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Dazzling Argentina
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Diverse 
Geography

diverse
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Buenos Aires: Paris of the south

Pampas: cows, Gauchos & grain

Patagonia – lots of sheep, few 
people, cold

Wine & ski resorts, Aconcagua highest 
outside Asia -22,837 ft 

Malvinas (Falklands): 1982 war defeat 
& military downfall

Ushuaia – Southern most city in Terra 
del Fuego

“Dead cow” large oil & gas discovery



Argentina – big 
picture

◼ Spanish explorers thought rich in silver due to greyish 
river they named Río de la Plata, “River of Silver” 

◼ Named country Argentina - Italian "silver coloured“ 

◼ Independence from Spain in 1823 

◼ Late 1800s and early 1900s – world’s top 10 economy 
and Europe’s breadbasket

◼ 2nd largest in South America ~ 1.1 million sq. mi.; 30% 
area and 14% population of US

◼ Suffering century of dysfunctional politics and economy
4

Blue stripes symbolic of clear skies and snow of Andes. Sun for its appearance 
through cloudy skies on May 25,1810 beginning of demonstration for Independence



Argentina (1480-1930): Backwater to Boom
I. 1480-1816: Colonial era backwater

◼ 1480 - Incas conquer northwestern Argentina

◼ 1516 - Spaniard Juan Díaz de Solís first European but killed by natives

◼ 1580 - Colony re-established by Spain in Viceroyalty of Peru

◼ 1776 - Viceroyalty of River Plate: Argentina, Uruguay, Paraguay & Bolivia

◼ 1806-7 - British 2 invasions of Río de la Plata repelled

◼ 1807-14 - Napoleonic Spain created opportunity for independence

◼ 1810 – May 25 Revolution and Argentine War of Independence begins

II. 1816- 1930 -Independence and Rise

◼ 1816  - Declares independence

◼ 1833 - British re-occupy Falkland Islands

◼ 1880 - Begins decades of rapid growth

◼ 1908 – Global economic peak – world’s 6th highest GDP per capita 

◼ 1914 – Remained neutral throughout WW I with 8 other countries

◼ 1919 –Jan 7-14, Tragic Week riots and massacres in Buenos Aires
5



Argentina (1930-76): Decline & Peronism
III. 1930-46: Great Depression and WW II

◼ 1929 - Great Depression hits Argentina

◼ 1930 - Military coup ousts President Yrigoyen amid Great Depression

◼ 1932 - Civilian rule restored but depression continues

◼ 1939 – Peron in Italy, admires Fascism

◼ 1942 - Refused to break with Japan & Germany after Pearl Harbor

◼ 1943 - Military coup in protest at stagnation and electoral fraud

◼ 1945 – Finally, under US pressure, enters WW II on side of Allies 

IV. 1946-1976  Peronist years

◼ 1946 - Peron elected president and expands power and suppression

◼ 1951 - Peron re-elected, but support wanes after Evita dies next year

◼ 1955 - Peron ousted and goes into exile in Spain

◼ 1960 – Adolph Eichmann, major Nazi Holocaust organizer captured

◼ 1962 - Military coup and years of unstable government

◼ 1973 - Peron returns, elected president & 3rd wife Isabel as VP

◼ 1974 - Peron dies, wife Isabel succeeds, but country worsens 6



Argentina (1976-today): Wars & Defaults

V. 1976-2000 Dirty and Falkland Wars, Democracy 
returns

◼ 1976 - Military overthrows Isabel, Dirty War/Operation Condor

◼ 1982 - Invades Falklands but British quickly take back and humiliate

◼ 1983 - Junta reels from Falklands fiasco, restores democracy 

◼ 1989 - Hyper-inflation and turmoil with Peronist in power 

VI. 2000-2021: Defaults, break in Peronism

◼ 2001 - IMF stops $1.3bn in aid, banks shut down, President resigns 

◼ 2002 - World's largest default of $93 bil, economy ruined & rioting

◼ 2003 - Peronist Kirchner elected, repays IMF, wife Cristina succeeds

◼ 2013 – Pope Francis from Argentina

◼ 2014 - Defaults on debt for 2nd time in 13 years

◼ 2016 – Neoliberal Macri elected; 1st non-populist in 100 years  

◼ 2019 - Peronist Alberto Fernández & former president Christina VP

◼ 2021 – Pre-election politics and procrastination of $44 bil. IMF debt 7



Declared independence 
during Napoleonic Spain

◼ In early days, residents frustrated by Spanish 
trade restrictions which were gradually eased

◼ In late 1700s, Buenos Aires declared open port, 
but wanted separation from Spanish

◼ Withstood two British attacks in 1806 and 1807

◼ While Spain in Peninsular War (1807-14), in 1810 
began May 25 Revolution – now a national holiday

◼ After delay, in 1816 Spain finally conceded 
Argentina’s Independence 8



Argentina – Settler 
nation, welcomed 

immigrants

◼ 1853 Constitution did not restrict immigration 

◼ Wanted immigrants to diminish influence of 
aboriginals and modernize society

◼ In 1900s began to limit – fearing imported ideas of  
labor unionism and anarchism

◼ Immigrants from mostly Italy and Spain

◼ In 1914, before WW I - foreign-born was 30%

◼ Large Jewish and German-speaking communities

9https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Immigration_to_Argentina



Evita - Beloved 1st Lady, 
near-saint status

◼ Soap-opera star married 
Perón in 1945, became icon

◼ Peron elected 1946

◼ Empowered Perón by 
charisma and supporting 
poor, elderly, and women

◼ Age 33 at height popularity 
died of cancer

◼ Perón became less popular –
exiled by military in 1955
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Peron returned from 
exile to be president 

again 1973-4

◼ In 1974, 3rd wife Isabel succeeds after Peron dies

◼ Right-wing supported by Isabel, but country 
deteriorated into Dirty War/Operation Condor   

◼ March 1976 coup, led by General Jorge Videla, 
only escalated conflict

◼ Due to continuing problems, military decided to 
take Falklands in 1983 to bolster their image

◼ Peron & Peronism – major & lasting influence 11



Dirty War/Operation Condor 
(1975–83)

◼ US backed campaign of repression                                     
during Cold War anti-communism

◼ Began after military coups in 1970s

◼ 60,000 total deaths, 30,000 in Argentina

◼ 5 US presidents supplied military aid to Juntas

◼ Ended when Argentina ousted military dictatorship in 
1983 (following its humiliating defeat in Falklands)

◼ During 1976-83 dictatorship, Argentina's foreign debt 
soared and plunged into financial crises

12
Source: Operation Condor, From Wikipedia, 



1982 Falklands (Malvinas) 
Islands War

◼ Argentine attacked to boost junta’s image

◼ But Thatcher’s forces overwhelmed

◼ UK victory bolstered Thatcher’s image

◼ Defeat destroyed junta’s image, returned to democracy 

◼ Brits claim 8,000-mile distant Falklands to keep toehold 
in region for logistics, fisheries and potential oil & gas 

◼ Argentina also claims 300-mile distant Falklands

◼ Still disputed – new Argentina law, using recent Law of 
Sea rulings, now has doubled size, including Falklands 

13



British & Argentina had 
centuries of fickle relations

◼ Spain allied with France vs. Britain in Napoleonic Wars

◼ So, Britain launched 2 invasions of Argentina in 1806 
and 1807 but failed and made no further attacks

◼ Britain neutral & accepted Argentine Independence

◼ Good relations: British investment & imports crucial

◼ During WW II, despite US objections, kept buying 
Argentina food

◼ 1982, defeat in Falklands breached relations not 
restored until 1990 but still disputed

14Although speak Spanish, Britain often much more important than Spain



In 1983 a sustained democracy & economic 
revival began after Falklands debacle

◼ Almost 
democratic 
1937-41

◼ 1st in 1973-75

◼ Sustained 
democracy only 
since 1983
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Argentina Democracy Scores 1937-2018
6=democracy

Democracy line

◼ Since early 1800s, only 40 years of democracy, 
but not yet achieving a full democracy of 10



Weak institutions hamper 
democracy and economy

◼ Sep 2018 IMF bailout $57 bil loan - largest ever 

◼ Defaulted on foreign debt 9 times since 1838 

◼ Economy declined in 22 of past 58 years

◼ Root of problem is polarization and sudden 
swings between populist and neoliberal politics

◼ Peronists have led for 26 of 36 years since 

democracy was restored in 1983

◼ Now after Macri’s four-year neoliberal 
interregnum, Peronism back in power again  

16Source: foreignaffairs.com/articles/argentina/2019-10-25/argentinas-recurring-nightmare 



Century of decline suggests reform will 
be uphill battle

◼ GDP/capita has 
lagged “settlers” 

◼ Century ago, 
Argentina ranked 
as high as 6th and 
often 10th or better  

17

◼ Suffered from Great                                                              
Depression & US restriction of beef imports

◼ Political & economic chaos & Peronism

Nobel economist Simon Kuznets remarked that there were four 
types of countries: developed, underdeveloped, Japan & Argentina.



Recent decade of decline raises doubts of 
any turn-around soon and pay IMF debt 

◼ GDP/capita in 2020 lowest in 15 years – 60th rank

◼ GDP/capita declined 6 of past 10 years

◼ Inflation soared to 600% (hidden for 2014 & 2015)

◼ Gov’t spending share GDP ballooned from 28% to 42%

◼ Gov’t debt climbed to 103% GDP 
18



In 2019, Peronist 
returned to power to 

tackle troubled economy

◼ Peronist Alberto Fernández elected President

◼ Election masterminded by former President 
Cristina de Kirchner, who settled for VP

◼ Peronism dominated politics since Perón ruled 
1946-55, and again 1973-1974

◼ Expected to adopt more leftist policies than 
conservative Macri who went on debt binge

◼ But, Fernandez, has been a less radical Peronist 
and may reach deal with a more flexible IMF

19



Who’s to blame for 
Argentina’s failures?

◼ Critics blame Perón who ruled 1946-55 and 1973-4 
for unsustainable economic model that stripped 
autonomy & turned them into dependents

◼ Peronist blame neoliberalism whose 1970s, 1990s, 
and 2015 pro-market reforms and drastic spending 
cuts led to decline and debt defaults

◼ Instability & false promises shattered faith in state

◼ Regardless of who is to blame, the result has been 
a long relative

20Source:foreignaffairs.com/articles/argentina/2019-10-25/argentinas-recurring-nightmare 



Argentine Covid worsening; 2nd doses only 5.6% 
add to reform challenges

21

• “Catastrophe” - Covid restrictions extended
• Why? Underfunded health systems and poverty 
• Quarantines impossible - 48% informal workers



Now, can we Understand what causes 
Argentina’s underperformance?
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The 
Nation

Geography –
Climate, 

Topography, 
Energy, Minerals

Technology:

Science, Industry, 
Agriculture

Demography:

Ethnicity, 
Religion, Culture, 

Education The State:
Law, Markets,  

Democracy

Foreign 
Interactions –

Investment, 
Trade, 

Immigration, 
WARS

Impersonal forcesHistory



Argentines: not citizens with rights, 
but patients ill tended to

◼ State is arbitrary, creating uncertainty and 
frustration, manipulating and disempowering

◼ People are reduced to waiting and begging

◼ Appears to be a modern state, but is unaccountable 
and unresponsive

◼ Can’t resolve conflicts, enforce laws, or provide 
services

◼ Repressive but not powerful & weakens society

◼ Government “ghost workers” - Peronist supporters 
who never show up but collect paychecks

2379% say government officials don’t care what they think



State of Argentina is a 
“paper Leviathan”

◼ State exercises some power, but                                    
power is hollow, incoherent and disorganized

◼ Society politically weak – doesn’t seek counterbalancing 
power lets state become all powerful

◼ Result - not only bad for liberty, but also for prosperity

◼ Economic opportunities and incentives needed

◼ Must be based on law, security and effective and 
equitable public services

◼ Argentina lacked these – that’s why growth is slow

24
Source: Acemoglu & Robinson, The Narrow Corridor, Penguin, paperback ed. 2020, Chapter 13

Argentina



Understand how capital contributes to welfare

◼ Inclusive capital 
(resources) includes 
natural, produced & 
human capital

◼ Resources used to 
produce (GDP)

◼ Some consumed and 
some reinvested

◼ How much produced 
depends on technology 
& incentives

◼ Consumption 
generates 
welfare/utility 

25

Model of inclusive Wealth Growth

Technology 
& market 
incentives



Inclusive wealth per capita much lower 
in Argentina than other Settlers
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Country Total

Produced 

capital

Human 

capital

Natural 

capital
Check

Argentina 76 21 36 19 0.2
Australia 392 160 108 124 0.3

Canada 328 126 87 115 0

US 276 149 98 30 0.5

Source: Annex 1: Key Statistics of Inclusive Wealth Report, 2018

Inclusive wealth per capita for 2014 by type 

of the Southern Cone (2005 US$)



Growth due to produced and human 
capital, not natural capital
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Produced 

capital

Human 

capital

Natural 

capital
Check

Brazil 0.7% 0.5% 0.5% -0.4% -0.001

Chile 2.2% 1.6% 0.9% -0.2% 0.001

Uruguay 1.0% 0.5% 0.5% 0.0% 0

Paraguay 0.8% 0.4% 0.7% -0.3% 0

Argentina 1.4% 0.6% 0.9% -0.1% 0

US 2.0% 1.6% 0.5% -0.1% 0

Source: Annex 1: Key Statistics of Inclusive Wealth Report, 2018

Inclusive wealth growth rate 1990-2014  

and growth contribution of Southern Cone

Country

Growth 

rate 1990-

2014

Annual growth Contribution by:

Inclusive wealth of 2014 by type of the 

Southern Cone (bil 205 constant US$)



Argentina
Summary & Conclusions

◼ Its productive pampas region has been Europe’s 
breadbasket and immigrant magnet

◼ Formerly a top ten country that has fallen far behind 
during the past century

◼ Reason for persisting underperformance is the weak 
state and society – it’s a “paper Leviathan”

◼ Pandemic worsening and difficult to curtail due to 
large informal labor sector and low vaccination rate

◼ Can’t just rely on natural capital, needs state reform
28Class 3, May 29: Understanding unheralded Uruguay



Glossary of Terms for Southern Cone

Atacama Desert: a desert in northern Chile rich in nitrate and copper deposits

Alliance for Progress: US foreign aid program for Latin America launched with fanfare 
by President Kennedy but phased out by President Nixon in 1970s as a failure 

Amazon rainforest: tropical rainforest in the Amazon basin, 70% size of US belonging to 
nine South American nations of which majority is in Brazil, whose deforestation is 
considered contributing to climate change. 

BRIC: Acronym which refers to Brazil, Russia, India and China - newly advanced 
economic development

Caudillismo: A tradition based on of loyalty to place and chieftain, honor, and leadership 
in battle.

Dependency Theory: Assumes that Latin American underdevelopment results from 
international capitalist system

Fascism: Philosophy of stringent social and economic control, a strong, centralized 
government and belligerent nationalism. 

Gaucho: Cowboy of the South American pampas

Imperialism: One country extending its control over the territory, political system, or 
economic life of another country. 

Indigenismo: Effort which sought to improve the lives of Indigenous peoples but were 
usually non-Indian outsiders who had little experience with Indian communities. 

Mercosur: South American trade bloc established in 1991 by Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay 
and Uruguay. 

29

Appendix of Supplemental Data 



Glossary of Terms for Southern Cone (Continued)

Mestizaje: Ideology which believes that the fusion of various cultural traditions in the 
Americas created a new and better mestizo race. 

Neocolonialism: The state of poor, third-world countries which enjoy formal political 
independence, but continue to remain economically dependent on industrialized countries.

Neoliberalism: Policies of privatization, austerity, and trade liberalization (Washington 
Consensus)  dictated to dependent countries by the International Monetary Fund and the 
World Bank as a condition for approval of financial support

Operation Condor: A US-backed campaign of political repression and state terror 
involving intelligence operations and assassination of opponents during the Cold War by 
the right-wing dictatorships of the Southern Cone 

Peronismo: Stood for nationalization of industry, trade unions, paid holidays, the welfare 
state and the provision of affordable housing - championed by Juan Perón and his 
charismatic wife "Evita" 

‘Pink tide’: Or 'turn to the Left’ term for left-wing politics increasingly becoming 
influential in Latin America in 21st century

Populism: Nationalistic movements led by charismatic figures who promise to redress 
popular grievances and to build social solidarity but often have no consistent ideology and  
adopt issues to fit the needs of the times such as Perón in Argentina and Vargas in Brazil

Terms of trade: relative price of exports in terms of imports - ratio of export prices to 
import prices

Third World: Countries such as India and Argentina that remained non-aligned with 
either West "First World" or Soviet Union, "Second World" 30

Appendix of Supplemental Data 



31
Source: PEW Spring 2014 Global Attitudes Survey. Median “does not care” response 
is 66% for other areas of emerging world.

http://www.pewglobal.org/2014/12/18/many-in-emerging-and-developing-nations-disconnected-from-politics/engagement-report-03/
http://www.pewglobal.org/2014/12/18/many-in-emerging-and-developing-nations-disconnected-from-politics/engagement-report-03/


Argentine Exports

◼ Exported $62 bil. in 2018 – over half of which were 
agricultural goods

◼ A a third of exports by go to Latin American, one quarter 
to Asia and one-sixth Europe

◼ Exports represent 7% of GDP

◼ Top three export countries are Brazil, US & China

◼ Argentina is Latin America’s 3rd largest exporter – way 
behind 1st place Brazil, but close to 2nd place Chile

◼ Argentina is world’s 5th largest producer of wine - mostly 
from western foothills centered at Mendoza

◼ It’s 10th ranking exporter – but exporting only a third of 
neighboring Chile

32

Appendix of Supplemental Data 


