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	| Abstract: Peronism and Maoism have attracted extensive scholarly attention over the decades. 
While anchored in different national realities –Argentina and China respectively–the interest 
in their connections seems to have been prompted, amongst other reasons, by the fact that 
they are political expressions that emerged from the Third World and by the fact that Argen-
tina experienced considerable Maoist presence and influence during the 1960s and 1970s.
	| In this article, we propose a first systematization exploring the range of positions that Juan 
Domingo Perón and various sectors of the Peronist movement held toward the leader of the 
People’s Republic of China between 1949 and 1975. We examine the changes that occurred 
in these positions and analyze the dialogue they implied with national and international 
contexts at each historical moment.
Key-words: Peronism; Chinese Revolution; Maoism; Argentina; Third World.

	| Resumen: El peronismo y el maoísmo han llamado la atención de numerosos trabajos a lo 
largo de décadas. Ancladas en diferentes realidades nacionales (una en Argentina, la otra en 
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112 China), la pregunta por sus vínculos y diálogos aparece habilitada, entre otros motivos, por 
el hecho de que son expresiones políticas surgidas del Tercer Mundo y porque la República 
Argentina contó con una nada desdeñable presencia e influencias del maoísmo en los años 
1960 y 1970. En este artículo planteamos una primera sistematización que permita explorar 
el arco de posicionamientos que sostuvieron Juan Domingo Perón y algunos sectores del 
movimiento peronista respecto del líder de la República Popular China entre 1949 y 1975. 
Nos interrogamos por los cambios que se fueron produciendo en los mismos y por el diálogo 
que suponen con el contexto nacional e internacional en cada momento.
Palabras clave: Peronismo; Revolución China; Maoísmo; Argentina; Tercer Mundo.

INTRODUCTION

“– Are you Maoists? If I were Argentine, I would be a Peronist.” This phrase, suppos-
edly uttered by Mao Zedong in response to an Argentine party representative who in-
troduced himself as a member of that current, circulated in national political activism 
from the late 1960s and has been repeated by sectors of Peronism to this day. While 
the veracity of this exchange matters little, its reiteration and circulation speak of the 
significant impact it would have had if it were true. 

This statement enables us to examine several critical questions: What connections 
existed between these two contemporaneous political experiences? What positions did 
Perón adopt in regards to the Chinese Revolution? Were these positions consistent 
throughout the period, or do we find turning points during their relationship?

In October 1945, Argentine history witnessed the birth of a political, cultural, 
social, and economic phenomenon that would permeate its political life to the present 
day: the Peronist movement. Juan Domingo Perón emerged as leader of a coalition 
composed mainly of workers, initially structured around his leadership and charac-
terized by members who exchanged autonomy for significant economic and symbolic 
achievements (James 1990; Torre 2012; Murmis and Portantiero 2011; Doyon 2006). 
Perón served as Argentine president between 1946 and 1952, was reelected in 1952 
until the coup d’état of 1955, and again held the presidency briefly from October 
1973 until his death in July 1974. The guiding principles of his policies, particular-
ly during the first governments, were economic independence, political sovereignty, 
and social justice. The transformations implemented during his initial administrations 
–by means of import substitution industrialization and the expansion of social and la-
bor rights– left a profound impression on contemporary interpretations. The literature 
addressing this phenomenon, its debates, and their implications ranks among the most 
extensive in Argentina, making any enumeration necessarily selective. The economic 
crisis of 1951-1952 revealed the limitations of this development model. Faced with 
this scenario, Peronism began to retreat and such instability was exploited by opposi-
tion sectors linked to the military forces. In September 1955, these forces overthrew 
the president, inaugurating a prolonged period of crisis in Argentina.
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113The overthrowing of Perón in 1955 initiated a period of profound political insta-
bility within Argentina, characterized by recurring economic crises, loss of state legit-
imacy, and escalating social conflicts. This era, which culminated tragically with the 
civic-military coup of 1976, has generated extensive scholarly attention from diverse 
disciplinary perspectives. A vast production addresses various and diverse aspects of 
this complex problem, which remains unresolved due to its close connection with the 
present. Within this context of institutional crisis, a broad trend toward social and 
political radicalization emerged amongst significant sectors of the population. How-
ever, this transformation proceeded unevenly, manifesting in considerable diversity in 
scope and intensity across different regions and social groups. It was precisely during 
this period of radicalization that Maoist organizations were formed in Argentina, and 
when the influences of the Chinese Revolution and Mao Zedong’s thought began to 
resonate among numerous intellectuals and political figures –including members of 
Argentina’s largest political movement: Peronism.

Although Argentina’s diplomatic relations with China dated from 1945, count-
less interruptions and postponements occurred due to the international and national 
context. While a Treaty of Friendship was formalized in 1947, its implementation was 
curtailed by subsequent political instability.1 The triumph of the Chinese Revolution 
in October 1949 occurred during the first mandate of Juan Domingo Perón’s govern-
ment, a period commonly characterized as one of the greatest economic and social 
transformations in Argentine history. In a context where two seats claimed official 
representation of China, Argentina did not recognize the People’s Republic of China 
(PRC). Years later, the dictatorship of the self-named ‘Liberating Revolution’, would 
establish the embassy in Taipei. Meanwhile, commercial ties with Beijing began in 
1950 and followed a course that attended to the priorities of the various Argentine 
governments thereafter.

Following its victory in October 1949, the Chinese government launched an in-
ternational campaign to build solidarity around its revolutionary project –recognized 
only by socialist countries–. As part of this, numerous delegations were invited to 
learn about the Chinese experience (Lovell 2021; Rupar 2020; Hubert 2017; Locane 
and Montt 2020; Ortega 2020; Johnson 1970; Xu 2006; Ratliff 1972). These delega-
tion visits and training programs became crucial mechanisms through which foreign 
personalities and organizations encountered –and often embraced– the Chinese revo-
lutionary model. In Argentina, this cultural diplomacy contributed to the ideological 
framework that was developing among radicalized sectors, providing new concepts 
and categories derived from the Chinese experience. In this way, cultural diplomacy 
was constituted as a first moment of approximation and, at the same time, had some 
impact on the Maoist organizations that would be conformed later. As the Sino-Soviet 
split deepened, Chinese invitations were increasingly extended to influential politi-

1	 Eduardo Daniel Oviedo (2008) reconstructs the temporalities and addresses what he calls errors in 
the periodization of the ties. We also recommend a deeper engagement with Taiana (2022).
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114 cal figures from non-communist parties. Throughout the 1960s, leaders from various 
Argentine political movements, including Peronism, traveled to the PRC, where they 
were profoundly influenced by the revolutionary experience which they encountered.

The post-1955 period witnessed severe challenges to democratic governance in Ar-
gentina. The proscription of Peronism –the country’s most representative political par-
ty– combined with recurring military coups, created a sense of exclusion and aliena-
tion among an entire generation. Electoral processes appeared increasingly illegitimate, 
leading many to conclude that preserving established rights whilst advancing new ones 
demanded autonomous organization and direct action. This domestic crisis coincided 
with the growing discrediting of Argentina’s traditional left, represented by socialist and 
communist parties. These organizations had supported or maintained faith in various 
governments throughout this period, continuing to pursue parliamentary paths to trans-
formation even as their effectiveness diminished. The radicalization process was further 
catalyzed by international developments that suggested alternative paths to social change. 
The wave of Asian and African decolonization, combined with the Cuban Revolution’s 
success, indicated that revolutionary transformation remained possible, providing inspi-
ration for Argentine activists seeking alternatives to failed institutional politics.

Although the Chinese revolution succeeded in 1949, Maoism only emerged as 
a distinct political trend during the 1960s. This differentiation developed through 
two parallel processes: the construction of socialism within China after 1949, and the 
escalating ideological confrontation with the Soviet Union beginning in 1956.2 The 
Chinese experience was understood and interpreted as a model for certain countries in 
Asia, Africa, and Latin America.3 Increasingly, the PRC was also assuming a leadership 
role among the countries of the so-called Third World, positioning itself as better qual-
ified to understand and serve as a guide to revolutionary processes within peripheral 
societies due to its own recent experience with imperialism and underdevelopment.

Within this context, as debates within the International Communist Movement 
(ICM) were beginning to transcend national boundaries, various Argentine groups be-
gan expressing their dissidence from the organizations of which they were part, whether 
communist or socialist. The defense of the armed path as the only certain way to achieve 
social changes became one of the elements that facilitated various sectors’ connection 
with Maoism. This assertion appeared as definitive and distinctive in a context where 

2	 During this period, the debate between the CPSU and the Communist Party of China (CCP) gained 
momentum, with the latter rejecting the Soviet approach of peaceful coexistence and a peaceful tran-
sition to socialism. As these controversies unfolded, the distinct contributions of the Chinese current 
gradually came to the fore. While initial emphasis was placed on the strategy through which power 
had been secured –namely, a protracted people’s war based on the peasantry and the encirclement of 
cities from the countryside– over time, and without negating this experience, greater weight was given 
to Mao Zedong’s theoretical interventions. These were regarded as marking a new stage in the evolu-
tion of Marxist theory, particularly his insistence on the persistence of class struggle under socialism 
and, later, his characterization of the USSR as ‘social-imperialist’ (Rupar 2018).

3	 Nor was it limited to these regions: Maoist currents also took shape in parts of Europe and, more 
modestly, in North America.
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115access to power via elections was strongly encouraged by USSR think tanks. Such ques-
tioning and criticism were formulated from the perspective of a triumphant revolution-
ary and socialist experience, which endowed the increasingly popular Chinese giant with 
considerable strength. Within this framework, many characteristics of the Chinese rev-
olutionary process gained even wider dissemination, including protracted people’s war, 
the theory of New Democracy as a revolutionary program in oppressed countries, the 
analysis of social classes, and philosophical theses encompassing notions about practice 
and contradictions that served as guides for revolutionary analysis and influence. The 
process of the Proletarian Cultural Revolution promoted in the PRC and the direct 
confrontation with a sector of the party and government appeared as an unprecedented 
experience in the left. In addition to being a great unifying and propaganda element 
around the world (Lowy 2002), in Argentina this was a moment of great dissemination 
of other characteristics of the Chinese revolution.

In this context of growing social and political radicalization in Argentina and in-
creasing global influence of Maoism it was perhaps inevitable that a link would be es-
tablished (sometimes as dialogue, sometimes as dispute) between Argentina’s majority 
political movement, Peronism, and Maoism.

For different tendencies within Peronism and for Perón himself, the Chinese expe-
rience became a reference that increasingly gained ground, although not in a linear or 
univocal manner. Despite the recognized ties and mentions of Mao from different sec-
tors of Peronism, we lack a systematization that analyzes these connections. By virtue of 
this scholarly gap, this work proposes a first approach to the subject. The temporal arc we 
have established, 1949-1975, spans from the beginning of the Chinese Revolution to the 
dawn of 1976, the year of Mao Zedong’s death. This framework encompasses the three 
governments of Juan Domingo Perón and all the years the leader spent in exile follow-
ing the coup d’état. The course of events and formulations were in close dialogue with 
both national and international developments, acquiring different meanings and uses 
that allow us to establish different analytical periods. Firstly, we examine developments 
between the triumph of the Chinese revolution and the coup d’état against the second 
Peronist government in 1955. Secondly, we focus on Perón’s years in exile, a period that 
concludes shortly after Argentina reestablished diplomatic relations with the People’s Re-
public of China. Here we also observe the emergence of sectors of Peronism that linked 
with China and the Chinese Revolution outside the direct mediations of the leader. 
Finally, and more narrowly, we analyze developments after Perón’s return, his third gov-
ernment, and the debates between the Peronist left and more orthodox positions.

PERÓN, THE THIRD POSITION AND THE CHINESE REVOLUTION 
(1949-1955)

The second postwar period and the Cold War constituted the fundamental fra-
mework  within which both experiences developed their respective projects. Both 
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116 Perón’s Argentina and Mao’s China emerged as significant political national forces 
during the early Cold War period, when peripheral countries faced intense pressu-
re to align with either the Soviet or American blocs. As dependent nations, both 
countries shared characteristics that would later facilitate dialogue and comparative 
analysis4. The perceived ideological affinity between Perón and Mao largely repre-
sents a retrospective construction that gained prominence during the 1960s. This 
interpretation was fostered both by Peronist intellectuals and by later theoretical 
work that emphasized the convergent aspects of their respective projects. The inte-
llectual Alcira Argumedo (2017, 38) has argued that Perón’s rise should be unders-
tood within a broader pattern of Third World liberation movements. According to 
her analysis:

October 17 in Argentina in 1945 coincided with Indian independence in 1947, Indonesian 
independence in 1948 –the same year as Gaitán’s assassination in Colombia and French 
withdrawal from Vietnam– Mao’s victory in 1949, and in subsequent decades, Nasser’s 
rise in Egypt, followed by the Cuban and Algerian revolutions. Within this framework, the 
convergence between Perón and Mao relates to questions of national sovereignty and the 
concept of ‘people’, which proves more complex and appropriate to peripheral countries 
than the rigid notion of ‘proletariat’ characteristic of European Marxist tradition.

This interpretation suggests that both leaders drew upon concepts of national liber-
ation that transcended traditional Marxist class analysis, adapting instead to the specif-
ic conditions of peripheral societies seeking independence from imperial domination. 
For Argumedo, national sovereignty and the notion of “people” would function as 
articulators and approximators of the experiences. Correspondingly, the concept of 
Third Position, as formulated by Perón and related to the Third World (as concep-
tualized by Mao Zedong), served as a fundamental connecting mechanism in this 
construction.

The concept of the Third Position, central to understanding Perón’s later affinity 
for Mao, requires careful examination of its original formulation and evolution. Ac-
cording to Cecilia Miguez’s recent analysis (forthcoming), Perón first articulated this 
concept during a 1946 address at the Colón Theater, initially conceiving it as Argen-
tina’s pursuit of international autonomy, particularly in resistance to U.S. influence. 
Through this formulation, Perón distanced himself from the contending blocs in the 
Cold War in terms of international relations. However, the promoted ‘justicialism’ 
entailed the pursuit of humanized capitalism based on class conciliation, which cultur-
ally placed it in the Western cultural tradition. Perón himself characterized ‘Justicialist 
third-worldism’ as an “arithmetic rather than geometric” position, signifying that it 
was not neutral –possessing foundational principles– and was termed ‘third’ because it 

4	 This aspect was not restricted to Peronism. In another study, we have explored the similarities be-
tween both countries as established by traveling delegations and documented in their travel diaries 
(Rupar 2020).
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117followed the first (capitalist) and second (communist) positions rather than position-
ing itself between them.

As previously noted, the triumph of Mao Zedong’s revolution occurred during Juan 
Domingo Perón’s first presidential term in Argentina (1946-1951). The diplomatic ne-
gotiations, initiated several years earlier, were disrupted by this new scenario, and the 
Argentine government withheld recognition of the People’s Republic of China.5 Within 
the Third Position that had been systematized in those years as a bulwark of Argentine 
foreign policy, supporting such an event which was aligned with the Soviet-led bloc 
was inconceivable.6 Moreover, Peronism maintained explicitly anti-communist positions 
and, to consolidate its power base, implemented persecutory and repressive measures 
aimed at dismantling the Argentine Communist Party, which had achieved significant 
worker support through sustained organizing efforts since the 1920s (Camarero 2007; 
Bohoslavsky and Franco 2024). Perón successfully mobilized the majority of the Argen-
tine working class through material and labor improvements and inclusion within a sym-
bolic framework that conferred positive identity –a community that not only embraced 
them but also discursively positioned them at its center (James 1990). As Ernesto Boho-
slavsky and Marina Franco point out, Peronism in government transformed the preced-
ing anti-communism, more strongly linked to the traditional ruling-class conservatism, 
turning it into a “popular anti-communism, where nationalism was a fundamental value 
in clear competition with the foreignness associated with communism” (2024, 70).

Despite this positioning against the eastern bloc in general, the Argentine govern-
ment did not transfer the embassy to Guangdong when requested by the Kuomintang 
regime, nor did it send an ambassador to Taipei. Following a logic that characterized 
its relationships with most countries, the PRC government sought to maintain re-
lations through alternative channels whilst facilitating commercial ties beneficial to 
both parties. The Peronist Third Position also proved to be a propitious tactic for di-
versifying buyer and seller markets.7 Although Perón maintained fluid exchanges with 

5	 According to researcher Eduardo Oviedo, “[...] the success of the communist revolution in mainland 
China forced Juan Domingo Perón to decide which government the Argentine State would recognize. 
Perón withdrew the diplomatic officials accredited in Shanghai and continued developing diplomatic 
relations with the government of the Republic of China, which by then was already confined to Tai-
wan and other nearby islands. This situation continued until 1972, when the Lanusse government 
recognized the Beijing government as the representative of the Chinese State and severed diplomatic 
ties with Taiwan” (Oviedo 2015, 180).

6	 Oviedo (2010, 133-135) mentions that there were secret negotiations to establish ties between Argen-
tina and the PRC.

7	 In view of the challenges confronting the Argentine economy and the strategy endorsed by the Per-
onist administration at the time (Nassif and Rupar 2016), the nation forged commercial ties with 
the majority of socialist bloc countries as part of its Second Five-Year Plan. An example of this was 
the establishment of diplomatic relations with the USSR just two days after Perón took office – ties 
that remained throughout the period. Although immediate changes did not occur, by 1952 these 
developed into economic negotiations between the two countries, as evidenced by a meeting between 
Argentine Ambassador to Moscow Leopoldo Bravo and Joseph Stalin, followed by the signing of the 
first Argentine-Soviet trade agreement (Rapoport 1988).
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118 Chiang Kai-shek, Argentina became among the first countries to establish commercial 
relations with Beijing in 1950, seeking to circumvent U.S.-imposed economic isola-
tion (Taiana 2022; Oviedo 2010). This period witnessed the initial Argentine exports 
to the PRC.

These postwar years also saw the systematization of the Third World concept, which 
emerged as a defining voice of the era. Its formulation by Alfred Sauvy in 1952 for 
the French magazine L’Observateur provided coherence and international projection.8 
Subsequently, it became a structuring axis within the intellectual universe of diverse 
intellectuals and political forces. Its premises addressed the Cold War context, posi-
tioning the Third World as what remained outside the primary contest of latent mili-
tary geopolitics. However, its political and identity implications were shaped through 
its intersection with contemporary debates, particularly those concerning peripheral 
zone development, which at times became synonymous with Third World status. Over 
time, the PRC developed its own interpretation of this concept, linked to its interests 
in a new geopolitical configuration.

PERÓN IN EXILE: MASS RADICALIZATION AND NEW APPROACHES 
TO THE CHINESE EXPERIENCE

The 1955 coup d’état fundamentally altered Argentina’s relationship with China. The 
following period in Argentina was characterized by rapid political changes, with alter-
nating weak civilian governments and military coups. During the self-proclaimed ‘Li-
berating Revolution’ (1955-1958), bilateral trade with Beijing decreased considerably, 
and previously established diplomatic negotiations were suspended. Cultural exchan-
ges were also affected– the military government unsuccessfully attempted to block a 
Chinese artistic mission that performed at the Colón Theater in 1956, citing fears of 
communist infiltration. In 1957, the military government established relations with 
the Nationalist Chinese, settling the embassy in Taipei. Regarding connections with 
the PRC, constitutional president Arturo Frondizi pursued greater international au-
tonomy, which included renewed engagement with China through artistic exchanges 
and the reactivation of bilateral trade. These negotiations gained significant impulse 
and consolidation under the government of Arturo Illia (Oviedo 2010).

A novel element of 1955 was the military sectors’ conviction that Peronism and 
communism represented two interconnected components that needed to be disman-
tled in order to “heal” Argentine society. This represented a break from earlier inter-
pretations that had seen Peronism as a potential barrier against communist influence. 
Both the emergence of Peronist Resistance and the triumph of the Cuban Revolution 
appeared as new evidence for explanations that increasingly linked these movements 
(Pontoriero 2022). 

8	 Although it recognizes precedents in the early post-war period (Goebel 2015; Bergel 2019).
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119It was within this context of domestic repression and international realignment that 
Perón’s own positions toward China and Mao began to evolve significantly. From his 
Madrid exile, Perón’s discourse began incorporating new elements that reflected both 
his changed circumstances and the evolving international landscape. His first direct ref-
erence to the Chinese Revolution, according to Roberto Baschetti (2017), appeared in 
a March 14, 1965 letter where he offered a stark critique of Western civilization while 
praising Eastern alternatives. In a particularly striking formulation, he declared that “ei-
ther we liberate ourselves or the Chinese liberate us […] (Perón in Baschetti 2017, s.p.).

However, it was Perón’s well-known letter to Mao, dated July 15, 1965 in Madrid 
[image 1], that marked a significant shift in his position. In this letter, Perón explicitly 
told the Chinese leader that he was taking advantage of “the magnificent opportunity 
provided by the trip of the young Peronist leaders of the MRP [Revolutionary Peronist 
Movement]... to convey to you... our admiration for you, your Government and your 
Party.”9 He immediately acknowledged their shared struggle against “North American 
Imperialism and its permanent allies –including now the current Soviet leaders [au-
thor’s emphasis]”– and dismissed “peaceful coexistence” as deception. Notably diverg-
ing from his previous declarations and policies10, he analyzed that “the nefarious action 
of Imperialism, with the complicity of the traitor classes, prevented us in 1955 from 
completing the stage of the Democratic Revolution in order to prepare the working 
class for the full and subsequent realization of the Socialist Revolution.”

The referenced trip involved a delegation of seven Argentines who traveled to the 
PRC for instruction.11 Carlos Gaitán, a Peronist leader and trade unionist with close 
ties to Héctor Villalón (one of Perón’s delegates during his exile), led this group.12 The 
delegation included members from the recently formed Revolutionary Peronist Move-
ment13 and the Revolutionary Nationalist Tacuara Movement, and they remained whi-
tin Chinese territory for five to six months.

One persistent version of this trip suggests that this delegation carried letters from 
Perón to Chairman Mao. However, when interviewed, both Gaitán and Jorge Rulli 
(also a Peronist leader) denied being the messengers14 and speculated that the let-
ters arrived through other delegation or diplomatic channels via Switzerland. Roberto 
Baschetti (2017) revealed that Bernabé Castellano delivered the letter to Zhou Enlai 
and provided copies to Marcel Niedergang of Le Monde and other European media.

9	 “Carta de Perón a Mao”, included in Infobae Newspaper, July 8, 2017.
10	 Based on social class reconciliation, subordination, and the laying down of arms.
11	 Interview with “Pancho” Gaitán conducted by Xia Tingting in Buenos Aires, August 30, 2017. 

Unpublished.
12	 “Gaitán, Carlos”. Diccionario del Peronismo 1955-1969. Cedinpe-UNSAM. URL: https://dicciona-

rioperonismo55-69.ar/gaitan-carlos/ (March 11, 2025).
13	 El Compañero N° 59, August 11, 1964. Upon their return, a split occurred and part of the group 

distanced itself from Villalón.
14	 It is noteworthy that the aforementioned letter is dated July 15, 1965, and explicitly states that it 

“takes advantage of the magnificent opportunity provided by the trip of the young Peronist leaders of 
the MRP…”. Gaitán suggests that there were subsequent trips by Peronists.
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Image 1: Letter from Juan D. Perón to Mao Zedong, July 15, 1965 
Source: Infobae Newspaper, July 8, 2017.

The clandestine nature of the journey reflected the political constraints facing Lat-
in American revolutionaries during the 1960s. Beginning with an undocumented de-
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121parture from Montevideo, the delegation obtained proper documentation in Geneva 
before proceeding through Pakistan to Shanghai, where they spent only one day be-
fore reaching Beijing. Based at Beijing’s International Hotel, the delegates began an 
intensive program15. Jorge Rulli explains that the trip’s objective was to receive military 
training at a school for foreign cadets of the People’s Liberation Army. Their goal was to:

organize a military device that would enable Perón’s return, within the framework of our 
revolutionary aspirations [...] traveling to China was a way of assuming new responsibili-
ties: that of organizing a military organization in the suburbs that we called FAP [Peronist 
Armed Forces].16

The training involved long days alternating between physical exercises, military in-
struction, and theoretical education.17 Both Rulli’s testimony and accounts from other 
delegations reveal that Chinese leaders emphasized developing their own revolutionary 
approach rather than exporting a rigid Chinese model. Delegates were instructed to 
study the Chinese revolutionary experience and then develop strategies appropriate 
to Argentine conditions. While this guidance might seem to contradict the famous 
phrase attributed to Mao about Peronism, it could also be considered within the con-
text of informal exchanges. However, verifying the authenticity of such statements is 
not our primary concern here.

The trip and its theoretical contributions also influenced Gaitán’s understanding 
of the concept of “people.” He recalls that the Chinese had a dynamic conception of 
this term. They explained that during the War with Japan, all Chinese, including the 
Kuomintang, were considered “people.” However, after the triumph of the Chinese 
Revolution, the “people” no longer included the Kuomintang.18 Similarly, Armando 
Jaime remembers that the Chinese demonstrated a sophisticated understanding of na-
tional issues by connecting them to theories of imperialism19. He points out that these 
considerations enabled the CCP to develop policies toward both the working-class 
movement and the national bourgeoisie in anti-imperialist struggles20. Such analysis 
explained Chinese interest in Peronism as a nationalist movement that had successfully 
mobilized popular support while maintaining complex relationships with domestic 

15	 Interview with “Pancho” Gaitán conducted by Xia Tingting in Buenos Aires, August 30, 2017. Un-
published. According to Alejandra Dandan and Silvina Heguy (2006) in their biography of Joe Bax-
ter, the hotel was called ‘Hotel de las Nacionalidades’.

16	 Account included in “Los malditos caminos” (2002), documentary by Luis Barone.
17	 Interview with Jorge Rulli, conducted by Xia Tingting and Guillermo Salvador Marinaro, Buenos 

Aires, July 13, 2017.Unpublished.
18	 Interview with “Pancho” Gaitán conducted by Xia Tingting in Buenos Aires, August 30, 2017. Un-

published.
19	 Interview with Armando Jaime, conducted by Rodolfo Laufer in Salta, October 3, 2016. Unpublished.
20	 Jaime points out that in China the Communist Party led the labor movement, and that mechanical-

ly applying this model to Argentina would ultimately mean supporting the controversial president 
Isabel Martínez de Perón. Interview with Armando Jaime, conducted by Rodolfo Laufer in Salta, 
October 3, 2016. Unpublished
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122 capitalist sectors. “Not only us, but people from various tendencies went. Many Per-
onists traveled to China!”21 As an interesting anecdote, Gaitán recalls that during the 
May Day celebration of 1965 in Tiananmen Square, they began singing the Peronist 
March among the crowd. “There was a CGT delegation there (which we didn’t know 
about), and when the comrades returned, they informed their colleagues. Everyone 
was surprised that they had heard the march being sung.”22 

These testimonies collectively demonstrate how the Chinese experience provided 
Argentine radicals with both practical training and theoretical frameworks that would 
significantly influence their subsequent political development. Although Gaitán later 
acknowledged that his youthful idealism may have coloured his perception of China, 
the testimonies reveal that radicalized Peronist sectors drew selectively from multi-
ple revolutionary experiences –Chinese, Cuban, Vietnamese– to construct theoretical 
frameworks suited to Argentine conditions.

Perón’s evolving position toward China reflects the intersection of multiple factors 
that fundamentally altered the geopolitical landscape after 1955. His search for both 
domestic and international alliances coincided with the emergence of the Non-Aligned 
Movement, where China assumed increasing prominence as a leader of Third World 
nations seeking alternatives to Cold War bipolarity. Several elements contributed to 
Perón’s rhetorical transformation. First, increased knowledge of Chinese revolution-
ary strategy, particularly its approach to the national bourgeoisie in anti-imperialist 
struggles, offered insights relevant to Peronist politics. Secondly, China’s assertion of 
independence within the ICM resonated with Perón’s quest for autonomy. This shift 
also coincided with the growing conflict and eventual split between the CCP and the 
CPSU (Rupar 2018 and 2023). It’s important to remember that Perón was highly crit-
ical of the USSR. Finally, domestic radicalization processes within Argentina, includ-
ing growing Maoist influence among Peronists, created pressure for Perón to adapt 
his discourse to maintain relevance among increasingly revolutionary constituencies. 

In a 1973 interview with Le Monde newspaper, Perón stated:

[...] last December, Perón affirmed that he would be capable of throwing bombs “if I were 
fifty years younger.”
Was this a humorous gesture?
– [...] It is true that every revolution, to be realized, must choose between two paths: blood 
or time [...] I am a pacifist general. An herbivorous lion. But what I wanted to say with the 
bomb story [...] is that I understand and share the rebellion of youth. This violent rebellion, 
these guerrilla actions, are a response to the violence of the authorities.23

21	 Interview with Armando Jaime, conducted by Rodolfo Laufer in Salta, October 3, 2016. Unpublished.
22	 Interview with “Pancho” Gaitán conducted by Xia Tingting in Buenos Aires, August 30, 2017. Un-

published.
23	 “L’Amérique latine de l’an 2000 sera unie ou dominée nous déclare le général Peron”, Le Monde, Feb-

ruary 27, 1973. As we have previously discussed, Perón himself had been pursuing a specific policy 
toward the radicalized youth of his movement since the 1960s. These positions would shift upon his 
return and, particularly, during his third administration.
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123This formulation demonstrates Perón’s attempt to maintain leadership over increas-
ingly radicalized sectors while positioning himself as a moderating influence. In the same 
1973 Le Monde interview, alongside his criticism of peaceful coexistence for not being 
conducted “in favor of the peoples,” Perón claimed to be a precursor because “the Third 
Position we have defended is now the slogan of the Third World, which rejects two im-
perialisms [author’s emphasis].”24 He viewed Chinese national liberation as representing 
“what Argentina was seeking” –suggesting he saw parallels between Chinese and Argentine 
experiences of anti-imperialist struggle. He reaffirmed this position in August of that year 
when, after visiting a Chinese exhibition in Argentina, he declared, “this is Mao’s hour.”25

The 1960s transformation of Peronist ideology reflects broader patterns of political 
adaptation during the Cold War’s turbulent decade. In Argentina, this coincided with 
an extended organic crisis that affected Peronism in a distinctive way, since its leader 
remained exiled and its symbols were banned. Both Perón and various Peronist sectors 
incorporated elements of Chinese revolutionary thought, although their motivations 
and interpretations differed significantly. For Perón, Chinese concepts offered tools for 
maintaining relevance and building international alliances. For some radicalized Per-
onist youths, Maoism provided theoretical frameworks to understand Argentine con-
ditions and strategies for revolutionary transformation. Whilst these interpretations 
were not identical and did not share the same strategic direction, such differences did 
not become prominent until 1973. Until then, we can assert that the Third Position 
had been reconfigured through its connection to the Third World category, in which 
both Perón and Peronists placed Argentina. This represented one of the “entry points” 
for convergence with broad sectors of the contemporary political and social landscape.

The exile period thus represents a crucial phase in Peronist-Maoist relations, char-
acterized by increasing ideological convergence facilitated by shared Third World 
identity. The combination of delegation visits, correspondence, and evolving discourse 
created networks of connection that would significantly influence Argentine politics 
upon Perón’s return. 

THE HERBIVOROUS LION: PERÓN’S RETURN AND ITS IMPACT ON 
PERONISM’S STANCE TOWARD THE CHINESE REVOLUTION

The early 1970s witnessed a fundamental realignment in international relations that 
would profoundly affect Peronist-Chinese connections. China’s admission to the Uni-
ted Nations in 1971, followed by President Nixon’s historic visit in 1972, marked 
the PRC’s emergence from diplomatic isolation and its integration into the global 
diplomatic community. For the PRC, these events represented the moment when they 
achieved recognition and (re)established diplomatic relations with most Western coun-

24	 Le Monde, February 27, 1973. 
25	 El Cronista Comercial, 16-08-73, included in Baschetti (2017, s.p.).
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124 tries. Argentina did so on February 19, 1972 (Delpino 2024). From that date forward, 
formal state diplomatic visits were added to the existing informal connections.

The years 1973 and 1974 were marked by the call for elections and the concrete 
possibility that Perón would return to the country after many years of exile. In April 
1973, the first official contact occurred between the Chinese government and the 
General, following an invitation extended by the official responsible for Asian com-
mercial affairs at the PRC Embassy in Paris. A month later, on the eve of Héctor Cám-
pora’s assumption, a delegation from the ‘National Justicialist Movement’ led by Isabel 
Martínez de Perón visited the People’s Republic of China and the Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea to strengthen ties between governments.26

Image 2: Fragment of the article describing the visit of a Peronist delegation to the PRC 
Source: “Peronism opens the Third World.” El Descamisado, no. 1, May 22, 1973.

26	 “El peronismo abre el Tercer mundo”, in El Descamisado 1, no. 1, May 22, 1973, p. 10. According 
to Gloria Bidegain’s account, the visit was semi-official in China, as they were guests of the Chinese 
Institute for Relations with Latin America, and official in Korea. “Una Compañera peronista en la 
tierra de Mao”, El Descamisado 1, no. 7, July 3, 1973, p. 20.
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125The tour lasted ten days and included José López Rega, Norma López Rega de 
Lastiri, and Gloria Bidegain. In an interview with El Descamisado, Bidegain empha-
sized the similarities she found between China’s socialist construction and the revo-
lutionary project proposed by the ‘Juventud Peronista’ (Peronist Youth), of which she 
was a member: “Their socialism is also a national socialism, since it is not copied from 
any model and has its own characteristics.”27 It is worth examining the identification 
she makes based on the idea of socialist construction. By 1973, Peronism encompassed 
increasingly incompatible tendencies. The radicalization process that gained momen-
tum after 1969 resulted in a major and significant leftist faction within Peronism, led 
predominantly by youth organizations that combined Marxist thought with the goal 
of presenting Peronism as Argentina’s true socialist alternative. These groups prolifer-
ated during the early 1970s, developing considerable influence within the movement. 
One of the organizations which held the greatest presence and influence during those 
years was ‘Montoneros’. They made their public debut by kidnapping and executing 
General Pedro Eugenio Aramburu in 197028 and managed to gain relevance in var-
ious strategic spaces within the Peronist movement and, subsequently, in Cámpora’s 
government. The delegation’s composition perfectly illustrated these branches: while 
Bidegain represented the revolutionary Peronist Youth, the other members belonged 
to Perón’s inner circle, including José López Rega, who would later establish the Ar-
gentine Anticommunist Alliance, a paramilitary organization dedicated to eliminating 
leftist influence. Despite these internal divisions, both Peronist sectors found common 
ground in Third World identity when approaching China. As Bidegain explained, “we 
all fight for a homeland where social justice, economic independence, and political 
sovereignty reign [...] and we all belong to the Third World.” 29 

The Third World framework also gained institutional expression in educational 
spaces that proliferated during this period. The Chair of National and Popular History 
at the National and Popular University of Buenos Aires exemplified this trend by in-
cluding both Perón and Mao in its 1973 booklet The Method of Leadership. Both lead-
ers were understood to “establish a broad field for common problems by recognizing 
as the center of theoretical reflection in Third World countries the construction of a 
political leadership framework in which the working popular masses of both countries 
see themselves reflected, referred to, and identified.” 30

The shared framework temporarily obscured deeper ideological incompatibili-
ties. Perón’s 1973 response in the Le Monde interview captures many of the tensions 
developing during those years. The question certainly sought to position him re-
garding revolutionary violence. Perón elegantly attributed the attacks to the rebel-

27	 “Una Compañera peronista en la tierra de Mao”, El Descamisado 1, no. 7, July 3, 1973, p. 20.
28	 Aramburu had been president of the military government following Perón’s overthrow in 1955. 
29	 “Una Compañera peronista en la tierra de Mao”, El Descamisado 1, no. 7, July 3, 1973, p. 20.
30	 “El pensamiento político del Tercer Mundo. Temas de conducción. Perón Mao”, Universidad Nacio-

nal y Popular de Buenos Aires, FCE, Cátedra de historia nacional y popular, cuadernillo N° 9, 1973.
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126 lious nature of youth responding to violence “from the authorities.” For himself, 
he reserved the characterization of being a “pacifist [military] general” who chooses 
time over bloodshed (issues that had been present since the dawn of the 1955 coup, 
when he was offered the opportunity to organize resistance against it), marking a 
distance and seeking to (re)position himself in the leadership of the movement. 
However, the differences with the so-called ‘Peronist left’ were not exhausted in 
these declarations.

The convergences masked deepening tensions that would soon explode into open 
conflict. Upon Perón’s return and assumption of the presidency in October 1973, 
conservative sectors began systematically challenging and then repressing these left- 
ist wings.

The expulsion of the ‘Montoneros’ column from the Plaza de Mayo demonstration 
in 1974 represents a key moment in reinforcing Perón’s leadership within the move-
ment. Shortly afterwards, the ‘Montoneros’ decided to go underground and transform 
themselves from a Politico-military organization (PMO) into a political party. These 
decisions also allow us to focus on the debates within these organizations and the com-
peting interpretations of Peronism and national history.

In the Curso de formación de cuadros del Partido Montonero, which began to be 
elaborated in 1975 and was completed in April 1976 after revisions which were 
prompted by the transformation into a Party, they analyzed the “exhaustion of Per-
onism in its traditional format” and the need to account for the new political mo-
ment. Their conversion from PMO to Party was developed with numerous implicit 
references to Mao (and also to Clausewitz). According to Guillermo Caviasca’s anal-
ysis (2018), the Manual’s training sessions also revealed the extent of this strategic 
transformation: “the instructor elaborates on the organization’s history, the exhaus-
tion of Peronism (at least traditional Peronism […]), civil war, how annihilation is 
being avoided and the offensive is being prepared […]”. For the author, it is clear 
that an such approach signaled Montoneros’ adoption of protracted people’s war 
strategy, abandoning their earlier insurrectional approach in favour of Maoist con-
cepts of gradual territorial conquest. 

These allusions did not go unnoticed and were even criticized by the renowned 
journalist and intellectual who had joined ‘Montoneros’, Rodolfo Walsh. In his ‘Pa-
pers’,31 Walsh’s critique targeted both the timing and fundamental logic of this strategic 
shift. He pointed out that it had been a premature error to propose the “exhaustion 
of Peronism” and that the problem was fundamentally understanding the issue in 
military rather than political terms,32 since “although we criticize militarism, the entire 

31	 The ‘Papers’ are a series of critical writings that Walsh composed between August 27, 1976, and 
January 5, 1977. They primarily concern his analysis of the civic-military dictatorship that had been 
established in March 1976 (Walsh, 1979). However, we will focus on those references to decisions 
made by ‘Montoneros’. 

32	 “Aporte a la discusión del informe del Consejo 13 de diciembre de 1976” (Walsh, 1979, 12).
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127document seems like a recipe for one Army to break another’s siege and then defeat it,” 
outside the mass movement.33 According to him, they were making a mechanical copy 
of Vietnamese and Chinese experiences without understanding that “in our country 
it is the Movement that generates the Vanguard, and not the reverse...” and that by 
ignoring the Peronist movement that had engendered them, they would have to un-
dertake the task of building a ‘Montoneros’ movement.34

In summary, he argues that:

The party line and the documents that express it over the last 18 months reveal [referring 
to June 1975], in my judgment, a strong influence of Maoist thought in the political aspect 
and Clausewitz’s doctrine in the military aspect. Obviously, this is not about questioning 
the utility of instruments that rest on fundamental experiences, but rather seeing them as 
historical products. From this vision emerges the necessity of our own historical product.
Once this necessity is established, the main deficiency of “Montoneros thought” becomes 
clear: a deficit of historicity.35

This criticism went beyond tactical disagreements to challenge the organization’s 
theoretical foundations, arguing that their mechanical adoption of foreign models re-
flected an inability to understand Argentine historical specificity. 

It is important to note that Perón’s disagreements with ‘Montoneros’, as well 
as criticisms arising within the Peronist left itself, revolved around conceptions of 
violence –especially after the country’s democratic restoration– and also around 
assessments of the USSR. While one sector of the Peronist left regarded that so-
cialist experiment favorably, another criticized it as an “importation of foreign ide-
as,” stressing the need to pursue genuinely national paths (namely, Peronism), and 
yet another reaffirmed its most intransigent anticommunism. These three trends, 
as noted, became more pronounced after Perón’s death in July 1974, largely char-
acterizing the period that culminated in the final civil-military dictatorship of 
March 1976.

FINAL REFLECTIONS

Mao Zedong and Juan Domingo Perón came to power at roughly the same time in 
two peripheral countries during the Cold War era. In this article, which represents a 
first approach to a complex set of issues, we have examined different moments in the 
evolving relationship between Juan Domingo Perón and Mao Zedong and Maoism. 
The focus was to observe the positions of Perón and Peronism towards the Eastern 
experience.

33	 “Observaciones sobre el documento del Consejo del 11/11/76”, November 23, 1976 (Walsh, 1979, 5).
34	 “Observaciones sobre el documento del Consejo del 11/11/76”, November 23, 1976 (Walsh, 1979, 6).
35	 “Reflexiones sobre la situación partidaria” s/f (Walsh 1979, 23).
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128 The initial phase (1949-1955) illuminated the limitations of ideological frame-
works in determining practical policy. Perón was governing Argentina when the Chi-
nese Revolution triumphed. His government, like most Western countries, did not 
recognize the newly established People’s Republic of China. Furthermore, his political 
identity had been strongly built on anticommunist rhetoric. Despite this reluctance, 
mutual necessity led to the beginning of commercial exchanges with China in 1950. 
This contradiction may suggest that peripheral nations’ foreign policy choices were 
driven primarily by material necessities rather than ideological consistency.

The exile period (1955-1973) witnessed a transformation, driven by multiple in-
tersecting factors. After his overthrow and nearly two decades of exile, Perón’s state-
ments about Mao began to change. This shift happened as new connections formed 
through trips and training courses that various Peronist leaders took in China, along-
side the growing influence of Chinese experiences and Mao Zedong’s writings in Ar-
gentina. These changes took place in a country already experiencing intense political 
and social upheaval that challenged the established order –a nation grappling with 
economic crises, political instability, and limited democratic freedoms. Large sectors 
of Peronism found themselves drawn to the Chinese experience and influenced by its 
theoretical and practical approaches. Perón did not oppose these sectors and some-
times even encouraged them. The shared interpretation of both countries as part of 
the Third World struggling for independence and autonomy seemed to provide a 
unifying framework that accommodated different tendencies for several years. How-
ever, deep differences crystallized during Perón’s third term in office and even more 
so after his death.

Perón’s Third Position in international relations was initially developed as a strategy 
to maintain equidistance from the ideological competition between the USSR and the 
United States, while preserving autonomy for bilateral trade with any country. Over 
time, both Perón himself and various theorists and intellectuals began to connect this 
concept with the Third World framework that Mao Zedong was developing.

To conclude, what do Perón’s affirmations and recognition of Mao from 1965 
onward actually mean? Which Mao and which China was Perón envisioning? It seems 
that despite the presence of sectors –particularly among the youth– who emphasized 
the connections between Marxism and Peronism and characterized the latter as Argen-
tina’s unique form of socialism, Perón’s statements were primarily focused on drawing 
from the Chinese experience its international positioning, its defense of national sov-
ereignty, its opposition to both the United States and the USSR, and its collaborative 
approach in forums bringing together countries from Asia, Africa, and Latin America.
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