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Introduction
The government of Argentina is the product of a rich and intricate history marked by
periods of political experimentation, turbulence, and a continuous quest for stable
democracy. From the first adoption of its National Constitution in 1853, the country
has developed a complex but coherent government structure firmly rooted in the
principles of representation, republicanism, and federalism. Understanding how the
Argentinian government system works is crucial not only for informed citizenship
within the country but also for those outside of Argentina seeking to grasp the
character of its political and institutional life.

Argentina functions as a federal presidential representative democratic republic. At its
core lies a clear separation of powers among the executive, legislative, and judicial
branches, each with defined roles and responsibilities as set out in the Constitution.
The country’s federal makeup divides authority among a national government, 23
provinces, and the Autonomous City of Buenos Aires, each with their own constitutions
and institutions. These layers of governance interlock and overlap in ways that both
enrich and complicate the Argentinian democratic experience.

Throughout Argentina’s evolution, the influence of diverse political actors, social
movements, and shifting alliances has forged a vibrant political landscape. From the
dominance of long-standing parties like the Justicialist (Peronist) Party and the Radical
Civic Union to the emergence of new political forces in recent years, Argentine
democracy has been shaped by contestation, negotiation, and renewal. The processes
by which leaders are elected, laws are made, and rights are secured reflect not only
formal procedures but also the underlying values and tensions of Argentine society.

The system of government extends beyond the national stage, permeating provincial
and municipal institutions. Each province enjoys a significant degree of autonomy,
shaping its own government structure in accordance with the Constitution, while
municipalities provide a vital connection between citizens and state. These
subnational governments are essential players in the country’s administration,
shaping policymaking in areas like education, health, and infrastructure.

Appreciating the functionality and challenges of Argentina’s government also requires
an understanding of its electoral processes, judicial system, and systems of
accountability. The rules governing elections, the protections afforded by the courts,
and the mechanisms of oversight and balance between branches—all underpin the
resilience or fragility of democratic governance. Issues of gender parity, inclusion, and
regional diversity further shape how government operates on a day-to-day basis.
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This book aims to offer a comprehensive guide to the Argentinian government system
at every level, from national institutions to the smallest municipalities. Drawing on
constitutional principles, political practice, and contemporary developments, it seeks
to equip readers with the context and detail necessary to understand not just the how,
but also the why, of Argentina’s approach to self-government.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Foundations of the Argentinian
Government: History and Constitution
To understand the intricate workings of the Argentinian government today, one must
first delve into the historical crucible from which it emerged. Like many nations in the
Americas, Argentina's political structures are not merely theoretical constructs but are
deeply rooted in its tumultuous path from colonial rule to an independent republic.
This journey was marked by periods of intense conflict, regional rivalries, and a
persistent quest for a stable and unifying national identity.

Following independence from Spain in 1810, the territories of the former Viceroyalty of
the Río de la Plata faced the formidable challenge of forging a cohesive political entity.
The initial decades were characterized by a struggle between centralist forces
advocating for a strong government based in Buenos Aires and federalist factions
championing significant autonomy for the provinces. This fundamental tension would
shape the political landscape for decades and ultimately influence the structure
enshrined in the national constitution.

Various attempts were made to establish a lasting form of government during this
early period, including the formation of the United Provinces of the Río de la Plata.
However, disagreements over the degree of centralization, economic policies, and the
role of Buenos Aires repeatedly led to instability and civil strife. Caudillos, powerful
regional strongmen, often wielded significant influence, further complicating efforts to
build a unified nation-state with clearly defined institutional rules.

The mid-19th century brought a renewed push for national organization and the
establishment of a constitutional framework. Figures like Juan Bautista Alberdi, a
prominent intellectual and jurist, were instrumental in advocating for a constitution
that would promote immigration, economic development, and political stability. His
influential work, "Bases and Starting Points for the Political Organization of the
Argentine Republic," served as a significant blueprint for the drafting process that
followed.

This drive culminated in the Constitutional Convention of 1853, convened in Santa Fe.
Notably, the Province of Buenos Aires initially boycotted this convention due to
ongoing disputes with the other provinces. Despite this absence, the delegates from
the other provinces proceeded to draft and adopt the foundational document that
would define Argentina's political system: the National Constitution of 1853.

The 1853 Constitution was heavily influenced by classical republicanism and the
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federal structure of the United States, while also incorporating elements tailored to the
Argentinian context. It aimed to establish a system of government based on the
separation of powers, federalism, and the protection of individual rights. Its adoption
marked a pivotal moment, providing a legal and institutional basis for national unity,
even if the path to full implementation and stability remained challenging.

Key provisions of the 1853 Constitution established Argentina as a federal republic
with a representative form of government. It divided the exercise of public power
among three distinct branches: the executive, the legislative, and the judicial. This
tripartite system was intended to create a framework of checks and balances,
preventing the concentration of power in any single entity, a critical concern given the
country's history of political instability.

The Constitution also declared the federal nature of the state, recognizing the
existence and autonomy of the provinces. While establishing a national government
with defined powers, it stipulated that the provinces retained all powers not expressly
delegated to the federal government. This division of authority was a direct response
to the historical centralist-federalist struggle and sought to balance national unity with
regional self-governance.

Furthermore, the 1853 Constitution enshrined a range of individual liberties and rights,
including freedom of the press, freedom of association, and the right to property.
These provisions reflected liberal political thought of the era and aimed to create a
society based on the rule of law and respect for fundamental freedoms, providing a
legal foundation for citizens' interactions with the state and with each other.

The initial period after 1853 was still marked by conflict, including the eventual
reincorporation of Buenos Aires into the federation following the Battle of Pavón in
1861. This event solidified the authority of the national government and led to the
constitutional reforms of 1860, which formally integrated Buenos Aires into the
constitutional framework and made some modifications, though the core principles of
the 1853 text remained largely intact.

Over the subsequent decades, Argentina experienced significant economic growth and
demographic change, driven by immigration and agricultural exports. The political
system established by the Constitution provided a framework for this development,
although challenges related to political participation, social inequality, and the role of
the military would continue to test the stability of democratic institutions.

The Constitution, as the supreme law of the land, provided the bedrock for the
development of the Argentinian state. Its principles guided the organization of national
and provincial governments, the enactment of laws, and the administration of justice.
While the text itself provided the structure, the actual functioning of the government
system was shaped by political practice, interpretations by the courts, and the
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evolving dynamics of Argentine society.

Constitutional stability proved elusive at times throughout the 20th century, as
Argentina experienced a series of coups d'état and periods of authoritarian rule.
During these interruptions of democratic order, the Constitution was often suspended
or disregarded, highlighting the fragility of institutions when faced with political
polarization and military intervention. Each return to democracy, however, typically
involved a restoration of the constitutional order.

One of the most significant constitutional amendments occurred in 1994. This reform
was the product of a political agreement between the two major political forces at the
time, the Justicialist Party and the Radical Civic Union. It aimed to modernize the
political system and address perceived shortcomings of the existing constitutional
framework, reflecting a consensus on the need for institutional updates after years of
political flux.

The 1994 amendment introduced several key changes that significantly impacted the
structure and operation of the Argentinian government. Among the most notable was
the reduction of the presidential term from six to four years and the allowance for one
consecutive re-election. This alteration aimed to strike a balance between providing
the executive with sufficient time to implement policy and limiting the potential for
prolonged one-person rule.

Another important change in 1994 was the creation of the position of Chief of the
Cabinet of Ministers. This new role was intended to share some executive functions
with the President and improve coordination within the executive branch. The Chief of
Cabinet is appointed and removed by the President but is also subject to potential
removal by a vote of no confidence in Congress, introducing a new dynamic of
legislative oversight over the executive.

The 1994 reform also introduced direct election for the President and Vice-President,
replacing the previous electoral college system. This change was seen as a move to
enhance democratic legitimacy by ensuring that the winning candidates had a clear
mandate from the popular vote. The reform also incorporated the two-round system
for presidential elections, requiring a runoff if no candidate achieves a sufficient
majority in the first round.

Furthermore, the 1994 amendment granted the Autonomous City of Buenos Aires its
own elected authorities and constitution-making power, elevating its status to be
similar to that of a province. This recognized the unique position and population size of
the capital district, providing its residents with a greater degree of self-governance
compared to the previous arrangement where the city government was directly
appointed by the President.
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The reform also incorporated several international human rights treaties into the
Constitution with constitutional hierarchy, meaning they have the same legal standing
as the Constitution itself. This move underscored Argentina's commitment to human
rights and provided a stronger legal basis for their protection within the domestic legal
system, reflecting evolving global norms and the country's post-authoritarian context.

Other changes in 1994 included the establishment of the Council of Magistracy, a body
responsible for selecting and proposing candidates for federal judgeships and
overseeing their conduct, aiming to enhance the independence and transparency of
the judicial selection process. The office of the Ombudsman (Defensor del Pueblo) was
also given constitutional status, serving as an independent authority to protect
citizens' rights against abuses by the administration.

These amendments, particularly the extensive reforms of 1994, illustrate that the
Argentinian constitutional framework is not a static relic but a living document capable
of adaptation, albeit through complex political processes. Each amendment reflects
specific historical moments, political compromises, and societal pressures for change,
shaping the structure and powers of the government in response to new realities and
challenges.

The Constitution, in its current form, remains the ultimate legal authority, defining the
fundamental principles, structure, and powers of the Argentinian government at the
national and provincial levels. It serves as the reference point for the legitimacy of all
laws and actions taken by state actors, ensuring a degree of continuity and adherence
to foundational democratic norms despite shifts in political leadership and priorities.

Understanding the historical context of its creation and the impact of subsequent
amendments is essential for appreciating the Constitution's role as the bedrock of the
Argentinian government system. It provides the essential legal blueprint upon which
the executive, legislative, and judicial branches operate and interact, and defines the
relationship between the federal government and the provinces, setting the stage for
the detailed exploration of these elements in the chapters that follow.

The journey from disparate provinces to a unified federal republic under a
constitutional framework was neither linear nor peaceful. It was a process of
negotiation, conflict, and gradual institutionalization. The 1853 Constitution, born out
of this struggle, provided a fragile but ultimately enduring foundation, which has been
periodically reinforced and adapted through amendments to navigate the complexities
of a modern state while attempting to uphold the initial republican and federalist
ideals.

While the text of the Constitution provides the formal structure, its interpretation and
application in practice have been subject to the push and pull of political forces,
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economic conditions, and social movements throughout Argentina's history. The
judiciary plays a crucial role in interpreting the constitutional text, and its rulings can
significantly impact the balance of power and the scope of rights, adding another layer
of complexity to the governmental system.

Moreover, the Constitution not only establishes the framework for the national
government but also requires that provincial constitutions and laws align with its
principles. This ensures a degree of consistency across the federal system, preventing
provincial actions that might contradict the fundamental rights and organizational
principles enshrined in the national charter, thus reinforcing the hierarchical nature of
the legal system.

The historical path leading to the current constitutional order highlights the persistent
themes in Argentinian political life: the tension between central authority and
provincial autonomy, the struggle for democratic stability, and the ongoing effort to
strengthen republican institutions. These historical currents have shaped the specific
features of the executive, legislative, and judicial branches, as well as the dynamics of
intergovernmental relations.

The Constitution's durability, despite periods of authoritarianism, speaks to its
symbolic importance as a touchstone for democratic aspirations in Argentina. Each
time democratic rule was restored, the Constitution was reinstated, signaling a return
to legality and constitutionalism as the basis for legitimate governance, reinforcing its
status as the fundamental pact of coexistence for the Argentinian people.

Thus, Chapter One serves as a crucial starting point, laying bare the historical origins
and the constitutional foundation upon which the entire structure of the Argentinian
government is built. From the early conflicts following independence to the significant
reforms of 1994, the evolution of the Constitution reflects Argentina's ongoing journey
towards establishing and consolidating a stable and effective democratic republic, a
journey that continues to unfold.
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