
La Copa Mundial de Fútbol de 1978

Slide 1: La Copa Mundial de 1978

Good morning everyone. My presentation is about the 1978 Football World Cup, which 
was hosted and won by Argentina with plenty of help from their military dictatorship 
government. We'll start with a clip from the final.

Slide 2: Political Legitimacy

That video mentions that the three special heroes were Ubaldo Fillol the goalkeeper, 
Mario Kempes the striker and Cesar Luis Menotti the coach. But the person who 
perhaps contributed most to Argentina's World Cup title was General Jorge Rafael 
Videla, who was desperate to exploit the tournament to legitimise his military regime, 
which was only two years old at the time. The Argentinian government manipulated the 
1978 World Cup for political ends. The junta used the World Cup to improve their 
international reputation, and to enhance their domestic control. Videla employed 
corruption and match-fixing to ensure Argentina's on-field success, which he equated to 
the purported success of his military government and Argentine national superiority. 
Even though the hosts won the tournament, the 1978 Mundial leaves a sour taste 
because it can never be divorced from memories of the junta.

Slide 3: Background and Build-up

So to provide a bit of background on the tournament, Argentina was awarded the rights 
to host the 1978 World Cup in 1966. But when Videla assumed power from Isabel 
Peron's inept government in 1976, there had already been four different organising 
committees for a string of different unstable governments, military and civilian, and 
virtually no progress had been made. Those governments were understandably 
preoccupied with issues that were far more important than soccer - like the 1973 oil 
shock, massive inflation, persistent budget deficits, and just trying to maintain their 
tenuous grip on power. After the 1976 military coup there were some international calls 
to move the World Cup away from Argentina but Videla was desperate to avoid that 
embarrassment, he insisted the Mundial remain in Argentina and the international 
community was happy to agree. As Marivic discussed in the lecture last week, there 
wasn't the same passionate international condemnation of Videla as there was of 
Pinochet in Chile, because military coups were nothing unusual in Argentina, Videla 
replaced a terrible government and the Argentinian junta did a better job of concealing 
their state terrorism.

Videla saw the Mundial as a golden opportunity for his military regime to enhance their 
political legitimacy at home and abroad, so he established the 'Ente Autarquico 
Mundial' - the Autonomous Body for the World Cup - and gave them a blank cheque to 
organise the entire tournament at such short notice. The original chairman of the EAM, 
General Omar Actis, was assassinated in his first day on the job - it's believed that hit 
was organised by Admiral Carlos Lacoste, who later became president of Argentina and 
a South American delegate to FIFA, soccer's ruling body. Lacoste and the Navy took 
control of the organisation and spent an incredible amount of money on new 
infrastructure. The official estimate of expenditure was $521 million and the 
tournament only earned $9 million in revenue, so it was an enormous economic burden 
for a country suffering deep decline. On top of that, the corrupt government skimmed 
about $400 million of illicit profits from hotel, stadium and airport construction. The 



one billion dollar price tag meant the Mundial chewed up about 20% of Argentina's 
budget in 1978, and cost more than 10 times as much as any previous World Cup to that 
point in time.

Slide 4: International Image

The reason Videla was so keen to spend so much money on the Mundial was because he 
was so desperate to portray Argentina as a peaceful, modern, prosperous nation to the 
rest of the world. It was a case of keeping up with the Joneses - Uruguay, Chile and 
Brazil had all done a good job of hosting World Cups already and Mexico had recently 
organised the 1970 World Cup and the 1968 Olympics - so the junta was keen to prove 
Argentina was more developed than their Latin American rivals, living up to that 
characteristic Argentine arrogance and exceptionalism to the rest of the continent. 

Colour TV was installed for international broadcasters at enormous expense to 
Argentines, while the locals still had to watch in black and white. They built extremely 
expensive, space-age stadiums to impress foreign visitors. 'Villas miserias' were 
bulldozed all over the country and in Rosario they built a giant wall to hide the slums, 
and painted a mural of middle-class houses to create the impression of affluence. They 
used this little 'gauchito' mascot and an army of thousands of multilingual hostesses - 
'azafatas' - to put a friendly face on the tournament. Of course, this charade belied the 
reality that many Argentinians faced in everyday life - poverty, fear of political 
persecution et cetera - but it won over many international observers. David Miller from 
The Times wrote, "Argentina was free for the duration of the tournament of the political 
violence we had all feared. I did not encounter a single rude or uncooperative 
Argentinian. The charm of the people was sincere. They were transparently neither 
unhappy nor, any longer, oppressed."

Slide 5: The Truth

Thankfully, others were able to see past the facade. Amnesty International, which came 
to play a major role in the international campaign for civil liberties in Latin America, 
sent information packs to the 7000 or so accredited journalists travelling to Argentina 
for the World Cup which educated them about the 'La Guerra Sucia' - the Dirty War - 
being waged against internal 'subversives' as a part of 'El Proceso' - the national process 
of re-organisation. Foreign reporters generally did a good job of exposing the junta's 
appalling human rights record, newspapers in particular. The two German TV 
commentators spent the whole opening ceremony - which Videla labelled "The World 
Cup of Peace" in a bid to discredit rumours of state terrorism - discussing 'los 
desaparecidos'. Sweden's Ronnie Hellström and Holland's Wim Rijsbergen attracted 
huge publicity for participating in a protest of 'Las Madres de Plaza de Mayo', who 
enjoyed extensive television coverage. All of this negative PR infuriated the junta and 
their reaction to 'subversive' journalists would have been more severe, but they feared 
giving the international press more ammunition. So despite Videla's best efforts, the 
World Cup was actually terrible for Argentina's international image because it helped to 
shed light on the junta's shocking human rights abuses.

Slide 6: Videla y la Selección

The junta's other goal from the World Cup was tightening domestic control over the 
population by whipping up nationalistic hysteria. Especially in Latin America, the 
national football team has a unifying effect over the population, and the players are seen 



to embody the national character. Sport has a homogenising effect over the country: 
everyone from all walks of life united by the national flag. Here's a video of Videla 
addressing the team at a private dinner at the Government House before the 
tournament, and some of the scenes of euphoria after the final.

Slide 7: Domestic Control

He's saying that like how a general addresses his troops before battle, he's commanding 
the players to go out and feel like winners. It's typical of how the junta tried to politicise 
sport in this tournament by drawing a parallel between the success of the team and the 
success of the government and the success of the nation, all bound together under the 
one flag, which distracted the people from the oppressive conditions of everyday life. 
Iberico Saint Jean, who was the military comptroller of Buenos Aires at the time, told 
the celebrating crowd after the final, "gone is the Argentina of before, sectoral and 
divided. Now looms the mighty Argentina, optimistic, who has renewed its faith." 
Videla described the tournament as, "an opportunity, the way to express, as never 
before, the feeling of national unity and the common hope of peace, unity and 
fraternity."

The supporters chanted during the final, "if you don't jump, you're a Dutchman", which 
reflects this jingoistic, 'us versus them', 'you're either with or us against us' mentality 
that the junta was keen to promote, and the people were keen to embrace, despite the 
stench of dictatorship. By supporting football, you became a true member of the 
Argentinian community, and it you weren't waving the flag, you were marginalised. 
Ricardo Halac authored a book called Los Militares y el Mundial, that sums up the 
citizens' mixed feelings towards the World Cup; "Many Argentines who celebrated did 
not like the military, but we also wanted to be champions. What could we do? Not 
dance? Boycott the Mundial? Do dictatorships pass away, do Cups remain? We went, 
we won, and we danced." The people acknowledged the stain of military interference, 
but still backed the team, and this nationalistic fervour was so loud that it silenced 
dissent. The Mundial helped the military regime consolidate their power by unifying a 
population that was otherwise divided by an oppressive government and state 
terrorism.

Slide 8: Muffling Dissent

One story that typifies how the junta strengthened their grip on power comes from 'La 
Escuela de Suboficiales de Mecánica de la Armada' - the Naval Mechanics School - 
which was a secret detention centre responsible for the death of about 5000 
desaparecidos, and is located only 12 blocks from 'El Monumental', the stadium where 
the World Cup final was held. After Argentina won the final, millions of people took the 
to streets of Buenos Aires to celebrate and as a kind of morbid punishment, the naval 
officers bussed their prisoners around the city as if to say, 'everyone's forgotten about 
your plight, they're happy, they're dancing on the streets, you're forgotten'. One of those 
prisoners, a lady named Graciela Daleo, has been a vocal campaigner in the justice 
process and recently she said, "I remember thinking if I were to shout out, 'Help me! 
I'm one of the disappeared!' who would here me?". This incident provides a poignant 
metaphor for how the Mundial literally and figuratively silenced protest in Argentina. 
'Subversive' voices couldn't be heard over the roar of the crowd.

Slide 9: "Vergüenza, nada mas"



Clearly, on-field success was integral to Videla's plan to bask in the team's reflected 
glory. That's why the junta resorted to extensive corruption to ensure results. The 
clearest example was in Argentina's last group match against Peru, where the hosts 
needed to win by four goals to leapfrog Brazil and secure a place in the final alongside 
Holland. Here's a clip of Peruvian player Juan Carlos Oblitas reflecting on that game in 
1986.

Slide 10: Corruption

Oblitas says he feels shame because something in the game is not normal. The Peruvian 
players have always remained tight-lipped about the allegations of corruption; their 
goalkeeper Ramon Qurioga, who was born in Rosario, once drunkenly admitted to a 
journalist that he threw the game but retracted the confession when sober. Although 
these accusations have never officially been proven, it's universally accepted that the 
junta bribed Peru - a fellow military regime - with 35,000 tons of grain, $50 million in 
unfrozen credits and a large cache of weapons to throw the game, which funnily enough 
they lost 6-0, which sent Argentina through to the final. Videla visited the Peruvian 
dressing rooms before and after the game, which was highly unusual, and proving that 
the USA was never far away from the affairs of anti-Communist military dictatorships 
in Latin America, Henry Kissinger was a guest in Videla's presidential box for the Peru 
game.

The government interfered with the final, as well - Argentina protested the 
appointment of Israeli referee Abraham Klein because of imagined political links 
between Israel and Holland, and then insisted that Italian Sergio Gonella replace him, 
which FIFA agreed to despite the obvious ties between Italy and Argentina. Gonella 
terribly refereed a bitter final, which Argentina won 3-1, and the Dutch players refused 
to accept their runners up medals from Videla on the podium after the game. There is 
also a strong belief that the Argentines took steroids to enhance their performance. 
Because of all this, the international media openly questioned the validity of 
Argentinian triumph, and the team's achievements will always have this cloud of 
corruption hanging over their heads.

Slide 11: César Luis Menotti

The most interesting character of the 1978 Mundial was Argentina's coach, Cesar Luis 
Menotti. He was born in Rosario, which is a city with a tradition of radical trade union 
politics and stylish football, and both of these qualities rubbed off on Menotti. He was 
nicknamed 'El Flaco', which means 'Skinny', because of his lanky frame, he chain 
smoked on the sideline throughout games, he was articulate and urbane and adored by 
the media for his elegant brand of uniquely Argentinian football. Argentina was famous 
in the 1920s for their creative, entertaining, skilful system of attack called 'La Nuestra' 
and Menotti appropriated these tactics in a philosophy he called 'futbol de izquierda', or 
left-wing football, so called for its generosity of spirit and desire to entertain the 
common man on the terrace.

Slide 12: 'Menottismo'

Menotti has written extensively on his football philosophy and here are some quotes 
that sum up his commitment to creative expression and left-wing football in the face of 
military rule. The manager was a card-carrying member of the Communist Party until 
it was banned during El Proceso and he sheltered targets of La Guerra Sucia in his 



home during the World Cup. His form of protest against the junta was to play free-
spirited football that provided the fans with what he called a "point of departure" from 
military oppression. Menotti wanted to spiritually liberate the country from the 
imprisonment of dictatorship with his slick, attractive, characteristically Argentinian 
style of play. 

Slide 13: Irony

The irony was that the triumph of Menotti's quintessentially Argentinian style of 
football, that he described as left-wing, perfectly suited the rhetoric of the right-wing 
military regime, because it demonstrated the superiority of 'pure Argentinianness'. 
This was an invaluable piece of PR for Videla, who spoke constantly of the need to resist 
foreign ideas - specifically Communism - in daily life. The dictator feted the World Cup 
title as "more than a successful athletic triumph; but a reunion with their traditional 
values, for a people who feel pride in their past, and who are optimistic about their 
future." These traditional values are antithetical to Marxism, which was being purged 
from society through the Dirty War. Videla tried to publicly align himself with Menotti 
because of how popular the coach was, but they shared a tense relationship because of 
their politics, and overall it was extremely ironic that Menotti's left-wing football was 
used by the right-wing junta for political gain.

Slide 14: Victims or Accomplices?

The role of the players is also controversial. Were they victims or accomplices of the 
junta? Did they know the extent of the human rights abuses, or did they turn the other 
cheek and play dumb? It's impossible to believe they didn't know state terrorism was 
taking place, but they insist they simply weren't interested in politics. Since 1978, 
several players have publicly stated they were only concerned with football, but 
considering how they were exploited by the dictatorship to their own ends, maybe they 
should have been more politically aware. Ossie Ardiles, a star in the 1978 team, recently 
admitted that, "it is clear we were used as propaganda by the military … by winning we 
helped them perpetuate their time in power." However, in general, the players have 
been keen to protect their reputations by pleading ignorance, as shown by these quotes.

Slide 15: El Vestidor

If anything, it was likely that the dressing room disliked the military generals. Firstly, 
because of the politics of Menotti. Secondly, because of the retirement of popular former 
captain Jorge Carrascosa, who quit the team in 1977 without explanation, but it's 
believed he didn't want to be used as a political pawn by the junta. And thirdly, because 
of midfielder Alberto Tarantini, who was drinking in a bar months before the World 
Cup when the military abducted three friends he was with. There's a story that when 
Videla visited the dressing room after the final to congratulate the team, Tarantini was 
in the shower, and when the dictator approached him, Tarantini soaped up his privates 
and shook Videla's hand and demanded to know the whereabouts of his disappeared 
friends, to Videla's disgust. So the players were in a difficult position: they disliked the 
military just like most people, and were protected somewhat from persecution because 
of their profile, but their protective instinct took over so they were unlikely to offer 
much resistance. They were just happy to defer to authority.

Slide 16: Legacy



In 2012, there is moral ambivalence towards the tournament because it's impossible to 
divorce the sporting triumph from the memories of the dictatorship. The success is both 
a source of pride - as the country's first ever World Cup title, achieved on home soil - as 
well as anguish - due to the shadow of corruption and political interference. 
Argentinians prefer to celebrate the 1986 Mundial because it was won away from home, 
without any military help, without steroids, without match-fixing, on the back of the 
country's most famous player, Maradona. 

So what's the best way to remember 1978? On the 25th anniversary in 2003, only 7000 
people turned up to El Monumental to greet the 1978 and 1986 teams who played an 
exhibition match. It received such a frosty public reception because it ignored the 
political stigma attached to the 1978 Mundial and failed to acknowledge the thousands 
of victims of La Guerra Sucia. In 2008, though, on the 30th anniversary, the Argentine 
Football Association engaged human rights groups to commemorate los desaparecidos 
as well as the footballing success. 30,000 people - the same number that were 
disappeared by the dictatorship throughout El Proceso - marched from the Naval 
Mechanics School detention centre to El Monumental to both mourn and celebrate the 
1978 Mundial. The slogan was "unite in memory, rather than fight against forgetting".

Moving forward, the World Cup is probably a really good way for Argentinians to 
approach the traumatic memory of the military era, which ended in 1983. The social 
importance of football to Argentine society makes sport a useful tool in the justice 
process, as a means of opening up dialogue and memorialising the past. Videla used the 
1978 Mundial to muffle dissent, but in the present moment, it represents a good 
opportunity to give a voice to the victims of the regime, and a palatable way for modern 
Argentinians to interrogate and investigate the horrors of the past.

Slide 17: Discussion

So here are three discussion questions I thought might be relevant.
1. How successful were Videla's efforts to legitimise his dictatorship, at home and 
abroad?
2. Should the international community have placed more pressure on the military 
regime to stop their human rights abuses? Would a boycott have been appropriate? Did 
they know the extent of the crimes?
3. If you were Argentinian, how would you feel about the 1978 World Cup now?
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