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On February 15, 1951, thousands of boys from across Argentina visited the
Argentine National Congress to celebrate their participation in the fourth-annual
Campeonatos Evita. First organized in 1948 by the Department of Youth Sports of the
Eva Perón Foundation in the Buenos Aires neighborhood of Vicente López, the
Campeonatos featured soccer tournaments for boys across the country. Within a few
years, the tournaments had emerged as one of the most visible forms of state propaganda
directed at children in twentieth-century Argentina. In her remarks to the children, their
parents, the Argentine Congress, and her husband President Juan Domingo Perón (19461955), First Lady Eva Duarte de Perón (the founder and face of the games) declared that
children, whom the president and first lady frequently referred to as “the only privileged
Argentines,” would not only discover the benefits of sportsmanship and recreation
through the games but also “[learn] to maintain a Peronist revolution for centuries to
come.”1 Eva’s comments spoke to the increasing efforts of the state to recruit children,
especially from working-class families, into the Peronist Party. As Perón boasted after his
second electoral victory in 1951, he had won his first election through the vote of men,
the second by recruiting women, and he would win the third with the help of children.2
This project uses the Campeonatos as a case study to better understand how the
Peronist state politicized the leisure time of children as a way to transform children into
agents of state rhetoric and symbols of national progress. I will draw primarily from the
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coverage of the tournaments in the state-sponsored children’s magazine Mundo Infantil
(Children’s World), the official mouthpiece of the games.3 Mundo Infantil, published
weekly and never exceeding the price of one peso, was produced by the governmentowned publisher Haynes between 1949 and 1955. Mundo Infantil showcased team
pictures, game results, team standings, and spotlights of professional soccer players in
almost every issue, perhaps as a way to get working-class children fixed to the magazine.
Mundo Infantil would also often picture children on the front cover dressed in soccer
uniforms provided by the Foundation for the games.4 The magazine referred to the
tournaments as “a space for children” and even proclaimed to its child (and perhaps
parent audience), “Do not be fooled. The games are not propaganda. The Campeonato
does not need propaganda.”5
Although the Peronist Party contained multiple (and at times competing)
ideologies regarding the fluid relationships between the state, the body politic, and stateproduced propaganda, I have chosen to use ‘the state’ and the Peronist Party
interchangeably.6 The relationship between the state, the party, and the Eva Perón
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Foundation (1948-1955) was also intertwined and fluid throughout Perón’s presidency.7
Indeed, in 1950 the Argentine minister of Education ordered that exams in secondary
schools be postponed so they would not interfere with the games.8
I argue that the tournaments allowed the Peronist state to politicize the leisure
time of children, particularly from working-class families, by portraying children’s
participation in the Campeonatos as an affirmation of Argentine citizenship and national
identity for the child participants as well as their parents and guardians. The tournaments
ran for seven of Perón’s nine years in power and represented the most effective means for
the Peronist state to blur the lines between public politics and private lives. Through the
Campeonatos the Peronists transformed mundane spaces of leisure into contested
symbols of party and national loyalty—and, in the process, shaped the political and
historical consciousness of an emerging working-class body politic that would come of
age as the light of the Peronist era began to dim in the mid-1950s.

Peronism, Children, and the Emergence of the Campeonatos
Peronism is one of the more heavily studied and controversial periods in the Latin
American historiography. Although Peronism is primarily associated with twentiethcentury Latin American populism, there is an ongoing debate regarding its political,
economic, and social character. In addition to a form of populism, scholars have also
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associated Peronism with corporatism, quasi-Fascism, and political mobilization.9
Populism emerged in Latin America in the age of modernization as a political alternative
to the authoritarian states that dominated the political landscape between the 1870s and
1920s. It merged the figure of a charismatic leader with nationalistic, anti-imperialist, and
anti-elite discourse.10 With the backdrop of urbanization, industrialization, and elite
domination of the export-based economy, populism gained support among the working
class, the military, and a minority of anti-status quo elites.11
While there were notable examples of populism in Latin America prior to Perón’s
1946 election, such as Getúlio Vargas in Brazil (1930-1945) and Lázaro Cárdenas in
Mexico (1934-1940), Perón’s emergence onto the political scene ignited new and
contentious debates about the perceived merits or dangers of populism in the region.12
Since the 1950s, scholars have devoted significant attention to Peronism and, as the
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fractious political climate in present-day Argentina suggests, the movement continues to
impact the lives of Argentines almost sixty years after Perón’s removal from power.13
Although the scholarship on Peronism is vast, children of Peronist Argentina,
whom Mariano Ben Plotkin has labeled “the seeds for the Peronization of all society,” are
just beginning to gain historians’ attention.14 While there is a well-developed literature on
the experience of children in other twentieth-century states (both democratic and
authoritarian) prior to or concurrent with the Peronist state, the historiography of
children’s lives during the Peronist era is just beginning to expand.15 Scholars have
started analyzing the role of children through various state-directed media, primarily
neighborhood youth centers, primary school textbooks, children’s readers, and various
initiatives of the Eva Perón Foundation.16
The Eva Perón Foundation undertook its most intensive initiative towards
children in 1948 when it held the first annual Campeonato Infantil de Fútbol Doña María
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Eva Duarte de Perón (later shortened to the Campeonatos Evita).17 During its inaugural
season, nearly 12,000 boys from the city of Buenos Aires and 4,000 from surrounding
provinces took part in the games. In 1950, the state claimed that more than 200,000
children took part in the games and after 1951 the Eva Perón Foundation added additional
sports to accompany soccer (including swimming, track, boxing, rope climbing, and
water polo).18 Beginning in 1952, the Campeonatos welcomed girls into the tournaments
for most sports. Most teams were organized as part of neighborhood clubs and first prize
was generally a full-sized soccer field in the neighborhood of the winning team as well as
a state-issued grant to improve the club’s facilities.19 As a result of the Campeonatos’
success, the state created the Campeonatos Juveniles Deportivos Juan Perón (Juan Perón
Youth Sports Tournaments) for teens in 1953. Perón and Evita often referenced the
material gains the state delivered to children and communities through the Campeonatos
as signs of national progress. The president and first lady frequently proclaimed that as a
result of Peronist programs such as the Campeonatos, “children learn to dream from the
cradle.”20
Dr. Ramón Cereijo, the minister of finance and general manager of the Eva Perón
Foundation, served as the president of the organizing committee for the games. While the
17
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Campeonatos were initiated and run by the Foundation, Congress also allocated funding
for the games. In 1952, a year of severe economic recession and uncertainty in Argentina,
Congress allocated more than three million dollars (USD) to help carry out the
competitions.21 The tournaments used a large portion of their annual funding to ensure
that children from the provinces could take part in the games.22 Since assuming the
presidency in 1946, the Peronist state worked to better incorporate the provinces into the
political fabric of Buenos Aires—and the same held true in the context of the
Campeonatos.23 A December 1949 edition of Mundo Infantil, for example, pictured all
provincial teams from the second annual Campeonato and explained that children from
the provinces were eager to travel great distances for the honor of participating in the
games [Image 1].24 As the games evolved to include additional sports and female
participants, they also began to attract more provincial teams. As Mundo Infantil
explained in 1952, “Provinces that never participated in games such as these are now
preparing to compete with their brothers and sisters around the country under the tutelage
of Evita, the creator of these magnificent tournaments.”25
While the Peronist state had numerous propaganda initiatives directed at children,
it relied primarily on print media (such as textbooks, children’s readers, magazines, and
pamphlets), which did not circulate as widely outside the capital city. Similarly although
21
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provincial public schools were regulated by the state, they were less subject to
intervention and regulation than those located in Buenos Aires—which Perón proclaimed
served as the capital of his program of Justicialismo (social justice).26 The Campeonatos
allowed the state to reach a portion of the child demographic previously beyond the reach
of the increasingly tightening hand of the Peronist propaganda machine. By distributing
uniforms and sports equipment with Peronist patches and slogans as well as state-printed
pamphlets on topics such as sportsmanship and health, the Campeonatos allowed the
state to bring Peronist images and rhetoric into provincial homes. Although a lack of oral
histories makes it unclear the extent to which provincial children and their families
embraced or rejected such imagery and rhetoric, the increasing number of provincial
children participating in the games speaks to the continued efforts of the state to target
the provinces and the enthusiasm of provincial families for Peronist initiatives.

Molding the Future Body Politic: The Campeonatos and Children’s Citizenship
The Eva Perón Foundation consistently sought ways to attract children to the
games. From the inaugural tournament in 1948, the Foundation emphasized that
participating in the Campeonatos was a way for children to ensure proper physical health
and child happiness. Eva Perón explained that through participation in sports, children
would grow up to be strong and happy—symbolizing unprecedented hope for this
emerging generation of Argentines.27 Yet Mundo Infantil emphasized that physical
fitness and child happiness were not just benefits of the tournaments, but rather
requirements for all children. The magazine declared, “Children like to play in the games
26
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and also understand that they need to play. By participating, they will be healthier,
stronger, and better children.”28 The rhetoric in the magazine linked participation in the
tournaments to the state’s conception of the ‘ideal’ child. By casting participation in
children’s sports as a necessity, the state worked to transform leisure activities and
mundane spaces into symbols of Peronist loyalty. In this sense, participation in the
Campeonatos not only symbolized the indoctrination of children, but the allegiance (or at
least openness) to Peronist ideology by their parents and guardians. As Janet Lever has
noted in her analysis of sports and authoritarian regimes, participating in sports (or in the
case of the Campeonatos, having one’s children take part in sports) represented a means
for the state to channel anxieties among the body politic.29 It stands to reason that
children’s health was an important concern for working-class parents and the
tournaments offered children a new means of recreation and socialization.
In addition to linking the importance of physical health with the tournaments, the
state also branded the tournaments as the best way for children to learn sportsmanship
and overall manners. In an October 1949 edition of Mundo Infantil, the state instructed
that losing teams must acknowledge the superiority of their opponents and congratulate
them after every match. The Campeonatos even created a Campeonato de Consolación
(Consolation Championship) where “the losers of today will be the winners of
tomorrow.”30 Practicing good sportsmanship and manners on the soccer field, according
to Mundo Infantil, would enable a child to become a “respectable adult” (hombre
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digno).31 Much like the rhetoric concerning physical health, the Campeonatos allowed
the state to portray the Campeonatos as spaces of instruction within the context of
‘proper’ comportment. By emphasizing that lessons learned through participation in the
games were a means to ‘respectable’ adulthood, the state presented the competitions as a
critical stage in child development rather than a set of isolated sports matches. The
presentation of physical health and sportsmanship within the context of the tournaments
parallels the larger efforts of the Peronist propaganda machine to instill ideas of
naturalization in the context of citizenship among adults. As Eduardo Elena has
suggested in his study of citizenship and consumption in Peronist Argentina, “References
to the vida digna [respectable life] revealed how Peronists reformulated understandings
of justice around an ideal of enhanced citizenship and elevated living standards.”32 The
Campeonatos served as a conduit for talking about citizenship within the context of
children. Physical health and sportsmanship represented ‘ideal’ and ‘necessary’ markers
of that citizenship.
Another important symbol of citizenship within the context of the Campeonatos
was child honor. Mundo Infantil classified children’s soccer matches as “fights for
honor” and urged children to participate in the games as a way to “defend the colors of
their neighborhoods, cities, and provinces.”33 Regional pride and belonging were popular
Peronist tropes that took center stage in rhetoric concerning the Campeonatos, especially
in the context of provincial children. Mundo Infantil emphasized that children from the
provinces practiced long hours and traveled great distances to Buenos Aires in order to
31
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represent their towns with pride and bring a championship home to their community. The
magazine went so far as to declare that winning the Campeonato would be “one of the
greatest feelings anyone could ever experience in their lives.”34 While the Campeonatos
engendered regional rivalries by pitting neighborhood teams against one another and
underscored the importance of regional honors, the games nevertheless fit with the larger
Peronist program to instill national unity. Perón highlighted regional distinctiveness,
especially within the context of economic production (i.e. industrial and agricultural
labor). However, Peronist rhetoric always stressed that the state united everyone under
Perón’s program of Justicialismo. As Daniel James has shown, Peronist rhetoric
presented social justice and national sovereignty as inherently intertwined themes, rather
than abstract talking points.35
The magazine’s declaration that participating in the games would be one of the
most memorable events in one’s lifetime speaks to the hyperbole of Peronist rhetoric
surrounding child participation in the games and such exaggeration was often centered
around conceptions of childhood honor. Perhaps the most outlandish anecdote
surrounding honor and participation appeared in an October 1949 edition of Mundo
Infantil. The magazine featured a story about a boy named Romero Falco who played for
the team “The Shirtless boys” (Juventudes Descamisados).36 Romero’s father had died
the day before the team’s next match and, unable to find a substitute player, Romero
34
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suited up and played for his team, father, and community. The story concluded, “With
children like Romero Falco, Argentina does not have to worry about its future.”37 The
story emphasized an almost religious devotion to the games and, in turn, Peronist
programs. Romero exhibited honor not only through his willingness to play in his team’s
soccer match, but also his role as a model for his peers and a symbol of Perón’s future
‘New Argentina.’ To be sure, the authenticity of Romero Falco is unclear. Mundo Infantil
often published stories and anecdotes featuring ‘children’s stories’ with questionable
authenticity. However, in most of those cases, the magazine did not print the child’s last
name, let alone the name and picture of a team [Image 2]. It stands to reason that
Romero’s story was, to a large extent, authentic—further underscoring the power of
Peronist rhetoric concerning honor and citizenship within the context of the games.
While physical participation in the games represented the most visible sign of
honor, the state stressed that children were more than passive participants. Rather, the
state asserted that children were active agents in the organization of teams and,
especially, in their naming. This was an important claim given that soccer teams often
chose nationalistic and historical names. Popular team names included: Sarmiento, Mitre,
Belgrano, San Martín, Quiroga, San Perón, 17 de Octubre, Malvinas Argentina, River
Plate, and Evita Morning Star (with the later two names spelled in English).38 The
decision to use team names in English is curious, particularly given Perón’s acerbic
relationship with the United States and ongoing negotiations with British companies to
purchase state utilities and the rail road.39 Yet since the state argued that the
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Campeonatos were the only such tournaments in the world, it is reasonable to believe that
the English names were intended to represent the games’ wider reach as a symbol of
Peronist honor and progress throughout the western hemisphere.
The state claimed that the names reflected “the spirit of all Argentine children”
who sought to “demonstrate their admiration and respect for their heroes.”40 By arguing
that children were responsible for team names, the state sought to mask the
propagandized and politicized nature of children’s sports. The state’s emphasis on ‘all’
children speaks to wider Peronist efforts to align children across class lines with Peronist
ideas and inherently tie Argentine nationalism (Argentinidad) with the Peronist Party.41
The team names reflected that state’s larger efforts to shape historical consciousness
among children (and in turn their parents), particularly through textbooks.42 The Peronist
state aligned with historical figures it found desirable and honorable (such as José de San
Martín) and silenced and eliminated historical actors with whom anti-Peronist
intellectuals unfavorably compared Perón, especially nineteenth-century caudillo Juan
Manuel de Rosas (1829-1832, 1835-1852).43 Yet the state also underscored that while
children selected a diverse array of names representing their excitement for Argentine
history and Peronist progress, “there was always one name fixed in the hearts of the child
participants: Evita”44
Through physical health, lessons of sportsmanship, and childhood honor (as seen
through participating on and naming neighborhood teams), the Peronist Party converted
40
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mundane spaces of recreation into contested symbols of party and national loyalty.
However, the tournaments appealed to large numbers of children beyond the power of
Peronist rhetoric. Participating in the games afforded children tangible rewards. As Eva
Perón explained in 1950, “Our affection for children is not only seen through securing
higher salaries for their parents, but in creating schools, hospitals, homes, and cities for
children themselves.”45 Indeed, the state classified neighborhood clubs as “the kingdom
for children” and enriched those spaces in return for active participation in the games.46
The biggest reward for winning teams was a new state-of-the-art soccer field in their
neighborhood and a state-issued grant to improve other sports and recreation facilities in
the area.47 Additionally, the tournaments offered individual players the lure of free sports
equipment, uniforms, and the chance to interact with professional players as well as the
president and first lady—who often appeared at the beginning of different matches.48
The state underscored the value of these material rewards in its rhetoric
surrounding the tournaments. Mundo Infantil pointed out that older children would have
to “empty their piggy banks” in order to secure a soccer ball or authentic jersey—and
even then, they were unable to find a field and forced to play in pastures.49 However,
providing substantial material gains to neighbored teams and their players was not new to
Peronism. As Joel Horwitz has argued, the Argentine state in the early twentieth century
(more than any other South American state) identified adult club teams in Buenos Aires
as key political constituencies and provided them substantial resources to gain their
45
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allegiance.50 Perón’s intervention came in extending sizable resources and political
energy down to children’s teams and children participants. Although children did not
have a vote and were not visible actors in the nation’s political economy, their allegiance
to the state proved just as critical as that of adult Argentines. Like players on club teams
in the first half of the twentieth century, children proved to be critical performers and
central faces of mass propaganda. Through children, the state could promote Peronist
ideals and champion ‘national progress.’

Children as the Conduit for Peronist Progress
The Campeonatos represented an informal political contract between the Peronist
state and the nation’s children. The state offered individual and community rewards for
child participation and, in turn, used the games and the child participants as a medium to
promote Peronist rhetoric to the larger body politic. The state argued that the very
creation of the tournaments was a symbol of the wider benevolence of Perón that
previous regimes had denied. With respect to the tournaments, Eva Perón explained, “We
are working to repay an old debt that past oligarchies have stricken our children with, one
that Peronist social justice is now resolving.”51 The state noted that like his acts of
kindness toward workers, the elderly, and amas de casa (homemakers), Perón sought to
improve the lives of children and allow them to dream of a better future in the ‘New
Argentina.’52 By emphasizing gains for children, the state could place the Campeonatos
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into larger Peronist rhetoric concerning social justice and state intervention geared toward
addressing past oversight and repression.
Perón’s rhetoric of Justicialismo centered on children began as early as 1944
(prior to his presidency) when the then secretary of labor used the earthquake in the city
of San Juan (and the thousands of orphaned children) as an impetus for his presidential
aspirations.53 Like with the catastrophic earthquake, Perón linked the state’s
responsibility to provide basic needs for its citizens with its obligation to ensure child
happiness. One issue of Mundo Infantil, for example, went so far as to assert that the
state’s distribution of leather soccer balls during the Campeonatos was comparable to its
need to provide its citizens with electricity, heat, and running water.54 The rhetoric in
Mundo Infantil parallels other Peronist language concerning the state’s appropriated
‘responsibility’ to provide its citizens with venues for entertainment, such as access to
movies, theater, and radio.55 However, unlike rhetoric concerning the need for the state to
provide adult recreation, the Campeonatos assigned almost all of the credit to Evita, not
President Perón. Although the Eva Perón Foundation organized the games, the silencing
of Perón is surprising, especially given that one of the state’s popular catchphrases (for
adults and children alike) was Perón Cumple! (Perón Delivers)!
The state’s relative silencing of Perón in its rhetoric surrounding the games can
best be explained through its desire to use the Campeonatos to promote Eva as a
“spiritual mother”—an intriguing aim given that Eva herself was not a biological
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mother.56 The state classified Eva as the epitome of a “mother, sister, and friend,”
consistently placing her role as a mother above the others.57 While Eva held many
honorific titles, her most notable was ‘the mother of the poor.’ As the motherly protector
of the poor, the elderly, and children, Eva served to represent Peronsit ideals of motherly
sacrifice and virtue. As Nicholas Fraser and Maryssa Navarro have noted, “pure, virginal,
and without sexual desire, she became the ideal mother.”58
Within the context of the Campeonatos, the state reasoned that Eva created the
games because the first lady still had the heart of a child and was able to connect with the
“child in the street” on an intimate and emotional level.59 Mundo Infantil reasoned that
Eva’s “greatest reward” for organizing the games was witnessing children’s happiness.60
According to the magazine, Eva created the tournaments “not as acts of philanthropy,
compassion, or goodness, but as markers of Justicialismo.”61 It is in instances such as
these (though references to larger Peronist ideas such as Justicialismo) where the relative
absence of Perón in state rhetoric on the Campeonatos is most pronounced. Like other
Latin American populists, such as Getúlio Vargars in Brazil, Perón classified himself as
the ‘father of the nation’ and, in turn, a universal father for all children.62 Even if the state
viewed the Campeonatos as a primary venue to underscore Eva’s contributions, the
omission of Perón’s fatherly image from the rhetoric on the competitions does not fit with
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the state’s continued emphasis on the sanctity of the nuclear family.63 Perón’s absence (I
argue) is suggestive of the wider divide between agencies and ideologies within the
Peronist party as well as the relative autonomy of the Eva Perón Foundation within larger
state hierarchies. The Foundation, according to Clive Foss, was unlike any other state
agency. He explained, “The Foundation was a state within the state, the closest contact
between the government and the people…”64 It is in this light that Eva appears more as
an active populist agent rather than a mere extension of Perón. Nonetheless, rhetoric on
the Campeonatos (regardless of whom served as the face of the competitions) paralleled
other state propaganda efforts targeted at adults and children that sought to engender
Peronist ideology around state conceptions of citizenship and Argentine nationalism.
With Evita as its image and primary spokesperson, the Campeonatos worked to
mold children into agents of Peronism and future party members. Molding children into
future Peronists had been a principal goal of the party from Perón’s earliest days in
office. As Eva famously declared, “children must learn to maintain the Peronist
revolution for centuries to come.”65 The Campeonatos served as one of the forefronts of
that initiative. The state presented the games as a type of social conquest that underscored
the differences between the ‘progressive’ ‘New Argentina’ and the authoritarian states of
the earlier twentieth century headed by the oligarchical elite.66 The state even justified
spending large sums of money to carry out the tournaments by highlighting that the child
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participants represented “the pueblo (community) of the future.”67 This catchphrase is
significant given that Peronist rhetoric consistently employed the binary of the oligarchy
and el pueblo (which also became a popular term for Perón’s political base).68
Eva emphasized that the Campeonatos represented more than simply children’s
sports tournaments. Rather, they served as spaces to inculcate ideas and beliefs into the
nation’s youth. Eva declared that the tournaments would “create men and women with
virtuous morals that, with such values, could secure the bright future of the Patria
Justicialista (loosely, Peronist state).”69 Given the political aims of the games, it would
be helpful for future works to incorporate oral histories as a way to gauge how many
children from upper-class and (seemingly anti-Peronist) households took part in the
competitions. While the tournaments were primarily targeted at working-class children
and families, they nevertheless used children’s literature connected with the games to
encourage children to “convert” their peers to the Peronist party.70
While the lack of oral histories limits our knowledge of how successful such
approaches at political conversion were within the context of the games, the state’s
emphasis on children as political agents nonetheless speaks to the degree of agency and
potentiality children had within Peronist Argentina. Mundo Infantil instructed children
that in the ‘New Argentina’, they were “free and sovereign.”71 Eva Perón echoed such
sentiments by encouraging children that they too “have rights,” even asserting, “the word
67
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of children is the word of God.”72 The state’s emphasis on children’s agency not only
allowed Peronism to mark a departure with the authoritarian regimes of the earlier
twentieth century, but also mobilize children as active Peronist agents and emissaries of
Peronist ideologies within the confines of the nuclear family. Eva noted this openly in
1950 when she explained to the mass of children gathered at the Campeonatos that
children served as the state’s “messengers of affection” within broader Argentine
society—and one can infer, the working-class home.73
Indeed, when speaking about adult engagement and interaction with the
competitions, Mundo Infantil affirmed, “We are captivating all Argentine hearts: this is
the other victory of the Campeonatos.”74 It is reasonable to surmise that if the primary
objective of the tournaments was to mold children into agents of Peronism through
rhetoric centered on children’s citizenship, a secondary (though equally important)
ambition was to further influence the political consciousness of adult Argentines.
Although the Peronist state produced unprecedented amounts of propaganda aimed at
adult and child Argentines alike, perhaps none were as open in their intent to ‘Peronize’
and recruit the populace as the Campeonatos.75 Unlike print material (such as magazine
and textbooks) or other state-created spaces like the Peronist Children’s City (La Ciudad
Infantil), the Campeonatos actively (not subtly) catered to the needs and desires of
children as well as parents. Although they were, on the surface, tournaments centered on
children’s sports, we will see that the games also represented an aggressive means to
72
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influence the political and economic consciousness of adult Argentines and, thus, served
as a unique form of state propaganda for the entire nuclear family.

Adult Participation and Politization
As a way to further engage adults with the Campeonatos, the state stressed that
sports were a perfect bond to link different generations within the Argentine family.
Mundo Infantil advised children that they should speak to their parents and grandparents
about the competitions, especially soccer games, because their reach was “universal.”76
The magazine went on to explain that sports had such a broad appeal within the family
that they helped engender family bonding and encouraged conversation between
generations.77 The state’s rhetoric concerning the appeal of sports across generations
represents the Peronists aim to target parents and grandparents through programs
seemingly intended for children. Like children, the elderly had been largely silenced in
earlier-twentieth-century political rhetoric prior to Perón’s election. While Perón had
come to power in 1946 through the support of industrial laborers, he realized that he
would have to broaden his base of political support to maintain authority and social
control. Mariano Ben Plotkin has reasoned that the Peronist Party identified and targeted
groups it viewed as socially and economically marginalized, particularly children, the
elderly, and homemakers (amas de casa).78 Given that it was common for several
generations to live under one roof in mid-twentieth-century Argentina, especially in
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working-class neighborhoods, children served as agents that could impact the political
consciousness of multiple political targets within the confines of the private home.79
Although we are not left with any documents or oral histories that allow us to
gauge how grandparents reacted to the tournaments, we do have evidence that suggests
that many working-class parents embraced the games and ensured that their children
participated. During the second-annual Campeonatos in 1949, the Peronist state claimed
that more than 2,000 adults (mostly parents) from the city of Buenos Aires volunteered to
serve as referees for the games. The state asserted that it was easy to find adult volunteers
because they “considered it an honor to serve the future champions of the games.”80
While it is unclear how inflated the state’s statistics were, the numerous pictures in
Mundo Infantil of adults engaging with the tournaments suggest there was a strong level
of engagement. The magazine pictured adults serving as referees and enthusiastic parents
gathered along field sidelines cheering for their children [Image 3]. Future works may
wish to incorporate oral testimonies to probe how actively engaged parents from the
provinces were with respect to serving the tournaments. Given that the state only funded
provincial children’s travel to the games, it is reasonable to assume that parents from the
provinces did not play as active a role in the workings of the games as their
contemporaries from Buenos Aires.
Yet even just examining parents from Buenos Aires, it is important to consider
their motivations for volunteering and attending the games. While Peronist allegiance and
parental pride are possible explanations for adult excitement for the Campeonatos, the
material gains available for working-class parents through the games (much like those
79
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offered to the children participants themselves) are a more tangible explanation for adult
support. The state required all child participants to receive free medical examinations
before they were cleared to play in the games. Perón argued that he mandated such
examinations to create “children that [were] healthy and strong in both mind and body,”
yet there was also a growing concern and demand for state-subsidized medical programs
from Perón’s working-class supporters.81 As Eduardo Elena has shown in his
examination of the 1950 Peronist letter-writing campaign (“Perón Wants to Know What
the Pueblo Wants) designed to solicit suggestions for the second five-year plan, many
individuals wrote to Perón and Evita requesting medical care.82 In the years proceeding
Perón’s election, families had allocated roughly eight percent of the household budget to
“general spending” that included hygiene and medical expenses.83
Additionally, the Campeonatos provided the child participants and adult
volunteers free lunches, proclaiming they were designed to promote healthy eating.84
While it was only lunch, it is reasonable to believe that the free meal for children was
attractive to working-class families given that families had spent fifty-seven percent of
their total income on food in the years proceeding Perón’s election (with an additional
four percent of the familial budget allocated to fuel for cooking and heating).85
Throughout Perón’s presidency, access to healthy food for the working-class had become
81
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another banner of his program of Justicialismo, (correctly) emphasizing that, prior to his
rule, the working-class not only ate less, but also maintained an unhealthy diet.86 As
Secretary of Public Health, Ramón Carillo established food education as a national
priority and began a propaganda campaign designed to promote proper eating and
emphasize the state’s efforts to provide healthy food, such as the free lunches distributed
during the Campeonatos.87
However, the material goods (such as sports jerseys and equipment) given to
children as part of their participation in the games also represented a reward for workingclass parents. Advertisements in Mundo Infantil often featured soccer equipment and
appareled found in stores of downtown Buenos Aires. Advertisements often dazzled
children with images of sports equipment and clothing, urging them that they were
necessary “to play like a champion.”88 [Image 4]. A December 1949 edition of Mundo
Infantil, for example, juxtaposed a story on the provincial teams competing in the
Campeonatos with a full-page advertisement for Casa Testai, with several locations
throughout Buenos Aires. The AD proclaimed across the top of the page (to workingclass parents), “The Dream of the Year…Make it a Reality!” Casa Testai featured soccer
balls selling for between $29.90 and $7.90. Soccer shirts started at $4.70, soccer shoes
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from $21.90, shorts between $3.90 and $6.90, and soccer socks between $3.80 and
$4.75.89
Although Perón increased workers’ real wages by some 53% between 1946 and
1949 and workers share of the national income increased from 40.1% to 49% during
Perón’s nine years in office, the prices for luxuries like children’s sports gear were still
outside the limits for the average working-class family.90 For example, a metallurgic
worker earned $17.60 pesos daily in 1947 and $25 pesos daily in 1952.91 Throughout
1951, working-class Argentines throughout Argentina wrote letters to Perón and Evita as
part of the state’s “Perón Wants to Know What the Pueblo Wants” campaign and
continually complained that common expenditures (especially for food) outstripped
workers’ incomes by a wide margin.92 Additionally, the state suffered an economic
downturn beginning in 1949 and culminating in 1952, with the implementation of an
economic ‘austerity plan.’ During that time, the state urged families (particularly
mothers) to be careful consumers. Perón stressed that “families should organize
themselves…save not squander…..economize purchases, acquire necessities, consume
essentials.”93 Yet, the state continued to champion a better life for parents and children
through economic turmoil, one, as we have seen, that included access to amenity
consumer goods such as children’s sports accessories.94 Mundane equipment and sports
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clothing served as yet another symbol of the state’s slogan, “Perón Delivers!” [Perón
Cumple].
Although it is unclear the extent to which parents understood the value of the free
sports clothing and equipment their children received, the state argued that the
tournaments (particularly their material rewards) engendered unprecedented enthusiasm
in parents. The state claimed that parental excitement for the games was one of the main
factors that distinguished the Campeonatos from any other state-initiative in the world,
even noting that Brazil and its president Getúlio Vargas could learn from Evita’s model
in the context of the tournaments.95 Similarly, Mundo Infantil asserted that, as a result of
the games, parents felt “rewarded for all of the care and concern shown to their
children.”96 The “care” and “concern” detailed by the magazine have a twofold meaning.
Firstly, they represent the efforts of the state to provide children with opportunities and
spaces of recreation previously unavailable to this segment of the population—especially
from working-class families—in the previous decades. Secondly, the “care” and
“concern” symbolize the role of Juan And Eva as alternative and universal parental
figures (as we have seen, this was particularly true with respect to Eva in the context of
the tournaments). As part of the obligation as universal parents, the Perón’s had to
provide financially for the nation’s children—easing the financial strains on working
families. By providing the most up-to-date clothing and gear to the child players, the state
not only appropriated the role as a parent, but also one as a modern state able to deliver
‘the dignified life’ [la vida digna] to its citizens.
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Moreover, the numerous advertisements in Mundo Infantil for similar accessories
being sold in Argentine stores—almost always juxtaposed next to articles on the
Campeonatos—along with the pleas to Perón for higher wages in the thousands of 1951
letters to the state suggest that such a gesture did not go unnoticed. The manner in which
Mundo Infantil incorporated advertisements for children’s sports products (which were
directed at parents, usually mothers) speaks to both the subtle and wide-reaching aims of
the Campeonatos.97 As we have seen, although the Campeonatos were (on the surface)
children’s sports tournaments, they served as an important vehicle for the state to
transform children into political agents that could help impact working-class parents’
understanding of citizenship and the role of the state in guaranteeing a ‘dignified life’. In
this instance, the state showcased the New Argentina through the sports clothing children
donned and the sound of soccer balls hitting against new cleats ringing through local
barrios.

Concluding Thoughts
In July of 2013, Argentine President Cristina Fernández de Kirchner, with a
larger-than-life photograph of Eva Perón embracing children in the background,
addressed the more than one million children and adults registered to take part in the
annual Juegos Nacionales Evita [Evita National Games] [Image 5]. In 2003, then
President Néstor Kirchner reintroduced the tournaments under the direction of the
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national government.98 While the name is slightly different and there are a greater variety
of sports and cultural activities (for children as well as adults), the Kirchners have
preserved (and appropriated) the memory of Evita as a spiritual leader and guiding light
for the nation as it advances in the twenty-first century. Almost seventy years after the
Peronist state first introduced the Campeonatos, they continue to serve as a political
platform and space for political socialization of children and adults across Argentina.
Although Perón’s first presidency only lasted nine years, its aftermaths—particularly
state attempts to shape political consciousness—still reverberate throughout the nation.
This paper has used the Campeonatos Evita and the politization of sports as a lens
through which to understand how the Peronist state politicized the leisure time of
children and crafted children into agents of state rhetoric and symbols of national
progress. I have argued that the Campeonatos’ success lay in their ability to recruit
children (and adults) to the games by portraying participation in the tournaments as an
affirmation of Argentine citizenship and national identity. Intertwined with state rhetoric
concerning national citizenship and identity were ideas of national advancement in
Perón’s ‘New Argentina’ and the role of the state in securing a ‘dignified life’ for the
working-class body politic.
Future works on sports and nationalism within the context of Latin America may
wish to devote more attention to children’s roles (as either active participants or
spectators) to better understand state conceptualizations and formulizations of citizenship
and ideals of national belonging. Much like how sports can symbolize national hope,
children represent the prospect for a brighter national future. States can proclaim
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supremacy in international competitions through winning as well as a voice on the global
stage through investments in their nation’s future—most aptly seen through the
advancement of their children. A more integrated analysis of sports, the state, and
children (it would seem) will not only enhance our understanding of ideas of citizenship
and national identity in the past, but also enable us to make better sense of politization in
the contemporary world. As the imposing image of Eva Perón behind President Cristina
Kirchner and the more than one million participants in the annual Evita National Games
suggest, sports matches may be evanescent, but the political and national consciousness
they engender are not quite as fleeting.
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