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This project actually began fifty years ago when, as a graduate
student, I audited a course on hemispheric relations taught by Ernest R.
May. As an undergraduate, I had done some work on the Venezuelan
boundary dispute with Great Britain in the nineteenth century and had
come to Harvard to study diplomatic history with May. May was not a spe-
cialist on Latin America; he offered to teach the course just once as part of
an effort to expand Harvard College’s offerings on Latin America. He put
himself through a crash course on Latin American history and fit what he
learned into his own framework of how to understand international rela-
tions. In that course and in our many conversations afterward, May left me
with two ideas about inter-American relations that have affected my read-
ing and writing on the subject over the years. He also instilled in me a pow-
erful interest in international relations theory, not typical of historians at
that time. May saw theory as a source of ideas that might be fruitful and
urged students of international affairs to be eclectic in using theory to ex-
plain events rather than tie themselves to a single approach into which em-
pirical events had to be squeezed. 

The first idea he left me with was that nations and national leaders
might have differing perspectives on the world and that these differences,
irrespective of whether they were right or wrong, affected the way policy
is formulated and the way decisions are made. Furthermore, May made it
clear that it was the historian’s obligation to understand these differences
because they could lead to very different decisions concerning the same re-
ality. Underlying this idea is the premise that all nations understand that
they are part of a larger community of nations. Although this may seem a
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trivial observation, it is a matter of some weight to a student of Latin
American history. There are clear examples in the nineteenth century—
Paraguay and Guatemala are two of several—in which the country’s lead-
ers deliberately turned their nation’s back to the world. There are more fre-
quent examples—Argentina during the reign of Juan Manuel de Rosas is
one—of a government simply refusing to have anything to do with another
government making demands, as did the French in the River Plate in the
1830s. In none of these cases was the leader completely successful, and in
all of them we can find evidence that there was at least some discussion of
the wider world around them as they made the decision to isolate them-
selves. May’s insistence that the Latin American perspective on world af-
fairs was as valid as the US perspective was a radical proposition among
mainstream students of international affairs. Surveys of US–Latin Ameri-
can affairs at that time by historians and by political scientists privileged
the US perspective.1 Even today, there are positivists who would find his
view troubling. Some proponents of rational choice theory dismiss alter-
nate or deviant views as less rational. May was not comfortable with that
form of certitude on the part of the analyst.

In his preparation for the course, May was much influenced by Felix
Gilbert, who explored the US founding fathers’ understanding of their new
nation’s role in the world community at the time of independence.2 May
noted that he had not found any similar synthesis for any country in Latin
America, which he took as evidence that the United States and the nations
of Latin America were born with markedly different views of their role in
the international community and what role foreign policy should play in
their struggle for national stability.3 At the same time, there were similari-
ties, as leaders north and south were eager students of what was happening
in the Western world and believed they could use this knowledge to protect
their new nations’ interests. North and south, they considered themselves
realists who believed that nations and groups had interests that they would
try to protect. At the same time, all of them talked explicitly about values
they believed set them apart from other nations and in one way or another
justified their rational interests.

The difference in perspective has bedeviled relations between the
United States and the nations of Latin America in the two centuries and
more since independence. Today, in an effort to explain this difference,
Latin American critics on the left and the right have argued that the real-
ist-idealist dichotomy in IR theory was in itself prejudicial to Latin Amer-
ica and an element of hegemonic control over weaker countries.3 But the
historian of hemispheric affairs knows that at independence, the United
States exercised no hegemony over Latin America and it was as weak and
as vulnerable as any country in the hemisphere in the early years of na-
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tional independence. For that reason, it is necessary to study the difference
in perspective before hegemony got in the way at the end of the nineteenth
century, while recognizing that anxiety about the United States was an el-
ement in Latin American foreign affairs at least as far back as the prepara-
tions for the Congress of Panama in 1826.

It is worth noting that there is still nothing like Gilbert’s book dealing
with any of the proceres of Latin American independence.4 Nor in the
abundant literature of the independence period is there much discussion of
how foreign policy was formulated. This book takes as one of its objec-
tives to provide at least an outline of how to study the evolution of Latin
American foreign policies from independence to the present. In doing so,
I point to a set of problems that the historian can solve using tools or in-
sights from international relations theory.5

The second idea May left with me was that in making decisions all ac-
tors—individuals, groups, governments—distinguish between deeply held
beliefs or long-maintained patterns, which he called axioms, underlying
policy and the calculated, which he saw as a reaction to opportunity and
context of the moment.6 In his view, it was entirely plausible for a govern-
ment to make a calculated decision that appeared to run counter to an
axiom of policy. Later in his career, May became involved in an ambitious
project to teach strategic planning in a variety of graduate faculties across
the country in which this distinction was the core concept.7 In his approach
to teaching strategic planning, he combined his fascination with decision-
making, which focuses on the role of ideas and the actions of individuals,
with his concern for the effect of historical memory on individual and col-
lective thinking.8 Whether the conflict was between states or corporations,
May argued that a nation’s or an individual’s nightmares shape the way ev-
idence is weighed and factors in decisionmaking are evaluated. He pointed
out that these nightmares could distort or overthrow the rational calcula-
tion of interests in a specific decisionmaking situation. As we shall see, the
nightmare of US hegemony and the historical legacy of anti-Americanism
affect decisionmaking in Latin America today and are an important dimen-
sion in even the most scrupulously realist evaluation of factors in foreign
policy decisionmaking.

To appreciate the weight of history, ask a Mexican about how the
United States took half of his nation’s territory. Or ask a Bolivian about the
corridor to the sea, which it lost to Chile in the nineteenth century and has
not stopped trying to regain. In the same fashion, people all over the hemi-
sphere recall the US occupation of Nicaragua in the 1920s or how the
United States backed a military coup against the elected government of
Guatemala in the 1950s. These examples suggest that it may be as difficult
for Latin Americans to shuck off the memory of anti-imperialism in for-
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mulating policy as it is for the United States to shuck off the mantle of
hegemonic pretension. The “lessons” we learn from history are not always
the same as those learned by the other party to the negotiations. 

For Gilbert, the emphasis on process had clear and powerful ideolog-
ical implications. The founding fathers wanted to be sure to distinguish
themselves from the monarchical, authoritarian regimes of Europe. They
considered authoritarian rulers irresponsible or even illegitimate because
they represented only their own interests, not those of the people. To make
sure their policy was seen as legitimate, the founding fathers insisted that
it had to be the product of a democratic process in which competing inter-
ests were heard and reconciled and for which the decisionmakers would be
accountable to their constituents. None of the Latin American proceres
worried much about the significance of the policy process to give their de-
cisions greater legitimacy. Simón Bolívar always was confident that he un-
derstood the will of the people, although he never spent much time verify-
ing his understanding. The legitimacy of the policy process is an important
element in the origins of the arrogance of US leaders in thinking them-
selves exceptional and superior to their neighbors. In the absence of such
a legitimating process, leaders in Chile, Argentina, and Brazil during the
nineteenth century justified their assertions of superiority over their neigh-
bors with similar arrogance but followed positivist guides from Europe to
assert their racial and cultural superiority. Just as Theodore Roosevelt and
his colleagues did in the United States, Chileans, Argentines, and Brazil-
ians insisted they were more civilized than their neighbors and therefore
superior to them. The policy process did not become an important part in
legitimating government action in Latin America until the transition to
democracy in the 1980s and the end of the Cold War.

The role of historical memory in the policy process is by no means a
fetish of historians. For many years, academics and other intellectuals re-
ferred to collective behavior as “culture,” which was often a code for infe-
rior or less modern, just as “civilized” or “modern” were used as positivist
measures of success or failure, good or bad, in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. This changed in the 1970s when progressive analysts in a variety
of academic disciplines began to use the term “culture,” as in “culture
studies,” to defend unusual or progressive points of view. Students of lan-
guage and history borrowed the concept from their anthropology col-
leagues to justify difference without pejorative assumptions. The concept
entered the IR discussion as “strategic culture” to offer clues to under-
standing why specific countries behaved as they did over time. Students of
strategic culture traced patterns of national behavior—what May called ax-
ioms of policy—and how those patterns affect specific decisions—the
ones May called calculated policies. The principal enthusiasts during the
Cold War for strategic culture as a way to study international affairs were
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military strategists and geopoliticians.9 May was uncomfortable with the
way strategic culture came to be used because he found it inflexible. It did
not provide for the way key leaders can help create strategic culture and
change it. In this book, I identify individuals who were crucial to the policy
process and explain how they were able to change policy over time.10

Another objective is to explain how, in the two centuries after inde-
pendence, the recurring and persistent conflicts between the United States
and Latin America have left a painful and bitter legacy that compromises
efforts to achieve community in the hemisphere, even in situations when
there is a broad range of shared objective interests and values and a will-
ingness to collaborate. The historical legacy of conflict hampers efforts
among Latin American nations to create effective regionalism as much as
it hinders efforts to establish collaboration between the United States and
Latin America. There are several examples of this in the Barack Obama ad-
ministration, when counterparts in Latin America literally are not able to
hear the change in rhetoric used by the president of the United States. 

To untangle these problems, someone in the United States studying re-
lations with Latin America must ensure that the Latin American perspec-
tive is taken into account. Little has been written about Latin American
foreign policy before the Cold War and almost all the writing on US–Latin
American relations is from the US perspective. The few books by Latin
Americans dealing with inter-American relations in the twentieth century
were mostly anti-US tirades.11 One significant exception to this—and a
beacon leading my journey—is a book written by my former colleague at
UNC, Federico G. Gil, in which he gave as much attention to the nations
of Latin America as to the United States, although he didn’t give much at-
tention to the policy process.12 In stressing the importance of the Latin
American perspective, Gil echoed May’s counsel. 

The next step along my road to an appreciation of the Latin American
perspective was the seminar I organized with Heraldo Muñoz and the vol-
ume we edited subsequently in the 1980s, Latin American Nations in
World Politics.13 Muñoz’s argument that no nation is without power and
that the purpose of foreign policy was to make the most of the quota of
power, soft or hard, available to each nation struck me with the force of an
epiphany.14 His suggestion was particularly attractive because through my
own research, I was convinced that US hegemony should never be under-
stood as total control. Even in the egregious cases of military intervention
in the Caribbean Basin in the early decades of the twentieth century that I
had studied, in which US forces enjoyed total dominance, I was struck by
how frequently the United States was frustrated in its efforts to manipulate
people who were supposed to be their puppets and how difficult it was to
impose a US agenda on locals. Power should never be considered a zero-
sum category in inter-American relations.15 Muñoz indicated another di-
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mension to the study of hegemony: it was not there in the beginning; it
never was absolute, it always left wiggle room. The key, then, is to under-
stand the perception of hegemony in Latin America and the awareness
among Latin American policymakers of what wiggle room they had. In
more formal language, we ask what space in the international system Latin
American leaders believed they had. How they anticipated using that space
is what I call the exercise of agency, which is the key concept in under-
standing the Latin American drive for autonomous action in the interna-
tional community.16

I received further education in the Latin American perspective by par-
ticipating in the annual meetings of RIAL, the Latin American Association
of International Relations.17 Also during the 1980s, I had opportunities to
teach courses in Latin America on inter-American relations. In that context
it was impossible not to take the Latin American point of view into ac-
count. The more I studied the history of Latin American international rela-
tions, the more biographies of its leaders I read, and the more I interacted
with Latin American scholars and policymakers, the more I was struck by
how limited were the expressions by these leaders of their sense of what
agency their nations had in the international system, at least until the end
of the Cold War. Muñoz’s argument about the existence of power even in
the weakest of nations was not obvious to many of our colleagues. Some,
of course, used RIAL as a forum to express their anger with the United
States and sought to paint their countries as helpless victims of hegemonic
dominance. The majority was not content with anti-Americanism as an ex-
pression of foreign policy. They wanted to understand why so many coun-
tries in the region, whether governed by military regimes or by civilian
regimes, put so little effort into formulating foreign policies that would
protect their nation’s interests. 

RIAL was the origin of an epistemological community, a group inter-
ested in understanding how the nations of Latin America could define and
defend their interests and exercise agency in the international system. It
was a group that valued intellectual honesty and sought active participa-
tion in a larger academic community that prized theoretical sophistication.
Much more than their European and US colleagues, the Latin American
members of RIAL were intensely interested in how their study of interna-
tional relations could help the shared concern for democracy and develop-
ment. They were as interested as I was in how to stimulate agency in Latin
America. This shared concern was what led me and Muñoz to put together
a conference on the foreign policies of Latin American nations with partic-
ipation of many of our RIAL colleagues. 

In this book, I set out looking for historical evidence of agency, pub-
lished writings, or recorded government discussions that a nation had a
sense of its identity in the international system and that it could exercise
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that identity through a vast array of instruments, including what we now
call soft power and values or influence.18 Once defined, it is easy to see
that articulation of agency in Latin America varied from country to coun-
try, even in the same country over time. There are few examples of such
public discussion in the nineteenth century, and I discuss these in Chapter
2. Beyond these examples, there is very little expression in Latin America
until the middle of the twentieth century of axioms of foreign policy and
very little self-conscious discussion in the region of policy formulation, no
doubt in part because legislatures and public opinion played only minor
roles in governance in most countries until the second half of the twentieth
century. All of this changed at the end of the Cold War.

This is in sharp contrast to the historical experience of the United
States. From independence, the United States, although preoccupied with
its boundaries, saw itself enmeshed in a global power system such that the
local and the global were intertwined. In Latin America, the first signs of
participation in the international system were acts of desperation to call on
one European power to protect them from another or by calling upon the
United States to protect them from European intervention. There is ex-
tremely little evidence of newly independent nations taking a proactive
stance as they set out to find their way in the international system. Refer-
ences to a wider community up to the end of the nineteenth century were
vague proposals for bringing American states closer together, which we
may consider echoes of Bolivarian dreams rather than specific proposals
for foreign policy. The only exceptions to this were, on the one hand, the
writings of several specialists in international law who warned that the
dominant powers in Europe (they included the United States only at the
very end of the nineteenth century) were developing rules for international
affairs that were prejudicial to the interests of Latin American countries,
and, on the other hand, the writings of students of culture and literature
who commented on the European sense of civilization and how far behind
their countries had fallen.

The first clear example of geopolitical thinking and the assertion of
agency is the Chilean war with Bolivia and Peru in the second half of the
nineteenth century. The Chileans had a very clear idea of how they wanted
to be in the world. They deliberately confined their aspirations to the west
coast of South America. Theirs was regional agency, geographically cir-
cumscribed, and they consciously fended off threats to their hegemony in
their region. The next example, chronologically, is the Brazilian definition
of its foreign policy model at the end of the empire and the beginning of
the republican period. The Brazilians expressed their agency by extending
their borders through diplomacy while making it perfectly plain that they
did not want to compete with the United States nor meddle in European
politics. They saw their hegemony as regional, as did the Chileans, but the
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Brazilians were not so limited geographically in their pretensions. In the
case of Mexico, there were clear expressions of agency in building a de-
fense against the French intervention in the middle of the century and in
attempting to protect themselves against US encroachment at the end of
the century, so that Mexican agency in the international system was defen-
sive and continued to be so until the end of the Cold War. When the Argen-
tines expressed their agency at the end of the nineteenth century, it was
global (or at least European) but restricted almost entirely to trade and in-
vestment, so that the Argentine’s sense of agency was self-restricted to
specific facets of power. They were certain they had a role to play in inter-
national affairs and it involved blocking US plans for a hemispheric com-
munity while asserting their superiority to other nations in Latin America
and maximizing their exchange with Great Britain and other European
countries.

These early expressions of agency in Latin America, partial and self-
constrained, came at a time when Alfred Thayer Mahan, Brooks Adams,
Theodore Roosevelt, and others were measuring the United States against
global powers and planning how to acquire the attributes of power neces-
sary to compete with them. In the first years of the twentieth century, Ar-
gentina and Brazil purchased battleships to add to their power, but the de-
bate in each country focused on the competition with the other, rather than
as part of a Mahan-like policy to measure themselves against the world’s
great powers.

The relative lack of agency for so long after independence is the single
most important difference between the United States and Latin America in
their approaches to the world. The relative absence of agency in Latin
America and the process by which agency grows and evolves in different
countries is the central thread of this book’s narrative. When does self-con-
scious agency in international affairs appear in Latin America, and what is
the catalyst for its appearance? From the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury until the end of the Cold War, US hegemonic pretensions shaped inter-
American relations and complicated the expression of Latin American
agency. As often as not, expressions of Latin American agency in the twen-
tieth century were framed as strategies to avoid US bullying rather than as
axiomatic principles of national interest or expressions of agency in world
affairs. It is not always easy to parse anti-Americanism from agency after
the early years of the twentieth century. My approach is to consider anti-
Americanism as a distortion of agency. That is, where it is clear the na-
tion’s leaders confined their thinking about international affairs to how to
fend off the United States, foreign policy was little more than pleasing or
antagonizing the United States, with little evidence of consideration of
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using policy as a means to maximize the nation’s interests or improving the
well-being of the nation’s people. I consider these cases of partial agency.
This is not to say that subservience or opposition to the United States were
not rational policies. It suggests that in the absence of evidence that the
government sought to maximize its agency through such subservience or
opposition, a nation’s agency cannot be complete or fully realized through
such expression. The only true exception to this is Cuba after the revolu-
tion in 1959, where there is ample evidence that the nation’s leaders fo-
cused their energy on protecting themselves from the United States while
seeking to use their defiance of the United States to maximize their influ-
ence in the broader international system. Whether in doing so they im-
proved the quality of life of the Cuban people has been a subject of intense
debate throughout the hemisphere for many years.

My academic interest in understanding the foreign policy process and
the origins of agency in Latin America got personal and very practical
when I joined the Woodrow Wilson Center in 1990. The policy process
was suddenly important in Latin America because of transitions to
democracy. Public opinion and state accountability were front and center.
The policy process always had been important in the United States, creat-
ing a sharp contrast with Latin America where the absence of process was
tied to the absence of legitimacy.19 The transition to democracy brought
with it a sense of entitlement and opened the path to agency. How this
agency was to be framed was the objective of a project the Wilson Center
put together with Facultad Latinoamericana de Ciencias Sociales
(FLACSO) in Chile.20

It is no shame to confess that the group of academics in this project
from all over the hemisphere shared in the general euphoria after the Cold
War that there was a new world order in the offing and that it would be a
rules-based community centered on the United Nations and other organi-
zations that represented the new international civil society and the in-
evitable international drive toward democracy.21 We were optimists and an
important part of that optimism was the expectation that the new world
order would reduce or even end US hegemony in the hemisphere and that
all of the nations in the hemisphere would be treated as equals. The idea
was to work directly with decisionmakers, including the military and
members of the legislature and press, to explore ways nations of the region
might improve the policy-making process, strengthen mutual confidence,
and create a sense of community in the hemisphere. We sought ways to
have nations work together for common goals, become conscious of fixing
their nation’s policy goals, make the policy-making process more transpar-
ent, and open discussions of how they might take advantage of the transi-
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tion to democracy and the end of the Cold War to insert themselves to
greater advantage into the international community. Coordinating the re-
search of this group and working closely with officials in governments
throughout the hemisphere to nudge the policy process pitched a group of
academics into participatory research and made us actors in the policy
process.22

At the outset of this collaborative project, first called “Security in the
Americas” and then renamed “Creating Community in the Americas,” it
seemed evident that the primary challenge was to bring into higher profile
the opportunity for Latin American nations to have autonomous action in
the international system that had opened with the end of the Cold War. This
proved to be more difficult than we had anticipated. It was surprising to us
how powerful a restraint was created by the heavy legacy of history on
inter-American relations. On one hand, we were dismayed to see that many
decisionmakers in the United States could not understand why Latin Amer-
ican nations wanted to maintain armed forces. Repeatedly, in the State De-
partment, Congress, and Southern Command, we were asked why the
Latin Americans simply didn’t completely disarm their authoritarian mili-
taries and enjoy the protection provided by the United States. The ideas
that sovereign states wanted their own armed forces, now under civilian
control, and that US hegemony was considered anathema to Latin Ameri-
cans were incomprehensible to many in the US government and continues
to be difficult for many to accept to this day. 

On the other hand, and equally disturbing, decisionmakers in Latin
America were reluctant to dedicate themselves to formulating autonomous
foreign policies because they lacked the expertise to do so and were fearful
that expressions of independence would antagonize the United States. The
concept of collegial action in the hemisphere was not intuitively obvious.
Among Latin American intellectuals and academics, there were as many
who were prepared to denounce US hegemony as there were those pre-
pared to think about what autonomy meant for their country. Few seemed
able to consider both at the same time. In addition, and destructive to re-
gional collaboration, decisionmakers appeared more interested in devoting
their energies to old boundary disputes that had been put on the back
burner during the Cold War and were unwilling or unable to devote much
energy to exploring what role their nations might play outside the hemi-
sphere in the larger community of nations. 

The project at the Wilson Center operated on multiple fronts. We
worked with decisionmakers to build confidence between them and their
colleagues in other countries to discuss differences and learn what might
bring them together. By virtue of our meetings with them, we increased
the permeability of the states to ideas from the academic community. We
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aimed at the press to facilitate communication about the policy process
and increase the sense of mutual accountability between the public and
their representatives. Through our publications, we consciously adapted
a theoretical discussion in the academic literature in Europe and the
United States to the reality in Latin America and contributed to the grow-
ing debate among scholars in the region. Although the phrase “relational
networks” or the term “regimes” were not in wide use when we began
our efforts, it seemed logical to us that increasing points of contact
among decisionmakers and their constituents and increasing the opportu-
nities for contacts among interested parties would improve the policy
process.23

The transition to democracy throughout Latin America in the 1980s
and 1990s together with the end of the Cold War made agency more acces-
sible to all nations. The bipolar competition of the Cold War had restricted
agency through decades in which the United States forced nations to
choose between alliance and subordination or be seen as in league with the
Soviet Union, just as it had kept under wraps old boundary disputes and
antagonisms that created animosity between states in the region and threat-
ened the region’s stability. There was little space for agency outside of the
bipolar struggle, although several countries found some measure of com-
fort within the movement of nonaligned nations. The most effective of
these efforts to create autonomy was by Costa Rica, which, under the lead-
ership of José Figueres Ferrer, combined fierce anticommunism, which
won him respect in Washington, with equally fierce support for social
democracy. After the Cold War, leaders in Costa Rica leveraged this posi-
tion to advance their agency in the global system, consciously building
their role in world affairs on the strategic culture of neutrality in regional
disputes as a liberal, pluralist democracy.24

Cuba was the most fully realized example of nations that set them-
selves against the United States and for the Soviet Union and used that po-
sition to exercise an important role for themselves in Latin America and
the world outside the hemisphere (Africa in the case of Cuba) and interna-
tional organizations. A more complicated example of hostility to the
United States driving foreign policy is the unique pattern followed by Ar-
gentina of voting against the United States in the United Nations on 95 per-
cent of the opportunities presented between 1950 and 1990. This pattern
was maintained across civilian and military governments, Peronist govern-
ments and Radical governments, even during governments that professed
support for the United States during the Cold War.25 The behavior has a
patina of agency, although a perverse form of it; it provoked more than a
patina of animosity from Washington and did not win significant approba-
tion in the region. 
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After the Cold War, there were efforts by former Venezuelan president
Hugo Chávez to establish an alliance against the United States, which he
called ALBA, the Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of Our America.
Chávez tried to build his agency in world affairs by courting regimes that
expressed their hostility to the United States, such as Iran, Russia, and
Syria. Membership in ALBA is a case of partial agency or perverted
agency in that the policy was formulated with the primary objective of ir-
ritating the United States, on the assumption that such irritation would en-
hance national interests and their influence with other countries in the re-
gion. In the cases of Cuba and Venezuela under Chávez, it certainly is
agency because it is the means by which the country establishes its posi-
tion in world politics. In the case of Cuba, it is clear that opposition to the
United States created space for the nation in international affairs; for
Venezuela, the results are less clear. For other members of ALBA—
Nicaragua, Bolivia, Ecuador, and some of the islands in the Caribbean—
there is little agency generated by their membership.

The same pattern of partial agency was followed by the small nations
in the Caribbean Basin and Central America throughout the twentieth cen-
tury with the exception of Nicaragua after 1979. Their foreign policy was
focused on the United States. Foreign policy was an instrument that ruling
elites used to hold on to domestic power. I refer to these cases as “pene-
trated polities.” The government and the opposition maintained lobbies in
Washington to influence the United States in their struggle for power. Only
neighboring states, and then only on occasion, figured prominently in Cen-
tral American foreign policy, with Costa Rica as an important exception.
Discussions of foreign policy more broadly were very rare and not con-
ducted with reference to public opinion or as part of a policy process since
democratic governance was either nonexistent or extremely imperfect.
This began to change when the civil wars in several Central American
countries in the 1970s and 1980s provoked a public discussion of foreign
policy there for the first time.26 In addition, the new international civil so-
ciety—human rights groups, international courts, aid agencies, and multi-
lateral groups—were an important factor in stirring interest in agency in
several countries in an effort to deter the militarization of their civil con-
flicts that had been precipitated or exacerbated by US intervention. Today,
the countries of Central America constitute a spectrum of efforts to achieve
agency, from the case of Costa Rica, with a fully articulated sense of its
role in the international community, to Honduras and Guatemala, where
interest in agency is minimal and the countries remain penetrated polities.
El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Panama for very different reasons constitute a
kind of middle ground in which the process of seeking agency in interna-
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tional affairs and making the debate over foreign policy part of the public
policy discussion are just beginning. In all of the Central American coun-
tries, there is an informal alliance between those who favor expanding the
space for democratic contestation and international civil society. This al-
liance was crucial in pushing Guatemalan president Otto Perez Molina
from office in September 2015 when his government was accused of mas-
sive corruption. These groups favor stronger ties to the international com-
munity and stronger institutional organizations to bring nations together.
The fact that immigration, drug trafficking, and gang violence are interna-
tional in scope makes them part of the new foreign policy debate through-
out the subregion.27

In the Caribbean, the former Anglophone colonies parlay their politi-
cal stability and respect for core values into major roles in all available in-
ternational organizations. The English-speaking faction forms the largest
homogeneous bloc in the Organization of American States (OAS) and
wields considerable influence in the United Nations. The Dominican Re-
public, after a long period of instability following the overthrow of the
Trujillo dictatorship, has tied itself to Central America for the purposes of
building international trade and attracting foreign investment. Sadly, Haiti
continues its long history as an unstable, impoverished country, despite the
unflagging efforts of the international donor community. 

The most obvious case of the deliberate, conscious assumption of
agency in South America with the objective of maximizing national inter-
ests on a global scale while taking into account the role of the United
States is Chile after the transition to democracy in 1990. As it happens, the
foreign policy of the Concertación government was in the hands of an ex-
traordinary group of academic activists almost all of whom had spent time
in the United States during the dictatorship and most of whom had taken
advantage of their exile to earn advanced degrees. They were all active
members of RIAL. These Chilenos are the heroes of the final chapters of
this book. Collectively, they provided the road map away from anti-Amer-
icanism, dependence, and a sense of victimization to awareness of how to
maximize national interests in world affairs. They brought the concept of
soft power into the hemispheric spotlight. Without these Chilenos, I would
not have a paradigmatic case to which I could point. There are other cases
of agency in the period after the Cold War, and I deal with them as well.
My purpose is to cover the entire process—from independence to the pres-
ent—of how different countries came to see themselves in the world and
how they formulated foreign policies to defend their national interests. My
method will be to juxtapose the posture of the United States against those
of countries in the region at different periods of history to understand bet-
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ter how to manage the transition from hegemony to a community of na-
tions exercising their agency. 

Most of the nations of Latin America seized the opportunity for
agency presented at the end of the Cold War only timidly or in a partial
manner. Even today, many of the Latin American nations remain passive
or uncertain participants in the wider international community. In the past
decade Mexico has moved with confidence to play a role in the interna-
tional system, although dealing with the scourge of drug trafficking, with
its accompanying patterns of corruption and impunity, is a powerful con-
straint. Since the 1990s, Brazil has asserted a role as a major power but has
been uncertain as to how that role might be exercised. Venezuela, through
ALBA, has led an effort to create an anti-American regional organization,
but it has very little in the way of a positive agenda and has lost influence
since the death of Chávez in 2013. More promising is the movement for
“post-hegemonic” regionalism (UNASUR and CELAC) with the exclu-
sion of the United States as a form of collective agency. It is too early in
the process to judge the success of this new regionalism, except to say that
to create regional organizations without the United States is further evi-
dence that anti-US feeling is still a powerful driver of foreign policy think-
ing in Latin America and organizations founded to spite the United States
have no clear rules to guide the community. 

Globalization is pushing all of the nations in the region toward more
active roles in the world; all are in the world to a greater degree than at any
time in their history. Globalization has empowered the expanding episte-
mological community concerned with international affairs. Spawned and
nurtured by RIAL, there is now a second generation of students of interna-
tional relations who are intensely concerned with the policy process and
are fully informed about the activities of their counterparts in other coun-
tries. Mexico and Brazil are remarkable for the effusion of publications in
the field, websites that carry debates on foreign policy, and ambitious proj-
ects to make government documents available to the public online.28 Chile
and Argentina have also conducted massive projects to put public docu-
ments online. More and more, Latin American scholars are participating in
professional discussions of matters of common interest with colleagues in
the United States and Europe.29

In methodological terms, my primary concern is to provide the histor-
ical narrative necessary to describe the emergence of agency in the nine-
teenth century and the emergence of US hegemony at the turn of the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries. Thereafter, the concern is how the nations
in Latin America dealt with that hegemony. Once the Cold War ended and
the transition to democracy occurred in Latin America, the focus widens to
include the policy process and how the new democracies used public de-
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bate of policy to empower and legitimate their agency, just as the founding
fathers had done in the United States two centuries earlier. The early
episodes of agency in Latin America unfold with limited public discussion
and a mix of realist and idealist proposals. After the Cold War, the predom-
inant approach is neorealist or liberal with great attention paid to soft
power, along with a growing concern with how to create and participate in
relational networks as the best means of defending national interests. The
more developed the agency, as in Chile, the more flexible and eclectic the
approach to projecting power and protecting interests. Through the histor-
ical narrative I provide the perspectives of both the United States and
major nations in Latin America. Throughout I pay attention to leaders and
to the decisionmaking process. Nuance and subtlety make the narrative
more complex, the better to reflect a complex reality. 

In the final chapter, I wrestle with the dilemma of how the nations of
Latin America are coming to terms with the legacy of US hegemony in the
hemisphere. The mirror image of this dilemma is how the United States
deals with a new geopolitical moment in which pretensions to hegemony
are counterproductive. Yet, hegemonic or otherwise, the United States will
be the most powerful nation in the hemisphere for the foreseeable future
and relations between it and Latin America will continue to be asymmetri-
cal in terms of national power. Is it possible in these new conditions to
think of a hemispheric community of nations? The historical narrative ends
with the decision by the United States and Cuba to restore normal rela-
tions. Nothing President Barack Obama could have done would be a more
powerful symbol that his government, at last, was prepared to enter the
posthegemonic era. By that decision and in his speech at the VII Summit
of the Americas in April 2015, he invited the nations of the hemisphere to
join him in the march into the future. The response from Latin America
was more a babel than applause. 

Notes

1. Perhaps the paradigmatic example of this hubris is Samuel F. Bemis, The Latin
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over the past decade have produced revisionist histories of the early national period that
deal with foreign relations. Together with growing academic interest in international re-
lations, this should lead soon to the production of such a synthesis. I deal with this
growing interest in foreign affairs in Chapter 7.

5. One recent example of an attempt to do this is Max Paul Friedman and Tom
Long, “Soft Balancing in the Americas:  Latin American Opposition to U.S Interven-
tion,” International Security, Summer 2015, which explores late nineteenth century ef-
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and sciences, environmental studies, and fine arts. My colleague Otis L. Graham Jr.
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Roles in Policymaking,” Public Historian 5.2 (1983).
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sion (New York: George Braziller, 1960). 
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sponse (Washington, DC: Ethics and Public Policy Center, 1985); Mariano Aguirre and
Ana Montes, eds., De Bolivar al Frente Sandinista: Antología del pensamiento anti-
imperialista latinoamericana (Madrid: Ediciones de la Torre, 1979).
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indicated, the interest among Latin American scholars in the history of international af-
fairs has grown significantly in the past two decades. 

13. Heraldo Muñoz and Joseph S. Tulchin, eds., Latin American Nations in World
Politics (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1984); there are Spanish and Portuguese edi-
tions of this volume as well as a second edition. I met Muñoz through Gil and published
his article on strategic interdependence while I was editor of Latin American Research
Review. Muñoz went on to become foreign minister of Chile under President Michele
Bachelet in 2014.
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as to power or capacity. 

17. RIAL played a vital role in bringing international relations theory to Latin
America. Several key players did their graduate work in the United States and then
brought their learning home with them. This collective effort was an important part of
the transition from the Cold War to a new period of inter-American relations and I deal
with it again in Chapters 4, 5, and 6. 

18. The concept of soft power was introduced by Joseph S. Nye Jr. and Robert O.
Keohane, World Politics in Transition (New York: Little, Brown, 1977).

19. The absence of legitimacy and process during the military dictatorships of the
1970s and 1980s and the semi-authoritarian regimes of Central America throughout the
twentieth century are treated in subsequent chapters.

20. The codirector of the project was Augusto Varas, later replaced with Francisco
Rojas. During the Chilean dictatorship, Varas earned his doctorate in the United States
in sociology from Washington University in St. Louis. Others who worked with us
were Rut Diamint, (Argentina), Cristina Eguizabal (El Salvador), Raul Benitez (Mex-
ico), Lilian Bobea (Dominican Republic), and Tomas Guedes da Costa (Brazil). Others
who collaborated over the years were Luis Bitencourt, Ricardo Sennes, Ricardo Cor-
dova, Luis Guillermo Solís, and Carlos Basombrio.
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Unidas,” study prepared for Minister Guido di Tella, Ministerio de Relaciones Exteri-
ores, 1994, manuscript in the possession of the author .

26. Exceptions are the cases of Nicaragua in the Sandino episode in the 1920s
and Guatemala in the 1950s.

27. These issues have come to be called “intermestic” because they are at once
local and international. 

28. These studies are cited in detail in Chapters 6 and 7. Guadalupe González
González in Mexico, Luis Maira in Chile and Mexico, and José Augusto Guilhon Al-
buquerque in Brazil are just a few of the major players in this new development. Maira
was the prime mover in refounding RIAL in 2014 as the Council on International Re-
lations of Latin America and the Caribbean.

29. Jorge I. Domínguez and Ana Covarrubias, eds., Routledge Handbook of Latin
America in the World (New York: Routledge, 2015) is just one outstanding example of
the fruitful exchange among scholars in the region.
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Although it may appear to be an oversimplification, it is nevertheless
true that the United States and the new nations in Latin America began
their independent existence with markedly different approaches to the
world around them. There were some similarities, but the differences tell
the tale and provide the foundation for an understanding of the 200 years
of hemispheric relations with such different attitudes and approaches to in-
ternational affairs. 

It is easier to begin with the similarities. All of the nations in the hemi-
sphere began as colonies. At one time or another after the first voyages of
discovery in the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, the British, Danes,
Dutch, French, Portuguese, and Spanish established colonies in what the
Europeans referred to as the New World. Some of the colonies were
ephemeral or of little moment in the history of the region; others were sig-
nificant for considerable periods of time. The big three—the United King-
dom, Spain, and Portugal—were the principal imperial powers over the
longest period of time and left their stamp on the territories they occupied. 

From the very beginning of the imperial adventures, the three major
powers had different ambitions and very different degrees of success in es-
tablishing their control over the territory they claimed. The Spanish were
the most ambitious and extended their control over the largest territory.
They also dealt with the largest and most organized indigenous population.
Both in the north, in the area around Mexico, and in the south, in the region
around the Andean high plateau of Bolivia and Peru, the Spanish dealt with
and conquered major civilizations with hierarchical governments and ac-
tive trade networks that covered huge distances. They concentrated their
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efforts on the areas in Mexico and the altiplano, where they came upon
mineral resources of great value. In these mining regions, they established
their control over land and labor they deemed essential in exploiting the re-
sources they wanted to turn into imperial income.

The British, in contrast, had to deal with relatively small communities
of indigenous people, some of whom were semi-nomadic and had formed
relatively thin connections among tribes or nations, as they called them-
selves. When the British in the eighteenth century and the Americans in the
nineteenth century encountered organized resistance from settled groups,
such as the Cherokee Nation, they chose to expel—or extirpate, as Thomas
Jefferson put it—them rather than subjugate them within the colonial or
national territory. The interest of the Americans as colonists or as citizens
of their new country was to settle territory. The labor-intensive economic
activity on the cotton and rice plantations or the tobacco farms was han-
dled by slave labor imported from Africa or, in a small minority of the
cases and only up to the eighteenth century, by indentured laborers im-
ported from Great Britain. 

In the Spanish colonies, the land itself and the agricultural production
of that land was considered less important than mining, although the ad-
ministrative structure the Spanish created could deal with both. From the
imperial perspective, agriculture in the colonies was important primarily as
the food supply necessary to keep the mining operations going, to feed the
small urban populations in the ports and administrative centers and main-
tain the indigenous population. The export of agricultural commodities,
such as cacao in Venezuela or coffee in Central America, or other surpluses
that might be exported—always with the exception of sugar in the
Caribbean Basin and Brazil—was given less priority than mineral exports,
especially gold and silver. 

By the eighteenth century the relative lack of administrative attention
given to agriculture produced a thriving contraband trade of such magni-
tude in the River Plate and Venezuela that the majority of the agricultural
surplus was exported illegally. Even the money crop of cacao in
Venezuela, considered an important source of profit for the monopoly trad-
ing company in Cadiz and licensed by the Crown, was exported as contra-
band, depriving the trading company of its profit and the Crown of its
share of the revenue. The contraband trade in the eighteenth century had
the unanticipated consequence of putting the local merchants in touch with
traders from countries other than Spain, specifically the British and their
banker friends both in Venezuela and in the River Plate.

Here the contrast with the northern settlements is clear and of lasting
significance. There were no mining establishments of major value in the
north, and the agricultural surplus production in the first two centuries of
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colonization was not crucial to the British treasury and never fell com-
pletely under imperial administrative control. Furthermore, the British col-
onizing adventure was not accompanied by an established church that
complemented the imperial mandate. To the contrary, several of the earli-
est settlements in North America were founded by religious dissidents
seeking to get out from under the established church and urging religious
tolerance as a part of settlement culture.

These factors contributed to the relative importance in the northern
colonies of local rule and of a widespread sense of empowerment among
creoles, who believed that they were able and entitled to make their own
rules and enforce them, in the organization of their economic activity and
in how they chose to structure their communities. It is true that local gov-
ernment, especially in the form of the cabildo or town council, became
central to economic and political activity in the Spanish colonies in the
eighteenth century, but local government in the Spanish colonies differed
from its counterpart in the British colonies in the degree to which the im-
perial power recognized and accepted local institutions under creole con-
trol. Spanish administrative authority was spread over an enormous terri-
tory, but in the vast areas distant from mines, ports, or administrative
centers, that control was thin. 

More important, and central to the movements for independence, local
governments in the north were knit together with government administra-
tion within larger territorial units and across units. This enabled British
creoles to derive power from those linkages, whereas in the south the
growth of power in cabildos came in spite of Spanish efforts to control
them, especially in the eighteenth century; for the most part, cabildos
could not extend their power over larger administrative jurisdictions, nor
was there effective networking among viceroyalties or intendencies. The
relative isolation of the cabildos in Spanish America complicated the effort
after the wars for independence to establish coherent nation-states with
clear boundaries and legitimate authorities.

By the middle of the eighteenth century, there was a considerable pop-
ulation of settlers throughout the hemisphere who considered themselves
part of new countries and committed their lives and their property to mak-
ing a go of it in the new world. As control over daily life became more lo-
calized in these areas, the mother country tried to tighten its administrative
grip through a set of administrative reforms in the second half of the eigh-
teenth century. These reform efforts enjoyed partial success, but they never
overcame the centrifugal force of local power brokers and never brought
agricultural exports under imperial control. The British tried to extract
more tax revenue from the colonists in America, and that proved to be ex-
tremely problematic.
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Perhaps the biggest strategic mistake the British made in their effort to
control colonial territories in the Western Hemisphere was to get the
colonists involved in the dynastic wars that were so much a part of the Eu-
ropean experience. This proved to be the single most powerful influence
on the British colonists’ view of the world and made it clear to them that
being part of the British Empire could be a terrible disadvantage. The per-
sonal experience of George Washington, a large landowner in Virginia and
a powerful politician in the colony, is a model for the evolution of thinking
in the colonies as to what their worldview should be as they moved inex-
orably toward independence. As befit his status, Washington was the chief
of a local militia. As such, he held the rank of colonel in the British army.
When the British and French went to war in 1754 as part of the Seven
Years’ War, they extended the hostilities to the Western Hemisphere and
each tried to expand their holdings in North America at the expense of the
other and their allies among the Indian tribes. Washington led his troops
into what became Ohio and Pennsylvania and participated in a number of
engagements, all of which he considered a waste of time, money, and
blood. In letters to his wife, Martha, he complained that this was not a con-
flict in which the people of Virginia had a part. It was the idle, avaricious
royals in Europe who treated the colonies as if they were puppets, pawns,
or property and not people with legitimate interests of their own.1

Washington took two lessons from this experience, which he shared
with an entire generation of leaders. The first was that real danger comes
from those who do not share your interests but are physically closest to
you—the lesson of propinquity. The second was that the leaders of Euro-
pean monarchies could not be trusted because they had at heart only the in-
terest of the monarchy, which, perforce, did not take into account the in-
terests of their subjects. Worse, these rulers were not accountable to their
subjects and did not tell them the truth—the lesson of authoritarian
perfidy.2 It was not until 1754 that there appeared a discussion of a possi-
ble community that would be larger than any of the colonies and encom-
pass them. This Albany Plan passed from public attention as the danger
presented in the war receded.

Washington shared with his generation a sense that all people had in-
terests and that it was legitimate to defend those interests. This was a ra-
tional approach to political action and a realist’s perspective on public af-
fairs. How competing or conflicting interests might be accommodated in a
larger community was central to James Madison’s concerns in writing the
Federalist Papers. His coauthor, Alexander Hamilton, was even more of a
realist and saw that the colonies were valuable in the European balance of
power and should use this fact as a lever to maximize the new nation’s in-
terests. In his Farewell Address, Washington discussed this issue and en-
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couraged his compatriots to deal with other nations but to be wary. He
warned them to avoid “entangling alliances.” Interests might be strategic;
alliances should be ephemeral, calculated, or tactical. In drafting what was
his political testament, Washington asked Madison and Hamilton to edit
the draft. 

The debate over foreign policy continued through the war for inde-
pendence from Great Britain and after. The earliest stages of the debate
produced two results that highlight the contemporaneous differences with
Latin America. First, the concern for accountability and the sense of dis-
agreement among the new nation’s leaders led to a focus on process. Pol-
icy should be the result of a transparent discussion—an accommodation of
interests in Madison’s terms—and should be reported to the people and
their representatives. It was important that foreign policy not be impro-
vised. The second feature of the early debate that resonates to the current
day is that it blended two very different perspectives on the international
community, what scholars call the idealist or liberal and the realist per-
spectives, into a powerful sense of exceptionalism, which carried heavy
overtones of religious conviction. The notion that the United States was a
great experiment and should share its new vision of the world with others
was extremely important and continued to have its expression in US for-
eign policy.3 This idealism was present in the argument over how the new
nation should make its way in the global community: either by emphasiz-
ing its isolation from the corrupting influences of Europe or by insisting on
its unique role in world affairs. Washington’s Farewell Address indicates
that this debate was far from settled when he left office, and his advice was
designed to take both perspectives into account.

North and south, the sense of belonging to a larger community pro-
duced different modes of organization in the struggle for independence,
different modes of diplomatic action, different international strategies, and
different international goals. These differences, despite the fact that north
and south, founding fathers or proceres were aware of the discussions in
Europe, especially those surrounding the English and French Revolutions
and the Enlightenment. Ideas about international affairs, such as alliances,
treaties, power, and the like, were European in origin and available to the
literate in South and North America. At the end of the eighteenth century,
there was an intense surge of activity in Spain to bring Enlightenment
thinking to its colonies.4 The difference between the colonies was not in
their knowledge of the world; it was in how they used that knowledge and
applied it to their experience.

There is no experience in Latin America parallel to Washington’s cam-
paign in the French and Indian War, although the European dynastic strug-
gles certainly had territorial consequences in the Caribbean. In South
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America, conflicts between the Portuguese and Spanish affected frontiers
between them, as in Uruguay and the Jesuit missions of Paraguay. Several
leaders of the independence movements in Latin America had European
experience, but none brought home anything like Washington’s sense of
alienation from European struggles. Still, they were rationalists and real-
ists in matters of politics, with differing admixtures of idealism, generally
focused on the French Revolution. In the River Plate, creoles were caught
up in the imperial struggle between Portugal and Spain for control of the
Banda Oriental (Uruguay), the frontier between them. This experience em-
boldened creoles who lived in Uruguay and pushed José Gervasio Artigas
and his fellows along the road to independence from both, an evolution the
British were only too happy to facilitate. The Argentines also experienced
a short-lived invasion by British troops, which they beat back with local
militia. Although there are similarities between these two cases and Wash-
ington’s experience, neither of them led to a cohort using their experience
to formulate a sense of how a new nation with its own view of the world
might be formed out of the conflicts. 

The majority of direct involvement of Spanish colonists in the dynas-
tic struggles in Europe took place in the Caribbean Basin, especially in the
ports of Havana, Santo Domingo, and Cartagena. The British ended up
with control of Jamaica, and the French took over the island of Hispaniola.
Pirates also bombarded ports, and it is clear that the British were behind
some of these adventures, although territorial control does not appear to
have been their objective. They were after spoils. None of this left an en-
during mark on the internationalism of the process. 

The leaders of the independence movements in Latin America began
their efforts with a clear understanding of the US experience. Several of
them, such as Francisco Miranda, used the US model and support from
people in the United States to launch their efforts to create separate nations
independent of Spanish imperial control. Simón Bolívar used foreign sup-
port, and leaders in Argentina and Chile framed their efforts in the context
of their understanding of the international system through discussions of
how to secure material and diplomatic aid from European powers. Aside
from these short-term appeals for support, what we might call the foreign
policy of the independence movements was framed more in terms of the
universalist notion of a brotherhood of humanity, taken from the French
Revolution, rather than a more specific sense of how they and their local
supporters might create a place in the international system. The independ-
ence movements began by declaring their allegiance to the Crown as op-
posed to Spain, taking advantage of the Napoleonic invasion of Spain as
their excuse to define their own, local systems of governance.5

By 1810, all of the major cities in Latin America had created govern-
ments independent of Spanish control. It was hoped that the legitimacy
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of the cabildo would serve as the basis for new states. The independence
struggles, however, soon demonstrated that the early notions of commu-
nity would not stand and that power would be more local than they had
anticipated. Only the movement led by José Artigas in Uruguay achieved
a territorial settlement at the end of the armed struggle that matched the
goals of the movement at its outset.6 Perhaps more significant, no puta-
tive nation in Latin America succeeded in signing a formal treaty with
any other country, in Europe or America, to buttress their armed struggle.
The contrast with the United States in this facet of how to deal with the
outside world is stark. The United States, while considering itself weak
and vulnerable, succeeded in inserting itself to its strategic advantage
into the balance of power politics of Europe. No independence move-
ment in South America, also feeling itself weak and vulnerable, came
close to this goal. 

The struggles for independence in Latin America also differed from
the experience in the United States in the concern for the rights and partic-
ipation of nonwhite elements in the population, whether indigenous or
African American. Although the results varied from region to region, in all
of Latin America the rights of these marginal populations were broader as
a result of the struggle for independence than they were in the United
States, where the slavery of African Americans was institutionalized in the
new nation and became the principal issue that divided states in a civil war
later. The indigenous and African descendants in Latin America, except for
the Caribbean sugar islands and Brazil, while never equal to the creole and
peninsular elites, were at least not part of an enslaved minority without
rights. They were included in the ongoing debate over citizenship, which
was seen as one of the principal goals of independence. In this, as in many
things, the Latin American precursors were much more influenced than
their North American colleagues by the universalist concepts of the French
Revolution, such as the rights of man, and these principles shaped their
thinking about citizenship, rights, and modernity.7 It also provided a frame-
work for thinking about international community. For people who believed
in the brotherhood of man, it followed that there would be or should be a
collective or brotherhood of nations, nations of freed people and citizens.
In the United States, race and racism played an important part of the dis-
cussion of expansion, community, and hegemony.8

Aside from Bolívar’s amphictyonic meeting in Panama, 1826, there is
very little evidence of agency in the foreign relations of the first generation
after independence. In striking contrast with the United States, there was
little sense that formulating foreign policy should be done in a transparent
manner that would be accountable to the citizens for whom it was to be
formulated. In this, the leaders of the Latin American independence move-
ments did not seek to avoid the trap of authoritarian policy formulation.
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Yet for the most part, they were realists in foreign policy and had an excel-
lent grasp of international affairs. From Gran Colombia to the River Plate,
everyone seemed to have a friend at Baring Brothers, the British bank that
was most energetic in making loans to the new republics. Some of the lead-
ers showed an awareness of how international trade and investment would
help stabilize the new countries. 

Of course, one of the reasons it is hard to find a coherent foreign pol-
icy among the new nations is that their territorial limits were mercurial
throughout the independence period. Gran Colombia ended up as three
separate countries—Venezuela, Colombia, and Ecuador. Argentina did not
establish its borders until it had suffered military defeat in its efforts to in-
corporate the areas now known as Bolivia, Paraguay, and Uruguay. Peru
shared a similar experience, as it attempted to incorporate Bolivia and
parts of northern Chile without success. The border between Chile and
Peru was the focus of an armed conflict at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, the War of the Pacific. Although Chile won that war decisively and
took the chunks of Peru it coveted, the border was not finally settled until
the International Court of Justice determined the maritime boundary be-
tween them in January 2014.9

During the years in which Argentina lost nearly half of the territory it
aspired to, the United States was acquiring the Louisiana Territory and
Florida and had settled its northern boundary with Canada. A few years
later, the United States went to war with Mexico and took half of that
country’s territory.10 These adventures were part of a debate over whether
to incorporate new territory into the union or conduct relations with states
that shared core values with the United States. It was a debate that began
with typical civility and wisdom between Jefferson and Madison, both in
retirement, in the 1820s. Madison was leery of taking in new territories, es-
pecially those formerly in the Spanish Empire. He did not believe that the
republican mode of government was suitable to such large geographical
units.11 Carrying the thinking of the Federalist Papers into the new age, he
did not see how legitimate interests could be negotiated and reconciled in
a unit that had become too large. He did, however, agree with Jefferson
that the United States had something to offer the rest of the Americas. Jef-
ferson hoped for the day when there would be a league of republics in the
hemisphere. Madison agreed and anticipated that “The Eagle of Liberty
would carry freedom in its talons to the new countries in the [hemi-
sphere.]”12

On the other side of the border, Bolívar also envisioned a union of re-
publics, a community among all of the newly independent nations of South
America. Exactly what he had in mind is still a matter of debate.13 He saw
the United States as aggressive and did not like its expansionist drives. Nor
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did he appreciate the preening confidence that the United States consid-
ered itself God’s gift to the rest of humanity. Still, he realized that cooper-
ation with the United States was necessary. There was some debate be-
tween him and his second-in-command, Francisco de Paula Santander,
over whether to invite the United States to the community conference in
Panama in 1826. Bolívar thought it might offend the British to include its
former colony; Santander considered it vital to include any country that
might help the new nations defend themselves against possible attack by
the Spanish. Bolívar shared with the founding fathers a distrust of tyranni-
cal governments not accountable to their people, although in practice he
had no patience for accounting to the people he governed. He said that so
long as Mexico and Brazil remained monarchies, they could not join the
federation, although they were to be considered equals to the members of
the federation of republics. Although there were no practical results of the
congress of Panama, it remains—and the Bolivarian dream remains—a
powerful concept to many in Latin America. It is referenced at virtually all
community meetings, including the meeting of the new regional organiza-
tion, CELAC (Community of Latin American and Caribbean States), in
Havana in January 2014.

Discussion and debate over the years as to what sort of community
might bring the new nations of the hemisphere together never had the
power in the north that it did in the south and wasn’t used as a prop for pol-
icy objectives in US dealings with Latin America.14 How strange, then, that
the first serious effort to create an inter-American institution or organiza-
tion, with an office and mandate to do things, begins with a US initiative
in the 1880s to create a customs union in the hemisphere, the Pan Ameri-
can Union.

If the Amphictyonic Congress of Panama marks the end of the inde-
pendence period in Latin America—an ending on a sad note because of its
meager outcome—the end in the United States is President James Mon-
roe’s State of the Union to Congress in 1823, known as the Monroe Doc-
trine. It marks the end of the independence period because it refers specif-
ically to Washington’s Farewell Address, and it better reflects the foreign
policy of the eighteenth century rather than the nineteenth. It proposes no
action, positive or negative, and offers no support to the nations that felt
themselves threatened by European powers. That defensive posture was as
far as domestic politics in the United States would allow the executive to
go.15 It is therefore an irony of history that Monroe’s message became the
symbol of US aggressive pretension toward Latin America. So powerful is
the symbol that Secretary of State John Kerry felt it necessary to declare
in his speech to the Organization of American States (OAS) in December
2013 that the Monroe Doctrine no longer was the policy of the United
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States. None of the Latin American representatives in the audience be-
lieved him. The history of inter-American relations in the nearly 200 years
after Monroe’s message explains their skepticism.
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Consolidating Nation-States 
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The dominant narrative of the nineteenth century in inter-
American relations focuses on the triumphant expansion of the United
States—the closing of the frontier—and the conscious, determined asser-
tion of its influence in and over the rest of the hemisphere—the rise of US
hegemony. According to the Latin American version of this narrative, the
United States imposed its hegemony on Latin America. The nations of the
region were pushed into a subordinate position from which they only could
complain about US arrogance and do what they could to fend off or reduce
US dominance. In this narrative, the Monroe Doctrine is taken, erro-
neously, as the first major statement of US imperialism.
Although there is much in this narrative that is correct, it misses three

crucial points necessary to understand the ongoing difficulty of Latin
American governments to exercise their agency in world affairs in the
twenty-first century. The first is the European origins of the quest to shape
a rules-based international community. The concepts central to the emerg-
ing international system, power and civilization, were Eurocentric. Power
as a feature of the nation-state was measured in economic and military
terms, although there was an unspecified dimension called culture. Taken
together, these measures were an indicator of the level of a nation’s civi-
lization. When used to refer to less civilized countries or peoples, this word
became code for inferiority. Civilization was understood as a linear, pro-
gressive phenomenon centered in Western Europe. Countries could be ar-
rayed along a hierarchy according to their level of civilization, which for
the most part was determined by their power. It was assumed by the most
civilized that they would fix the rules that guided interstate behavior, that
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the members of the community would compete with one another for dom-
inance and, through the competition for trade and territory, spread civiliza-
tion throughout the world. The phrase often used was that the more civi-
lized nations would “bring civilization to” the less civilized. By the end of
the nineteenth century, the United States aimed at becoming one of the
members of the special rule-making club of the most civilized nations
called the great powers, and formulated its foreign policy to achieve that
goal. Although none of the nations in Latin America expressed such pre-
tensions or ambitions as openly, Brazil and Argentina hinted that they de-
served such status or would soon achieve it. They closely watched one an-
other and were openly scornful of US assertions and arrogant pretensions,
considering themselves every bit as civilized as the United States. 
The second way in which the dominant narrative is misleading is that

all of the nations in the hemisphere were equally cognizant of the dominant
mores in the international system. All understood what was meant by the
term “power”—economic and military capacity—and none rejected the
concepts of modernity and civilization as the principal indicators of
progress and power. All of the nations measured themselves by these indi-
cators and recognized that they fell short of the standards set in Europe. At
the same time, they were profoundly uncomfortable that the United States,
like the nations in Europe, openly expressed its superiority over nations
with less power, and they constantly sought ways to discredit the habit of
more powerful nations to assert control or exert influence over the less
powerful. In the twentieth century, when the United States asserted its hege-
mony in a more aggressive manner, the Latin Americans focused their col-
lective efforts on making nonintervention one of the key rules in the hemi-
spheric community. Privately, Latin Americans commented on how
superior they were to their neighbors. The concept of civilization as a yard-
stick to measure progress and achievement was as important to them as it
was to the United States, and race played an important role in their thinking. 
The third way the dominant narrative is wrong is that the Monroe Doc-

trine was a defensive document that looked back to Washington’s Farewell
Address, not forward to domination or hegemony over other nations.
Nothing in the original text nor any action by the United States based on
the policy was remotely imperialistic. Certainly, at the end of the century
and the beginning of the twentieth century, the doctrine was used to justify
US imperialism. But it was not thus in its origins, and understanding the
transition from defensive posture to hegemonic pretension is crucial to an
understanding of hemispheric relations. 
Throughout the course of the nineteenth century, the United States and

Latin America drew further apart in their approach to international affairs.
Most of the nations of Latin America were inhibited from expressing
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agency in international affairs because of their internal instability and the
conflicts over boundaries with their immediate neighbors. That internal
preoccupation and the inability to focus on national interests or imagine a
national identity beyond immediate threats made it hard to establish insti-
tutions that could encourage investment, domestic or foreign, or that might
be seen as responsible for creating and maintaining rules of the game that
all participants might respect.1 The earliest expressions of agency, in Chile
and Argentina, came after national consolidation. By contrast, in the
United States, despite the trauma of the Civil War and slavery, the state
was a powerful handmaiden to economic activity and the territorial expan-
sion across the North American landmass. Politics and public policy were
close allies of US expansion and helped consolidate the nation’s sense of
itself and of its role in world affairs. 
What distinguishes the Latin American assertions of superiority, for

the most part, is that they were directed against their immediate neigh-
bors—their equivalent of the propinquity principle. With few exceptions,
Latin Americans did not attempt to project their power far from their own
borders. While the United States certainly focused attention on its imme-
diate neighbors, it did not rule out the possibility that it might exert influ-
ence in faraway places. From independence onward, US leaders deliber-
ately framed their geopolitical thinking within a global context. The rest of
the Western Hemisphere, despite reiterated protestations of brotherhood
and shared values, was a minor player for the United States and remained,
as it had been in the eyes of Monroe and his secretary of state, John Quincy
Adams, little more than a potential threat because of its instability and
weakness. The central focus of US policy toward Latin America continued
to be keeping more powerful players out of the region. 
By the end of the century, the United States asserted its primacy

throughout the hemisphere and insisted that its prerogatives be taken as se-
riously as any of the (civilized) European powers. Aside from occasional
and more modest assertions by Argentina and Brazil, none of the other na-
tions in the hemisphere in the period leading up to World War I envisioned
itself as a member of the great powers club. Chile framed its geopolitical
aspirations within a subregional context. Brazil and Argentina measured
their geopolitical power against one another, not against any European ref-
erence, although they used European benchmarks. The exception to this
self-effacement was the exuberance expressed by Argentines during their
centennial in 1910, that they would soon overtake the United States and
join the club. The war in Europe ended any realistic expectation that such
a transformation would occur, although the pretensions remained. 
As the nineteenth century unfolded, the nations in the Western Hemi-

sphere turned their energies to consolidating their independence and
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achieving stability of governance. At the same time, they were trying to
define the boundaries that set them apart from neighbors, as were the
leaders of the United States. All the nations, north and south, were
painfully aware of their weakness and their vulnerability to outside
threat, especially from one or another of the imperial, authoritarian pow-
ers in Europe.2 The contrast between North and South lay in the sense in
the United States that, though weak, they had some power in the interna-
tional system and never shied away from exercising their agency. Their
strategy to neutralize the threat of authoritarian perfidy was to play Eu-
ropean powers off against one another, as they had during the struggle
for independence. They dealt with the threat of propinquity by endless
negotiations to secure their borders and by exporting population to the
frontiers of the nation. They took advantage of Spanish weakness to take
Florida by treaty. They used a demographic tide to take control over the
area of Texas, and, in the resulting war with Mexico, stretched the na-
tional territory along the Rio Grande and then to the Pacific. They used
an effective state growing confident of its territorial reach to subsidize
with concessions to private capital, including foreign capital, the con-
struction of an infrastructure that would ensure control over the conti-
nental landmass they had been coveting since the Louisiana Purchase.
Over the century after independence, successive governments hewed to
a geopolitical plan interrupted only by the Civil War. 
In their own defensive crouch, several nations in Latin America

reached out in the decades after independence for protection from more
powerful states because they saw themselves as powerless.3 They were be-
deviled by the threat of propinquity and flailed around in attempts to se-
cure their borders, with nearly constant lack of success. For the most part,
the repeated failures were a function of persistent state weakness and the
inability to achieve an internal consensus. In such a context, the Bolivarian
dream of community and unity remained an aspiration beyond their grasp.
Gran Colombia broke up into three parts; the Andean confederation shat-
tered; Uruguay established its independence of both Brazil and Argentina;
the Central American Union broke into five pieces.4
Only Brazil was successful in using the tactic, so successful in the

United States, of sending population to the hinterland to establish settle-
ments and using these phalanxes of Brazilian presence to consolidate po-
litical control at the periphery. The Mexicans tried to counter migration
from the United States into Texas by bringing in migrants from the Canary
Islands, but their numbers were a fraction of the human wave from the
north that soon dominated Texas. In the second half of the century, the Ar-
gentines made immigration a national policy—to govern is to populate
(gobernar es poblar)—and offered incentives to groups in Europe in an ef-
fort to fill the national space.5 Brazil, without as much public fanfare, at-
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tracted a large number of immigrants in the same period, from the end of
the nineteenth century until the end of World War II, over four million, and
has continued to receive significant numbers of immigrants, mainly from
Asia.  At the beginning of the twentieth century, Argentina hit the highest
level of foreign born of any country in the hemisphere—30 percent.  At the
same point in history, the United States hit its highest level of foreign born
at just under 15 percent.6
As Chile and Argentina consolidated their internal stability in the mid-

dle of the nineteenth century, they began to think strategically about their
national territory. In addition to encouraging immigration, the Argentines
used a strategy similar to the United States in offering concessions to for-
eign capital (almost entirely British) to construct the railroad network. But
the crucial difference between the two strategies is that the United States
used the railroad as a means of extending and asserting national sover-
eignty over peripheral territory, whereas the Argentines used it to exploit
more effectively territory already under national control. The Argentine
railroad network extended like the fingers of an outstretched hand onto the
fertile pampa from the port of Buenos Aires, so it could be drained of its
agricultural production more efficiently. Infrastructure connection between
the fingers did not come until a national road network stretched across the
pampa in the 1930s. In the same fashion, the Brazilians, Chileans, and Pe-
ruvians used foreign capital to construct railroads to link specific popula-
tion centers or, in the Brazilian and Peruvian cases, link remote enclaves
of commodity resources with commercial centers. None of these invest-
ments came close to imitating the geostrategic thinking behind the public
policies that facilitated construction of the infrastructure created in the
United States during the nineteenth century.7
The leaders of the Latin American countries read the same books and

were aware of the dominant thinking among European thinkers and
geopoliticians, just as their fathers and grandfathers had been aware of
events leading up to the American and French Revolutions. For the most
part they were captivated by the central notions of civilization and racial
purity and what they called “liberal ideas.”8 In cultural terms, Europe was
considered a paragon of art and literature, and most of the elites aspired to
educate their children in Europe, buy their furniture and art in Europe, and
learn at least one European language in addition to Spanish or Portuguese.
In the case of Argentina, while there was the conviction that Europe was
the cultural center, there was strong respect for the education model in the
United States, which Domingo F. Sarmiento tried to import.9 He was
joined by Juan Bautista Alberdi and others in the desire to imitate the US
constitutional model. An entire generation of constitutional experts
worked to extoll the benefits of the US model while adapting it to their
own political preferences, especially with reference to the powers of indi-
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vidual states in a federated system of government.10 Throughout the re-
gion, there was an acute awareness of being part of a larger community of
nations and that there were rules of behavior that governed the community
that they wished to adopt. But there was very little sense that they could
play a role in setting those rules; in the few cases in which proposals were
made to change the rules, they were designed to protect Latin America
from more powerful players in the community.
Both the Chileans and the Argentines, once they had achieved some

semblance of stability and a state that could act on behalf of national inter-
ests, undertook military campaigns to push the indigenous population on
their southern frontier further to the south. In the absence of major com-
modity resources in their southern regions, the Chileans invested heavily
in ranching on the Argentine side of the Andes and were more successful
than the Argentines in exploiting the Argentine Patagonia. It was not until
the 1920s that Argentina established full control over the region on its
southern flank. The border between the countries in the south remained un-
settled and nearly led to a war in 1978. The final border dispute between
the two, over a small stretch high in the Andes, was not resolved until the
middle of the 1990s.
Commodities and their export together with demographic pressures

led to conflict at various points in South America on the regional level be-
ginning in the middle of the nineteenth century. On the eastern side of the
Andes, the Argentines and Brazilians were in conflict over the best way to
exercise control over Paraguay, which was locked away in an isolationist
island under a megalomaniacal dictator, Francisco Solano López. In 1865,
the two consolidating powers joined forces and brought Uruguay into the
effort to take over Paraguay in a war that lasted from 1865 to 1870.
Paraguay was dismembered and left as a buffer between the two ambitious
neighbors. On the western side of the Andes, the Chileans were much bet-
ter organized than their neighbors to the north, Peru and Bolivia, and began
an aggressive push strongly supported by foreign capital into the sparsely
populated area between them in which had been found nitrates, for which
there seemed to be an insatiable market in Europe. That, too, led to a war,
in 1879, which Chile won decisively and then took big chunks of territory
from the defeated countries. 
In Central America, there was virtually no discussion of how any of

the successor states might or should assume an active role in world affairs.
There was some discussion of creating a union among them that might
play such a role. That talk ended very quickly and the project to create a
Central American Union collapsed.11 For the rest of the nineteenth century,
attention in the Central American countries was focused on the struggle
between local or regional factions of the dominant economic and social
elites for control of the central government. 
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In each Central American case, a dominant oligarchy emerged cen-
tered on the production and export of coffee or bananas. A liberal state was
created that sought to maximize the oligarchy’s comparative advantage in
the international market, including granting special protection and privi-
leges to international investors who offered to build the infrastructure nec-
essary to facilitate the export trade. Honduras was the extreme case of the
concessionary state in this early period; all of the countries in the region to
some extent accorded special privileges to foreign investors that had the
effect of reducing the autonomy of the national state, giving rise to the
phrase “banana republic.” In the creation of their liberal state, the oli-
garchy used the European models of progress and civilization to subjugate
the indigenous population within its borders, reducing the rights of the In-
dians and mestizos to even lower levels than they had been under imperial
rule. There was a clear sense in each country that they should be in the
world and of it, at least as far as participating in the international market
was concerned; but there was nothing that we might call a national foreign
policy that could guide participation in world affairs. It is obvious that
there was no sense of policy process nor any effort to make the state ac-
countable to its constituents except to the faction that controlled it. In other
words, there was virtually no sense of agency. 
During this middle period in the history of Latin America, the Bolivar-

ian dream had few advocates. It was as if everyone had enough to worry
about with the struggle for internal stability and what was happening on
their borders. Though never dominant in the politics of the region, there
were persistent conversations as to what might tie the peoples of the hemi-
sphere together. These thinkers and writers, known as Americanistas, ex-
isted in virtually every country. In the two generations after independence,
this drive for community was provoked by real military or naval threats
from Spain. Americanismo was especially strong in Chile, where the Span-
ish actually blockaded and then bombarded the port of Valparaiso. In the
broader context of external aggression against Latin American nations, the
Spanish annexed the Dominican Republic (Santo Domingo); William
Walker marauded through Central America in a process that came to be
known as filibustering; the French, English, and Spanish invaded Mexico
and the French left behind an Austrian prince as emperor; Cuba engaged
in a series of wars for independence, provoking Spanish military reprisals;
and Spain occupied the Chincha Islands of Peru. This last invasion in par-
ticular met with fierce opposition from the Chilean government, which ex-
pressed solidarity with Peru in the form of proclamations, donations, and
voluntary regiments traveling to Peru. In 1865, Chilean disapproval of
Spanish actions culminated in a declaration of war against Spain.12 This
early stage in thinking about Chile’s role in affairs outside its border was
important in the creation of a national identity and in forging the national-
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ism that was the base from which Chilean expansion was launched in the
war against Peru and Bolivia from 1879 to 1883.13 Americanismo in Chile
petered out when the Spanish withdrew from the region, but it had con-
tributed to thinking about the “new” Chile, which was now seen in a posi-
tion to express its interests in the region. Foreign affairs had become a sub-
ject for public debate and part of the governing elite’s sense of national
policy.
In the middle of the century, a new idea was introduced in which the

Latin “race” was given a privileged place. The first expression came from
several Latin Americans who saw France as the center of the civilized
world and thought it a good idea to associate themselves with this force.
Several published their poems or essays in French journals. A few years
later, the French picked up the idea as an excuse for their intervention in
Mexico, and the notion of linking elements of the Latin race appealed to
the royalists in Mexico who welcomed the Habsburg monarchs to the
Mexican throne. Brazilian intellectuals liked the idea of being linked to
France, but they never expressed any solidarity with the rest of the nations
in the hemisphere. The Argentines never saw themselves as particularly
Latin, although they did associate the concept of civilization with Europe
more generally and considered themselves the most European of the Latin
American nations.14

In the United States, the Western Hemisphere idea never died, but it
did not prosper. The country’s leaders were preoccupied with the internal
split over slavery and the civil war that threatened the country’s very exis-
tence. During that war, both sides followed the realist prescriptions of the
founding fathers and reached out to European powers for support. In terms
of trade, cotton in the South trumped wheat in the North. But, British in-
vestments were concentrated in the North, and the lobby in England that
pushed foreign policy toward a neutral or pro-North position was the op-
position to slavery. Only after the war would leaders in the United States
begin to think of the nation’s role in the hemisphere. There was talk of an-
nexing Cuba; there was talk of annexing Hispaniola. Nothing came of ei-
ther. The first serious effort to build a hemispheric community in which the
United States would play a major role was the effort by Secretary of State
James G. Blaine to get a customs union going through the mechanism of a
Pan American Conference. In his first, brief tenure as secretary of state,
Blaine was concerned about the conflict between Chile and Peru, the
boundary dispute between Chile and Argentina, and the threat of conflict
between Mexico and Guatemala. In all of these, he feared European inter-
vention. He saw British power behind Chile and French capital behind the
Peruvians and instructed US ambassadors in those two countries to use
their good offices to settle the conflict without benefit to the Europeans.15
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The Guatemalan minister in Washington appealed to Blaine to intervene
“as the natural protector of the integrity of the Central American territory”
and Blaine asked the Mexicans not to push Guatemala.16
The project was delayed when Blaine resigned following President

James A. Garfield’s assassination and Blaine’s successor, Frederick Frel-
inghuysen, pulled back from what he considered Blaine’s aggressive anti-
British policy. When he was appointed secretary of state in 1889, under
President Benjamin Harrison, Blaine returned to the idea of a Pan Ameri-
can Conference, but now he was interested mainly in a customs union to
give the United States greater advantage in the growing markets of Latin
America. The notion of expanding trade into foreign markets was fast be-
coming an obsession in the United States, although most of the attention
was devoted to Asia, not Latin America. Blaine spoke frequently about the
shared history and culture of the nations in the hemisphere and showed
himself to be aware of the Bolivarian dream.17
In the final quarter of the nineteenth century we get the first real ex-

amples of geopolitical thinking and the earliest stirrings of agency among
the major countries in Latin America, always as a reflection of the Euro-
pean drive for progress and civilization. The Brazilians, in monarchy and
in republic, called it Order and Progress; the Mexicans under Porfirio Díaz
called it Peace, Order and Progress. Domingo F. Sarmiento, who later be-
came president of Argentina, wrote a book, Civilization and Barbarism, in
which he called on his fellow Argentines to adopt the values and habits of
the Europeans and North Americans. A few years later, the Argentines cre-
ated a Progress Club (El Club de Progreso) in which they discussed every-
thing from how to attract foreign investment to buying a battleship to
counter Brazil’s growing power.18
The Chileans first converted progress into an ideology of civilization

to justify their economic expansion into the desert that stretched across the
northern provinces of Chile, the southern region of Peru, and the western
region of Bolivia. It was an expanse rich in nitrates, the demand for which
in Europe was growing at a steep rate. The British wanted to pay for the
new mines; so did the Americans. The Chileans were more than willing to
accommodate eager investors and tried for a short while to interest Peru-
vians in some joint ventures. When the Peruvians proved too slow and too
disorganized, the Chileans decided to take the territory by force. In the first
instance, the Chileans had to justify the war at home, so they advertised the
campaign as a civic war in which all citizens had a role to play—an incip-
ient policy process. This made a new virtue of democracy of the people.
The next step was to contrast this civic-republican effort with the tyranny
and tribal chaos in Peru and Bolivia. As the Chileans saw it, faced with the
threat of tyranny and lawlessness, the democratic people of Chile were ob-
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ligated to go to war. But when Peru did not give up, even when Chilean
troops occupied the nitrate zone, Chile needed justification for invading
the rest of Peruvian territory; sacking the capital, Lima; and seizing what-
ever riches they could get their hands on. In this effort, the Catholic
Church was quick to call the conflict a “holy” and “just” war. The sins of
the enemy were not those of individuals, it was the Peruvian government’s
failure in “the respect for international law, political integrity, morality and
honor of public men and compliance towards religion and justice.”19

As the war went on and Chilean armies invaded more Peruvian
territory, there evolved a civilizing discourse to justify their decision to
take so much territory from Peru and Bolivia. Part of the justification was
their insistence on their racial superiority. They were white; the Peruvians
and Bolivians were a mongrel race. But it was also their promise of order
and commercial security in the occupied territories. International business
in the nitrate zone—and the onward march of civilization—would be pro-
tected and advanced. To give content to this boast, the Chileans pushed
through a radical transformation of their public administration so that they
could demonstrate their capacity to fulfill this role. This finally was the
justification for aggression by the strong against the weak.20
Chilean foreign policy was geographically circumscribed by its desire

for expansion in the nineteenth century and, in the twentieth century, by its
obsession with protecting that expansion, virtually turning its geopolitical
back on the rest of the world to guard its northern frontier.21 This self-re-
stricting policy was maintained by civilian and military governments alike.
It is one of the major successes of the transition to democracy after 1989
that the nation’s foreign policy gradually shook off the constraints of its
territorial conquests in the nineteenth century and began to understand its
national interests in a wider framework.22
In the case of Argentina, the nation’s pretensions were global, not re-

gional, and commercial, not territorial. By the last decade of the nineteenth
century, the Argentine economic model of exporting commodities to insa-
tiable European markets while receiving vast quantities of European in-
vestment in return was a resounding success. From 1880 to 1910, Ar-
gentina grew at a faster rate than any other country in the world, even the
United States. The country’s leaders were convinced of the nation’s in-
evitable greatness. That greatness would be based on the critical impor-
tance of its agricultural goods to the well-being of Europe, especially Great
Britain. That importance would only increase because of the international
division of labor and, they believed, would be what determined Argentine
power and influence in world affairs. For the majority of Argentines, the
world was ruled by reason, and the international division of labor was a ra-
tional model that guaranteed Argentine international power and respect. 
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There were dissenters within the governing elite. A few commentators
advocated taking advantage of the huge windfall from the sale of com-
modities to diversify the economy and pay more attention to productivity
on the pampa.23 One economist pointed to the potential for a nation that ex-
ported primary products becoming dependent on centers of capital and
manufactured goods.24 The majority laughed off the thought that the export
boom would ever come to an end or that the laws of classical economics
would be ignored or weakened. They believed the boom would carry Ar-
gentina into the club of the great powers. They also laughed off the notion
that concentrating their exports on one customer would create a vulnera-
bility that later would be called dependence. The commercial link between
Argentina and Great Britain was extraordinary from a historical perspec-
tive. From 1880 to 1940, Argentina sent 35 percent of its exports to Great
Britain. In return, the British sent to Argentina 40 percent of their foreign
direct investment in the same period.25 These data boosted the confidence
of Argentine leaders, who did not want to change the country’s model for
growth and prosperity.
One dissident within the elite, Estanislao Zeballos, had read the Euro-

pean geopoliticians and studied the history of the United States. He urged
his fellows first to secure the national territory by clearing the indigenous
and the Chileans from Patagonia in the south and then, to demonstrate Ar-
gentine superiority over the Brazilians, by modernizing the military and
purchasing the military equipment, which was so much a part of European
definitions of power. For about a decade, there was an arms race between
Brazil and Argentina centered on the purchase of large vessels of war, the
dreadnought. That arms race ended abruptly with the outbreak of war in
Europe in 1914, as the producers of the arms directed all of their resources
to the war effort. Brazil and Argentina sold their battleships, new or still
under construction, to one or another of the belligerents in Europe. Zebal-
los was twice foreign minister and both times was thrown out of the cabi-
net for what his peers considered an overly belligerent posture toward
Brazil and Chile. 
Zeballos was an admirer of Alfred Thayer Mahan and Theodore Roo-

sevelt, key members of the US elite who called for a powerful navy to fa-
cilitate the projection of national power. For them, the navy was a vital ad-
junct of international trade. Zeballos was more concerned to intimidate or
compete with Argentina’s immediate neighbors than were Mahan and
Roosevelt. But like them, he was a racist and a social Darwinian. When
Roosevelt left the presidency, Zeballos gave him an honorary degree at the
University of Buenos Aires. In a speech, Zeballos said that the Monroe
Doctrine was no longer necessary in Argentina “now that our civilization
has been attained.”26 He was a prodigiously productive writer throughout
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his career and, at the end of his life, gave a series of lectures at Williams
College that explained with great clarity the thinking of an Argentine who
would have emulated Mahan had he been able to persuade his peers to go
along with his vision of the world.27
The Argentine leadership was skeptical of Zeballos’s reading of the

European power index. The majority view was that wheat and meat
trumped military might and that the value of those commodities was such
that Argentina could be assured of a constant supply of energy and indus-
trial goods that they could not or would not bother to produce. Race was
also an element in establishing their place on the hierarchy of civilized na-
tions. Most Argentines believed that they were superior to the Brazilians
because of their pure European blood, compared to the corrupted, mixed
blood of so many Brazilians. Britain simply had to send Argentina coal be-
cause it needed the foodstuffs Argentina exported. Even when petroleum
was discovered in Patagonia in 1905, the first reaction by the Argentine
government was that it was not necessary to exploit the resource since they
always could get as much energy as they needed through international ex-
change. That view dominated policymaking until the beginning of the war
when British military needs ended coal shipments to Argentina; literally,
the lights in Buenos Aires went out in August 1914. Geopolitics trumped
the international division of labor and strategic commodities such as oil
became more important than wheat and beef.
Ignoring this wartime experience, the international division of labor

suited Argentines’ conception of their pathway to greatness and agency, so
that at the end of the war, the Argentine congress rejected legislation de-
signed to expand petroleum exploration and exploitation as part of a plan
to diversify the economy, on the grounds that the international division of
labor was bound to return as the classical economic orthodoxy that drove
trade policy in Europe.28 It never happened. Argentine agency in the midst
of their extraordinary period of growth did not go beyond their role as a
key player in the international economy. They expressed their satisfaction
with the division of labor that facilitated the export of their products to Eu-
ropean markets—the restrictions on their products in the US market was
an irritation but not an obstacle to their growth and development—and the
free movement of capital to build their infrastructure and supply the indus-
trial products they wanted. That model collapsed completely during World
War I and, like Humpty Dumpty, never quite got put back together again. 
Given this view, Argentines were determined to deny any effort to cre-

ate an American community of nations. The initiative sponsored by the
United States in 1889 was especially noxious as the United States was a
competitor of Argentina in the agricultural commodities business and be-
cause the United States always had been arrogant and so forth. As with
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Brazil, the United States was inferior to Argentina in its racial makeup be-
cause of the heavy portion of Africans in its population. The Argentine del-
egates to the first Pan American Conference in 1889–90 succeeded in
blocking any meaningful action by the group and even emasculated the
new organization created during the meeting.29
The Brazilian case combines elements of the Argentine and Chilean

cases, and in some ways points ahead to the debate of the twentieth cen-
tury. Brazil was an outgrowth of the Portuguese monarchy. The first chief
of state, Pedro I, sailed in 1807, from Lisbon to South America, at the age
of nine with his parents, João VI and Dona Carlota Joaquina, the king and
queen of Portugual, who were fleeing Napoleon’s invasion. It was João’s
idea to rule his empire from Brazil, Portugal’s prized colony. When João
sailed back to Portugal in an effort to reclaim his throne, he left Pedro be-
hind to deal with the messy local politics. Pedro became emperor in 1822
and abdicated in 1831 in favor of his six-year-old son. Brazil was ruled by
a series of unstable regencies until Pedro was declared of age in 1840 and
was named emperor as Pedro II in 1841. Pedro II ruled Brazil until 1889
when he was deposed and spent the last two years of his life in Paris.
Great Britain was the principal foreign influence in Brazil, even pro-

viding the naval escort for the royal court on its journey from Lisbon. The
British were central to Brazil’s international trade and to the growing in-
vestment in the new commodity, coffee, that was so important to Brazil’s
development. As the abolition movement in Britain grew in strength, the
relationship became quite complicated. The British were instrumental in
orchestrating the transition to the emperor’s son, Dom Pedro II, who took
power in 1840 and ruled until Brazil became a republic in 1889. They also
played a major role in the end of slavery in 1888.
The elites in Brazil in the nineteenth century were jealous of the new

nation’s prerogatives. They were solidly behind the attack on Paraguay and
Argentina that guaranteed Brazil’s access to the River Plate in the war
from 1865 to 1870. They supported the demographic policies that opened
land in the interior of the country to settlement by subsidized groups
known as bandeirantes and to the extension of state control. Most impor-
tant, they cooperated with the emperor in transforming the Brazilian state
by modernizing public-sector administration, including a professional for-
eign service.30 There was a broad consensus that the other nations in South
America were chaotic, disorganized, and racially inferior.31 Beyond that,
the elite was split between those who favored Europe, such as Eduardo
Prado, and those who saw the United States as a model and potential
friend, such as Joaquim Nabuco.32 Nabuco had the last word in that he op-
posed slavery, yet he was a fierce defender of Brazilian territorial sover-
eignty and considered the Monroe Doctrine and the US hegemonic preten-
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sion that came with it as the best method of maintaining that sovereignty.
Nabuco spawned the creation of a professional foreign service and con-
struction of the palace in Rio that gave the ministry its name, Itamaraty. He
nurtured his protégé, José Paranhos, Viscount of Rio Branco, who brought
together the complex elements of foreign policy that combined what he
called an approximation to the United States and aggressive but nonviolent
expansion into the Amazon Basin to acquire territory from Brazil’s neigh-
bors—by treaty, by arbitration, by occupation, and by demand.33
While Rio Branco was foreign minister, he adopted an aloof posture

toward the rest of South America, but he made it clear that he saw Brazil
as the most important country in the region. The core of Brazilian foreign
policy in the twentieth century would be to have that hegemony recog-
nized without causing friction with the United States. In that effort, the
evolution of Brazilian hegemony would be profoundly affected by the evo-
lution of US efforts to project its own hegemony in the hemisphere, which
is the subject of the next chapter.
There were other expressions of resistance to US pretensions. In addi-

tion to the numerous complaints by various governments against meddling
in their affairs by the United States or its representatives, many intellectu-
als in the region found US aggressiveness objectionable and sought to
make a virtue of their own culture. The most famous literary expression of
this was Ariel, an essay by Uruguayan José Enrique Rodó, in which he cas-
tigated the United States as a Caliban to Latin America’s more civilized
Ariel. The region’s ultramontane Catholics derided US society as mongrel
and considered as lunatics those authors who trumpeted the US mission to
bring its values to the rest of the hemisphere. The Nicaraguan poet Rubén
Darío wrote harsh criticisms of the United States, placing Latin America
as a civilized, peace-loving alternative to US materialism and militarism.
Even admirers of US political practices and its economic energy were dis-
dainful of its cultural achievements. 
Carlos Calvo (1842–1902), an Argentine jurist and academic, took a

more positive approach to containing US hegemony as well as the preten-
sions of the European powers. He wrote books and articles that called for
an American international law that would protect the sovereignty of the re-
gion’s states against interventionist aggression by more powerful states
even in defense of the interests of their citizens. He formulated a set of
propositions, known in the region as the Calvo Doctrine (an obvious refer-
ence to the Monroe Doctrine), in which he opposed the intervention of
states in the internal affairs of other states, specifically rejecting the propo-
sition then common in Europe that it was legitimate to protect the private
interests of investors or traders with military power. Specifically, the Eu-
ropeans considered it legitimate for a creditor to collect debts by force if a
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debtor refused to pay. Calvo called for a mode of dispute resolution that
would use the international court, then in its infancy in The Hague, and
would protect the sovereignty of those states that were accused of violating
the rights of private capital from overseas.34 Although influential through-
out the region, Calvo’s arguments never found their way into Argentine
foreign policy until the twentieth century, when they were presented by the
Argentine government as formal proposals to the third and fourth Pan-
American Conferences (Rio in 1906, Buenos Aires in 1910) and again at
the sixth conference in Havana in 1928. 
Calvo’s writings anticipated by nearly two decades the declaration of

the US secretary of state Warren Olney in 1895 in reference to the British
effort to force a resolution of a boundary dispute between the colony of
British Guiana and neighboring Venezuela, that the United States “was
practically sovereign in this hemisphere.” Robert Gascoyne-Cecil, Lord
Salisbury, the British foreign secretary, was scornful of the Olney position,
but his objections were never followed by specific action. The boundary in
question was settled at the time, but remains in dispute between Venezuela
and the now-independent nation of Guyana.35 Olney’s message to Salis-
bury was only the first expression of US hegemony in the hemisphere, the
content or nature of which was to be worked out in the first years of the
new century. Olney, like Madison and Monroe before him, never specified
what that hegemony might entail. 
Calvo also anticipated the wave of US interventions in the Caribbean

Basin, but his doctrine, without institutional support or some regional or-
ganization to enforce it, was powerless to stop them. Nevertheless, non-
intervention, as it came to be called, was an idea whose time would
come. It remains the most compelling link that holds together Latin
American nations in a form of community. Even when there are disagree-
ments as to territory, economic interests, and core values, the nations of
the hemisphere can agree that they oppose intervention in the internal af-
fairs of a sovereign state. That is part of the legacy of US hegemony in
the twentieth century. 
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from the government of Guyana, announced the discovery of oil in the Essequibo
Basin. The government of Venezuela claimed that the territory was theirs and was part
of a military defense zone. The Guyanese government moved to have the dispute arbi-
trated by the United Nations or the OAS.



While the assertion of Secretary of State Warren Olney in his 1895
note to the British foreign minister, Lord Salisbury, that the United States
“was practically sovereign in this hemisphere” certainly was a boast, it re-
flected a vein of thinking in the United States at the time that although it
might not be true, it certainly should be and probably would be in time. Ex-
actly what that predominance meant and how it should be exercised were
to be worked out over time. In addition, the implications of such antici-
pated hegemony and what it would mean for US relations with Europe and
other powers had to be worked out.1

In looking back on the period of US interventionism, there was re-
markably little thought given, at least until after World War I, to these is-
sues. There was no plan concerning Latin America among the policymak-
ers and intellectuals who led and encouraged the United States to move
toward world power status. There was no consensus among the country’s
leaders as to what hegemony in the Western Hemisphere actually meant.2
In part, this was because geopolitical debate in the United States at the
time was not focused on Latin America; it was part of a broader drive for
recognition as a world power. If we take the proposals of Alfred Thayer
Mahan, the expert in naval power, as a proxy for long-term policy planning
in the United States at this time, we can see that the thinking was global,
not hemispheric, and, following European models, it explicitly used trade
and military capacity as metrics for measuring power.3 Mahan’s policy
plan was to identify strategic points and markets to which the United States
would naturally seek access as part of its economic growth. The State De-
partment spent more time struggling for an open door for trade in Asia than
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it did worrying about the possibility of European incursions in the Western
Hemisphere. At that point in the discussion, access and control were not
taken to be zero-sum contests. It was generally assumed that where the
United States might trade, as in China or Argentina, others might as well.
For Mahan, it was crucial for the United States to develop a modern two-
ocean navy, what is referred to as a “blue-water” navy. Along with the mil-
itary capacity, the country was to seek places where ships could refuel and
be provisioned, known as coaling stations. 

It was in this context that the United States got into a dispute with
Spain over how to deal with the insurgency in Cuba. It was no accident that
when the dispute reached the point at which the US government decided
to take action, the fleet was available to move against Manila as well as
Havana.4 In doing so, it was responding to a powerful push from public
opinion and solid backing from Congress. The public’s intense involve-
ment gave the government confidence in the legitimacy of its aggression
against Spain, but it proved a terrible distraction in making peace. The jin-
goist press succeeded in firing up the public’s demand for war, but it was
profoundly ambivalent about acquiring territory as part of the peace
process. President William McKinley was reluctant to take control over the
Philippines and did so only because he was convinced he couldn’t give the
islands back to Spain and couldn’t turn them over to another power. In
Cuba, at least, there was a local revolutionary group to which power could
be delivered even if strings were attached to their independence.5

This chapter begins with the independence of Panama from Colombia
and encompasses the two world wars to describe the manner in which the
United States established its hegemony over the hemisphere. There was a
variety of anti-imperial urges and frequent expressions of hostility from
Latin Americans to this imposition of hegemony, but there was no strategic
opposition; no formal, official complaint or protest by one state against an-
other; nor the organization of a movement against hegemonic pretensions.
Hipólito Yrigoyen, the president of Argentina from 1916 to 1922 and again
from 1928 to 1930, frequently asserted his opposition to US hegemony
through the declaration of his moral foreign policy, which he called prin-
cipismo. He expressed his solidarity with the government of Mexico when
the United States sent troops across the border in pursuit of Pancho Villa.
When he dispatched an Argentine naval vessel to Nicaragua to take pos-
sessions of the poet Rubén Darío, a fierce critic of US imperialism, who at
his death had been Nicaraguan consul in Buenos Aires and a correspondent
for the Argentine paper La Nación, he ordered the vessel to stop in Santo
Domingo and salute the Dominican flag so he could take public exception
to the US occupation. Beyond these gestures, he did nothing to win support
for his position among the nations of the region, except to instruct the Ar-
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gentine representative to the Pan American Conference in Havana in 1928
to join other representatives in condemning US interventions.6

Although anti-Americanism took many forms, it could cohere politi-
cally only in defense of national sovereignty as a barrier to intervention.
There were frequent calls for a hemispheric policy of nonintervention,
based mainly on the Calvo Doctrine, but there was no sense of community
in Latin America to present a collective alternative to US hegemony. The
only official expressions of opposition to US hegemony occurred at the pe-
riodic meetings of the Pan American Union, which itself was a creature of
the United States. So powerful did the Latin American consensus with re-
gard to nonintervention become that a majority managed to convince the
government of Franklin D. Roosevelt to accept it as a principle of their
hemispheric community in a vote at the Pan American Conference of 1936
in Buenos Aires.7

The imposition of hegemony was a gradual process. It began at the
turn of the twentieth century with two episodes in which the United States
asserted its primacy in advancing global progress and civilization in the
hemisphere and its right to enforce the rules of the international commu-
nity within its area of influence.8 In the war with Spain the United States
gained control over the Windward and Mona Passages, two of the three
entry points to the Caribbean Basin to which Mahan had drawn attention.
An isthmian canal was a logical complement to this progress. Even before
the war with Spain had concluded, Theodore Roosevelt had opened nego-
tiations with the government of Colombia to secure the land necessary to
build a canal across the province of Panama. As the Colombian legislature
debated the treaty their executive had negotiated with the United States,
Roosevelt lost patience. In a tirade, he condemned the Colombians as a
“bunch of monkeys” and vowed that the interests of civilization would not
be compromised by such backward, insolvent people. Agents of the US
government proceeded to organize an opposition movement in Panama,
got that group to declare independence from Colombia, and pushed them
to sign a treaty to allow building of a canal. The United States recognized
the new republic with unseemly speed and sent warships to deny the
Colombian navy access to the territory, thereby preventing the Colombian
government from bringing the rebellious province under control.9

Building the canal across Panama was a critical piece in the Mahan
strategy to project US power in the Atlantic and the Pacific. In addition to
its obvious military benefits to the United States, the canal played a crucial
role in the economic development of the country, a role that lasted until the
end of World War II. As the strategic importance of the canal declined after
the war, it became easier to return the canal to Panamanian control, which
came after a period of violent protests in Panama in the 1960s and 1970s.10
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Virtually at the same time as the drama in Panama was playing out,
there was a sequence of events in the Caribbean Basin that set the logic
of US hegemony until the beginning of the Cold War.11 It involved per-
suasion and the imposition of national will over the weaker country, with
the use of force as a last option. The process began in Venezuela, where
the government of Cipriano Castro failed to make payment on some of
its sovereign bonds. In keeping with the gunboat diplomacy then custom-
ary, the bondholders elected a committee to represent them and asked the
German government to protect their rights, precisely the sequence that
Carlos Calvo had argued against in his call for a Latin American interna-
tional law. Far from denouncing the intervention, contemporary public
commentary in Argentina, Brazil, and Chile was sympathetic to the in-
terests of the offended bondholders. The exception was a note by an Ar-
gentine Foreign Ministry official, Luis M. Drago, to US secretary of state
Elihu Root extending Calvo’s argument to object to use of force in col-
lecting debts.12

The German foreign office reported its planned penetration of the
Caribbean to the State Department and asked the United States to recog-
nize the validity of their action. Theodore Roosevelt gave his approval.
Within days, however, he repented having sanctioned an armed incursion
by a European government in the name of European bondholders into the
Western Hemisphere. Where was the Monroe Doctrine? Worse, when the
Germans landed at the Venezuelan port of La Guaira to collect customs
duties on behalf of the bondholders, they privileged the bondholders from
countries that contributed to the naval incursion. The International Court
affirmed this discriminatory treatment, effectively ignoring the Calvo
Doctrine.13

While debate over the Venezuelan episode proceeded, another incident
occurred, this one in the Dominican Republic. The bondholders’ commit-
tee in this case asked the Italian government to send a naval force to Santo
Domingo to collect the money owed them. When the Italians consulted the
US Department of State, the answer was an immediate refusal. But Roo-
sevelt believed something had to be done to ensure observance of the rules
of the game. Moreover, there were significant US interests in Santo
Domingo so the European bondholders were seen as competing with US
entrepreneurs operating as the Santo Domingo Improvement Company,
who were trying to advance the economic development of the country.14
Roosevelt decided that the United States should enforce the rules on behalf
of the “other civilized nations.” The United States dispatched a naval force
to collect duties at the port of Santo Domingo and pay off all the bondhold-
ers equally (pari passu) without privileging the nation(s) that had taken the
initiative. Once the debt was repaid, the customs collectors left Santo
Domingo. They returned in a few years with lots of company.
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By the end of 1903, Roosevelt was ready to make his new policy pub-
lic. He chose the same mechanism as had Monroe eighty years earlier,
making it part of his message to Congress in December. As a result of the
timing and content of the message, it has become known as the Roosevelt
Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine. Although the corollary was clear in in-
dicating that the United States would become the policeman in the
Caribbean on behalf of the civilized nations of the world, it gave no indi-
cation as to what sort of behavior would require the action of the police-
man, other than nonpayment of bonds, which had precipitated the crises in
Venezuela and the Dominican Republic. What would happen if the cus-
toms collectors did their job and left, only to find that the country fell into
the same pattern of nonpayment? Should the customs collectors remain
permanently? Should the misbehaving government be removed and a bet-
ter one installed?

Answering these questions proved messy. By the time it entered World
War I, the United States had sent troops into Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Hon-
duras, Mexico, the Dominican Republic, and Haiti in an effort to work out
the implications of its hegemony. Roosevelt began with the goal of keep-
ing Europe out of the hemisphere. After a few episodes, the goal of US pol-
icy became the elimination of the bad behavior. William Howard Taft,
Roosevelt’s successor as president, thought the premise of the corollary
too broad and had the State Department focus on more narrow goals, such
as rewriting constitutions, so that governments might be less unstable, or
by writing legislation for the governments in the region that would require
them to pay their debts. This approach led to sending advisers to various
countries to help their rulers obey their own rules or write better ones more
in tune with the practice of the dominant powers. It was no accident that
these advisers also provided access to New York bankers who helped the
governments balance their books and borrow money in the United States,
which at least would eliminate the problem of European creditors threat-
ening to collect debts through the use of force. Taft’s secretary of state,
Philander Knox, proposed “to make American capital the instrumentality
to secure financial stability, and hence prosperity and peace, to the more
backward Republics in the neighborhood of the Panama Canal.”15 This
was dollar diplomacy. 

When Woodrow Wilson became president in March 2013, he and his
secretary of state, William Jennings Bryan, considered Taft’s approach too
partial to bankers and corporations, which only increased the chances for
corruption, and that dollar diplomacy did not get at the underlying prob-
lem, which was bad government. Wilson wanted to improve the quality of
democracy so that the governments would be accountable—not only to
their people but to the rest of the international community as well. Under
Bryan and his successor, Robert Lansing, the State Department sent polit-
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ical advisers to several countries in the region. The Wilsonian approach
proved to be a slippery slope in that it was based on the premise that the
elites and common people would welcome Wilson’s idea of good gover-
nance. In a series of crises in Mexico in 1913, then Haiti in 1914, and the
Dominican Republic in 1915, the United States intervened with armed
force in an effort to end bloodshed and restore legitimate government. 

In the Mexican case, the United States tried to end a civil war. In 1910,
what appeared to be a fairly popular revolution ousted longtime dictator
Porfirio Díaz. The leader of the revolution, Francisco I. Madero, was in
turn ousted and killed by henchmen of Victoriano Huerta. That led to
armed uprisings by three different leaders in three different regions of the
country. In a fairly short period, the most powerful of the three, Venustiano
Carranza, gathered his forces for an attack on the capital city in 1914. At
this juncture, Wilson attempted to mediate among the warring factions and
restore some order. Carranza would have nothing to do with US aid or ad-
vice. While he was considering his options, US troops on shore leave in
Veracruz were detained by Carranza’s forces. Wilson demanded their re-
lease. When that was done, he demanded that the Mexicans salute the US
flag on the naval vessels in the harbor. When Carranza refused, Wilson or-
dered marines to land in Veracruz, thinking they would help restore order.
When they were fired on, Wilson was appalled. He could not understand
why Carranza or the other revolutionary leaders, Emiliano Zapata and Pan-
cho Villa, did not realize that the United States was on the side of democ-
racy. In discussing Wilson’s policy in Mexico with the British foreign sec-
retary, the US ambassador in London is reported to have said that the
president wanted to “shoot men into self government.”16 While these exact
words may be apocryphal, they convey a clear idea of the Wilsonian belief
in the virtues of bringing democracy to a people who may not want it and
in overcoming the objections of a people on whom good governance is im-
posed by military force. 

In the other two cases, Haiti and the Dominican Republic, Wilson dis-
covered that intervention to create a legitimate, democratic government
where such government did not exist was complicated. There was no wel-
coming committee to embrace the US representatives. In both cases, inter-
vention began by landing a small number of troops to restore order where
a sitting president had been murdered and rioting had ensued and to turn
authority over to a legitimate ruler. When no such ruler could be found,
Wilson sent more troops and some political advisers. He anticipated that
the political class would sit down with the US advisers and peacefully
agree on procedures to restore order and stability. That did not happen. The
leaders of the countries in the Caribbean Basin had no intention of listen-
ing to US advice or following orders issued from Washington unless they
felt it in their interests to do so.17
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The political actors and their armed cohorts quickly learned to use the
US centurions in their midst as an additional political actor and play off the
US representatives to gain advantage against their competitors for power.
In short order, all of the factions sent representatives of their own to Wash-
ington to plead their case and convince the US government that they, not
their opponents, should benefit from the presence of US power to take con-
trol of the government. Within two years in both Haiti and the Dominican
Republic, the United States had sent hundreds of advisers who took over
the government, the customs house, the treasury, the police, and finally,
even the school system. To prepare for the withdrawal of US troops after
decades of frustration and a powerful sense of having failed, the United
States together with the group they considered most responsible in each of
the countries created a new police force to maintain order. This was the ul-
timate extension of the Wilsonian logic of creating democracy in a country
where none had existed before. In each case—and in Cuba and Nicaragua
where similar policies were followed in the 1920s and 1930s—when US
troops left, the new police force took power and placed its chief in office
as president. That officer—Rafael Trujillo in the Dominican Republic,
Anastasio Somoza García in Nicaragua, Fulgencio Batista in Cuba—
quickly consolidated personal power and ruled as a dictator for many
years, until killed or overthrown. In Haiti, the result was essentially the
same, although the dictator, François Duvalier, did not emerge directly
from the new police force. 

Over time, it became clear to a succession of administrations in Wash-
ington that the Wilsonian dream of creating democracy where none had ex-
isted could not be achieved no matter how much or for how long US power
might be applied. In the State Department it became preferable to keep in
power a government that was less than democratic to avoid the slippery
slope of intervention in an attempt to create a democracy by means of
overwhelming force. In intervention, total power or dominance did not
mean total control. In the absence of external threats to US security, though
less desirable, stability was an acceptable alternative to instability and
much preferred to total, endless intervention. The result was a triangular
pattern of politics throughout the Caribbean Basin in which local politics
was penetrated by US influence. In these penetrated polities, contestation
for power was played out less through elections or the institutions of con-
stitutional government, rather than through the use or threat of force and
influence in Washington. In such a situation, the government in question
had little sense of its place in the wider global community. Its foreign pol-
icy was to please the United States and secure such influence in Washing-
ton that would ensure its continuation in power. As US hegemony evolved,
it became common to refer to Central America as the “backyard” of the
United States. Even after the Cold War, the idea remained current that mil-
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itary doctrine would be based on geographical proximity and that powerful
countries should expect “to police [their] own backyards.”18

Over the course of the twentieth century, the United States meddled in
the affairs of every country in the Caribbean Basin, most frequently with
advice and encouragement or by providing experts who could clean up the
nation’s accounts, help write a coherent bank contract with a US bank, or-
ganize the collection of customs, or write a constitution and oversee elec-
tions.19 In general, this interference was a diplomatic effort to maintain sta-
bility and some semblance of democratic governance in places the United
States considered underdeveloped, weak, and even inferior.20 When diplo-
macy failed, the United States intervened with troops or through the use of
proxies in virtually every case, some more than once. The reason given by
Washington was that instability threatened to precipitate armed conflict
and endanger the lives of civilians or, worse, open the way to intervention
by a hostile power—that is, a power hostile to the United States.21

The exercise of hegemony became more complicated if there was a di-
vision of opinion among actors in the United States, as there was with re-
gard to Costa Rica in 1919, Nicaragua in 1927, Honduras in 1962, El Sal-
vador in 1985, or Honduras in 2009. When such a disagreement became
public, the effectiveness of US power was vitiated. In none of these cases,
covering nearly a century, was there a serious external threat, direct or in-
direct, to the security of the United States, although on several occasions,
one group or another invoked the Monroe Doctrine to justify its position.
In every case, it is clear that no one in the penetrated polity followed US
instructions except to gain power and that exerting US influence over a
regime which had been placed in power by US influence was problematic
and always the occasion for mutual manipulation. There always was some
wiggle room within US hegemony.

From the Latin American perspective, the threat of US hegemony had
some short-term benefits by eliminating the threat of European gunboat
diplomacy. It also pushed the small states along the road of political mod-
ernization by imposing certain rules of political behavior. There were elec-
tions, political parties were formed or at least factions took the names of
parties, and in some cases constitutions or sets of laws were promulgated.
None of this would have satisfied a Wilsonian reformer who wanted to see
the development of democratic governance, but it did win the grudging ap-
proval of many people in the larger countries of South America and Eu-
rope. Until after World War I, US hegemonic pretension had the effect of
splitting Latin America into two geographic camps in which the southern
group considered itself immune from such pretensions. How penetrated
politics functioned can be conveyed through a historical vignette in
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Nicaragua, one that could be repeated in different countries and was in fact
repeated in an almost identical way a century later in Honduras.22

On a warm spring day in 1909, with the cherry blossoms still very
much in evidence, Chandler P. Anderson left his office to walk over to
the State Department, just to the west of the White House in Washington.
He was on a mission for a client, Emiliano Chamorro Vargas, a promi-
nent landowner from León, a self-proclaimed general, and a leader of the
Conservative Party in Nicaragua. Anderson’s goal was to get the State
Department to look with favor on Chamorro’s efforts to oust the long-
time ruler José Santos Zelaya. Chamorro’s plan was to threaten to use
force and have himself elected as Primer Designado. Then, with the help
of the State Department, he would convince Zelaya to step down so that
he would be replaced by the Primer Designado, Chamorro, as the consti-
tution stipulated.

Anderson was a specialist in international law. A graduate of Yale Uni-
versity and the Yale Law School, he had extensive experience in treaty
making and arbitration and was on a first-name basis with the State De-
partment hierarchy—and continued to be so with every administration
until Franklin Roosevelt. For the next twenty years, he shifted back and
forth from his private practice to service in the government, beginning just
one year after this episode when Secretary Knox appointed him to the post
of counselor of the department. During this period, most of the key people
making Latin American policy were Harvard or Yale men, such as Leland
“Summy” Harrison and Frank Polk, or sidekicks in the international law
field, such as Robert “Bert” Lansing. The only outsider who joined the de-
partment in the 1920s was Dana G. Munro, a Princeton man. 

Anderson got the State Department to do its part. It threatened to with-
draw its recognition from Zelaya and encouraged him to step down. Zelaya
objected and refused to budge, a reminder that hegemony does not mean
the weaker party is without power or without room in which to manipulate;
nor does it mean that the whim and will of the hegemon will be obeyed or
respected at every turn. Zelaya bowed to the pressure eventually, mainly
because Chamorro had hired a bunch of mercenaries who landed at Blue-
fields on the Caribbean coast. The State Department ordered the navy to
prevent forces loyal to the government from disembarking at the port and
would not to recognize Zelaya’s puppet, José Madriz. But Chamorro didn’t
get his way immediately, even though Anderson had done his job well. It
took Chamorro nearly three years to get his fractious conservatives united
behind his candidacy.

Nearly twenty years later, Chamorro was back in the same situation.
He wanted to oust the president, Juan Bautista Sacasa, and have himself
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named president. So he called on Anderson to go to work. But this time it
was not as easy. Anderson told Secretary of State Charles Evans Hughes
that Chamorro was pro–United States and his opponent favored British in-
vestments. Hughes was not moved. His successor, Frank Kellogg, was
more susceptible because he feared subversion by the Communist Interna-
tional coming from Mexico into Central America. Anderson spent hours
with Kellogg and all the appropriate officials, especially Harrison and the
new man in the Latin American Division, Sumner Welles (also from Har-
vard). Again, Anderson earned his fee, and this time Chamorro had his
ducks in a row. But his success was short-lived. The world had changed,
and so had Nicaragua. The very success of the Anderson-Chamorro gambit
in mobilizing US influence in Nicaraguan politics helped drive rebellion
leader Augusto Sandino into the hills.23

The issue of asymmetry of power between the United States and the
rest of the nations in the hemisphere, especially the smaller nations of Cen-
tral America, affects our understanding of hemispheric relations. Countries
operating within the confining framework of US hegemony and that delib-
erately used the United States as an actor in their domestic contestation for
power cannot pretend to have an autonomous foreign policy. In those
cases, there is reciprocal, if asymmetrical, manipulation and the maneuver-
ing by the smaller power is evidence of its limited autonomy. Where that
occurs, we want to have evidence of a conscious effort of agency. What are
the conditions under which a group in power in a particular country thinks
of the country they control as having agency in the world community? In
most of the small nations of the Caribbean Basin through the twentieth
century, foreign policy generally meant maintaining approval by the US
State Department and using other nations as cards to play in a weak hand.
In South America, where the asymmetry of power was less marked and
where the hegemonic pretension of the United States was much lower, the
capacity for agency was correspondingly greater. 

The small but real degree of autonomy and the capacity for agency
among the states of the Caribbean Basin becomes clearer when we con-
sider the response of the nations in South America to the gradual advance
of US hegemony. Obviously, both Venezuela and Colombia had felt the
edge of US pretension and the effects of its power at the beginning of the
century. Leaders throughout South America were outraged at the arrogance
of US statements explaining its interventions. At the same time, many
writers and leaders agreed that the behavior of Caribbean nations was
bad—uncivilized—and that something had to be done about it so that the
international system would function properly. The most commonly stated
view was that their nation was simply more civilized and would not com-
mit such transgressions or ever be subject to such correction by an outside
power. The fact of the matter is that the United States did not consider in-
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tervening in the internal affairs of nations in South America after the two
episodes involving Colombia and Venezuela at the beginning of the cen-
tury until it entered World War I. 

When World War I started in Europe, the nations in the Western Hemi-
sphere declared their neutrality. Some Argentines had misgivings because
they favored Great Britain, but the dominant view was that the international
division of labor would guarantee their trade, including the supply of strate-
gic goods imported from Europe. They were wrong. Within six months, the
British had diverted all shipping to war purposes and commandeered all
available supplies of coal for the navy. The German submarine campaign
was annoying and economically hurtful, but no nation in Latin America suf-
fered losses anywhere close in magnitude to those suffered by the United
States. The international lawyers in the hemisphere were pretty much of an
opinion that the combatants should not be allowed to disregard their rights,
but there was no concerted effort among them to enforce that view. The clos-
est to such an effort was a request by Peru that the Latin American emissaries
in Washington should join together to protect neutral rights. The Pan Amer-
ican Union created a neutrality committee to study the subject, but the US
declaration of war ended the effort while it was still inconclusive.

As ships were sunk and other violations of international law were
committed, notes were presented to the British and the Germans, responses
were received, and the process was repeated every time accepted peace-
time practice was violated. The Argentines threatened to declare war on
Germany in 1915 for the sinking of the Toro and the Germans apologized.
When a similar episode occurred in 1917, involving the Peruvian vessel
Lorton, the Peruvians demanded an apology, but the Germans procrasti-
nated and promised only to study the incident. When the United States de-
clared war, the Peruvians followed suit, declaring the need for “American
solidarity,” and reiterated Peru’s commitment to the principles of interna-
tional law.24 The Brazilians, who also lost ships to German torpedoes, fol-
lowed suit. The Brazilians also sent units of their navy to join the British
at Gibraltar, sent medical personnel to help the French, and added air force
members who were incorporated into the RAF. Uruguay’s president Bal-
tasar Brum applauded the US position and called for an “American union
of action.” He noted that “Although in the past its [the US] policy may
have been unjust and harsh with some of the Latin countries, that fact
should not now constitute an obstacle to a closer friendship . . . It must be
recognized that nations as well as men enjoy the right of evolution toward
goodness.”25 An Argentine, Lucio M. Moreno Quintana, who worked for
the new president, Hipólito Yrigoyen, thought that Brum had gone over-
board and considered instead the utility of a league of Latin American na-
tions that would defend the region against the United States.26 At the same
time, however, former foreign minister Luis María Drago, who had a
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decade earlier complained to the US secretary of state that the US was vi-
olating the Calvo Doctrine against intervention, stated, “The war between
Germany and America is a struggle of democracy versus absolutism and
no American nation can remain neutral without denying its past and com-
promising its future.”27 When the United States declared war, Yrigoyen’s
ambassador to Washington, Rómulo Naón, noted that his government rec-
ognized “the justice of that decision” and went on to say that all of the na-
tions in the hemisphere were affected by the war in the same way.28 In
Mexico, the revolutionary leaders toyed with German emissaries hoping to
unsettle the United States and make the Wilson administration more mind-
ful of Mexican sovereignty. Both parties manipulated the other and caused
considerable concern in Washington. On balance, the majority opinion in
Latin America was that there were core values in the hemisphere and that
they were on the side of the United States, although several preferred to
keep out of the war and others did not want to be pushed into the war by
the United States.

As the war went on, both sides became increasingly desperate. The
British were running out of money and fuel for their fleet and turned to the
private sector in the United States for support. The Germans had a more
complicated situation. They had to stop supplies reaching the British, if
they could, and that meant increasingly provoking the US government. As
part of Wilson’s preparations to enter the war, he began to line up friends
in Latin America to be sympathetic to the position the United States was
taking against violations of neutral rights. When the United States finally
entered the conflict, Brazil joined in addition to the dependent states in the
Caribbean Basin. Peru jumped in a bit later. In prosecuting the war, the
United States extended its strategic requirements geographically to include
South America for the first time by working to cripple German trade with
Latin America and weaken German trade capacity after the war. The prin-
cipal instrument in this effort was the blacklist, an extension of bel-
ligerency to nations that considered themselves neutral. This was espe-
cially sensitive in Argentina and Chile, where German trade was
significant and where there were numerous citizens of German descent.
The enormous expansion of the wartime bureaucracy in the United States
and its international projection was a source of tension with the nations of
South America. They resisted, but they could not stifle the US urge to ex-
tend its reach. The reach of US hegemony was extended—imperfect, but
extended.

In more general terms, the war was a shock to the Latin American eco-
nomic systems, especially the commodity exporters. Although none suf-
fered as rude a shock as the Argentines had in 1914, when the lights went
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out in the capital, Buenos Aires, because the British had stopped all ship-
ments of coal, all the countries in the region experienced a diminution in
their economic activity and a radical diminution in their ability to influ-
ence the price of the commodities they exported. Nor could they secure the
capital goods they required to keep their small domestic manufacturing in-
dustries in operation. Little was done to increase domestic manufacturing
because everyone believed that after the war the international system
would return to the patterns that had been set in the last half of the nine-
teenth century and the first decade of the twentieth. They were wrong and
suffered the consequences in the 1920s. What seemed a rational decision
in 1918 proved to be misguided once the time frame had shifted. The Great
Depression was a greater shock and moved most of the countries to at-
tempt some form of import substitution as a means of self-preservation.29
As in the trade competition before the war, creating an industrial base was
a national decision. It was not until after World War II that talk of a re-
gional approach to development became part of the policy debate. 

Yrigoyen and Argentina represent a special case. Yrigoyen was the
first president elected under the new Sáenz Peña reform law, and he led his
Radical Party to power for the first time at the national level. His foreign
policy, which he called principismo, was a combination of moral values—
or soft power—plus open criticism of the United States. But he always op-
erated in isolation. Despite his strong opposition to US intervention in
Mexico, Nicaragua, and the Dominican Republic, he proposed in 1920 in
response to an attempted coup in Bolivia that the nations of Latin America
recognize only governments elected in a democratic and constitutional
manner, which sounded very much like Woodrow Wilson’s nonrecognition
policy. Yrigoyen’s proposal provoked howls of protest from law professors
and commentators but only studied silence from governments throughout
the region. 

Argentina did not enter the war and therefore was not invited to par-
ticipate in the peace conference that followed. Yrigoyen instructed the Ar-
gentine ambassador to the United States to protest their exclusion from the
conference and sent a representative to the first meeting of the League of
Nations in Geneva in 1921, with instructions to submit to the assembly a
proposal to democratize the League by eliminating any distinctions in the
memberships of former belligerents and those nations that had not partici-
pated in the war. When that proposal was tabled, the representative, former
foreign minister Honorio Pueyrredón, was ordered to leave Geneva and re-
turn home.30 Yrigoyen was applying Calvo’s principle of pari passu, that
all sovereign nations should be treated as equals and that having fought in
the war should not give any nation a privileged position in the new world
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organization. It was an idea whose time had not yet come. Brazil, which
had entered the war and thought that it was important enough to be given
a seat on the Security Council, withdrew when it did not receive that honor.
There was no attempt to bring the Latin American nations together in a
bloc to reform the new organization; to the contrary, individual nations,
such as Peru and Bolivia, tried to get the new organization involved in
solving local or subregional border disputes. The League was not up to the
task.

While the rejection of the League of Nations by the US Congress ap-
peared to signal a strong turn away from involvement in world affairs and
a turning inward or isolationism, the United States never reduced its inter-
national activities in the period after the war. Trade, investment overseas,
participation in international meetings—all of these continued. The United
States took its seat at international meetings as one of the world’s leaders.
With regard to the hemisphere, the aftermath of war meant two important
shifts in US policy. First and foremost, it ended realistic fears of military
interposition or imperial control by a country outside the hemisphere. This
meant that successive administrations in Washington became increasingly
skeptical about US interventions in the region generated by a belief in the
assumptions of the Monroe Doctrine and the Roosevelt Corollary and
began to wind down the several occupations that had begun under Wilson.
Second, the war had made plain not only that the international division of
labor was suspended but also that security was more than military might
or national economic capacity; it included access to strategic goods,
specifically fuel, communications, and financial assets. The lack of the
first very nearly brought the British to their knees in 1915. The lack of con-
trol over the second had made US prosecution of the war more difficult.
The failure to control the third had undermined the war effort of the central
powers. The core of US strategic planning during the war was to ensure ac-
cess to adequate supplies of petroleum, establish networks of international
communication under US control, and make sure that financial instability
in Latin America or elsewhere would not threaten the nation’s security.
This was a global policy and continued after the war. The open door had
been expanded beyond trade to include a broader definition of strategic as-
sets than Mahan had imagined. Within the hemisphere, the United States
was not sure it wanted the door to be open.31

In its dealings with Latin America, this meant providing focused and
energetic diplomatic support for private companies in the sectors of en-
ergy, communications, and finance. In some cases, it might mean encour-
aging a private company to enter a specific market considered of strategic
importance. The goal was to make sure that no foreign power held monop-
oly control over strategic resources. National petroleum companies or tele-
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phone companies were not favored, but they were much less troubling than
Dutch oil companies, British cable companies, or French telephone com-
panies. The war had demonstrated that in times of crisis, those companies
would follow the flag to the detriment of US interests and that local or host
nations did not have the power or the will to bring them under control. 

The Argentines certainly understood this, as the British had stopped
shipping coal to them during the war, even though they wanted Argentine
foodstuffs. Beginning with Yrigoyen, Argentine governments began to
provide financing to the national petroleum company and passed legisla-
tion that sought to guarantee that foreign-owned companies would bow to
national (local) demands in times of emergency. Argentine strategic think-
ing was similar to the United States, but its capacity to carry out policies
was less robust. When Marcelo T. de Alvear succeeded Yrigoyen in 1922,
the government curtailed financing for the national petroleum company,
YPF. For the most part, the other countries in South America were content
to allow their energy to be supplied by foreign companies and their com-
munications to be provided by multinationals and to allow foreign banks
to play a significant role in their markets. This began to change after the
Depression made free trade an illusion. 

In political terms, while US governments in the 1920s never were shy
about indicating their preference for political stability, they were reluctant
to intervene militarily in the internal affairs of nations in the region and
began the process of winding down the military occupations in which the
United States was involved. The State Department even went so far as to
draft a policy memorandum in 1928 explaining why intervention was to be
avoided in the future.32 Revolutions, however, were considered destabiliz-
ing and, with very few exceptions, were opposed with every means short
of military intervention.33

Mexico, of course, was a special case. In the period after World War I,
the Mexican government struggled to restore state capacity while attempt-
ing to create a bilateral relationship with the United States that would pro-
vide Mexico with some sense of its autonomy as a sovereign nation. For
the two decades between the world wars, the twin goals of Mexican for-
eign policy were to use nations outside the hemisphere as levers in their re-
lations with the United States while simultaneously seeking to establish
their defense against US aggression, especially in defense of its economic
interests.34 Successive administrations sought to control the same strategic
assets within their own borders as the United States attempted to control
throughout the hemisphere. Oil turned out to be the major cause of tension
between the countries in this period. Ironically, after the crisis precipitated
by nationalization of the foreign-owned oil properties in 1938 during the
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administration of Lázaro Cárdenas, the intense bilateral negotiations to
ease the crisis actually produced a constructive strategic partnership that
accomplished the principal goals of both nations.35

Withdrawal from intervention was always messy in part because it
was difficult for the vice-regents in Washington to be confident that they
were leaving behind a stable government. At first, in the Dominican Re-
public, Cuba, and Nicaragua, the goal was to establish a democratic regime
to take over. By the end of the 1930s, it was clear that democracy was too
vague an objective and the goal of policy was to leave behind stable gov-
ernments that might aspire to democracy in the future. One of the classic
cases of creating a stable nondemocracy was the Nicaragua of Anastasio
Somoza García (1936–1956).

While the Wilsonian dream of creating democracy to establish stabil-
ity to protect US interests was shown repeatedly to be unattainable, US in-
fluence in many of the penetrated polities in Central America (though not
all) enhanced the formation of a modern state. That may have been the
principal accomplishment of the Somoza clan. They remained in power
because they were able to negotiate with an evolving merchant elite and
provide the framework for that elite’s success. The existence of a function-
ing state was one of the factors in creating a viable opposition to the suc-
cessors of Anastasio Somoza García in the 1970s.36

In the interwar decades, anti-Americanism spread throughout the
hemisphere, although it took various forms that were not necessarily com-
patible with one another.37 One of the major shifts in how Latin Americans
thought about themselves was in how they understood race and race rela-
tions. All of the countries of the region had been swept up in the racial or-
thodoxy of European superiority in the nineteenth century. Even those
countries, such as Mexico and Brazil, where non-Europeans were the ma-
jority and people of mixed ethnicity (mestizos or mulattos) constituted the
largest single portion of the population, the images of civilization and
modernity were closely linked to the purity of European race. This
changed radically in the period following World War I. The expressions of
race mixture helped strengthen national identity, an identity that could le-
gitimately stand autonomously from European or US influences that
treated Latin America in a colonial manner. In this sense, all of these
movements represent elements in the creation of national agency in a
broader world. 

In Mexico, there was a strong movement to recognize the worth of the
indigenous population and make a virtue of race mixing. José Vasconcelos
referred to the benefits of miscegenation in Mexico as the creation of a
new cosmic race.38 In the Andes, Víctor Raúl Haya de la Torre began a po-
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litical movement, the American Popular Revolutionary Alliance (APRA),
that celebrated the worth of the indigenous population and the virtues of
miscegenation. The Venezuelan intellectual Arturo Uslar Pietri, like José
Carlos Mariátegui in Peru and Haya de la Torre, took mestizaje as a sign
of national identity and an element in the creation of a progressive, inclu-
sive movement, the Partido Acción Democrática (Democratic Action
Party), which he hoped could deal with the nation’s new petroleum riches.
He was linked politically with Rómulo Gallegos and Rómulo Betancourt.39
In Brazil, the anthropologist Gilberto Freyre celebrated a New World in the
tropics that had resulted from the mixing of African and European races,
while his compatriot, Oswald de Andrade, chastised what he called
Brazil’s colonial urge to devour European culture and urged expression of
a modern, Brazilian culture.40 In Cuba, the sociologist Fernando Ortiz Fer-
nández spoke of a syncretic culture, one that was produced by the blending
of people from different races, a new, dynamic culture that was stronger
than any of the original component parts. 

While race discrimination continued in every country and non-Euro-
peans in the population—whether of African descent, indigenous, or
mixed ancestry—continued at the bottom of the socioeconomic ladder, by
1930, race mixture and indigenous culture had become a source of national
pride and cultural strength in many countries.41 It also served—and contin-
ues to serve—as a force legitimating nationalism and nationalistic policies
in a manner more politically palatable and more inclusive than the roman-
tic notions of nationhood that had predominated in the region in the nine-
teenth and early part of the twentieth century, which had been blatant ef-
forts to fit the history of Latin American nations into some sort of mythical
European framework. Over time, indigenismo served as a centripetal force,
bringing countries in the region together and separating them collectively
from the United States, where the separation of the races continued well
into the second half of the twentieth century. 

The new emphasis on nativism was generally linked to progressive
anti-imperialist movements based on Marxist visions of the international
system.42 It also served and continues to serve to justify nativist postures
with reference to natural resources—“This lithium is ours!” as Bolivian
president Evo Morales put it in 2010—and to policies of social inclusion,
especially in the Andes. After the Cold War, it would be used also to pro-
tect the rights of citizens who had migrated to other countries in the region.
Mexico began to defend the rights of Mexicans in the United States only
after the Cold War; Bolivians began to protest the treatment of Bolivians
in Argentina, and Peruvians have used protests about treatment of Peru-
vians in Chile as an instrument of foreign policy to build support for na-
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tionalist policies demanding the reopening of the territorial and maritime
issues arising from the War of the Pacific. In each case, the people whose
rights were alleged to be threatened were indigenous or mestizo in soci-
eties dominated by more European or whiter political elites. 

Other strains of anti-Americanism in the period had the opposite ef-
fect—they exerted centrifugal force, pulling nations in the region apart, es-
pecially in their dealings with the United States. For example, the ultra-
montane Catholics in Argentina and Chile considered themselves superior
to the heathens in the United States. They also claimed that they were of
purer European stock than the Americans or any other Latin Americans.
This added a racial element to the economic drive toward self-sufficiency
in the 1930s, and served to justify the tilt toward forms of fascism in Ar-
gentina, Brazil, Chile, and Uruguay.43 This was not a theme that attracted
many in the region outside of the Southern Cone. More widespread was a
movement among intellectuals called Arielismo—after the essay by
Uruguayan José E. Rodó—in which Latin Americans considered them-
selves superior to the United States because they were spiritual and the
North Americans were crude and materialistic. The critique of US imperi-
alism was something that linked progressives with the most conservative
groups in several countries. 

The most significant and most widely held argument of anti-Ameri-
canism was the opposition to intervention by one state in the internal af-
fairs of another. Ironically, the most frequently used forum to express their
hostility was the series of hemispheric meetings, called by the Pan Amer-
ican Union in Washington, which represented the effort by the United
States to institutionalize its hegemony. In these meetings the representa-
tives of the nations in the hemisphere debated among themselves in sup-
port of or opposition to the rules that governed their community. The na-
tions of South America were scornful of the puppet governments in
Central America and the Caribbean, but they were not able to formulate
rules to exclude the puppets without themselves undermining the principle
of nonintervention, which was the glue that held them all together (to the
degree that they held together at all). Nonintervention continues to be a
force in regional cohesion up to the present.

The Great Depression had a powerful impact on all the nations in
Latin America. First, international trade imploded and put all exporters of
primary products at a disadvantage, part of a cyclical rise and fall of com-
modity prices that would continue to haunt most nations of the hemisphere
into the current century. Second, international flows of capital virtually
disappeared and led to a staggering number of defaults of both sovereign
debt and private debt. Third, the capital goods that the primary product
producers imported to satisfy internal demand became scarce and increas-
ingly expensive. The effects certainly were traumatic, and not just in eco-
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nomic matters. As they looked around for solutions to the extraordinary
problems they confronted, Latin American leaders saw suggestive models
in the European responses to the crisis. Latin Americans were particularly
impressed by the rise of strongmen and authoritarian parties in several
countries. Fascism and national socialism were appealing because they ap-
peared to simplify the decisionmaking process and made action easier by
eliminating the need for consulting the electorate and dealing patiently
with political parties and legislatures. Corporatism and national socialism
also offered facile solutions to intractable economic problems by organiz-
ing potential political and economic actors into groups responsible directly
to the state while celebrating all that was national. Even the arts were in-
fluenced by trends in Europe that celebrated a romantic notion of nation-
alism and looked to a mythic semi-classical past for models. Social realism
in plastic art and in public art was hugely popular throughout the 1930s.44

The decade is significant in the evolution of autonomy in the region in
part due to the work done by Raúl Prebisch and others. They searched for
an economic model that would allow countries that had been inserted into
the international economy as exporters of primary products to defend
themselves when the international market froze and the difference in price
between primary products and capital goods increased to the point that the
unequal exchange threatened to bankrupt the Latin Americans or lock
them into a situation in which they would be in permanent thrall to the
countries that provided capital and manufactures. 

Dominant theories of development since Adam Smith and David Ri-
cardo to World War I conceived of the process as something similar to bi-
ological evolution in which countries that were less developed had to go
through the same stages or processes through which the developed coun-
tries had gone. This linear progression, when linked to the evolution of po-
litical systems and social inclusion, came to be called modernization the-
ory. Although Prebisch accepted the underlying assumption of linearity in
development, he followed John Maynard Keynes in rejecting a passive ap-
proach to it and argued that the less developed countries had to accelerate
or alter the path of the process by jumping ahead of the developed coun-
tries to create their own industries. This would be the role of the state, not
the market or an invisible hand. With import substitution industrialization,
as it was called, each country (or group of countries) would have its own
steel industry and automobile industry and take control of its own natural
resources. The dog-eat-dog economic model, so different from the Ricar-
dian model of international comparative advantage in open markets that
had dominated thinking before the Great Depression, created an inertial
force driving decisionmaking toward national autonomy from the interna-
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tional market and state control of the economy. In his early policy prescrip-
tions, Prebisch did not deal with the issue of market size or how to deal
with competition among developing countries. In some cases, such as Juan
Perón in Argentina and Getúlio Vargas in Brazil, the policy planning tilted
toward a form of autarky. In its more extreme forms, it created semi-com-
mand economies in which the state attempted to control production and
prices and provide capital for domestic investment, without creating rev-
enue flows that would pay for such activities. These flows were expected
to come from domestic demand and the international market. The former
often was inadequate, and the latter could not be controlled. Over time, the
inefficiencies of such economies, including staggering levels of corruption
and union featherbedding, together with short-term political decisionmak-
ing made them uncompetitive and provoked periods of uncontrolled infla-
tion and stagnation called stagflation. 

Several of Prebisch’s students, who came together with the master
after World War II to form the staff of the new Economic Commission for
Latin America (ECLA/CEPAL) of the fledgling United Nations, were con-
cerned that asymmetric relations and the deteriorating price disparity be-
tween primary products and capital goods were fixed features of an unfair,
unequal economic structure, in which the market was a sometime thing
and nothing like the neutral invisible hand envisioned by classical econo-
mists. They saw a rigid structure they wanted to change. In other words,
they wanted to change the rules of the economic community of nations in
which they felt obliged to participate. They also were skeptical of the ca-
pacity of command economies to sustain competitiveness and preferred to
seek reforms of the dominant form of market economy. In the hands of po-
litical scientists and sociologists, this mode of thinking was synthesized as
“dependency theory.”45

This inward-looking model of economic development, import substi-
tution industrialization (ISI), dominated thinking in the region for nearly
fifty years and fell from favor only because it became clear that the gross
inefficiencies of industrial production in a restricted, semi-autarkical mar-
ket could not be sustained and, perversely, that it perpetuated the inequality
in the international system it was designed to overcome because the indus-
tries that were created at any given time could not be improved or updated
because there was no local source of capital or innovation. In addition, the
progressive economists of ECLA/CEPAL were worried that in such a na-
tional market, economic decisions left in the hands of politicians whose
primary concern was keeping themselves in power would lead to eco-
nomic crisis over and over again. Ultimately, the underlying premise of
ISI—that each nation could determine its own economic policies and pro-

68 Latin America in International Politics



tect itself from vulnerability to the international market and pressures from
richer or more powerful countries—was not a sustainable position. As part
of their effort to perfect the model, ECLA/CEPAL began to promote re-
gionalism as a solution to the problem of market size. It was assumed by
the Cepalinos that there would be a convergence of interests among coun-
tries that shared the experience of underdevelopment. 

The final factors in the decline of ISI and the original ECLA/CEPAL
model were first that the inefficiencies of many national economies pro-
duced unmanageable quantities of debt, as government printed money or
sold bonds to cover the costs of their domestic programs. The sovereign
debt crisis of the 1980s pushed a number of countries away from ISI and
toward more open markets. Second, at the end of the 1980s, there was a
surge in the development of international economic institutions and a pro-
tracted drive for more open trade, together with a technological revolution
that lowered the cost of manufactured goods. The opening of global trade
was accompanied by a cyclical upswing in the international price of com-
modities, driven by the voracious demand of China, which reversed the
terms of trade that had appeared so unfavorable to commodity producers
in the 1930s and so fixed. For nearly two decades after 1990, exporting pri-
mary products again looked as if it were a form of comparative advantage. 

Because the decade-long crisis of the 1930s pushed the leaders of
many of the nations into thinking about their autonomy within the interna-
tional system and to seek ways to buffer or diminish the vulnerability they
experienced in moments of international crisis, the interwar period may be
considered an incubator for thinking about agency and for foreign policy
experiments that were designed to increase national autonomy and to push
countries into becoming proactive in protecting national interests. What-
ever its shortcomings as macroeconomic policy, ISI expanded the scope of
foreign policy thinking in every country in Latin America.

Argentina represented a major exception to these trends in Latin
America and to Latin America’s response to the war in Europe. Although
World War I had been a profound shock to the Argentine system, when the
war ended, there was a broad consensus that the international market
would soon return to the old “normal.” The market did—for a while. When
the Great Depression began, Argentines again expected that they would be
exempted from its worst consequences and to a considerable extent, they
were. Just to be sure, the Argentine government negotiated a deal with the
British that would maintain the lucrative trade between the two countries,
including the flow of capital to Argentina to expand its infrastructure and
its public utilities. In essence, Argentina deliberately inserted itself into
Britain’s informal empire, anticipating that by doing so they would pro-
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long their period of remarkable economic growth begun at the end of the
nineteenth century. They did so despite the fact that the benefits of such a
relationship were enjoyed by a shrinking landed oligarchy and their banker
allies, that British capital became more difficult to access as the decade un-
folded, and that the United States was rapidly becoming the principal eco-
nomic partner of most of the hemisphere.46

One of the reasons the Argentine leadership could pursue such a retro-
grade foreign policy was that the conservative oligarchy extended its rule
of the country with the help of the military and gradually closed the polit-
ical space open to dissenting voices, even the voices of such writers as Pre-
bisch. Many of these military figures were friendly toward the totalitarian
countries of Europe, and a significant portion of the political leadership
was sympathetic to the political style and mode of organization of the Ger-
man, Italian, and Spanish regimes. These leaders scorned liberal democ-
racy. They expressed their preference for what they called more vigorous,
masculine, or organic modes of organization. These leaders were increas-
ingly hostile to efforts by the United States to bring the hemisphere to-
gether through the regular meetings of the Pan American Union and
openly opposed all efforts by the United States toward the end of the
decade to extend its security zone from the Caribbean to South America. 

When hostilities began in Europe, the United States redoubled its ef-
forts to create a common security posture in the hemisphere. Curiously,
this occurred just as Roberto Ortiz was elected president in Argentina and
put in José María Cantilo as his foreign minister. These men, together with
Felipe Espil, the Argentine ambassador in Washington, represented a more
liberal faction of the political leadership. Thinking to use their relationship
with the United States as a lever against the domestic groups that sided
with the Axis powers, Cantilo proposed to the US government that the
hemisphere, in collective manner, create a nonbelligerency zone to keep
both Americas out of the war. Deeply enmeshed in his own complex ma-
neuverings with the British and Congress, Franklin Roosevelt declined the
offer. Cantilo was ousted; Ortiz, terminally ill, took a leave of absence and
was replaced by his vice president Ramón Castillo, who was openly pro-
German and more friendly with the military.47

The 1930s saw the military rise to power (or very close to it) in several
countries in addition to Argentina: Chile, Peru, Bolivia, Brazil, Venezuela,
and Paraguay. In Central America, they never were far from the seat of
power. The militarization of politics reduced the space for democratic gov-
ernance, brought nationalism to the center of discussion, and provided an
excuse for state control over the economy at a time when the international
community was rushing toward such regimes everywhere.48 Chest-beating
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nationalism not only produced regimes with pretensions to authoritarian
control, it also produced assertions of national greatness and demands to
revindicate territory considered rightfully part of the fatherland. Here, the
colonial legacy of indeterminate borders came back to haunt leaders in the
twentieth century. There were three major conflagrations in South America
in the years before World War II: the Chaco War, between Paraguay and
Bolivia, and the Leticia and Marañón border disputes between Peru and
Ecuador in the first and Peru and Colombia in the second.49 The United
States was called in by participants to mediate all of these conflicts, with
uneven results, and the League of Nations played a constructive role in
calming (without solving) the two boundary disputes. Each conflict pro-
duced a flurry of diplomatic activity on the part of neighbors. In the ab-
sence of an institutional framework within which to seek peace—the Pan
American Union was not up to the task—countries formed ad hoc groups
of “friends” to bring the combatants to the bargaining table.50 The lack of
an effective architecture of hemispheric community was noted by leaders
throughout the region. The United States set out to create an architecture
that would serve its own national purposes.

The growing tension in Europe and Asia, together with the combative
environment in the international economy, convinced leaders in the United
States that pulling together the members of the hemispheric community
would be a good thing. The premonition of impending trouble was one fac-
tor behind Roosevelt’s acceptance of the nonintervention vote at the
Buenos Aires conference in 1936.51 In the following years, there was a se-
ries of special meetings in which the question of hemispheric security was
discussed and in which a set of consultative mechanisms was established.
In the meeting in Havana in 1941, concerned about European island
colonies in the Caribbean, the parties agreed that there would be no trans-
fer of territory from one European power to another as a result of the hos-
tilities. This might be considered a restatement of the Monroe Doctrine in
which all the countries of the hemisphere had a voice. Strategic planners
in the United States saw the approach of the war in Europe and set staff to
thinking about what to do about the Western Hemisphere. Until 1942 or
1943, military planning was driven by the historical Mahan model with
some Monroe Doctrine concerns about European intervention thrown in
for good measure. The concentration of US military assets was to be in the
Caribbean Basin, with focus on the outer or eastern islands, and a watchful
eye on the European colonies within the basin.52

For the first time, US geopoliticians considered the security zone to
extend south from the Caribbean to include the bulge of Brazil, the closest
point in the Western Hemisphere to Africa. On the one hand, this might
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serve as a land bridge for an invasion of the hemisphere by the Axis; on
the other hand, it might serve as a jumping-off point for an Allied move-
ment into Africa.53 By 1942, it was clear that this new security zone should
be made part of a collective effort. The United States called for a meeting
in Rio to coordinate a common defense strategy for the hemisphere. As
they had fifty years earlier in the first meeting of the Pan American Union,
the Argentines succeeded in watering down the language of the final doc-
ument so as to render it without force as a statement of collective action.
It did not block the United States from unilateral action or making bilateral
arrangements with countries in strategic places, such as Brazil.54

For the most part, the nations of Latin America tried to keep the war
at arm’s length, which proved difficult, if not impossible. The Germans
tried to influence their behavior through threats of trade restrictions and
the use of submarines as well as through careful show of their limited
naval assets in the Atlantic. Once the United States formally entered the
war, access to strategic materials in the hemisphere, especially metals from
the countries on the west coast, was a matter of great importance. Chile
struggled to maintain its neutrality against Allied pressure, arguing that the
Allies could not protect the long Chilean coast from German or Japanese
attack were Chile to side openly with the Allies. For nearly two years after
the attacks on Pearl Harbor, US policy was to promise to protect the hemi-
sphere and provide such economic aid as necessary to replace trade or in-
vestment lost by a declaration of war against the Axis. These promises
proved empty, but that did not stop the United States from increasing the
pressure on its hemispheric neighbors. The United States had sufficient
leverage to force them to behave, but not sufficient resources—or will—to
provide for them, a situation that would maximize the hostility generated
in the region. 

US hegemony in the hemisphere intensified during the war, as it had
during World War I, through the energetic application of such programs as
the blacklist of Germans and German firms, of financial controls over
banking in the region, and effective market monopolies of strategic com-
modities, which gave the United States extraordinary power over the eco-
nomic well-being of commodity-exporting countries such as Argentina,
Chile, Peru, Bolivia, and Ecuador. Argentina escaped some of the pressure
only because the British coveted their foodstuffs. Rising ill will throughout
the hemisphere went along with the geographic extension of US hegemony
and the penetration of its wartime programs. US agents penetrated coun-
tries throughout the hemisphere in ways never before attempted as they
pushed governments to confiscate property owned by Axis nationals, con-
fiscate firms alleged to be doing business with Axis powers, and in some
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cases to incarcerate people suspected of sympathizing with the Axis. This
pressure created resentment, especially in the Southern Cone countries
where political sympathies were divided and descendants of Germans and
Italians were a significant portion of the population. After the war, these
countries showed their defiance of the United States by opening their bor-
ders to a number of major Nazi leaders and officers of the German armed
forces who could pay for special visas. This wartime penetration of South
America presaged the nightmare of US dominance in the Cold War in the
way the definition of US security kept shifting and the denigration of Latin
American sovereignty seemed to have no limits. 

Brazil and Mexico were two prominent exceptions to this pattern.
Both had close relations with the Axis countries before the war, and Mex-
ico toyed with the Germans as a foil against the United States during the
tense negotiations over the expropriation of foreign-owned oil companies.
In both cases, for very different reasons, the governments struck mutually
beneficial bargains with the United States and played active roles in the
war on the side of the Allies. In Brazil, the process was part of a strategic
plan by the Vargas government to achieve the economic diversification
necessary to create the conditions for national autonomy. In essence, Var-
gas negotiated with the Roosevelt administration to build the base for
Brazilian industrialization. In return, Vargas allowed the United States to
use Brazilian territory in preparation for an invasion of Africa, committed
Brazil to sending troops to the European theater of war, and opened the
Amazon to exploitation of the natural rubber that was so important to the
war effort. The key to the success of these negotiations was the extraordi-
nary personal relationship between Sumner Welles, then undersecretary of
state, and Brazilian foreign minister Osvaldo Aranha.55

The Mexican agreement with the United States was the product of a
slow process of understanding in Washington that true security in the com-
ing war could come only with a stable, confident, and reasonably content
neighbor on the southern border. Without accommodation, the US security
position in the hemisphere would be untenable. Moreover, as the planning
for strategic commodities became more sophisticated, it was clear that
Mexican petroleum would be critical to the war effort and that a secure
supply of fuel was more important than the profit of a few multinational
petroleum companies. The strategic partnership between government and
business had to benefit the state or it could not endure. In this case, the oil
companies would get their profits somewhere else. 

Postwar planning began even before the tide of hostilities had turned
in favor of the Allies. This time, Roosevelt made sure that the United
States would be a founding member of the new global organization, the

The Rise of US Hegemony   73



United Nations. New global players such as the Soviet Union and China
participated in the division of the spoils. The Allies were exhausted and in
desperate need of economic aid. Once again, the nations of Latin America
were only marginal players in the negotiations for the postwar world. The
war did not enhance relations between the United States and the rest of the
hemisphere. Nations that produced strategic commodities, such as Chile
and Peru, were left without adequate compensation and were much weak-
ened by the war. In the Caribbean Basin, dictators were allowed to consol-
idate their control in the interests of hemispheric security. Brazil probably
benefited most from the war, and that was in large measure the result of the
deals that Vargas struck before the war began. 

In the case of Argentina, which had resisted US pressure to join the
war effort, the United States was determined that it should be made to pay
the price by exclusion from the United Nations. But at the preliminary con-
ference of hemispheric nations, at Chapultepec Castle in Mexico City in
1945, the Latin Americans joined forces to persuade the United States that
regional organization was crucial and that no nation should be excluded.
The United States bowed to the Latin American united front and went so
far as to create within the United Nations recognition of regional organi-
zations, presumably with the Pan American Union in mind.56 After all, the
Latin American nations together represented the largest single voting bloc
in the new organization and the United States expected that they would
join the effort to protect the values that had been the declared goals of the
war effort. Optimists in Washington were certain that the nations in the
hemisphere would happily accept US leadership (hegemony without coer-
cion) in the era of peace and cooperation ahead. They failed completely to
appreciate that in the Depression and the war, all of the Latin American na-
tions had played increasing roles in world affairs and that their new sense
of agency in world affairs would not easily be reconciled with US control. 

The meeting in Mexico City was remarkable not only for the broad
consensus among the Latin American nations that Argentina should not be
left out of the United Nations but also for the way it served as the catalyst
for Latin American support for a hemispheric community with rules and
for the belief that the Pan American Union should be reformed if it was to
serve as the community’s organizing institution. They had tried to protect
themselves from intervention by more powerful states through the League
of Nations and failed. Now, they saw the United Nations as the way to pro-
tect their independence and the principles of nonintervention and legal
equality of sovereign states through a UN-sanctioned international institu-
tion. They hoped they could play a greater role in making rules for their
community through the United Nations. Many wanted the Pan American
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Union to expand its agenda to include economic and social questions.
Swept up by the triumphalist rhetoric celebrating the Allied victory, opti-
mists in Latin America hoped the moment had come to realize the Bolivar-
ian dream, including cooperation with the United States. Once the Cold
War began in earnest, that dream became a nightmare.
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Various dates are used to mark the beginning of the Cold War.
President Harry Truman used the term in his message to Congress, March
12, 1947, asking for support to send money and arms to the Greek govern-
ment to fend off threats of a communist coup. More famous is the stark
statement by Winston Churchill a year earlier on March 5, 1946, in a com-
mencement address, “The Sinews of Peace,” in Westminster College in
Fulton, Missouri.1 As far as the US government was concerned, the strug-
gle against subversion in the Western Hemisphere by agents of the Soviet
Union began even earlier, with consequences for the modalities of US
hegemonic pretensions during the Cold War. 

The period of the Cold War was characterized by an increasingly
Manichean approach by the United States to protection of its security in
the hemisphere. Whereas instability in Latin America had been considered
an indirect threat to the United States in the possibility of inviting interven-
tion from outside the hemisphere, during the world war, the focus on US
security had tightened to a fear of attack by belligerents. At the same time,
however, the concept took root that US security also could be threatened
by agents of enemies who might operate within a Latin American country
and subvert that country’s government in the interests of a foreign power.
As the Cold War intensified, the concept of subversion assumed increasing
salience in the evaluation on both sides of the relationship between Latin
American nations and the United States. Who had the right or power to de-
termine who was subversive of which government and of how that sup-
posed subversion might become a threat to the United States? The hunt for
subversives corroded the moral fiber of politics and society within the
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United States during the Cold War. It damaged hemispheric relations for
much longer. 

The indifference to or tolerance of the Communist Party or known
agents of the Communist International (Comintern) in Latin America had
been a subject of concern in the US government as far back as Secretary
of State Frank Kellogg’s complaint about such agents operating with the
forces of Augusto Sandino in Nicaragua. Kellogg was also unhappy about
Mexican influence in the civil conflict in Nicaragua, confessing to Con-
gress that it was not clear whether the government of Mexico, which called
itself the Movement for National Revolution, was an independent actor or
the puppet of the Soviet Union in fomenting discord in the hemisphere.2

There was very little follow-up on Kellogg’s warnings, mainly be-
cause subversion simply was too vague and subjective for a State Depart-
ment that was trying to end interventions in the region and reduce the
scope of US meddling. Subversion had none of the concrete quality of a
foreign warship or troops. Furthermore, the Soviet Union was not a de-
clared enemy of the United States, so its influence or potential influence
could not be fit easily into the Monroe Doctrine framework of strategic
thinking. Despite the hesitation by the State Department in peacetime, dur-
ing both world wars, the US government had no difficulty identifying
agents of belligerent powers and attacking subversion wherever they
thought it might be lurking, no matter how resistant the host government
might be.

The concept of subversion during both wars became an open invita-
tion to some officials of the US government to intervene in the internal af-
fairs of nations throughout the hemisphere. During the Cold War, a con-
cern for subversion was like removing all inhibitions against hegemonic
penetration in terms of geography or possible cause. Subversion was in the
eye of the beholder and could be denounced even before there had been ac-
tions that might be verified. As the Cold War extended its grip over US
politics and strategic thinking, tensions with the nations in Latin America
grew exponentially and undermined whatever community feeling of good-
will had resulted from the good neighbor policy and the common battle
against the Axis. 

During the Cold War, subversion took on an ideological dimension
that it had lacked during the world wars. The struggle against the Soviet
Union was systemic. Anticommunism became the core of US hegemonic
pretensions, overpowering other factors such as concern for democratic
governance, economic development, or what had been considered the core
values that tied together the nations of the hemispheric community. Just as
there had been debate between Thomas Jefferson and James Madison in
the nineteenth century and between Wilsonians and strict constructionists
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before World War I, during the Cold War there was debate between those
who believed that US strength was in sharing its core values—its soft
power, respect for human rights, and democracy—and those who insisted
that the threat of communist subversion was so dire that respect for North
American values could not be used as an excuse to allow evil to triumph
anywhere in the hemisphere or, for that matter, anywhere in the world. It
was not enough for Latin Americans to assert that they were democratic.
They had to prove that they were sufficiently anticommunist and suffi-
ciently resolute to protect themselves—and by extension the United
States—from communist subversion. There were democratic forces in the
hemisphere throughout the Cold War, but almost always their voices were
drowned out by those who brandished lists of subversives. There were
democracy-strengthening programs in the US arsenal of weapons against
communism, but almost always they were shunted aside by military train-
ing programs or programs training local police how to root out
subversion.3

The confidence of those who insisted on the prerogatives of US hege-
mony in the hemisphere was buttressed by the fact that at the end of World
War II, the United States had the most powerful armed forces in the world,
its gross national product was half that of the world’s total production, and
the dollar had become the world’s principal medium of exchange. What
distinguishes the period of the Cold War from what came before and after
is the zero-sum, Manichean calculation by the US government of its inter-
ests in the hemisphere and its imposition on the nations in the region of this
rigid straitjacket of ideological calculus of security. Except for brief
episodes, it made a second-order priority of all conversations about devel-
opment, democratic governance, and human rights. Where subversion was
seen to exist or where it was considered to be a threat, democratic gover-
nance, human rights, civil rights, and political contestation, as well as eco-
nomic development and social progress, were to be sacrificed in US poli-
cymaking over and over again, precisely at the time when all of these
issues were becoming more important to people in Latin America.

It is impossible to exaggerate the damage done by this myopic, ideo-
logical calculus of US national security interests to the people in the hemi-
sphere and to relations between Latin America and the United States. The
armed forces in a dozen of the countries in the region wrapped themselves
in the ideology of anticommunism, created national security states, and
killed tens of thousands of their own citizens to extirpate subversion. The
advance of democratic governance and the rule of law was set back
decades. Many in the region who had been sympathetic to the United
States and had taken its core values as a model for their own countries
came to see the government in Washington as the enemy of their quest for
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democracy, development, and social progress. In Central America, where
the military did not take over the government, it was used by civilian oli-
garchies to war against their own populations, again on the grounds of
communist subversion, creating a virtual civil war in Guatemala in which
over 200,000 indigenous people were killed and precipitating civil conflict
in El Salvador and Nicaragua. This was the Bolivarian dream turned into
a nightmare.

The end of World War II had been a period of optimism with regard to
the evolution of the hemispheric community. Many in Latin America saw
the preeminence of the United States in the world as an opportunity to con-
solidate their own fragile democracies and work with the United States to
achieve further development of their economies, which had suffered griev-
ous deterioration. At Chapultepec and later in San Francisco at the meeting
that organized the United Nations, Latin American leaders successfully in-
serted into the UN charter privileged recognition of regional organizations.
That meant that the Pan American Union had to be strengthened and ex-
panded. Latin Americans wanted to add economic issues to the agenda of
the hemispheric system. The new United Nations would have a special
Economic Commission for Latin America (ECLA), headed by Raúl Pre-
bisch, one of their own, and they wanted their organization to deal with the
same issues. Whether they saw no other option or they were truly commit-
ted to this form of hemispheric community, the vast majority of hemi-
spheric leaders turned to the new Organization of American States (OAS)
as their mechanism for achieving community and national goals. It was the
only mechanism of collective pressure against the United States that they
had. During the Cold War, in pursuing its anticommunist campaign, the
United States emasculated the OAS and undermined its utility as an instru-
ment of Latin American agency and rendered the OAS suspect in Latin
American eyes after the Cold War had ended. 

Before the Pan American Union could be reorganized, the United
States insisted on a regional security treaty against communist aggression.
That was accomplished in Rio de Janeiro in 1947 in a treaty known as
TIAR, or the Rio Treaty. The following year, the community met in Bogotá
and created the OAS, which was empowered to take up social and eco-
nomic questions as well as the usual political and security matters. While
they met in April 1948, the charismatic, populist leader of the Liberal Party
in Colombia, Jorge Eliécer Gaitán, was assassinated. Gaitán was demand-
ing precisely the sort of social and economic reform that the new OAS was
supposed to consider to forestall violent uprisings. His murder precipitated
massive riots in Bogotá, known as El Bogotazo. These riots soon led to the
formation of a guerrilla group, Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia
(FARC), which took to the jungle to seek the changes that Gaitán had
sought. In the decade following the El Bogotazo, more than 250,000
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Colombians were killed in what is known as La Violencia.4 More than fifty
years later, FARC continues to fight from the countryside, although in
2012 they began peace talks in Havana with the Colombian government.
Those talks appeared in 2015 to be heading toward a successful conclu-
sion. It is said that Fidel Castro was in Bogotá during this period of riots
and upheaval, although there is no proof of that. Even so, the myth pro-
vides a symbolic link between the popular uprising in Bogotá and the rev-
olution in Cuba in 1959, which was then and remains the ultimate struggle
for social change and defiance of US hegemony.

The most significant episode that produced a left-leaning regime was
the election in 1945 of Juan José Arévalo in Guatemala to replace the long-
time dictator Jorge Ubico. Supported by a growing labor movement that
channeled long-standing grievances against the foreign-owned banana
companies together with a growing urban middle class, the new govern-
ment promised land reform and recognition of the rights of the country’s
indigenous and mestizo majority. But Arévalo was a timid reformer. He
was succeeded in 1950 by Jacobo Árbenz, who had led the military in
1944–1945 against those who wanted to install a new dictator to replace
Ubico. As president, Árbenz brought some communists into the govern-
ment and moved against the United Fruit Company, which had dominated
the economy for half a century.5 The Dwight Eisenhower administration
moved aggressively against the Árbenz government and, in 1954, the Cen-
tral Intelligence Agency (CIA) brought Coronel Carlos Castillo Armas out
of retirement to lead a coup that overthrew Árbenz.

The Guatemala episode is memorable because it led the United States
to abuse the still relatively new OAS to such an extent as to make it virtu-
ally impossible for that organization to function in an effective manner for
decades. It is memorable also because it demonstrated that all progressive
reformers in the region were vulnerable to attack from the right on the
grounds that they were nothing but stalking horses for communist subver-
sion or could so weaken the political system as to make it easier for the
communists to take control. The episode demonstrates how intolerant the
United States had become of homegrown efforts to reform unequal and un-
free societies. The symbolism of the Guatemalan episode became—and
continues to be—a powerful argument against trusting the United States to
protect the core values of democracy and human rights.

The social democratic option had seemed at the end of the war, for the
first time, to be a valid alternative to reactionary, oligarchic regimes. Given
hope and example by the New Deal in the United States, reformers through-
out the region came together in what came to be called the Caribbean Le-
gion to offer a progressive agenda for the future. They were helped as well
by the Spanish republicans who came to Latin America when Francisco
Franco came to power. These republicans were a key element in the Popular
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Front government in Chile (1938–1941), an important factor in the evolu-
tion of the Argentine labor movement, a strong buttress to the Lázaro Cár-
denas regime in Mexico (1934–1940), and a voice of opposition to the
Rafael Trujillo dictatorship in the Dominican Republic.6 A bridge between
the New Deal and the Caribbean Basin was built by Rexford Tugwell, one
of FDR’s original “Brains Trust,” who was appointed governor of Puerto
Rico in 1941 and worked closely with Luis Muñoz Marín, then president of
the island’s senate, to create viable social programs on the island. Arévalo
was one of the founding members of the Caribbean Legion, along with Ró-
mulo Betancourt, then in exile from Venezuela, and Juan Bosch, in exile
from the Trujillo dictatorship in the Dominican Republic. They were joined
a few years later by José Figueres Ferrer, who led an armed revolt against
the military in Costa Rica and became president in 1949. All of them took
as a reference point the Cuban constitution of 1940, drafted with the cog-
nizance of Roosevelt’s representatives. The efforts of these reformers were
buttressed by programs in support of labor unions and social democracy co-
ordinated by the State Department and the US Agency for International De-
velopment after World War II.7

In the decade following the creation of the OAS, Latin Americans
never felt that the United States paid attention to their interests or needs,
while it pushed them time and time again to support hemispheric defense
against subversion. The violent response to the May 1958 visit of Vice
President Richard M. Nixon to Venezuela, one of the countries closest to
the United States and led by a social democrat who was a supporter of US
soft power, provided a wake-up call to the United States. In an extraordi-
nary joint effort of agency, the presidents of Colombia, Alberto Lleras Ca-
margo, and Brazil, Juscelino Kubitschek, put together a framework of so-
cial progress, with a little help from some friendly academics in the United
States, which they presented to the US government. By the time President
Eisenhower left office in 1961, he had managed to get his bureaucracy to
produce a massive economic aid program, the Social Progress Trust Fund
(SPTF), which was intended to quiet Latin American grumbling that they
had never received a Marshall Plan after the war. The SPTF morphed into
the Inter-American Development Bank, as well as a congressional appro-
priation for a significant aid program, which became the Alliance for
Progress in the administration of John F. Kennedy.8

These steps were a new effort by the United States to achieve its secu-
rity goals through a combination of the democracy promotion of the
Wilsonian sort with an updated version of dollar diplomacy in which the
state provided most of the capital, not private banks or investors, and in
which local leaders were called upon to define their nation’s development
goals and negotiate rules for spending the development aid. Even with
these efforts at reform, the central tendency in the hemisphere in the early
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decades of the Cold War was toward a more suffocating, comprehensive
definition of security. The debate over the Alliance for Progress included
the notion that hunger and underdevelopment created social unrest and led
to communism, whereas economic development would strengthen the ca-
pacity of states to withstand the pressures of subversion. The inability or
unwillingness of US officials to recognize the difference between social
reformers and subversive radicals, with some important exceptions,
handed to the conservative oligarchies a gift that kept on giving. US lead-
ership provided a perverse form of legitimacy for governments to reduce
the political space accorded to contestation, repress organizations that de-
manded social justice, and shutter institutions that might enable discussion
or dissension. Politics throughout the hemisphere in the first three decades
of the Cold War were unstable and polarizing, with a strong tendency to-
ward the erosion of democracy. Where the armed forces had achieved in-
stitutional status, this trend culminated in something called bureaucratic
authoritarianism and the national security state, in which the armed forces
and their civilian allies assumed power in the name of the nation, security,
and anticommunism.9

The desire for economic development, not ideology, drove the world-
view of most of the countries in Latin America during the Cold War. The
economic collapse of the Great Depression put many of the regimes there
under great stress. Political and economic contestation became more acri-
monious, and episodes of social violence became more frequent. What we
might consider prerevolutionary episodes occurred in El Salvador, Cuba,
Honduras, Brazil, Argentina, and Peru. The military in several countries
were called in to restore order and in some cases reorganize the national
order. In most cases this produced right-wing authoritarian regimes, with
or without military buttress. Even here, European models were studied.
General Juan Carlos Onganía, who took power in Argentina in 1966, is
said to have declared to his first cabinet meeting that his friend Francisco
Franco (the Spanish dictator) had taught him that “things” had to be “tied
down and well secured.”10

The economic experience of the Depression and World War II had
made it brutally clear that the central dilemma of less developed countries
was their lack of capital. If in the nineteenth century, the international di-
vision of labor had promised a supply of capital in return for primary prod-
ucts, that promise had turned to dross. Following Raúl Prebisch and other
critics of what came to be called “unequal exchange,” leaders in the region
now emphasized the need for greater control over national resources and a
need for some domestic production that would reduce the vulnerability of
the country to an international market over which they had little or no con-
trol. This produced a set of policies that were followed by civilian and mil-
itary governments, by governments that professed progressive views or by
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conservative ones. The common elements of these policies were national-
ism and a privileged role for the state. 

One the of the most significant accomplishments of social democrats
in Venezuela was creating OPEC (Organization of the Petroleum Export-
ing Countries), a cartel to wrest control of the international price of oil
from the large multinational companies that dominated the market. The
key figure in this episode was Juan Pablo Pérez Alfonso, Betancourt’s min-
ister of Mines and Hydrocarbons and a founding member of their social
democratic party, Acción Democrática (Democratic Action), who got Iran,
Iraq, Kuwait, and Saudi Arabia to join together in  Baghdad. Founded in
1960, precisely the year Dwight Eisenhower set up the Social Progress
Trust Fund, OPEC was the first successful effort by any Latin American
country to influence the price of its principal export.11 Its original goal was
“the inalienable right of all countries to exercise permanent sovereignty
over their natural resources in the interest of their national development.”
The OPEC experience led the Venezuelan government to create the na-
tional petroleum company, PDVSA, which brought Venezuela in line with
Argentina, Brazil, Bolivia, and Mexico in attempting to exert national con-
trol over the extraction, production, and export of their petroleum.12 This
was a significant step in the creation of Venezuela’s agency in the interna-
tional system in that it extended beyond the hemisphere and provided a
new lever for developing countries to take control of their economic des-
tiny. The Betancourt government in Venezuela, combining OPEC with its
democracy, enjoyed unprecedented agency in hemispheric affairs, an
agency the nation maintained for decades.

There was one case of a progressive military regime, in Peru, led by
General Juan Francisco Velasco Alvarado (1968–1975), which combined
national development policies with an effort to improve the lot of the na-
tion’s indigenous and mestizo majority. The government’s expropriation of
a petroleum company owned by a subsidiary of Standard Oil (now Exxon-
Mobil) got the regime in trouble with the United States. Its efforts to in-
clude rural indigenous groups in the political process created great friction
within the military and the civilian elites. Velasco Alvarado was replaced
by a more conservative general in 1975.13

Peru was not that exceptional. The military in all of the countries had
their developmentalist factions, some more prominent in the policy
process than others. In several countries, military leaders introduced strate-
gic studies to the curriculum of the military academies. In South America,
the military felt it had a major role to play in this effort and in justifying
their forward posture in the policy debate referred to the success of Gen-
eral Gamal Nasser in Egypt. Some in the military referred to themselves as
Nasserists, by which they meant that they would intervene in the policy
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process to use the state in a disciplined manner to protect national interests,
particularly national resource endowments, which they believed should be
used for national advantage and not simply poured onto the international
marketplace. The military in Brazil did their best to remain an actor in Lu-
sophone Africa and spent a great deal of energy maintaining their presence
in the South Atlantic. They were guided by their own strategist, General
Golbery do Couto e Silva, who insisted the country could maximize its
agency through its geographic influence.14 Golbery adapted traditional Eu-
ropean geopolitical schemes to the Brazilian experience and urged the mil-
itary and the government to focus on the Brazilian landmass. Brasília was
one of his favorite projects. As chief of the military household of the mil-
itary president in 1964, he urged a set of policies to promote national de-
velopment. 

Golbery spawned imitators among the military in Argentina where
General Juan E. Guglialmelli founded a journal called Estrategia, which
he edited from 1969 to his death in 1983. Guglialmelli used the journal to
warn Argentines about Brazilian hegemonic pretensions in South America
and joined forces with civilian politicians to encourage Argentine govern-
ments to promote infrastructure policies, such as roads, dams, and the ex-
ploitation of the country’s natural energy resources to establish an appro-
priate rejection of Brazilian hegemony in South America.

Except for Brazil and Argentina in the 1970s, these national security
states abandoned the pretense of seeking an autonomous foreign policy.
Their principal purpose was the consolidation of power in open alliance
with the United States and the elimination of domestic subversion, real or
imagined. Democratic institutions, rarely robust in the first place, were
weakened, undermined, or simply eliminated. Freedom of the press was
out of the question. Development policy, if that implied diversification and
social mobility, was pushed aside. The Argentines were content to toe the
anticommunist, anti-Soviet line until the Jimmy Carter administration in-
dicated its displeasure with the generals’ human rights record. This drove
the Argentines to display a sudden interest in economic and diplomatic re-
lations with the Soviet Union. The Chilean dictatorship under General Au-
gusto Pinochet combined a developmentalist approach in turning over con-
trol of exploitation of the nation’s natural resources to the military and the
state with a fundamentalist neoliberal (that is, conservative) free market
macroeconomic policy. 

On balance, the conservative approach that privileged concern for na-
tional security interests dominated discussion in the United States. When
the CIA led the coup against Árbenz in Guatemala, Secretary of State John
F. Dulles was persuaded to attend the scheduled meeting of the OAS in
Caracas in 1954. Dulles showed up for the plenary and gave a short speech
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justifying the intervention in Guatemala and then left Caracas before any
of the issues on the agenda of concern to the other member states could be
considered. His behavior undercut the value of the OAS and stained it for-
ever as a puppet of the United States and of little value to the United States
except to cover its unilateral actions in the hemisphere with a patina of col-
lective legitimacy. But until the end of the Cold War, no alternative to the
OAS could be sustained, so it continued, limited but active, as the member
states sought ways to make the organization useful. After the Cold War,
Latin Americans looked to create regional organizations of their own. One
early expression of regional community and for intellectual support for the
reform movements in the region was the creation in 1957 of the Facultad
Latinoamericana de Ciencias Sociales (FLACSO) an intergovernmental
organization affiliated with UNESCO, which continues to be an expres-
sion of intellectual solidarity and Latin American identity. 

Although the conservative option dominated US policy in the re-
gion, internal debate continued and the liberal or progressive alternative
was not silent until, in the 1980s, it reasserted itself and the argument
for democracy preservation again took prominence in US foreign policy
in the region. Until then, in the years following the CIA-sponsored coup
in Guatemala, the United States paid special attention to Guatemala and
offered a wide variety of programs to support the military and the gov-
ernment. In one discussion, the State Department objected to the fact
that the US police and military sent to Guatemala to train the local po-
lice in counterinsurgency were encouraging indiscriminate and brutal
tactics. The State Department representative Viron “Pete” Vaky, asked,
“Is it conceivable that we are so obsessed with insurgency that we are
prepared to rationalize murder [and torture] as an acceptable counterin-
surgency weapon?”15 The answer in this meeting, as in many others, was
“yes.”16

Secretary of State Henry Kissinger and President Richard Nixon used
the CIA to encourage the military to carry out a coup against Chilean pres-
ident Salvador Allende in 1973 and appeared sympathetic to the killing
and torture that followed.17 A few years later, when the Argentine military
overthrew the government of Isabel Martinez de Perón, Juan Perón’s
widow, the junta sent a representative to Washington to coordinate their
policy with the Nixon administration. Kissinger was quoted as telling the
visiting general to “get the killing done quickly.” In the face of this clear
signal, the ongoing debate over democracy and values still left enough
space within the bureaucracy to allow activities by foreign service officers
in Argentina to openly defy the generals and save lives, lots of them.18
Imagine the confusion and anger in Buenos Aires, just two years later, with
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Jimmy Carter in the White House and Patricia Derian the top official in the
State Department dealing with Latin America, when the United States
made it clear that human rights violations by the military regime were a se-
rious matter and cut off military cooperation with Argentina!19

Of all the progressives in Latin America, Figueres seems to have un-
derstood the need to win support in the United States if he was to continue
in power in Costa Rica and that the categories of debate in Costa Rica
would have to hew at least to some degree to the terms of US strategic con-
cerns. This is not to suggest that he began his career as a student of inter-
national relations theory. It does suggest that Figueres, who came by his
anticommunism honestly, saw stability in Costa Rica as possible only if
the nation’s strategic objectives were realistic in a bipolar world in which
the United States dominated the Western Hemisphere. It also suggests that
Figueres came to understand that the space Costa Rica could occupy in the
international system—its agency—was a function of his ability to create a
comfortable juxtaposition between Costa Rican interests and those of the
United States. Within a decade of coming to power, Figueres formulated a
foreign policy for Costa Rica that maximized its autonomy in the interna-
tional system broadly by simultaneously separating itself from the stifling
oligarchic pressures and dangerous instability of the other countries in the
subregion while maintaining its anticommunist credentials with the United
States. For this he laid the foundation for a strategic culture that empha-
sized a progressive agenda, democratic stability, and a Swiss-like neutral-
ity in regional conflicts. The consistency of this strategic culture over time
became the essence of Costa Rican agency through the remainder of the
Cold War and to the present day, making it a country that enjoys hemi-
spheric and global influence far beyond its size and economic power.
Doing without a military is one of the central features of this agency in
world affairs. This singular success warrants some discussion of how
Costa Rican strategic culture was established. 

To appreciate the Costa Rican drive for agency in international affairs,
we must take into account several factors that are not often taken seriously
by theorists of international relations. First is the concept of a nation’s
nightmares and how they contribute to consensus on foreign policy and the
continuity of that policy over time, what is known as strategic culture. Sec-
ond is the role of individual leadership in creating the basis for a nation’s
foreign policy. Third is the notion that agency can be achieved through a
deliberate compromise of autonomy in the world community by accom-
modating the pressure of US hegemony in the hemisphere. The three cases
of success in achieving agency in the face of US hegemony—Chile, Costa
Rica, and Cuba—offer different approaches with similar outcomes. All
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three support the existence of a rules-based international community, in
which traditional variables of a realist approach are given weight but made
subordinate to other variables, such as soft power, the role of international
civil society, and the need to express resistance to US hegemony. That suc-
cess is crucial in understanding the evolution of opposition to US control
and the capacity of nations in Latin America to achieve some form of re-
gional identity.

The strategic culture of Costa Rica is based on the widespread belief
that the nation is fundamentally different from the rest of the countries on
the isthmus. Their pre-Columbian experience was different; their colonial
experience under the Spanish was different, and their national history has
been different. Of course, it is possible to argue that these differences are
minor, even trivial, and did not prevent Costa Rica from developing a cof-
fee-export economy that has the same essential features as the economies
developed by liberal elites in the nineteenth century in the other countries
of the region. Those who focus on economic structures tend to favor the
basically similar argument, as do those who focus on the structure of social
power, even though it is certainly true that Costa Rica does not have the
same percentages of indigenous or Afro-Caribbean peoples as do the other
countries. There is a hierarchy, there is an elite, and coffee along with the
financial and merchant activities tied to it are central to the formation of
the elite and the distribution of power. 

This once dominant explanation for Costa Rica’s distinctiveness is
now being attacked and revised, particularly by a new generation of schol-
ars who were drawn to Central America to study the civil violence of the
1970s and 1980s. For these scholars, the presence of Afro-Caribbean peo-
ple on the Caribbean coast is an important phenomenon that has been over-
looked. At the same time, a coffee economy is a coffee economy. As if that
were proof, the Costa Rican elite is considered by this new generation as
every bit as cohesive, every bit as exclusive as its counterparts in the other
countries of Central America. The revisionists have some good points to
make. Nevertheless, there remains a broad consensus within Costa Rica as
to the nation’s security and what the foreign policy should be to protect
that security. In other words, there is a clear strategic culture in Costa Rica,
and it has an obvious set of keepers. 

The consensus on the nation’s strategic culture is built on three trau-
matic events in the twentieth century. The nation’s strategic culture and the
axiomatic bases of its foreign policy may be understood as the gradual
evolution of a collective response to these nightmares. The first was the
only military rebellion against a civilian government, led by Joaquín and
Federico Tinoco Granados in the years before World War I. The Tinoco
brothers had grown tired of the fractious manner of the oligarchy and were
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particularly concerned about a group that sided with the Germans. Fed-
erico Tinoco took power in January 1917 and declared that his government
would support the cause of the Allies in the war. Despite this declaration,
President Woodrow Wilson decided that he would not recognize Tinoco’s
government and persisted in his opposition long after the war had ended.
On August 11, 1919, Joaquín Tinoco, head of the army, was assassinated
on the streets of San José. Federico fled the country the next day. A new
“legitimate” government was elected in December and only Wilson’s ill-
ness delayed US recognition of this government until August 1920.

One of the elements in the confusion over how to deal with Federico
Tinoco was that Emiliano Chamorro, from Nicaragua, with his close con-
nections to the US State Department, gave safe haven to opponents of the
government and allowed them to mount expeditions into Costa Rica. The
weakness produced by this internecine conflict left its mark on the Costa
Rican elite, especially in how such unresolved disputes left the country
vulnerable to attack from Nicaragua.20

The second episode is also the result of an armed insurrection: a rev-
olution from the right, led by a group of reformers who feared that the gov-
ernment was shifting to the left and would undermine the nation’s demo-
cratic way of life and expose it to intervention from the United States. It
was led by a coffee grower, José Figueres Ferrer, who was one of the
founders of the Partido Liberación Nacional.21 Figueres’s ascension was
notable for establishing new precedents, such as abolishing the army. 

It is important to underline the irony of making a revolution to prevent
radical change and the absolutely clear sense of agency that “Don Pepe”
(Figueres) had.22 Although the phrase had not been coined at that time, he
wanted to use Costa Rica’s soft power. Figueres saw that in the struggle
against antidemocracy, whether it was the Soviet Union and the Commu-
nist Party on the left or autocratic dictators on the right, a close alliance
with the United States was indispensable. He worked constantly to build
ties to leaders in the United States who understood the nationalist reformist
urge in Latin America. He was a critical figure in organizing the Caribbean
Legion, which had opposed dictatorships in the region, and he got his
friends in the United States to support their work.23

The third and final episode that contributed to the strategic culture of
Costa Rica is the experience of the civil conflicts in Guatemala, Nicaragua,
El Salvador, and Honduras during the 1970s and 1980s and the militariza-
tion of the region, which began to spill over into Costa Rican territory. This
led the government of Costa Rica to seek help to resolve the conflicts, re-
duce US intervention, and reduce the power of the military. Going it alone
would not work. It was clear to those who governed Costa Rica that its
sense of separation from the rest of Central America would continue to

Cold War in the Hemisphere   93



erode and that the distinctiveness of Costa Rica mattered less than the
threat of revolution or subversion in the region to the United States during
Ronald Reagan’s presidency. The challenge was to find a way to resolve
the civil conflicts in the region without provoking further militarization of
the conflicts by US intervention. The response was collective action. In
building collective action, we have the first concrete, successful manifes-
tation of collective agency in the region. It proved to be an integral part of
the transition to the post–Cold War world. 

Mexico and Colombia, the geographical bookends to the isthmus,
were as anxious about the combustible situation in Central America as
were the Costa Ricans. With support from Brazil, which acted as an ob-
server, and the encouragement of the social democratic governments in
Spain, Germany, and France, the government of Mexico convened a meet-
ing in January 1983 on the Contadora Island with participation by Colom-
bia, Panama, and Venezuela. The first step was to send an observer mission
to the border between Costa Rica and Nicaragua. The next was to convene
a summit meeting of government leaders in Cancún, Mexico, in July. By
this point, the nations in South America, no longer ruled by the military ex-
cept in Chile, saw the virtue of this approach and formed the Lima Group,
with Peru, Argentina, Brazil, and Uruguay, to offer support to the Central
Americans seeking peaceful solutions to their civil conflicts.24 This was
unprecedented community agency. 

The United States was caught in a bind. At first, the Reagan adminis-
tration was irritated, but it could not publicly reject peace or the possibility
of ending the conflicts. The first response to Contadora from Washington
was to demand a higher level of verification in the peace process and ap-
point the Kissinger Commission to report on the situation. Although the
sense that time was against them had driven the Central Americans and
their allies in the region to work together, now time was on their side. As
the civil conflicts in Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala dragged on
with no side able to defeat the other, the Reagan administration, as it en-
tered its second term in office, began to appreciate the shift in its favor in
the bipolar struggle with the Soviet Union, which brought democracy sup-
port back into prominence along with public declarations of support for
human and civil rights. The political opposition in Congress also came to-
gether, making executive, unilateral action more difficult. This made the
hardline militarization wing of the administration step back as the govern-
ment looked to shore up its relations with European allies, burnish its rep-
utation as the defender of moral values against the evil empire, and restore
the tattered relations with nations in the hemisphere.25

Time also had changed the political and strategic landscape in Latin
America. The Cold War security framework actually reduced the scope of
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foreign policy autonomy in most of the countries. In South America, the
military dictatorships, with their focus on the national security state, could
defend their legitimacy only by declaring their allegiance to the United
States and to the struggle against communism. If there were differences
between them and the United States, as there were in the case of Argentina
during the administration of Jimmy Carter (1976–1980), it drove the mili-
tary to domestic policies of extreme nationalism to retain their legitimacy
at home. The Argentine generals even attempted to get even with the
United States during the Carter administration and restore their autonomy
by cozying up to Cuba and the Soviet Union. In their desperation to restore
their legitimacy, the Argentine military invaded the Malvinas (Falkland)
Islands, insisting after the fact that they were led to believe that the United
States would support them and that they were convinced they would be
beneficiaries of the worldwide anticolonialism sentiment. They were trag-
ically wrong on both counts.26

After Argentina’s disastrous war with Great Britain over the Falk-
lands/Malvinas in 1982, the military retreated from power and conducted
elections, which were won by Raúl Alfonsín, a powerful advocate of
human rights and democracy as universal core values, who had a wide fol-
lowing throughout Europe and the Non-Aligned Movement and reached
out to the US government in his first trip abroad after the election. As Al-
fonsín took office in Argentina, the Brazilians were going through their
own transition to democracy along with Uruguay. That left the military
dictatorship in Chile alone in the region, and it quickly took on the status
of pariah, the status Argentina had suffered after the invasion of the Malv-
inas/Falklands.27

As the evidence mounted that the Soviet Union would back away from
confrontation with the United States, and that there was little or no threat
to US security to be expected from Latin America, the Reagan administra-
tion turned its back on Pinochet and even went so far as to finance the po-
litical campaign against him that led to the plebiscite won by the forces of
democracy in 1988. The US ambassador to Chile, Harry Barnes, made it
clear to Pinochet that there would be active opposition to him in Washing-
ton if he were to decide to contest the results of the popular vote. The pol-
icy shift was marked with great emphasis in a formal “Statement on Sup-
port for Democracy in Chile” that was issued in December 17, 1987. This
statement was drafted originally in November by the Chile Desk Officer of
the State Department and approved all the way up the line to Secretary
George Schultz. By way of emphasis, Assistant Secretary Elliott Abrams,
who had been a powerful advocate of the anticommunist hard line in the
Reagan administration, provided Schultz with a memo justifying the state-
ment to accompany it when he transmitted the draft to the president for his
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approval.28 That approval, when it came a short time later, was explicitly
included in the press release accompanying the statement. As if to show
Pinochet that this was not a trivial or ceremonial statement, the State De-
partment transferred $1.2 million that had already been granted to the Cen-
tro de Asesoría y Promoción Electoral in Costa Rica to the Crusade for
Civic Participation in Santiago. The money was crucial in the campaign
leading up to the plebiscite, especially in adding more than a million reg-
istered voters to the rolls.29 The US House of Representatives followed the
State Department action with a resolution supporting the statement. How
different the political debate over democracy in Chile was from the debate
twenty years earlier over teaching the Guatemalan police how to torture
their fellow citizens.

In Chile and elsewhere in the region, the transition to democracy
placed the new civilian democratic governments in something of a
quandary. By virtue of their declaration of support for human and civil
rights, they were siding with their more than slightly tarnished model, the
United States. At the same time, they tried to use their soft power to extend
their autonomy from the United States. In a sense, they were identifying
with the United States as it assumed the role of victor in the Cold War, a
victory trumpeted as having been won as much through soft power and the
virtues of its economic system as through its superior military might. The
United States insisted that it was not a victory achieved through military
conquest, although the Reagan administration had increased military
spending so much that it virtually bankrupted the Soviet Union as it tried
to keep up, and came close to bringing the US economy to its knees, but
the embrace of the United States became uncomfortable in Latin America
in short order.

In Central America, the drive to take agency in the peace process was
spurred by the leadership of the new president of Costa Rica, Óscar Arias,
who brought both the UN and the OAS into the discussion, so that the So-
viet Union and Cuba would have their interests represented. In the 1970s,
he worked for Figueres, who returned to the presidency of Costa Rica in
1972. Arias was elected president for the term 1986–1990. He took the
peace plan presented by the Contadora group and altered it so that it better
suited the interests of several actors in the region’s civil wars and called to-
gether the presidents of the four countries and began what came to be
called the Esquipulas Process. 

At this stage, even the reactionary, oligarchical regimes in Central
America began to come to terms with the inevitability of the peace process
and that the process would involve major roles for external actors in addi-
tion to the United States, such as the UN, the OAS, and the growing inter-
national civil society led by major human rights organizations. Although
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these conservatives always had operated with one eye on the United States,
they came to understand in the 1980s that the unilateral interventionism
exercised by the Reagan administration would destroy them as well in its
obsession with militarizing the effort to eliminate those the US govern-
ment considered communist subversives. This led the rulers of Guatemala,
El Salvador, Honduras, and Nicaragua to accept the peace process, even if
grudgingly, and the role of outside actors. The final element in the shift in
US policy was the growing power of the congressional opposition to the
Reagan administration. Within this new framework, the United States re-
tained its voice, but its capacity for action was seriously constrained. By
bringing all the actors to the table, the peace process opened the possibility
of achieving major reforms in the region without armed conflict. For Costa
Rica, a nation without an army, the militarization of conflict in the region
had been a threat to its existence. For his efforts, Arias was awarded the
Nobel Peace Prize in 1987.30

The Esquipulas Process was a remarkable success. The structure of the
negotiations and the results—the peace processes in El Salvador,
Guatemala, and Nicaragua—may be considered a major part of the transi-
tion from the Cold War, which actually came to an end during the peace
talks. The end of the Cold War removed the rigid, zero-sum framework of
the national security state and created a more fluid security environment in
the region in which the nations of Latin America could begin to seek their
own agency and attempt to reformulate their relationship with the United
States, which remained the most influential outside actor in the hemisphere
but no longer pretended to exercise the type of hegemony that had been
part of inter-American relations for a century. As the Cold War wound
down, the United States began to experience difficulty in defining its se-
curity interests in the region. Marginalizing the United States in the Es-
quipulas Process complicated the challenges confronting the Central
American countries, and at the same time opened new space for their au-
tonomous action. In the years following Esquipulas, the more effective the
peace process, the more active the resulting governments would be. Aside
from Costa Rica, the most active in world affairs after the Cold War have
been El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Panama. Guatemala and Honduras have
retreated to their older pattern of inward-looking oligarchical governments
with little space for political contestation and very high levels of internal
violence.

During the Cold War, the nations of Latin America tried a variety of
policies or mechanisms to free themselves from the straitjacket of the
bipolar geopolitical struggle in which they had little room for au-
tonomous maneuver. The linkage between aggressive interventionism by
the United States and restrictions on individual freedom imposed by mil-
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itary dictatorships provoked widespread anger and anti-Americanism
throughout the region. Especially among progressive groups, the United
States lost its allure as a democracy with progressive values, and among
groups on the right, it lost its cachet as a modernizing economy capable
of increasing the wealth and well-being of their population. Those con-
cerned with economic development and social equity also grew impa-
tient with the United States, especially during the Reagan administration,
with its insistence on market solutions to all problems and its dominance
over the so-called Bretton Woods institutions, which the Latin Americans
once thought would be allies in their efforts to grow and shuck off their
economic dependence. Anti-Americanism expanded across the region
and across the political spectrum.31

Historical memory had a great deal to do with the spread of anti-
Americanism and with its persistence to this day. Who in Nicaragua does
not remember that the United States put Somoza in power and sustained
him and his family for two generations? Who throughout the Caribbean
does not remember that the United States took over the Dominican Repub-
lic for twenty years and then left behind Rafael Trujillo? The coup in
Guatemala engineered by the CIA in 1954 is still fresh in memory. There
are those in Chile and Brazil who will not forgive the United States for
provoking and supporting the military coups that ended democracy in their
countries. Many throughout Latin America remember that the United
States contributed to the rise of Fulgencio Batista in Cuba and the frustra-
tion of the reforms promised by the constitution of 1940 and that it took an
armed revolt by Cubans to be rid of him. 

The Cuban revolution continues to be the symbol of everyone’s de-
sire to blunt the hegemony of the United States. Their revolution repre-
sents the most successful example of Latin American rejection of US
hegemony and the exercise of agency in world politics.32 For that reason,
nearly every country in the region has offered some gesture in support of
the Castro regime and expressed its opposition to the US policy of em-
bargo, known in Cuba and throughout Latin America as the Blockade.
Most notably, the majority of the countries in Latin America have voted
against the United States and for Cuba in the United Nations. Until the
end of the Cold War, Mexico made support for Cuba against the United
States one of the elements of its policy of nonintervention. During the
brief return to power by Juan Perón in Argentina (1973–1974), his min-
ister of economics, José Ber Gelbard, attempted to extend the life of im-
port substitution industrialization by exporting cars to Cuba in exchange
for sugar. The Argentine military tried to do business with Castro when
Carter turned nasty. Raúl Alfonsín, the paladin of human rights, stopped
off in Havana on the return leg of his first trip to Europe in 1983, where
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he had been lionized by all the social democrats on the continent. When
asked why he had picked Havana to stop, he made it clear that it was im-
portant to bring Cuba back into the hemispheric community and demon-
strate to the United States that fellowship with Cuba could not be pre-
vented by unilateral policy in Washington.33

The problem with these efforts to express independence from the
United States through defiance of its policy toward Cuba was that to the
extent that foreign policy was determined by opposition to the United
States or by focus on the need to express defiance of the United States, that
focus distorted efforts to achieve autonomy and reduced its agency outside
the hemisphere. Cuba could win agency in the world community through
its defiance of the United States. Supporting Cuba, without taking a similar
posture in support of the Soviet Union in the Cold War, did not automati-
cally create more autonomy for the rest of Latin America unless they could
create some alternate form of identity for the region as a whole. They were
not able to do that for more than twenty years after the end of the Cold War.
Without that regional identity, defiance of the United States as a goal of
foreign policy had the perverse result of tying the nations of the region
closer to the United States and reinforcing the control the hegemonic
power exercised over those nations that consider themselves weaker. This
became clear in the new century and led to efforts to create a regional or-
ganization that would be free of US control. 

The drive in Central America for collective protective action against
US unilateralism run amok should be taken as an early sign of the transi-
tion to a world after the Cold War. So, too, may we understand the impact
of the transition to democracy in the region. As country after country made
its way back to some form of democratic governance and tried to put be-
hind it forever the experience of the national security state or the violent
civil conflicts that were associated with the Cold War, they began to see
themselves increasingly as part of the new world order. A crucial role in
the transition to democracy and in reaching an understanding of the world
that might follow the Cold War was played by a generation of students of
foreign affairs who in the 1970s began to study international relations and,
more specifically the United States, as a means of coming to terms with the
strategic environment of the Cold War. They felt the corrosive effect the
US obsession with security was having on well-being in the region.
Through their studies, they sought to find more space in world politics for
the nations of Latin America than allowed by the straitjacket the United
States tried to impose on their countries. 

As the Cold War came to an end, many of the nations in Latin America
suffered another economic blow in a series of sovereign debt failures. It
was the final blow to the ISI model and rendered most of the economies
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vulnerable to outside influence. The international agencies with power to
aid stricken economies—the US Treasury, the International Monetary
Fund, and the World Bank—pushed the debtors to adopt severe austerity
programs that would make it virtually impossible for them to continue de-
velopmentalist programs. In most cases, the Latin Americans avoided the
most severe austerity programs, but they all were forced to adopt some
measure of neoliberal policies that made it difficult for them to realize their
hopes for development. In response, several countries mounted fierce cam-
paigns against the programs the international agencies tried to shove down
their throats. The results of their bargaining were partially successful.
Their efforts to defend themselves represent new levels of agency in the
sense that the governments recognized their capacity for autonomous ac-
tion in the multilateral world of finance and economics.34

Those interested in international relations came together under the
leadership of Luciano Tomassini, a Chilean political scientist who had
worked at the Inter-American Development Bank in Washington and at the
Institute for Latin American Integration in Buenos Aires before returning
to Santiago, where he worked at ECLA/CEPAL until his death in 2010.
Using the FLACSO model of an epistemological community, Tomassini
called on colleagues throughout the region to join the Latin American Net-
work for International Relations (RIAL) and managed to raise the funds,
especially from the Ford Foundation, to begin annual meetings in 1977.
These meetings took place until 1992, at which time academic institutions
in many of the countries took up the challenge of studying the global com-
munity and how their nations might fit into it.35

RIAL was a strong combination of progressive fraternity, a lobby for
academic freedom, and a laboratory for the study of international affairs.
It was a true epistemological community. Future foreign ministers and cab-
inet members such as Celso Lafer (Brazil), Rodrigo Pardo (Colombia),
Dante Caputo (Argentina), Rosario Green (Mexico), and José Miguel In-
sulza, Luis Maira, Heraldo Muñoz, Juan Gabriel Valdés, and Carlos Omi-
nami (Chile) came together to discuss how their nations could use interna-
tional relations to speed the transition to democracy and how, once
returned to democratic governance, they could create constructive roles
within the international community. RIAL was an intellectual testing
ground for the expression of agency in Latin American foreign policy.36

One of the early participants in RIAL, Luis Maira, spent his years in
exile in Mexico, where he helped create the first academic center in Latin
America outside Cuba for the study of the United States.37 Together with
Carlos Rico, a Mexican political scientist, and Roberto Bouzas, an Argen-
tine economist, they founded the Centro de Investigación y Docencia
Económicas (CIDE) in Mexico City. For ten years they published the
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Cuadernos Semestrales de Los Estados Unidos, from 1977 to 1988, which
were rigorous studies of US public opinion, the Congress, and the political
currents in the United States that might help explain the twists and turns of
US foreign policy.38 The group at CIDE also organized seminars with
scholars from the rest of Latin America as well as from the United States,
and published one of the first studies drawing attention to the dangers of
militarizing the conflicts in Central America.39

The political commitment of the academics who participated in RIAL
is an important facet of the transition to democracy in Latin America and
of the transition to the post–Cold War world. Many of those who met in
the 1980s to discuss how Latin America might escape the suffocating dom-
inance of the United States and its own military dictatorships not only
pushed the framework of the formal study of international relations by
adding a Latin American perspective to a field of study generally domi-
nated by positivist scholars in the United States and Europe, they also put
themselves on the line by entering government and putting their policy
proposals into effect, or at least attempting to push them through the com-
plex decisionmaking processes of democratic governance. The way mem-
bers of RIAL participated in the policy process radically changed the cul-
ture of how academic debate could permeate the policy process in Latin
America. Although the Chilean case is the most obvious and most signifi-
cant, there are other examples in the hemisphere, such as Argentina, Brazil,
and Mexico, in which public debate among academics and intellectuals be-
came part of the decisionmaking process and policy planning. In many
countries, with the transition to democracy, the diplomatic training experi-
ence came to include rigorous academic study for the first time.

As the Berlin Wall was torn down and the Cold War came to an end,
the nations of Latin America and the United States were faced with chal-
lenges that were mirror images of one another. In Latin America, the chal-
lenge was how to achieve agency in a post–Cold War world in a manner
that would not simply be an expression of hostility to the United States or
in which foreign policy would be a symbolic rejection of the United States,
but rather part of a policy that would seek to maximize the nation’s interest
and objectives. On the other hand, for the United States, the challenge
would be how to establish a relationship with nations that with the excep-
tion of Cuba, were governed now by civilian, democratic governments, se-
lected in regular free and fair elections, in a way that would be respectful
of their new roles as agents in the global community. In the absence of any
threat to its interests from outside the hemisphere, would it be possible for
the United States to create relations with the nations of the region that were
not based on the assumption of US hegemony? Given historical memory
in Latin America, would it be possible to establish collegial relations of
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confidence with the United States while their nations sought to establish
roles for themselves in a globalizing world? This dual dilemma is the sub-
ject of the final chapters. For the Latin Americans, the Cold War could not
end soon enough.
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In the euphoria following the dramatic razing of the Berlin Wall in
November 1989, President George H. W. Bush triumphantly declared the
end of the Cold War and summoned the beginning of a “new world order.”
It was a catchy phrase, one that seemed to match the momentous quality
of the events that had preceded the celebration in Berlin. While no one was
quite sure what Bush meant, it was plain that he intended to convey opti-
mism, a sense that an era of instability and threat had been left behind, and
that all the nations of the world could look forward to a period of peace
and goodwill. As if to add emphasis to the president’s rhetorical flourish or
to give it academic heft, the deputy director of the State Department’s pol-
icy planning staff and a former analyst of international affairs at the Rand
Corporation, Francis Fukuyama, explained that the end of the Cold War
was the “end of history.”1 Following Georg Hegel, he saw in the collapse
of the Soviet Union the sudden end of a terrible dialectical struggle over
how the world was to be organized and the triumph of one of the contend-
ing parties.2 With that triumph, total and unconditional, the United States
and the way of life it represented—democratic, liberal capitalism—had
swept all before it, and all the nations and peoples of the world would reap
its benefits.

Although it simplifies things somewhat, we can think of the economic
dimension of Fukuyama’s “end of history” in the phrase “Washington
Consensus,” first coined about the same time by John Williamson, a senior
fellow at the Institute for International Economics in Washington.3 Al-
though his optimism was more tempered than Fukuyama’s, Williamson
was attempting to capture the notion that there was increasingly wide-

107

6
Post–Cold War 

Optimism



spread agreement, not just in Washington but all around the world, that a
basic set of market responsibilities had come to be considered orthodoxy
in places, such as Latin America and the developing world more widely,
where for decades they had been hotly contested. He was referring, on one
hand, to a set of national behaviors normally considered typical of conser-
vative governments in the most developed countries, such as balanced
budgets and financial policies that sought to curb inflation, keep exchange
rates and prices free of government control, and public sector debt within
certain limits. On the other hand, he was referring to the fact that these be-
haviors long had been the core of recommendations by the multilateral fi-
nancial institutions, the so-called Bretton Woods institutions, particularly
the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and the World Bank, based in
Washington, DC, which had been created by the Allies after their triumph
in World War II.4

Williamson was encouraged by the fact that many of the countries in
Latin America had shifted to economic policies that made them more
transparent and more competitive in the international market, a market
that was itself swept up in the larger trend of globalization.5 The linkages
between rapid changes in communication technology, for example, and
financial transfers of all kinds simultaneously made it easier for Latin
American countries to participate in the international economy, although
increasing participation exerted pressure to conform to dominant rules in
that economy. The widespread sense that going along with the general
consensus on opening economies would bring more benefits than costs
made most governments in the region willing to follow the lead of the
more developed countries, although there was a constant murmur of dis-
sent that such policies were nothing more than intervention without
armed forces and that the neoliberal attacks on the state would expose the
most vulnerable elements of their populations while weakening the na-
tions’ autonomy. 

Prodded and pushed by the international banks and the demands of the
US Treasury, many of the governments in Latin America had widespread
debt crises and grudgingly set out on economic reforms of profound sig-
nificance, turning away from import substitution models of development
that had dominated policymaking virtually since the Great Depression and
had been an article of faith since the 1950s. Most of the countries felt that
these “reforms” were imposed on them and had left them with less auton-
omy to formulate policies they believed would accelerate their develop-
ment. It was no accident that a series of studies by the World Bank in the
1990s called into question populist social spending and inflation as tools
to fight poverty and as ways to insulate developing nations from the vicis-
situdes of the international market. The most significant finding was that
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inflationary policies hurt the poor most of all.6 The Washington Consensus
seemed global in its reach and unassailable in its permanence. As Henry
Kissinger told the Trilateral Commission in 1992, the changes were un-
precedented in their speed and their global spread.7 Several leaders in Latin
America shared in this optimism. Óscar Arias, former president of Costa
Rica and a recipient of the Nobel Peace Prize, echoed Bush’s expectations
of a new world order.8

While Fukuyama and Williamson expressed confidence that their
views were widely held and they were describing the way things actually
were, the end of the Cold War together with the onset of globalization set
off an intense debate on the nature of this new world order and how it was
to be governed. The decade after 1989 was an especially fecund period of
debate over the nature of the international system. The triumphalism in the
United States and Western Europe was taken by the most conservative re-
alists as evidence that the world was unipolar and that the United States
was the dominant power. The implication for the realists was that the
United States could and should work its will because it was more powerful
than any other country.9 The justification for this power lay in part in the
values that had driven the United States in its battle with the Soviet Union.
These values were trumpeted by a group called neoconservatives, who
considered themselves neo-Wilsonians in the sense of mission they made
an important part of the US role as the world’s dominant power.10 They,
like Wilson and Theodore Roosevelt a century before them, were willing
to bring civilization, American style, to the less developed nations of the
world. Among academic students of international affairs, John
Mearsheimer provided a comprehensive theoretical argument for how the
United States should use its power in the emerging global community.11

The opposition to the traditional realists came from those who saw in
the new world order changes the realists failed to appreciate. To begin,
they saw a large and increasing set of actors in all regions of the world who
were not ready or willing to accept US hegemony. They saw an increas-
ingly strong web of international institutions that were providing rules and
guidelines for the globalized world to which the United States was a will-
ing party and in which nations around the world were placing their confi-
dence and support. In addition to these multilateral institutions, such as the
United Nations and the World Trade Organization, both of which had en-
forcement mechanisms over which the United States did not exercise con-
trol, there were a number of observers who pointed to the extraordinary
emergence of an international civil society of nonstate actors who were
playing an increasingly important role in setting the rules for the interna-
tional community. These nonstate actors were complementing the multilat-
eral institutions in building a growing array of interlocking networks and
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groups that hammered out consensual rules and regulations, including the
increasing reliance on the institutions and modalities of international law.
These institutionalists, or neorealists as some of them preferred to be la-
beled, included Joseph Nye and Robert Keohane, who pointed to the use
of soft power or values in building the new international system. Also
aligned with the group that urged modification of the traditional realist ap-
proach were those who focused on the gradual creation of multilateral
groups of states and nonstate actors who form “regimes” based on shared
interests or values, including such disparate issues as trade and women’s
rights.12 These regimes or sets of multilevel games came to be called “re-
lational structures,” which play a role in international affairs that the tradi-
tional realists refuse to take seriously. In addition there was a small minor-
ity of analysts who thought that the new international institutions should
set the rules of the game, and these were considered representatives of the
liberal school, formerly known as idealists.13

Two other significant currents of thought and academic analysis in
Latin America critical of the realist approach are the neo-Marxists, who
focus on class and seek alternatives to liberal capitalism, and the students
of international political economy, who see the systemic economic struc-
tures and social inequalities of developing countries as important elements
in their insertion into the new world order that belie the seeming (ir)ratio-
nality of their choices.14 The academic debate in the United States gave lit-
tle attention to Latin America and Latin Americans who studied interna-
tional affairs. The latter, individually and as a group, gained their voice
within the region and beyond it after the terrorist attacks of September 11,
2001. 

Although the document was not immediately made public as the pub-
lications by Fukuyama and Williamson had been, the US military took a
moment to take stock of what the new world order meant for the use and
projection of US military power—the hard power of which realists spoke.
The fruit of their reflection was a document published in 1996 by the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, Joint Vision 2010. In that document, which had a general
tone of confidence if not self-satisfaction, military leaders considered it
reasonable and appropriate that the United States aim for “full-spectrum
dominance” in all theaters of engagement and in all aspects of potential
conflict. This was not the ravings of a mad person in a bunker. This was
the considered result of a discussion across all of the major forces of the
nation’s military, with outside consultants and friendly academics involved
in the discussions. The process began at the end of the administration of
George H. W. Bush and was completed after several years of hard work in
the first presidency of Bill Clinton. Reading the document twenty years
later gives the reader pause. What were they thinking? Yet, when we put
Joint Vision 2010 in the context of the end of history and the Washington
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Consensus, it seems all of a piece—except for the fact that no one outside
the United States (certainly no one in Latin America) would have agreed
with the Joint Chiefs and the fact that President Bush’s initial celebration
of a new world order specifically included the conviction that the interna-
tional community would be ruled by collective institutions, through colle-
gial dealings with colleagues in agreement with one another. That is not
the implication of the statement written by the Joint Chiefs.15

Events have made a mockery of Bush’s new world order. Fukuyama’s
end of history has been converted into a subject of ridicule in the debate
that continues today over the nature of the international community. The
Washington Consensus has become a term of opprobrium for a neoliberal
model and an avatar for economic neo-imperialism. The opinion of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff in Joint Vision 2010 may be considered hubris
brought back to Earth by events following 9/11. The peace, goodwill, and
sense of an inertial, almost inevitable drive toward a world community
prospering in an open international economy that had been implicit in the
president’s remarks are hard to find or even imagine twenty-five years
later. Everywhere you turn, there is conflict, disaster, terrorism, and the
threat of worse, not to mention persistent poverty, rising inequality in the
developed and developing world, and massive population dislocations not
equaled since World War II. 

Even if history did not end in the immediate aftermath of the Cold War
and if the structure and order of the international community are still far
from a settled matter, the sense of vast change continues to be pervasive.
There is widespread conviction that there would be no return to the bipolar
struggle for hegemony between rival empires, although there are some
who see in the rise of China and the resurgence of Russia hints of a return
to great power conflict. In Latin America this major tectonic shift was es-
pecially powerful because it came along with the transition to democracy
in many countries. The sense of permanent change was helped by the fact
that many of the countries, after recovering from the debt crisis of the
1980s, stabilized their economies and began to enjoy significant profits
from the increasing prices of their primary product exports. 

The transition to democracy meant that the people of Latin America
were free to choose their own path in the world— they had bestowed le-
gitimacy on the process by which they would choose that path. There was
much talk of a renewal of the social compact between state and people in
which both recognized they were accountable to one another. The transi-
tion to democracy fulfilled the need for accountability and legitimacy that
had been the necessary condition for the founding fathers in the United
States. True, the quality of the new democracies disappointed many, and
there were references to the need for second- and then third-generation re-
forms to complement the transitions; but in international affairs, no one in
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Latin America questioned that a new era had begun and no one wanted to
go back to the old order of authoritarian and military rule or to the hege-
monic straitjacket of control by the United States. In formulating policies
guiding their insertion into the new world order, the newly democratic na-
tions of Latin America were keenly aware of the debate over the structure
of the global community and wanted to be part of it. They were also sen-
sitive to the academic debates over the global community. For the most
part, Latin American leaders wanted to be realistic in their understanding
of the world and be seen as sensible and realist. At the same time, their
memory of unequal market exchange, IMF censure, and  US hegemonic
pressure made them eager to form part of various new regimes, and made
them willing to be protagonists in the multilateral agencies that seemed to
be so important. 

After the Cold War, the nations of Latin America reached for agency
in the international system with both hands. At first, US leaders saw no
reason to expect that such agency would be in conflict with their own in-
terests, given that they also saw no reason their historical hegemony in the
hemisphere could possibly create tensions in inter-American relations.
They expected Latin America to ride the wave of globalization with them.
Even if they paid very little attention to Latin America in their discussions
of the new world order, officials in the Bush and Clinton administrations
were certain that economic activities would be central to their new inter-
national relationship, north or south. When the terrorist attacks in 2001
changed US strategic priorities, US hegemony in the hemisphere created
bitter tensions with more than a few nations in Latin America, and the
United States began to see that Latin American agency was not an unmixed
blessing. 

The vast military and economic power accumulated by the United
States since World War II and nearly fifty years of experience in throwing
around the nation’s geopolitical weight served to make the United States
more disposed to strut on the stage of international relations, as the Joint
Chiefs of Staff demonstrated in their published planning documents. There
was still the idealistic strain in US policy—a desire to do the right thing,
and the missionary zeal to do humanitarian deeds in the name of democ-
racy that was made more powerful by the sense of having “won” the Cold
War. There never was the sense that the United States should solve the
world’s problems by itself or through the use of its own military power.
The problems that soon surfaced—Yugoslavia, the former Soviet Union,
Rwanda, Kuwait, Somalia, South Africa, the Middle East, and Haiti—
cried out for external mediation of some sort, either because of the human
misery they produced or because they threatened to spill over their bor-
ders. Yet there was no consensus, either in the United States or in Latin
America, as to how the international community should go into action. 
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In the same manner, there was a new agenda of global issues, such as
the environment, drug trafficking, migration, and pandemics that could be
managed only with multilateral instruments and that called for new modes
of cooperation. The agenda was long and complex; despite the sense that
something had to be done in a collective manner, there was very little
agreement as to how it should be addressed. The United States considered
that it had earned the right to lead the international community, while giv-
ing little idea of how it was to exercise that leadership. This made many in
Latin America wary of following the United States and, over time, more
and more people came to see that their new urge for agency and their de-
sire for autonomy might prove to be incompatible with US hegemony.16

What emerged from early discussions in the Bush administration was
a package, the Enterprise for the Americas Initiative (EAI), designed to
deal with the major preoccupations of the nations in the region—debt,
trade, and economic well-being. Aimed at Mexico, which had surprised the
Bush administration by proposing a major new trade initiative that ended
up as the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and included
Canada, it included the rest of the hemisphere. There soon was talk of a
Free Trade of the Americas Agreement. It was consistent with the admin-
istration’s policy in the Uruguay Round of the General Agreement on Tar-
iffs and Trade (GATT) negotiations and with the commitment of the Latin
American nations to the multilateral trade reform central to those discus-
sions. Finally, by insisting on partnership and hemispheric togetherness,
the EAI was designed to still the deep-seated anxieties of Latin Americans
about the residual urges of US hegemony. Despite early enthusiasm, within
a few years, the EAI would join the Alliance for Progress in the junk heap
of history. 

There were signs of trouble from the outset. The 1980s had been a lost
decade for most of Latin America. The region had gone backward in eco-
nomic terms, pinned down by the heavy burden of the enormous unpaid in-
ternational debt that had brought the flow of private capital to a standstill
and dragged most of the hemisphere into a recession that was undermining
the new and fragile democracies. In the face of severe recession, civilian
governments were unable to raise the revenue to satisfy the legitimate
needs of their population, and the restructuring programs imposed on them
by the international banks were sapping the strength of the state precisely
at a time when a strong state was needed to consolidate the new democra-
cies and respond to legitimate social needs. Many in the region did not
share the Washington Consensus or Bush’s optimistic view of the world.17

Bush was not attracted to a program of official aid, which the leaders
of the Andean nations had proposed in their preliminary meeting with him
in Cartagena in February 1990. Historically, with the exception of the Al-
liance for Progress, the United States had responded to Latin American re-
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quests for economic help by urging them to open their markets and allow
US capital to solve their problems, a modern form of dollar diplomacy.
“Trade not aid” was the response of US officials after World War II to
Latin American colleagues who asked for a hemispheric equivalent of the
Marshall Plan. What is remarkable, in hindsight, is the degree of optimism
that market opening would cure all economic and political ills in the re-
gion. Roger B. Porter, one of Bush’s advisers, emphasized that the policy
was about markets, eliminating barriers to trade and entrepreneurship, and
reducing statism. “The challenge to Latin governments under the Bush ini-
tiative,” Porter said in the fall of 1990, “is to remove obstacles to effi-
ciently functioning markets, and to create a climate for entrepreneurship.”
States should not be involved in production, but should “implement regu-
lations which safeguard foreign investments and facilitate the entry and
exit of capital.”18

In retrospect, it is remarkable that such a fuss was made over a policy
initiative that quickly sputtered out and accomplished so little. All doubts
and qualms were swept aside by the extreme confidence that suffused US
policy planning in the aftermath of what leaders saw as the nation’s tri-
umph in the Cold War and its unquestioned supremacy in the global order.
It is important to remember as well that for a decade before the Berlin Wall
came down, the United States had been the subject of study after study cer-
tifying the nation’s decline relative to the emerging economic community
in Europe and Japan. Even the most optimistic of the studies was con-
vinced that the days of US dominance of the international economy were
over and that the best that might be anticipated in the years ahead would
be some sort of tripolar world in which economic influence might be di-
vided evenly among the United States, Europe, and Asia.19 The end of the
Cold War seemed to nullify all the talk of US decline, and the EAI was de-
signed to buttress the US position in the hemisphere. Unfortunately, like
the good neighbor policy in the 1930s and the Alliance for Progress in the
1960s, announcing a major policy shift was not enough to put it into ac-
tion.20

Trade, at least, seems to have been an idea whose time had come. The
trade “pillar” as it was called in the EAI, rested on a complex set of broad,
general commitments to freer trade, known as framework agreements,
which were signed with every nation in the hemisphere except Cuba, Suri-
nam, and Haiti, and a bold commitment to create a free trade area “from
Alaska to Tierra del Fuego.” Curiously, almost without being asked, Latin
American nations began to lower their tariff barriers and accelerate
processes of trade reform begun before June 1990. There was a belief or a
hope that the new world order would benefit them if they were able to ad-
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just to its new guidelines. As the representative of the Brazilian govern-
ment, Sergio Amaral, stated at hearings conducted by the US International
Trade Commission in January 1992, “A sea change has taken place in
Brazil’s trade policies, which had an immediate impact on U.S.-Brazil
trade relations.”21 Amaral complained that the United States was lagging
behind Brazil and other Latin American nations in the liberalization of its
trade policies. He joined the Argentine representative in Geneva, Ambas-
sador Archibaldo Lanús, to urge the United States to take a more aggres-
sive stance in collaboration with the nations of the hemisphere in con-
fronting the protectionist tendencies of some European nations within the
GATT. The Latin Americans were concerned they might find themselves
in the near future exposed in a world market in which only the primary
product exporters eliminated trade barriers while the developed countries,
their logical markets, had left their trade walls as high as they had been.22

After the initial rush to join the new trend in the 1990s, enthusiasm in
Latin America for freer trade and negotiated labor and environmental rules
waxed and waned with the prices of commodity exports. As long as export
windfalls were high, Latin American governments were sympathetic to in-
ternational rules of trade and exchange. When the price of commodities
fell, so did their enthusiasm.23 Considering the deep-seated belief among
Latin Americans in the inequity of the international markets, the staying
power of free trade, and open markets more generally is a remarkable fea-
ture of the post–Cold War hemisphere even though the grand scheme of a
free trade area of the Americas came to nothing.24

The NAFTA talks dragged both the environment and labor standards
into public debate for the first time, with widely varying postures among
the members of the hemispheric community. At the beginning of the post–
Cold War period, the same euphoric consensus that all issues would be
solved in multilateral harmony extended to consideration of protecting the
environment. There was even a world summit on the environment in
Brazil, where protection of the Amazon rain forest had become an interna-
tional cause célèbre, especially in Europe and the United States.25 The
Brazilians were at odds with the United States on two grounds. First, the
nationalist argument was that after all, it was Brazil’s rainforest and the de-
veloped countries should mind their own business. The second was an ar-
gument that characterized the newest bloc on the block, the BRICS—
Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa—which were considered
and considered themselves to be the next group of developed countries.
They argued that they should not be made to follow new rules on the en-
vironment put forward by the most developed countries because they had
the right to go through a period of economic growth similar to the one the
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developed countries had in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
when they made heavy use of fossil fuels in their industries. This was a
perverse form of structuralism combined with modernization in which the
developing countries asserted the right to go through the same develop-
ment stages as others had.26 The Latin Americans were concerned that the
United States might use the environment as a weapon in their trade nego-
tiations.27

The environment was a blunt weapon in trade negotiations and soon
lost its effect. By the end of the decade, the issue had become a question
of how to deal with climate change and how to create standards to limit or
reduce carbon emissions. Sustainable development, which had been a
question for developing countries in the 1990s, evolved into two separate
issues: one for developed countries that considered the carrying capacity
of the planet, the other for the least developed countries that considered
sustainability as a means of limiting poverty. This dispute slowed to a
crawl all efforts to create international standards or rules for limiting the
emissions of fossil fuels that are blamed for the warming trend that many
consider the most serious threat to the global community. After 9/11, when
the conservative wing of the Republican Party portrayed the question of
the human role in climate change (which drove the campaign for environ-
mental protection policy) as a liberal plot, environmental protection efforts
shifted to international agencies. In those forums, the scientific consensus
as to the human impact on climate change was given a full hearing, but the
major differences among developing countries as to what to do about it
made collective action very difficult. Leadership in environmental protec-
tion passed to the Europeans.28

In and of itself, the EAI accomplished virtually nothing and was over-
sold in Latin America.29 The success of the export models built into the
Washington Consensus proved to be cyclical. After a decade of slow
growth, the export boom in the first decade of the new century, driven by
China’s extraordinary growth and voracious appetite for commodities,
brought dramatic windfall profits to several countries in Latin America and
renewed their interest in open markets. The core of the model—opening
the economy to trade and investment—proved to be uneven in its benefits
and brought unanticipated policy consequences that reduced policy flexi-
bility of Latin American governments and undercut sustainability.30 On the
other hand, the indirect gains of EAI were not trivial. At the very least, in
a worst-case scenario, the possibility of a free trade area in the hemisphere
protected the Latin American nations against a resurgence of US protec-
tionism, although nontariff barriers have become so complex and the
asymmetry between the US economy and Latin American economies is so
vast that true free trade is an unattainable ideal. In addition, there was a
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palpable increase in investor confidence in Latin America, as shown by the
impressive demand for securities on a growing number of exchanges in the
region along with significant inflow of private capital, although the in-
flows proved transient and did not have the predicted impact on develop-
ment, except in the few countries most hospitable to such investments.31

More significant, and totally unintended by the Bush administration,
the EAI provided a powerful stimulus to intraregional integration efforts,
pushing them further toward realization than at any previous time. Projects
such as Mercosur (Mercado Común del Sur) and the Andean Pact were
strengthened, at least in the short run, and proved to be a powerful support
for the self-esteem of the peoples of the hemisphere. Ironically, by pushing
the Latin American nations to restructure their economies, leading them to
expect great things from the EAI, and then frustrating them by bureau-
cratic inadequacy and partisan wrangling, the United States ended up
strengthening Latin American regionalism and the determination to
achieve something on their own in international affairs. Some Latin Amer-
icans considered the EAI a success by linking democracy and economic
integration to legitimate the necessary, inevitable, and politically difficult
policies designed to make the nations of the region “global traders.”32 In
this view, the EAI played a strategic role in preparing Latin America for
greater agency in a globalizing international trade community. Intrare-
gional trade has remained a priority even as the opposition to the Washing-
ton Consensus has become more powerful. By the end of the decade, there
was a widespread consensus in Latin America that such regimes among
subsets of nations were in their long-term interest. 

Historically, the United States had preferred to deal with Latin Amer-
ican nations one-on-one and went to great lengths to discourage joint or
multilateral efforts. However, in the immediate aftermath of the Cold War,
the United States believed that it needed Latin America to join in the set-
tlement of hemispheric disputes, just as it needed European and other allies
to deal effectively with crises in Yugoslavia, the Congo, Cambodia, Iraq,
or elsewhere, whether it was through the United Nations or other forms of
collective effort. In the Western Hemisphere, the Bush and Clinton admin-
istrations wanted partners and allies to deal with crises in Haiti and Peru.
Both leaders realized that they would need allies to deal effectively with
drug trafficking, terrorism, immigration, and threats to the environment.
That need for allies—for partners, as George H. W. Bush put it—struck
many in the hemisphere as opening the way to changes in US policy that
were not entirely anticipated and that ran counter to the US historic desire
for a free hand in hemispheric action. 

The Clinton administration built on Bush’s initiatives and incorpo-
rated summitry into US foreign policy in the hemisphere. The first Summit
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of the Americas was held in Miami in December 1994. It is important to
emphasize that the idea of the summit was encouraged in Latin America
and that Latin Americans played an important role is setting the agenda, in-
cluding their insistence on discussing free trade in the hemisphere. While
there were dissenters, summit meetings struck most leaders as an excellent
way to exercise their agency.

Aside from trade negotiations, the first collaborative efforts by nations
in Latin America to increase their leverage in the international system went
into making the existing hemispheric architecture more useful to them.
The most significant of the Latin American collaborative efforts was to re-
form the OAS. Taking advantage of a willing secretary general, João
Baena Soares, a Brazilian career diplomat, a group of relatively young am-
bassadors from Argentina, Chile, Brazil, and Mexico combined their ef-
forts to move the OAS away from its historical position as an organization
incapable of decisive action except under US leadership. It was bad
enough that the OAS served as a puppet for the United States—most egre-
giously in 1954 in dealing with Guatemala—but the organization did not
seem capable of effectively dealing with any of the issues of priority to the
Latin American members. 

Led by Heraldo Muñoz, the Chilean ambassador, the OAS declared
that democracy was the mode of government favored by members of the
OAS and that members would act to protect democracy in any member
state. The first step was a public declaration by the assembled members in
Santiago, Chile, of a “Commitment to Democracy,” which was later con-
verted into an official Resolution 1080 (1991). While the commitment by
the members was not specific or concrete, it obviously was a great benefit
to the government of Chile and any other government in the region, which
was forced to look over its collective shoulder at the armed forces in its
country as a potential threat or limit to their capacity to govern.33

At the organizational level, the Mexicans, with able support from the
Argentine and Brazilian ambassadors, took the lead in creating a set of
commissions, in which majority rule (not unanimity) was the mode of dis-
cussion and which would have powers to act on issues of concern to the
members. The Mexicans were concerned primarily with creating a frame-
work in which unilateral “certification” by the US Congress of countries
according to their efforts to stem the flow of drugs into the United States
would be delegitimated. Action by the OAS, through the new Inter-Amer-
ican Drug Abuse Control Commission (CICAD), was considered by mem-
bers of the Congress as a viable alternative to their own work, and they
agreed to end the annual ritual vote, so noxious to the Mexicans, on the
condition that the OAS take on the issue.34 The commission proved ex-
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tremely useful as a forum for exploring ways to deal with drug abuse that
included discussion of the role that demand played in the illegal traffic and
how multilateral collaboration might prove more effective than the unilat-
eral “war on drugs” approach favored by the United States. 

The Latin Americans also were interested in creating a forum for dis-
cussing the traffic in small arms and light weapons, which had a marked
destabilizing effect in a number of countries and took on increasing impor-
tance as the peace processes in Central America advanced. These conver-
sations led in 1997 to the Inter-American Convention Against the Illicit
Manufacturing of and Trafficking in Firearms, Ammunition, Explosive
and Other Related Materials and then, in 1999, to the Convention on
Transparency in Conventional Weapons Acquisitions. The latter expressed
the link between the arms control agenda and the new concept in Latin
America—that of cooperative security. The question of arms trafficking
was dealt with within CICAD, which could link arms control with the
struggle to contain drug traffic. Dealing bilaterally with the United States
was fruitless because the influence of the domestic gun lobby made con-
versations with US officials too delicate. The new commission, by con-
trast, was ideal for making public the views of the receiving nations in the
hemisphere and exploring collective action that might win some collabo-
ration from the United States. In time, the United States became adept at
using the new structure and after the terrorist attacks of 9/11, created a
commission, the Inter-American Commission Against Terrorism, in which
the Latin Americans proved willing collaborators.35

The third reform, linked to the organizational changes, was an attempt
to have the OAS play a constructive role in settling historical territorial
disputes, many of them left over from the postindependence era, that had
burst through the veneer of tranquility in the region at the end of the Cold
War. Rather than focus on how to take advantage of the new world order
and exercise their agency as democratic states in a global community that
seemed to share their values, nations all around the hemisphere quarreled
with their neighbors over contested territory and threatened armed conflict.
Within two years of the end of the Cold War, virtually every country in
South America and Central America was involved in a territory dispute
with its neighbors. In some cases, there were episodes of violence and the
loss of life at the border.36

To make the OAS relevant to dealing with these conflicts, the ambas-
sadors from Argentina, first Juan Pablo Lohlé and then Hernán Patiño
Mayer, pushed the OAS into discussions of regional security. The Security
Commission held meetings over a three-year period for diplomats, mem-
bers of the legislatures, journalists, academics, and military officers from

Post–Cold War Optimism   119



countries whose borders were in dispute. These meetings produced con-
crete results in resolving the final points of contention along the mountain
border between Argentina and Chile, in creating a Special Commission to
discuss the riverine boundary between Argentina and Uruguay, and in me-
diating among the nations in Central America to demine the Gulf of Fon-
seca that touched the borders of El Salvador, Honduras, and Nicaragua.37 

The OAS was not successful in stopping the conflict between Peru and
Ecuador over portions of their border on the Amazon side of the Andes.
After some fruitless diplomacy, the OAS called on the group of four
“friends” that had negotiated the original Rio Protocol in January 1942 to
intercede. The friends—Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and the United States—
with OAS backing managed to get a cease-fire and push the combatants
into a slow process that culminated in a statement that established a bind-
ing procedure to resolve all differences between the two countries.38 The
final resolution was a significant step in establishing civilian control over
the military in South America, and the slow speed of the peace process was
due largely to the role of the military in the domestic politics of both coun-
tries. In the case of the internecine conflicts in Central America, the OAS
could not generate enough confidence to settle the disputes and had to
work closely with the UN, in the case of Nicaragua because of the involve-
ment of Cuba, and with nonstate actors in Guatemala and El Salvador.39 In
all of these cases, the OAS was undermined by the unilateralism of the
United States during the Reagan administration.

The transformation of the OAS should be seen as a side effect of
the euphoria following the end of the Cold War. Multilateralism and instru-
ments to strengthen democratic governance were given priority in hemi-
spheric affair. During the Bush administration, the tone of optimism came
from the top. It was conveyed and executed in an extraordinarily effective
manner by Luigi Einaudi, the US ambassador to the OAS.40 The reforms
of the OAS would have been unthinkable without Einaudi’s collaboration.
For a few years, the OAS became an effective element in hemispheric gov-
ernance and looked as if it would become the chosen instrument of Latin
American agency in collective action.41 After 9/11, the United States lost
interest, the budget was gutted, and the new regionalism initiatives from
Latin America served to erode the influence of the OAS.

During the Clinton administration, there was considerable effort ex-
pended north and south to create the infrastructure of community through
summits—ceremonial meetings of heads of state of all the states in the
hemisphere (excluding Cuba). So welcome was the first of these summits
that they were imitated at the ministerial level, beginning with a defense
ministerial in Williamsburg, Virginia, in July 1995. The principal virtue of
the ministerial summits was that nations could discuss their shared inter-
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ests and seek to resolve the significant differences among them. From the
Latin American perspective, the defense ministerials were particularly ef-
fective in buttressing the new democracies in their efforts to bring their
militaries under civilian control, and they made it possible for nations with
border problems to meet privately without embarrassing their govern-
ments. Civilian control of the military was a touchy subject at the first min-
isterial. By the eleventh meeting, in Peru in 2014, it was common to in-
clude in the final document the statement that democracy was essential for
the defense of the nations in the hemisphere.42

The progress in using ministerials to bring the military under civilian
control and enhance transparency as a basic instrument of confidence
building was important. At the first meeting, Canada led an entire session
on the virtues of accountability to the voting public through the use of pe-
riodic, comprehensive reports on the activities and finances of the defense
ministry, known as White Books. Argentine president Carlos Menem
urged his minister, Oscar Camilión, to get Argentina named the host for the
second ministerial. But Argentina had no White Book. So Camilión had to
promise that Argentina would institute the practice of the White Book be-
fore the next meeting. To accomplish this task, the government not only
had to make pubic its military activities, mission, and budget, it had to get
the legislature to staff defense committees in the two chambers so that
someone could read a budget. The first Argentine White Book was pre-
sented at the Bariloche ministerial in 1996.43 The first ministerials had mo-
ments of difficulty created by the presence of several ministers who repre-
sented authoritarian governments and did their best to water down
resolutions declaring that democratic values were central to the security
mission of all the countries in the hemisphere.44

The Bill Clinton administration was more open to debate on policy
questions than its predecessor (or its successor, for that matter) and the for-
mulation of policy toward Latin America had the virtue of being about as
transparent as such a process can be, and more transparent than any since.
Clinton’s advisers pushed him to focus his energy on pivotal states, mainly
Brazil and Mexico, with Chile as the model country, and use crosscutting
(intermestic) issues such as population, migration, the environment,
human rights, ethnic conflict, and international finance to bring the nations
of Latin America together.45 These were issues that Clinton found interest-
ing, and he was sympathetic to the idea of using them as a framework
within which to encourage cooperation with the nations in the hemisphere.
Clinton had a voracious appetite for information and thrived on sessions
with Anthony Lake, his National Security Advisor, and Arturo Valenzuela,
the Latin Americanist on the National Security Council, both academics,
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to discuss what most presidents had considered issues too complex for
their consideration. Despite these signs that partnerships with Latin Amer-
ican countries were possible, for the most part, Clinton’s attention was
drawn to crises in other parts of the world, and the push for Latin American
partnerships lost force.46

The principal centripetal force holding the Latin American nations to-
gether and maintaining their optimism at the hemispheric level in the
decade after the Cold War was the transition to democracy in many of the
countries. In each case, the military had become international pariahs, so
in the aftermath of the Cold War, elected civilian leaders considered them-
selves legitimated by the international system as well as their own citizens.
They moved with purpose to establish their international identity. The par-
adigmatic case was Chile. Not only was the civilian government a coali-
tion with extensive international linkages, it brought into government an
extraordinary cohort of foreign policy experts, many of whom had spent
the dictatorship in exile studying international relations and other subjects
at universities in the United States and Europe. Even before they took
power, they were thinking about Chile’s insertion into the global commu-
nity and how that insertion was part and parcel of the transition to democ-
racy.47 No fewer than a dozen of the senior officers in the foreign ministry,
the defense ministry, and in other government offices were academically
trained experts in international relations, and all of them had participated
in RIAL. A few of the cohort, most notably Augusto Varas, remained in ac-
ademia, and their presence ensured that the government would be recep-
tive to debate and dialogue with the media and the academy. In a region
where foreign policy rarely had been characterized by the permeability of
the bureaucracy, at one swift transition, the Chilean government became a
model for the region. Confidence building in the hemisphere after the Cold
War included increasing the communication between the media and the
policy apparatus within countries and between countries. As the founding
fathers had insisted in the case of the United States, this was the way to
make the policy process transparent and make the policymakers account-
able to their electorate.48

The new Chilean foreign policy apparatus moved quickly to establish
democratic Chile’s new role in world affairs on three fronts. The first was
to establish the country’s position in all relevant multilateral organiza-
tions—Muñoz went to the OAS, Juan Somavía went to the UN, Juan
Gabriel Valdés (the son of the president of the senate and a Ph.D. from
Princeton) went to Spain, Carlos Portales, (who studied at Stanford) was
Director General de Política Exterior, and Alberto van Klaveren, another
Princeton Ph.D. was an adviser to Portales and later head of Policy Plan-
ning and Undersecretary (Sub Ministro). 
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At the same time, the new ambassador to the United States, Patricio
Silva, made it clear that Chile wanted to begin negotiations on a trade
treaty. The Concertación government’s economics minister, Alejandro
Foxley, knew that was the place to establish Chile’s leverage in the inter-
national system, the second front for the government. By the end of the
Patricio Aylwin government, Chile had managed to divide its international
trade into three equal geographic parts among the Western Hemisphere,
Europe, and Asia—the only country in the hemisphere to do so. It was in
one sense an anachronistic concession to dependency theorists by seeking
to eliminate any possible weakness in the country’s trade due to a depend-
ence on a market or markets in one region. Anachronistic or not, it was a
remarkable achievement and had the added benefit of inserting Chile into
the Asian market just as China was emerging as a major player in the world
economy.49

The third front of Chile’s advance into world affairs was to focus on
the country’s soft power, a concept that the cohort of US-trained experts
found particularly useful. Chile would tout its democratic credentials as
the key to its new influence and agency in world affairs. It would be the
representative of democracy and human rights throughout the world, join-
ing as many organizations as it could. It would also follow the basic rules
of the economic game, even though its social democratic supporters were
less than enthusiastic about the Washington Consensus. The declaration of
support for democracy by the OAS as the result of the meeting in Santiago
in 1991 was the biggest achievement of the country’s soft power. A few
years later, Muñoz, who had been shifted to Chile’s embassy in Brasília,
worked with his Brazilian colleague Celso Lafer in drafting the final dec-
laration of agreement at Doha in 2001.50 The idea was to seek a role that
would enhance the country’s international reputation. Chilean views were
offered and respected in a wide variety of global forums. 

In Argentina, where Carlos Menem was elected to succeed Raúl Al-
fonsín in 1989, the primary initial goal was to reverse the historic policy
of friction with the United States and make it clear that Argentina would
follow the US lead in forming the new global community. Argentina was
one of the few countries to send support to the United States in its effort to
repel Iraq from Kuwait in 1991. It was Menem’s sense that the declaration
of alliance with the United States would bring immediate benefits, both
political and economic. He first was rewarded with a state visit to Wash-
ington.51 Two years later, his reward was to name Argentina a “non-NATO
ally.”52

When Argentina’s ambassador in Washington, Guido di Tella, was
about to return to Buenos Aires in 1991 to become foreign minister, he told
the press that he wanted the two countries to be so close that it would be

Post–Cold War Optimism   123



like “carnal relations.”53 After some time as minister, he amended his goal
to making Argentina a “reliable partner.”54 To that end, he assigned one of
his senior political officers to follow the US Congress and to bring Ar-
gentina’s interests to the attention of US lawmakers.55 With the goal of
making Argentina appear a reliable global citizen, he established a joint
commission with his counterpart in Santiago to resolve the final border
disputes between the two countries dating from the end of the nineteenth
century, when a treaty to determine that border had left some ambiguities
with regard to the Andean watershed. He ended Argentina’s semi-secret
missile program and instructed his representatives in Brasília and in Mon-
tevideo to relieve tensions with the other members of Mercosur. In that
manner, he expected to make Argentina relevant in the world community.
He also began conversations with the British government with the hope
that these would lead to formal negotiations over the Falkland Islands
(Malvinas). Argentine relations with the United States had never been bet-
ter than they were during the Clinton administration.56

In the case of Mexico, the transition was focused on domestic affairs
and on NAFTA. It was the period in which the Institutional Revolutionary
Party was relaxing its hold on power and may be seen as the analog to the
transitions in Argentina, Brazil, and Chile from military to civilian
regimes. To become a reliable partner in North America, Mexico worked
to clean up its semi-authoritarian political system and create the economic
institutions, such as an independent central bank, finally accomplished in
1993, that would facilitate the privatization of the economy and open the
country to the opportunities offered in NAFTA. The lobbying effort by the
Mexican government in support of NAFTA was unprecedented by a Latin
American government. It was conducted in concert with the embassy’s ef-
forts to remove the embarrassment of the drug certification and shift dis-
cussions of how to deal with illegal drug trafficking to the multilateral
forum of the OAS. To that end, Mexico played a key role in the reform of
the OAS. In addition, for the first time, the Mexican government worked
the US Congress to gain support for immigration reform.57

Brazil suffered significant political and economic instability in the
first years after the end of the Cold War. But when Fernando Henrique Car-
doso took office in January 1995, he asserted Brazilian agency in world af-
fairs with a flair and impact not equaled since the Baron of Rio Branco a
century earlier. Cardoso was convinced that Brazil should be a world
power. To that end, in his opinion, the country had to do three things: re-
duce inequality (Brazil was at the time the most unequal country in the
world according to World Bank data), end energy dependence, and accept
its geopolitical destiny.58 To accomplish the first, he brought Paulo Renato
de Souza back from Washington, where he was operations manager at the
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Inter-American Development Bank, to coordinate and expand the coun-
try’s antipoverty programs. The result was the Bolsa Escola, which com-
bined several existing state and municipal programs into a federal condi-
tional cash transfer program that focused on keeping children in school
through family subsidies. The program was so successful—Brazil’s
poverty was reduced by 28 percent during Cardoso’s presidency and the
country’s Gini coefficient fell by nearly twenty points—that it was contin-
ued and expanded by Cardoso’s successor, Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, as
the Bolsa Família.59

To begin the second task, Cardoso opened the country’s national pe-
troleum company, Petrobras, to foreign investment. Again, success was
fast and astounding. Relying mainly on joint ventures, Petrobras made
Brazil virtually self-sufficient in energy within a decade.60 Cardoso also
privatized a number of other state-owned companies that had become a
drag on the country’s development. Most notable among these was the
telephone company and the giant mining company Vale do Rio Doce. In
the second Cardoso government, the economy took off and with it the
country’s global presence. 

To accomplish the third goal, he put Ronaldo Sardenberg in charge of
a new Strategic Affairs Secretariat and began an ambitious program
(SIVAM) to cover the entire Amazon Basin with radar  using US capital to
jump-start the effort. At the same time, Sardenberg began a program of
studies of hemispheric and global issues that turned his agency in Brasília
into a formidable think tank.61 Cardoso established linkages between the
government and the country’s scholars and brought the permeability of his
government to outside discussion to a level never before seen in Brazil.
The country was on its way, led by a series of ambitious and effective for-
eign ministers. Cardoso made it clear that his goal was a permanent seat on
the Security Council of the United Nations and he would assume such re-
sponsibilities in world affairs as might be necessary to justify the recogni-
tion by the world’s powers of Brazil’s new role in world affairs. With this,
he began a debate within Brazil that continues to this day over how to ex-
ercise its new agency.62

With the end of the Cold War, the nations in Latin America realized
they had space in the international system within which to operate and that
the zero-sum power game imposed on them by the United States could no
longer be sustained. In public pronouncements, US leaders made it clear
they did not wish to perpetuate a relationship in which the United States
asserted dominance in an open manner, as it had for the better part of a
century. They called out for partnership, for collaboration with the nations
of the hemisphere, although somehow they still expected the rest of the
hemisphere to bow to their will in matters of regional security or at least
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follow them willingly. This was not what most Latin Americans had in
mind as they explored the possibilities inherent in their new freedom of ac-
tion in world affairs. After Menem left office in 1999, no one in Latin
America wanted relations with the United States so close as to be “carnal.” 

The reform of the OAS offered some flexibility for the Latin Ameri-
cans in dealing with controversial policy questions. The summits were use-
ful because they could discuss issues of significance to them, which was
hard to do in the OAS and almost impossible in bilateral exchanges with
the United States. Clinton and his successors, George W. Bush and Barack
Obama, loved face-to-face dialogue and valued direct contact with col-
leagues in the hemisphere, however brief. The more they met, however
ceremonial the gatherings, the more reason they found to come together.
Within the context of hemispheric meetings, such as those held by the
OAS or the summits, it was no longer impossible to express hostility to the
United States.63

There was a growing sense that some new regional or subregional fo-
rums were necessary to explore ways multinational collaboration might be
fruitful. In this context, however, historical differences, such as those that
had led to war between Peru and Ecuador or continued to disturb relations
between Colombia and Venezuela, made regional cooperation very com-
plicated. Even Mercosur, the longest-lived and most institutionalized of
the subregional organizations, had its ups and downs and appeared to have
hit a limit to its effectiveness, especially when one of the two larger mem-
bers, Argentina or Brazil, was experiencing economic difficulties. 

At the end of the last decade of the twentieth century, there were two
issues on which there was widespread agreement in Latin America in op-
position to US policy: the exclusion of Cuba from the hemispheric com-
munity and the US militarization of the fight to contain traffic in illegal
drugs. There seemed to be no way to bring those disagreements to the fore
and no mechanism, bilateral or multilateral, to resolve the differences. The
frustration in dealing with these issues during the Bush and Clinton admin-
istrations partly explains why the regionalism in Latin America would look
for new ways to deal with problems that would not be inhibited by the
United States and why the resistance to US hegemony continued to grow
over time.

The new commissions in the OAS allowed for open discussion of pol-
icy options, although there were very few concessions on the part of the
United States. In the case of drug trafficking, the differences between north
and south were as wide as an abyss. In the south, the producing countries
could not understand why the United States did so little to reduce demand
for the drugs that caused so much trouble. If there were no demand, there
would be no production except for the traditional production of coca leaf,
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which was consumed by the indigenous peoples in the Andean region of
South America. While officials in the US government did not deny that de-
mand was a problem, they were convinced that if production were stamped
out, there would be no drug problem, and so they continued with the war
on drugs, which had been declared originally during the Richard Nixon ad-
ministration. Without moving an inch to compromise its position, the
United States pushed the Latin Americans into a zero-sum power struggle
that was characteristic of the Cold War: you either help us stamp out drugs
or you are enabling the traffickers. That had been the thinking (or lack of
thinking) behind the certification program by Congress. Once that had
ended, it was up to the OAS to maintain the theater of discussing how to
end the illegal traffic in drugs without being able to discuss how to reduce
demand in the country that consumed more than 75 percent of the drugs
exported from Latin America. It did not help that throughout the decade,
the larger countries in South America (Argentina, Brazil, and Chile) in-
sisted that drug trafficking was not their problem and wanted no part of the
debate over the solution. That changed in the new century as all of them
became transit countries with significant domestic drug problems of their
own.

In the first years after the Cold War, the vast majority of drugs moved
from Latin America to the United States passed up the Andes, through
Colombia, and then through the Caribbean over water. In some cases, drug
cartels outgunned the police on the smaller islands in the Caribbean. The
US Coast Guard offered to help, but the problem was national sovereignty
and territorial waters. To counter the reluctance of microstates to allow the
United States to take over their police function, the English-speaking
countries joined forces to create a Regional Security Service (RSS) and
then asked the United States to supplement their ordnance and strategic ca-
pacity. During the Clinton administration, a compromise was struck on the
national sovereignty issue, and it provided that if a member of the local po-
lice were to ride on the bridge of a US Coast Guard vessel, then that vessel
could enter the nation’s territorial waters in pursuit of drug traffickers. This
Ship-Rider Agreement was signed between the United States and more
than a dozen countries in the Caribbean; by 1995, the flow of illegal drugs
through the Caribbean had been virtually stopped. Moreover, as a by-prod-
uct of the new cooperation among the microstates, there began a move-
ment to bring the penal codes of the member countries into alignment, so
that the RSS and the US Coast Guard could become an effective regional
law enforcement collaborative.64

In the effort to patrol the Caribbean more effectively, the drug traffic
issue overlapped with the other issue on which Latin America was unable
to find an acceptable language of conversation with the United States: the
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readmission of Cuba into the hemispheric family. Through its insistence on
ostracizing Cuba, the United States had managed to convert Cuba into a
hemispheric symbol of resistance to US hegemony. Thanks to the power
of the Cuban American lobby, it had become impossible to discuss the
issue in the United States without stirring rapid opposition within both po-
litical parties. As far as the United States was concerned, the Cold War
with Cuba had not ended.65 This was a source of great irritation to an in-
creasing number of countries.

As the Coast Guard increased its efforts to deal with drug trafficking
in the Caribbean, the absence of channels of communication with the
Cuban navy created dangerous encounters on the high seas between naval
forces of the two countries. With no formal diplomatic mechanisms
through which to avoid such danger, the Coast Guard turned to unofficial
channels to create modes of communication that would benefit both coun-
tries by avoiding conflicts. The Drug Enforcement Administration used
private contractors to establish clear communications with the Cubans to
avoid the movement of drugs through Cuban territory and air space. By the
middle of the Clinton administration, these unofficial links were coordi-
nated by a special office in the Defense Department, which made sure the
State Department was not in the loop. This was a case in which bureau-
cratic fragmentation actually facilitated hemispheric cooperation.66 De-
spite these ties and Cuba’s impeccable behavior, the United States refused
to recognize that Cuba belonged in the hemisphere. As if in response, Latin
Americans increased their efforts to create forms of solidarity with Cuba
and to find mechanisms, regional or subregional, through which Cuba
could be reintegrated into the hemispheric community. 

At the end of the twentieth century, the question for Latin Americans
was what form(s) should their agency take? The asymmetry of power be-
tween the United States and the nations of the region was not going to dis-
appear soon. This was particularly obvious in trade negotiations, and the
response of many nations in South America was to decline the US invita-
tion to participate in free trade negotiations. However, opposing the United
States, which was now possible without retribution or some form of coer-
cion, was not by itself a fruitful form of agency. With the exception of
Cuba, opposition did not make it easier to achieve national policy objec-
tives. How to create a hemispheric community after hegemony was not
going to be easy. On the part of the Latin American nations, it would re-
quire a clear understanding of national objectives and a realistic appraisal
of the means to achieve those objectives. For the first time in their history,
foreign policy—how to be in the world—was a part of the competition for
power in democratic states. It made a difference to the voting public how
their leaders would direct their actions in world politics. This was a first. 
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The terrorist attacks in 2001 and the mad rush of the George W. Bush
administration to militarize unilateralism threw the hemispheric commu-
nity into disorder in ways that were reminiscent of the Cold War. The war
on terror destroyed the euphoria the end of the Cold War had generated. It
also made the end of US hegemony more problematic. That meant that as
the experience of agency in the world community became more familiar,
it appeared inevitable that opposition to US hegemony would become ad-
versarial. 
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Although the end of the Cold War presented Latin American
countries with opportunities to play new roles in the world with greater au-
tonomy, most appeared at first to have little sense of how they should use
the space opening for them. Few in the region offered suggestions as to
what sort of community they wished to form in the hemisphere, and fewer
still tried to participate in the broader conversation as to what sort of inter-
national community they should work to form, although this would change
in the new century. In contrast to this official diffidence, in several coun-
tries, notably Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, and Mexico, there was a
dramatic increase in the academic consideration of these issues and public
discussion of them. Around the hemisphere, courses in international rela-
tions (IR) were added to university curriculums, multiple graduate pro-
grams in IR were introduced, and there was a profusion of journals, aca-
demic and semi-popular, on the subject. Mass- circulation newspapers in
Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, and Mexico added correspondents
with true expertise in foreign affairs. IR had become a hot topic for discus-
sion and a matter for public policy.1 This expansion of the public discus-
sion and the increasing academic sophistication is crucial in the evolution
of Latin American agency. First, it makes the discussion more reasonable
and brings a wider range of theoretical approaches and policy options into
the arena. Second, it makes the policy process more permeable, which in-
creases its transparency and credibility. Third, it puts the nation’s explo-
ration of national interests into a global framework, which enhances the
possibilities for agency. In all of  the major countries, Argentina, Brazil,
Chile, Colombia, and Mexico, credible academics with international
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scholarly reputations played important roles in policymaking and partici-
pated in the increasingly rich public debate on international affairs.

For the better part of a decade after the Cold War, the primary exter-
nal issue with which most of the countries dealt was the thorny problem
of solving border conflicts with their immediate neighbors, some of
which dated from the colonial period. These conflicts were inextricably
bound up with internal questions of the role of the armed forces and his-
torical legacies of military rule and authoritarianism that had fixed na-
tional identities with heavy overlays of nationalism focused in belligerent
fashion on one or more of their neighbors. As a consequence, for many of
the countries, peace and security meant first freeing themselves from in-
ternal threats of military dominance and settling scores with their neigh-
bors. That is why in the first decade after the Cold War most of the atten-
tion to questions of autonomy and agency dealt mainly with confidence
building between neighbors and attempts to strengthen the institutions of
internal civilian governance so that it might be possible to debate or dis-
cuss a foreign policy that was not frozen into historically fixed metaphors
of aggressive nationalism. Agency in the global system was something of
a novelty, even a luxury, when people were still shooting at one another
along virtually every border. In the Andes between Chile and Argentina,
they did so frequently, until Argentine president Carlos Menem decided
serious countries with pretensions to international agency should not do
such things. The borders between Colombia and Ecuador and between
Venezuela and Colombia were the sites for frequent armed incursions and
battles. The most serious was the war between Peru and Ecuador, which
required a community effort to resolve. In none of these episodes was the
hegemonic power, the United States, more than a cooperative member of
the community in the search for peace. Absent any reasonable fear of ex-
ternal intervention or subversion, the United States did not attempt to im-
pose its will on the contestants. 

In the new century, the nations of Latin America wrestled with three
interlocking issues. The first, and most difficult in the countries that had
only recently navigated the transition from authoritarian to democratic
regimes, was how to stabilize the institutional matrix within which an au-
tonomous foreign policy might be formed. That meant, most of all, the
consolidation of civilian control over the armed forces and establishing
public forums for policy discussion and debate. Accountability and im-
punity were still relatively new topics. The second issue was to determine
what the nature of autonomous foreign policy might be. Did freedom from
US hegemony necessarily mean opposition to the United States, or was
partnership possible despite the legacy of history and the obvious asymme-
try of power between them? Finally, how should they exercise their agency
in the international community?2 How much responsibility were they will-

138 Latin America in International Politics



ing to assume by sitting at the table at which the rules of the international
community were formulated? 

This last item has been the subject of intense debate throughout the re-
gion for two decades. The fact of the matter is that in global terms, US
hegemony had served as a cost-free entrée to global affairs for many of the
nations of Latin America. If any of them participated in solving conflicts
or in wars, as Brazil did in World War II and Argentina did in the Gulf War,
it was at the behest of and under the leadership of the United States. Au-
tonomous of US cover, each global player assumes some responsibility for
its own actions. Those that do not are known as free riders, a criticism
commonly leveled against Latin America. The question posed in capitals
around the hemisphere in the new century is what is the cost of joining the
rulemakers of the international community?

Linking all of these questions was the drive to put together regional
and subregional groups, either to satisfy the sense that larger markets were
more efficient than small ones, as ECLA/CEPAL had been suggesting for
decades, or through some iteration of the Bolivarian notion that the nations
had common histories and common values that would bind them together.
By the second decade of the twenty-first century, regionalism would be-
come the dominant theme in collective efforts to form a Latin American
identity and community that somehow would be free of US hegemony.3
Despite significant effort, ideological differences among the nations were
a powerful inhibiting force making the formation of communities more
difficult. These differences continue to this day. 

Brazil’s bold move to demand recognition as a great power, including
a permanent seat on the UN Security Council, did not appeal to any other
countries in the region. Most considered it a leap too far. On the other
hand, none wanted to make their way by hitching their wagon to the lead-
ership of the United States, as Menem had tried in the 1990s. Menem’s
successor, Fernando de la Rúa, thought respectful friendship between Ar-
gentina and the United States was close enough. Anyway, within months
of de la Rúa’s inauguration, Argentina virtually imploded and by 2001 suf-
fered the worst economic crisis it had experienced in more than a century.
Argentina would not be a player in the international community to be reck-
oned with for some time. 

The only significant initiative to forge community in the region came
from Venezuela, where Hugo Chávez took office in 1999, declaring his de-
termination to achieve “socialism for the twenty-first century.” Invoking
the Bolivarian dream, he also offered to lead a new regional organization,
the Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of Our America (Alianza Bolivari-
ana para los Pueblos de Nuestra América, ALBA), that would oppose the
United States and the imperialism it represented. With the windfall profits
from a rapid increase in the price of oil, Chávez reached out to countries
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with the promise of cheap oil and his project of a more just and au-
tonomous Latin America. The center of his alliance was Cuba, where he
had become an acolyte of Fidel and Raúl Castro. He won more support as
the years unfolded as newly elected progressive governments joined the al-
liance, first Daniel Ortega in Nicaragua (2006), and the region’s first in-
digenous president, Evo Morales in Bolivia (2006), then Rafael Correa in
Ecuador (2007), and for a brief time, Manuel Zelaya in Honduras (2008).
Chávez tried to pull Mercosur into his orbit, but Brazilian president Luiz
Inácio Lula da Silva resisted his blandishments. This was an ideological
movement that set itself against the imperialism and neoliberalism of the
United States. 

So long as the international price of oil stayed above US$90/barrel, the
break-even point for the government, Chávez had billions to play with. In
2014 the price of oil collapsed, and his successor, Nicolás Maduro, discov-
ered that the international pretensions of ALBA and Petrocaribe, the insti-
tutional mechanism for selling oil to friendly nations at special rates, were
impossible to sustain. Outside the hemisphere, Chávez only seemed to be
interested in tweaking Uncle Sam’s nose. He invited the Russian navy to
conduct maneuvers within Venezuela’s territorial waters in the Caribbean;
he visited Iran and invited the Iranian head of state to Venezuela; he signed
enormous joint venture deals with the Chinese, none of which came to
anything for nearly a decade. Nothing in his foreign policy nor in what he
claimed for ALBA could be taken as the framework of an international
community except an ideology he called socialism for the twenty-first cen-
tury and anti-Americanism. Amid all of these gestures, Venezuela main-
tained its oil exports to the United States and its subsidized oil shipments
to the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. 

In Mexico, the Party of National Action (PAN), with Vicente Fox as
its candidate, came to power in 2000 as the first opposition party to govern
Mexico in more than seventy-five years. Fox’s platform called for deepen-
ing the friendship with the United States, increasing bilateral efforts to
control the drug trafficking violence along the border, strengthening the in-
stitutions that guaranteed political democracy and market efficiency, and
putting Mexico into the world community. Given the inhibited nationalism
that had marked Mexico’s foreign policy under the Institutional Revolu-
tionary Party (PRI), this last goal was remarkable. Under the PRI, the
Mexican armed forces had no specific mission to enhance the nation’s sov-
ereignty and no blue-water navy. It kept to itself in international affairs and
kept a low international profile. In his bold new foreign policy, Fox was
influenced by two intellectuals, Jorge Castañeda Gutman and Adolfo
Aguilar Zínser, who believed that the time had come for Mexico to take its
place in the world. Castañeda was named foreign minister and Aguilar
Zínser became national security adviser.4 As in Argentina, Brazil, Chile,
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and Colombia, the transition to democracy and the opening of the policy
process to debate and scrutiny was an indispensable prelude to Fox’s de-
termination to mark Mexico’s agency. 

Fox and US president George W. Bush made a photogenic pair in
their cowboy boots and hats when they met on the Bush ranch in Texas
after both of them were newly installed. Fox took away from the meet-
ing the sense that the new US government would be attentive to issues
the Mexicans found sensitive, such as immigration and the massive
amounts of small arms sold in the United States and shipped to Mexico
to be used by the drug cartels, which now controlled the shipment of
more than 80 percent of the drugs that entered the United States from
Latin America. To bring Fox closer, Bush invited him for a state visit in
September 2001. 

Castañeda thought the time was ripe for a major overhaul of the hemi-
spheric community as well as Mexico’s role in it, and he prepared a pow-
erful speech for Fox to deliver in Washington. The speech called for termi-
nating the Inter-American Defense Treaty (known as TIAR in its Spanish
initials) that had been an instrument of US domination for half a century.
Fox suggested replacing it with an agreement that would recognize the au-
tonomy of the nations in the hemisphere and alter the focus of the TIAR
from a concern with external threat to a consideration of threats internal to
the community, such as international crime. The speech was delivered in
Washington on September 9, 2001, and was well received. But timing is
crucial. Two days later, terrorists took down the World Trade Center Twin
Towers in New York and plowed an aircraft into the Pentagon. It was no
time for revising security treaties that considered external threats. There
was an external threat to the hemisphere and it had attacked the United
States. In powerful contrast to the Mexican posture, Celso Lafer, Brazilian
foreign minister, instructed the Brazilian representative to the regular
meeting of the OAS General Assembly then in Lima to invoke the TIAR
as the hemispheric response to an external attack. Lafer followed this with
a major addess in Washington on September 21, 2001.5

Castañeda never recovered from this unfortunate sequence of events.
Fox was left embarrassed and lost confidence in his foreign policy advis-
ers. Castañeda turned his attention to Latin America and accomplished a
number of significant goals in putting Mexico back into the Latin Ameri-
can community. Aguilar Zínser was sent to the United Nations, where he
held Mexico’s position with conviction when the Bush envoys tried to
bully him and the other Latin American representatives into following the
US lead in attacking Iraq.6 Fox succeeded in giving Mexican foreign pol-
icy a new framework and set the country on the path to taking an important
role in the hemispheric and the global communities while maintaining a
special relationship with the United States in which Mexico was treated as
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a partner. It was during the Fox administration that the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs (SRE) began a mammoth publication project that put a huge chunk
of the ministry’s archive online. This came along with a significant in-
crease in public funding of international studies at the graduate level in
universities throughout the country, that resulted in a dramatic increase in
the public discussion of foreign affairs and a rich effusion of publications
dealing with Mexico’s foreign affairs and foreign policy.7

In Chile, the foreign ministry fully intended that its soft power would be
of even greater value outside the hemisphere than within it and was some-
what surprised that there were obstacles in its path. The major problem was
the strategic culture that focused obsessively on protecting the territorial
conquests of the War of the Pacific. The Chilean armed forces controlled a
portion of the nation’s copper profits as a royalty (regalía) and used it to
maintain the most sophisticated military equipment in South America. All of
the threat scenarios followed in the study centers of the several forces con-
sidered invasions from Peru and Bolivia as the nation’s primary threat. The
senior officers would not consider responsibilities outside the hemisphere,
such as UN peacekeeping, because they said they could not divert assets
from protecting the national territory. It took more than a decade for the Con-
certación to change the thinking of the senior officers to allow for an inter-
national role that would better suit the new image of the country.8

Another obstacle for Chile in leveraging its soft power was the set of
compromises the Concertación had forged with the military regime when
it took power in 1990, compromises the leadership considered essential for
the stability of the new civilian government. All of the compromises
amounted to an avoidance of a public reckoning of the abuses of the mili-
tary regime. Principal among these was to leave the former dictator Gen-
eral Augusto Pinochet free to sit as a lifetime senator and influence his mil-
itary colleagues on active duty. That compromise came back to haunt the
government of Eduardo Frei Ruiz-Tagle in 1998, when a Spanish judge is-
sued a warrant through Interpol for Pinochet’s arrest for crimes against hu-
manity while he was in London for medical care. In responding to this
challenge, Frei and his successor Ricardo Lagos had to think through the
domestic cost of Chile’s role in the evolving international community.

Although he was not happy about it and certainly did not do it delib-
erately or with pleasure, Pinochet became a symbol of the slow, halting
progress in the reconstruction of an international community in the after-
math of the Cold War, in which peoples and their governments were in
agreement as to what constitutes acceptable behavior. No state follows the
code of good behavior all the time; but in the aftermath of the Cold War,
there was a growing consensus that human rights should be protected, that
states cannot violate the human rights of their citizens with impunity, and
that systematic use of force against ethnic or political minorities is inap-
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propriate. Moreover, there was a growing network of civil society institu-
tions that worked assiduously for the preservation of these rights. What
was not clear at the time—and not fully clarified to this day—is how the
international community is to enforce this code of good behavior. The cen-
tral question is impunity. How will violations of the code be challenged
and punished? Who will enforce the code? At the time of the warrant for
Pinochet, the international action in Kosovo, when NATO used military
force to oust Serbian president Slobodan Milosevic, was taken as a model.
Afterward, Kosovo did not appear to be widely applicable, because the
massive military pressure exerted by the forces of NATO under the lead-
ership of the United States depended so heavily on the institutional in-
tegrity of NATO and the geographical proximity of Kosovo to the Euro-
pean heartland. The genocide in Rwanda, for example, produced
consternation but little action on the part of the NATO allies and no re-
sponse from the nations of Latin America.9

Perhaps the case of East Timor might be more to the point for the slow
development of international agency in Latin America. The United States
and its European allies quickly arrived at the decision that the Indonesian
government was behaving badly and the Indonesian armed forces, through
the paramilitary groups they controlled, were part of the problem, not part
of any possible solution. An election had been held with international ob-
servers in attendance in which a large majority of the citizens of East
Timor had voted for independence from Indonesia. Maverick elements of
the armed forces decided they would not honor the results of that election
and proceeded to drive the leaders of the independence movement into
hiding and use force to repress the movement. As in Kosovo, geography
played an important part in what happened next. Because of where East
Timor was, none of the European nations had any interest in sending
troops, nor did the United States. Australia, which was close enough to be
very concerned with what happened there and capable of doing something
about it, was not about to send troops to the island on its own responsibil-
ity. US secretary of state Madeleine Albright declared that the “interna-
tional community” should deal with the problem. US representative to the
UN Richard Holbrooke, who, with National Security Adviser Anthony
Lake, had done so much to deal with Kosovo, took the lead in hammering
out an agreement that the Indonesian government could accept and that
would provide sufficient freedom of action for the Australian troops and
their allies on the ground. The United States promised to provide “logisti-
cal support” to the peacemakers. The United Nations was given the job of
establishing order on the island—peacemaking and peacekeeping—and
providing the East Timorese with advice and support in setting up their
new democracy.10 In this sequence, a Brazilian, Sergio Vieira de Mello, a
senior offical at the UN, played an important leadership role.11
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There are two elements in the denouement in East Timor relevant to
Latin America. The first is the importance of procedural democracy and the
value of international verification. There was at that time a veritable world-
wide army of election observers and experts who were available on short
notice to go anywhere at any time to help anyone hold a fair, clean election.
These election experts work for the UN, the World Bank, the Organization
of American States (OAS), and the Carter Center; they are nongovernmen-
tal organizations (NGOs), independent contractors, scholars, and concerned
individuals. They form a tight network that is in constant communication.
The Brazilian government agreed to send Brazilian citizens to East Timor
to help in the elections and in keeping the peace afterward. 

The second element is the power of international NGOs that operate
in the fields of human rights and the protection of democratic rights of peo-
ples, especially ethnic minorities, throughout the world. These organiza-
tions are the most significant new actors in the international arena in the
aftermath of the Cold War, part of the new international civil society. They
are frontline troops in the formation of an international community in what
are known as regimes of behavior surrounding specific issues or sets of is-
sues. Their importance brings us back to Pinochet.12

Pinochet’s arrest in London on October 17, 1998, was the result of a
combination of the two elements that were important in driving the inter-
national community to action in East Timor. First was the fact that the
Chilean courts had been unable or unwilling to prosecute the general for
the crimes he was alleged to have committed as the head of state in Chile.
He operated in the senate with impunity and continued to exercise his in-
fluence within Chile, especially within the armed forces. He denied having
committed any crimes; the armed forces denied having been involved in
any crimes; the courts would not prosecute senior officers for crimes of
which they were accused. Enter the international NGOs and Spanish judge
Baltasar Garzón. Their strength was the growing international consensus
around the questions of due process and human rights which made a fairly
robust regime. The European nations had signed formal agreements in de-
fense of both in which traditional arguments of territoriality were subordi-
nated to the broader community. The end of the Cold War meant that any
strategic arguments in defense of repression and the national interest were
no longer valid. Even Margaret Thatcher’s angry insistence that the British
valued Pinochet because he had been Britain’s ally in the Falklands/Malv-
inas War was of little use in refuting the demands of the international com-
munity. The impunity with which Pinochet operated in the face of the ac-
cusations was his undoing. 

When Pinochet got off a plane in Chile in March 2000, after the
British courts decided that he should not be extradited to Spain because of
his supposed poor health, he walked without benefit of any support to his
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limousine. The newly installed president, Ricardo Lagos, indignantly
called for judicial examination of the cases against the former dictator.
Within weeks, a Chilean court came up with an ingenious way to get
around the amnesty law of 1978 and prosecute members of the armed
forces for violating the human rights of Chilean citizens during the dicta-
torship. As the judicial proceedings dragged on, the courts again excused
Pinochet because of his poor health. He died in December 2006, with 300
cases pending against him. After his death, information came to light that
the former dictator had squirreled away millions of dollars in international
bank accounts. Many Chilean conservatives who were willing to accept his
violations of human rights were outraged by this dishonesty. The unequiv-
ocal actions of the Lagos government buttressed Chile’s soft power under
the new international regime.

Next, Judge Garzón went after the military in Argentina, asking the
Argentine government to extradite the leaders of the repression during the
dictatorship. At first, the Menem government invoked the same arguments
of territoriality that the Chileans had used to reject Garzón’s former re-
quest. His successor, Fernando de la Rúa, determined that the Argentine
courts should decide and in the short period of his government, before the
collapse of 2001, he began the judicial proceedings. After his election in
2003, Néstor Kirchner pushed the judiciary to get on with their task, and
they did so. The same year Garzón issued the warrant for Pinochet, Hipól-
ito Solari Yrigoyen, an Argentine politician, published Human Dignity, in
which he chronicled the evolution of the international norms of human
rights in the previous fifty years.13 In the decade after the Cold War, the
community of nations made great progress toward rejecting impunity for
crimes against humanity, and, at least on occasion, showed that it was will-
ing to pay a price to protect human dignity anywhere and everywhere.
Chile and Argentina, among others in Latin America, learned how that af-
fects their autonomy and their agency.

Even after dealing with Pinochet, Chile’s soft power continued to be
hampered by its success in the nineteenth-century War of the Pacific. Peru
and Bolivia, vanquished in that war, had territorial claims against Chile,
despite treaties both had signed certifying their loss of territory. In the pe-
riod of revived border disputes in the region, it was clear that these coun-
tries would not allow regional groups to have any power or create any vi-
able regional architecture as long as Chile held onto that territory. Chile’s
position was that the treaties had settled the matter. Year after year, Peru
and Bolivia brought their dissatisfaction to the OAS and the UN, just as
Argentina did in its dispute with Great Britain over the Falklands/Malv-
inas. After years of debate, the Chilean military finally accepted the reality
of renegotiating the peace treaties and the territory involved. In this shift
in strategic culture, the new Chilean participation in peacekeeping and
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other forms of global collaboration, as well as Pinochet’s trial, played im-
portant roles. Under Lagos, with Michelle Bachelet as minister of defense,
the civilian government moved to consolidate its control over the armed
forces. They even renegotiated the terms of the royalty on copper sales that
went to the armed forces, although they could not eliminate it completely.
Bachelet’s transparency moves included creating the White Book of the
Chilean armed forces in which the budget, including the royalty, was made
part of the public record. Emboldened by this progress in civilian control,
Lagos approached his Bolivian counterpart with a proposal to open discus-
sions about the boundary and about a solution to the Bolivian claim for an
outlet to the sea.14 The Bolivians refused to talk.

Seizing the moment, the Peruvians took their claim over the maritime
boundary between the two countries to the International Court of Justice.
After years of stonewalling the Peruvians and the court, the Chileans fi-
nally agreed to discuss their differences, and in January 2014 the court de-
cided the dispute and allocated about two-thirds of the area to the Peru-
vians.15 The loss of disputed waters was of trivial economic consequence
since most of the fisheries in the area were controlled by Chilean compa-
nies and Chilean investments in Peru more than made up for any losses in
the fisheries. As the dispute was being decided in The Hague, the Chilean
government reiterated its offer to the Bolivians. Instead, the Bolivians pre-
ferred to put their claim to the court in the form of a demand for the return
of territory taken by Chile after the war. That dispute has not been re-
solved, but Chile has shown itself ready to make amends. In September
2015, the court recognized Bolivia’s right to negotiations with Chile over
the territory in dispute. In a step designed to link the peaceful resolution of
the dispute with Peru to Chile’s soft power, in Novermber 2015 President
Bachelet announced the creation of a huge maritime preserve to protect the
marine life of the eastern Pacific.

In another step to establish their role in the international community,
Heraldo Muñoz, then ambassador to the United Nations and following the
East Timor model, took the lead to give peacekeeping a Latin American
identity. Muñoz maneuvered through the Security Council, on which Chile
was sitting in April 2004, a mission for the stabilization of Haiti, MINUS-
TAH, which would not include the United States.16 Muñoz began by getting
the Brazilians to accept leadership of the new mission, which would give the
mission legitimacy. In this way, Muñoz wanted to show the entire world that
Latin America, a region of peace, could act in concert to keep the peace. MI-
NUSTAH certainly demonstrates Latin American capacity for agency. It also
suggests that Latin Americans fell into the trap of Wilsonian missionary zeal:
troops may be able to stop violence, but they cannot create stable democratic
government without the willing and capable cooperation of local actors.
Peacekeepers cannot create democratic governance.17 The MINUSTAH ef-
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fort was a marked exception to the post–Cold War pattern of Latin American
reluctance to take the lead in international community actions. It set a prece-
dent, but has not been followed very frequently.

The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, put a stop to community
building in the Western Hemisphere despite Brazilian efforts to rally the
hemisphere behind TIAR. For the remainder of the Bush administration, the
United States retreated to the unilateralism and zero-sum thinking about for-
eign policy that had characterized the Cold War period. There had been
warning signs of trouble ahead for Latin America even before the terrorist
attacks. In matters of defense and foreign policy, the new president sur-
rounded himself with former officials in his father’s government, such as
Dick Cheney and Donald Rumsfeld, with grudges to settle. A number of sen-
ior advisers were notorious neoconservatives with strong Wilsonian views
about the exportability of US values. Most specifically, the president nomi-
nated as assistant secretary of state for Latin America a Cuban American,
Otto Reich, known for his hardline views on Cuba and Venezuela. This nom-
ination suggests that apart from trade and the bilateral relationship with
Mexico, Bush was prepared to see relations with the hemisphere through the
myopic lens of the tortured relations with the Castro regime in Cuba.18 That
meant that any expressions of sympathy for Cuba would be considered sub-
versive and hostile to the United States, precisely at a time when such ex-
pressions in Latin America were becoming more widespread and insistent.19

The terrorist attacks had the unhappy consequence of exacerbating the
persistent asymmetry of agendas between the United States and Latin
America. None of the countries in Latin America considered terrorism a
threat to their national security, although the Argentines twice had been
victims of such terrorist actions.20 But most of them were willing to go
along with the kind of technical cooperation the United States requested to
make trade and travel between them more secure. Most striking, the gov-
ernment of Argentina went out of its way to cooperate. In the brief tenure
of his government (January 2002–May 2003), President Eduardo Duhalde
authorized the transformation of Buenos Aires from the dirtiest port in
Latin America to the first smart port that would inspect all cargo headed
for the United States before it left Argentine territory. That program of full
cooperation was maintained by the new government of Néstor Kirchner
despite the president’s propensity for anti-American rhetoric.

The invasion of Iraq drove a wedge between the United States and
Latin America. Chilean president Lagos was offended by the US demand
to support the invasion. In the United Nations, Ambassador John Bolton
demanded of Muñoz and Aguilar Zínser that Chile and Mexico vote with
him in the Security Council. They refused. The damage done to US rela-
tions with Latin America by the war with Iraq and the war on terrorism
went far beyond the personal and was long lasting. The principal wedge of
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divergence between north and south was the remilitarization of security,
similar to the manner it had dominated Central America during the Cold
War. This time around, it was less a matter of escalating civil conflict into
civil wars with external actors than it was a matter of having the United
States rely heavily, almost exclusively, on the military as a response to
anything that came close to touching on security. No matter how hard the
Latin American insistence that the problem was not military but one of
crime or drug trafficking, the United States had no answer other than to
throw more military at the problem. The bottom line was that the military
had the assets and the networks. Although he no longer was president of
Brazil, Cardoso gave an eloquent speech to the French national assembly
expressing the general feeling in Latin America that the struggle against
terrorism was not a war and was not a clash of civilizations.21

In Central America, the security issues confronting the subregion were
mainly crime and violence, often but not always associated with interna-
tional drug trafficking, and the need to organize effective preparations for
the certain but unpredictable natural disasters that occur so frequently.
Here, the resources belonged to the Pentagon, and they are trained to share
those resources with counterpart armed forces. The problems, however, are
social and civil and require building effective state responses by countries
whose civilian institutions are still weak and unprofessional. The US gov-
ernment was sensitive to this asymmetry; but in the absence of multilateral
cooperation in dealing with gangs, drug trafficking, immigration, and nat-
ural disasters, the default option left the initiative in the hands of the Pen-
tagon. When the leadership of Southern Command was confronted with
this dilemma, its response was that they had no other effective interlocu-
tors. Without sufficient resources in some other unit of government, efforts
by the Pentagon continued to have the unwanted consequence of stunting
the development of civilian democratic institutional responses to crime
and violence. For their part, none of the governments in Central America
came up with a coherent or effective policy to deal with the asymmetry be-
tween military action and civic capacity. In Guatemala and Honduras,
where the governments were still controlled by conservative elites, it was
useful for domestic purposes to keep the military involved. Costa Rica,
with no army, was an obvious outlier.

This heavy historical legacy and the asymmetry of power between the
United States and Latin America affected bilateral military relations in sev-
eral ways. First, it produced mission creep. The war on drugs was a clear
example. Country after country, from Mexico to Argentina, was captured
by the lure of valuable military hardware delivered through existing chan-
nels to expand the mission of their military to take on the struggle against
the illegal traffic in drugs. Although few denied that the struggle required
civilian institutions and laws, in the short run, no one wanted to spend the
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time and energy creating or strengthening those institutions. The asymme-
try of civilian control over the military in the United States and the imper-
fect control in Latin America confuse the dialogue between US military
and Latin American colleagues and between US leaders and their Latin
American counterparts. Where civilian control was consolidated, military
dialogue became more fluid.22

Faced with the challenge of the US return to unilateralism under
George W. Bush, the Latin Americans became more active in defining their
participation in various forms of community, networks, and regimes, with
and without the United States, in specific issue areas, such as security and
trade. Ironically, the Latin Americans took over the leadership of the hemi-
spheric defense ministerials because it suited them and gave them a forum
in which to discuss such issues as the Falkland Islands (Malvinas). During
the Bush administration, there were defense ministerials held in Chile in
2002, Ecuador in 2004, Nicaragua in 2006, and Canada in 2008. There also
was a proliferation of meetings at the bilateral and subregional level with
the purpose of building confidence and consolidating civilian control over
the armed forces. Potentially the most significant initiative was the effort
to create a regional security framework within the Union of South Ameri-
can Nations (UNASUR), although very little progress has been made in
the decade since it was founded.23

The global trade regime has become more complicated over the past
twenty years, but the nations in Latin America were becoming more com-
fortable exercising their agency at different levels within this regime,
whether it is the World Trade Organization (WTO), Mercosur, or any num-
ber of proliferating associations concerned with trade, investment, or fi-
nancial dealings. In these regimes, Brazil has played a leading role and has
not been afraid to use the rules to defend its national interests against the
United States, China, or any other possible adversary. By using the dispute
resolution mechanisms of the WTO and the Inter-American Development
Bank (IDB), among other organizations, the Brazilians have shown the
way for other nations in the region on how to become rulemakers incre-
mentally on their own terms, in a relatively nonadversarial manner. There
have been cases in which nations in Latin America have chafed at the con-
fining features of rule-based communities, even without US hegemony.
For example, Venezuela withdrew from the IDB’s dispute resolution
agreement when it did not want to accept third-party determination of the
value of properties confiscated from foreign investors. Perhaps more sig-
nificant, the Venezuelan government, with some echo from Argentina,
Ecuador, and Bolivia, denounced the Inter-American Commission on
Human Rights, but none of these states has withdrawn from the OAS.24

Chávez, with ALBA, promised a new form of community, an anti-Ameri-
can community. He also promised to integrate Cuba into the hemispheric
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community through ALBA. But by limiting ALBA’s collective agency to
anti-Americanism, Chávez actually reduced the effective agency of its
members within the hemisphere and the wider global community. At the
hemispheric level, ALBA offered a progressive message that was attractive
to a number of states in the region that had no intention of joining it. 

In the midst of this leftward tilt, along came Barack Obama, the first
African American president of the United States. He came into office op-
posing George Bush’s wars and promising a collegial approach to interna-
tional affairs and a less assertive approach to global leadership. Expecta-
tions around the world were so high—unrealistically high—that if you
read the European or Latin American press in the months following
Obama’s election, it must have appeared as if the world’s problems were
about to be solved. In many ways, he reminded observers of the response
to John F. Kennedy’s election in 1960—he was charming and well spoken,
his wife and children were delightful, and he had beaten a man who was
as antipático as it was possible for a politician to be. Obama said all the
right things and seemed so in tune with the interests of democratic coun-
tries in every region of the world.

Certainly, part of the euphoria around the world had to do with the
deep resentment toward the previous administration, especially its belli-
cose rhetoric and unilateralism. Instead of the ugly American, Obama
seemed like the good-looking American.

In foreign policy, things began badly for the new administration. The
economic crisis that had exploded in the last year of the Bush administra-
tion was only getting worse as Obama took office, and it was spreading
around the world. As if this were not distraction enough, it was made clear
almost immediately that the local partners in both theaters of war, Iraq and
Afghanistan, were not going to behave the way Candidate Obama had
hoped they would, and President Obama, because of his campaign plat-
form, was locked into a long, conflicted debate among his advisers as to
how to conduct what soon was called “his war” in Afghanistan. In other
crisis spots to which the candidate had offered a new approach, much the
same thing happened. The Iranians were not interested in dialogue, the Is-
raelis dug in their heels in opposition to a two-state settlement with Pales-
tine, the Russians were not ready to settle all of the differences between
them and the United States, and the Chinese took an increasingly belliger-
ent posture in Asia and in multilateral institutions of all types. In the case
of the Russians, Obama was able to secure a significant if modest reduc-
tion in nuclear arms in the early months of 2010. 

With regard to Latin America, there was not much material to go on
during the campaign. There were hints about a change in policy toward
Cuba, hints about immigration reform, and a bold statement about a new
approach to the problem of drugs in the United States and drug trafficking.
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Beyond that, analysts only had to go on a stated preference for multilater-
alism and an eagerness to seek partners—the same word used by George
H. W. Bush almost twenty years earlier—in the solution of common prob-
lems. But almost at the start of the new government, a crisis in Honduras
put the government in a very bad place. Even in the new century Honduras
was still a penetrated polity, if not quite a client state.25 In January 2006,
José Manuel Zelaya Rosales took office as president of Honduras. Al-
though a member of the commercial and agricultural elite that had domi-
nated the country for decades, he began almost immediately demonstrating
a certain independence of action by expressing admiration for Hugo
Chávez and extending popular participation in politics. By 2008, he de-
clared his intention to join ALBA and had begun a campaign to hold a na-
tional referendum to change the constitution so that popular groups would
have more power in running the country. He was opposed in this effort by
the majority of the elite and their representatives in the national chamber
of commerce and congress. What happened in the following year hews so
closely to the pattern of penetrated politics set a century earlier by Chan-
dler Anderson and his Nicaraguan client Emiliano Chamorro that the dif-
ferences between the two episodes are more instructive. First and fore-
most, the US Congress played a critical role in shaping the actions on the
ground and contested the government’s declared policy. Second, there are
more international actors in the twenty-first century than there were be-
fore, and most of them were trying to act in a manner that would reduce
the hegemonic influence of the United States, but they were unwilling to
operate without the collaboration of the United States. Also, in Honduras,
the United States was trying to create a new policy, one in which partners
were crucial to enforcing the rules of the community.

The Honduran Chamber of Commerce asked their lobbyist, Lanny
Davis, to have the US government switch its support from President Ze-
laya to Roberto Micheletti, the head of the congress. In this episode, Davis
did not head to the State Department, as Anderson had done a century ear-
lier, even though the secretary of state was Davis’s good friend Hillary R.
Clinton. He headed instead to the Senate Office Building, where he had an
appointment with the chief of staff of the junior senator from South Car-
olina, Jim DeMint. Davis’s job was to convince DeMint to support the
campaign sponsored by the Chamber of Commerce in Honduras to defend
the congress against what they called the antidemocratic aspirations of
President Zelaya. The congress of Honduras was cooperating with the
Supreme Court to prevent Zelaya from calling a referendum to change the
constitution. The military, at the moment, was quiet. 

The argument Davis made was that the Honduran congress and
Supreme Court were defending democracy against the subversion of the
president. It was an important part of his argument that Zelaya seemed to
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be falling under the influence of Hugo Chávez, who was seen by many
conservatives as a threat to hemispheric stability. Even conservatives who
did not focus much of their attention on foreign affairs, of whom DeMint
was one, were happy to see any friend of Chávez as an enemy of the
United States and any enemy of Chávez as a friend of the United States.
Davis knew that Congress was his best bet. He also represented, among
others, Laurent Gbagbo, the former dictator of the Ivory Coast, whose
democratic credentials were not particularly strong, so he knew his way
around the offices of the most conservative, business-friendly members of
Congress. DeMint proved to be a perfect target. He had blocked the ap-
pointment of Arturo Valenzuela as assistant secretary of state.26 He con-
sidered talk of multilateralism in the hemisphere to be anti-American.
And, Davis knew, he already had been approached by Otto Reich, who
considered Chávez to be the most evil person in the world after the Castro
brothers. 

Davis got DeMint to fly to Tegucigalpa at the crucial juncture in the
standoff between the congress, which had induced the armed forces to
force Zelaya to flee with his wife to the Brazilian embassy, and the inter-
national community (including the United States), which refused to recog-
nize Micheletti as chief of state. Not only did DeMint succeed in frustrat-
ing the policy of the US government, he succeeded in blocking all efforts
by the international community to get rid of Micheletti or allow Zelaya to
return to power. Ultimately, the strategy of Davis’s clients succeeded. A
few months later, in elections that had already been scheduled, a new pres-
ident, Porfirio Lobo Sosa, was elected. The discussion immediately shifted
to when and how to allow Honduras to reenter the international commu-
nity. Brazil and Venezuela tried to keep Honduras out of the OAS, but were
ultimately outvoted. Davis had done his job well.27

From the very beginning of this episode, the OAS was involved and
enjoyed the cooperation of the Obama administration. Immediately after
the coup, a special assembly of the OAS was called, in keeping with the
procedures specified in the Democratic Charter signed in Chile in 1991.
That assembly asked the secretary general to go to Tegucigalpa and report
back. He returned in a matter of days to indicate that neither side appeared
willing to compromise. The OAS supported the ongoing initiative by the
former president of Costa Rica, Óscar Arias, and provided him with a sen-
ior staff member, the Chilean diplomat John Biehl. Secretary General José
Miguel Insulza headed a delegation of Latin American foreign ministers to
Honduras in August in what proved to be a final effort to use the OAS as
an instrument of regional governance. The OAS refused to accept the am-
bassador sent by Micheletti’s provisional government, and the United
States withdrew the visas held by Micheletti and others in his government.
Finally, US assistant secretary of state Thomas Shannon and his deputy,
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Craig Kelly, achieved an agreement under which Zelaya would be invited
back, the constitutional amendments would be shelved, and the presiden-
tial elections would proceed as scheduled, without Zelaya as a candidate.
Micheletti would not be allowed to continue as president. Brazil and
Venezuela opposed this deal because they insisted that Zelaya should be
returned to office immediately. The governments of Central America dis-
agreed and wanted the elections to go through.

At the last minute, Micheletti and the Honduran congress backed away
from the agreement. However, as the presidential elections approached,
the United States announced that it would recognize the results if the ob-
servers considered the elections to be fair. That broke the consensus within
the OAS to impose sanctions on Honduras and, led by the new Colombian
president, Juan Manuel Santos, with the United States in agreement, the
nations of South America put together enough votes in the OAS to lift the
sanctions. 

What is noteworthy about this episode is that the Obama administra-
tion tried to avoid behaving like a hegemonic power. The president and his
advisers saw the coup as an ideal situation in which to apply the new pol-
icy of multilateralism in the hemisphere. The Central Americans didn’t
fully trust him. More important, the Hondurans didn’t believe him. The
OAS could maintain its consensus to follow the Democratic Charter, but
the consensus broke down over how to enforce that charter. Noninterven-
tion was a powerful force within the organization. Both Brazil and
Venezuela wanted Zelaya returned to power, but were reluctant to allow
the OAS to be the instrument of their policy and would not cooperate with
the United States to accomplish their goal. Lula, Brazil’s president, was in
the middle of a period in which he was trying to create space for Brazil in
world politics as a major player, especially with his trip to Iran. When
DeMint told the crowd at the airport in Tegucigalpa that the US govern-
ment did not have the will to force the golpistas from power, he was cor-
rect. Without a consensus, the hemispheric community was impotent. In
the face of DeMint’s assurance, the head of the golpe, Micheletti, felt he
could violate any agreements the US representatives had forced him to ne-
gotiate. There is always wiggle room in a penetrated polity. The radical
change in US policy toward Latin America had been frustrated. 

These failures had the perverse consequence of emboldening Daniel
Ortega to reduce the democratic space in Nicaragua and allowing the gov-
ernment of Guatemala to reduce the pressure on the military to carry out
the terms of the peace accord. Neither the US government nor the OAS
had the desire or the power to enforce these rules, and the United Nations,
which had brokered the peace accord, was powerless without US sup-
port.28 Only President Mauricio Funes in El Salvador was able to maintain
momentum toward a reconciliation among battling political factions by
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calling on the international community to support his efforts to consolidate
democracy in El Salvador, and that partly explains why Obama decided to
stop off in San Salvador on his way back from Chile as part of his first visit
to Latin America in March 2011. It was a sign of things to come when he
cut short his visit because of the unfolding crisis in Libya. 

While this failure of US government influence may seem surprising in
the context of the long history of US relations with the countries of Central
America, it is not surprising given the terms of Obama’s new policy to
seek collegial relations with Latin America. More surprising was the fail-
ure of new actors to play an effective role in the region. The failure of the
OAS to bring about a negotiated, compromise peace; the failure of the re-
gional effort led by Óscar Arias of Costa Rica; and the failure of Brazil to
win any supporters for its position indicate that the legacy of history in
Latin America is heavier than many observers believed. The legacy of US
hegemony and intervention cannot be lifted by a conscious policy decision
in Washington to become more collegial. It is a matter as well of patterns
of behavior in which the states of the region find it difficult to agree on the
rules of their community and even more difficult to agree on whether and
how to enforce those rules. In the cases of weak states, it is a matter of state
incapacity where an elite captures the state and prevents measures to make
them accountable to their citizens or their own laws. Such governing elites
continue to use foreign policy as an instrument to maintain their domestic
power in Honduras and Guatemala and in other countries in the region. 

The Honduras episode also appeared to undermine the progress in
Central America in stitching together a fabric of regional cooperation that
took as its central purpose solving regional problems in a peaceful manner
without reference to outside actors. What had begun in the 1980s was con-
sidered throughout the region as a positive development that would but-
tress the struggle for stability and democracy in all of the countries. Had
the delicate fabric of Central American regional cooperation been torn to
shreds? As it turned out, the Latin Americans began to seek solutions to
their problems without the United States and have come to understand that
one way to exercise agency can be the effort to establish a Latin American
identity. In the last chapter, we consider how this might play out. The new
regionalism in Latin America is the central issue in the effort to build a
hemispheric community with rules. Trade regimes and international con-
sensus on value and rights are relatively easy to shape; they are based on
shared values and interests and participation is essentially at the discretion
of each participant. Enforcing rules requires a totally different level of
commitment. The questions posed for consideration in the final chapter
have to do with the consequences of the end of US hegemony, for both the
United States and Latin America, and how the nations of Latin America
expect to exercise their agency in the hemisphere and in world politics.
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Does any of the Latin American nations care if they are relevant in world
politics? Then China entered the hemisphere.
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It is clear in retrospect that President Barack Obama was naive or
overly optimistic in his expectation that the nations of Latin America—in-
dividually or collectively—would embrace his project of a posthegemonic
partnership in the pursuit of common goals. It was not a notion that won
wide acceptance even in the United States. Whether out of habit or out of
direct rejection of the idea that the United States would no longer assert its
dominance in the hemisphere, the majority in Congress and many senior
officials responsible for conducting relations with Latin America (in the
Pentagon and Southern Command, the US Trade Representative, Home-
land Security, and even the State Department) were not prepared to accept
the proposition that the United States was not a leader in important policy
questions. This remained true even though, after the frustrating experi-
ences in Iraq and Afghanistan, most were sensitive to the limits of US
power. Most decisionmakers and most scholars who informed the policy
debate had taken the lesson that despite unequaled military and economic
power, the use of that overwhelming power, what the military called
supreme dominance, could not guarantee specific political outcomes or
protect US interests. Unlike Woodrow Wilson in Mexico, Haiti, and the
Dominican Republic or Calvin Coolidge in Nicaragua, Obama saw that the
use of US military force in Iraq or Afghanistan did not produce the desired
outcome and could not do so in Libya, Syria, Ukraine, or elsewhere. Power
is not a zero-sum category. 

The lesson that Obama took away from this experience—what came
to be called the Obama Doctrine—was that although the president must
appear to his domestic constituents to be strong in the face of threats and
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willing to use the nation’s hard power where necessary, long-term protec-
tion of national interests required the projection of power in collaboration
with partners, and in the long run, because of its core values and its eco-
nomic capacity, the United States was best served in strengthening rule-
based communities. The best tactical approach for this strategy indicated
engagement with all, including countries with which the United States has
disagreements, such as Cuba and Iran. As the president put it in his Na-
tional Security Strategy published in February 2015, “The question is
never whether America should lead, but how we should lead.”1 It is clear
that the Obama Doctrine is optimistic in that it assumes that through en-
gagement, the United States can alter or influence the behavior of rogue
states to conform more closely to the shared rules of the community while
at the same time enhancing the national interests of the community’s
members. 

The dilemma posed by the Obama Doctrine in hemispheric affairs is
that despite the diplomatic rhetoric, most US policymakers believe that the
asymmetry of power in the hemisphere means that the United States is
bound to lead and the nations of the hemisphere should follow with good
grace.2 Latin American policymakers, in contrast, will go to extraordinary
lengths to avoid following that lead and avoid US hegemonic control, even
if that appears to go against their own interests. In other words, US leaders
see no cost in the history of hegemony, whereas Latin Americans feel that
the United States must pay a very significant price for that hegemony, but
they are not certain what that price should be. Even in those cases in which
the Obama administration offers a different narrative to guide hemispheric
relations, as it did in dealing with the coup in Honduras in 2009, many in
the hemisphere cannot assimilate the language of change in US policy.

A second problem with Obama’s search for partners in Latin America
is that there is no such unitary actor as “Latin America” who might respond
to US proposals in a rational manner, nor has there ever been. In questions
of national interest or strategic objectives, there are many deep fissures
that divide the countries in the hemisphere. Even in the days of extreme
hegemonic pretension by the United States, as in the Caribbean Basin be-
fore World War I or during the Cold War, such unified responses from
Latin America were few and far between and came at considerable cost to
both sides. Ironically, just as Obama recognized the end of US hegemony
and reached out the hand of partnership, the only thing on which a majority
of Latin Americans agreed by way of response was that they would not
allow the United States to use partnership as a mask for continuing its
dominance in the hemisphere. Again, in the Honduran episode, several
countries refused to join the United States in putting pressure on the
golpistas, even though their stated policy objectives were the same as
those of the Obama administration. 
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Since the end of the Cold War, Latin American leaders have been seek-
ing forms of regionalism without the United States through which they
might express their agency in collective action that would reject US hege-
mony while enhancing their national interests. Despite their many dis-
agreements, they are seeking ways to express their common identity, au-
tonomous of the United States, through regional organizations that, as
Heraldo Muñoz, Chilean foreign minister in 2014, put it, stress “conver-
gence within diversity.”3 This may be the most important reason the
Obama partnership project made so little headway until the VII Summit of
the Americas in April 2015 when he shook hands with Raúl Castro. In
every country in the region, policy decisions as to how to respond to
Obama’s offer of partnership are seen through the historical prism of re-
sentment of US hegemony. The calculation of the costs and benefits of
partnership is skewed by constraints either of domestic politics or how de-
cisionmakers thought they would be viewed in their neighborhood in terms
of their defiance of US hegemony. 

The militarized unilateralism of the Bush administration made it clear
to Latin American leaders that they would protect their national interests
best by reaching out to other nations rather than retreating into a defense
crouch, as they had done in the face of the paranoid anticommunism of the
Cold War. If they did not, they would be crushed by the insistence of the
US government that they follow US leadership whether it was in the war
on terrorism, the war on drugs, or some other issue the US government
considered vital to its national interests. In the years since 9/11, there has
been growing determination among Latin American leaders to join com-
munities of actors and networks in which they can be proactive and in
which they feel autonomous of the United States. These communities and
networks might be composed of states or nonstate actors; they might be
issue oriented or interest oriented; they might be called regimes or net-
works. In a few cases, such as ALBA, they might be driven by ideology.
In all of the efforts to create community, there was the sense that each na-
tion could exercise its agency in the hemispheric and global arenas, while
each of them would have greater agency at the global level if they were to
consolidate a hemispheric community. 

A crucial buttress to this growing sense of agency has been the ac-
countability and credibility provided by the emergence of the policy
process in democratic governance. The process still varies widely from
country to country, but it is dramatically more evident even in the least ro-
bust democracies of the region than it was only one generation ago. As
they have  become increasingly confident in the expression of their agency,
leaders in Latin America have become enthusiastic supporters of transna-
tional networks and increasingly respectful of soft power. In this, global-
ization and the Internet have played important roles.4
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The explosive increases in the exchange of information and in trade,
international investment, and consumption, together with macroeconomic
stability, have nearly doubled the middle classes in all of the nations of
Latin America. Information technology has transformed countless lives.
Just a little more than one generation ago, in countries where people had
to wait in a line to make a long-distance telephone call or couldn’t use their
phone line if it was raining, there is now cellular service that makes it pos-
sible to communicate from anywhere in the world to anywhere else in the
world, (almost) whenever they wish. More people feel they are part of a
great global village. The centripetal forces of globalization have encour-
aged optimistic assumptions about the forward progress of change
throughout the world similar to the optimism in the immediate aftermath
of the Cold War expressed in the discussion of the end of history and the
Washington Consensus. In this case, the optimists point to countless stud-
ies from around the world that sustain their vision.

In Latin America, the double revolution—globalization and the tran-
sition to democracy—established the conditions for the policymaking
process that had been lacking in so many countries and had marked a
critical difference between the United States and Latin America since in-
dependence in how they understood world politics. Together, the dual
revolutions had a profound impact on long-standing nationalistic policies
in communications, strategic commodities, and the transfer of capital
that had dominated policymaking in Latin America since import substi-
tution industrialization in the 1930s and that had exerted pressure on
leaders to look inward. Although there were exceptions, more countries
in the region than ever before had stable macroeconomic conditions and
predictable rates of exchange. With the Internet, democracy, and eco-
nomic stability, policymaking became a matter of quotidian concern, and
impunity became harder to hide. The growing interest of the Latin Amer-
ican public in foreign affairs is a central feature of their emerging agency
in world affairs as is the epistemological community of foreign policy
experts with their increasingly sophisticated theoretical framework for
understanding policy.5

Of course, not everyone is optimistic about globalization, and not
everyone thinks the forces of change mean progress. There are moments
or occasions when not everyone agrees as to how the rules of the game are
to be formulated or there might be multiple games being played, which
makes fixing rules more difficult. Roque Sáenz Peña pointed out at the
first Pan American meeting in Washington in 1889 that Argentina was not
interested in joining a hemispheric customs union or creating institutions
for a hemispheric community because it already was part of a global com-
munity through its trade and investment links with the United Kingdom
and Europe. Until she left office in December 2015, the president of Ar-
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gentina, Cristina Fernández de Kirchner, might have told her colleagues in
the Organization of American States (OAS) that Argentina is not interested
in closer collaboration because it already is an important part of a global
trading community centered around an axis of exchange with China, which
for the past decade and more has been buying enormous quantities of Ar-
gentine soybeans at historically high prices, has provided much needed liq-
uidity in a series of currency swaps, and promises to provide the capital
necessary to expand Argentine petroleum production and the national in-
frastructure. Kirchner also did tell her colleagues that the international fi-
nancial system has to be changed so that it would be impossible for a fed-
eral judge in New York to hold the Argentine government hostage because
it refuses to pay a few hedge funds that had not accepted new discounted
bonds for those on which Argentina had defaulted in 2001.6 Whereas
Sáenz Peña and his colleagues felt themselves proud to be part of global
progress and civilization in the nineteenth century, Kirchner and others
question that the process was either as inevitable nor as geopolitically neu-
tral as its proponents suggested.7

Skeptics convoked the first antiglobalization conference in 2001 and,
as the World Social Forum (WSF), have held annual meetings around the
world since that first conference.8 The WSF is a mélange of civil society
organizations and government representatives. They are hostile toward a
capitalist system they consider imposed on people around the world by
those nations, led by the United States and the so-called Bretton Woods in-
stitutions, that benefit from the asymmetry of economic power and the
rules that govern the dominant system. The opposition to the existing rules
of the game and the desire to create a new world order has become the cen-
tral source of tension in the global community, especially following the fi-
nancial implosion in the United States in 2008. As China challenged its
Asian neighbors by moving to control islands in the China Sea, Russia
challenged Europe and NATO by seizing Crimea and sponsoring sepa-
ratists in eastern Ukraine. In Latin America, China became an important
trading partner and a critical investor, thereby offering nations an option to
the United States.9 While opposition to rules of the game gave to the
agency of individual nations or nonstate actors greater potential signifi-
cance at a specific moment, the question of responsibility or accountability
for their actions remained dangerously fuzzy.10

The most concrete proposal to alter the rules of the game and shift the
global balance of power was the consolidation of the group of emerging
powers known as the BRICS—Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South
Africa. First coined by a Wall Street analyst to refer to a set of potential
fields for investment, the acronym caught on at an informal meeting of for-
eign ministers during the UN General Assembly meeting in 2006. After
some preliminary meetings to fix the protocol of such a diverse group with
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varying agendas that overlapped only on matters of international econom-
ics and their wishes to change the dominant system, there was a summit
meeting of national leaders in Yekaterinburg, Russia, in 2008. Since that
time, there has been a summit meeting each year, rotating hosts from one
member country to another. To begin the second cycle of meetings, the
sixth summit in Fortaleza, Brazil, in 2014, issued a very ambitious Decla-
ration and Action Plan in which they committed themselves to ministerial
meetings every two years, called for peace in many of the world’s hot
spots, and declared their intention to launch a development bank. The latter
potentially was the most significant because it would project the influence
of the countries as a group to many others in the international community.
The declaration also specified that Russia and China sympathized with the
interests of India and Brazil in playing a more prominent role in the United
Nations. Thus far the BRICS bank has done nothing and the organization
has given few signs of life outside of the summits.11 In 2015, China an-
nounced the new financial institution, the Asian Infrastructure Investment
Bank, to compete with the Bretton Woods institutions. Despite the fact that
the United States opposed the new bank, many US allies were among the
forty-six founding members. The bank’s director says the new institution
will be “lean, clean, and green.” It remains to be seen how the rules are set
and enforced at the new institution.12 Several nations in Latin America
were enthusiastic founding members of the new bank. The lack of capital
continues to be the single most important factor in the development plans
of most countries in the region.

Outside the hemisphere, the majority of the nations in the world still
look to the United States for leadership, even though they might not be will-
ing to follow the United States if action is contemplated. In none of the
global hot spots—Crimea, Syria, South China Sea, Libya—did a Latin
American nation take an active role, although in several there was some dis-
cussion about the crisis and how important it would be to take an active role
in its solution.13 There are nations, such as Russia, China, Venezuela, and
Iran, that declare themselves opposed to US pretensions to lead the world
community and have taken concrete steps to weaken or counter that leader-
ship and have made their ideological opposition to the United States quite
clear. Much more frequent are proposals put forward on one issue or an-
other—trade, the environment, humanitarian relief, the rule of law, protec-
tion of human rights, the trade in poached ivory, and so on—which are not
intended to oppose the United States but express differences of opinion and
reflect very different foreign policy positions. These differences should be
understood as the normal give-and-take in a fluid international community
rather than adversarial attacks on the leader of the international pack.

Globalization optimists are fervent believers in an international com-
munity with shared core values and rules, a community in which the
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United States is still a leader but without the degree of dominance it en-
joyed at the end of the Cold War. In this community most of the complaints
are directed at leaders and countries considered to be in violation of the
community’s shared values and most of the debate is over how to enforce
the rules.14 It is a community with increasing popular participation ex-
pressed through social media as well as through more traditional modes
such as street demonstrations and voting, which they saw as representing
the popular demand for freedom and accountability.15 Throughout the
community, globalization brought dramatic increases in the diffusion of
services, products, and ideas.16 No one thinks the emerging global commu-
nity will be easy to hold together. Not only is there continued dissent with
regard to specific rules, there is profound uncertainty over how the rules
are to be enforced.17 In some cases, action is promoted primarily by non-
governmental actors, as in the campaign against human trafficking; in oth-
ers, states have attempted to create a global consensus in their favor, as in
the effort to stop hunting elephants for their ivory.18 Even Obama’s most
avid defender of enforcing the community’s rules, UN ambassador Saman-
tha Power, recognizes that building consensus is difficult.19 Some of the
optimists, who expected the United Nations to play a major role in reduc-
ing conflict, are disappointed in its limited success in dealing with major
upheaval and the displacement of people.20

But such disappointment is misplaced, as it seems to call for a return
to the euphoria after the Cold War and George H. W. Bush’s new world
order.  There is no doubt that the UN has played an important role in set-
ting rules and reinforcing core values. And, where the context and domes-
tic allies made it possible, even enforcing the rules, as in ousting the pres-
ident of Guatemala, Otto Pérez Molina, for corruption in September 2015.
As part of the peace process in that country, the parties asked the United
Nations to monitor conditions in Guatemala. After a few years, in 2007,
the International Commission Against Impunity in Guatemala (CICIG, its
initials in Spanish) was created. In 2014, President Pérez Molina allowed
the renewal of its mandate. Through the years, the largest portion of the
CICIG financial support came from the United States. The members of
CICIG acted in response to the demands of enormous public outcry and
street demonstrations, virtually without precedent in Guatemala, against
the corruption of the government. First, the vice president resigned and a
few months later, with the support of CICIG, local courts indicted the pres-
ident for his part in the corruption scandal and forced him from office.21

Another example of effective UN work in the creation of a normative
network is the activity of  the United Nations High Commission for
Refugees (UNHCR) in creating rules and a framework in the treatment of
refugees. It is a network that bridges hemispheric and global action by its
members.  The effort to coordinate hemispheric policy in dealing with
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refugees began with the Mexican effort to protect the rights of Mexican
citizens who were undocumented residents of the United States. To
strengthen their hand in negotiating with the United States, the Mexicans
called a hemispheric meeting to consider “Asylum and International Pro-
tection of Refugees in Latin America.” Three years later, in Cartagena,
Colombia, a second meeting produced the Declaration of Cartagena,
which defined refugee status and laid out a set of obligations by all mem-
bers of the community to protect the rights of such people. That was fol-
lowed twenty years later by the Mexican Plan of Action (2004) and a
decade after that by the Brazilian Plan of Action (2014). As part of their
membership in this community, each state has created its own legislation
or executive rules, generally in collaboration with the local office of
UNHCR. In most cases, the legislation  was designed to deal with local is-
sues, such as Peruvians and Bolivians in Chile, Guatemalans in Mexico,
and Colombians in Venezuela. Even so, in a number of cases, most notably
Brazil, the rules were applied to coordinate the assimilation of refugees
from outside the hemisphere. Brazil participated in the international effort
to deal with the huge wave of refugees fleeing conflict in the Middle East
and North Africa, taking in several thousand. By 2015, Brazil’s govern-
ment, together with 96 civil society organizations and in cooperation with
UNHCR, provides the largest refugee system in Latin America.

A few optimists are becoming disenchanted with the evolution of the
international community. Although they never slipped into the antiglobal-
ization camp of WSF,22 they are concerned that there has been a decline in
the quality of democracy and that antidemocratic regimes continue to hold
sway in many of the world’s critical countries. They are concerned that the
rush to open markets produced dramatic increases in inequality, which
blunts the democratic aspirations of popular participation. Some liberals
and progressives who during the Bush administration had argued for less
unilateralism by the United States and more collegial behavior were non-
plussed by the Obama approach to foreign policy and urged him to be more
decisive.23 Conservatives denounced Obama as weak and accused him of
undermining US dominance in world affairs.24 It seems that working out the
tactics of a posthegemonic national strategy—in the world and in the hemi-
sphere—as the president put it, was going to be “complicated.”25

Obama may have read the public better than his critics on the left and
the right. After ten years of war in Iraq and Afghanistan, which cost tril-
lions of dollars and thousands of lives—and demonstrated yet again that
overwhelming US military power could not force the Iraqis to be demo-
cratic any more than Woodrow Wilson could shoot the Mexicans into
democracy 100 years earlier—the US public was loath to become involved
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in another war in the Middle East or anywhere else. While there were in-
sistent voices for more forceful action against China, against Russia,
against Syria, against Iran, even against Venezuela, there was no proposal
as to how US objectives would be met more successfully by such action. 

The Obama Doctrine in Latin America sought to enhance cooperation
through a variety of modest programs, conducted for the most part at the
Cabinet or department level, which sought to enhance partnerships with
key countries, such as Brazil, Chile, and Mexico. The president also of-
fered specific responses to intermestic issues where domestic politics re-
quired some action, such as immigration, through an executive order offer-
ing a path to citizenship for millions of illegal immigrants and the
relatively small aid program for Central America through which the ad-
ministration sought to reduce the flow of illegal immigration from the vi-
olent countries of the northern triangle (El Salvador, Guatemala, and Hon-
duras).26 In all of these efforts—in drug trafficking, immigration,
economic development—Obama found it difficult to rouse the active par-
ticipation of “partners” in the region, and for some, he could not win the
cooperation of Congress. 

Obama’s most dramatic move to improve community in the hemi-
sphere was the announcement in December 2014 that the administration
had concluded years of secret negotiations with the government of Cuba
and would move to renew normal diplomatic relations between the coun-
tries. This move had an immediate, profound effect in Latin America and
may prove to be the key to freeing the United States and Latin America
from the stultifying animosity deposited over a century of US hegemonic
pretension.27 The rapprochement between Cuba and the United States and
the reincorporation of Cuba into the hemispheric community is central to
the ongoing debate in Latin America as to how autonomy and agency are
to be expressed. With the transition to democracy and an acute apprecia-
tion of soft power, there was a growing realization that opposition to hege-
monic pretension no longer is sufficient justification for foreign policy.28

As Chile’s former president Ricardo Lagos put it, the normalization of re-
lations between Cuba and the United States will have a “transcendental”
impact on Latin America and on Latin American relations with the United
States.29

The end of hegemony has opened space for autonomous action
whether in trade or in the exploitation of natural resources or in the organ-
ization of new regional organizations without the United States.30 Latin
Americans have an opportunity to formulate their own policies and gain
control over their own destiny.31 The dilemma is how to deal with the
United States. Hegemonic or not, the United States is still the most pow-
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erful country in the hemisphere, and many of the Latin American countries
are tied to the United States through trade, investment, immigration, or the
violence of the illegal traffic in drugs. To date, regionalism without the
United States, except as a means of building consensus or to strengthen ex-
isting regimes of cooperation, continues to be more a Bolivarian dream
than a multilateral instrument for collective action.32

The most notable effort to build hemispheric architecture without the
United States is CELAC, the Community of Latin American and
Caribbean States (La comunidad de estados Latinoamericanos y
Caribeños), which grew out of a meeting in Mexico in 2010 of the Rio
Group and was formalized at a summit meeting in July 2011 in Caracas.
The Rio Group itself had been one of the informal efforts of South and
Central American nations to operate independently of the United States to
preserve the peace in the region when they considered US militarization
during the Reagan administration to be inappropriate and a threat to their
national interests. In that sense, CELAC represents a continuation of ear-
lier efforts to create a venue for Latin American collective action. Canada
and the United States are excluded, as are the European territories in the
Caribbean; Cuba is included. The presidents of Bolivia, Ecuador,
Nicaragua, and Venezuela attempted to insert a flavor of ideology into the
effort by expressing the hope that CELAC would be a weapon to end US
hegemony. But that was not why Felipe Calderón, president of Mexico and
the host of the original Rio Group meeting in 2010, supported the effort on
the grounds that the region could not go on so divided. At the Caracas
meeting in December 2011, Venezuelan president Hugo Chávez and the
president of Chile, Sebastián Piñera, who represented the two opposite
poles of the region’s ideological spectrum, were appointed to frame the
regulations for the new organization. The message of the majority mem-
bers of CELAC, led by the Brazilians, was to muffle ideology. To take
something of value from the OAS, which had been the only hemispheric
organization until CELAC’s creation, the members followed up a decade
of effort to support democracy in the hemisphere by passing the Declara-
tion for Democracy at the summit of 2013. 

Here, one problem with CELAC was brought into high relief. By ad-
mitting Cuba, the members agreed to close their eyes to the nature of the
regime there. There is no democracy in Cuba. The same issue came up
when the opposition in Venezuela complained that the regime was system-
atically reducing the space in which to express their dissent. On several oc-
casions, there were violent clashes between the opposition and the govern-
ment, and it was pointed out that the latter were heavily reliant on Cuban
military advisers, who had no experience with peaceful political contesta-
tion. When the violence escalated in February 2014, it was UNASUR
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(Union of South American Nations) that attempted to intervene and bring
the adversaries to the negotiating table, not CELAC. 

As an organization that declares itself to be hemispheric and to defend
democracy as the only mode of governance legitimate for its members,
CELAC carries two major conundrums: it bars the United States and
Canada, so it will be difficult to discuss truly regional issues, and it in-
cludes Cuba in an organization that declares democracy to be the only le-
gitimate form of government. Despite these problems, it may well be a re-
gional organization that provides the context in which a Latin American
identity is forged. There are other cases, as in Ecuador and Bolivia, in
which the space for contestation is shrinking. CELAC has not come up
with a response to this dilemma.

Given the many schisms that divide the countries of Latin America,
subregional groups seem to offer the greatest possibility in the short run of
consensus or convergence. The most notable of these is UNASUR, which
was created in 2008. There has been some effort to institutionalize UNA-
SUR by creating a secretariat with an office in Quito, where the headquar-
ters building was completed in 2014, and organizing a defense council,
with an office in Buenos Aires as the Center for Strategic Defense Studies,
also established in 2008. In handling the growing violence in Venezuela,
UNASUR was paralyzed by the adherence of its members to the historic
goal of nonintervention, which in this case came into conflict with the
commitment to democratic governance. When the United States an-
nounced in February 2015 that it was imposing sanctions on several mem-
bers of the Venezuelan government, UNASUR spoke out against US inter-
vention in the domestic affairs of the nations in the region. Convergence
within diversity is a laudable goal, but for the moment the only rule mem-
bers of the CELAC/UNASUR communities appear willing to enforce is
nonintervention by the United States in their internal affairs. In this early
stage of development it is clear that fragmented vision among the members
of these organizations makes it difficult to formulate collaborative strate-
gies for integration and makes it virtually impossible to formulate common
positions in the international system. Strict adherence to national auton-
omy and to nonintervention also sets limits to institutionalization of any of
these organizations.33

Neither UNASUR nor CELAC seems interested in dealing with actors
outside the hemisphere, such as China, which might play a role in insulat-
ing Latin American nations from US hegemony. The new Chinese-led de-
velopment bank might well prove to be a factor in the evolution of region-
alism in Latin America. For the moment there is no evidence that China
intends to undermine the US position in the hemisphere.34 Mercosur,
which is a smaller, regional group with a narrower agenda, is engaged with
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the European Union in trade negotiations. At the time of this writing, the
talks have stalled because the two principal members, Argentina and
Brazil, cannot agree on their barriers to trade.

On balance, it seems that the creation of new regional organizations in
Latin America will help all of the countries there come to terms with their
agency in the international system. At the moment, new organizations like
CELAC are treated with optimism, as if they might finally achieve the Bo-
livarian dream of Latin American unity. It is more likely that the growth in
mutual confidence among the members will take time and effort. In this
process, it is important to keep in mind that the nations of the region have
as many issues that separate them from one another as they have elements
to bring them together. Yet each new organization is a forum to work out
historical differences and rivalries, and each makes it more possible to re-
solve the remaining territorial disputes that prevent any true integration.
This is also true of the summit meetings that occur every two years. Even
in the short period in which UNASUR and CELAC have existed, both
have given evidence of their potential to deal with regional instability
through mediation.35 Heraldo Muñoz, now foreign minister of Chile, who,
as Chile’s ambassador to the OAS, played a critical role in the Declaration
of Democracy in the OAS in 1991, also played a role in getting CELAC to
include a democratic declaration in 2013. He has been a frequent and
forceful advocate of Latin American regionalism, focusing on achieving a
Latin American identity. For Muñoz, although there are problems ahead,
the effort is liberating and the direction in general is positive. As he has
made plain, for Chile, regionalism is part of its multilevel agency within
the international community. For Chile, Latin American regionalism
should enhance Latin American agency in world affairs.36

The president of Costa Rica, Luis Guillermo Solís, has taken almost
exactly the same position, that all new regional organizations offer Latin
American nations a voice and a forum in which to exercise their agency.
Solís saw no conflict between CELAC and the OAS. He anticipated these
groups would have a positive influence on the region and help member
countries find ways to reconcile their differences. He expressed no sympa-
thy for ALBA37 where fiery anti-American rhetoric serves as a sort of
membership badge more than anything else.  The challenge that confronts
the new regional organizations is to allow members to become more con-
fident in expressing their agency to achieve their objectives and interests
without feeling confined within restrictive forms of collective agency. The
key to meeting this challenge is creating a sense of  community. Chile and
Costa Rica are two of the nations in Latin America (Uruguay and Brazil
are others) that are comfortable in dealing with communities outside the
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hemisphere. They have learned to participate in making rules and have
come to terms with the rules of the wider community. For all of these na-
tions, regional or hemispheric organizations are useful as instruments in
achieving their goals and protecting their interests. 

There is increasing evidence that countries in the region are willing to
create smaller communities based on affinities on political matters or con-
vergence of interests. That was the case in the creation of the Pacific Al-
liance in 2011 among Chile, Peru, Colombia, and Mexico.38 The alliance
not only lowered trade barriers among the members, it quickly moved to
establish common rules of dispute resolution, share logistical regulations
for trade, and other elements that constitute the threads of a community
fabric. The speed of progress in the relatively new alliance indicates a
sharp divide among those countries disposed to cooperate with one another
and that have the state capacity to organize cooperation and those countries
that are wary of cooperation.  It also suggests that there is a set of countries
in the region that see their future in opening to the outside world and are
willing to make the compromises of national sovereignty and nationalism
necessary to strengthen community. Those also are the countries that see
their future tied in some way with the United States.39 The success of the
Pacific Alliance made it easier for Chile, Peru, and Mexico to join the
much larger Trans Pacific Partnership, which was signed October 6, 2015.

Ultimately, how each country grasps the opportunity of its agency in
international affairs is a matter of its own capacity and aspirations. In
South America, the key country is Brazil. It is the only country that has as-
serted for itself the status of global power and considers itself the hege-
monic power within South America. When President Fernando Henrique
Cardoso came to power in January 1995, he was convinced that Brazil
should be a global rulemaker and that  to fill that role, the country had to
end its dependence on imported energy and technology, the ultimate strate-
gic commodities, and reduce inequality, which deprived Brazil of the in-
fluence (soft power) necessary to sit at the table with the world’s other
great powers. He was determined to maintain the political stability and
economic balance he considered indispensable in a global economy. To an
amazing degree, he was successful. So successful that his successor, Luiz
Inácio Lula da Silva, continued and extended the social programs that
moved the index of social welfare, continued the fiscal policies that kept
the currency stable, and kept within the rules of the game so that political
stability was maintained. It was only in energy that Lula slipped. His party
could not help itself from taking advantage of Petrobras as a cash cow.
Cardoso opened Petrobras to foreign investment and within a few years the
joint venture turned Brazil into an energy powerhouse, with vast deepwa-
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ter reserves available for exploitation. After a little more than ten years of
rapidly expanding production, Petrobras fell victim to a huge scandal and,
in the midst of the uproar over illegal payments to political parties and
leading politicians, production in Petrobras stagnated. During the presi-
dency of his successor, Dilma Rousseff, the scandal in Petrobras threat-
ened to undermine her ability to govern. 

The Petrobras scandal exacerbated the growing malaise in the country
created by the general slowdown in the economy, which was primarily a
response to the decline in Chinese demand for Brazilian commodities.
That malaise, which began in 2013, sent hundreds of thousands of people
into the streets of the country’s cities and nearly cost Dilma her bid for re-
election in 2014. As the Petrobras scandal unfolded in 2015, the street
demonstrations resumed, now with demands for Dilma’s impeachment.
The scandal makes it more difficult for Petrobras, the most indebted na-
tional oil company in the world, to attract the foreign investment it needs
to exploit the massive deepwater (presalt) reserves. The decline in oil
prices will make it difficult for the government to benefit from the export
of oil, and the weakness of the economy together with the polarization of
Brazilian politics in general will make it harder for Dilma to govern. That
in turn will weaken the capacity of Brazil to project its influence overseas.
Indeed so severe are Dilma’s internal problems in 2015 that she gave very
little attention to foreign policy in her second term. 

With all of these problems, Brazil remains the most powerful country
in Latin America. Lula thought his predecessor’s plan to make the country
a world power was an excellent idea. However, his advisers were split over
how that new agency was to be exercised. One group, led by the foreign
ministry, Itamaraty, thought that global influence would best be achieved
by extending the country’s historical influence in South America, the so-
called Rio Branco model without pushing too hard to make rules at the
global level except to support multilateralism and mediation to solve con-
flicts. Others in his group of intimates, who were old colleagues from the
decades of the Cold War, refused to contemplate Brazil’s activity on the
global stage if it would appear as if the country were following the lead of
the United States. This group was more interested in the ideology of anti-
Americanism than they were in the pragmatism of Rio Brancismo. In one
critical episode, Lula was convinced to join Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, now
the president of Turkey, to negotiate with the government of Iran to rein in
Iran’s nuclear program. Lula’s trip to Iran in 2010 was ill timed. It came
precisely as the United States was shepherding through the UN Security
Council a resolution to impose sanctions on Iran for not allowing interna-
tional inspection of its nuclear program. Instead of showing him as a new
world leader, the trip dashed whatever expectations Lula had of exercising
greater influence at the international level.40 The timing of his visit was es-
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pecially unfortunate given that the United States, along with the major Eu-
ropean powers, including Russia, were about to begin a round of talks that
produced an agreement in 2015 to lift the sanctions on Iran in return for
concessions to halt its efforts to create a nuclear capability for a decade.
Brazil could have beeen a party to these negotiations had it not moved at
the wrong time. 

The debate over how or in what manner Brazil should exercise its in-
fluence regionally and globally has been going on for more than a decade.
The failure to produce a consensus, either during Lula’s two terms or in
Dilma’s two, has undermined Brazilian efforts to use its undeniable eco-
nomic power and its blue-water navy, plus the great respect it enjoys, to in-
crease its agency. The question for Brazilians seems to be whether the
country should maintain its historic role as a dominant country in South
America or whether it should aim for a role in the UN Security Council
and for a wider role in world affairs, through either the BRICS or other or-
ganizations.41 Brazil’s hegemonic pretension in South America is a con-
stant leitmotif in UNASUR and other regional organizations. Argentina,
most prominently, sets itself against Brazilian pretensions and is not alone
in attempting to find a “soft balance” with Brazil, and the only thing that
prevents such a balance is the lack of state capacity and internal instability
in Argentina and other countries.42 Brazil’s sense of its own power and how
to use it reflects a heterodox combination of realist calculation of power
and interest with heavy reliance on historical and cultural values.43

A close study of the Brazilian foreign policy process also reminds us
of the emphasis Ernest May placed on the influence of strong leaders and
the role of national nightmares in the decisionmaking process. From Rio
Branco to Cardoso to Celso Amorim, the imprint of strong personalities is
all over Brazilian policy, and all of them stress the great value of diplo-
macy over the use of harsher elements of hard power. Among members of
the PT (Workers Party), there has been added the notion that Brazil can
play a leadership role in the anti-establishment movement, a form of soft
power, which appeals to countries in the BRICS group but has very little
resonance in Europe or the United States. It also has resonance with the
ALBA nations by demonstrating Brazil’s progressive credentials, which
have been crucial in keeping Venezuela in check. In the debate, there is no
doubt that Brazil is a nation fully aware of its agency, consciously exercis-
ing it in forums or regimes in various geographic levels and in a multitude
of issue areas, using its hard and soft power with equal confidence.44

Brazil’s military participation in MINUSTAH, a Chilean initiative, was
crucial to the Latin American role in that UN peacekeeping effort. The
dilemma remains—once the Petrobras scandal is overcome—how to mod-
ernize the Rio Branco model to allow Brazil to become a global rulemaker
without losing its leverage as a regional power in South America.
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Chile is another country in Latin America for which the new regional-
ism must complement (not replace or constrain) its efforts to exercise
agency in the global arena. Chile continues to use its soft power to exercise
its considerable international influence at the regional and global levels.
After years of negotiations, it survived the decision of the International
Court of Justice to settle the maritime boundary between Peru and Chile.45

With the return of President Michelle Bachelet to power, Chile has moved
to establish Chile’s role as a rulemaker in the region. When the violence in
Venezuela escalated early in 2014, Muñoz put together a group of UNA-
SUR ministers to mediate the conflict. He stated that the effort was to give
a Latin American identity to the intervention.46 By implication, he pointed
to the possibilities inherent in the new regionalism without the United
States, although he made it clear that the identity to which he referred
would not in any way be anti-American. Chile represents the moderate
view of the future of Latin American regionalism. It works with CELAC
and UNASUR while it continues to support the OAS. Alone among the na-
tions of Latin America, it seeks moments when the nation’s influence can
be felt and where the national interests of the country can be advanced by
agency on the global stage. Chile has indicated that it is prepared to pay
the price for global influence and evaluates its agency within that frame-
work. 

Like Brazil, Chile follows a modified neorealist approach to the pro-
jection of its power, using advocacy of rules-based order and energetic par-
ticipation in a wide variety of relational networks and multilateral institu-
tions, a strategy that demonstrates a high level of state capacity. It
maintains a blue-water navy and a well-equipped army and air force.47 It
participates in UN peacekeeping and collaborates actively in many multi-
lateral organizations. Its principal weaknesses in the projection of its
power have been energy dependence and rising inequality. In her second
term, President Bachelet presented an ambitious program of economic and
educational reforms designed to reduce inequality and broaden access for
the working class and the rapidly expanding middle class to the benefits of
the nation’s economic development over the past three decades. The de-
bates over these reforms, along with a series of financial scandals, threaten
to push Chile toward the same sort of polarization and paralysis that has
hobbled Brazil, which would have the effect of weakening its agency.48

Still, the soft power that was such a valuable asset during the previous
democratic governments continues to serve the country as a rulemaker at
the global level. The country also uses a trade strategy that distributes risk
among a wide range of markets. It is a founding member of the Pacific Al-
liance (with Peru, Colombia, and Mexico), and plays an active role in the

174 Latin America in International Politics



larger Trans Pacific Partnership. It is a reliable partner and rulemaker in a
wide variety of rules-based communities at the regional and global levels.
In one of many ways Chile gains influence through a combination of soft
and hard power, it is the only country in the region with a true sovereign
wealth fund that has enough money to make a difference, although not
enough to reduce inequality while the price of copper is soft. The creation
of the fund was part of the Concertación government’s efforts to bring the
Chilean military under civilian control. Since the 1950s, the military had
control over a special royalty earned on the export of copper, funds that re-
quired no public oversight. In the first Bachelet administration, that royalty
was put under civilian control, although first claim on the funds still be-
longs to the armed forces. The legislation for the transfer of the royalty
also created the sovereign wealth fund.49

The inability to resolve the dispute with Bolivia over the territory that
Bolivia was forced to sacrifice at the end of the War of the Pacific remains
a stain on the nation’s soft power escutcheon. Peru has been satisfied. Bo-
livia is not. That is the pending territorial agenda in South America. By
making the political sacrifice to compromise with Bolivia, the Bachelet ad-
ministration appears willing to give up territory to enhance its stature in the
region and the world as a country that can be relied on to adhere to its core
values. When asked if Chile would accept the ruling of the International
Court in the dispute with Bolivia, Muñoz responded by asking if Bolivia
would accept the ruling. Chile consistently follows the rules.50

The Argentine case is today, as it has been repeatedly over the past
century, an example of how agency can be counterproductive in the sense
that foreign policy may aim at specific objectives but because it is badly
calculated and executed, distorted by short-term demands of domestic pol-
itics and a powerful sense of Argentine exceptionalism, it ends by under-
mining the stated objectives of that policy. Cristina Fernández de Kirchner,
who took power after her husband, continued what supporters describe as
the Kirchner project of anti-Americanism. Néstor Kirchner allied his gov-
ernment with Chávez in Venezuela as part of his project. At the IV Summit
of the Americas in Mar del Plata in 2005, he went out of his way to em-
barrass President George W. Bush, who withstood the affront with uncom-
mon grace. Both Kirchners treated foreign policy principally as an instru-
ment of domestic politics and used relations with neighbors, such as
Uruguay, as opportunities to demonstrate to their political base how inde-
pendent and decisive Argentina could be.51

In her second term, Cristina Kirchner trumpeted as symbolic of her re-
sistance to imperialism a long-running dispute with bondholders who re-
fused to accept the terms of the national debt restructuring negotiated in
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2005 and 2010, following the mammoth default of 2001. These holdouts—
Kirchner referred to them as vulture funds—sued the Argentine govern-
ment for payment on the original bonds they held. In a long series of legal
battles, the New York and later US courts found for the holdouts and in-
sisted that Argentina must pay them if they were to continue paying the
holders of the restructured bonds, pari passu.52 In the early stages of the
legal battle, Kirchner declared publicly that Argentina would never nego-
tiate with the vultures. In the denouement of the dispute, after an appeal to
the US Supreme Court was denied, the original judge in the case held that
the banks servicing the payments on the restructured bonds could not use
Argentine funds for the payments without violating US law. The Argen-
tines complained that this violated their sovereignty and called for a re-
structuring of the international financial system so that disputes were not
resolved by the US courts. To strengthen their hand in the dispute, when
the Argentines signed an agreement with the government of China to build
several dams in the southern region of the country, they insisted that their
contractual agreement would be arbitrated under British law in London.
This attempt to undercut US influence over the international rule of law in
bond cases suggests how ineffectual their effort would be. In one sense, the
globalized financial community is more sympathetic to the interests of
debtors than it had been when Calvo warned against arbitrary use of power
by the strong against the weak. The holdouts used courts—in New York,
Las Vegas, and Ghana—to win their dispute and did not invoke the armed
force of their government to protect their rights.53 Dispute resolution under
the current system has become complicated, but there still are mechanisms
based on the marketplace to coerce sovereign states into behavior they
consider counter to national interests. For this reason, the government of
Venezuela under Chávez canceled its membership in the World Bank’s dis-
pute resolution program in 2004 as it was canceling contracts with some
international petroleum companies. Ten years later, in an effort to get some
international oil companies to help Venezuela increase production by the
national oil company PDVSA, the Nicolás Maduro government agreed to
rejoin that facility and committed to a contractual deal with some of the
same companies under which disputes would be resolved by specified in-
ternational procedures. 

The Kirchner government raised an interesting, even important ques-
tion about how the international financial market is dominated by a few
powerful states and managed to their advantage through the application
of the rule of law in one or another of the major financial centers (New
York or London). This was one of the considerations in the creation of
the financial instruments proposed by the BRICS. In a touch of exquisite
irony, the Argentine embassy in Washington joined with Professor
Joseph Stiglitz, one of the heroes of the WSF, and New York University
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to sponsor an essay contest seeking reforms of the international financial
system. More significant was the diplomatic victory scored by Argentina
at the October 2015 meeting of the World Bank/IMF in having intro-
duced into the final resolution a recommendation that sovereign bond
contracts include a clause that barred the isolated action of holdouts to
refinancing of defaulted bonds.54 Notwithstanding this effort, Argentine
influence in world affairs has suffered a dramatic decline as a result of
the government’s approach to exercising agency. Similarly, Argentina
has set itself against Brazilian aspirations for a permanent seat on the UN
Security Council, which has not helped regional consolidation in Merco-
sur or in the defense council of UNASUR, and its behavior toward
Uruguay in the dispute over paper mills constructed with Finnish capital
in the River Plate has made nervous those countries that favor peaceful
resolution of disputes. Within a single generation since the return to
democracy in 1984, Argentina has managed to dissipate the influence
and goodwill it enjoyed in the 1980s as well as the close ties with the
United States forged in the 1990s. The willfulness in these disputes un-
dermines the effort of the Argentine government to win international
support in its efforts to recover the Malvinas Islands, still under anachro-
nistic British control as the Falklands.

To their credit, the Kirchners used the extraordinary boom in com-
modity prices to invest heavily in social programs. Their focus was on
poverty alleviation and subsidies to buttress the middle class. Their suc-
cess was remarkable. The poverty rate declined by 25 percent from 2003
to 2010 and housing mortgages increased nearly 100 percent. To take ad-
vantage of the increasing price of oil, the national petroleum company,
YPF, then controlled by the Spanish giant Repsol, was producing a surplus
that could be exported and further increase the government’s revenues to
maintain a balanced budget and stable exchange rate. Hard currency re-
serves soared. The good times ended when the financial crisis exploded in
the United States and economic growth in China slowed. Commodity
prices flattened, and the price of oil collapsed in 2014–2015 so that the
government’s coffers no longer overflowed. To continue the largesse of
their social programs, the government turned to policies of price fixing, es-
pecially for public services and energy, and printing money. That led Rep-
sol to stop investing, and production stagnated. The government responded
by renationalizing YPF. Within five years, Argentina flipped from an en-
ergy export surplus worth about US$10 billion/year in 2007 to an energy
import bill of nearly US$15 billion in 2013. The central bank’s reserves
fell to stomach-wrenching levels, inflation accelerated, and because of the
dispute with the holdouts, Argentina and YPF were forced to borrow
money at rates nearly double those of the current international market. Ar-
gentina’s capacity to influence international affairs was low and sinking.
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The Argentines have shown considerable sensitivity to international
norms when it suits them, again driven by the short-term needs of domestic
politics. Kirchner was highly intolerant of the media opposition to her
regime, although she has made a great deal of her human rights record and
insisted on prosecuting the military for crimes against humanity. The
Spanish judge, Baltasar Garzón, who had placed Pinochet under house ar-
rest in London and pushed the Chilean government to begin judicial pro-
ceedings against the former dictator, had prosecuted an Argentine naval of-
ficer for crimes against humanity while he was still protected in Argentina
by an amnesty law the Kirchner government later overturned. Garzón sub-
sequently was disbarred for excessive zeal in attempting to prosecute
Spaniards who had served dictator Francisco Franco for their crimes
against humanity. As if to return the favor Garzón did for Argentina by
prosecuting the navy captain, an Argentine judge issued arrest orders for
twenty former Spanish officials, invoking the principle of universal juris-
diction for human rights violations. 

The opposition to Kirchner, as well as opposition within Peronism,
foiled her attempt to amend the constitution to allow her a third term in of-
fice and her influence over the movement declined rapidly, along with the
impact of her foreign policy on domestic politics. Given its failure to sup-
port Brazil or Chile in their aspirations on the global stage or its lack of re-
liability in dealing with other members of UNASUR, Argentina’s influ-
ence within the region also has declined sharply. So long as foreign policy
remains the servant of short-term domestic political objectives, that low
level of influence is not likely to change. The new president, Mauricio
Macri, elected in November 2015, has promised to settle with the holdouts
and return Argentina to its former position in the international community.

No country in Latin America has done more since the end of the Cold
War to increase its agency in world affairs than Mexico. After the inhib-
ited, inward-looking foreign policy of the PRI during its seventy-five
years of semi-authoritarian rule and after the frustration of Fox/Cas-
tañeda’s effort to reform the hemispheric security architecture, Fox and
his successors, Felipe Calderón and Enrique Peña Nieto, took a more cau-
tious or modest approach. But at no time was there a retreat from the con-
viction that the country has a role to play in world affairs. The country’s
leaders founded their global agency on a strong relationship with the
United States and a successful management of its partnership in North
America. The road to a deeper relationship of mutual trust with the United
States was a long one and not easy to navigate.55 First, there was the task
of eliminating the certification of its effort in the war on drugs, which cul-
minated in success in 2001. Then there was the successful effort to change
the attitude of the United States toward control over illegal immigration
by demonstrating Mexico’s commitment to discharging its national re-
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sponsibilities in a dedicated and serious manner. Foreign policy and Mex-
ico’s role in the world became a subject of study in the Mexican academy
and a subject of debate in the press and other media.56 Once it became
clear that Mexico could and should play a role in world affairs, serious
discussion of strategic issues began to put the country into a broader con-
text. For example, there was debate as to whether Mexico should have a
blue-water navy, especially once it had joined the Pacific Alliance with
Chile, Peru, and Colombia. The United States was supportive of this
change in strategic doctrine because it considered Mexican naval power
useful in combating drug trafficking and illegal movement of persons and
monitoring the Pacific in general. 

In dealing with the flow of drugs from Mexico into the United States,
Calderón made the fateful decision in 2008 to call out the armed forces
rather than putting his efforts and resources into improving the police and
the judicial system. After some time, that effort did reduce the violence and
the flow of drugs. Given that the consumption of drugs in the United States
has not changed significantly, the Mexican effort has diverted a significant
portion of the traffic back into the Caribbean, where it had been in the early
1990s. As the campaign against the drug cartels began to take effect, the
cartels moved into Central America, provoking dramatic increases in mi-
gration into Mexico and through Mexico into the United States. With their
commitment to agency, the Calderón and Peña Nieto governments have
strengthened their ties to the smaller nations of Central America and have
worked together with the United States to deal with both problems. The
flow of migration reached crisis proportions in 2014, when nearly 50,000
children, mainly from Honduras and Guatemala, were herded through
Mexico and into the United States, confronting the Obama administration
with an acute domestic problem.57 To a degree never before achieved, the
problem was dealt with through collaboration between the Mexican and
US governments, while most of the Central American governments remain
in a state of denial.58 Together with the United States, Mexico is attempting
to deal with the lack of state capacity in the Central American countries.
Mexico pledged to be a responsible regional actor as part of its strategic
plan to become a more significant actor on the global level. For the mo-
ment, the most effective cooperation between the two governments to limit
migration is payment by the United States to Mexico so that Mexico can
keep Central American migrants from crossing Mexican territory into the
United States, certainly no solution to the problem.

In debating its new agency on the global stage, the Mexican govern-
ment and Mexican analysts have been mindful of the same issues that are
of concern to the foreign policy communities in South America: energy,
strategic commodities, information, the quality of democratic governance,
the rule of law, and the elements of soft power. In dealing with energy and
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information technology, Mexico is hampered by the crony capitalism cre-
ated during the long years of control by the PRI. Pemex, the national oil
company, had become bloated by patronage and used too long as a cash
cow for the state. President Peña Neto pushed through radical reforms of
Pemex—along with equally ambitious programs for education reform—
that would allow foreign capital back into the energy sector for the first
time since the expropriation of foreign-owned companies in 1938 in an ef-
fort to increase production. The first auction of exploration lots in the
Caribbean Basin in 2015 were a disappointment, but the process of open-
ing had begun, and the second round, six months later, was very success-
ful. In communication and information technology, the process is slowed
by the monopolist’s struggle to keep competition to a minimum. In dealing
with poverty and inequality, the Mexican state has created a set of pro-
grams that manages to provide social services and subsidies for the most
needy. Although the situation is far from perfect, so long as economic
growth continues, even at moderate rates, the state is able to maintain pro-
grams that alleviate poverty and slowly reduce inequality.

The most serious issue that affects Mexico’s exercise of international
agency is democratic governance—the level of crime and impunity asso-
ciated with the illegal traffic of drugs and corruption. Over the past two
decades, tens of thousands of Mexicans have been killed as a result of or-
ganized crime. In cooperation with the United States, the Peña Neto gov-
ernment unfurled a major program of police reform and created a new
corps of federal police in an effort to return the military to their barracks.
Though the number of deaths has declined over the past few years, there
continue to be episodes of horrific violence with disturbing evidence that
the local and federal police are involved in the crimes, either by commit-
ting acts of violence against citizens or by accepting bribes to look away
while gangs conduct their violent business. 

The perception of impunity and the failure of the rule of law, espe-
cially with reference to the forces of law and order, is profoundly disturb-
ing to the Mexican public. The impact was greatest in the aftermath of two
episodes that threatened the nation’s social stability.  The first was the dis-
appearance on September 26, 2014, of forty-three students at a teachers
college in Ayotzinapa, in the state of Guerrero, who had gone to the neigh-
boring town of Iguala to steal some buses parked there for transportation
to a demonstration. The federal government announced that the students
had been kidnapped by a drug gang with the active participation of the
local police and that an investigation was being started to find the students
and determine what exactly transpired. Months later, the official report
stated that the students had been killed and their bodies incinerated in a
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local dump and that those responsible were being prosecuted. Just before
the first anniversary of the grizzly event, a panel of experts created by the
OAS Inter-American Commission for Human Rights at the request of
some parents of the students called into question the government’s inves-
tigation. While the resolution of the students’ kidnapping was still unfold-
ing,  the head of the Sinoloa drug cartel, Joaquin “El Chapo” Guzmán es-
caped from the high-security prison in which he had been incarcerated.
The sense of insecurity in Mexico and the surrounding aura of corruption
and impunity will be a brake on Mexico’s ambitions to become a major
player in global affairs.59

Two other countries in South America, Colombia and Peru, appear
eager to play bigger roles in hemispheric and world affairs, but each is held
back by historical and seemingly intractable problems. Colombia, which
has outstanding natural resources and an excellent system of rules and reg-
ulations for dealing with the international market and is fairly stable polit-
ically, cannot exercise agency in international affairs in a serious manner
until it settles the fifty-year-old struggle with guerrilla groups that occupy
about one quarter of the national territory and, in concert with international
drug cartels, manage a billion-dollar business in crime and corruption.  The
peace talks in Havana have the backing of the United States and many
friendly states in the region and are moving toward a resolution, expected
early in 2016. Once that peace agreement is achieved, the state must
demonstrate its capacity to deal with the residue of bands of armed crimi-
nals who roam virtually unopposed throughout the southern rural part of
the country. And, as part of the healing process, Colombia must find a way
to assimilate and settle more than five million people who have been dis-
placed by the violence over the past decades. The mere act of establishing
peace with the guerrillas will give the Colombian government enormous
prestige in the international community. How they use that new space re-
mains to be seen.

The Peruvian case is less clear. After years of instability and dealing
with a violent insurgency, the Shining Path, the country has settled into a
mode of semi-stability and considerable prosperity, thanks to the boom in
the price of the country’s mineral exports.  Driven mainly by the construc-
tion boom in China, Peru’s exports, principally iron and copper, increased
sixfold in the decade from 2002 to 2012, to nearly $46 billion. Even as the
price for its metals has softened, the exports continue to bring in consider-
able revenue, although not nearly as much as before the slowdown in
China, beginning in 2013. The problem in Peru is incompetence and a
maddening inability to organize the population in anything so structured as
political parties.  The congress is a mess and the president for the past three
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terms, each elected in peaceful orderly elections, has been unable to pro-
vide any leadership, although all of them have been friendly to foreign in-
vestors and to market opening. Without political parties or any coherent or-
ganizations in civil society and without leadership, the country seems to
drift along. So long as it drifts, it is difficult to establish a coherent foreign
policy. And, the question remains how long a country can drift before trou-
ble sets in.

The problem in Central America is that all but Costa Rica and
Nicaragua continue to behave as penetrated polities to some degree, as
they have since the early years of the twentieth century. Panama has a
chance to play a major role with the newly expanded canal, but it can’t
seem to get its politics cleaned up or deal in a constructive manner with its
rural population of mestizos and Afro-Panamanians who need to be assim-
ilated into the national society. Guatemala and Honduras are still locked
into the traditional pattern of internal factional struggles within an elite
that controls the economy, the state, and the armed forces. Under these
conditions, foreign policy remains a moot point. Both have lost control
over portions of their territory to Mexican drug cartels. On the bright side,
there are new elements in the elites that appear to be more sensitive to af-
fairs outside their country and may give a more cosmopolitan aspect to
dominance, which would lead to a greater sense of participation in world
affairs. The strong links between these social movements and the interna-
tional civil society are behind the successful effort to have CICIG help the
Guatemalan judiciary gird its loins to oust President Otto Pérez Molina in
September 2015 because of the widespread corruption in his government.

El Salvador looked for a while as if it might move in this direction be-
cause former members of the left-wing guerrilla movement were elected to
public office, but its capacity to control its own territory has been compro-
mised by the cancer of organized crime, especially gangs in the cities.
Panama has begun to assume a more autonomous foreign policy and ex-
pand political contestation a little, prodded by the dramatic international
attention brought by the massive expansion of the canal, expected to be
ready in 2016. Nicaragua has signed an agreement with a Chinese investor
to build a canal, but that appears to be many years off.

A path forward has been created since the end of the Cold War, what
some call a new stage of Central American development: the diaspora and
remittances from the emigrants together with the changing pattern of trade
and investment in the region.60 The increasing importance of the interna-
tional community increases the opportunity for agency by opening these
societies to outside influence. Even in Guatemala and Honduras—along
with Paraguay the most retrograde states in the hemisphere—nonstate ac-
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tors and community-wide codes of behavior are important, though their
application is uneven. These players bring to the action transnational net-
works and norms, which are felt with particular strength at the subregional
level.

Costa Rica and Uruguay represent an interesting new category of very
small states, one in Central America and one in South America, which are
enjoying significant influence in the international community as a conse-
quence of their stability, their public advocacy of core values such as
human rights and democracy, and their deliberate exercise of agency based
on this influence and advocacy. Both countries explicitly reject military so-
lutions to dispute resolution. Costa Rica has no military; Uruguay’s is too
small to be considered a measure of the country’s hard power; both are so-
cial democracies and play by the rules of the international market to attract
foreign investment; and both were strong allies of the United States during
the Cold War.61 Uruguay was the only nation in the hemisphere to come to
the rescue of the Obama administration by taking prisoners from the Guan-
tánamo prison. The president of Costa Rica, Luis Guillermo Solís, has in-
dicated his support for CELAC, although San José continues as the seat of
the Inter-American Court of Human Rights. Uruguay also supports
CELAC, but its former foreign minister, Luis Almagro Lemes, was elected
in 2015 to succeed the Chilean José Miguel Insulza as secretary general of
the OAS. Almagro has insisted that the OAS and CELAC complement one
another and has vowed to strengthen the hemispheric institutions. These
two, along with Chile, with their firm stand on the defense of core values,
will prove to be key players in bridging the gap between the OAS, with its
ties to the United States, and the newer regional organizations.

The nations of Latin America are coping in a wide variety of ways
with their new sense of agency and the impact it has on their relationship
with the United States. Whether the United States can let go of its century-
long hegemony remains to be seen; under any circumstances the autonomy
and agency of the countries in the region have reached historic levels and
cannot go back to an earlier level. It is clear that all the countries, large and
small, understand they have roles to play in the world community. At the
regional level, there is a sense that all can be rulemakers and that their nas-
cent regional organizations can help maintain regional peace and stability,
even as there remain great differences among them. It is also clear that
anti-Americanism is losing its force as a foreign policy, although the his-
torical legacy of US intervention and US exceptionalism weigh heavily on
the decisionmaking in many Latin American countries and continue to in-
hibit their exercise of agency outside the hemisphere.62 So long as hemi-
spheric organizations concentrate on bridging differences, they will be
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useful in creating a sense of identity and community and less useful in es-
tablishing rules of conduct. 

That the new organizations in the region have no clear mandate for
setting rules also inhibits the exercise of Latin American agency outside
the hemisphere, where rulemaking carries with it consequences and costs.
The Latin Americans for the most part, though they protested vigorously
against US hegemony, have been free riders in the global community for
many years. Especially now that the process of public policy is so impor-
tant, as is public discussion and debate, they must ask if they are willing to
pay the price of active participation in the global community and how such
participation enhances the well-being of their people. These are questions
that were scarcely raised at the time of independence, two centuries ago.
They are questions most Latin Americans didn’t dare to ask when under
the thrall of US hegemony. Now they are growing accustomed to asking
them and are learning to live with the consequences of the answers. 

There are grounds for guarded optimism. There is no doubt that the
revolutionary effects of globalization have brought the nations and the
peoples of Latin America into closer and more regular proximity to world
affairs than ever before. The world market for commodities, especially
China’s remarkable growth and demand for goods, brought enormous rev-
enues to many countries in the region in the first decade of this century.
Today, with commodity prices flat or soft, the development model for
commodity exporters is again undergoing intense debate, within a more
democratic framework than at any other time in history. The Latin Ameri-
can countries understand that they should benefit from such windfalls; yet
only Chile has been able to establish a true sovereign wealth fund. Colom-
bia and Mexico have made efforts to create compensatory savings institu-
tions to husband their resources or use the money to pay for social welfare
programs. Venezuela and Argentina have used the money primarily to buy
domestic political support for the sitting government; with the decline in
oil and soy prices, there is very little left in their reserve funds. 

The rapid expansion of the middle class in many Latin American
countries hasn’t just produced an explosive growth in consumption. It
also has led to a historic increase in the domestic demand for capital, in
the form of individual debt and mortgages and in the form of loans to
start or expand small and medium-sized businesses. Information technol-
ogy has made innovation easier, and the demand for investment capital
has increased to unprecedented levels precisely at the time when breath-
taking amounts of private capital are available at the touch of a few com-
puter buttons. Capital will go where it anticipates profit and where it
feels relatively safe. Again, with Venezuela and Argentina as the major
exceptions, most of the countries have maintained macroeconomic sta-
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bility with low inflation, which makes it easier for them to participate in
the world economy. With Chile in the lead, many of the countries in
South America have made progress in the rule of law and in making
more transparent the regulatory framework that makes domestic and for-
eign investment legally viable. Most of the countries today are in a good
position to formulate and maintain policies that spur growth and enhance
the quality of life of their people. Capital and communication technol-
ogy, two of the three strategic commodities that drove US policy in the
hemisphere up to World War II, are now easily accessible to any country.
The third of the magical triumvirate, energy, is also more abundant in the
region than it has been at any time in the past, although domestic nation-
alist restrictions on foreign capital have hurt production in several coun-
tries. Most of the countries in South America have the resources to be en-
ergy independent. 

New technologies have made it economically feasible to exploit cer-
tain oil and gas deposits that were considered unviable just ten years ago.
By the end of the current decade, it is anticipated that the United States
will become one of the world’s major energy exporters and OPEC will
lose its geopolitical clout.63 That means that countries with large unex-
ploited energy deposits, such as Bolivia or Argentina, will have greatly
increased economic potential, if they can bring their resources to the in-
ternational market. It also means that countries with proven reserves,
such as Venezuela, Colombia, and Argentina, or those such as Brazil,
Peru, and Mexico with hints of such reserves, must decide how they wish
to pay for the enormous investments that will be required to find and ex-
ploit those reserves. To put it differently, how will energy independence
affect their agency? At the moment, three of South America’s largest po-
tential energy producers have shot themselves in the foot by making bad
political decisions. Argentina and Venezuela have virtually shut them-
selves out of the international capital market. In Brazil, Petrobras has
been rendered temporarily inoperable by a massive corruption scandal.
Until the scandal is resolved, Petrobras cannot tap the international mar-
kets for the capital it needs to exploit fully its massive pre-salt deposits
of petroleum. Mexico, which only in 2014 created the legal framework
for foreign capital to return to the petroleum industry for the first time
since the Cárdenas expropriation in 1938, may be able to increase its pro-
duction by the end of the decade, but not before. Ecuador has guaranteed
its production and market in petroleum with a huge contract signed in
2013 with the Chinese state petroleum company, exchanging its energy
independence for the financial resources necessary to keep its populist
government in power. In other words, energy independence is a matter of
political will in most of the countries in the region

Agency After Hegemony   185



The new player in the development game is China. Since its extraor-
dinary expansion at the end of the twentieth century and continuing into
the first decade of the twenty-first century, China’s demand for raw mate-
rials literally transformed the economies of several countries. The pur-
chase of Argentine soybeans paid for the populist programs of Néstor and
Cristina Kirchner. The sales of copper provided a strong foundation for
Chile’s growth, including the social programs of the progressive Con-
certación governments. The purchase of Brazilian commodities made
Lula’s work much easier and provided the capital to keep the national de-
velopment bank going. Venezuela and Ecuador mortgaged their petroleum
to China in return for capital to keep their governments afloat. Chinese
banks, Chinese construction companies, and Chinese state companies of
all sorts are key players in the economic development of virtually every
country in the Western Hemisphere. The role that China will play is not
fully scripted. Even at this early stage, however, it is clear that the Chinese
are a new player in the game. To this date, their participation is not political
or geopolitical, but that may change.64 The Chinese investment bank has
declared that it will be both clean, that is, free of corruption, and green, that
is, sensitive to environmental concerns.65 In this way, the Chinese signaled
that they will follow the rules of the larger international community. In or-
ganizing the large Trans Pacific Partnership, the United States indicated
that it would try to make sure that they would continue to be rulemakers in
the world trade community and have every intention to block China’s
moves to take over that role.

Bolivia has the same potential with its massive lithium deposits, said
to be the largest in the world. At the moment, the government of Bolivia
has decided it does not wish to exploit the lithium or significantly increase
the production of its huge reserves of natural gas. While the government
of Evo Morales has succeeded in renegotiating existing contracts with for-
eign energy companies to significantly increase the royalty payments to
the state, it does not feel confident—it has become captive of the ALBA
rhetoric of victimhood—that it can retain control over the massive invest-
ment by foreign capital required to exploit the lithium in the high desert to
the west of the Andes. The geological fact that the lithium lies in Chilean
and Argentine territory as well as Bolivian soil may account for some of
Morales’s caution. An optimist would see the lithium as an opportunity of
historical proportions for regional cooperation among the three countries.
In the same spirit, the resolution of Bolivia’s claim to an outlet to the sea
might well be a game changer for the region. Would a bargain that entailed
an outlet to the sea for Bolivia and energy security for Chile along with a
dynamic partnership between Bolivia and Chile to exploit the lithium de-
posits be appealing?
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Globalization and the recent boom in commodity prices have made it
plain that the nations in Latin America are in a position today to control
their own development destiny for the first time in their history. In doing
so, their new experience in agency will be of enormous benefit. None of
the countries in the region remains in thrall with the international division
of labor or with import substitution industrialization, and none is a victim
of dependency on a manipulated international market. There is a broad
consensus that the state is a legitimate actor in the market, that the state can
make decisions to increase production, that the state can act to protect the
most vulnerable elements of the nation’s population without resorting to
inflationary or populist policies that weaken the economy. That is not
likely to change any time soon. While accumulating experience in a vari-
ety of trade regimes and in subregional or regional market groups, the na-
tion-state has at its disposal an arsenal of policy instruments more varied
and potent than at any time in history. Their membership in international
regimes today gives them opportunities to discuss the rules that govern ex-
change. Calvo would be proud. Can governments be made accountable?
Will they become responsive to the needs and will of their people?

In December 2014, President Obama announced that the United States
and Cuba would move to restore normal diplomatic relations. Doing so
will not be easy. The Republican phalanx of Cuban Americans who have
kept US policy frozen since the Reagan administration, despite the end of
the Cold War, now sit in critical positions in the US Congress. The em-
bargo is the result of legislation and can only be lifted by an act of Con-
gress. The executive can move toward normal relations, but until or unless
the embargo is lifted, it will only be half a job. One thing the executive
could do to please the Cubans was to remove Cuba from the list of states
aiding terrorism. That was not difficult as the most involved units of the
US government have considered Cuba free of such taint for twenty years.
In making his announcement, Obama made it clear that in the calculation
behind the policy he weighed two factors heavily: the need to improve US
influence or interests in Latin America and recognition that the embargo
failed to achieve its stated objectives. He declared that it was wrong to
allow a minority of a small minority to distort the rational calculation of
US interests. To follow up on the decision, officials of the two govern-
ments met to ease friction between them, and the two presidents met at the
VII Summit of the Americas in Panama in April 2015, the first such meet-
ing in over half a century, to discuss their reconciliation. The second ob-
stacle to easy relations between the countries is the fact that Cuba is not a
democracy. It is not a market economy for that matter, but that does not ap-
pear to be a deal breaker. The lack of political freedom and of respect for
human rights will be hard to ignore and it will be hard for the Cuban gov-
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erning elite to meet their critics halfway on this matter. The Cubans insist
that progress cannot be made until the embargo is lifted and that requires
action by Congress, which is unlikely.  The United States has made it clear
that the alliance in Congress necessary to remove the embargo requires
some concessions by the Cubans on the political issues between them.
And, in commercial or economic matters, the United States has indicated
that it is willing to remove restrictions within the powers of the executive
if the Cubans make it possible for US businesses to operate in Cuba. That
creates a dilemma for the Cubans as they appear ambivalent on how to bal-
ance their control over the economy against gains offered to them by open-
ing to foreign capital. Change in Cuba will not be easy.

On the long road to normal relations, the nations of Latin America will
have to decide how their defense of democracy should be balanced against
their support for Cuba in its defiance of US hegemony. For the past half a
century, Latin Americans have looked to Cuba, even if only with furtive
glances, as an example of agency in world affairs. Today, they are virtually
unanimous in supporting the readmission of Cuba into the regional com-
munity. They have been unanimous in supporting annual Cuban resolu-
tions in the UN to end the noxious embargo imposed by the United States.
The policy of the United States in banning Cuba from the OAS is a major
factor in the decline of that institution’s influence and in the creation of
ALBA and CELAC. The new secretary general of the OAS, Luis Almagro,
has indicated he will move to bring Cuba back into the organization. Al-
though it may seem somewhat miraculous at this stage, with Fidel Castro
ill and in retirement and his brother Raúl aging fast along with the rem-
nants of the revolutionary generation, and with the economy suffering sig-
nificant deficiencies, Cuba continues to represent successful agency in a
changing world. Cuba solved its energy deficiency by making itself indis-
pensable to the leadership of Venezuela. It won Brazilian gratitude and
support by providing thousands of doctors at a time when the lack of pri-
mary health care was one of the principal sources of disaffection with the
Rousseff government. In return, Brazilian capital with support from the na-
tional development bank has built a new deepwater port in Mariel that may
prove to be a major factor in the region’s economy. Quietly and without
any tension with other nations, Cuba sent hundreds of health workers to
western Africa to help in the response to the terrifying Ebola pandemic in
2014–2015. Boldly, it invited the United States to attend a meeting in Cuba
of ALBA nations to coordinate a regional strategy on the prevention and
control of Ebola. The Cuban government has offered to coordinate a hemi-
spheric program to train health professionals to implement an Ebola pre-
vention and control plan. Its efforts won the praise of the New York Times
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editorial board and the public support of the US Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention, as well as Secretary of State Kerry.66

Perhaps the key initiative by Cuba to enhance its status within the
hemispheric community has been its role in promoting peace talks be-
tween the government of Colombia and the guerrilla group FARC.  Those
talks, which have continued for more than two years and, at the end of
2015, look as if they will be consummated successfully within a matter of
months, have drawn unofficial representatives from the United States,
Chile, and other friends of the peace process. That collective action will
have a major positive impact on the growing community in Latin America,
and that the United States has played an important role may improve its
ties to the hemispheric regional organizations. 

It is not easy to build international community. Interests, culture, and
history divide the nations from one another. It is not just the Western
Hemisphere that finds it difficult to organize in a collegial manner for the
benefit of the community. Take one issue or problem: immigration. It tears
at the fabric of society in the United States. There is no consensus on how
to deal with the accumulated migration into the United States that has left
a population of undocumented residents estimated at 11 million people.
Haitian migration into the Dominican Republic has precipitated a crisis in
which the government of the Dominican Republic threatens to expel all
undocumented migrants. Such action would create a humanitarian crisis of
unprecedented proportions. Now look at the surge in migration into Eu-
rope. For decades, there has been a constant flow of illegal immigrants into
southern Europe from North Africa. Today, the situation is radically differ-
ent. Hundreds of thousands of people are moving from the Middle East
and the Caucasus into Europe, pouring across borders into Hungary and
France, and throwing themselves onto freight trains passing through the
tunnel to England. More than ten thousand biked across Russia into Nor-
way. It is estimated that millions of people are displaced by the conflicts
from Afghanistan to Syria and/or have been driven out of nations in Africa.
The Europeans appear no better at dealing with the issue than do the lead-
ers of the United States. Several groups have proposed walls like the one
that the United States started to build on the border between Mexico and
Texas. Efforts to resettle illegal immigrants have bogged down. It isn’t just
a European problem. What about the millions of displaced people in South
Asia?

There are conflicts in many places in the world. Insurgent groups, ter-
rorist groups, and other organized armed groups are in conflict with gov-
ernments from Syria to Thailand. There is armed violence in several
African countries. How can the international community deal with this
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conflict? The vision of a rules-based community enforcing the peace that
President Obama has tried to share with other leaders seems just that—a
vision. There do not seem to be enough nations willing to become part of
the solution. In a recent public address, General Martin E. Dempsey, chair-
man of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, called on the member states of the United
Nations to increase their participation in peacekeeping. There is not suffi-
cient concern for the violent upheavals and multiple wars around the
world.67 Indeed!

There are many ways to be in the world. In the United States, the po-
litical dysfunction that characterizes the relations between Congress and
the executive have led to a series of measures that restrict US influence,
what Moisés Naím called auto goles (self goals).68 Congress refused to
fund the Export-Import Bank, it refused to fund the reforms of the IMF, it
refused to increase the capital of the Inter-American Development Bank,
and it has made it difficult to participate in any free trade negotiations, al-
though the Obama administration did succeed in negotiating the Trans Pa-
cific Partnership, the largest trade agreement in history and one that will
improve environmental controls, enhance intellectual property rights, and
set standards for the protection of labor.69 These actions contributed to the
formation by China of the new Asian Infrastructure and Investment Bank,
which the United States has refused to join. You cannot participate in mak-
ing the rules of the community if you don’t join. Obama understands that
as the most powerful country in the world and the country in which more
innovation occurs than in any other and the country in which more intel-
lectual property is created in a year than in the rest of the world combined,
the United States is in a position to benefit more from a rules-based com-
munity than anyone else and that it is in a position to lead any community
of which it is a member. But, he also understands that by joining a com-
munity, the other members can be rulemakers and that there is a cost to
sharing the benefits of the community. 

In Latin America, Cuba has more experience in exercising agency in
the global community than does any other nation in the region, but that
may change in the next few years.70 Now that the foreign policy process
has become so important and so prominent in most of the countries in
Latin America (with Cuba as a marked exception), we can expect that
where the process is transparent and the flow of information is not ob-
structed, the foreign ministries will begin to formulate—and make pub-
lic—what they think about global crises, such as the violence in the Middle
East, the structure of the international financial system, the neutrality of
the Internet, and how to handle international pandemics. They also will be-
come more confident in dealing with troublesome issues within the hemi-
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sphere, such as political violence in Venezuela, international drug traffick-
ing, and criminal violence. 

For the moment, with the exception of Chile and Brazil, the nations of
Latin America appear uncertain about their role outside the hemisphere.
Here, the optimists are correct: it is impossible to stop globalization and it
is increasingly difficult to deny to the people of the region their aspirations
for a better life and more freedom, even in those countries in which leaders
hope to perpetuate themselves in power and limit political contestation and
the expansion of democratic space. In dealing with these fundamental is-
sues, the new regional organizations do not yet appear to offer solutions,
and no one appears to be in a position to resolve the historical differences
that divide the countries or eliminate the differences among them. There is
more diversity than convergence.

As cautious optimists, we may expect this to change as regional organ-
izations provide forums for open discussions of common problems. As
cautious optimists, we see the growing evidence that globalization, espe-
cially in the massive increase in the flow of information and money, has
made it possible for all the nations in the hemisphere to participate in a
wide variety of regimes and networks and in a reciprocal fashion, to make
all governments and civil society permeable to the influence of the outside
actors, state and nonstate. All nations are in the world. The nations of Latin
America are in the world to a degree and in more ways than ever before so
that the shape and rules of the international community are more important
to them than ever before. Globalization opens to all an expanding panoply
of opportunities for agency. As US hegemony declines and as Cuba loses
its importance as a symbol, will the nations of Latin America be prepared
to expand their agency? Do they want to? Will they pay the price? 
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In recent years, the countries of Latin America have moved out
from under the shadow of the United States to become active players in
the international system. What changed? Why? And why did it take so
long for that change to happen? To answer those questions, Joseph S.
Tulchin explores the evolving role of Latin American states in world af-
fairs from the early days of independence to the present.
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