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Argentina, Israel and the Jews: 
Perón, Th e Eichmann Capture and After

by Raanan Rein
University Press of Maryland, 2003 275pp.

The book deals with theTT intricate relationships between Argentina,
Israel, and the Jewish community in Argentina in the years from 1947
to 1962. Th e book’s distinctive contribution lies in connecting the three
spheres.

Among Latin American countries, Argentina is the focus of most
Israeli publications, however, there is no comprehensive research on Argen-
tine-Israel relations. Rein’s book fi lls this void by exploring the fl uctuations
of these relations for the two and a half decades following the partition of 
Palestine in 1947. It looks into Argentina’s decision to abstain in the United
Nations vote on independent state of Israel) and fi nally, the crisis between
the two countries following the Eichmann capture.

Raanan Rein carefully examines Israeli-Argentinian relations with an
impressive set of considerations such as the formulation of foreign policies
in Argentina and Israel, internal and external goals, personal rivalries, and
individual backgrounds and preferences. He emphasizes the ideological
confl icts in the foreign ministry and the dominance of Ben-Gurion in
determining Israel’s foreign policy. Rein depicts a rich and fascinating 
picture; exploring the various considerations that determined Argentina’s
decision to abstain in the United Nations vote on Palestine is a case in
point. Rein reveals the complex factors that played a role in this policy:
internal considerations, the Zionist and the Arab lobbies, and the personal
rivalry in the foreign ministry.

As regards Perón’s foreign policy, the book points to several consider-
ations: the relations with the United States, Perón’s “Th ird Position” (the
attempt at conducting an independent foreign policy), the importance of 
Britain (the old economic partner), the support of the Arab countries in
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the attempts to participate in the UN institutions, and the importance of 
Palestine to Argentine foreign relations.

As to Argentina’s internal considerations, the fact that, as a country 
of immigrants, the makers of foreign policy had to take into account the
large populations of Jews and Arabs. Rein describes in detail the activities
and meetings of both the Zionist and the Arab lobbies, emphasizing the
apparent Zionist success in gaining the assurance of the Argentine foreign
minister to support the Partition Plan. He contributes to an understanding 
of the power relations between Juan Atilio Bramuglia, the foreign minister,
and his protégé in the Argentine delegation to the UN, Enrique Coromi-
nas, who both backed the Zionist cause, and the Argentine ambassador to
the UN, Jose Arce, who opposed Zionism. According to Rein, the fi nal
decision to abstain in the UN vote was made by the UN ambassador, not
the charismatic Peron or the foreign minister.

A major contribution of the book is its innovative manner of dealing 
with the prominent Argentine Jewish community, the largest Jewish com-
munity in Latin America (there are about a quarter of a million Jews in
Argentina today). Th is is the main topic of both Israeli publications about
Argentina and academic research about Latin American Jewish commu-
nities. Th ose publications focus mainly on the community’s institutional
development and social interactions. Th ey deal with its organizations, set-
tlements, religious practice, and education and welfare systems. Th is book,
however, does not concentrate on the community’s internal life, but looks
at the Jewish community in the context of Argentine-Israeli relations.

Th e book reveals how the two main Jewish organizations—the DAIA 
(Delegación de Asociaciones Israelitas Argentinas [delegation of Argen-
tine Jewish Association]) and the OIA (Organización Israelita Argentina 
[Argentine Jewish Organization]) tried to demonstrate their faithfulness
to Argentina while, at the same time, lobby for the state of Israel. Th e
two rival organizations supported Argentine political institutions even
though they did not always agree with their policies. Correspondingly,
they tried to infl uence the Argentine vote in the UN to support the parti-
tion, they encouraged Argentina to recognize the new Jewish state, and
they promoted diplomatic relations between the two states. In fact, Rein
interestingly points out that the Zionist ideology gave the Argentine Jewish
community its fundamental identity. Th e heterogeneous immigrant com-
munity was split according to the country of origin, ethnic identifi cation,
regional diff erences, class divisions, and political and ideological views.
Th us, solidarity, fi rst with the Zionist movement and later the state of 
Israel, became the mutual cause for all members of the Argentine Jewish
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community. Support for the Jewish state served as the unifying glue for
the divided community.

Th e book is a fi ne case study for understanding the international posi-
tion of the State of Israel in the middle of the twentieth century. As the
title and the subtitle show, the book mainly focuses on Argentina and its
Jewish Community during the Perón era and the Adolf Eichmann aff air.
However, as in a triangle, the third line connects the other two, and Rein
describes throughout the book how Israel played a signifi cant role in the
relations between the Argentine government and its Jewish citizens. Th us,
although Israel in its formative years was not a powerful player in the
international arena, it became an important factor in the considerations
of Argentine policy makers. Th is was due to three factors: the Argentine
government’s internal considerations, its foreign policies, and Israel’s own
conduct.

Th e fi rst factor, Argentine government internal considerations, was
relevant mainly to Perón’s era (1946–1955). Perón badly wanted the support
of the Argentine Jews, most of whom did not vote for him or for his party 
in presidential and congressional elections. Perón sought Jewish support
for electoral reasons, but he mainly needed their backing on ideological
grounds. Perón’s regime was characterized as a fascist-Nazi regime that
supported nationalist groups which engaged in anti-Semitic activities.
Anti-Semitic views and incidents were prevalent during the military regime
(1943–1946) that preceded Perón’s rule. Perón gradually played a central role
in that military regime and, although he himself denounced the attacks
against Jews, his regime was associated with racist views and violence.
Perón, therefore, believed that his relations with the Jews in Argentina were
the key to the purifi cation of his regime.

Perón made many eff orts to cultivate sympathetic public opinion from
the Jewish Argentine community. Th us, for example, he granted asylum
to Jewish refugees, acted forcefully against anti-Semitic violence, and
encouraged the establishment of a Peronist Jewish Organization, the OIA.
On the occasion of the Jewish New Year in 1946, he impressed the Jewish
community by being the fi rst Argentine president who sent a greeting card
to the Jewish community declaring he respected all faiths and ideologies
in Argentina.

As part of these eff orts to receive the support of the Argentine Jewish
community, Perón supported the newly established Jewish State, which
the Argentine Jewish community appreciated. Argentina was the fi rst
Latin American country to open a diplomatic legation in Tel-Aviv and was
the only Latin American country to sign a trade agreement with Israel in
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1950, during Israel’s dire economic straits. Perón himself and high ranking 
offi  cials were present at the signing of the agreement in a lavish ceremony 
in the presidential palace. At the ceremony Perón made a speech praising 
the friendship between the two countries. Th e speech was broadcast live
on radio.

Th e second factor that helped shape the positive Argentine attitude
towards Israel was Argentina’s relations with the United States. Th e U.S.
was angered by Argentina’s neutral position during the Second World
War (the only country in Latin America to be neutral), and disapproved
of Argentina’s refusal to join the Pan-American Defense Alliance. Further-
more, the U.S. resented Argentina’s refusal to sever diplomatic relations
with the Axis Powers.

After the war, the U.S. accused Argentina of off ering refuge to Nazi
fugitives and imposed severe economic and diplomatic sanctions against
Argentina, including a trade embargo and freezing Argentine capital
reserves in the U.S. During the 1946 election campaign, Spruille Braden,
the U.S. ambassador to Buenos Aires, came out publicly against Peron.
With Braden’s encouragement, two weeks before the elections, the State
Department published “Th e Blue Book,” a document that accused the
heads of the military regime (including Peron) of collaboration with the
fascists during the Second World War.

Nevertheless, Perón, as the elected president, was interested in having 
good relations with the hegemonic power in the Western Hemisphere. He,
and successive Argentine leaders, believed that the road to Washington
passed through the U.S Jewish community which, they assumed, had great
infl uence in the mass media and in the regime’s corridors. In the same
vein, the road to the U.S. Jewish community passed through the Argentine
Jewish community and the State of Israel. Th us, a sympathetic attitude
towards Israel was supposed to warm relations with the U.S.

Th is consideration added special value to the relations between the
two countries. Th us, for example, Juan Perón and his wife Eva Perón were
personally involved in conducting foreign aff airs policies with Israel. Th ey 
received direct reports from the Argentine emissary in Israel. During 
the Frondizi regime, the president showed sensitivity towards the U.S.
Jewish community’s views. During the diplomatic crisis between Israel
and Argentina following the Eichmann kidnapping, this consideration
helped appease Argentine anger towards Israel and thus get a quick solution
to the crisis.

Israel knew very well how to play the card of the alleged infl uence of 
U.S. Jewry. Its diplomats encouraged this image and even tried to act in
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favor of Argentina in the U.S. Th us, for example, the Israeli ambassador
to Argentina, Yaacov Tsur, initiated several proposals to improve Perón’s
bad reputation among U.S. Jewish leaders. In 1959, on the eve of President
Frondizi’s visit to the U.S., Israel tried to improve its image in New York 
and Washington.

However, one of Rein’s critical claims is that Israel basically acted
according to its own narrow interests, sometimes neglecting the Argentine
Jewish community. Citing the Eichmann capture he argues that, although
Israel’s leaders always claimed that Israel is “a Jewish State,” in reality they 
did not act this way. During the two years that passed between Eichmann’s
kidnapping in May 1960 and his execution in June 1962, the Argentine
Jewish community experienced its most anti-Semitic violence since the
pogrom of the “Semanica Tragica” (Tragic Week) in January 1919.

Th e anti-Semitic campaign included both verbal and physical vio-
lence. Accusations of the Jews’ dual loyalty” were rife. Right-wing students
shouted slogans: “Death to the Jews” and “Jews go to Israel” in front of 
Jewish students, and anti-Semitic caricatures, swastikas, and slogans were
painted on walls. Rightist nationalist publications claimed that whenever
there was a crisis between Israel and Argentina, Argentine Jews preferred
to support Israel instead of siding with their host country.

Th e anti-Semitic physical acts included vandalism against Jewish
institutions and attacks on Jewish school children and university students.
In several of those attacks Jewish kids were seriously injured. Th e most
serious incident was the assault on a young Jewish student, Graciela Sirota,
who was kidnapped in the street and severely beaten and tortured. Her
assailants burned her body with lit cigarettes and tattooed a swastika on
her chest.

Rein illustrates the three main stages in the development of the Eich-
mann aff air: the kidnapping, the trial, and the execution. Following each
of these events, Anti-Semitism against Argentine Jews surged. In each of 
the fi rst two stages, Israel could choose between two main alternatives.
Th us, the author implies that using a diff erent option could have reduced
the damage caused to Argentine Jewry. Rein affi  rms that kidnapping 
Eichmann rather than requesting his extradition was probably a better
choice. Past requests for Nazi collaborators were not fruitful. Th is choice
proved itself as, after a short crisis, diplomatic relations between Israel and
Argentina returned to normality. Nevertheless, Rein questions the wisdom
of conducting the trial in Israel. Members of the Jewish community, along 
with Dr. Nahum Goldmann, president of the World Jewish Congress,
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and the World Zionist Organization, proposed the establishment of an
international tribunal as in the Nuremberg trials to try Eichmann. Israel
refused.

One should note that the author does not directly accuse Israel of 
deserting the Jews or conducting a bad policy. However, the picture that
emerges from the book is of patronizing and egoistic Israeli behavior that
prevailed, not only during the Eichmann aff air, but through the period.
Th is conduct was prevalent in all levels of public life. For example, Israeli
offi  cials despised some of the Jewish community institutions and leaders,
thus allowing themselves to intervene in the community’s internal aff airs in
favor of Israeli policies. Rein quotes from Yaacov Tsur’s book¹ citing several
arrogant statements such as, “a handful of Jewish bootlickers . . . who are
close to the regime and do its work in the Jewish community” or “simple
people lacking elementary knowledge about what is going on.”

As previously discussed, Israeli policy makers were inconsiderate about
the consequences of the Eichmann aff air on Argentinian Jewry. In the
same vein, the Israeli public could not understand what was wrong with the
kidnapping. Most journalists, as well as ordinary citizens, were depicted
in an uncomplimentary way. Th ey could see only their point of view and
could not conceive of the Argentine government’s anger about violating 
its sovereignty.

Rein is correct in pointing to the Israel’s patronizing attitude towards
the Argentine Jews. Nevertheless, his implied criticism is not entirely justi-
fi ed. Writing at the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century, one can expect
awareness for the “other” and an empathic behavior. But looking at the
historical context in the middle of twentieth century, one should not expect
such respect. One can be empathic and care for the “other” only when one
is self-assured. Only when one is not preoccupied with questions about
his identity, can he have the emotional space to understand and feel the
“other.” Fifty years ago, Israel was not confi dent in its identity. Following 
the struggle for its existence, Israelis were only beginning to shape their
own national identity. In such circumstances, one can understand the
unempathic Israeli behavior.

No one questions the importance of the “Eichmann trial” as an impor-
tant landmark in the history of the state of Israel. It was a bridge between
the Israeli-sabras and the Holocaust survivors, who were despised by the
sabras. Nevertheless, through the Eichmann aff air, Rein throws light on
the ethnocentric perception of the Israeli public and press. In fact, one can
learn that David Ben-Gurion, the prime minister, determined the foreign
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policy, while Golda Meir, the foreign minister, served only as an emissary.
Ben-Gurion decided about the Eichmann capture and did not consult his
ministers.

Th e foreign ministry was kept in the dark, but some of the men in
the Israeli embassy in Buenos Aires and some Jewish Argentineans were
involved in the operation. Th e lack of organized decision-making before
the operation embarrassed Israel in the world. Th us, when Ben-Gurion
publicly announced the Eichmann capture, Israel minister Abba Eban was
in Buenos Aires as the head of the Israeli delegation to the 150 year anni-
versary of Argentina’s independence. Eban’s insistence at a press conference
that his visit was purely coincidental failed to convince anyone.

Th e book’s strength also lies in the use of a large variety of sources.
Rein uses public archives, personal collections, offi  cial publications, oral
testimonies, lectures, primary and secondary books and articles, newspa-
pers and personal interviews in both Argentina and Israel to give a broad
perspective of Argentina–Israel relations during the consolidating years of 
the state of Israel. As such, it can serve as an excellent introduction and
as an example of research that should explore the relations between Israel,
Argentina, and the Jews during the military regime of 1976–1983, where
30,000 people vanished, including many Jews. Th is is a period when Israel
was deeply involved economically, by selling large quantities of arms to
the military regime.

Notes

1. Israel’s First Diplomatic Mission in South America (Tel-Aviv, 1971).a
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