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1. Introduction 

Despite Argentinean economic elites have had huge political influence over most of the governments that ruled the country throughout the 20th century, they never had a party that represented their interests effectively and permanently in the electoral arena. In the absence of a party of their own, elites established linkages with the state and politicians through various channels such as lobbying organizations, the incorporation into the government of businessmen and technocrats, or the exchange of money in return for favorable political decisions. In moments of crisis, when the most powerful sectors of the country’s economic elite judged their interests to be seriously threatened and not effectively defended by usual means, they led or simply joined alliances that promoted the intervention of the Armed Forces in politics through coups and the establishment of authoritarian regimes. This pattern of weak direct involvement in political parties—key to understanding the instability of democracy in the country during the 20th century (Gibson, 1996; Monestier, 2017)—changed in 2015, when Argentina’s economic elites took control of the national government participating actively in a conservative[footnoteRef:1] political party—Propuesta Republicana (PRO)—that won free and competitive elections.  [1:  Following Gibson (1996:7), I define conservative parties as parties that draw their core constituencies from the upper strata of society. ] 

In this paper I analyze the creation, growth and electoral success of the PRO, in an effort to unveil the processes that led to this new scenario. The paper explains the emergence and consolidation of the PRO as a successful response by some sectors of Argentina's economic elite to a situation characterized by 1) the lack of any viable strategy to defend their interests through the Armed Forces; 2) the changes that the 2001 economic crisis provoked in the party system; and 3) the perception of growing threat generated by the Kirchner governments. 
	In section two, I briefly describe the trajectory of weak involvement of Argentina’s economic elite in the party system during the 20th century, including two attempts to create conservative parties between 1983-2003 and the reasons for their failure. Section three describes the origin of the PRO and its links with the economic elite and the business world. Section four analyzes the political polarization that took place between 2008 and 2015, as well as the consolidation of the PRO as a party of the economic elite and main opposition to Kirchnerism. The paper ends with concluding remarks focused on the challenges facing the PRO as a governing party and raises some questions about its future.  

2. Argentine economic elites and parties in the 20th century

During the last quarter of the nineteenth century, Argentina had functioned as a stable and non-competitive oligarchic regime dominated by the National Autonomist Party (PAN), a coalition of economic and regional political elites that governed the country between 1880 and 1916 based on fraud, clientelism and control of the provinces by the national government (Botana, 1977). 
When the democratization process emerges at the beginning of the twentieth century, the PAN would not be capable to survive effective electoral competition against the first mass political party, the Radical Civic Union (UCR) (Alonso, 2010; Horowitz, 2015). In 1916 presidential election the PAN was defeated by the UCR, beginning a cycle of electoral defeats, fragmentation and the loss of political relevance (Borón, 1972). 
In 1930, in the context of a deteriorating economic situation, increased worker mobilization and the electoral hegemony of the UCR, the main business corporations promoted a coup d'état by which the Armed Forces overthrew President Hipólito Irigoyen. Between 1930 and 1943 Argentina had a succession of authoritarian governments headed by the military or by civilians with military backing (Rapalo, 2012). In 1943, clashes between the civilian and military factions of the regime led to a coup d'état by nationalist members of the military, among whom was Juan Domingo Perón (Sidicaro, 2002). From 1946 to 1955 Peronism—Partido Justicialista (PJ)—became a virtually unbeatable electoral machine and the UCR became the main opposition party, consolidating the bipartisan format that would last until the end of the 20th century (McGuire, 1995). The conflict between Peronism and anti-Peronism led to an increasing polarization and the consolidation of the opposition bloc that in 1955 promoted the coup against Perón and began three decades of political instability (O’Donnell, 1997).
Between 1955 and 1983, Argentina had only four civilian governments elected by the citizenry and in total they governed for approximately a decade. Most of the time, the country was ruled by the military or by civilians appointed by the military. Economic elites influenced these governments through their corporations, contributing technicians or using their resources to buy favorable government decisions (Gibson, 1996; Morresi & Vommaro, 2014).
The last government of that cycle was in power between 1976 and 1983 and ended with a transition to democracy, different from all previous ones, that started the longest period of democratic stability in the history of the country. The public image of the Armed Forces suffered an unprecedented deterioration due to their catastrophic attempt to recover the Malvinas Islands, the judicial process that exposed to the citizenry the violations of human rights committed by the regime, and its economic failure. Because of the internal loss of prestige and the change in international conditions, the intervention of the Armed Forces in politics ceased to be a viable option for the elites to influence in the political system.  
 Democratic stability led to two attempts to create conservative parties promoted or regarded with sympathy by some sectors of the economic elite. The first of these attempts was that of the Unión del Centro Democrático (UCEDE), a party founded in 1983 by a group of technocrats close to business corporations (Gibson, 1990). Although the party achieved relatively good electoral success—becoming between 1983 and 1989 the third political force[footnoteRef:2]—this coincided with the arrival to the presidency of the Peronist Carlos Menem, who surprisingly, gave his government a neoliberal orientation. The UCEDE supported and became part of Menem’s government, in an alliance that quickly blurred UCEDE’s identity. By 1992, the UCEDE decided not to compete as an autonomous party and its candidates were placed on the lists of the Partido Justicialista (Gibson, 1996). [2:  UCEDE had particularly good support in the city of Buenos Aires, where its share of the votes grew from 9% in 1983 to 22% in 1989. ] 

The space of representative of economic elites that UCEDE vacated was occupied by Acción por la República (AR), a party founded in 1997 by Domingo Cavallo, Menem's economy minister and the main responsible for the economic program implemented during Menem’s governments. AR obtained 10% of the votes in the 1999 presidential election and 33% of the votes in the election for head of government of the city of Buenos Aires, becoming the third electoral force in the country (Bril Mascarenhas, 2007). 
These results placed Cavallo and his party in a dilemma similar to that faced by the UCEDE. He either could make a long-term bet to build a successful conservative party with nationwide strength capable of contesting power with the UCR and the PJ, or he could make an alliance with one of the dominant existing parties. He finally opted for the latter alternative and in March 2001, he became Minister of Economy in the government of President Fernando de la Rúa of the UCR. Nine months later De la Rúa resigned from the presidency, leaving the country immersed in a deep economic and social crisis. The catastrophic end of the government ruined the political career of Cavallo and his party (Torre, 2003).
The history of most of the 20th century demonstrated the existence of a relatively stable pattern of weak involvement of the economic elites in the party system, in which the option of recurring to the armed forced was frequently present. The return of democracy in 1983 and loss of prestige of the military restricted this choice and incentivized the elites to use other mechanisms to influence politics. However, in a context of a relatively stable bipartite system, the few attempts to build a conservative party after 1983 failed and ended up absorbed first by the PJ and then by the UCR. Based on this trajectory, a conservative party controlled by the economic elites was not likely to emerge and difficult to sustain in the long run. 

3. The construction of the PRO (2003-2007)

Given the context presented above, what explains the emergence of the PRO as a party capable of representing the interests of the economic elites? I argue that the political consequences of the economic crisis of 2001 created new conditions for the creation of a successful conservative party (Vommaro, Morresi, & Bellotti, 2015).
The economic and social crisis of 2001 had profound and immediate consequences for the party system at the national and provincial levels. The loss of prestige of the main parties became visible in the street demonstrations whose participants demanded for all politicians and government officials to quit their jobs (“Everybody out”! Que se vayan todos!). Citizen unrest was also observed in the elections that took place between 2001-2003. In the 2001 legislative election, almost half of the electorate did not vote or voted blank ballots.
The UCR paid the highest electoral price of the 2001 economic and social crisis. From the resignation of De la Rúa until the triumph of Mauricio Macri in the 2015 presidential election, no candidate supported by the UCR was among the two highest vote getters. As Torre (2003) argues, the 2001 crisis rendered the anti-Peronist voters political “orphans” lacking representation, and the PRO perceived that void as an opportunity they could exploit successfully. The crisis of representation among the anti-Peronist electorate generated an opportunity for the emergence of new leaders and parties, especially in the city of Buenos Aires, the second largest electoral district of the country (Bril Mascarenhas, 2007).
Although the crisis altered the alignment of forces within Peronism, the PJ continued to be the largest party in the system. In addition, the resignation of De la Rúa led Peronism to the presidency again. In January 2002, an inter-party agreement made Senator Eduardo Duhalde (PJ) interim president and a year later, the Peronist governor of the province of Santa Cruz, Néstor Kirchner, won the presidency.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Kirchner competed against former president Menem. He obtained more votes in the first (24%) but declined to participate in the second round and Kirchner thus was proclaimed president. ] 

Kirchnerism embodied the Argentinean version of Latin America’s turn to the ‘left’ (Etchemendy & Garay, 2011) and became the majority faction within Peronism ruling the country during the following three presidential terms. It also became a determining factor in the formation and development of the PRO. In a sense, Kirchnerism can be seen as a reaction to Menem’s neoliberalism and a return to the Peronist tradition of alliance with the labor movement, a model of development based on the internal market and interventionist economic policies. The economic elites were concerned because government’s policies to empower unions, redistribute income, re-statize some corporations privatized in the nineties and tax increases to exports were clearly against their interests. As a result, these policies incentivized a new attempt to create a conservative party (Castellani & Gaggero, 2017). 
In the midst of this cycle of economic and political crisis, Macri entered party politics. Heir to one of the greatest fortunes of Argentina, Macri was a very popular figure long before entering politics. A large part of the public was aware of the importance and variety of the Macri family's business holdings, an economic group that had grown during the last three decades thanks to its contracts with the state (Ale, 2001; Ostiguy, 1990). But much more than his business, Macri was a well-known figure since 1995 when he became president of the Boca Juniors football club, one of the most popular in the country.
Macri's plans to enter politics began to take shape in the mid-1990s and his management as president of Boca Juniors turned out to be highly functional to his project. In the midst of the public’s rejection of politicians caused by the crisis 2001, few leaders could appear as new figures in the policy arena and, at the same time, be so well known by the general public. Taking advantage of this popularity, Macri began intensely and systematically to recruit future party leaders in three specific areas: civil society, business leaders and political parties (Vommaro et al., 2015).
First, Macri developed a very strong campaign to attract technicians and professionals from different areas, especially the social sciences, through the organization of think tanks, foundations and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs). Macri himself, and other business groups, financed the creation of some foundations with purpose of recruiting technicians capable of creating and spreading a government plan for the city of Buenos Aires and recruiting among them those who were perceived as figures capable of making the leap to political activism. Among the foundations with organic links with the PRO, the Pensar foundation, the Sophia Group and the Creer y Crecer (Believe and Grow) foundation stood out for their activism. The website of Creer y Crecer affirms that the organization was born as a response to the need to create “new ways of doing politics”.[footnoteRef:4] The novelty that it proposes is the search for solutions to the problems of the city of Buenos Aires using “efficiency and quality criteria”.[footnoteRef:5] To achieve this change, the foundation argued that there was a need for a new type of leaders, such as the founders of Creer y Crecer, who were citizens “without prior political experience” but “with a lot of knowledge and enthusiasm”.[footnoteRef:6] The foundation was the door through which some of the main officials of the PRO entered into the policy arena (Vommaro et al., 2015).[footnoteRef:7] [4:  http://fundacioncyc.blogspot.com/2009/08/sobre-la-fundacion.html]  [5:  http://fundacioncyc.blogspot.com/2009/08/sobre-la-fundacion.html]  [6:  http://fundacioncyc.blogspot.com/2009/08/sobre-la-fundacion.html]  [7:  Among others, the current vice-president, Gabriela Michetti, the head of the Cabinet of Ministers, Marcos Peña and the current governor of the province of Buenos Aires, María Eugenia Vidal ] 

Second, the PRO recruited many of its leaders from among the CEOs and senior managers of private companies with little or no previous political activity. Many of the businessmen who accompanied Macri in his entry into politics had worked with him in the family’s companies and had followed him in his transition to the presidency of the Boca Juniors club. Macri pointed to this feature as an advantage of the PRO compared to the other parties. For Macri, the entrepreneurs who entered politics represented the ”new“ as opposed to the “traditional” policy. In addition, entrepreneurs were presented as the embodiment of the “efficiency” and “modernity” of private companies that should put an end to the “inefficiency” of public management. Entrepreneurs also were portrayed as people who renounced the economic benefits offered by the world of private companies and entered politics out of a calling to perform public service. The new leaders coming from the business world thus were portrayed as individuals who did not need politics to get rich. In a context where the main political figures of the previous governments faced accusations of corruption, the entry of businessmen into politics was presented as a guarantee of honesty (Vommaro et al., 2015).
Third, the formation of the PRO included political leaders from three different previously existing political traditions. The PRO incorporated much of the leadership of parties from all the political spectrum: small conservative parties, and dissidents from the UCR and the Peronism. Members of the UCEDE and AR who had become political orphans after both parties disintegrated entered the PRO. In many cases, those incorporated included legislators or former national and provincial legislators who did not have a strong electoral backing but could instead share their experience with the leaders who had recently entered the political arena. The PRO also included leaders and members of the UCR, especially from the city of Buenos Aires and other districts in which the Radicals had suffered large electoral losses after the 2001 crisis. The recruitment of these leaders allowed the PRO to benefit from the UCR’s strong territorial presence among some key constituencies and enable the PRO to challenge this party for the representation of the non-Peronist electoral space. The PRO also included several Peronist leaders, especially from the city of Buenos Aires. Among them were many former legislators and Menem’s government officials who had an affinity with Macri’s neoliberal ideas at a time when the majority of Peronists were embracing more leftist positions.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  For a detailed analysis of the PRO’s recruitment policy between 2003 and 2014 and a description of the profiles and political careers of several of the main leaders of the party, see Vommaro, Morresi, & Bellotti (2015). For an analysis of the same strategy of recruitment in the construction of the alliance Cambiemos, see Vommaro (2017).] 

The combination of novelty and popularity represented by Macri and his party, together with the policy of recruiting new leaders from different fields of activity, turned the PRO into a competitive party in the city of Buenos Aires. In the city’s 2003 election, the PRO faced its first important test. Although the PRO lost the election to the mayor’s office, the results were auspicious. Macri received the highest number of votes in the first round (38%) and his coalition won a relative majority in the city's legislature.
During the following four years, the PRO maintained the same strategy of recruitment and alliances and continued to portray Macri as a modern and successful manager capable of combining political activity with the management of the Boca Juniors. In the 2007 Buenos Aires election, the PRO had its first major victory. Macri received the majority of votes in the first electoral round (46%), beating the next closest competitor by more than twenty points. In the second electoral round the PRO obtained 61% of the votes.
The victory in the 2007 Buenos Aires election was especially significant because the PRO defeated the candidate of Kirchnerism (Jorge Telerman), the political faction that at the moment was consolidating as the dominant political force at the national level. Although the rivalry between the PRO and Kirchnerism was still limited to competition in the city of Buenos Aires, it began to emerge as a central axis of the national political struggle in Argentina. 

4. Polarization and consolidation of the PRO (2008-2015)

The growth and electoral success of the PRO cannot be understood without considering the impact caused by the emergence and electoral success of Kirchnerism in the Argentine party competition. The path that led Macri and the Cambiemos (Let's change) alliance to the national government in 2015 was determined by the interaction of the PRO and the Argentine economic elite with the governments of first Néstor Kirchner and then his wife’s Cristina Fernández de Kirchner. The ability of the PRO to build the social and political alliances that made it a competitive force on a national scale is due, among other reasons, to the fear and rejection that the Kirchnerist governments elicited among broad sectors of the economic elite and the conservative political sectors. The trajectory of the PRO that led to it becoming the ruling party of the national government can be interpreted as a result of the growing polarization during the Kirchner governments. 
At the time of assuming the presidency, both Kirchner and his wife were little known figures at the national level. The heterogeneity of his support within Peronism and his long experience in the government of the small province of Santa Cruz made it impossible to predict with certainty the direction his presidency would take. Therefore, there was a high degree of uncertainty regarding the type of policies the Kirchners planned to carry out, their capacity to achieve the necessary legislative support and their future political prospects. The answers to these questions began to unfold very quickly. 
Once in the presidency, Néstor Kirchner intensified the economic orientation that had begun during the interim government of Duhalde and abandoned the neoliberal policies that had characterized the governments of Menem and De la Rúa. In addition to renegotiating the country’s external debt, the Kirchner government took advantage of the beginning of a growth cycle of external demand to launch a neo-Keynesian program to stimulate production and consumption, expand the coverage of social policies and increase wages (Etchemendy & Collier, 2007). The new government also gave clear signals of a change in foreign policy orientation, distancing itself from the United States, questioning the role of international financial organizations and prioritizing links with countries of the region, especially those that were experiencing the so-called turn to the left (Levitsky & Roberts, 2011). Finally, the government introduced changes in the Supreme Court of Justice, changed the main authorities within the Armed Forces and resumed a human rights policy of responding to demands for memory, truth and justice regarding the state-sponsored terrorism committed during the dictatorship of 1976-1983 (Pucciarelli & Castellani, 2017). 
Kirchnerism became the main center-left faction within Peronism, to be named the Front for Victory (FpV Frente para la Victoria), which included a group of collaborators who had held positions of trust in the governments of the province of Santa Cruz and political leaders from different factions of Peronism, the UCR and other minor parties. The main objective was to turn this faction into an electoral force of national scope. In that sense, the success of the FpV in the 2005 election of senators from the province of Buenos Aires marked an important milestone. On that occasion, the list headed by Fernández de Kirchner defeated the former governor of the province and interim president Duhalde. 
The electoral success and the growth of the economy allowed the Kirchners’ governments to intensify the change in macroeconomic policy by increasing state intervention in different areas of the market, including domestic prices and labor relations. This growth was primarily sustained by the increase of demand and prices of agricultural products between 2002 and 2011[footnoteRef:9]. The increase in public spending and economic controls and regulations, as well as their redistributive effects, defined the areas of conflict between Kirchnerism, the political opposition and different sectors of the economic elite. As the economic conditions changed—both at the international and domestic level—and become less favorable[footnoteRef:10], the government’s economic policies increased the pressure on some business sectors, which created incentives for some members of these sectors to become actively involved in party politics to oppose the Kirchners (Vommaro, 2019).  [9:  Argentina’s agriculture has undergone a huge transformation since the last decades of the 20th century. Beef and wheat were replaced by soybean as the main export product. In 2006, soy exports generated three times more income than the sum of meat and wheat (Richardson, 2008). ]  [10:  Especially in response to the uncertainty caused by the international financial crisis of 2007-2008 and after 2013 as a result of the fall in commodity prices (Schorr & Wainer, 2017).] 

Beyond some specific disputes, the relations of the economic elite with the government of Néstor Kirchner (2003-2007) were characterized by the absence of strong conflicts and the existence of permanent and fluid channels of dialogue and negotiation (Castellani & Gaggero, 2017). During this stage, the government chose to confront global adversaries such as the international financial organizations, the creditors of the Argentine external debt and their representatives in the country, the neoliberal technocracy (Casullo, 2019). However, during the two periods of the government of Fernández de Kirchner, relations between the national government and the economic elite deteriorated to a point of no return. It was during this period that the main corporations and organizations of the business elite were intensifying their links with the PRO. 
The turning point in the relations between the economic elite and the Kirchnerism occurred a few months after the arrival of Fernández de Kirchner as president. In March 2008, amidst a climate of uncertainty regarding the local effects of the international financial crisis, the governments took advantage of the boom in international commodity prices to tax exports[footnoteRef:11] and subsidize domestic consumption (Richardson, 2008). More specifically, the government approved the executive resolution number 125 which was expected to increase taxes focused on the most dynamic agro-exporting sectors, such as soy producers.[footnoteRef:12] In less than 24 hours the interest groups formed by agrarian producers staged a two-day strike among commercial activity involving grains and meat (Reinke, 2018). Added to this measure was the mobilization of several groups of self-convened (autoconvocados) producers, organized outside the main agro-exporting corporations, who deployed a series of disruptive measures such as permanent roadblocks, which helped further polarize the relationship between agricultural producers and the government (Premici, 2018). [11:  The added value of agricultural production in Argentina grew from 21.794 billion in 2001 to 29.304 billion in 2008 (constant 2010 US$). See World Bank, https://datos.bancomundial.org/indicator/NV.AGR.TOTL.KD?locations=AR]  [12:  The presidential resolution that established the increase in tax retentions was resolution number 125 of the year 2008. That is why the media, public opinion and the actors involved refer to this episode as ”the conflict for the 125”. ] 

The conflict became “the greatest agrarian mobilization in Argentine history” (Hora, 2010: 81). Some analysts described the conflict as the unexpected result of “kicking the nest of the new social architecture of Argentine agriculture, a complex of still unknown contours whose mobilization disconcerted the whole society, but very particularly the Government” (Ossona, 2018). Over the course of four months, the government unsuccessfully tried in various ways to stop an intense mobilization that began in the sectors directly affected by the measure, but which quickly spread to opposition sectors of the urban middle and upper classes. In a climate of growing tension and polarization, the government accused some promoters of the protest of attempting to destabilize the government. In the words of one of the agricultural leaders, “the 125 became an excuse” because some agricultural producers “already wanted the fall of the Government” (Reinke, 2018:). 
In this context, the parties reached an agreement that made it possible to transfer responsibility for solving the problem to the legislative branch. Although the mobilizations continued, with government and opposition supporters demonstrating in the vicinity of the Congress, the decision approved by the majority of legislators to seek an exit reinforced the legitimacy of the parties and institutions of democracy.
Throughout the conflict, the PRO, on many occasions, expressed its support for rural corporations and sought to capitalize on the mobilization of the middle and upper classes of Buenos Aires and other large cities. For Eduardo Buzzi, one of the leaders of the agricultural sector, during the conflict, the opposition parties benefited from the mobilization causing an “agglutinating effect of all the scattered political poles of that moment” (Reinke, 2018). In the same sense, Pucciarelli and Castellani (2017: 31) affirm that the conflict united an opposition that until that moment had been “dispersed and uncoordinated”. 
Finally, the legislative branch did not approve the executive project that sought to convert into law the famous resolution 125. In the process, the government lost some important allies (such as the vice president) and suffered a very strong political defeat. Beyond this outcome, the conflict matters because it represented a key moment in the relationship between the economic elite and the Argentine parties. Since then, Kirchnerism changed its main adversaries, who went from being the international organizations promoting neoliberalism to being the domestic economic elites (Casullo, 2019). Some business sectors increasingly distanced themselves from Kirchnerism and simultaneously approached the ranks of the PRO (Leiras & Cruzalegui, 2009; Mangonnet, Murillo, & Rubio, 2018). 
In 2009, the government's decision to pass the Audiovisual Communications Law (popularly known as the ley de medios) generated a new confrontation with part of the economic elite.[footnoteRef:13] This time, the conflict did not translate into major mobilizations but helped to further polarize the opposing factions. From his position as mayor of Buenos Aires, Macri spoke against the initiative and the deputies and senators of the PRO denounced the measure as a threat to freedom of expression. For Macri the law was “an instrument of war in the attempt to control the media” and its advocacy by the executive branch “a waste of time” and an “incredibly stupid effort” (Diario Página 12, 19/9/2014). [13:  The Media Law modified the regulation of the operation and distribution of radio and television media licenses. The law was approved after more than a year of discussions and negotiations in which numerous modifications were incorporated into the initial project. However, Grupo Clarín, one of Argentina's leading media conglomerates, filed judicial appeals against the articles of the law that prevented the accumulation of television licenses. Although the Judiciary rejected the request, the appeal delayed the application of the law for four years.] 

In the midst of these conflicts, the national government was defeated in the 2009 election of senators from the province of Buenos Aires. An alliance formed by the PRO, other right-wing parties and some opposition Peronists beat the candidates of the ruling party, including former president Néstor Kirchner. However, in the 2011 presidential election the government managed to recover support and Fernández de Kirchner was reelected as president with 54% of the vote in the first round. The government's triumph can be partially explained by the ruling party’s enormous capacity to mobilize its supporters, which was intensified during the celebrations of the bicentenary of the May Revolution and the popular mobilizations caused by the surprising death of Nestor Kirchner in October 2010. Fernández de Kirchner’s was also benefitted by an economic recovery after the international crisis of 2008 and the inability of the conservative opposition to build an electoral alliance of national scope[footnoteRef:14].  [14:  At the beginning of 2011, Macri announced his candidacy in the presidential election but a few months later, he withdrew and opted instead to stand for re-election as mayor of Buenos Aires.] 

The polarization between the government, on the one hand, and the economic elite and the opposition parties, on the other, continued during the second government of Fernández de Kirchner. Shortly after starting its mandate, the government decided to nationalize the YPF oil company through the expropriation of 51% of the shares belonging to the Spanish company REPSOL. The business organizations reacted immediately. The Argentine Business Association (AEA), a union formed and directed by the presidents of the largest companies in the country, argued that the government's decision was very dangerous, part of an “offensive against legal security” that would cause distrust and the “fall of foreign direct investment” (Castellani & Gaggero, 2017). The next day, Macri gave a press conference in which he criticized the government, said he felt “worried” about the nationalization of the oil company and announced that the measure was contrary “to the interests of the Argentines” (La Nación, 17/4/2012).
The confrontation between the national government and sectors of the economic elite continued to intensify in the following two years. The most modern agriculture sectors, energy companies, the financial sector and media conglomerates staged the toughest clashes with the government and gave the clearest signals of support for Macri and the parties that formed the alliance Cambiemos.[footnoteRef:15] At the beginning of 2014 these sectors created the Forum of Business Convergence (FCE), a space for political coordination among the main corporations, neoliberal think tanks, NGOs, and religious organizations such as the ultraconservative Christian Alliance of Evangelical Churches of Argentina (ACIERA).  [15:  Apart from the PRO, which was its main promotor and provided the candidates to the national government, Cambiemos was integrated by the Civic Coalition ARI, with a constituency that was primarily based in Buenos Aires, and the UCR, which provided its nationwide territorial structure. The ideas promoted by Cambiemos were in line with a neoliberal approach, including a reduction of the state and its intervention in the economy. ] 

Despite the coincidences in the list of names and companies that belonged to the AEA and the FCE, the two organizations developed different but convergent opposition strategies, which indicates a certain division of labor. After the conflict of 2008 concerning tax retentions on agricultural exports, AEA developed into a permanent opposition, including issuing public declarations in which it accused the government of practicing a growing and ineffective economic interventionism that threatened the freedom of enterprise and private property. In addition, AEA became involved in the public debates concerning issues unrelated to economic policy, such as the judicial reform initiative of 2013, which was perceived as a threat to the constitution and the separation of powers (Clarín, 21/12/2014). The intensity and character of AEA’s criticisms of the government aligned with the PRO's critique, which accused the government of Fernández de Kirchner of trying to install in Argentina a political and economic model similar to that which Hugo Chávez applied in Venezuela. 
Unlike the AEA, during this stage, the FCE avoided pronouncements on noneconomic problems and sought to influence the political system by building consensus among opposition parties, business corporations, elements of the trade union movement, churches and think tanks. While the polarization increased, the coordination between these groups manifested with greater frequency and intensity as the 2015 presidential election approached (Castellani & Gaggero, 2017).
While the PRO was consolidating as the main opposition party and backbone of the alliance that would finally defeat the Kirchner candidate in the 2015 presidential election, the Peronist electoral front that had been the basis for the re-election of Fernández de Kirchner had been progressively fragmenting since 2012. The fracture was in part the result of the ambition of some leaders who aspired to displace Kirchnerism from control of the Peronist political space, but was also the product of the discomfort a considerable part of the middle classes felt in the face of an economic slowdown, inflation, and allegations of corruption (Leiras & Cruzalegui, 2009).
On November 22, 2015, Macri won the presidential election by defeating Peronist Daniel Scioli in the second round by a very tight margin (51% to 49%). In addition to being the previous governor of the province of Buenos Aires, Scioli had the backing of Kirchner supporters. As if this were not enough, the PRO obtained another historical triumph when its candidate María Eugenia Vidal was elected governor of the province of Buenos Aires, the largest electoral district in the country. These results represented important changes in the party system at the national and provincial levels. For the first time in the history of Argentine democracy, a candidate who did not belong either to the Peronism party or to the UCR gained the presidency. The ruling party is a relatively new political force, born in the context of the crisis of 2001, which began as an electoral expression limited to the city of Buenos Aires and grew to become the focal point of an electoral alliance capable of uniting all non-Peronist political opposition with the exception of the small leftist parties. Finally, an important innovation of Macri's party is its incorporation of a large number of representatives of the economic elite into the party competition. In this sense, the PRO’s success in recruiting business leaders in the agro-export, financial and energy sectors represents a notable discontinuity with respect to the form of political action practiced by the Argentine economic elite throughout the 20th century (Gibson, 1996; Monestier, 2017).
The specific consequences of these changes were clearly evident when Macri’s first Cabinet of Ministers was announced. Based on the analysis of the occupational trajectory of those who occupied the 367 highest-ranking government positions, Canelo and Castellani (2017) observed four outstanding characteristics.[footnoteRef:16] First, an enormous proportion of cabinet members had trajectories that combined work in both the public and private sectors (48%) or had worked only in the private sector (22%). Second, almost one third of the cabinet members (31%) were CEOs in the private sector at some point in their career. Third, there was a strong presence of former leaders of business corporations, especially in the ministries related to agriculture (32.5%) and industry (25%). Finally, there was a high incidence of revolving door cases. Almost a quarter of those appointed (24%) worked in the private sector before joining the government, and of these, seven out of ten were CEOs of companies in the financial, energy or consulting sectors that came to occupy positions in areas linked to the regulation of their previous activity (Canelo & Castellani, 2017). The public policy orientation of the government of Macri was consistent with this composition of the cabinet and with the expectations of the sectors of the economic elite that formed the core constituency of the PRO. In particular, Macri eliminated taxes to exports and deregulated the financial market immediately after he took office.  However, after almost four years of government, the disastrous economic and social results raise great questions about what might happen in the presidential election of 2019 and, more generally, about the future of the PRO.  [16:  Among the 367 positions, the authors include ministers, secretaries, undersecretaries, secretaries of the presidency, chief of cabinet of ministers and directors of the Central Bank. ] 


5. Concluding remarks

The creation and electoral success of the PRO constitute a clear break with the Argentine economic elite’s historically predominant form of political action. For the first time since the emergence of democracy in the country, a successful conservative party has been formed that directly expresses the interests of certain sectors of the economic elite, is led by individuals from these groups, and is an electorally competitive mass party at a national scale. 
The creation and triumph of the PRO can be explained by an unusual combination of restrictions, opportunities and incentives in Argentina's party system. The restrictions refer to the non-viability of some of the strategies historically used by the economic elite to defend their interests. Specifically, after the authoritarian experience of 1976-1983, the intervention of the Armed Forces was excluded—at least temporarily—as a form of political action by the economic elite. At the same time, the political effects of the 2001 economic crisis created opportunities for the entry of new competitors into the party system. The electoral collapse of the UCR, especially in Buenos Aires, opened the door for the emergence of a party like the PRO, capable of contesting and achieving leadership of the non-Peronist conservative space of the system. Finally, the emergence of Kirchnerism as the majority faction of Peronism and the interventionist and redistributive policy promoted by it, incentivized sectors of the economic elite to actively and permanently engage in the construction of a conservative political party. 
The emergence and electoral growth of the PRO were the result of the interaction of these factors. Thanks to these conditions, in just over a decade the PRO went from being a local-level party to a force capable of leading the formation of an opposition alliance of national scope to competing successfully for the presidency and the governorship of some of the main provinces of the country.
The arrival of Cambiemos to the national government represents a turning point in the history of the PRO, that until 2015 had grown but its influence was still limited to Buenos Aires. The composition of the ministerial cabinet and the economic plan that was launched in December 2015 reflect the tensions and agreements that exist within the social and political alliance that supported the ascension of the PRO to the government.
The economic plan promoted by Macri’s national government included measures awaited since the end of the neoliberal governments (1989-2003) by the sectors of the economic elite linked to agrobusiness, energy companies, large media conglomerates and the financial sector. The elimination of agricultural retentions (export tariffs), the repeal of the media law, the elimination of currency and price controls, the end of a large part of the system of subsidies for consumption and the generalized increase in public service tariffs were part of the consensus collected in the documents of the business corporations and the government program of Cambiemos.
Four years after the government of Macri started, most economic and social indicators have deteriorated. The inter-annual inflation measured between January 2018 and January 2019 reached 49.3%, the highest since 1991. In the same period, economic activity fell 5.7% and the poverty rate in March 2019 affected 32% of the population[footnoteRef:17]. With the intention of achieving macroeconomic stability, in 2018, the government negotiated a credit and adjustment plan with the International Monetary Fund. In March 2019, Argentina's external debt was equivalent to 77% of GDP (CNN, 7/2/2019), the highest in Latin America. Naturally, these results have had a very negative impact on the evaluation of the government's management and the personal image of President Macri and therefore raise doubts about his chances of reelection in 2019. [17:  Data from the INDEC (https://www.indec.gob.ar/)] 

The sectors of the economic elite that supported the creation of the PRO, and from which some of the party leaders emerged, seem to have remained relatively cohesive and loyal to the government so far. In an election year, the greatest fear of these groups seems to be the return of Kirchnerism to the national government. In May 2018, the FCE publicly endorsed the agreement between the government and the IMF, and in December of that same year, the president of the organization warned of the danger of a “populist government that interrupts this process of normalization” (La Nación, 10/12/2018). But at the same time, not all sectors of the elite are equally satisfied with the performance of the government. In March 2019 the leaders of the agrarian corporations that headed the conflict of 2008 against the increase in export tax retentions declared that they felt “disenchanted” because they saw in the government a “marked tendency to favor” financial speculation (Infobae, 21/3/2019). The president of the Argentine Industrial Union (UIA), Miguel Acevedo, criticized the government’s economic policy and stated that the attempt to combat the increase in the value of the dollar by raising interest rates was destroying the industry (Clarín, 30/3/2019). Meanwhile, the UCR and some of the regional parties that made up the alliance led by the PRO have begun to show signs of concern. 
In sum, in the midst of a climate of discomfort and uncertainty due to the increasing judicialization of politics, the electoral cycle of 2019 represents a new test for the economic elites and their conservative party. If Cambiemos manages to stay in government will be not only the first time in history for a non-Peronist party to be reelected, but also for a party controlled by the elites to legally remain in power for more than one period. 
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