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Introduction
San Marino, nestled within the heart of the Italian Peninsula, represents an enduring
testament to the resilience and ingenuity of small-state democracy. As the world’s
oldest surviving republic, San Marino’s remarkable political continuity—from its
traditional governance by the Arengo to its modern parliamentary structure—offers a
unique perspective on the evolution of representative institutions. For centuries, this
Alpine microstate has maintained its sovereignty and distinctive identity, developing
institutions and political norms that both reflect its medieval past and respond to
contemporary realities.

Though modest in size, both geographically and demographically, San Marino’s
political system is rich in tradition, complexity, and adaptability. Its institutional
architecture distinguishes it among European states: a unicameral legislature elected
by proportional representation, a collegial executive cabinet, and above all, the dual
Captains Regent who serve as heads of state in staggered six-month terms. This
system, while sometimes perceived as ceremonial or anachronistic, has enabled
remarkable stability and flexibility, adapting through centuries of change while
upholding key republican ideals.

The story of Sammarinese politics is one of persistence in the face of external
pressures and internal evolution. From its medieval roots, independent of nearby
Italian city-states and their often turbulent histories, to the codification of its legal
system in the Statutes of 1600, San Marino has been shaped by its citizens’ drive for
self-determination. Even as Europe underwent dramatic
transformations—Renaissance, unification, wars, and integration—San Marino quietly
refined its political mechanisms, extending suffrage, modernizing institutions, and
welcoming new voices into its councils.

This book seeks to provide a comprehensive guide to the unique political landscape of
San Marino. Each chapter explores a specific facet of its system: from the historical
development of its institutions, the constitutional norms that underpin its governance,
and the operation of its executive, legislative, and judicial branches, to the evolving
role of political parties, the intricacies of coalition government, and the challenges and
debates that shape contemporary public life. Readers will find not only analysis of
formal structures but also an exploration of the customs and practices that enliven
Sammarinese democracy.

At a time when the relevance of small states and micro-republics is increasingly
examined in international affairs, understanding San Marino’s politics is more
pertinent than ever. Its interactions with Italy and the European Union, efforts toward
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transparency and good governance, and ongoing commitment to citizen rights provide
both inspiration and practical lessons for students of politics worldwide. The
Sammarinese experience demonstrates that political longevity and innovation are not
the exclusive domain of larger or more powerful nations.

Whether you are a student of comparative politics, a traveler intrigued by Europe’s
lesser-known republic, or a citizen looking to better understand your homeland, this
guide offers an accessible and thorough resource. Through the chapters ahead, we
invite you to engage with the story of San Marino—a story of a community that,
against many odds, has sustained a proud tradition of republican self-government and
continues to navigate the complexities of twenty-first-century politics.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land and People of San Marino
San Marino, officially known as the Republic of San Marino, is a fascinating anomaly in
the modern world. Tucked away in the Apennine Mountains of the Italian Peninsula, it's
a microstate entirely surrounded by Italy. Imagine a country so small you could,
theoretically, walk across it in a few hours – though the hilly terrain might make you
reconsider that ambitious plan. With a total area of just over 61 square kilometers
(about 23.6 square miles), it's one of the smallest countries on Earth. To put that into
perspective, it's smaller than the island of Manhattan.

Despite its diminutive size, San Marino boasts a rugged and picturesque landscape.
Dominating the scenery is Monte Titano, a formidable limestone peak with three
distinct summits, each crowned with a medieval fortress. These iconic towers, symbols
of the republic's enduring freedom, offer breathtaking views of the surrounding Italian
countryside all the way to the Adriatic coast, which is only about ten kilometers away.
While Monte Titano reaches a respectable 749 meters (about 2,457 feet) at its highest
point, the country's elevation varies considerably, dropping to a low of 55 meters (180
feet) at the Ausa River.

The climate of San Marino is best described as a humid subtropical climate with some
continental influences. This means you can expect warm to hot summers and cool
winters. Summers are generally warm, humid, and often clear, while winters can be
quite cold and sometimes windy with partly cloudy skies. If you're visiting in the colder
months, don't be surprised by snow, especially at higher elevations. Precipitation is
spread throughout the year, without a particularly dry season, though November tends
to be the wettest month. Average temperatures swing from around 4.2°C (40°F) in the
chilly embrace of January to a much warmer 23.6°C (74°F) in the heart of July.

San Marino's population is modest, reflecting its size. As of 2025, estimates place the
population at around 33,572 to 34,042 people. This gives the republic a relatively high
population density compared to many other nations, with around 560 people per
square kilometer. The majority of the population, over four-fifths, are Sammarinese
citizens. The remainder is largely made up of Italians. Interestingly, a significant
number of Sammarinese citizens reside abroad, primarily in Italy, but also in places
like the United States and France.

Despite its historical roots as an agrarian society, San Marino today is overwhelmingly
urban in character. The capital, also named the City of San Marino, is perched high on
the slopes of Monte Titano. While it serves as the administrative and historical heart,
it's not the largest settlement. That distinction goes to Dogana, located in the
municipality of Serravalle, which has a larger population. San Marino is divided into
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nine municipalities, or castelli, which are essentially local administrative districts, each
with its own elected council and a Captain.

The official language of San Marino is Italian, which is used in all facets of life, from
government to education and media. However, a local dialect, considered distinct and
with its own linguistic system, is also spoken, particularly among older generations.
While not officially protected by law, this dialect is seen as an important link to the
country's history and cultural identity. Efforts are being made to keep it alive, with
radio programs and even a special section on a children's news program dedicated to
popular sayings in dialect.

San Marino's culture is, perhaps unsurprisingly, heavily influenced by Italy, given its
geographic location. This influence is evident in everything from its cuisine, which
features dishes like bacon and bean soup and a variety of cheeses, to its literature,
which is often considered part of the broader Italian literary landscape. However, San
Marino does have its own distinct cultural elements, including traditional folk heritage,
dialect songs, and a history of classical music. The country also has a strong tradition
of crafts, particularly ceramics and stone carving.

The economy of San Marino is a developed, free-market system. It relies heavily on a
few key sectors: tourism, banking, and manufacturing. Tourism is a significant
contributor, drawing visitors to its historic sites and scenic beauty. The manufacturing
sector focuses on niche products such as ceramics, textiles, clothing, and furniture.
San Marino also has a reputation for selling collectible postage stamps, a small but
notable part of its economy. While the agricultural sector is marginal, the country does
produce wine and cheeses.

Despite its relative affluence, comparable to the more prosperous regions of Italy, San
Marino's economy has faced challenges. The global recession of 2007-2008 hit the
finance and banking sectors particularly hard, leading to a significant contraction in
GDP and an increase in unemployment. The country's close economic ties with Italy
mean that weakened demand from its larger neighbor can have a substantial impact,
as nearly 90% of San Marino's exports go to Italy. The government has been working
to diversify its economy and increase transparency in its financial sector.

San Marino's small size and unique geographic position have undoubtedly shaped its
history, culture, and political system. Being an enclave has meant a constant, close
relationship with Italy, influencing many aspects of Sammarinese life while the
republic has fiercely guarded its independence and developed its own distinct identity.
Its mountainous terrain offered a natural defense in centuries past, contributing to its
remarkable longevity as a sovereign state. The land and its people are intrinsically
linked to the political story of San Marino, providing the foundation for the institutions
and traditions that will be explored in the following chapters.
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