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Different twins: the political systems of Argentina and Uruguay 

tested by primary elections 

 

It was 1997 and in Uruguay a constitutional reform was ratified: this introduced the obligation 

to hold internal elections for political parties (or coalitions of parties) for the selection of candidates 

for national and local executive bodies (provincial and municipal). They were an open and 

simultaneous primary elections in which all political movements (intending to participate in 

subsequent elections) had the obligation to take part. Just over ten years later, in 2009, the 

Uruguayan legislation in terms of selection of the ruling class, mutatis mutandis, became the basis 

for the development of the Argentine legislation. PASO (Primarias Abiertas Simultaneas 

Obligatorias) were introduced as a form of selection of national and local political candidates1. 

The urns of the primaries in Uruguay and Argentina, which for the first time were held only a 

few weeks apart, have not been closed long. Primary that gave completely different results 

reflecting the traits of two intimately different political systems. Although geographical proximity has 

facilitated interactions and cultural exchanges between the two countries, the political sphere today 

does not seem to strengthen these connections: so homologation effects produced are very 

minimal. 

 

The candidates 

On June 30, the primaries were held in Uruguay to select candidates for the presidential 

elections to be held on October 27th. The main political forces presented multiple pre-candidates. 

The Frente Amplio, which at the moment expresses the Presidency with Tabaré R. Vázquez, is a 

great coalition in which they take part from the Movimiento de Participación Popular (MPP) to the 

Socialist Party passing through the Christian Democratic Party, the Communist Party and other 

minor movements. These different souls have found expression in the primaries for the presidential 

elections: the MRP nominated Carolina Cosse - formerly Minister of Industry during most of the 

Vázquez presidential period; Daniel Martinez, who until a few months ago was the mayor of the 

capital Montevideo, was nominated by the Socialist Party; the Communist Party, on the other hand, 

has supported Oscar Andrade, a union  leader. The Partido Nacional (National Party) , the main 

opposition movement to the frenteamplista presidency, with a clear nationalist and liberal 

inclination, also presented different candidates: Luis Lacalle Pou, a member of a family historically 

belonging to the herrerista faction of the national party, had already been a candidate for the same 

party for the presidential election in 2014 and is currently a senator; Jorge Larrañaga, already a 

candidate in the 2004 presidential election, represented the Wilsonian current of the national party; 

then there was an outsider candidate, who had recently entered politics, Juan Sartori. Finally, in 

the ranks of the Colorado party (a movement that has inspired Uruguayan political life since the 

first half of the nineteenth century, with secular and republican positions), three pre-candidates 

have received almost all the votes: Ernesto Talvi, who for many years directed the Ceres research 

center (Centro de Estudios de la Realidad Económica y Social), a Center that always staying close 

to the positions of the partido colorado; Julio M. Sanguinetti, historical leader of the party, deputy 

since the sixties and first democratically elected president after the end of the military dictatorship; 

                                                           
1  F. Freidenberg, Selección de candidatos y democracia interna en los partidos de América Latina, Lima, International 

IDEA, 2003; M. Alcántara Sáez, M.L. Tagina (eds.), Elecciones y Cambio de élites, Salamanca, Aquilafuente – 

Ediciones Universidad de Salamanca, 2016. 
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José Amorín Batlle, former Minister of Education and several times national representative for the 

colorado party (first as a deputy, then as a senator)2. 

The situation that occurred in the primary elections in Argentina on August 11 was different. 

The main political movements and electoral alliances presented only one candidate for the 

presidential ticket. The "Juntos por el cambio" coalition has nominated the incumbent President, 

Mauricio Macri, and as Vice, Miguel Ángel Pichetto (historical Peronist leader with a very long 

parliamentary cursus honorum). The "Frente de Todos", gathering a good part of the Peronist 

opposition to the presidency of Macri, presented the presidential ticket Fernández (Alberto) - 

Fernández (Cristina): the former had been head of the President of the Republic's cabinet in the 

years between 2003 and 2008, under the presidencies of Nestor Kirchner and his wife, Cristina 

Fernández de Kirchner, currently a vice presidential candidate. The latter had already served as 

President for two mandates (and first lady of former President Nestor Kirchner). The "Consenso 

Federal" alliance presented Roberto Lavagna's candidacy for the Presidency, the Minister of the 

Economy who brought Argentina out of the shackles of the 2001 crisis and remained in office from 

April 2002 to November 2005. Lavagna is accompanied by the candidacy for the Vice-Presidency 

of Juan Manuel Urtubey, a former national deputy and for more than ten years governor of the 

province of Salta3. 

At the same time, the Argentine primary elections also was fought in three regional realities 

of absolute national importance. Even in these cases, each party (or alliance of parties) presented 

only one candidate. The first of these is the Autonomous City of Buenos Aires where the "Juntos 

por el cambio" coalition presented the current mayor Horacio Rodríguez Larreta. While the "Frente 

de Todos" alliance nominated Matías Lammens, the "Consenso Federal" – alliance tightened 

around Matías Tombolini. Then there is the province of Buenos Aires, where Axel Kicillof (former 

Minister of Argentine economy and national deputy) of the «Frente de Todos» and Eduardo Bucca 

of «Consenso Federal» will challenge the current governor, Maria Eugenia Vidal (candidate for 

«Juntos por el cambio»). Catamarca, a province in the north-west of Argentina, is the last region in 

question where Raúl Jalil ("Frente de Todos"), Roberto Gómez ("Juntos por el cambio") and Hugo 

Ávila ("Federal Consensus") are candidates. 

 

The results 

Once the seats were closed, the polls were opened, the results showed the features of two 

very different political realities but with some elements in common. In the first place, the results 

show a great decline in the consensus towards government majorities: in Argentina, President 

Mauricio Macri and his coalition suffered a strong defeat. Although the main polls released in the 

weeks leading up to the primary elections showed a limited distance between the Macri coalition 

and the "Frente de Todos", the votes marked a severe decree: Macri, in fact, stopped at 31.8% of 

the votes (gathering just over 8 million votes), while Alberto Fernández touched almost 48% of the 

votes in percentage terms (12.2 million) and Roberto Lavagna has slightly exceeded 8% (which 

represents 2 million votes)4. A result, in some respects, also replicated in the region of Catamarca 

and Buenos Aires; in the Autonomous City of Buenos Aires, on the other hand, Horacio Rodríguez 

Larreta achieved an important success on the "Frente de Todos" candidate5. 

                                                           
2  For an exhaustive analysis of political party system in Uruguay, see: N. Fernández, H. Machín, Una democracia 

única. Historia de los partidos políticos y las elecciones del Uruguay, Montevideo, Editorial Fin de Siglo, 2017. 
3  For an exaustive analysis of political party system in Argentina, see: A. Malamud, M.A. De Luca, La política en 

tiempos de los Kirchner, Buenos Aires, Eudeba, 2015. 
4  Cámara Nacional Electoral, Resultados – Presidente y Vicepresidente de la Nación, 11/08/2019 [available on line at 

https://www.electoral.gob.ar/nuevo/paginas/pdf/AE_61_19.pdf, last access 30/09/2019]. 
5  Resultados Paso provincia por provincia y total País, in «Infoabae» [available on line at 

https://www.infobae.com/resultados-paso-2019-provincia-por-provincia-total-pais/, last access 30/09/2019]. As for the 

https://www.electoral.gob.ar/nuevo/paginas/pdf/AE_61_19.pdf
https://www.infobae.com/resultados-paso-2019-provincia-por-provincia-total-pais/
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Also in Uruguay, the Frente Amplio collected just 22.62% of the votes, compared to the 

Partido Colorado which stopped at 12.84% and the Partido Nacional which won the elections by 

not reaching 40% of the votes . Within each political group, there was a clear majority achieved by 

only one candidate. The mayor of Montevideo, Daniel Martínez, has almost doubled, with 42% of 

valid votes for the Frente Amplio, the consensus of his two adversaries, Cosse and Andrade. With 

53.71% of the preferences collected by the Partido Nacional, Luis Lacalle Pou clearly won Sartori 

and Larrañaga. Even Ernesto Talvi far exceeded 50% of the votes of the Partido Colorado, beating 

the competition of Sanguinetti and Amorín Batlle6. 

A second trait in common between the two Rioplatenses political realities is the so-called 

"dedazo". This is a practice found in much of Latin America Countries (since the nineteenth 

century) which involves a sort of indication (direct or indirect) of the future President (or candidate 

President) by the current President. On closer inspection, in both cases, there was no form of 

"dedazo" comparable with that which occurred, for example in Mexico in the second half of the 

twentieth century, or during the time of the Orden Conservador in Argentina at the end of the 19th 

Century and the beginning of the 20th centuries. It was a different form both in Argentina and in 

Uruguay. In the first case, former President Cristina Fernández de Kirchner, considered by many  

the main opposition candidate against President Macri, has decided to take a step to the side of 

the political dispute by running for the Vice-presidency and clarifying, in a long video released from 

their social media, "I asked Alberto Fernández to lead the presidential formula of which I will also 

be a part"7. In this sense, a peculiarity emerged for which the vice-presidential candidate 

nominated the presidential candidate, although Cristina Fernández was no longer the President of 

Argentina. The "dedazo" in the coalition of the Frente Amplio in Uruguay is very peculiar. Although 

the current president has never publicly expressed himself in favor of a candidate, Daniel Martinez 

comes from the ranks of the same party of Vázquez, the Uruguayan Socialist Party. At the same 

time, Martinez was one of the prominent figures during the first Presidency of Vázquez (2005-

2010), first as president of Ancap (authority that governs the hydrocarbons in Uruguay) and then 

as Minister of Industry and Energy . And not only. Martinez and Vásquez, in fact, share a part of 

their peculiar cursus honorum and, therefore, of their political capital. Both, in fact, were mayors of 

the city of Montevideo, where the Frente Amplio has one of its main electoral strongholds. 

There is a fundamental difference that has jumped into the eyes of all political commentators. 

While on the one hand the Uruguayan primary elections were competitive and allowed all political 

forces to choose their candidates, the Argentine ones had a different meaning. The presence of 

only one candidate for political space has, in fact, affected the purpose. The primaries, in fact, have 

become a sort of big survey which the Argentines have the obligation to take part in. 

 

Towards the conclusion 

The Argentine political analyst, Rosendo Fraga, in the aftermath of the primaries held in his 

country wrote: "the primaries really did not define anything, because of the ten presidential tickets 

that presented themselves, in no case there was competition. Nevertheless, the primaries seem to 

have defined everything "8. In fact, their results have revealed the critical nature of Argentina in 

more than one issue. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                 
City of Buenos Aires, it should not be forgotten that this was historically governed by an anti-Peronist political figures 
(except for some small periods). 

6  This data are available on the webpage of Corte Electoral de la República Oriental del Uruguay, 
https://eleccionesinternas.corteelectoral.gub.uy/inicio.htm, last access 30/09/2019. 

7  For the complete text and the complete video of this declaration, see: El video y el texto completo con los que 
Cristina anunció su candidatura a vicepresidenta, in «Clarín», 18/05/2019 [available on line at 
https://www.clarin.com/politica/video-cristina-anuncio-candidatura_0_zj-1ti1Zp.html, last access 30/09/2019]. 

8  R. Fraga, Resutlado de las PASO: entre la sorpresa y la lógica, in «Clarín», 13/08/2019 [available on line at 

https://www.clarin.com/opinion/resultado-paso-sorpresa-logica_0_FGIsY8wQt.html, last access 30/09/2019]. 

https://eleccionesinternas.corteelectoral.gub.uy/inicio.htm
https://www.clarin.com/politica/video-cristina-anuncio-candidatura_0_zj-1ti1Zp.html
https://www.clarin.com/opinion/resultado-paso-sorpresa-logica_0_FGIsY8wQt.html
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From the political point of view, the primaries have one and only one winner, the "Frente de 

Todos". Hardly, according to electoral data, Macri and his coalition «Juntos por el cambio» will 

succeed in subverting the flows of consensus. At the same time, the primaries showed the features 

of an extremely fluid political system (historically considered stable, with strong political 

movements). Although they have very deep cultural roots in Argentine political history, all the major 

political movements are relatively young because they are the result of a (still ongoing) 

reconfiguration of the Argentine political system - a reconfiguration started after the 2001 crisis. 

Finally, there is a manichean polarization of the political debate. Macri and the Fernández together 

collect 80% of the valid votes of the last elections. 

From an economic point of view, the results of the primaries have sent a too weak system 

out of tune. On 12 August, national and international markets reacted by losing value to the 

Argentine currency, the weight, in relation to the main international currencies. This is 

accompanied by an increase in country risk and the perplexities on the repayment plan of 

international loans have become stronger9. 

From a social point of view, finally, the worries and difficulties of all the most important survey 

institutes that had not foreseen such a victory for the "Frente de Todos" emerged clearly. And it 

was precisely the failure to foresee to heighten the sense of uncertainty that does not help an 

already very complicated economic and political situation. 

Totally different is the area that is perceived in Uruguay where the primaries corroborated the 

idea that there are strong and well-rooted political movements in society. In this sense, one can 

read the experience of the Otusider Juan Sartori, who failed to win the candidacy for the 

Presidency for the Partido Nacional, candidature remained in the hands of a member of long 

political militancy. And it is caused by the stability of political reality that the markets have not 

experienced any major upheavals (apart from those arriving from neighbouring Argentina). And it is 

precisely for this reason that, in Uruguay, the aims of the primaries remained consistent with their 

results. 

 

                                                           
9  Wall Street comienza a preguntarse si Argentina podrá evitar el default, in  «Infobae», 14/08/2019 [available on line at 

https://www.infobae.com/economia/2019/08/14/tras-la-devaluacion-argentina-se-encamina-al-default-pero-aun-
puede-evitarse/, last access 30/09/2019]. 

https://www.infobae.com/economia/2019/08/14/tras-la-devaluacion-argentina-se-encamina-al-default-pero-aun-puede-evitarse/
https://www.infobae.com/economia/2019/08/14/tras-la-devaluacion-argentina-se-encamina-al-default-pero-aun-puede-evitarse/

