475.A1 (ebook) | ddc 322/.20982—dc23
lc record available at https://lccn​.loc​.gov​/2017006738

Cover art: Illustration of a worker attaché from Luis Guillermo Bähler’s La nación 
Argentina: Justa, libre, soberana. Buenos Aires: Peuser, 1950.

https://lccn.loc.gov/2017006738


para Marambio, mi Castro,
y para Clarita



This page intentionally left blank



contents

Acknowledgments—ix

introduction. From the Fringes of the Nation to the World—1

chapter one. In Search of Social Reform—23

chapter two. “The Argentine Problem”—44

chapter three. Apostles of Social Revolution—68

chapter four. From the Belly of the Beasts—102

chapter five. At the Turn of the Tide—132

chapter six. Political Declension—166

chapter seven. A Bitter Pill—193

conclusion. Branding Mass Politics in the Americas—219

Notes—233  Bibliography—287  Index—311

Acknowledgments—ix

INTRODUCTION. From the Fringes of the Nation to the World—1

CHAPTER ONE. In Search of Social Reform—23

CHAPTER TWO. “The Argentine Problem”—44

CHAPTER THREE. Apostles of Social Revolution—68

CHAPTER FOUR. From the Belly of the Beasts—102

CHAPTER FIVE. At the Turn of the Tide—132

CHAPTER SIX. Political Declension—166

CHAPTER SEVEN. A Bitter Pill—193

CONCLUSION. Branding Mass Politics in the Americas—219

Notes—233 Bibliography—287 Index—311



This page intentionally left blank



acknowledgments
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individual, “the author.” We (the author and everybody mentioned below) 
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pockets and pulled out a pen.

“A gift from Stalin,” he said.
Bravo had been part of the team that opened the first Argentine embassy 

in the Soviet Union, in 1947. In 1953, as ambassador, he was among the last 
foreigners to meet Stalin before he fell ill and died. The pen, it turned out, was 
not a gift from Stalin, but one more myth Bravo had built around his days 
in the Soviet Union. The day we met, Bravo also told me stories about the 
group of Argentines that represented the country in Moscow, including very 
colorful tales about the worker attachés, labor activists sent by President Juan 
Perón who joined the Argentine delegation in Moscow and throughout the 
world. In the Soviet Union, Bravo told me, the attachés had tried to smuggle 
Spanish refugees out of the country, but were discovered by Soviet agents on 
their way to Prague—one of the most extraordinary incidents Bravo experi-
enced in his time there.

The conversation (along with the presidential campaign and my own 
life) took a different path, but I remained captivated by those labor activists, 
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worlds than he can imagine. Years ago, he asked his students if we wanted to 
start a seminar on Latin American history by discussing the 1,299 pages of 
Trotksy’s History of the Russian Revolution—a suggestion that shows the de-
gree of dedication and creativity that he puts into training future scholars. As 
a whole, the history department at New York University is an island of intel-
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lectual commitment within an institution that otherwise seeks to prioritize 
profit and influence to the detriment of critical thinking. On such an island, 
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Goswami, Molly Nolan, Marilyn Young, and Danny Walkowitz.
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Javier Auyero’s insights were immensely helpful in the last stage of writing this 
book; his suggestions improved crucial arguments. His work and our friend-
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a source of calm and inspiration. This book has also benefited from readings, 
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Iber, Christine Mathias, Leandro Morgenfeld, Aldo Marchesi, Christy Thornton, 
and Miguel Winograd.
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Altamirano, Gastón Chillier, Alberto D’Alotto, Martín Granovsky, Jorge 
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also made this project possible. Héctor Timerman has been enormously gen-
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about the history of the worker attachés came from uncatalogued copies of 
reports found on the premises of Argentine embassies, in bookshelves, lockers, 
and desks that had not been touched in decades. Copies of dispatches de-
scribing six vibrant years of history in Bolivia, for example, were lost in a 
desk in the basement of the Argentine embassy. A retired worker approached 
the Argentine ambassador to Cuba in a small town far from Havana to give 
her a brochure that a worker attaché had distributed there more than half a 
century before. It would have been impossible to rescue these documents 
without the generosity and cooperation of the following people: Counsellor 
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introduction.  ​ FROM THE FRINGES OF THE NATION TO THE WORLD

In 2009, as the United States entered the seventeenth month of its Great Re-
cession, some 15 million American workers were jobless. With the burst of 
the housing bubble, the economy shrank by 3 percent in its fifth consecutive 
year of decline. People bought fewer cars, computers, and furniture. Facto-
ries were closing across the country. Comparisons to the Great Depression 
and the New Deal abounded, but there were a few more recent references 
by which people and policymakers could make sense of the crisis and pos
sible ways out of it.1 Then, on 30 April, the government announced the take-
over of General Motors and Chrysler as part of an effort to protect them from 
shutdown and to prevent the cascade effect that such closures would have on 
economic activity and employment. That morning, the conservative radio host 
Rush Limbaugh presented this news to his audience with the following dec-
laration: “In a few short minutes, the president of the United States, Barack 
Perón, will announce his Argentinean-like takeover of Chrysler.”2

Most likely, Limbaugh’s American audience were not familiar with Juan 
Perón or with what he did in Argentina in the 1940s. But in 2009, the name 
“Perón” still could stand for something liable to enrage Limbaugh’s listeners 
about Obama’s approach to the crisis. If Limbaugh’s invocation made sense at 
least to him and his followers, it was largely because Perón’s name conveyed 
a set of meanings and images: power for unions, industrial workers, wealth 



2—introduction

redistribution, and government intervention in the economy, with the threat 
it posed to private property in the name of the common good.

Fast forward seven years. Against all odds, Donald Trump succeeded in 
challenging political elites during the presidential campaign. He had not yet 
won the election, but commentators already struggled to find historical ex-
amples to explain the appeal of his vociferous movement. On 11 August, the 
Financial Times ran an article titled: “Donald Trump Evokes Latin America’s 
Old Style Strongmen.” The article was illustrated with cartoons of Trump, 
Venezuelan leader Hugo Chávez, and, yes, Perón. Many followed. “Is Donald 
Trump a Peronist?” “It’s What Perón Sounded Like.” This time, analysts’ em-
phasis was not only placed on government intervention in the economy, but 
on the supposed political irrationality of the lower classes: under economic 
duress, blue-collar workers—allegedly unlike bankers or dentists—are prone 
to support demagogues who trick them into believing that there are easy short
cuts to their daily hardships.3

Where did those images associated with Perón come from? How did they 
arrive in the United States in 2009 or 2016? Many of them were born in the 
mid-1940s in remote places like León Segovia’s house in the Chaco territory, 
a region in northern Argentina, eight hundred miles from Buenos Aires. On 9 
December 1946, Segovia received a letter with a presidential seal and the signa-
ture of President Juan Perón. Segovia was a welder at Las Palmas, a sugar mill 
that belonged to an Irish couple until a traditional Argentine family bought 
both it and the entire town. Housing, food, drink, currency—everything was 
provided by the mill. Of criollo descent and indigenous features, Segovia 
did not even use the official Spanish language at home.4 Although fluent in 
Spanish, he spoke mostly Guaraní—a language spoken by native inhabitants 
of the Chaco Forest—with his parents and friends. Three aspects of Segovia’s 
life were deeply entangled with the larger national community: he was a mem-
ber of his union, he had had run-ins with the National Gendarmerie, and he 
had voted for Colonel Juan Perón in the presidential elections. His decision to 
vote for Perón seemed an unlikely one, given that his socialist union had sup-
ported the republic in the Spanish Civil War and the Allies in World War II, 
while Perón was a nationalist who revered Spanish Falangism and belonged to 
a group of officers with Nazi sympathies.

In the official letter, President Perón notified Segovia that he had been se-
lected as a student in the training course for diplomatic worker attachés.5 It 
was a new position within the Argentine foreign service that Perón created a 
few weeks after taking office. Along with Segovia, approximately one hundred 
rank-and-file union members received similar letters. The General Confed-
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eration of Labor (cgt) had selected its most valued activists to represent 
Argentina abroad. A few months later, leaving the country for the first time 
in their lives, Segovia and forty other labor activists traveled to embassies 
worldwide with the mission of spreading Perón’s gospel of social revolu-
tion. Originating from the small towns of the countryside and the crowded 
working-class suburbs of Buenos Aires, the attachés were stationed in Wash-
ington, São Paulo, Moscow, Bogotá, and Paris, “as [Perón’s] personal rep-
resentatives beyond the national borders.”6 Over the following decade, five 
hundred labor activists became members of the Argentine foreign service.7 
Self-described as Perón’s proud foot soldiers, they represent the largest pres-
ence of blue-collar workers in the foreign service of any country in history.8

Once abroad, the attachés wielded their own diplomatic position as proof 
of the swift changes occurring in Argentina under Perón. Nowhere else had 
workers accomplished so much, reaching positions in a realm usually reserved 
for elites. As part of their mission, they described the Argentine reality: hun-
dreds of factories—many of them state-owned—were producing everything 
from steel to canned food. Unions held unprecedented bargaining power. 
They managed hotels for their workers at the most scenic vacation resorts. 
And hospitals and schools were free to all. The attachés showed that the daily 
caloric intake of an Argentine worker was among the highest in the world. 
And they emphatically attributed these advances to Perón and his wife, Eva 
Perón. In diplomatic dispatches, personal letters, and news articles, they re-
ported back to Argentina about a European continent ravaged by the war. 
From Latin America, they described with ethnographic precision the meager 
wages of workers at an oil refinery in Peru and the kilometers that Guatemalan 
peasants at a plantation had to walk between their shacks and the first source 
of running water. From the United States, they chronicled layoffs at telephone 
companies, the end of rent regulation, which had benefited low-income work-
ers during the New Deal, and the massive strikes in the automaker sector. The 
attachés made sure that the setbacks of unions and the efforts of the business 
sector to reverse workers’ gains in the United States were widely publicized 
in Argentina and the rest of Latin America.

The attachés joined the democratic spring that swept Latin America after 
1945. The contrast in the achievements of organized labor at home and the 
difficulties of workers abroad reinforced their belief in the exceptionality of 
the Peronist recipe. And this, in turn, provided a class ethos to a long-standing 
sense of predestination and to ambitions for regional leadership that ran deep 
in Argentine nationalism. They promoted Peronism as a path for the expan-
sion of social citizenship for the emerging working class and denounced 
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U.S. foreign policy as an ally of local elites in obstructing that mission. With 
this basic toolkit of ideas, they allied with the leftist leader Jorge Eliécer Gai-
tán in 1948 in Colombia and made sure that indigenous people in Peru had a 
copy of Perón’s Declaration of the Rights of Workers, which had been trans-
lated into Quechua by 1950. They funded an early venture abroad of a young 
Cuban law student, Fidel Castro, and befriended an equally young Argentine 
doctor, Ernesto Guevara. In 1954, a Peronist attaché sheltered members of 
the future leadership of the Guatemalan guerrilla in the Argentine embassy 
during the cia-backed military coup.

The attachés confronted U.S. labor diplomats of the American Federation of 
Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (afl-cio), who had deployed 
representatives throughout the world since the end of World War II. Particu-
larly in Latin America, they had worked closely with the U.S. government, the 
State Department, the Central Intelligence Agency (cia), and the business sec-
tor. Labor diplomats became part of the larger U.S. efforts to contain commu-
nism by gaining the support of workers in the region for the strengthening of 
liberal democracy.9 The U.S. labor diplomats saw Peronism as a fascist threat 
and worked with U.S. officials in containing Perón’s transnational aims. They 
shared with Peronism the idea that inequality was a major problem in Latin 
America. They also argued that democracy could not be achieved without 
social reform. But they claimed that workers should gain their rights without 
violent upheavals of social order, which could be used by demagogues (i.e., 
Perón) to create a totalitarian government that would curtail citizens’ free-
doms.10 The Peronist specter captured the concerns of officials and elites in 
the Americas. By 1946, Argentina was already mentioned as one of the main 
threats to democratic liberalism in the document that became the blueprint for 
Cold War containment.11 And two years later, a U.S. official stationed in Eu
rope reflected, “The threat which gives us the worst case of cold shivers is that 
of a southern bloc dominated by Argentina.”12 Attachés like Segovia came to 
represent this menace to the extent that their actions were eventually described 
by Robert Alexander, the scholar with the greatest influence on U.S. officials 
working with organized labor in Latin America, as part of “the whole Peronista 
propaganda apparatus . . . ​against the United States [that] outdid even that of 
the Communists.”13 By the onset of the Cold War, the image of Peronism as a 
symbol of social change gone awry was engraved in such a powerful way that it 
survived the Cold War itself. Seven decades and five thousand miles later, the 
specter reemerged in the voice of a swooning Limbaugh during the first major 
social crisis of the twenty-first century.
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Ambassadors of the Working Class is a transnational history of the hopes 
and fears stirred by populist politics in the Americas and of the competition 
between Peronist and U.S. labor diplomats for the conquest of the region’s labor 
movement. At the core of the study is the question of how organized labor 
became crucial in defining democracy in the postwar Americas. It explores the 
way in which debates about the “labor question” influenced contemporary 
perceptions of social rights, individual freedom, national sovereignty, and the 
common good across the Americas. This study centrally shows how, against 
the background of the growth of urban working classes in Latin America, 
U.S. labor diplomats and promoters of economic and political liberalism 
placed emphasis on the primacy of private-property rights, individual free-
dom, negligible government intervention in the economy, and free trade, in-
evitably clashing with populist and nationalistic labor leaders who located 
social rights and a moral economy at the center of their democratic agenda. 
From this competition between liberal and populist projects emerged chang-
ing visions of democracy, which defined Latin American politics during the 
first years of the Cold War.14

This book tells the history of the Peronist worker attachés from their 
emergence in 1946 until a military dictatorship ousted Perón (and expelled 
the attachés from government) in 1955. During those years, the attachés joined 
a wide range of movements in the region, promoting social reform and pre-
senting the centrality of workers’ rights as the distinctive quality of Argentine 
democracy. The narrative ends toward 1959 with the triumph of the Cuban 
Revolution, the year in which we can locate the exhaustion of this form of 
populist politics. This book analyzes three different but connected aspects of 
the attachés’ story: the domestic transformations in Peronist Argentina that 
they helped to set in motion; their efforts to create a regional movement in 
Latin America inspired by the Peronist success; and, finally, the confronta-
tion of U.S. officials, labor diplomats, and elites against Peronism and its 
regional ambitions.

Fashioning an Identity for the Argentine Working Class

The backdrop of Ambassadors of the Working Class is the growing presence 
of workers in Argentine society during the first half of the twentieth century 
and the changes this presence produced after 1945 with the rise of Peronism. 
Few things were more disruptive of the national cultural milieu than the ac-
cess of labor activists, most of them from anarchist and socialist background 
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and with no formal education, to the most aristocratic realm of public ad-
ministration. Perón created the program of worker attachés only six weeks 
after taking office. With a stroke of a pen, workers invaded the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, the area dominated by patrician families who had used their 
diplomatic position to build the idea of exceptionality of the “Argentine race,” 
as Argentine society was presented to the rest of the world.15 In the diplomatic 
world, labor was a worldwide focus of attention since the 1910s, when the for-
eign offices of many European countries started to report on workers’ living 
conditions overseas. But the program of worker attachés not only described 
workers lives and aimed to promote Peronism abroad; it also reshuffled do-
mestic power relations. One need only compare the picture of the first cohort 
of worker attachés to any portrait of diplomats of the time to get a sense of the 
revulsive effects of Peronism in established ideas of power, hierarchies, and 
rights (see figure Intro.1). Dark-skinned faces, suits that did not fit them el-
egantly, lack of hats, an abundance of short dark moustaches in lieu of pol-
ished white beards, their youth—every detail indicated the ascent of a new 
class. Notably, the presence of only one woman (the unnamed administrative 
secretary of the program) suggested some continuity with old institutional 
traditions. Workers’ access to greater economic resources and their growing 
participation in political power provided clear evidence of their arrival to a 
more inclusive society. The story of these attachés exposes the inextricable 
link between economic redistribution and the myriad of symbolic and insti-
tutional transformations that lay at the center of the democratization of Per-
onist Argentina.16 The restricted role of women in the program also highlights 
the limits of that democratization. No more than twenty women received a 
worker attaché diploma, and just three of them went abroad as diplomats. The 
fact that Eva Perón took the program under her wing could have suggested a 
wider opportunity for Peronist women to engage in labor diplomacy. But as 
was also the case with the creation of the Partido Peronista Femenino, gen-
dered power relations under Peronism exhibit the ambivalences of populist 
political dynamics. The movement led by Perón and Evita opened up new 
spaces for the political participation of women, while recreating patriarchal 
hierarchies that often demanded women be subordinate to the leading role 
of men.17

At the center of this history is labor activism. Rank-and-file union mem-
bers and labor activists have been a fruitful area of study in the history of 
Peronism. The study of their actions has shifted the understanding of popu-
list politics away from top-down approaches (with their emphasis on state 
control of labor, indoctrination, and personalism) and from bottom-up ones 
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(with their emphasis on workers’ agency and workers’ lively productivity in 
public life).18 Yet few studies have focused on workers’ new roles in foreign af-
fairs, even at a moment when the country’s position in the postwar global order 
has been a main domestic concern.19 This book examines the crucial function 
of these activists in the creation of a political identity among workers, taking 
“identity” as a less essentialist notion than “class consciousness,” but stress-
ing the construction of a shared subjectivity among workers as central to the 
existence of a working class.

Labor activism in Argentina, of course, predates 1945. But as a working-
class political identity, Peronism has been the most powerful, effective, and 
lasting in history. Scholarly focus on labor activism tries to answer the simple 

figure I.1. The first cohort of worker attachés at the public school in Buenos Aires 
where the training courses took place during the first year of the program, Octo-
ber 1946. The distinguishable features and clothing of Argentine workers contrasts 
with the usual pictures of members of the Foreign Service, who were drawn from the 
national elites. Only one woman appears among the attachés—the administrative 
secretary of the program. Source: Personal papers of Eduardo de Antueno.
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questions of how workers came to present their individual grievances as a 
collective cause and how that collective cause took a specific Peronist shape. 
As the labor historian David Montgomery put it in relation to the labor 
movement in the United States, a basic and very political step is workers’ real-
ization that while others in society could wield power and influence as individ-
uals, workers’ could obtain what they wanted only through collective action.20 
Conceiving of individual complaints, deprivations, and demands as part of a 
collective project is not the unmediated product of workers’ material condition 
(nor is it, I should add, the simple effect of indoctrination). It is a project built 
by activists seeking to “foster a sense of unity and purposiveness among their 
fellow workers through the spoken and printed word, strikes, meetings . . . ​and 
to promote through those activities widely shared analyses of society and of 
paths to the ‘emancipation of labor.’ ”21 This realization, which has formed the 
heart of social history since the 1960s, is the key to this story, decentering an 
international history from its narrower narrative of diplomatic relations, re-
storing the realm of human experience in the study of working-class politics 
and of this rare space of labor history.22

Ambassadors of the Working Class focuses on these labor activists to 
analyze how the first years of Peronism were produced, lived, and decoded as 
a cultural conflict. Scholars have employed the term cultural to downplay the 
significance of those conflicts against “real” changes that would entail, in this 
case, the expropriation of means of production. On the contrary, the present 
reframing of this historical object as a cultural one is an effort to interpret 
the wider inputs that constitute it or to analyze it, as would have been said 
decades ago under the influence of Gramsci, within the historical bloc of a 
socioeconomic formation.23 The analysis therefore comprises the economic 
transformations that affected Argentina, the relation between institutions 
and citizens and between government and organized labor, and domestic and 
international economic policies and constraints. Above all, it focuses on the 
traditions and cultures that informed (and were reimagined by) the support-
ers of and the opposition to Peronism. The opening to workers of spaces of 
power like the Cancillería, as the Foreign Ministry is known, is sufficient to 
understand the support that Peronism garnered. Yet considering how elites 
were able to preserve their space and privileges and, to a large extent, to con-
tain the advance of the worker attachés, the vitriolic reaction against them 
can be understood as a concern about shattered hierarchies. Elites reacted to 
the arrival of Peronism by deploying a battery of characterizations that em-
phasized the cultural differences rather than the material interests affected. 
The detractors of Peronism described Perón’s followers as cabecitas negras 
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and the arrival of the movement they created as a zoological flood; in the 
case of the attachés, they questioned the workers’ ability to assume positions 
of power in society beyond the bounds of organized labor and their ability 
to acquire skills beyond the world of laborers. The fears that the presence of 
a worker with diplomatic status at an Argentine embassy triggered among 
elites should not be analyzed in relation to the actual impact of workers ac-
tions but to a new culture that this presence imposed. To understand these 
reactions as part of the cultural historical phenomenon implies a crucial as-
sertion about the period: Peronism came to power at a moment of deep po
litical crisis in the Americas. Raising the labor question after World War II 
challenged not only the distribution of wealth but also the very idea of the 
social order and hierarchies from which the distribution of wealth derives.24

Within this approach, Ambassadors of the Working Class explores the in-
vestment of labor activists, policymakers, and leaders within Peronism in 
creating a vision that made sense of the changes it was producing. The lack of 
a preceding ideological corpus, the efforts of indoctrination, the centrality of 
the leader, and the florid loquacity of Perón have led to an underestimation 
of any ideological corpus in Peronism. Nothing could be further from the 
reality of those early years. The case of the attachés shows that the realm of 
foreign affairs became a suitable venue to work out the contradictions among 
the competing worldviews gathered under Perón’s leadership and to synthe-
size them into a relatively coherent whole. This worldview was not lacking 
conflicts as Perón’s foreign policy evolved from a class-based nationalism 
with anti-imperialist tones to a conservative nationalism that joined the U.S. 
crusade against communism. But even those changes required extensive de-
bates, were interpreted in conflicting ways, and were translated into different 
actions. This function of foreign affairs as a realm that absorbed contested 
ideas and produced a new synthesis was clearly expressed in the training 
courses for attachés.

This space was a unique laboratory in which attachés like Segovia—most of 
them former communist, socialist, and anarchist activists with international 
experience in the support of labor in the Spanish Republic—met a group of 
professors selected by Perón from his cohort of Argentine nationalists, Span-
ish Falangists, and Catholic integralistas. For weeks, leftist activists, rightist 
intellectuals, and Perón himself debated how Marxism and the teachings of 
the Church could coalesce into a new political vision. Later, attaché reports 
that contrasted the prosperity of Argentina with the labor setbacks in the 
United States and the daily deprivations under Stalin in the Soviet Union 
contributed to the domestic legitimacy of a Third Position as an alternative 
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to liberalism and communism. Finally, their actions in Latin America to seek 
a rapprochement with democratic and revolutionary movements pushing for 
social reform and their denunciation of U.S. foreign policy outlined a version 
of Peronism different from the one their leader promoted.25

The Leader, Revisited

One crucial aspect of Peronism revealed by the study of the attachés is the 
divergent strategies, ideas, and actions of Perón and of the labor activists who 
followed him, manifested in their notions of how to push for social change. 
Ambassadors of the Working Class reveals how activists configured spaces of 
action alternative both to their subordination to Perón and to a frontal rebel-
lion against him. Within the constraints of nationalism, the attachés down-
played Perón’s instructions and developed strategies that were different from, 
or plainly against, Perón’s foreign policy; yet they always acted in the name of 
Perón, without questioning his authority. Their background in international 
labor solidarity, the relations they built with other activists, their own idea of 
Peronism, what they witnessed abroad, the forms of political affect built over 
time—all these factors contributed to mold their identity. By establishing 
alliances with communist forces, supporting labor struggles against regimes 
supported by Perón, or sheltering leftist activists from military repression 
backed by Argentina, they produced a form of Peronism different from that 
of their leader. The story of the attachés opens a window into the lively real
ity of those early years that goes beyond straight subordination of activists to 
Perón or their outspoken rebellion. The book proposes an alternative reading 
of Peronism as the history of the perpetual and always imperfect attempt by 
Perón to put the proverbial working-class genie back into the bottle. It shows 
not only that Perón might have been the first victim of the plebeian spirit 
of the movement he created, but also that the failure to entirely contain the 
“heretical challenge” of labor activists was, paradoxically, a central part of 
Peronism’s long-term survival.26

Most studies devote their attention to the consequences of Perón’s efforts 
to subordinate the labor movement, its dependency on the state, and how 
unions’ blind loyalty to Perón limited their autonomy. While acknowledging 
the relevance of these elements in Peronism’s demobilizing effects on orga
nized labor, I rearrange these elements by also showing Perón’s frustrated 
efforts to discipline its labor base. The book shows the activists efforts to pull 
their leader and the movement, against all odds, back to the inclusive poli-
cies of the early years, to its emancipatory rhetoric, to its symbology of hope.
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In order to understand the potential and limitations of this strategy, it is 
important to note that this happened during a period in Argentine history 
when Peronism was perceived not only as the best option for labor, but as the 
only one. For unions in many Latin American countries (including Brazil, 
Uruguay, Chile, and Bolivia), nationalism was one more program in a menu 
of competing options for advancing workers’ rights. Liberal, leftist, or ethnic 
identities were all means of expressing realistic alternatives of power, sepa-
rately or in various combinations.27 In Argentina, competition for the heart 
of the working class was limited at best. The rise of Peronism shattered the 
Left’s base, and it would neither recover its strength nor present a viable alter-
native to Peronism for decades.28 In order to confront Peronism, liberal and 
moderate parties opted for alliances with conservative sectors and economic 
elites, all groups that became increasingly reactionary in their social views as 
the Cold War settled in. By the early 1950s, when Perón showed a manifest in-
terest in social containment, he managed to foreclose other political options 
on the Left. So, lacking any other available options, it seemed reasonable for 
workers and activists to try to make the best out of the movement they had 
already helped to create.

Within these constraints, Peronist nationalism provided a very productive 
“language of contention” for the fashioning of an Argentine working-class 
identity.29 As such, it would be absurd not to see its enormous (and at times 
tragic) shortcomings. Perón’s actions also reoriented labor activism onto de-
mobilizing paths. Activists did not act in a historical vacuum, and the pro-
gram of worker attachés suffered the consequences of Perón’s conservative 
policies in terms of decreasing resources, conflicting signals, and plain rejec-
tion by their leader. There is no spoiler to this story if we anticipate that the 
main goal of the attachés, the creation of a regional labor movement inspired 
by Peronism, never materialized. The focus on the agency of labor activism 
does not disregard these factors. Instead, it seeks to illuminate crucial aspects 
of mass politics that explain Peronism’s appeal during the postwar and its en-
during legacies in Latin America. Over the last decade, scholars have focused 
on cases studies about Peronism, providing very precise reflections on aspects 
such as public policies, geographical differences, identity formation and poli-
cies in the rural sector, relation with local elites from the interior, and broader 
social transformations in leisure and consumption. The result is a complex and 
multifaceted picture of the movement and a very nuanced assessment of the 
impact of the first decade of Peronism. Yet the prevailing impression still is 
that the rise of Perón was a watershed in Argentine history. The transforma-
tions that it set in motion could be perceived in daily life as well as in the 
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country’s social structure and political institutions. This book joins the work 
of these scholars by providing an account of the still unexplored case of the 
worker attachés.30

In this respect, the approach of Ambassadors of the Working Class to the 
relation between leader and followers is informed by two important schol-
arly interventions of the last two decades. One involves debates in the fields 
of sociology and anthropology about twentieth-century patron-client net-
works and clientelism. A growing body of works has illuminated the poten-
tial and limits of those exchanges, bringing to light the agency of clients in 
the face of patrons and powerbrokers, the vast symbolic economy involved 
in those exchanges, and the reproduction of hierarchies and inequalities 
within the egalitarian projects and practices.31 The second is the recent his-
toriography about Latin American caudillismo during the period of state 
formation in nineteenth-century Latin America. Earlier works about mass 
politics developed under the shadows of modernizing theories stressed how 
“strongmen” in Latin America were in a position to divert people’s rational 
choices by offering paternalistic protection during their transition from tradi-
tional to modern, abstract social relations.32 These approaches often obscured 
those leaderships’ democratizing undercurrents. The renewed scholarly interest 
in caudillista politics has not taken for granted the motivations of followers, ex-
ploring instead symbolic and material exchanges, as well as the wide range 
of onsite opportunities that this relationship with the leaders offered for 
followers.33

Inevitably, questions about the depth of the changes operated by Per-
onism, the conflicts between state policies and labor activism, and the ten-
sions between the expansion of social citizenship and Perón’s conservative 
authoritarianism remit to the protean attributes of the category of “popu
lism.” Partly because it is not a “native category” that the protagonists them-
selves assumed as an identity, “populism,” or more exactly “Latin American 
populism,” has eluded concrete definition. Political changes in Europe and the 
United States such as the vote in the United Kingdom to leave the European 
Union and the triumph of Trump in the U.S. presidential elections, both in 
2016, precipitated extensive reflections about the appeal of populist discourses. 
This defective origin and its later expanded usage have also produced a rather 
taxing test in academic debates for the exact meaning of “populism” that few 
other categories would pass. Problematic notions such as “citizenship,” “civil 
society,” or “liberalism” are frequently employed with fewer qualms.34 Yet, elu-
sive as its meaning might be, “populism” has been nonetheless applied to de-
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fine Peronism as a historical object, a radical expression of the “classic” cases 
of populism that include also Varguismo in Brazil and Cardenismo in Mexico.35 
The historian Tulio Halperín Donghi never used the category “populism,” yet he 
provided the clearest description of a populism from below, in tension with its 
cultural attributes and the limits of its transformations. Analyzing the changes 
triggered since 1945, he did not hesitate to describe the rise of Peronism as a 
revolution: “Only those who believe that it was a blasphemy to doubt the exis-
tence of only one social revolution . . . ​could argue against the idea that Per-
onism was in fact one [social revolution]: under the aegis of the Peronist 
regime, all the relations between social groups were suddenly redefined, and 
one needed only to walk the streets or ride a streetcar to notice this.”36

For the purpose of this work, I will use the term populism in three differ
ent and related forms. The first is as a historical phenomenon in relation to the 
movements that swept Latin American status quo in the 1930s and 1940s with 
the arrival of mass politics. Characterized by strong personalist leadership, au-
thoritarian and yet highly effective in expanding economic and political citi-
zenship for the working class, these movements produced what can be called 
a form of authoritarian democratization. They are usually exemplified with the 
national cases of Cardenismo in Mexico, Varguismo in Brazil, and Peronism 
in Argentina. Not surprisingly, they are named after the leaders who created 
them and present substantial differences between themselves. The second use 
of the term populism follows the political language of U.S. officials, journalists, 
and labor diplomats during the postwar in relation to Peronism in particular 
and to their concern about the dominant role of the leader and the perceived 
subjection of the labor movement to the government. The third is as a cat-
egory of analysis of Cold War social sciences. Intellectuals throughout the 
Americas focused on these movements to reflect on the relationship between 
mass politics, modernization theories, and the individual. They contended 
that collective action and its expression in working-class politics in the form 
of unions posed a threat to freedom and rational political choice. Most con
temporary uses of the term “populism” carry reverberations of these ideas.

Turning Transnational

The rallying cry “Workers of the World, Unite!” is an unmistakable sign 
of the transnational roots of the labor movement from its inception. This 
signal is even clearer in the case of labor activists who were also diplomats. 
The worker attachés offer a unique opportunity for a novel transnational 
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history of Peronism. Ambassadors of the Working Class examines the actions 
and ideas of the Argentine attachés, as well as those of Latin American and 
U.S. labor and political movements, that mutually shaped crucial notions 
about the place of workers in society. In particular, it discusses how answers 
to the question of labor and to the emergence of mass societies traveled be-
yond national borders. This movement of ideas fashioned a new hemispheric 
order, which manifested itself not only in national political bodies and the 
emerging inter-American system, but also in cultural preferences and no-
tions of social rights as much as in individual, racial, and gendered hierarchies. 
It also contributed to a fluid understanding of common good and of how a 
democratic society should look. The attachés sought to expand a particular 
“Peronist” answer to these questions. While they promoted populist ideas and 
the figures of Perón and Evita, they were ultimately engaged in a much wider 
world of contested projects that informed their vision of what Peronism was. 
Thus, this book offers a history of the Western Hemisphere after 1945 that 
relocates populism as a central protagonist of the Cold War, a conflict that in 
the region is primarily defined by competing answers to the rise of labor.37

As a transnational history of Peronism, Ambassadors of the Working Class 
examines this movement beyond the constraints of its own nationalist rhe
toric.38 And in doing so, it unveils the hemispheric changes in which Per-
onism was involved. As Thomas Bender argues, “Nationalism and national 
identity are founded largely on a sense of shared memories.” In advocating 
for a transnational approach to U.S. history in particular, he writes, “Thinking 
of the global dimensions of a national history, historians must step outside the 
national box—and return with new and richer explanations for national de-
velopment.”39 I take this approach in order to understand not only the history 
of Argentine Peronism but also the inner dynamics of the Cold War, and to 
provide new arguments for an analysis of the swift transformations in post-
war United States.

The first transnational dimension of this history is the fashioning of 
Peronist nationalism. This book shows how the class-based nationalism 
embraced by Argentine workers was, as a historical construct, a singular ex-
pression that captured various ideas, traveled across borders, and processed 
these ideas into a national form. The scope of these ideas is broader than what 
is usually considered, ranging from the social doctrine of the Church that 
informed social policies throughout the world to the relation between democ-
racy and workers’ rights in the U.S. New Deal and including modernizing 
theories prevalent in Latin America that adopted a racialized language to en-
vision a way out of the perceived regional backwardness. The confrontation 
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with the United States was a central component of Peronist labor activism, 
of its strength at home, and of its potential abroad. Therefore, it is crucial 
to know what the attachés observed and reacted to when they talked about 
the United States. We should not assume that we can collapse the manifold 
rhetorics of criticism of the United States throughout history, or even across 
different political movements, into one thing without rigorous distinctions. 
It would imply that we believe that all historical protagonists have meant the 
same thing. It would suggest also that the “United States” they confronted has 
always been the same.

In exploring the actions of Argentine labor activism in Latin America, what 
emerges is a specific form of anti-Americanism. Peronism emulated the social 
reform and nationalism of the New Deal in order to denounce the imperial-
ism of U.S. foreign policy and to criticize the inconsistency between the legacy 
of Franklin D. Roosevelt and postwar foreign and domestic realities. Perón 
and the attachés developed a form of class-based, anti-U.S. rhetoric aimed at 
producing an intermittent but scrupulous differentiation and periodization 
of U.S. history.

Perón and the attachés appropriated certain elements of the New Deal and 
stressed both the backlash of conservative and business sectors against the 
power of organized labor and the complicity of union leaders and the gov-
ernment after 1945. In doing so, Peronists repeatedly positioned themselves 
as the legitimate heirs to the New Deal. Scholars have long analyzed how U.S. 
liberalism became a source of inspiration for progressive movements in Latin 
America, yet they have been noticeably shy in studying the strong connec-
tions between Peronism and the New Deal. In his fundamental work about 
Peronist labor activists, Daniel James briefly mentions this relation, yet there 
is no further elaboration about the connections between the two political vi-
sions.40 This might have to do, to some extent, with the fact that the strength of 
Argentine nationalistic discourse, the anticommunist jargon of Peronism, and 
Perón’s actual fascist inspiration made other factors less immediately visible.

The study of the activists’ engagement in conjunction with what was hap-
pening abroad helps us to recast some basic notions about domestic trans-
formation in Argentina. One of these ideas is the assumption that Perón’s 
conservative shift toward a marked anticommunism and an emphasis on so-
cial order was a consequence of the obstacles to economic expansion that he 
faced on the domestic front.41 A closer look at Argentina’s engagement with 
hemispheric politics shows that the Peronist shift long preceded the economic 
downturn that became visible in 1949. It shows that Perón and Argentine of-
ficials started a visible move toward anticommunism and social contention 
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by early 1948, in connection with U.S. pressures across the region to sign on 
to a Cold War agenda. The hemispheric episode that catalyzed these trans-
formations was the 1948 Pan-American Conference, which gave birth to the 
Organization of American States amid the popular riots for the killing of the 
leftist Colombian leader Jorge Eliécer Gaitán.

Another theory about the evolution of Peronist identity, prevalent among 
diplomatic historians, claims that Perón radicalized the anti-American rhe
toric of his movement as a domestic distraction to make up for economic con-
straints.42 The actions of the attachés sometimes seemed to justify this idea. A 
comprehensive view of Peronism within a regional context, though, offers a 
very different picture. The most salient feature of that picture is the asynchrony 
between beliefs, international constrains, domestic policies, and institutional 
changes. Perón created the program of the attachés in 1946 as an aggressive 
form of international labor activism with the purpose of consolidating an Ar-
gentine stance in the region by creating a regional anti-imperialist movement. 
Such an original program took time to materialize. The process of selection, 
training, deployment, and the minimal experience needed to be more assertive 
in their new diplomatic role meant that it was around 1948 before the attachés 
were ready to act. Only by this time, Perón was more than eager to dismantle 
the program. In 1948 and even more so in the following years, the attachés ex-
pressed an anti-Americanism that no longer corresponded to Perón’s strategy 
and often ran against his specific orders and those of the Foreign Ministry. 
What happened between 1948 and 1955 was largely a permanent confrontation 
between the materialization of Perón’s early creation and Argentina’s realign-
ment in the Cold War.

The second transnational dimension of Ambassadors of the Working Class 
refers, precisely, to the Cold War in Latin America. This book relocates Per-
onism, the disputes around the expansion of social rights, and the opposition 
to its labor-based policies and regional ambitions as crucial features of the 
conflict in the region. In the decade in which the Cold War took shape, Per-
onism animated one of the most robust forms yet of anti-Pan-Americanism 
at the sensitive moment when U.S. efforts at regional dominance were tak-
ing new and concrete forms in the consolidation of the postwar interstate 
system. Argentina’s role as the main contender against a U.S.-inspired Pan-
Americanism, which it had held since the late nineteenth century, loomed 
on the horizon in the form of a worldview that advanced the notion that 
a region’s sovereignty was tied to a critique to materialism and individual-
ism.43 In 1945, this vision was much more than a diffuse historical specter. 
The Argentine economy emerged from World War II as the most powerful 
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and modern one in Latin America. The country exerted an enormous influ-
ence in the region, particularly among its Southern Cone neighbors. Perón ag-
gressively sought bilateral agreements that reinforced Argentina’s presence and 
obstructed the free-trade deal under which the United States sought to expand 
into Latin American markets. Talks about a Marshall Plan for Latin America 
funded with Argentine capital and Argentine agricultural production seemed 
realistic for many in the region.44

Peronist anti-Pan-Americanism also served as a powerful source of inspi-
ration for social reform. And at the same time, Argentina’s economic perfor
mance served as a platform for political expansion. When Perón launched his 
most forceful attempts at regional leadership in 1948, the Argentine working 
class enjoyed one of the best living standards in the world by most accounts. 
An extended net of public institutions provided housing, education, and 
healthcare for millions of workers. The state strongly enforced progressive 
labor regulations, some of which had been sanctioned decades earlier but 
were never fully enforced. In the hands of the Argentine government, which 
relied on large-scale and often repetitive, hyperbolic, and embellished propa-
ganda, tales about these domestic changes were powerful weapons abroad.

But the fireworks and clichés of Peronist propaganda should not preclude 
us from seeing the deep connections it established with Latin American tra-
ditions at a special historical juncture. Movements and leaders from every 
corner of Latin America connected Peronism with rhetoric and policies. 
Workers and peasants had access to a Peronist version of the region’s short-
comings and the responsibility that U.S. foreign policy bore for them. Activ-
ists and leaders often built contacts with Buenos Aires and explored common 
political strategies through the worker attachés. It is not surprising that most 
of the movements that expressed some forms of anti-Americanism in Latin 
America during the twentieth century related in different ways to Peronism. 
The attachés were instrumental in producing those encounters. In the emer-
gence of the inter-American system in 1948, we can see both the extent of 
regional affinities around the expansion of populist projects and the mighty 
reaction of the United States and of local elites in Latin America to contain 
any form of social unrest.

The most important and contested idea of this period was that of social 
rights. The notion that rights did not apply exclusively to individual citizens 
was disruptive of long-standing beliefs in liberal democracy. For populist 
movements, some groups in economic disadvantage, such as “workers,” had 
been historically marginalized and were entitled to specific benefits and pro-
tections as a class, so that its members could achieve collectively the same 
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influence in society that others were able to forge individually. In a region that 
was experiencing a broadly similar (if extremely uneven) postwar industri-
alization boom, Peronism gave new energy to a notion of national sovereignty 
that promoted the common good over an individualistic notion of citizenship. 
For decades, Argentine elites had grounded their anti-Pan-American rhetoric 
in the idea of national sovereignty, a tenet shared in Latin America since the 
emergence of nation states in the nineteenth century and within which the 
government’s legitimacy was based on fulfilling certain social obligations. 
Peronist anti-Pan-Americanism was something else. Perón seemed to have 
turned the ideal into a reality at a moment in which many Latin American 
nations were experiencing the same postwar boom of industrialization and 
in which workers’ mobilization in favor of a rapid expansion of their rights 
had produced cracks in the kind of dominating relation between elites and 
the rest of the society. For many in the region, the Peronist self-aggrandizing 
slogan of the Third Position was much more than propaganda. It also emerged 
as a robust attempt to finally overcome the fissures and contradictions of post-
independence Latin America.45

Finally, the third transnational dimension of this history broaches the 
transformations in the United States during the postwar. Ambassadors of the 
Working Class argues that the rise of Peronism, its labor-based policy, and 
its mobilizational style were not only the target of the U.S. foreign policy 
but also the source of crucial inputs in a hemispheric cultural exchange. The 
images Peronism produced became part of a hemispheric cultural milieu in 
which U.S. intellectuals, scholars, and policymakers looked to the experi-
ences of mass politics in Latin America to include them in domestic debates 
about the legacies of the New Deal and the rise of Cold War liberalism and 
conservative thinking. Of course, this argument is not an attempt to explain 
the many changes occurring in postwar United States through the rise of 
Peronism, a temptation that in this case would indicate the influence of our 
object of study on our own views. I seek to contribute to the understanding of 
these changes through a different light, joining the new historical writing that 
challenges the drastic separation between the United States and Latin Amer
ica. This book disputes the idea that a transnational history of the Americas 
should focus only on the influence of the United States in Latin America and 
argue that there is a very productive field to explore in the opposite direction.

Scholars, U.S. diplomats, and union leaders portrayed Peronism as an 
extreme form of a Latin American take on the relation between individual 
freedom and workers’ rights, between citizenship and equality, and between 
democracy and change. By 1946, U.S. labor diplomats liberally referred to 


