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The Argentine sentimiento and the Australian feeling: revisiting a first 

impression 
 

“Whoa-oh, Sydney FC, it’s such a feeling, I cannot stop, 

Olé olé olé, olé olé olé, ola, 

Olé olé olé, every day I love you more” 

 

“Yo soy Bohemio, es un sentimiento, no puedo parar, 

Olé olé olé, olé olé olé, ola, 

Olé olé olé, cada día te quiero más” 

 

 
 

10 months ago, my cultural report module began by comparing these two songs: one 

performed by supporters of Sydney FC, the other by hinchas (fans) of Club Atlético 

Atlanta in Buenos Aires. Despite the verbatim translation, my first impression was 

that the local sentimiento carried more substance – a more weighty sense of loyalty 

and passion – than the equivalent Australian feeling. Although in-country study has 

failed to alter this perception, my time in BA has facilitated a deeper understanding of 
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the source of this sentimiento, a spirit that reflects Argentine culture and helps 

illustrate the contrast with Australian sport and society. 

 

Upon arrival in February, fútbol’s enormous profile in BA was immediately apparent. 

The deified Lionel Messi appears on billboards selling everything from Adidas boots 

to Bimbo pan blanco (white bread), while kids wearing his iconic No.10 kick tatty 

footballs on any spare patch of concrete they can find. The sport dominates the front 

pages of papers and magazines across the city’s ubiquitous newsstands, and 

televisions perched on the walls of every corner resto are tuned permanently to the 

day’s games. Football’s salience in everyday life is profound. 

 

However, 10 months in la Capital has revealed that football is far more than just a 

popular pastime. The round-ball game is a central element of Argentine culture – like 

cuisine, language, and music – rather than simply a prominent appendage. Research 

project interviewees commonly highlighted football as an integral aspect of 

argentinidad, or the Argentine social fabric, alongside other cultural tropes like tango, 

mate, asado, and the lunfardo dialect. In fact, I would argue that football’s social 

import invests the sport with a tremendous capacity to influence the mood of the 

nation, especially in 2013, when the code’s ailing fortunes have aligned closely with 

the precarious state of society in general. 

 

The year in Argentine football has been defined by instability. Violence has dogged 

many clubs: the death of a rioting Lanús hincha at the hands of police, Independiente 

fans’ thuggish treatment of their own directors following the club’s shock relegation, 

and attacks on Colón players who refused to play over unpaid wages are eminent 

examples. Atlanta – the focus of much of my research – recently had an away match 

at Los Andes suspended due to concealed firearms inside the stadium, which offers a 

glimpse into the tenor of chaos that has gripped Argentine football in my time here. 

 

Football’s turmoil parallels an increasingly unsettled Argentine society more broadly. 

Skyrocketing inflation sent the currency into free fall, slashing the value of the peso 

by a third and increasing the volume of black-market currency trading. Peronist 

political party Victoria’s success in October’s legislative election strengthened 
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bungling president Cristina Kirchner’s hold on power, further weakening public 

confidence in the economy. This atmosphere of uncertainty was heightened by La 

Presidenta’s six-week layoff for surgery on a cerebral blood clot; her public absence 

ended by a widely lampooned YouTube video – a rambling, unscripted address with 

her fidgety dog Simón in her lap – that epitomises Kirchner’s buffoonish persona.  

 

I have observed that football imitates government in terms of farce, and indeed, the 

two spheres regularly overlap. The spike of hooligan violence prompted the 

government to ban away fans from stadiums. The country’s parlous financial 

conditions – specifically, the plummeting peso – have encouraged many elite 

Argentine players to seek lucrative contracts in more prosperous American leagues 

like Mexico and Brazil. Kirchner’s costly and much criticised commitment to 

broadcast every professional match on public television, and her edict that Boca and 

River (the two most popular clubs) must play their matches on Sunday evening to 

divert viewers away from influential anti-Kirchnerista Jorge Lanata’s Periodismo 

Para Todos programme, are further examples of football’s social clout, as well as the 

code’s relationship with Argentina’s tempestuous political environment, whose 

chaotic nature it mirrors.  

 

The conflation of sport and politics is a significant point of distinction with Australian 

culture. It is unthinkable that Tony Abbott would order a sporting body to rearrange 

its fixture as a pawn in a political stoush, or that the government would pursue a 

policy as recklessly spendthrift as Kirchner’s public football broadcasts, or that 

Australia’s economic fortunes could fluctuate so wildly that it would persuade 

professional sportsmen to solicit employment abroad. No Australian sport harbours 

enough cultural authority to seriously thrust itself into the realm of politics, but in 

Argentina, football is so significant that it regularly participates on the political stage. 

In-country study has consolidated my belief that although Australia purports to be a 

‘sports-mad’ nation, it suffers a mere case of the sniffles compared to Argentina’s 

full-blown football influenza.  

 

The sentimiento discussed earlier in this report is the product of football’s social 

preeminence in Argentina; it encapsulates the unique fanaticism cultivated by the 
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code’s immense cultural significance and the nation’s frenzied temperament. This 

zealotry manifests itself in both the renowned passion of hinchas at the stadium, as 

well as their unwavering loyalty to their club. These two observed behaviours are 

discordant with Sydney’s notoriously capricious sporting public. Last Australian A-

League season, Sydney FC’s crowds fluctuated from 35,419 in round two to 12,425 

seven weeks later, while cross-city rivals Western Sydney Wanderers’ attendances 

hovered blow 7,000 when they sat third-from-bottom before ballooning to sell-out 

crowds of 20,000 once they topped the table. On the other hand, when BA giants 

River Plate were relegated from Argentina’s top tier in 2011, the club continued to fill 

their cancha (stadium) with die-hard porteños, demonstrating a fidelity absent from 

Australia’s sporting context. 

 

One possible explanation of Sydney’s relative fickleness is the smorgasbord of sport 

(and other leisure activities) on offer. If Sydney FC start losing, a fan can resort to the 

Roosters or the Swans or the cricket or the V8s, or catch a train to Bondi Beach or 

Circular Quay and spend their weekend doing something more enjoyable; all options 

that working class Argentines do not have at their fingertips. But I believe Australians 

are not only spoilt for choice, but also for comfort, and the primary source of porteño 

staunchness is an ingrained resilience to hardship that has been forged by a volatile 

political culture and tragic national history, in contrast to Australia’s languid culture 

and complacent political discourse. The Argentine sentimiento is defined by a 

collective fortitude commanded by the country’s social tribulations, generating a 

certain resolve not found amongst an Australian population rarely exposed to 

extensive public adversity. 

 

Argentina’s national character is steeped in tragedy. Consider the barbarous military 

dictatorship that ‘disappeared’ 30,000 citizens between 1976 and 1983, an economic 

history plagued by crisis and mismanagement, and a string of national heroes killed in 

their prime (political luminary Eva Perón to cancer at 33, socialist revolutionary 

Ernesto ‘Che’ Guevara to CIA assassination at 39, tango megastar Carlos Gardel to a 

plane crash in his forties). Argentina’s football history – losing the inaugural World 

Cup final in 1930, Diego Maradona’s sordid personal life, and modern scourges of 

hooligan violence, financial frailty, and a loathed culture of clientelism sustained by 
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Julio Grondona’s autocratic, divisive, and seemingly endless 34-year presidency of 

the Asociación Argentina de Fútbol – is similarly forlorn. As opposed to Australia’s 

sober and unchallenged democracy and relatively sunny sporting past, the chaos and 

misfortune of Argentine society is mirrored in its turbulent footballing terrain, 

creating an environment that demands resilience from supporters. 

 

In my initial cultural report, I mentioned my envy of Argentines’ intimate bond with 

their football clubs – a loyalty stemming from this culture of stoicism – and two 

semesters of in-country study have affirmed this first impression. Research project 

interviews outlined the relationship between family, barrio, and club, articulating a 

vision of community made up of inextricable links between the individual and the 

collective. The use of the verb ser to express club allegiance – for example, ‘soy de 

Boca’ (I am of Boca) in the same way one says ‘soy de Australia’ (I am from 

Australia) or ‘soy un hombre’ (I am a man) – illustrates the strength and permanence 

of the affiliation between fan and club, a sentimiento lacking in Australia’s nonchalant 

and noncommittal sporting culture. 

 

Argentina’s fanaticism goes hand-in-hand with an intense atmosphere of instability, 

jarring against my personal expectations of sporting culture. The presence of armed 

police at the stadium is a forceful reminder of the imminent risk of violence – a by-

product of Argentines’ extreme devotion to the sport – and transforms the cancha 

from a place of leisure to a site of chauvinistic conflict, which grates against 

Australia’s easygoing sporting landscape and relaxed lifestyle in general. Customary 

Argentine volatility also affects club administration, like the unpaid wage crises 

currently confronting All Boys and Colón, or the trigger-happy treatment of coaches 

(in my 10 months here, Primera División clubs have dismissed 16 managers, while no 

A-League coach has been sacked in the same period). The tumult of Argentine society 

is reflected in the nation’s footballing culture. 

 

It is tempting to lament an Australian football scene that lacks Argentina’s passion, 

fidelity, and fanaticism, but it is important to bear in mind the baggage attached to this 

sentimiento, which is the product of civic upheaval. In-country study has highlighted 

the dissonance between two sporting cultures that clearly parallel their social 
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contexts, particularly politics. Argentina’s turbulent political environment – of 

double-digit inflation and the erratic Kirchner – produces a similarly unstable football 

culture that demands supporters who are resilient to crisis. By comparison, Australia’s 

complacent political culture of no-risk conservatism – a tradition that has elected a 

prime minister as vapid as Tony Abbott – reflects a population accustomed to stability 

and unwilling to tolerate hardship in the context of football. As enviable as the 

zealous Argentine sentimiento is, my 10 months in Buenos Aires has served as a 

reminder that this characteristic porteño fanaticism results from a culture of crisis and 

tragedy that requires loyalty throughout adversity, in stark contrast to Australia’s 

cautious conservatism, languid way of life, and secure socioeconomic landscape. 
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