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Argentina’s Landmark 2003 Presidential Election: Renewal and Continuity OMAR SANCHEZ Iowa State University



This article provides an analysis of the political and socioeconomic context of the April 2003 presidential elections, focusing particularly on the campaign platforms of candidates, the outcome of the first round and the election’s consequences for the party system. The election’s results were far reaching in many respects. Argentina’s longstanding two-party system came to an end with the virtual vanishing of the Radical party (UCR) at the national level. An evolved political culture resulted in new, more rigorous criteria for the selection of candidates. Finally, new political parties (MNR and ARI) emerged that could conceivably improve the quality of democratic governance in the future. In short, the 2001–2002 crisis fostered a significant degree of political renewal. Contrary to some predictions, however, the societal rejection of political parties did not result in either the complete demolition of the party system or the wholesale renovation of the political class. In particular, the Peronist party showcased its staying power and uncanny ability to adapt to new political environments. Keywords: Argentina, democracy, elections, political parties, crisis.



The April 2003 general election, coming on the heels of the greatest economic debacle in Argentine history (December 2001), generated a whirlwind of commentaries and predictions. A number of possibilities about the election’s outcome and future significance were floated: a thorough transformation of the Argentine party system; an unprecedented repudiation of the political class by way of a dismally low turnout; the end of the Radical party; the permanent splitting of the Peronist party; the appearance of new messianic populist leaders; a second era of menemismo and so on. In the event, doomsday scenarios did not materialise, but the election’s results were highly consequential in many respects and did yield important clues to the future of Argentine politics. The magnitude and social consequences of the 2001 crisis forced Argentines to re-evaluate the recent Menem decade (1990–1999), their short-lived experience with democracy (post-1983) and, indeed, their entire political history as an independent nation. A plethora of articles and books surfaced aiming to unravel
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Argentina’s Landmark 2003 Presidential Election those eternal Argentine mysteries: Who or what was responsible for Argentina’s socioeconomic decline and recurrent crises? Were the answers to be found buried deep in Argentine history or in the more recent democratic period? Was Argentina’s political class the main or the only relevant culprit or was society at large implicated as well? Pundits, scholars and journalists gave a myriad of social, political and institutional answers. In this context of national introspection, the 2003 election was heralded as a chance to break with the country’s wretched past. The election’s outcome was a (perhaps predictable) mix of political renewal and continuity. Renewal was evidenced by the bursting onto the political scene of new parties with new programmatic agendas that were amply validated by voters. These parties rose from the ashes of an almost extinguished Radical party. Continuity was evidenced by the electoral dominance of the Peronist candidates and the perpetuation of that party’s hegemonic position.



The Greatest Socioeconomic Crisis in Argentine History For much of the 1990s, Argentina was internationally admired for its successful transformation into a market economy under democratic governance. Many pointed to President Menem as an example for other Latin American leaders to follow. The reality, however, was that, during his two terms in office (1989–1999), the seeds of the subsequent economic collapse were being sown. The Convertibility Plan (a one-to-one exchange-rate regime whereby every peso in circulation had to be backed by one dollar in reserves at the Central Bank) was implemented – initially to great effect – in 1991 to end hyperinflation, which had bedevilled and liquidated the Rau´l Alfonsı´n presidency (1983–1989) six months before the end of its constitutional term. But this rigid exchange-rate system generated a range of negative economic side-effects, not least because it permanently overvalued the Argentine peso, rendering exports uncompetitive.1 Argentina began generating large current account deficits (trade deficits), enlarging the service of its foreign debt (Lascano, 2001). Political expediency and patronage politics on the part of Menem and his provincial allies also steered the country away from the fiscal discipline necessary to sustain convertibility.2 The ensuing economic dynamics (higher country-risk ratings and foreign debt service payments and lower growth) led to the progressive deterioration of the economy and the concomitant erosion of governability (Novaro, 2002). Because the convertibility system took monetary policy out of government control, external shocks were fully translated into higher unemployment (which shot up to 18.6 per cent in the mid-1990s and remained unsustainably high for the rest of the decade). When President Carlos Menem left office in
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From the standpoint of orthodox economic theory, given its relatively large economy and its low volume of trade with the United States, Argentina was not an optimal candidate to adopt a currency board with the dollar as its anchor. For the view that Argentina’s economic collapse was avoidable (until the second quarter of 2001), see Powell (2002). Powell is not alone among economists in arguing that the roots of the crisis had more to do with politico-institutional Argentine features that rendered fiscal adjustment difficult than with the exchange-rate regime per se.
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Omar Sanchez 1999, he effectively handed a time bomb to the next government: a long list of unmet social needs, high unemployment, increased poverty and a rigid monetary system that tied the hands of economic authorities when navigating turbulent economic waters. The Alliance for Jobs, Justice and Education (the Alianza) – a coalition government of the centrist Radical Civil Union (UCR) and the centre-left Front for a Country in Solidarity (FREPASO) – came to power riding on a wave of widespread discontent, in the midst of an economic panorama characterised by increasing unemployment and inequality as well as civic anger fed by the public unveiling of pervasive government corruption and executive abuse (Gallup Argentina, 1999). The Alliance had won the 1999 presidential elections on a platform of increased transparency in public administration, a renewed bond between citizens and the political system, and a more humane economic model that would alleviate the worst symptoms of Menem’s idiosyncratic free-market approach. In the event, the Alliance proved utterly unable to meet the challenge it had set itself.3 Not only were there fundamental divisions within the coalition, but President De la Ru´a proved to be too aloof and inept a leader to navigate the economic storm successfully, as foreign and domestic investors increasingly lost trust in the ability of the government to service the nation’s burgeoning sovereign debt (Ollier, 2001). The Alianza’s two years in power epitomised a clear case of ‘politics as firefighting’. Initial hopes for political and institutional reform soon turned to collective disgust, while the gap between citizens and their political representatives grew ever wider. In fact, the decrease in confidence in political parties in Argentina has been the most pronounced in Latin America in recent years (Latinobaro´metro, 1997, 2002) (Table 1). A few days after De la Ru´a ignominiously fled the Casa Rosada [presidential palace] by helicopter, provisional President Adolfo Rodrı´guez Saa publicly announced in January 2002 that Argentina was defaulting on its $155 billion public debt – the largest sovereign default in history at that point. In retrospect, an obvious question arises: if everyone knew that the currency board was economically unsustainable and the cause of low growth and increasing unemployment from 1995 onwards, why did not the executive ever move towards a more flexible exchange-rate regime? The short answer is straightforward: it would have been political suicide. The convertibility arrangement had provided economic stability and commanded overwhelming approval among Argentine citizens, as polls throughout the 1990s revealed. Doing away with the currency board carried sure and massive short-term economic costs. Ultimately, no president was willing to sacrifice himself on the altar of Argentina’s future economic health. The prolonged economic recession (dating back to 1995) and the December 2001 economic implosion left in their wake a devastating socioeconomic landscape. Income per capita decreased by a staggering twenty per cent from 1995 to 2002. Poverty shot up from 29.4 in 1995 to 53.3 per cent in 2002, while absolute poverty rose from 7.9 to 25.2 per cent in that time span (Fig. 1). 3 For the insider view of the Alianza administration (1999–2001) and the many divisions that bedevilled it, see a revealing book-length interview with then vice president and head of the minor party in the coalition: Alvarez (2001).
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Argentina’s Landmark 2003 Presidential Election Table 1.



Change in Confidence in Political Parties in Latin America, 1997–2002



Country



% of confidence in parties 1997



% of confidence in parties 2002



% change



Costa Rica Brazil Peru Colombia Bolivia Mexico Chile Paraguay Argentina Latin America (average)



26 18 20 21 20 31 35 27 29 28



24 13 13 10 9 12 12 7 4 13.8



7.7 27.8 35.0 52.4 55.0 61.3 65.7 74.1 86.2 50.5



Source: Latinobaro´metro (1997, 2002) www.latinobarometro.org



A country that had long taken pride in the size of its middle class (making it a ‘European’ country in Latin America) became a ‘typical’ Latin American nation in its poverty levels, distribution of income and human development indicators. The rapid impoverishment of broad sections of the middle class ushered in a new social structure in Argentina. Inequality measured as the ratio of the average income of the richest quintile to that of the poorest quintile rose from 11.5 in 1995 to 20.4 in 2002 nationwide, an increase of 77.2 per cent (PNUD, 2002). Needless to say, the urgent task of improving the quality of democratic governance under such socioeconomic conditions has become even more complex and intricate than before – indeed, it has assumed the 60
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Evolution of Poverty Lines in Argentina, 1995–2002. Source: PNUD (2002)
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Omar Sanchez dimensions of a Herculean endeavour. Restoring faith in the democratic process and in political parties now goes beyond tackling corruption, clientelism, unaccountability, abuse, inefficiency and a score of other malaises. Generating sustainable, high-quality economic growth has become a sine qua non. The December 2001 economic implosion reignited the old debate – both within and outside the country – about Argentine decline: how can a nation rich in natural resources, with a highly educated populace and one of the world’s ten most prosperous economies in the first third of the twentieth century end up as a basket case? What accounts for its relative economic decline over the past 70 years? Long before this disaster, Argentina’s history (since the 1940s) was one of unparalleled socioeconomic decline (Waisman, 1987; Smith, 1989; Paolera and Taylor, 2003). Much blame has been laid at the door of a corrupt, self-serving and inept political class. There is much to commend this thesis (Corrales, 2002). Former Spanish Prime Minister Felipe Gonza´lez has aptly called Argentine politicians ‘physiocrats’, after an economic school of thought that leaves all problems for Mother Nature to solve. Politics is certainly not known for attracting the best talent in Argentina. President Eduardo Duhalde (2002–2003), in a display of self-criticism rare among Argentine politicians, defended this viewpoint when asked about the roots of the crisis: ‘the reasons [for the crisis] are internal. It is, we, the Argentine leaders of the past 30 years, who have piloted the country to this condition. Our leaders incurred massive errors, from which I am not excluded . . . If a country with the potential of Argentina is in this situation it is not because of taxi drivers. It is because of the political class, and the people know it’ (El Paı´s, 11 April 2003). Yet, few figures with high responsibilities for the affairs of state were as candid. Political autism remained widespread. Carlos Menem, arguably the debacle’s chief culprit, refused to take any shred of blame for the crisis and opportunistically deposited it in the lap of the political opposition. The ‘Argentine problem’, however, goes far beyond the political class. It involves the country’s leadership in general, including the business class, labour unions, civil society groups and the mass media. While degrees of culpability across sectors vary (in tandem with the degree of political power and responsibility), none escapes blame. As Manuel Mora y Araujo, perhaps the country’s foremost political sociologist, explains: The political leadership has lost all credibility. However, between the political class and society one finds key actors: social, entrepreneurial and institutional leaders. This is the leadership that today bears most responsibility, the one that has a duty to reconstruct social trust and offer guidance so as to engender credible cultural norms and patterns of action . . . If this intermediate actor does not behave along these lines, it is difficult to foresee changes in society. (La Nacio´n, 12 April 2003) In fact, all Argentines need to come to terms with their own connivance in the disaster. Few Argentines, for example, comply with their fiscal duties (tax evasion hovers around 50 per cent of theoretical revenues), and most acquiesced in Menem’s
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Argentina’s Landmark 2003 Presidential Election dangerous concentration of power despite alarming evidence of his cabinet’s corruption4 – as long as convertibility delivered economic stability and prosperity. Voters granted Menem a second mandate in the 1995 general elections and more than a few of his political prote´ge´s won gubernatorial ballots. It is well to remember that politicians’ actions do not take place in a vacuum: their scope for mischief and abuse is delimited by the overall political culture in which they operate. Most importantly, Argentina’s economic decay cannot be understood without reference to its highly deficient institutional framework, including the fragile and politicised nature of the rule of law (Acuna, 2002; Manzetti, 2002; Waisman, 2003). The 2001 crisis reactivated the debate about institutional reform (Mizhari, 2003) and spurred a flurry of specific proposals involving all manner of institutions, from electoral law (Escolar, 2001) to the Kafkaesque federal fiscal system (Llach, 2001). The crisis of the state features prominently in this picture of economic decline and ungovernability. As sociologist Ricardo Sidicaro remarks, ‘the crisis of the state is such that it drives almost all governments to failure and imposes limits on all types of policies’ (Sidicaro, 2001; Cambio Cultural, 21 June 2002).



Duhalde’s Fragile Transitional Government The crisis provoked a rejection of the political class that was without precedent. To the sound of vociferous pot banging, Argentines coined the phrase ‘que se vayan todos’ [throw out all politicians] as an expression of their collective disgust for politicians and their demand for total political renovation. According to a poll undertaken by the Centro de Estudios Nueva Mayorı´a, as late as November 2002 (six months before the election), two out of three voters supported the idea of getting rid of the entire political class. Meanwhile, 40 per cent declared their intention either not to vote at all or to cast null or blank ballots, reflecting the enormous size of the so-called ‘voto bronca’ [protest vote]. The backlash against the political class during the first few months of 2002 acquired the overtones of a moral crusade. Blame for the country’s social and economic problems was simplistically attributed to venal, incompetent and corrupt politicians, ignoring the veto power of many interest groups, the nation’s manifold institutional weaknesses and the restrictions imposed by the international economy, among other factors. The Latinobaro´metro polls revealed that the number of Argentines supporting democracy as the best system of government had declined since the mid-1990s, from 76 per cent in 1995 to 62 per cent in February 2002 (Latinobaro´metro 1995–2002). While that drop is noteworthy, the overall support for democracy remained high when placed in the context of Latin America. When the surface is scratched in order to assess how Argentines conceive democracy, it has been found that most associate it with the 4



‘Swiftgate’, ‘Yomagate’, IBM/Banco Nacio´n and an illegal arm sale that eventually led to Menem’s house arrest for about a year are among the scandals that tainted his two terms in office. For a poignant description of corruption under Menem, see this work by the country’s best investigative journalist: Verbitsky (1991). On Menem’s ‘control’ of other branches of government and the concentration of power in the executive, see Verbitsky (1993).
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Omar Sanchez satisfaction of social rights – much in line with Alfonsı´n’s famous phrase, ‘with democracy one can eat, be educated, and be cured from illness’. That explains why as many as 40 per cent of Argentines stated that they would not mind an authoritarian government if it solved their economic and social problems (PNUD, 2002). After Rodrı´guez Saa’s resignation on January 2002, after merely a week in office, the nation’s governors agreed on a successor. The main criterion that understandably informed negotiations was which candidate would ensure national governability and a return to political normalcy. Governor of Buenos Aires Eduardo Duhalde, as primus inter pares among provincial leaders, was clearly the strongest of the candidates. His was to be a caretaker government for two years (until December 2003), completing De la Ru´a’s term, at which time the political mandate would be renewed by fresh elections. Meanwhile, the end of the convertibility system in January 2002, a paralysed banking system, the declaration of default and the ensuing international isolation combined to plunge the economy into the abyss. The abrupt devaluation of the peso added to the financial chaos, because most savings, loans and contracts were in dollars. An economy that had been in a state of recession since 1998 now went into free fall. Gross Domestic Product contracted by sixteen per cent in the first quarter of 2002 and unemployment rose to an unprecedented 25 per cent, while a staggering five million Argentines fell into poverty in the nine months to June 2002. Duhalde lacked legitimacy, having risen to the highest office through backroom negotiations rather than via the ballot box. Even a popularly elected president would have found the task of governing extremely complicated because of the very unstable social and economic environment that prevailed throughout 2002. That explains why Duhalde labelled his own government ‘surely, the most fragile in Argentine history’ and promised to ‘summon legislators to a governability pact after the election, whether there is a second round or not’ (La Nacio´n, 26 April 2003). It was the IMF’s unwillingness to negotiate in earnest with a non-elected government as well as growing domestic popular pressure (and in particular, an incident in which police killed two members of the piquetero [unemployed] movement) that convinced Duhalde to bring forward the general election by six months.



The Candidates and their Campaign Agendas The presidential election of April 2003 presented a historical novelty: the two parties that had dominated political life in Argentina for much of the twentieth century – the UCR (or Radical party) and the Partido Justicialista (PJ or Peronist party) – were both fractured. The divisions within the PJ cannot be understood without reference to the Menem– Duhalde political rivalry, which dated back to the early 1990s. In 1989, Carlos Menem rose to power with Eduardo Duhalde as his vice president and as the most likely Peronist candidate for the 1995 general elections. The constitution limited presidents to one term in office, but Menem’s unbounded ambition prompted him to orchestrate a political campaign to change the Constitution to allow him to run for re-election. This move precipitated Duhalde’s resignation from the vice presidency. By all accounts, the ensuing mutual personal hatred and bitter political confrontation between the two
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Argentina’s Landmark 2003 Presidential Election caudillos has never been bridged since then. As governor of the all-important Buenos Aires province, Duhalde built a formidable power base, establishing himself as the nation’s second most powerful politician after the president. Because, upon heading the interim government of 2002–2003, Duhalde had committed himself not to run in the 2003 election, he actively sought a surrogate candidate to do his bidding, one for whom he could put his well-oiled Buenos Aires political machinery to use. A number of Peronist governors vied for Duhalde’s support, in particular, Co´rdoba’s Jose´ Manuel de la Sota and Santa Cruz’s Ne´stor Kirchner. Duhalde’s favourite for the contest, Santa Fe’s Carlos Reutemann, a former professional racing driver with a reputation for probity and with very high approval ratings nationwide, bowed out despite repeated personal urgings from Duhalde to run. By many accounts, Reutemann appears to have deemed the presidency at that extremely delicate socioeconomic juncture to be a poisoned chalice. Duhalde finally settled on Kirchner, who enjoyed better poll ratings than de la Sota and was closer to his economic views. The PJ had in past years selected a presidential candidate via party primaries. However, Menem’s control of a large section of the inner party structure made him a probable winner. This convinced Duhalde to use all of the institutional tools at his disposal to abort the primaries. The default solution was to allow three Peronist candidates to contend concurrently for the election. A battle then ensued over the right to use PJ party symbols, which a judge eventually ruled that none of the three challengers were entitled to do. All the three candidates were therefore forced to create new political fronts: Menem’s campaign vehicle became the Frente por la Lealtad, Kirchner headed the Frente por la Victoria and Rodrı´guez Saa led the Movimiento Nacional y Popular. The PJ, a catch-all party incorporating a wide range of ideological viewpoints, has been historically plagued by internal divisions, but it had always previously managed to unite for electoral purposes. It was the first time since its creation in 1945 by Colonel Juan Domingo Pero´n that the Peronist party had contested the general elections divided. To be sure, the default solution of splitting the PJ ticket carried the obvious political risk of fragmenting the Peronist vote, possibly causing the party to lose the presidency. Moreover, the Peronists’ inability to resolve their family disputes internally raised questions about the future of the party. The 2003 presidential campaign was in many ways the most austere, dispassionate and devoid of content since the transition to democracy in 1983. The electorate showed an inordinate degree of apathy and a concomitant low degree of involvement. This was not least because the socioeconomic crisis had a very corrosive effect on politics, generating profound scepticism about the political process. Moreover, in a fragmented electoral field, none of the candidates generated much passion. Rightly enough, most of them were widely perceived to represent the past rather than the future. Let us review some of the programmatic agendas of the main candidates, including their publicly stated positions on political, social, economic and foreign affairs. Unlike the rest of his competitors (with the exception of Lo´pez Murphy), Menem remained a champion of market economics. To balance economic growth and debt repayment, Menem advocated during his campaign a pluri-annual accord with the IMF to restructure debt service due over the coming three years. The former president also argued for the elimination of distortive taxes and the reform of labour market # 2005 Society for Latin American Studies
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Omar Sanchez regulations to foster private sector employment. Beyond that, he was short on details. When pressed to define his economic philosophy, Menem retorted, in classic vague fashion, ‘I am not a neoliberal. I am a Peronist. Peronism is not static, its essence is change’ (Washington Post, 4 February 2003). Menem also made his the fashionable mantra of reducing the ‘cost of politics’, calling for a unicameral National Legislature, reducing the total number of legislators to 120. Moreover, he proposed restructuring the country’s territorial organisation for fiscal purposes into six regions, to allow for a ‘true federalism’. Ever the shrewd politician with an uncanny sense of public opinion, Menem presented himself as a champion of domestic security. Citizens ranked insecurity, delinquency and impunity as great worries in a nation burdened by sky-high unemployment, ‘express kidnappings’, and the increased common crime resulting from a much-enlarged underclass. The strong card Menem consciously peddled was his alleged ability to bring back governability to an Argentina that was politically adrift. With campaign slogans such as ‘Menem knows how to do it’, the former president tried to capitalise on the electorate’s nostalgia for a past of greater stability. The question remained whether that underlying message would be enough to bring back a significant percentage of the legion of disaffected voters who had veered away from menemismo.5 Ne´stor Kirchner had been the governor of the remote province of Santa Cruz (Patagonia) for more than eleven years. He was generally considered to have administered the province well, maintaining fiscal balance and relatively low levels of poverty. Admittedly, he was at the helm of a province small in population and rich in oil. Good economic management, however, said nothing about his political demeanour. Kirchner was a classic Peronist caudillo in political culture and patterns of behaviour – including extensive use of patronage to consolidate his hold on power, the silencing of sources of dissent, the subjugation of the courts, executive control of the media and the amendment of the constitution to allow himself to be re-elected indefinitely. A member of the violent Montonero leftist movement during his youth, he conceptualised politics as a zero-sum game. Throughout the 1990s, Kirchner emerged as one of the few critical voices of Menem’s rule within the PJ – particularly in relation to implementation of the neo-liberal economic model. However, he was hardly a visible figure at the national level, and the public at large knew little about him.6 Kirchner took pains to differentiate his economic program from that of Menem. Rather than privilege the financial sector, which he accused Menem of favouring throughout the 1990s, he promised an economy focused on ‘production and work’ to battle the legacy of social exclusion bequeathed by the menemista model. Kirchner’s program included a neo-Keynesian plan of public works entailing the construction of three million



5 Interestingly enough, when Argentines were asked to name who they thought the next president would be, more than 70 per cent picked Menem. That led many observers to believe that the former president had a ‘hidden vote’ of people who were too ashamed to admit they would vote for Menem but who considered that their lives were better during his period in power. 6 Insights into Kirchner’s political philosophy, economic ideas and his interpretations of the crisis can be found in Di Tella and Kirchner (2003).
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Argentina’s Landmark 2003 Presidential Election new housing units that would purportedly generate five million jobs. He advocated economic regionalism, strengthening economic integration in the context of Mercosur, in lieu of a purportedly devalued and biased Free Trade Area of the Americas. In foreign affairs, he articulated the vision of an Argentina more autonomous from the United States, steering the country away from the ‘carnal relations’ approach vis-a`-vis the superpower of the Menem decade. Kirchner’s most relevant proposal in the area of political reform was perhaps the elimination of the infamous listas sa´banas [closed party lists] for the selection of legislators, with the intent of enhancing vertical accountability. Governor Adolfo Rodrı´guez Saa was the third presidential candidate emerging from the ranks of the Peronist party. He had long eyed the presidency. His family had controlled the province of San Luis for decades, dating back to his grandfather at the dawn of the twentieth century. El Adolfo, as devout followers call Rodrı´guez Saa, had been San Luis governor for five consecutive terms (a total of eighteen years) during which he combined populism with some degree of economic development (Winazki, 2002). To a greater extent than Kirchner, Rodrı´guez Saa was a politician forged in traditional Peronist political culture. He ruled his province with the iron fist of a strong caudillo, giving little breathing space to the political opposition. The darker aspects of his rule earned him the label of a ‘mafioso boss’ by political observers of his province. Rodrı´guez Saa epitomised political populism in an election with no small quantities of it. He campaigned on a program of no less than 100 measures to be undertaken during the first 60 days of his government, already a sign of political fantasy. Undeterred by the disciplining effect of financial markets, his program rejected ‘all government debt that has not been legitimately incurred by the state’ and proposed a law in the senate to create a commission to establish the debt’s ‘true amount’. El Adolfo unveiled a number of populist economic plans and institutions with grandiose sounding names (the Tratado de Convivencia, Derechos Humanos, Produccio´n y Trabajo or the Consejo del Empleo, la Productividad y el Salario Mı´nimo) which would supposedly engineer an increase in economic output, bring price stability and redistribute income. The Radical party faced an even greater internal crisis than did the PJ. The depressing performance of De la Ru´a’s Alianza government left the UCR in an extremely debilitated state and fostered the flight from its ranks of two relevant figures: former minister Ricardo Lo´pez Murphy and congresswoman Elisa Carrio´, both of whom created new political formations to run for the presidency. Politically, both subscribed to the basic tenets of Radical party philosophy; however, their economic ideologies and prescriptions differed markedly. Elisa Carrio´ was a member of the chamber of Deputies representing the poor Chaco province.7 Her public notoriety derived from her courageous and insistent public denunciations of corrupt practices among lawmakers during the 1990s. With a reputation for rebelliousness, she decided to split from the Radical party when President De la Ru´a asked Congress for special powers to ride out the economic crisis and created her 7



For a biography of Carrio´, see Garrone (2002). For a collection of her speeches as a congresswoman during the last ten years and other writings that offer a window into her political ideas: Carrio´ (2004).
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Omar Sanchez own political formation: the Afirmacio´n para una Repu´blica Igualitaria [ARI or Affirmation for an Egalitarian Republic]. The party’s banner was that of reforming Argentine politics on the basis of a new morality and a redefined state-society contract.8 Perhaps her boldest proposals pertained to the area of reform of the state where she advocated the adoption of a parliamentary system of government (a frustrated goal of former Radical President Alfonsı´n), new channels of citizen participation in political processes, measures to create a more meritocratic public sector and so forth. Notwithstanding these ideas, Carrio´ based her campaign on the combination of an idealistic vision of the future and the exhausted refrain of Peronism bashing: ‘Peronists are managers of political power, with the only objective of securing political posts’ (La Nacio´n, 17 April 2003). The former Radical deputy sought to endow Argentine politics with fresh doses of morality. Armed with a grand, heroic campaign discourse, she cast herself as Argentina’s Lula da Silva. At the end of the day, however, her programme lacked concrete proposals about how to administer and reform the nation’s politics. Carrio´’s discourse was not only vague but also anachronistic: Argentine society no longer aspired to revolution but simply to normality. Lo´pez Murphy, an economist of international reputation in his own right and armed with a (comparatively) coherent diagnosis of what ailed the country, steered away from the demagogic promises characteristic of many of his competitors.9 Disaffected with his short and bitter stint in De la Ru´a’s cabinet and convinced that the Radical party had veered away from many of its basic foundational principles, Lo´pez Murphy split from the party in 2002 and created a new political formation: the Partido Recrear para el Crecimiento [Party To Recreate for Growth].10 True to his academic formation at the University of Chicago, his economic viewpoints were very orthodox to the point that some accused him of effectively being ‘the IMF spokesperson in Argentina’. In his scheme, inefficient government public spending was to be curtailed to give way to public works. He also outlined changes to the tax system, institutional reform of the federal tax agency to enhance tax revenues and to combat tax evasion, and an integral reform of the highly inefficient federal fiscal system to give greater revenue-raising responsibilities to provinces. Lo´pez Murphy (2002) stressed not ideology but ‘rules and institutions’, both of which Argentina lacked. In the context of a campaign filled with populist candidates and demagogic rhetoric, it is not surprising that a large portion of the country’s intellectuals (from different political ideologies) publicly backed Lo´pez Murphy’s campaign. In a public letter



8 A description of the history of ARI, its foundational principles, economic philosophy and other relevant information can be found on the party’s website (www. ari.org.ar). In addition, a detailed description of the party platform for the 2003 presidential elections as well as biographical information, public speeches and interviews with Elisa Carrio´ can be found on her website (www.elisacarrio.com.ar). 9 Much of Lo´pez Murphy’s political and economic thought can be distilled from the following illuminating book-length interviews: Murphy (2002, 2003); Aune (2003). 10 For a declaration of principles and the political philosophy of the party, as well as the professional background of Lo´pez Murphy, refer to the party’s website (www. recrearargentina.org). While Lo´pez Murphy is, by his own admission, an ‘unrepentant neoliberal’ economist, his party platform grants the state ‘an essential role in the redistribution of income’.



464



# 2005 Society for Latin American Studies



Argentina’s Landmark 2003 Presidential Election published by the nation’s main newspapers, 125 Argentine intellectuals asserted that his presidency would be a source of ‘institutional guarantees and programmatic seriousness’ and that he would use economic resources ‘with probity and transparency’. The official candidate for the Radical party (UCR) was a lacklustre party insider, Leopoldo Moreau. Both the dreadful performance of the recent De la Ru´a government and the embarrassing circumstances under which Moreau had been declared the winner of the party primaries spelled disaster for the UCR. The party became engaged in pure damage control: it was the precise dimension of the vote loss and whether it was recoverable in the future that focussed the attention of the party apparatchiks. The 25,507,000 eligible Argentine voters enjoyed the widest electoral choice in recent memory: eighteen candidates. This election included a sizeable percentage of new voters who had been raised under democratic rule (post-1983) and therefore brought different values and political ideas to the Argentine political landscape. The extreme parity among the contenders (five candidates within a range of ten per cent points or so) and the highly fragmented nature of the vote made the work of expert pollsters devilishly complicated. What was clear was that the electoral climate reflected the absence of a structured party system, while the multiplicity of options and the breakdown of the two main parties boded ill for future governability. Indeed, few seasoned observers were optimistic about the capacity of the election to channel citizen preferences effectively into a workable government. The first round was almost sure to reflect a divided electorate, with only a second round able to define a choice. In short, the election came in the midst of exceptional uncertainty and, more ominously, brought the prospect of a weak government with a lack of clear ideas on how to confront a daunting economic and political transition.



The First Round: 27 April 2003 Polls conducted a week before the election showed that a remarkably close race was in the offing: there was only a difference of six percentage points among the leading five candidates. The high degree of political fragmentation ensured that none of the candidates had even 25 per cent support. To be sure, no candidate seemed close to obtaining the 40 per cent threshold stipulated by the Constitution in order to avert a second round. Menem won the first round with 4.6 million votes (22.2 per cent) and took first place in no less than twelve provinces (Table 2). At first glance, this result may seem surprising to the casual observer of Argentine politics. What explains the fact that the very politician who had laid the foundations for the Argentine default, had been tainted by well-publicised corruption scandals during his rule and was burdened by highly negative image ratings (70 per cent disapproved of him) could still command a plurality of the votes? A first approximation of an answer to this question can be made by assessing the supply of candidates available to voters. As political analyst Joaquı´n Morales Sola explains, ‘Menem would have never been able to make an effective comeback if Argentine politics had offered better electoral alternatives. But the truth is that [the political market] offered candidates without economic programs and/or without a guarantee of governability [in the # 2005 Society for Latin American Studies
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Omar Sanchez Table 2.



Results of Argentina’s 2003 Presidential Elections (First Round)



Candidate



Party



% of vote



Carlos Menem Ne´stor Kirchner Ricardo Lo´pez Murphy Adolfo Rodrı´guez Saa Elisa Carrio´ Leopoldo Moreau Patricia Walsh Others



Frente por la Lealtad Frente por la Victoria Partido Recrear para el Crecimiento Movimiento Nacional y Popular Afirmacio´n para una Repu´blica Igualitaria Unio´n Cı´vica Radical Izquierda Unida



24.5 22.2 16.4 14.1 14.1 2.3 1.7 4.7



Registered voters: 25,479,486. Votes cast: 19,755,369 (77.53 per cent of registered voters). Valid votes: 19,220,087 (97.29 per cent of votes cast). Invalid votes: 535,082 (2.71 per cent of votes cast). Source: Centro de Estudios de la Opinio´n Pu´blica (CEOP).



cases of Lo´pez Murphy and Carrio´]’ (Sola, 2001; El Paı´s, 16 April 2003). A second factor surely lies in the effectiveness of Menem’s political machinery (which included allied menemista governors) in securing support among the lower strata of society via old-style clientelism. Kirchner came second nationwide with 21.9 per cent of votes and won a plurality in eight provinces – including the all-important province of Buenos Aires, which represented 37.2 per cent of the electorate and was the stronghold of Duhaldista Peronism. This region includes greater Buenos Aires along with the immense poverty belts that surround the capital city. The result showcased the effectiveness and strength of the well-oiled party machine loyal to President Duhalde. But the greatest surprise of the first round was the strong showing of centre-right candidate Ricardo Lo´pez Murphy and his Partido Recrear para el Crecimiento, which came third with a remarkable 16.3 per cent of the nationwide vote. Moreover, it won the city of Buenos Aires (historically anti-Peronist) with close to 26 per cent of votes. Lo´pez Murphy’s success was difficult to explain within the traditional parameters of Argentine politics. The US-trained liberal economist deviated radically from the country’s traditional political culture. His emphasis on the rule of law, constitutionalism and his militancy against political clientelism, personalism and populism made him a rara avis in the Argentine political landscape. The support he gathered can be understood as a reflection of the intense desire among the most educated sectors of the population to see a renewal of the political class. His support came mainly from large cities, young voters and the well-off – one reputable polling agency (Ipsos-Mora y Araujo) also placed him first among the much-reduced Argentine middle class. Lo´pez Murphy’s result was widely interpreted in the local press not as a dead end but as the inauguration of a new, serious electoral force representing the centre-right. The other main dissident of the Radical party, Elisa Carrio´, did reasonably well, although her campaign ran out of steam during the last few months and weeks (in fact, she had led the polls in the early stages). She obtained 14.1 per cent of votes, came second in the city of Buenos Aires and almost won in the province of Santa Fe. The results of these
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Argentina’s Landmark 2003 Presidential Election two former Radicals need to be put into perspective and measured in their proper political dimensions. Indeed, considering that they had run a relatively short campaign and enjoyed no party structure or significant financial resources, their electoral results were rather remarkable. Elisa Carrio´, in her inimitable style, put it as follows: ‘think about the relation between votes and money. We inaugurated this party [ARI] with 15 percent of the vote. That is no minor thing when the mafia [menemismo] can only reach 24 percent’ (El Paı´s, 29 April 2003). A factor holding back electoral support for both Lo´pez Murphy and Carrio´ was the concept of governability: a non-PJ president, it was widely assumed, would be limited in his or her capacity to deliver effective governance – because of the PJ’s entrenched institutional powers. That fear was well grounded in Argentina’s political history: only two non-Peronist governments have ever been able to finish their constitutional terms in office. Rodrı´guez Saa’s results (fourth with 14.1 per cent of the vote) were widely interpreted as a failure. After all, he had led the polls during much of 2002. The San Luis governor had portrayed himself as a magician full of miraculous solutions, a populist harking back to times past. Messianic messages did not sell well this time around, when most Argentines were looking for a modicum of normality. Predictably, the UCR itself suffered a catastrophic electoral defeat. Its candidate, Leopoldo Moreau, received an embarrassing two per cent of votes, delivering by far the worst electoral result for the Radical party in its 110-year history. Exit polls showed that many traditional UCR votes were transferred to Lo´pez Murphy and Elisa Carrio´ (Table 3). The combination of the 2001 and 2003 electoral disasters puts in doubt the future of the Radical party as a political formation that is a viable contender for power at the national level. The party synonymous with the middle classes throughout much of the twentieth century had become marginal. In the eyes of many party insiders, the widespread disaffection stemming from the failed two-year De la Ru´a government had ushered in a terminal crisis. However, at the provincial and local level, the UCR maintains 22 per cent of the nation’s governorships (or five out of 23 provinces). Moreover, the party retained control of 27 per cent of all municipalities (379 in total). In short, the UCR retains important institutional powers at the provincial and local level, where political and institutional factors have insulated power holders from the political earthquake of the crisis. Another big loser of the 2003 general election was the social movement calling for a boycott by urging Argentines to abstain or vote blank or null. Groups and associations Table 3.



Transfer of Votes from the 1999 to the 2003 Presidential Elections Peronist Alianza Accio´n por la New Party (PJ) (Radicals þ FREPASO) Repu´blica (Cavallo) Blank Voters



Menem 42.8 Kirchner 34.1 Lo´pez Murphy 4.5 Rodrı´guez Saa 11.9 Carrio´ 3.6



9.1 25.2 20.7 9.5 22.7



17.7 11.3 45.2 4.8 14.5



14.5 24.4 12.2 8.4 14.5



10.1 33.3 21.2 9.1 13.1



Source: Centro de Estudios de la Opinio´n Pu´blica (CEOP).
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Omar Sanchez such as the Movimiento Independiente de Jubilados, the Movimiento de Trabajadores Desocupados or the Federacio´n de Tierra y Vivienda led such calls. They considered the election a farce, because they deemed the supply of candidates to represent the same old aloof, corrupt and inept political class. The anti-establishment movement reached its apex in 2001 and the beginning of 2002, filled by the ranks of the poor, the unemployed and the middle classes. But, as the December 2001 explosion receded in time, many of the aforementioned social groupings came to adopt more pragmatic positions, moderating their extremist stances. Despite predictions to the contrary, the ‘throw everyone out’ battle cry had little electoral impact. The abstention rate was only 22 per cent lower than in the legislative elections of October 2001 but slightly superior to the presidential elections of 1999, confirming an upward tendency dating back to 1983.11 However, blank and spoiled votes collapsed to 2.6 per cent, the lowest since the return of democracy in 1983. All in all, the call for massive abstention made by some politicians, social movements and piquetero organisations suffered a major defeat, as more than 77 per cent of registered voters made their voice heard. The election results confirmed the PJ as the hegemonic party in Argentina. While in the 1999 presidential elections, around four out of ten voters had supported the Peronists, and in 2003, no less than 60.8 per cent of voters cast their vote for a Peronist candidate. Non-Peronist options gathered less than 40 per cent, representing a decline of half of the votes from 1999. A perusal of the results by region reveals that Peronists won in all 23 provinces, with the exception of the capital city of Buenos Aires, where Lo´pez Murphy was the winner. Perhaps the most conspicuous outcome of the election was the drastically different political fortunes of the Peronist and Radical parties. This raises an inevitable query: why did the greatest socioeconomic and political crisis in the nation’s history affect the two traditional parties in such dissimilar fashion? A number of plausible reasons could be suggested but two seem particularly relevant.12 First, many Argentines, especially those of lower socioeconomic strata, continue to revere the founders of Peronism (Juan Domingo and Evita Pero´n) and what it represents. As political scientist Jose´ Nun puts it, ‘there is still a powerful Peronist subculture among the poor’ (The Economist, 20 March 2003). This legitimacy of origin appears to grant the PJ a certain minimum vote regardless of legitimacy of performance. Second, the Peronist party remains a formidable practitioner of machine politics (Levitsky, 2001; Calvo and Murillo, 2004). The increased poverty and unemployment resulting from the 2001 economic implosion presented an opportunity for the Peronist party to flex its political muscles by extending its formidable patron-client networks.13 The available data confirm that the economic implosion fostered a rise in political clientelism during President Duhalde’s tenure. In December of 2001 only one 11 For a detailed analysis of abstention trends and the forces behind voter nonparticipation in Argentina, see Canton and Jorrat (2003). The authors conclude that the level of abstention has increased slowly but steadily over the time span considered. 12 On the different party adaptation approaches followed by the UCR and the PJ and their different political fates, see Malamud (2005). 13 Brusco, Nazareno and Stokes (2004) find support for the idea that the shift towards neoliberalism in the 1990s and the social disruptions derived from its (unorthodox) implementation in Argentina increased the practice of vote buying.
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Argentina’s Landmark 2003 Presidential Election per cent of the active labour force lived off state subsidies. By the time of the elections in April 2003, however, no less than eighteen per cent of the labour force (or 2.4 million families) received a payment of $150 pesos a month as well as some free food. In a socioeconomic context in which over half of the population had fallen below the poverty line and about a quarter lived in absolute poverty, clientelism could yield higher political rewards than in the pre-crisis period.14 Moreover, such practices, which the government could reasonably portray as the extension of an emergency social safety net, acted to keep in check new social outbursts. City mayors had direct or indirect control over funds channelled to 90 per cent of the subsidy recipients, while unemployment associations (the piquetero movement) controlled the remaining ten per cent of funds. Opponent Lo´pez Murphy has put it thus: ‘Peronism can still summon many people to the voting booth, as if they were herds of cattle, due to clientelism’ (El Paı´s, 31 January 2003). As it has done throughout its history, following the 2001 implosion, the Peronist party showed an extraordinary ability to adapt to changed political and economic circumstances.



The Second Round (or the Menem Disgrace) For the first time in Argentina’s history, a second round was to decide the presidency because of the constitutional reform of 1994. Now Menem and Kirchner were in a race to win over non-Peronist voters, which the first round had shown to constitute about 40 per cent of the electorate. The prospect of a Menem victory generated a great deal of unease. One of Argentina’s leading political scientists, Guillermo O’Donnell, was not alone in deeming such a prospect as perilous: ‘Should Menem win, it would signify the end of democracy; a slow and progressive death . . . A new Menem government would be extremely dangerous because of its authoritarian potential’ (El Paı´s, 9 May 2003). However, the other electoral option was not a highly desirable one either. Indeed, Kirchner’s long stint as governor hardly cast him as a champion of democratic principles. In a two-horse race, the political dynamics of the presidential election changed in one crucial respect: the second round effectively became a referendum on Menem’s decade in power (the menemato). To be sure, the former governor of La Rioja is a figure that elicits strong passions in Argentina. He is either adored or hated. Some Argentines interpreted his decade in power as one in which the country underwent the greatest economic transformation in its history, acquired greater clout and respectability in the world, overcame hyperinflation and ungovernability and enjoyed unprecedented prosperity; others interpret it as a spell of illusory prosperity (followed by mass unemployment) during which political corruption thrived at the highest levels, democratic institutions were bypassed and the seeds of the December 2001 socioeconomic debacle were sown. The odds were heavily against Menem. The former president had high negative public image ratings dating all the way back to 1996, a year after the social and economic costs of convertibility began to be felt and long after the government’s corruption schemes became widely known. No less than 70 per cent of the electorate 14



For an examination of political clientelism in Argentina, see Levistky (2001).
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Omar Sanchez disapproved of him by 2003, and 58 per cent said that under no circumstances would they vote for him. In comparison with Kirchner, Menem had the greater number of votos cautivos [secure votes], meaning he enjoyed a stable electoral floor – estimated to be around one-third of the electorate. But, ironically, he also faced a firm ceiling precisely because of the negative visceral reaction he elicited among many Argentines. As a matter of fact, hypothetical second-round scenarios featuring Menem showed him losing against all of the other major four candidates, according to polls conducted a week before the first round (La Nacio´n, 18 April 2003). The inescapable reality was that the former president faced a certain and resounding defeat against Kirchner, with polls showing the Santa Cruz governor commanding around 70 per cent of the vote. This inauspicious political scenario generated an internal debate within Menem’s camp. His coterie of advisers and allies were divided into two camps: those who argued against competing in the second round and those who argued in favour of it. In the former camp were a number of menemista governors (including vice presidential candidates Juan Carlos Romero, Angel Maza of La Rioja and Rube´n Marı´n of La Pampa), legislators and city mayors who reckoned that a massive electoral defeat would affect their prospects in upcoming elections. Because power in Argentine politics has been increasingly territorially based since the return of democracy, such an argument carried heavy political weight. Those who were vehemently opposed to throwing in the towel took a broader view that went beyond immediate electoral calculations. They argued that abandoning the race would seriously damage the country’s political institutions, debase Menem’s political standing and further taint Argentina’s image in the eyes of the world. In any event, Menem’s tribulations held the entire nation in limbo for 36 hours during which time no one knew whether there would be a second round or not and whether constitutional procedure would be respected or dishonoured. In a thoroughly unconvincing televised speech in which he made reference to ‘violations to the spirit of the constitution’,15 the former governor of La Rioja announced that he was quitting the race. That Menem chose to favour narrow partisan concerns over the country’s institutional health is not surprising in the light of what had transpired during his decade at the helm of power. It revealed, once more, his disdain for institutions and his crude zero-sum conception of politics. Sadly, however, Menem’s manner of conduct 15 The more relevant sections of the speech read as follows: ‘The country is undergoing one of the most profound crises in its history. More than ever before, Argentina needs a president that enjoys the utmost and most transparent democratic legitimacy. Unfortunately, I deem that this absolute necessary condition is not guaranteed with the undertaking of the second round scheduled for 18 May 2003. The origin of this situation lies in the manoeuvres of the current government (Duhalde), which frustrated internal and open elections within all political parties . . .. The thirst for political renovation of the ample majority of Argentines was negated. In the specific case of Peronism, those manoeuvres were accompanied by the decision to eliminate the internal elections of the party. That manoeuvre impeded the Peronist party from democratically electing its presidential list . . .. Forcing the Argentine people at large to resolve the internal battle of one of the parties . . . goes against the spirit of the constitutional system . . .. For these motives, I deem that the appropriate action for me to take is not to participate in the second round’ (Cambio Cultural, 14 May 2003).
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Argentina’s Landmark 2003 Presidential Election did not constitute a historical anomaly; quite the contrary, utter contempt for institutions has been part and parcel of Argentine political history (Botana, 2002; Romero, 2002; Sebreli, 2002). The decision unleashed a tidal wave of disparagement and opprobrium upon his figure among voters and politicians alike. Ne´stor Kirchner himself accused his rival of delegitimising the voice of the people, declaring: ‘this culminates a historical cycle in Argentina characterised by messianic leaderships, fundamentalist and exclusive in nature, where many politicians thought they had the divine right of not having to be accountable to society, not having to give explanations for what they did’ (El Paı´s, 15 May 2003). Amid the avalanche of condemnation, former President Rau´l Alfonsı´n stood alone in his conspicuous silence, complicit as he was in the introduction of Menem’s institutional changes. Menem’s disgraceful decision undermined the legitimacy of the entire electoral process, stealing Argentines’ right to exercise the most emblematic prerogative in a democracy: the right to vote. However, it did not provoke an institutional crisis, as some feared. Following the Constitution, the Legislative Assembly ruled the candidate with the second highest total (Kirchner–Scioli) the winner. Opposing electoral lists filed judicial lawsuits demanding either a brand new election or the participation of the third-placed candidate (Lo´pez Murphy) in the second round. The judiciary dismissed these requests. One obvious immediate consequence of Menem’s withdrawal was to deprive Ne´stor Kirchner of an electoral mandate. Whereas Kirchner was almost assured victory in the second round with the largest mandate in Argentine history (polls indicated levels of support over 70 per cent), he entered the Casa Rosada with the lowest voting total in history (22.2 per cent). Significantly, it is estimated that about half of that total reflected the clout of Duhalde’s political apparatus in greater Buenos Aires, feeding speculation that President Kirchner would become a de facto puppet of Duhalde’s. With this decision, Menem himself ceased to be a viable power contender. In all probability, there will be no Menem candidacy for the year 2007 or anytime thereafter.



Conclusion The colossal socioeconomic and political crisis of 2001–2002 did not lead to the hoped-for thorough renovation of the political system in the general elections of April 2003. Neither did it precipitate the full collapse of the party system as witnessed in Peru or Venezuela in the 1990s. The top six candidates had been part of the political establishment for a long time, and none can be labelled a bona fide political outsider a´ la Alberto Fujimori or Hugo Cha´vez. Nevertheless, there were important signs of political renewal. In this respect, a relevant question mark for the future is whether the new non-PJ political formations that commanded significant electoral support in April 2003 will be able to transform themselves into modern, institutionalised political parties. If in the future these parties can erect themselves into an effective opposition to the now hegemonic PJ, they could palliate the party system’s current deficit of representation as well as infuse Argentine # 2005 Society for Latin American Studies
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Omar Sanchez democracy with new checks and balances on the Peronists’ formidable institutional powers. Unfortunately, the fate of recent third-party movements in Argentina gives much pause for thought. The Partido Recrear para el Crecimiento and the Afirmacio´n para una Repu´blica Igualitaria both suffer from the original sin of Argentine politics, in that they are personalist movements. Lo´pez Murphy and Carrio´ face the challenge of constructing genuine political parties, with clear and stable ideologies and programmatic content, internal structures autonomous of their leaders and a presence throughout the national territory. Recent democratic history shows that most third-party movements (Ucede, FREPASO, Accio´n por la Repu´blica and others) were born and drew their support from urban centres but were largely unable to make electoral inroads in the peripheral areas. Moreover, the ability of such parties to enhance their political clout has also been hindered by the majoritarian features of the Argentine federal electoral system (Calvo et al., 2001; Escolar, 2001). On the level of decision making, a fatal mistake of new political formations has been their tactical participation in (unsuccessful) coalition governments, ultimately spelling their electoral downfall by compromising their original identity and associating themselves with failure. In short, what is new about the Argentine party system? The April 2003 election gave birth to a new political map at the national level. From the 1940s, the political scene had been dominated by the Radical-Peronist twosome. This has been shattered into fragments by the effective dissolution of the Radical party at the national level. The UCR has not been formally extinguished (it retains significant institutional powers in the provinces), but it has effectively disappeared as an important nation-level political formation representing the middle class – an identity and role dating as far back as the 1890s. Yet, analysing the effects of the crisis by focusing only on the results of the general elections yields an incomplete and distorted view of the current Argentine political map. This is because the distribution of institutional power at the provincial and local levels has barely changed. Elections for governors and mayors throughout 2002–2003 did not mimic the fragmentation and watershed changes of the April 2003 general elections. As Abal Medina and Ratto (2004) have documented, the political effects of the crisis are much diluted (to the point of almost disappearing) at the lower levels of government.16 Constructing an index of institutional power in which the national, provincial and municipal levels of government are given equal weight, the authors find that (as of 2004) the Peronists concentrate 72 per cent of such power, the Radicals follow with 25 per cent and the rest of parties command a scant eleven per cent. Seen in this larger perspective, the dominance of the PJ becomes indisputable, while the rise of third parties remains at best a work in progress. The different dynamics and outcomes of the most recent presidential elections and those at lower levels of government reflect continuity: they confirm the reality of a two-tier party system in Argentina.



16 The rate of alternation (change of party in government) at the national level is found to be 0.67 (for the 1983–2003 period), while at the provincial level, it is only 0.21 (for the 1987–2003 period). The record clearly shows that the perpetuation of (party) power at the provincial level is much greater than at the national level.
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Argentina’s Landmark 2003 Presidential Election Stemming from the collapse of the UCR, another important party system change ushered in by the 2003 general election is the emergence of increased ideological diversity. One of the peculiarities of the traditional Argentine party system was its low level of ideological polarisation. The ideological distance between the PJ and the UCR was negligible, and both formations encompassed within their ranks a wide spectrum of left-right viewpoints. To be sure, both Carrio´’s and Lo´pez Murphy’s new formations are much more ideologically coherent than the PJ or the UCR. In the short run, the socioeconomic crisis has accentuated the 1990s trend towards a multiparty system and an increasingly polarised one. What is clear is that the Argentine party system, one with medium levels of institutionalisation throughout the 1990s (Mainwaring and Scully, 1995), has gone down in that important barometer. This bodes ill for both the quality of representation and governability. The post-crisis party system (at the national level) is in a highly fluid state, and a number of different political outcomes are possible in the future. Only time can provide more definitive clues about the main political legacy of the epochal 2001–2002 crisis. Another intriguing question of yet more significance arises from this election: do the hardening divisions within the PJ signal the imminent fracture of the most powerful party? Although a PJ is subsumed in a period of internal strife and uncertainty, these divisions do not necessarily signal the imminent formal breakup of the party. Simply put, PJ politicians face enormous disincentives when considering leaving the party and running on their own. To the extent that the PJ party label and its clientelistic networks retain much electoral value, Peronist politicians are unlikely to emulate those UCR dissenters who have fled their political formation for greener pastures. One of Peron’s famous phrases continues to speak volumes about the nature of the PJ: ‘We Peronists are like cats on the roof; it seems like we are fighting when in fact we are reproducing’. In a clear manifestation of collective political learning after many disappointing ‘new beginnings’ in the recent past, Argentine voters displayed much democratic wisdom in the 2003 presidential elections. They did not flock massively to old-time leaders (represented by Menem), to strong, messianic options (represented chiefly by Rodrı´guez Saa) or to candidates burdened with predictable governability deficits (Carrio´ or Lo´pez Murphy). The very fragmented nature of the first-round vote reflects more than simply a broadened electoral supply. Argentines engaged in a more complicated calculus than in times past. Moreover, the widespread cynicism towards the political class did not translate into high abstention rates or a high proportion of invalid votes, as feared. Voters displayed an unprecedented degree of autonomy with respect to party labels or identities, more pragmatism and, ultimately, enhanced democratic maturity.
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