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1. A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK





INTRODUCTION


The first two decades of the twenty-first century have been remarkably disruptive of traditional Latin American–US relations. Relationships that were once close became distant, even hostile, while once prickly partnerships have smoothed over, at least partially. Leftist governments won major elections, which changed the pitch of rhetoric toward the United States, although a number of these also later lost power, even by means of shaky constitutionality. Meanwhile, new actors from outside the hemisphere have appeared on the scene for the first time. All the while, Latin American governments have worked to chart a course that could provide them with new opportunities to grow and prosper. Those courses often have entailed steering around the United States.


This book emphasizes the growing relevance of Latin American policy choices for understanding Latin American–US relations. So often—indeed too often—in studies of Latin American–US relations, scholars view the Latin American side of the relationships as largely reactive or even passive, as Latin American policy makers in those countries are reduced to peripheral actors or, at the extreme, even puppets. This analysis departs from other general treatments of Latin American–US relations not by putting US policy aside but by bringing in the Latin American and global contexts more closely. The goal is to avoid the incomplete picture provided by a narrow focus on the policies of the United States.


But this is not a study of rebellion against the United States, or even a critique of US policy. Instead, it is an examination of the major shifts that have taken place in the region in recent decades and how they have shaped Latin American–US relations. These shifts were sparked by events in the 1980s and 1990s but did not solidify until the end of the twentieth century. In 2000, Latin America was a far different place than it was in, say, 1980. Economic policy had radically transformed, as had the global political environment.







UNDERSTANDING AUTONOMY


The predominant Latin American approach to understanding Latin American–US relations centers on autonomy. If you do some searching, you will find that this literature is almost exclusively in Spanish and Portuguese.1 Professors at Latin American universities have written most of what little there is in English, while the literature produced in the United States stays mostly centered on US theoretical developments and rarely bothers to examine what else might be out there.


The etymology of autonomy is Greek from the words for “self,” “rule,” and “law.” At root it is about not being subservient to another and having the latitude to deal with your own affairs without external coercion. In the history of Latin American–US relations, autonomy became important because of the US proclivity to interfere in the affairs of countries, many times to the point of invasion and occupation, which by definition involves the loss of autonomy.2 Because of this history, autonomy in Latin America carries with it a normative component. Seeking autonomy is not just possible but desirable.


While the concept of autonomy is difficult to find in non–Latin American works on international relations (IR), in Latin America it has been a topic of considerable debate for several decades and still going strong.3 Juan Carlos Puig, an Argentine academic, lawyer, and eventually minister of foreign relations, was (and long after his death still remains) the major scholarly voice on the topic.4 For Puig, autonomy is about the ability to make policy decisions without outside interference. Puig accepted the notion of international anarchy, meaning lack of a world government, which is core to realist theory, and the dominance of certain great powers (most notably the United States) from dependency theory. But he considered autonomy to fall outside those theoretical perspectives in that there is still space for weaker states to make their own autonomous decisions to defend their interests. For Puig, autonomy was about the rational calculation of what independent policies were possible before the United States threw up obstacles. The concept of autonomy continues to take realist and dependency theories seriously but reshapes the debate.


The essence of dependency theory is that less developed countries are locked into an economic relationship with the developed world that leaves them in a permanent position of weakness. The hierarchical structure of the global economic system allows countries like the United States to import raw materials at low prices from Latin America, produce finished goods, and then export those industrial goods back to Latin America at higher prices. Because of this relationship, the region was unable to generate enough capital on its own to promote economic development (and ideally industrialization). There is no single “dependency theory,” as they range from a uniform argument that all Latin American countries have similar relationships to the developed world, to more attention to different ways in which countries have become inserted into the global economy, which in some cases can leave room for successful dependent development.5


Broadly speaking, the Latin American political responses to the dependent relationship took two forms. Even before dependency theory was fleshed out in academia, the United Nations’ Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC in English, CEPAL in Spanish) had proposed new models of economic development that would shield local economies from the more powerful “developed” economies. States could carve out economic autonomy by raising tariffs and subsidizing domestic industries, thus protecting them from imports and nurturing them to compete with imports (Franko 2007, 63). Raúl Prebisch (1962, 2), an Argentine economist who became executive director of ECLAC in 1950, was ambivalent about protectionism, writing that the “solution does not lie in growth at the expense of foreign trade.” Prebisch hoped that growth would make it unnecessary to restrict imports, but growth was essential for the model to function. Marxists, meanwhile, argued that only revolution would break the economic bonds to the United States. Both of these responses were efforts to spark autonomous economic policy, which by definition meant reducing US influence, to differing degrees.6


Realism is also a structural theory founded on the assertion that global politics are defined by anarchy. There is no world police or military force, so individual states are left to seek their own security.7 In this situation, states with weaker military and economic capabilities are the most vulnerable. State behavior should therefore be understood in terms of relative capabilities. Those who have more power than others act accordingly with their own self-interest driving them. In the Latin American context, one important takeaway was that states in the region faced retribution if they pursued policies (either domestic or foreign) that the United States deemed as threatening. States that attempted to break entirely from US influence, most notably Cuba, found themselves under unrelenting attacks.8


From the perspective of autonomy, realist theory is quite pessimistic, as the relatively weaker Latin American countries have little leeway. One of the few ways is to balance, whereby countries group together to serve as a counterbalance to the largest power. Latin American leaders had been trying to do this with minimal success since independence. The other main option is bandwagoning, which means aligning your own state interests more closely to the United States and drastically decreasing autonomous actions. Puig accepted realist assumptions about international anarchy and power, but also dependency assumptions about economic structures.


For Puig, autonomy focused on resistance to the great power, which for Argentina (and the rest of Latin America) meant the United States. That entailed solidarity among those states. He considered autonomy to be a zero-sum game, where gains by lesser powers came at the expense of the more powerful.


Latin American debates about autonomy also tend to pay close attention to national economic policy and to regional integration. Puig himself saw regional integration as a critical step toward autonomy.9 He differentiated between “heterodox autonomy,” which accepted (or at least was resigned to) the position of the great power and sought to work within its limitations, and “secessionist autonomy,” which involves, in his words, “cutting the umbilical cord.”10 Either way, the objective of becoming more autonomous is to move as far away from a position of dependence as possible.


The concept was challenged and shaped over time. Puig had an essentially realist conception that resembled balancing, whereby weaker countries form alliances to balance the power of the strongest power. During the Cold War some Latin American leaders believed that autonomy must include a measure of separation from the United States. For example, many Latin American countries were members of the Non-Aligned Movement, which sought to provide an informal alliance of countries that excluded the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (dominated by the United States) and the Warsaw Pact (dominated by the Soviet Union). It often criticized US policy toward less developed countries, beginning with Vietnam.


Once the Cold War ended and Latin American countries opened up economically to the world, that emphasis on separation shifted. For example, Roberto Russell and Juan Gabriel Tokatlian developed the concept of “relational autonomy,” which is distinct because it rejects the notion of self-sufficiency and instead emphasizes that “both the defense and the expansion of autonomy enjoyed by Latin American countries today can no longer depend on national or subregional policies of isolation, self-sufficiency, or opposition” (Russell and Tokatlian 2003, 13). National interests are therefore embedded within complex relationships with other governments and international institutions. In general, even though the conceptual development of autonomy took place during the Cold War, the numerous projects in the first decade of the twenty-first century ensured that it remained relevant and widely mentioned in the Latin American literature (Zapata 2017).


Carlos Escudé was instrumental in developing the notion of “peripheral realism,” which questioned the goal of autonomy.11 He argued that autonomy was too often considered an end to itself in the developing world, as it connoted success in pursuing national goals. Instead, all countries, but especially middle-sized ones, have considerable freedom of choice and do not always need to seek complete autonomy. Further, less powerful countries should avoid openly confronting the greater powers because they know they will lose and this will hurt the general population. He frames this as “total foreign policy autonomy = absolute domestic tyranny” (Schenoni and Escudé 2016, 4). For strategy, Escudé focused in particular on attracting investment and otherwise boosting the economy, which would best serve the citizens of less developed countries.12 The Brazilian theorist Helio Jaguaribe echoed the relevance of size, pointing out the need to have adequate natural and human resources to exercise international autonomy in the face of imperial (meaning US) influence.13 From that perspective, smaller countries had little chance to increase their autonomy because they could not withstand the effect of being the target of US antagonism.


According to Escudé, autonomy should consider the costs associated with using that freedom. Escudé argues that the pursuit of autonomy can be damaging because the costs are so high. What peripheral realism argues is a careful balance between autonomy and “playing along” with the great power in order to achieve specific national goals. The caveat is that this holds “as long as this does not entail sacrificing its own material interests, which are paramount” (Jaguaribe 1979, 55). In this view, states should not embrace autonomy just for the sake of autonomy. They must tie those efforts to specific interests they are trying to achieve. Otherwise, the punishment meted out by the stronger power is simply not worth the gain.


Clearly, an important part of this debate is the question of whether a country is entirely free of US constraints or not. Vigevani and Cepaluni (2009, 3) take the position that autonomy falls along a continuum between the ideal types of total dependence and total autonomy. This book will consider autonomy in the same way, with total separation from the United States at one end and military occupation on the other. Of course, neither currently exists and in fact the former has never existed while the latter has not existed for many years. In the twenty-first century, Latin America has become more autonomous than ever before, but constraints still exist. And although much of the pursuit of autonomy in Latin America has been explicitly aimed at breaking away from US control, increasingly it is intended more broadly to maximize economic and diplomatic gains. The United States therefore becomes one actor—albeit a powerful one—among several, or many.


A group of mostly Latin American scholars and former policy makers published a collection of essays in 2021 advancing the concept of “active non-alignment” (Fortin, Heine, and Ominami 2021). It mirrors autonomy in many ways, and some of the authors previously published works on autonomy. A difference is its call for a regional commitment to autonomy not just from the United States but from any other major power as well. With its emphasis on national interests, active non-alignment also hews closely to realism.


This book bases its analysis on three assertions. First, Latin Americans take autonomy seriously and therefore so should we all. Second, centering on autonomy means shifting our focus away from US policy and toward policy decisions made in Latin America. Third, power imbalance is part of the analysis, but it varies widely, as Latin American policy makers all face different opportunities and constraints, and those need more exploration.


This book will not advance a normative argument about the optimal positions for Latin American governments to take. Rather, it argues that Latin America has gradually expanded its scope of autonomous action in the twenty-first century, but outright rejection of the United States is not necessarily a primary goal at any given time.


The literature on Latin American–US relations in the United States tends not to consider autonomy in any systematic manner. To be sure, there are plenty of works criticizing US policy and calling for greater independence from the negative aspects of US power. Nonetheless, these generally downplay Latin American actions and assume US dominance. To avoid throwing stones from my own glass house, I should note that in the first edition of my own textbook on the topic, I argued that “Latin Americans have often struggled against US dominance and at times have been successful in that effort” (Weeks 2008, 4). It’s not that this is incorrect, but that it is incomplete and one-sided. Latin American autonomy can at times be directed specifically at struggle against the United States, but more often than not it has other aims.







PURSUING AUTONOMY IN LATIN AMERICA


As Russell Crandall pointed out more than a decade ago, “Mononational research tends to produce mononational explanations and to ignore the role of players from countries other than those whose words are examined” (Crandall 2006, 4). Since then, a number of authors have pushed back on the power imbalance emphasis and showed how Latin American governments mattered more than generally appreciated, not passive but rather instrumental in shaping outcomes (Long 2015; Mora and Hey 2003; McPherson 2014). The same was true of individuals. Even efforts during the Cold War both by the United States and the Soviet Union to co-opt and control Latin American intellectuals was frustrated by their ability to define their own version of nationalism that was beholden to neither (Iber 2015).


Of course, seeking autonomy is not exclusive to the twenty-first century, or even to the twentieth. The Liberator himself, Simón Bolívar, wrote repeatedly about the need to keep the United States at arm’s length. In 1825, by which time much of the region had won independence wars, he worked (in vain) to bring unity to the region, arguing that allowing the United States either to ally itself closely with his Colombia or to join any regional confederation would possibly antagonize England, whose favor Bolívar hoped to maintain.14 But we need to go beyond this “arm’s length” argument as well. Latin America is often creating autonomous spaces without the explicit goal of reducing engagement with the United States.


The core of autonomy for Latin America from the United States is seen in new, deeper, and more numerous relationships that do not include the United States. Broadly speaking, they can be political or economic. Political relationships include the creation and strengthening of international institutions, diplomatic initiatives, military agreements, and diplomatic summits. Economic ties include trade agreements, foreign investment, and loans. These are all things Latin American governments currently focus on, even more so than in the past.


Scholars and pundits alike often draw a causal link between Latin American states becoming more autonomous and a decrease of US influence.15 What I will argue is that although autonomy does entail a decreased dependence on the United States, and in fact even a challenge to US hegemony in some cases, US influence remains high.


Part of the problem with the debate is that terms tend not to be clearly defined. Hegemony has been usefully defined as “one state is powerful enough to maintain the essential rules governing interstate relations, and willing to do so” (Keohane 1984, 34–35). Almost always it refers to a preponderance of economic and military power. Hegemony, however, does not necessarily mean the exercise of power without constraint. The United States cannot dictate the nature of its bilateral and multilateral relationships.


While strong for most of the twentieth century, US hegemony in the Western Hemisphere eroded since the end of the Cold War, but we are not necessarily in a “posthegemonic” era, at least not yet. Many of the rules governing interstate relations in the Western Hemisphere are still defined in large part by the United States. Nonetheless, independent Latin American policies have consistently and sometimes successfully challenged these rules. This book takes the position that Latin American autonomy and US hegemony coexist.


That brings us to “influence.” In international relations, the essence of influence is for a state to get other states to behave in a way that matches its preferences and desired policy outcomes. Given the United States’s wealth, ability to provide benefits, and shared history, US influence remains high in Latin America. Just as hegemony does not necessarily mean control, influence does not mean always achieving all policy goals. Even hegemons cannot always get what they want. Another theme in the book will be to determine how much Latin American autonomy and US influence are mutually exclusive. This is more complicated than hegemony, but clearly US influence is high by virtually any standard.


In the Latin American–US context, the United States holds a hegemonic position by virtue of its large power imbalance in the region. By any measure, the United States is far more powerful than any other country and it has more influence. Its ability to convince another state to do something in the US interest is higher than any other state. But that influence always has limits, even for a hegemonic power. In the twenty-first century, US influence is high but, more than in the last century, there are multiple other influential actors.







EMBRACING AUTONOMY


We must also take global historical and political contexts in mind. Three almost simultaneous processes facilitated Latin American autonomy as the twentieth century came to a close.


First, in the 1980s virtually all of Latin America undertook a broad array of structural adjustments, including a shift of their economies away from protectionism and toward exporting as the engine of economic growth. This entailed privatization of state industry, the end of government subsidies, deregulation, and the lowering of trade barriers. The United States certainly pressured Latin American policy makers to enact such policies, though they found plenty of elite interest in the region. Like-minded presidents and economic ministers believed such reforms were necessary to bring their countries out of debt.


In some countries the sometimes disastrous results of these reforms led to simmering discontent that eventually manifested itself in support for leftist candidates and movements. These movements were defined in large part by their efforts to seek autonomy from US economic hegemony. Fueled by the ideals of dependency theory, many leftist leaders called for solidarity against the imperial designs of the United States and for a more global approach to economic development that marginalized US influence to the extent possible.


But in other cases, such as Chile, Colombia, and Mexico, there was no electoral swing from right to left; instead they stayed somewhere in an ideological middle. At the same time, Latin Americans—both political and economic actors—began actively seeking new global partners. For radicals and moderates alike, this new economic model challenged prevailing assumptions about the traditional role of the United States.


Second, this new focus on export-led development also prompted all governments—regardless of ideology—to start looking beyond the Western Hemisphere for those trading partners, sources of investment, and possible loans. For those countries that continued to favor market-oriented policies into the 2000s, such as Mexico and Colombia, more partners meant more markets for exports and opportunities for imports. While not the primary aim, this expansion resulted in more autonomy from the United States.


For countries trying to break away from the free market model, such as Bolivia and Venezuela, more partners meant sources of income that did not entail dependence on the United States. Aid and loans from China, for example, did not have the same strings that came with US funding and they decreased Washington’s ability to use the withholding of aid and loans as punishment. Still other countries, such as Brazil, straddled the two orientations by sticking with the market model while also pushing back on the United States. All those governments were embracing autonomy, albeit for different reasons.


In 1995 the United States constituted 45.9 percent of Latin America’s export trade. Despite ups and downs over time, by 2019 it was nearly the same at 44.5 percent.16 Extra-hemispheric countries, however, had become newly relevant. China is the most prominent example. In 1995, China’s share of Latin American trade was 1.1 percent. That rose to 3.4 percent in 2005 and 12.4 percent in 2016. For foreign direct investment (FDI), new partners abounded.


Latin America increasingly exported to and imported from China, and clearly this impacted the US share.
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Figure 1. Source: World Bank Trade Data. https://wits.worldbank.org/countrystats.aspx?lang=en.
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Figure 2. Source: World Bank Trade Data. https://wits.worldbank.org/countrystats.aspx?lang=en.








What we see, then, is that US dominance is gone, but its influence—and even its hegemonic position—is not. Autonomy should not be viewed in a zero-sum context. Greater autonomy and US hegemony are not mutually exclusive. Subsequent chapters will explore this in greater depth.


Further, the type of export does not tell us much either about autonomy. For example, countries with the highest dependence on the export of primary products, such as El Salvador and Venezuela, have taken very different stances while both also remain heavily reliant on US consumers. In general, there are incentives for all countries to look beyond the United States while not jettisoning it, more so than in the past.


Third was the end of the Cold War, which had its last gasp in 1991 with the dissolution of the Soviet Union. That was a pivotal moment in Latin American–US relations because the automatic antagonism toward leftist political movements in Latin America, virulent during the Cold War, gave way to flexibility and pragmatism. During the Cold War, when leftist presidents took power the United States worked quickly to invade or to encourage military coups (Guatemala in 1954, Brazil in 1964, the Dominican Republic in 1965, and Chile in 1973 are prominent examples). Governments that came to power through revolution (Cuba in 1959 and Nicaragua in 1979) soon faced hostility: unremitting violence, covert action, and harassment.


In 1998, only seven years after the fall of the Soviet Union, Hugo Chávez’s resounding victory in the Venezuelan presidential election presaged a slew of similar elections across the region. These governments always had some measure of anti-US foreign policy message in their rhetoric, and they threw wrenches in the works of US trade agreements, military base negotiations, regional alliances, and even votes in international institutions, including the United Nations. In the past, US policy makers would have given serious thought to overthrowing such governments, either covertly or through invasion. In the absence of a global ideological threat, coexistence proved more palatable, as was autonomous foreign policy making. This does not mean that US policy makers did not respond negatively at all, because at times they did, including support for coups, but that response was far milder than in the past.


The result was more space for Latin American governments to pursue autonomy in whatever form. In terms of Escudé’s argument, the costs of antagonizing the great power decreased markedly. In strictly realist terms, the most powerful state perceived fewer threats to national security interests and therefore did not respond as in the past. In concrete terms, Latin American leaders went about creating new institutions, forging new agreements, pursuing new trade and investment partners, and criticizing US policy in ways that would have risked retaliation before.


It is a cliché to make the claim that a book is “rethinking” or providing more “nuance,” but that is indeed an important part of the pages that follow.”17 The goal of this book is to provide a clearer understanding of where Latin America stands vis-à-vis the United States here in the twenty-first century, which is different from any other era and which requires reconsideration of how relations developed and where they appear to be heading. By doing so, we can get a better grip on the trajectory of Latin American–US relations and how they develop in turbulent times.


Finally, a brief note on what this book is not designed to do. It is not a comprehensive review of Latin American–US relations, which can be found elsewhere (yes, even in my own textbook, but plenty of other places as well). Since the focus is largely on Latin America, there is less on the intricacies of US policy making. And since its focus is conceptual, there are fewer details about specific policy areas. It’s not that these aren’t important or interesting, of course, but I feel (or at least hope) that conciseness helps with reconsideration.







THE BOOK’S STRUCTURE


The book is organized chronologically, with each chapter tracing the evolution of autonomy. The original intent was to have each chapter cover the same number of years, but as the project advanced, it became clear that such uniformity did not match important events and changes in Latin American perspective on the United States. Hopefully the finished product flows well thematically even if the coverage of years varies.


Chapter 2 will address the electoral revolution in Latin America from 1998 to 2002. Hugo Chávez was elected in 1998 and represents the first critical example of the ideological shift in Latin America. Chapter 3 will examine a pivot toward political pragmatism from 2003 to 2005. It is bookmarked by Lula’s inauguration in Brazil and by Michelle Bachelet’s election in Chile, whose government entailed a combination of autonomy and a deep economic relationship with the United States. Chapter 4 centers on the development of new international institutions in Latin America that did not include the United States, from 2006 to 2008. It will examine the Union of South American Nations (UNASUR) in particular, which was founded in 2008. Chapter 5 analyzes what we might call the “maturation” of autonomy from 2009 to 2015. In the wake of the global financial crash, the election of Barack Obama saw improved relations with the United States, but new actors like China simultaneously deepened their involvement in the region. Chapter 6 brings us to the election of Donald Trump in the United States and how his administration disrupted existing relationships. Chapter 7 examines the first part of the Joe Biden administration and the trajectory of Latin American–US relations.













2. ELECTORAL REVOLUTION IN LATIN AMERICA (1998–2002)



THE COLD WAR, WHICH colored every aspect of Latin American–US relations for two generations, ended in 1991. President George H. W. Bush proved more pragmatic than his predecessor Ronald Reagan, which launched shifts in U.S policy priorities (LeoGrande 1990). Without global ideological struggle hanging over US policy, Bush was more willing to accept compromises even in hotspots like Central America, where long-standing civil wars were ending. That set a new tone. Given his decision to invade Panama in 1989, President Bush did not ignore Central America, but part of the new tone also involved moving US foreign policy attention elsewhere, especially the Middle East.


Elected president in 1992, Bill Clinton had no interest in the Cold War underpinnings of Latin American–US relations. His focus on Latin America was even more pragmatic than Bush and rarely a priority. He was, like all other post–Cold War presidents, accused of “ignoring” Latin America (Crandall 2008, 20). He had been elected on a platform centered on improving the US economy, so in Latin America he emphasized free trade and market reforms along with democratization. Unlike the Cold War period, his view of democratization was not limited strictly to candidates that US policy makers considered acceptable. US interests mattered—they always do—but protecting them became a more flexible exercise.


Flexibility opened a political door previously slammed shut. In the absence of a global ideological war, the United States was much less focused on undermining the political advancement of the Latin American left. That opening meant greater latitude for the left to seek new partnerships and to have the option—even if not necessarily taken—of expanding autonomy from the United States. The United States was no less hegemonic than before, but it was less concerned about imposing control. That context falls under Juan Carlos Puig’s category of “heterodox autonomy,” though he views it in terms of weaker countries taking advantage of “weaknesses and errors” of the hegemonic center (Puig 1980, 152). In the immediate post–Cold War era, however, indifference was likely more relevant than weakness or error. Simply put, the United States government did not feel so paranoid anymore and had other issues on its plate.


Back in that more paranoid past, the United States government overtly or covertly attacked leftist governments or movements that seemed capable of upending the conservative status quo. That was especially prevalent in Central America and the Caribbean, but it spread to South America as well, where leftist governments found themselves the victims of sanctions, pressures, or covert operations. The biggest target was always Cuba, which had greatly resembled a US colony in the first third of the twentieth century, and was thereafter controlled by the dictator Fulgencio Batista, who enjoyed US support until almost the very end of his time in power.


Fidel Castro represents the most extreme historical case of Latin American autonomy from the United States. Counter to peripheral realism, he remained committed to promoting radical autonomy even when it started to generate highly negative effects on Cubans. For Castro, the revolution was everything no matter how harshly the United States responded. Only Venezuela in more recent years resembles the Cuban experience.


The 1959 revolution quickly deepened and the imposition of the US embargo cut off trade between the two countries. As a result, Castro shifted trade elsewhere, primarily the Soviet Union. Until the end of the Cold War, at any given time roughly 80 percent of Cuban exports went there. Later, Cuba shifted to China and European countries. Fidel Castro was a driving force in the Non-Aligned Movement, on organization founded in 1961 that situated itself outside Cold War confines, aligned in neither ideological camp. In a famous 1979 speech to the United Nations, he declared:




We are 95 countries from all the continents representing the vast majority of humanity. We are united by determination to defend cooperation among our countries, free national and social development, sovereignty, security, equality and self-determination.1





Setting aside the question of Cuba’s clear alignment with the Soviet Union against the United States, Castro’s message was one of autonomy. When the Soviet Union fell apart, Cuba maintained a strong connection to Russia based on those decades, but the economic dependence never returned.


The Cuban revolution and Fidel Castro’s leadership personally inspired many among the Latin American left. At the turn of the twenty-first century, no government followed his particular model of revolution or sought to employ the same high level of repression and control (though over time some would copy it more). But many admired the very idea of a small country successfully thumbing its nose at the United States and so hoped—or at least claimed to hope—they could do the same in modified form. Cuba had diversified its trading partners such that by 2018 its four main export partners were Venezuela, Spain, Russia, and Bolivia, while it imported from China, Spain, Germany, and the United States.2 Even after the Cold War ended, Cuba played an active role on the world stage, not by sponsoring revolution but by helping to create and nurture international institutions that excluded the United States, such as the Community of Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC), created in 2011. The very purpose of CELAC was to keep the United States at bay while fostering regional integration.


CELAC is an example of how Cuba’s Cold War autonomy served as an inspiration for the leftist leaders elected in the final years of the twentieth century and early in the twenty-first. Cuba was a key member of CELAC after years of exclusion from the Organization of American States, which expelled it in 1962. It was just the most recent example of the many ways in which Fidel Castro and Cuba served as models for the Latin American left. The most important president that Fidel Castro mentored was Venezuelan Hugo Chávez.


Chávez, a former army lieutenant colonel, coup plotter, and self-professed champion of the poor, won handily in 1998 with 56 percent of the vote. When he took the oath of office, he broke with protocol and said, “I swear in front of my people that over this moribund constitution I will push forward the democratic transformations that are necessary so that the new republic will have an adequate magna carta for the times” (quoted in Jones 2007, 226). Chávez took office the following year, on the cusp of the twenty-first century. His stated project was radical and leftist but initially its scope was not entirely clear.


At that time the administration of President Bill Clinton, which previously had denied Chávez a visa because of his participation in the coup attempts, responded hesitantly but favorably toward him, taking care to make clear that it did not like the rumors circulating that the army would stage a coup to prevent him from taking office (Bachelet 2017). The US government then agreed to give him a visa. Chávez did push back against US policies, for example refusing to allow use of Venezuelan airspace for US planes involved in the drug war, and diplomatic niceties remained the norm for the time being (Duarte Villa 2004).


The Latin American response to Chávez’s election was decidedly mixed. In the 1990s the region leaned conservative. There were center-left presidents in Brazil and Chile, but in Bolivia, Colombia, Mexico, Peru, and all of Central America, the right was largely in control. Everywhere, free market models were the norm. Colombia’s foreign trade minister tepidly said that bilateral commercial relations should not be affected by the election result (IPS Correspondents 1998). Panamanian president Ernesto Pérez Balladares said that the election represented “the reaffirmation of the democratic system” (Spanish Newswire Services 1998a). Former Honduran president and then president of the Central American Parliament, Carlos Roberto Reina, called Chávez’s victory “a tragedy for America” (Spanish Newswire Services 1998b). Argentine president Carlos Menem made no public announcement but Chávez said that Menem had called him (Xinhua News Agency 1998). Naturally, Fidel Castro was ecstatic, saying that Cubans “share with the Venezuelans your jubilation” (Agence France Presse 1998).


There was a darker side to the putative regional free market consensus. Under the surface, the free market boat was running aground. Chávez and his drive for autonomy from the United States stemmed from the economic reforms the government of President Carlos Andrés Pérez pushed through in the late 1980s. These included cutting spending, slashing government subsidies, and privatizing state industries. The message was that by sweeping out old models and enduring pain in the short term, you could refresh those struggling economies. Latin American governments across the region had been doing the same in the 1980s, and protests—even riots—erupted in response. Similar scenes played out elsewhere in Latin America, almost everywhere. Governments that implemented those structural changes generally found themselves losing elections or forced out of power.


That had been Venezuela in the late 1980s. After the government implemented its package of policies, the economic and political consequences came quickly. The proximate cause in Venezuela was a 100 percent increase in the price of gasoline, which in turn increased public transportation fees (López Maya 2003). Protests that began at Caracas’s main transportation points soon exploded and the president used security forces to put them down. Then all hell broke loose.




THE VENEZUELAN COMANDANTE


Chávez’s view of autonomy was radical and emancipatory, based in no small part on the core tenets of dependency theory. At home he promised to write a new constitution. His broader vision of regional autonomy had not coalesced yet, but the kernel was there. It involved political and economic union, using the independence hero Simón Bolívar as a rhetorical (and even theatrical) vehicle. The use of the word “Bolivarian” denoted not just an emphasis on Venezuela’s political history, but on the belief in a Latin American community, free of US manipulation and entirely skeptical of US motives.


Chávez’s message was anticapitalist, though he denied he was aiming to copy the models of Cuba or the Soviet Union. Instead, he proclaimed his economic project was “twenty-first-century socialism,” a catchy but ill-defined term that fell uneasily between state capitalism and socialism. It rejected both capitalism and communism and in practice meant a greatly enhanced role for the state without taking over the entire economy. His message, soon to be emulated by Rafael Correa, Evo Morales, Néstor Kirchner, Cristina Fernández de Kirchner, and other presidents on the way, was that Latin America needed new partners, new opportunities, and new ways of thinking. They did not necessarily share his economic vision but that was not a requirement for changing the way Latin America viewed the world.


He employed what Rafael Sánchez (2016) has nicely summed up as a populist style based on “monumental governmentality.” Like his hero Bolívar, Chávez consciously assumed a bigger-than-life persona. Like Bolívar, he loved dancing and—even along with singing—that became part of this image that purported to represent the will of the nation.3 Embodying that will allowed a heterogeneous country to unite by seeing themselves in their leader (Sánchez 2016, 4). For many Venezuelans, Chávez was much more than just president. He was Venezuela. In the way he made those direct personal connections, he was a populist.


The term “populism” is a contested term, used to apply loosely to a broad swath of leaders. It can refer to economic policy or political style. This book will follow Levitsky and Roberts (2011, 6) in emphasizing the latter: “the top-down political mobilization of mass constituencies by personalistic leaders who challenge established political or economic beliefs on behalf of an ill-defined pueblo, or ‘the people.’” It often manifests as leftist, though there are also Latin American examples to the contrary, such as Alberto Fujimori in Peru. Populists on the left inspired millions who felt the economic status quo had left them out. “Personalism” was all about forging a bond between the president and the common person, united against entrenched elites. Leftist populists took the strongest stance, accompanied by a barrage of anticapitalist, anticonservative, and anti-US language, in promoting new partnerships both within and outside the region, excluding the United States. In terms of autonomy, this last point is central.


His election was a first breaker of what became commonly known as the “pink tide,” which denotes a surge of leftists coming to office through free elections. The “pink” referred to the notion that although these new presidents were leftist, they had no “red” inclinations toward communism but wanted something lighter. It is imperfect imagery, since the right did continue winning in some countries, most notably Colombia and Mexico, and there was considerable ideological diversity within the broad category of “left.” But the thrust of the term was that something new was happening, and that newness was connected to increasing autonomy. Some of these new leaders openly criticized the United States, but many were more circumspect. What they did all share was a commitment to looking more globally for trade and investment. It was diversifying, playing the field so to speak, not breaking away. This is relational autonomy, as opposed to antagonistic autonomy (Russell and Tokatlian 2003).


One problem with the pink tide imagery is that Hugo Chávez tends to be viewed as its embodiment, but he was the exception, not the rule. When he took office, Chávez asserted his message of autonomy toward the United States in part through Colombia. He was critical of President Rafael Caldera (in office 1994–1998) because of his support for Plan Colombia, the large-scale military aid project the United States and Colombia established in 2000 to combat narcotics. Chávez bristled at Caldera’s approval of US Drug Enforcement Agency flights that went into Venezuelan air space. This initial period of US-Venezuelan relations has been usefully called “tension without rupture” (Duarte Villa 2004, 28). Chávez viewed Plan Colombia as an imperialist policy aimed at embedding the US military more deeply into South America. Further, Chávez believed the United States would use the Organization of American States against him to intervene and label his government as illegitimate, just as it has with Cuba. Yet these points of contention did not constitute a breaking point. The US ambassador to Venezuela, John Maisto, took the position of “Watch what Chávez does, not what he says” (quoted in Foer 2006). For a short time, US-Venezuelan relations bent did not break.


Chávez’s rise to power coincided almost perfectly with Vladimir Putin’s in Russia. President Boris Yeltsin named him prime minister in late 1999 and he became acting president when Yeltsin resigned at the end of the year. The two presidents were not ideological soulmates or even temperamentally alike, so they never developed a close personal relationship. Theirs was instead a marriage of convenience. Both felt threatened by the United States and committed to upsetting the US sense of Latin America being its backyard. Chávez first went to Moscow in 2001 and the two leaders discussed possible Russian investment in Venezuelan oil and gas fields (United Press International 2001). The relationship grew gradually. By the time of Chávez’s next visit in 2004, he had oil money and an appetite for weapons.


Finally, Chávez prioritized the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) as a way to counter US influence. He traveled to member nations, including Iraq in 2000, and called an OPEC meeting that same year, its first since 1975 and only the second in its history (Bellos 2000). For Chávez, OPEC was the ideal global vehicle for creating leverage over the United States while increasing Venezuela’s (and by extension his) stature. Chávez advocated for production cuts in the cartel as a way to boost prices.







THE RISE OF CHINA


Understanding the uneven push for Latin American autonomy requires looking beyond the region. As a dynamic economic area no longer a center of global struggle, the region offered great opportunity. As the 1990s began, China’s primary concern in Latin America was about denying diplomatic recognition to Taiwan. China’s global goal was to switch recognition because Latin America (especially Central America) had close ties to Taiwan. Chinese president Yang Shangkun made the first trip by a high-level official to the region in 1990, visiting five countries to counteract Taiwanese capitalizing on the negative image of China following the Tiananmen Square repression (Zhu 2010, 93). Subsequent trips gradually expanded that relationship to include economic agreements.


During this period, China experienced high levels of growth, and its demand for raw materials rose. Beginning in 1978, for a variety of reasons it shifted away from a centrally planned economic model.4 The government introduced profit incentives into agriculture that dramatically increased production, gave state enterprises more leeway to make decisions and to keep profits, and moved from a closed economy to an export model. These reforms were clearly bearing fruit by the 1990s precisely as Latin America was opening itself economically as well.


Resource constraints, including a trade deficit in key commodities, prompted the Chinese government to look abroad for new sources (Jenkins, Peters, and Moreira 2008). China also joined the World Trade Organization in 2001, which was a gateway to greater global access to commodities and export markets. At the same time, the Cold War was over, which meant China could engage with Latin America without automatically sparking a crisis with either the United States or the Soviet Union. Simultaneously, Latin American countries had shed their protectionist past and were opening their economies.


In early 2001, Chinese president Jiang Zemin made his third visit to Latin America, bringing a delegation to six countries, noting explicitly along the way that a key goal was to establish agreements about commodities, specifically copper, wool, and oil (China Daily 2001). That marked the beginning of a concerted Chinese government effort to expand ties to the region (in addition to Africa) especially by increasing trade and investment. It is notable that ideology did not drive the choice of countries. Cuba and Venezuela were on the left, while Argentina, Brazil, and Chile were arrayed more to the center, and Colombia (though to a lesser extent) was on the right. China went to all of them.


In short, China’s new focus on Latin America was driven by economic, not ideological, considerations. In general, the Chinese government has been careful, and still is up to the present day, not to make any claims to ideological affinity in an effort to allay US concerns. The 1990s were especially sensitive in this regard because the United States government was preparing to relinquish control over the Panama Canal. A number of congressional Republicans vociferously opposed shifting ownership of the canal to Panama, arguing that China would swoop in and seize it. As Rep. Dana Rohrabacher (R-CA) put it in 1999, “I can guarantee you that within a decade, a communist China regime that hates democracy and sees America as its primary enemy will dominate the tiny country of Panama” (quoted in Mufson 1999). The Chinese leadership understood that the United States viewed Latin America as its proverbial backyard and so were careful not to give the impression that they wanted to buy the house next door.


That point is important for our understanding of autonomy because Latin American policy makers across the ideological spectrum viewed China as a potential source of trade and wealth creation in conjunction with continued connection to the United States. This development was not about spurning the United States and choosing a new partner. It was not, in fact, about the United States at all. Instead, reaching out to China represented an organic extension of the economic models that all Latin American countries were trying to follow. “Globalization” can be a tired term, but Latin America’s market reforms naturally led it to find as many new opportunities as it could. They were simply playing the field.


Hugo Chávez visited China in 1999, not long after taking office. When Jiang Zemin arrived in Venezuela in 2001, Chávez greeted him warmly, and soon the two countries established commissions for cooperation in energy, industry, science, and technology. Over the next fifteen years, China and Venezuela signed more than three hundred agreements, which the Venezuelan state media approvingly noted was all due to “the socialist leader and the beginning of the Bolivarian Revolution” (Correo del Orinoco 2016). Chávez would consistently frame the relationship in ideological terms. China would not.


Indeed, at the same time that Chávez and Jiang were signing agreements, China was pursuing similar ties with Argentina, which in the late 1990s was following an aggressively market-oriented economic policy that included pegging the Argentine peso to the dollar. President Carlos Menem traveled to China in 1990 and 1995, always taking a delegation of business leaders (Oliva 2010). By 2001, Argentine exports to China—largely consisting of soy—were over $1 billion (Oliva 2010). Neither country even bothered to mention ideology.


This narrative repeated and expanded across Latin America in the twenty-first century. An initially tentative relationship with China would strengthen, heads of state would visit each other, business leaders would do so more often, and they would sign agreements focused largely on the raw materials that China saw as essential for economic growth. By 2000, these relationships were consolidating. Later, economic cooperation would more explicitly include loans, at times for considerable sums. Whether or not it was an explicit goal, these agreements increased Latin American autonomy from its traditional heavy dependence on US markets. The specific timing of changes in the international system and in national-level attitudes toward economic development made it possible. Just ten years earlier, it would have been problematic.


Guatemala provides an instructive case for the nonideological dynamic of moving closer to China. Historically, Guatemala was heavily dependent economically on the United States and close ideologically. In 2000, the United States was by far its largest trading partner, constituting 39.72 percent of its imports and serving as a market for 36.11 percent of its exports.5 At that point, China was barely a speck of Guatemala’s trade, at 0.91 percent of imports and 0.13 percent of exports. Fifteen years later, trade with the United States had not changed much, with 37.13 percent of imports and 34.98 percent of exports. But China’s share had increased to 10.59 percent of imports and 1.94 percent of exports. These numbers are still small when compared to some other Latin American countries, in large part because China’s demand for fruit is nowhere near that of oil, metals, and soy. Plus Guatemala still recognizes Taiwan, which hampers the deepening of economic ties.


But China’s growth, especially with its exports to Guatemala, did not occur at the expense of the United States. Instead, there were small decreases scattered among many different countries. If anything, US economic presence had increased. US foreign aid of all types totaled $78 million in 2001 and, with ups and downs along the way, reached $258 million in 2021. Thus while China’s role in the Guatemalan economy grew noticeably, US influence was still high. Guatemala looked to the United States for economic assistance, for example, and for help combating narcotics. Guatemala’s strong connection to the United States had not changed much despite this carving out of some autonomous space.


The essential point here is that the entire region was interested in working more with China, which involved autonomy from the United States. Trade with China lessened dependence on the United States and provided more options than before. But the immediate goal was about national prosperity, and only more rarely what it meant for bilateral relations with the United States. Hugo Chávez did actively want to move away from the United States, but other countries far less so.







THE EFFECTS OF SEPTEMBER 11, 2001


George W. Bush took office in January 2001. He was a known conservative from a prominent Republican family, but his views on Latin America appeared largely pragmatic, as had been his father’s once the Cold War was over. As governor of Texas, he had worked with the Mexican government and had traveled to Mexico numerous times. Free trade suited him ideologically. Hugo Chávez was the kind of leader toward whom Bush would naturally be antagonistic because Chávez’s rhetoric was anti-imperialist and volcanic. But prior to the attacks, the new president could let that slide. As one presidential advisor put it, “As long as Houston and Big Oil are happy, we’re not going to say anything to fuck things up” (quoted in Anderson 2001).


In the background, however, hard-liners worked to undermine the Chávez government. One of the most vociferous was Otto Reich, a Cuban American diplomat who in the 1980s was the first director of the State Department’s Office of Public Diplomacy for Latin America and the Caribbean and had done his best to put a positive spin on the Contra rebels in Nicaragua. He was investigated for illegal activities in this regard, and in 1988 the state comptroller issued a report about his office and one of its contractors, International Business Communications (IBC).
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