
 

More Than a Game: Maradona, Messi, and 

the Cultural Power of Football in Argentina 

"Football is the most important of the least important things." That famous saying has often 

been attributed to legendary coaches and players, but nowhere does it seem truer than in 

Argentina. There, football is not simply a game played on weekends. It is a source of family 

tradition, neighborhood pride, national identity, and cultural expression. From the crowded 

streets of Buenos Aires to small towns across the Pampas, children grow up dreaming of wearing 

the blue and white jersey of the Argentine national team. Victories on the football field become 

moments of celebration shared by millions, while defeats are felt as national disappointments. 

To understand Argentina, one must understand football—not because it is the country's only 

passion, but because it reflects many of the hopes, struggles, and aspirations of its people 

(Archetti, 1999). 

Throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, Argentina experienced periods of 

remarkable achievement as well as profound hardship. Military dictatorship, economic crises, 

political conflict, and periods of severe inflation challenged the country's stability. Yet Argentine 

society also produced internationally respected writers, scientists, artists, musicians, and 

athletes who continued to shape the nation's identity. During difficult times, football often 

became one of the few cultural spaces where Argentines of different political beliefs, economic 

backgrounds, and regions could celebrate together (Alabarces, 2015). 

The story of Argentine football is also the story of immigration. During the late nineteenth 

century, British immigrants introduced football to Argentina while helping build the country's 

railroads and commercial infrastructure. What began as a sport played in elite schools quickly 

spread into working-class neighborhoods. Local clubs became centers of community life where 

immigrants from Italy, Spain, and other parts of Europe forged new identities as Argentines. 

Over time, football became one of the country's most important cultural traditions (Archetti, 

1999). 
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Among the many great players Argentina has produced, two stand above all others: Diego 

Maradona and Lionel Messi. Although they belong to different generations and possess very 

different personalities, both came to symbolize the dreams of their nation. 

Diego Maradona grew up in Villa Fiorito, one of the poorest neighborhoods on the outskirts of 

Buenos Aires. His extraordinary talent quickly became apparent, and by his teenage years he 

was already considered one of the world's most promising players. To many Argentines, 

Maradona represented the possibility that someone from humble beginnings could achieve 

greatness through determination, creativity, and courage. 

His greatest triumph came during the 1986 FIFA World Cup. In the 

quarterfinal match against England, Maradona scored two of the 

most famous goals in football history. The first, later called the 

"Hand of God," remains controversial because it involved an illegal 

handball that the officials did not see. The second, known as the 

"Goal of the Century," showcased extraordinary skill as Maradona 

dribbled past multiple defenders before scoring. Because these 

moments occurred only four years after the Falklands War, many 

Argentines interpreted the victory as an emotional moment of 

national pride, even though football and war are fundamentally 

different events (Wilson, 2016). 

Maradona's life was not without tragedy. His struggles with 

addiction and other personal challenges became highly public. Yet for many admirers, these 

imperfections made him a deeply human figure rather than a distant celebrity. He reflected both 

the brilliance and the vulnerabilities that many people recognized in themselves. 

Lionel Messi's story is strikingly different. Born in Rosario, Messi displayed extraordinary talent 

at an early age but faced a medical condition that required expensive growth hormone 

treatment. His move to Spain as a young teenager allowed him to continue developing his 

remarkable abilities. Over the next two decades, Messi established himself as one of the greatest 

football players in history through exceptional discipline, teamwork, and consistency. 

Unlike Maradona, Messi rarely sought the spotlight away from the field. His quiet personality 

led some critics to question whether he possessed the emotional leadership expected of 

Argentina's greatest football hero. Those criticisms largely disappeared after Argentina won the 

Copa América in 2021 and the FIFA World Cup in 2022. These victories transformed Messi into 

a unifying national symbol whose perseverance inspired millions. 

The comparison between Maradona and Messi reveals two different models of leadership. 

Maradona inspired through passion, charisma, and emotional intensity. Messi inspires through 
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humility, resilience, and sustained excellence. Neither approach is inherently superior. Instead, 

each reflects different values that resonate with different generations of Argentines. 

The influence of these two athletes extends far beyond Argentina. 

Throughout Iberoamérica, children have worn their jerseys, 

imitated their playing styles, and dreamed of following similar 

paths. Their success has become part of a broader narrative about 

Latin American achievement on the global stage. Writers have long 

argued that shared language, history, and cultural traditions help 

connect the diverse nations of Iberoamérica despite their many 

differences. Football often becomes one of the most visible 

expressions of those shared cultural connections (Fuentes, 1992). 

This shared identity has also shaped Latino communities in the 

United States. Journalist Juan González argues that Latin American history is deeply 

interconnected and that migration has created communities whose identities draw upon many 

national traditions while maintaining common cultural roots (González, 2011). Similarly, 

journalist Paola Ramos observes that younger generations continue redefining what it means to 

be Latino while remaining connected to stories, traditions, and cultural symbols that cross 

national borders (Ramos, 2020). For many Latino families, cheering for Maradona or Messi is 

not simply supporting a football team—it is celebrating a shared cultural heritage. 

The continued debate over who was the greater player ultimately asks a larger question. How 

should greatness be measured? Is it found in championships and records? Is it found in 

inspiring hope during difficult times? Or is it found in the ability to unite millions of people 

through a shared sense of identity? 

Ethnic Studies encourages students to explore how communities construct heroes and why 

certain individuals become enduring cultural symbols. Maradona and Messi demonstrate that 

athletes can become more than champions. They become storytellers without words, carrying 

the history, struggles, dreams, and aspirations of entire nations every time they step onto the 

field. 

Perhaps that is why the debate continues. It is not simply about football. It is about Argentina, 

identity, culture, and the enduring power of shared hope. 
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Discussion Questions 

1.​ The article argues that football is "more than a game" in Argentina. What 

evidence from the reading supports this claim? In what ways can sports 

become part of a nation's cultural identity? 

2.​ Although Diego Maradona and Lionel Messi are both considered Argentine 

heroes, they represent different styles of leadership and different personal 

journeys. Which athlete do you believe has had the greater cultural impact 

on Argentina? Use specific examples from the reading to support your 

answer. 

3.​ The article suggests that football has often united Argentines during periods 

of political and economic difficulty. Why do you think sporting events can 

bring people together even when they disagree about politics, religion, or 

other important issues? Can you think of similar examples in the United 

States or another country? 

4.​ According to the reading, Maradona and Messi have inspired people 

throughout Iberoamérica and among Latino communities in the United 

States. Why do you think successful athletes often become cultural symbols 

for people who share a common language, history, or heritage? How does 

this relate to ideas about identity discussed in Ethnic Studies? 

5.​ Imagine that a future generation debates whether another athlete should 

stand alongside Maradona and Messi as one of Argentina's greatest cultural 

icons. Besides athletic achievements, what qualities should people consider 

when deciding whether someone has made a lasting impact on a country's 

culture? Explain your reasoning using examples from the reading. 
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