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T his book is a conceptual and empirical contribution to the foreign policy 
analysis on Latin American countries in various senses. It offers a com-
parative perspective of ten Latin American cases through a well-crafted 

research design based on process tracing and various qualitative methodologies, 
transcending the traditional single case study approach dominant in the litera-
ture. As an edited book coauthored by recognized Latin American scholars, it 
clearly reflects the advances in meaningful academic collaboration in the field of 
international relations across the region, a very stimulating and promising 
trend. Given the wide range of cases and issue areas covered by this volume, it is 
also a very useful and long needed teaching tool.

Another strength of this collaborative work is the chosen time frame for 
the analysis, since it focuses on the current period of turbulence and uncertainty 
since 2019, characterized by the convergence of changes at domestic, regional 
and systemic level. At domestic level, a long political-electoral cycle accom-
panied by the proliferation of popular mobilizations led to the reconfiguration of 
regional alignments and coalitions. Simultaneously, the process of power 
transition at international level driven by the increasing competition between 
the United States and China since the Trump administration accelerated by the 
outbreak of the pandemic, forcing Latin American policy makers to adapt and 
respond to a new and changing international environment. Therefore, these 
years are particularly relevant for understanding patterns of change and con-
tinuity in Latin American foreign policies, and how domestic and international 
factors interact in the decision-making process. 

At the beginning of the 2020s, several countries in Latin America changed 
presidential administration. Once they were in power, these new governments 
projected different perspectives on foreign policy. On one hand, their inter-
national relations were based on ideological principles, such as Non-Inter-
vention, Pacific Settlement of Disputes, Self-determination, and others. Thus, 
cooperation and multilateral decisions would be a first option for their foreign 
affairs ministries. On the other hand, they launched a foreign policy driven by 
pragmatic considerations. In other words, their governments would try to 
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The authors of each chapter are Latin American experts on foreign policy. 
Some of the texts were discussed in several academic conferences, such as the 
congresses of the Mexican International Studies Association (AMEI in Spanish), 
the International Studies Association (ISA), and the International Relations Insti-
tute of the National University of La Plata. Besides, each chapter was reviewed 
by two foreign policy experts to ensure scholar quality of the book. In terms of 
methodology, each author examined both the domestic and external dimension 
of each country and explained key foreign policy decisions through the prag-
matic, principled, and neoliberal perspective.

In this context, the main purpose of this book is to analyze the foreign 
policy of key Latin American countries through the pragmatic, principled, and 
neoliberal approach. The argument is that those new administrations resorted to 
these three perspectives in their external nexus in order to cope with domestic 
and external conditions, and further national development. For each case, there 
were also patterns of change and continuity in their foreign policy. Therefore, 
the book examines these tendencies in the new administrations. The countries 
that are included in the book are Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Me-
xico, Peru, Uruguay, and Venezuela. They are representative nations in terms of 
economic power, political stability, geographical size, number of population, 
and importance in the regional power structure. 

This book is mainly oriented to students of International Relations and 
Political Sciences, but it is also suitable for people who are interested in Latin 
American issues and Social Sciences. The text will also be useful for professors 
and researchers on Latin American foreign policy topics. Moreover, diplomats, 
foreign policy decision makers, journalists and general public could be interes-
ted in this subject. The main contribution of the book is that each chapter 
analyzes regime changes, economic policy, norms and ideas that shape the fo-
reign policy decision-making process in those Latin American countries.

The second chapter centers on Brazilian foreign policy, emphasizing prin-
cipled beliefs, pragmatism under the Bolsonaro government. In their text, 
Miriam Gomes Saraiva and Felipe Leal Albuquerque point out that the arrival of 
Jair Bolsonaro to the presidency brought many changes in Brazilian foreign 

The book is divided into nine chapters. The first one analyzes Argentinean 
foreign policy under the neoliberalism and autonomy concepts. In his work, 
Alejandro Simonoff states that the oscillation between projects of international 
insertion imbued with neoliberal and autonomist ideology in Argentina are 
long-standing. Despite this, the chapter focuses on the last two administrations 
(Mauricio Macri and Alberto Fernández) and questions about conceptual 
aspects for a better understanding of the Argentinian foreign policy process. The 
idea is to unravel the structure and dynamics of the country´s international ties.

defend and promote their national interests. At the same time, the notion of 
neoliberalism also influenced their external links. That is, these new adminis-
trations would continue with a policy of free trade and foreign investments 
attraction. 

GUADALUPE GONZÁLEZ GONZÁLEZ10



The next chapter discusses the traditional principles of Bolivian foreign 
policy between 2006 and 2021. In the text, Andrés Guzmán claims that in the last 

In the next chapter, Alberto Van Klaveren analyzes Chilean foreign policy 
in times of change. The author argues that, after the restoration of democracy in 
1990, pragmatism has been the dominant element in the Chilean foreign policy, 
combining a commitment to regional cooperation in Latin America and the 
strengthening of links with the United States, the European Union, and the Asia-
Pacific region. According to Klaveren, Chile has also incorporated a particularly 
active trade policy into its traditional foreign policy interests, although in the last 
years some ideological elements have made their inroad into Chilean foreign 
policy. In sum, the chapter analyzes Chile’s foreign policy considering its exter-
nal and domestic sources, its present priorities, and its main challenges. It focu-
ses on contemporary administrations and the relevant past, dealing with the 
most salient issues and relevant geographic areas, attitudes towards globali-
zation, political and economic dimensions, and Chile’s relations with global and 
regional powers. Finally, the author considered two specific variables; on the 
one hand, the degrees of continuity and change between different adminis-
trations and, on the other, the greater or lesser presence of ideological factors and 
pragmatism in foreign policy definitions.

policy. From their point of view, many consolidated patterns of the country’s 
international behavior were put at risk, and then were replaced by statements 
and/or actions than caused not only frictions with international partners, but 
also with domestic actors. The chapter discusses the contrast between a basically 
ideological (or principled beliefs) dimension of Bolsonaro’s government foreign 
policy and reactions with a pragmatic nature that seek to defend specific inte-
rests of domestic actors that participate at governmental coalition, and the poli-
tization of foreign behavior as well. The chapter’s aim is to identify the changes 
in Brazilian foreign policy based on political and ideational factors and its im-
pact in foreign policymaking and foreign outcomes. 

Chapter four is about Uruguayan foreign policy. In her text, Isabel 
Clemente asserts that, although the change of government in 2020 in Uruguay 
brought about important changes in several policy areas, continuity has pre-
vailed in foreign policymaking with a few exceptions related to relations with 
the US, the most important of which was the vote for Mauricio Claver Carone as 
president of the IDB, breaking with a long-standing tradition of promoting Latin 
American candidates for that position. The purpose of the chapter is to present 
an analysis of the foreign policy directions of the Uruguayan government in 
office since the 1st of March 2020. To achieve this aim, Isabel Clemente examines 
the role of ideas and principled beliefs in policy formulation, the process of 
agenda setting, and the structure of decision-making. The author’s analysis 
focuses on three levels of foreign policy making: bilateral relations, relations at 
the regional level in Mercosur, and international relations including Uruguay 
performance in the multilateral system and in interregional relations framed 
into the Mercosur-EU agreement of 2019.

11PROLOGUE



15 years, as a result of the ideologization and extremism of Bolivian foreign 
policy, different governments have relegated historical principles based on 
geopolitical conditions, in order to adopt pragmatic measures that, in any case, 
privileged national interests. According to Andrés Guzmán, in the last fifteen 
years, that is, in the Morales, Áñez, and Arce administrations, this relegation has 
occurred, in some cases, without even taking into consideration Bolivia’s 
national interests. This situation, as is shown in the chapter, is the result of the 
ideologization and extremism of Bolivian foreign policy, which was maintained 
even in the transitional administration of Jeanine Áñez that lasted for almost a 
year, between Evo Morales’ resignation and the electoral victory of Luis Arce.

Next chapter focuses on Venezuela’s foreign policy in the era of Chavism 
between 1999 and 2020. In his text, José Briceno-Ruiz points out the changes in 
Venezuelan foreign relations since the arrival of Hugo Chávez in 1999 at the 
Miraflores Palace. According to the author, Venezuela was traditionally a close 
U.S. ally in the Western Hemisphere. However, the Chávez administration 
fostered a new multipolar world, reactivated the idea of a Bolivarian integration, 
and made of the fight against neo-liberalism a component of the new foreign 

In the same token, chapter 6 reviews contemporary Colombian Foreign 
Policy under the conceptual notions of dependence and pragmatism. Here, 
Martha Ardila examines the changes and continuities of the governments of 
Juan Manuel Santos (2010-2018) and Ivan Duque (2018 -2022), pointing out the 
role played by political elites, the relationship with the United States and the pre-
ferences and motivations of the head of state. The chapter emphasizes the search 
for multilateralism and the presence of Venezuelan migrants in Colombia. 
According to the author, the United States is the main referent for Colom-      
bian foreign policy, and security issues are a priority. This multidimensional 
security concept includes mainly drugs and migration topics, but it also incor-
porates peace and crime themes. Martha Ardila points out that, in the bilateral 
relationship, U.S. interests center on economic-commercial-financial issues, and 
Colombian interests focused on the viability of a domestic agenda promoted by 
political and, to a lesser extent, economic elites. 

Oscar Vidarte is the author of the next chapter. He explores Peruvian 
foreign policy using the concepts of neoliberalism, pragmatism, and dogmatism. 
The text tries to demonstrate that neoliberalism has constituted an ideological 
framework that was influential in the Peruvian foreign policy in the last 30 years. 
At the beginning of the 1990s, it an unquestionable expression of a pragmatic 
foreign policy. However, in the 21st century, it became an expression of a dog-
matic foreign policy. Oscar Vidarte concludes by saying that pragmatism was 
the best choice to get out of the economic crisis of the 1980s. Nevertheless, Peru 
began to show the need for changes in the face of a neoliberal model that seemed 
to be running out. Finally, the author asserts that Peru has managed, on the     
one hand, to consolidate a solid relationship with the United States and, on      
the other hand, to develop a fruitful rapprochement with China in recent times, 
based on its consolidation as a world power.

GUADALUPE GONZÁLEZ GONZÁLEZ12



policy. Similarly, Venezuela developed an oil-diplomacy and furthered initia-
tives of South-South Cooperation to increase its presence in Africa and in the 
Middle East. These changes in foreign policy were radicalized after 2004, when 
Chávez adopted an anti-imperialist and anti-capitalist discourse. After the death 
of Chávez, such a foreign policy has been continued during the Nicolás Maduro 
administration. In the Chavist era, Caracas adopted a soft balancing strategy 
based on a social diplomacy to balance the U.S., especially in Latin America and 
the Caribbean. At the same time, Venezuela became a close ally of other revolu-
tionary states such as Cuba, Libya, and Iran, but also with revisionist powers in 
the contestation of the global order. 

The last chapter analyzes Mexican Foreign Policy under a leftist adminis-
tration. Rafael Velazquez and Alejandro Monjaraz indicate that the beginning of 
a new government in Mexico in 2018 brought up great expectations about 
change and continuity in domestic and foreign policy. According to the authors, 
it was particularly significant because, for the first time in the Mexican political 
system, the president came from a leftist political party. Besides, the elected 
candidate, Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador (AMLO), won the election by an 
ample margin. Therefore, the new president obtained an important democratic 
legitimacy once he took office. In this context, the main purpose of the chapter is 
to analyze Mexico’s foreign policy under the new administration of Andres 
Manuel Lopez Obrador. The key argument is that, in his first year in power, 
AMLO’s foreign policy has had three key characteristics. First, there has been a 
pattern of change and continuity. In other words, his administration has main-
tained some international policies that were implemented by past governments 
and, at the same time, has transformed others. Secondly, the new administration 
has imprinted a pragmatic approach and, at the same time, has developed a 
foreign policy based on Mexico’s traditional tenets, such as Non-Intervention, 
Self-Determination, Pacific Settlement of Disputes, among others. Thirdly, the 
first three years of the AMLO administration has combined a pattern of conflict 
and cooperation, particularly regarding the United States.

13PROLOGUE





he editors of the book would like to express gratitude to all the people T and institutions that made this publication possible. First of all, we want 
to thank all the authors of the book. Their contribution was important to 

guarantee enough quality of each chapter of the book. In a special way, we 
acknowledge the Mexican Association of International Studies (AMEI), and the 
Center for Teaching and Analysis of the Mexican Foreign Policy (CESPEM). These 
two institutions facilitated the publication of the book. We also want to recog-
nize the Autonomous University of Baja California in Mexico, the National Uni-
versity of La Plata, in Argentina, the Colombian University of Externado in 
Colombia, and the Pontifical Catholic University of Peru. They, as well, 
supported the project.

We also want to thank Guadalupe Gonzalez, from El Colegio de Mexico, 
for writing a generous prologue for the book. She is a leading expert on Latin 
American foreign policy and we appreciate very much her comments. The 
editors also want to acknowledge all observations and feedback we received in 
different congresses and meetings, such as AMEI, Redintercol, and ISA, as well as 
the various webinars, research seminars, and focus groups, on which we partici-
pated. 

We hope that this publication, in addition to research and reflection, 
would become a book of training and debate for our students.

April 2022
The editors

Acknowledgments

15





Introduction

nsertion projects in Argentina have long swayed between those imbued I with a neoliberal ideology and those embodying autonomy. Following a 
similar logic, this chapter will focus on the last two administrations (those 

of Presidents Mauricio Macri and Alberto Fernández). We intend to delve into 
some conceptual aspects that should help us better understand the foreign poli-
cy process and thus disentangle its structure and dynamic. The inauguration    
of Alberto Fernández as Argentine president in December 2019 again brought      
to the fore the swings in Argentine politics. This is no new phenomenon,  nor is it 
confined to the country’s foreign relations –it had already been described by 
Juan Carlos Portantiero about the Cold War, when he reported that society was 
being held to a draw.

By appointing heterodox  economists, the new Argentine administration 
is reorienting the model towards an industrial neo-developmentalist  project. As 
the President claimed in his opening speech, his administration will look to “a 
growing and inclusive Argentina … with incentives to production instead of 

CHAPTER 1

Neoliberalism	and	Autonomy	in	
International	Insertion	Programs	

of	Argentina	(2015-2020)

17

  The Argentine sociologist defined the period of instability reigning from the 1950s onwards as a 
“draw” between the dominant classes and the popular classes, a state of affairs due to the fact that neither 
party could get itself to veto the other one's projects, “both lacking the necessary resources to impose 
their own in any lasting way” (Portantiero, 1977, p 531). From 1976 on, whereas the former projects 
were geared towards a financial accumulation model, in close partnership with the agricultural sector, 
the latter promoted a more diversified economy centered around the manufacturing industry.

   According to Bianco and Porta, industrial neo-developmentalism seeks to favor “accelerated growth 
and productive diversification as proper ways to reach development'. It differs from classical late-50s 
developmentalism in that it encourages “inclusion of open-economy criteria and prioritizes developing 
value chains around finished goods and services” (Bianco and Porta, 2005, pp 35-36). 

   The appointment of neo-Keynesian economists like Martín Guzmán in Economy and Matías Kulfas in 
Productive Development, among others, pointed in that direction.

Alejandro Simonoff
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For the conservative president this option meant the “potential to get a 
foothold in the world’s supermarkets” (Macri, 2016). However, Argentina’s 
trade with the world as from 2015 fell short of the expectations raised, since 
“there was no export drive but measures of market deregulation and trade 
liberalization, which resulted in a boost on imports…” (Wainer, 2020). With the 
new administration and the pandemic, though, as pointed out in Página 12 
economic supplement, the economy continued to fall:

speculation” (Fernández, 2019). This therefore underlines the difference with the 
rentier financial model  that characterized President Mauricio Macri’s adminis-
tration,  whose outcome was massive capital flight causing an exponential 
growth in indebtedness  and a near-constant GDP decline. Besides promoting 
speculative deals, its material bases lay in a boost of a commodity-export model, 
in which the highlight was the soy agribusiness system, followed by extractive 
mining. 

… in Argentina’s three main trade partners: China, Brazil, and the United States. 
There was a significant contraction in sales to Brazil, Argentina’s neighboring coun-
try, falling by 16% in March and 57% in April. Sales to the United States, in turn, 
shrank by 35% and 25% respectively. Brazil's situation proved particularly signifi-
cant, since … it is especially worrying for Argentina, Brazil being its main 
destination for local manufacturing exports. Compared to their performance one 
year back, exports to Brazil plummeted by a dramatic 58% last April (Wainer, 2020).

Argentina’s repositioning of its trade balance in favor of Beijing could be a 
provisional situation for the government, in as much as “Brazil’s crisis was at an 
all-time high over the period while China recovered and started to grow again” 
(Beldyk, 2020, p 13). Macri’s last turnabout in the financial accumulation model 
since the end of the Argentine currency board (“convertibility”) rested on the 
break-up of the alignment between the industrial sector and the state. Mean-
while, this coalition had taken shape via a shift away from the 90s neoliberal 
economic paradigm and towards a fresh heterodox one. A competitive exchange 
rate, the use of the existing idle capacity and the high commodity prices at the 
time led to a phase of economic growth. Lack of access to international markets, 
though, –the outcome of default– was offset both by recovering industrial insta-
llations and by achieving a two-fold surplus in fiscal policy and trade balance. 

ALEJANDRO SIMONOFF18

  Official data prove that the debt-to-GDP ratio increased from 52.6% in 2015 to 90.2% in 2019 
(Argentina Unida, 2020).

   Following Mario Rapoport and Carlos Spiguel (2003), rentier financial accumulation models such as 
those in current use during the last military rule and President Menem's government in the 1990s were 
marked by the enactment of market hegemony in resource allocation, the restriction of State participa-
tion and the opening of international competition from imports against locally produced goods. The 
benefits of this model were reaped by the agrarian elites, the big local economic and financial groups 
and the middlemen in international finance and trade.
  The electoral coalition was underpinned by the support of not only the agricultural and financial 
sectors but also of wide urban middle-class sectors that rejected Kirchnerism.

  These changes necessarily entailed a break away from the path of the 1990s consensus between the 
    Mining was already enjoying considerable benefits with Kirchnerism and continues to do so today.
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The latter approach was observed in the dangerous increase in the coun-
try’s vulnerability, as reported by Bloomberg.  On the issue of the insertion 
model adopted, Jonathan Joseph outlines the traits to be expected as “a modern 
version of combined and uneven development to the extent that aspiring 

The dispute over models stretched over to Macri’s and Fernández’s administra-
tions, which can be seen in the ways their respective relations to the world were 
established. President Mauricio Macri defined international insertion as the task 
of “adapting to the new realities of global interdependence” (Macri, 2016). Such 
an approach resulted in Argentinean interests being externalised and, hence, 
coming to be shaped by what “the world” expected from Argentina rather than 
the other way around; and this so to the extent of reducing them to a state of little 
or no self-determination. Moreover, this take on “interdependence” on the part 
of Cambiemos was marked by a vision of the world as a homogenous whole      
led by the USA-Western Europe-Japan triad, which in turn ignored the effects    
of the rise of China.  As Cervo noted, in these groups: “national interests fade 
into in the agenda set by the multilateral nature of international relations, the so-
called global governance. Foreign policy has turned into an old-fashioned no-
tion, a mere ornament to state action since it is no longer in charge of any definite 
interests” (Cervo, 2003, p.18).

However, once the total installed capacity was fully taken up, the need for 
an increased capital flow became apparent. In addition, international commo-
dity prices registered a fall, there were lags in the US dollar exchange rate and, 
though underestimated at first, the 2008 global financial crisis raged. This situa-
tion back then took a toll on the model, which started to veer towards an autar-
ky-like model.   In addition, that same year, Cristina Fernandez’s administration 
pushed a bill to alter the tax base of the extraordinary agricultural income, which 
came up against unanimous rejection from the farming sector. The decision 
strengthened an alliance with the middle-class urban sectors and further made a 
break in the productive bloc that had been gradually built since 2002. 

Disputes over ways of relating to the world

19NEOLIBERALISM AND AUTONOMY IN INTERNATIONAL INSERTION PROGRAMS OF ARGENTINA (2015-2020)

  According to Página/12, Bloomberg Agency brought out a ranking for emerging countries, with 
Argentina featuring as one of the most vulnerable countries, based on five factors, namely: a 40.5 % 
ratio between short-term foreign debt and GDP; a staggering 35.8 deviation between the government's 
stated inflation goal and the actual rate; low hedge reserves in the range of 85.9%; a 2% current account 
deficit in relation to GDP; and a poor 0.16 rating on “government efficiency” (Página/12, 26 July 2019, 
pp. 2-3).

   It is a model intended to boost domestic consumption by producing a redistribution shock. However, 
external restrictions worsened the situation. 
   This is no oversight, but the result of strong bonds with the Western financial sector, which fostered 
business during the Cambiemos administration.

farming, industrial and financial sectors and led to a new power arrangement whereby the production-
related sectors steered clear of the previous policy prescriptions and sought a new legitimacy during the 
Kirchner governments. 
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The breakdown in the currency board system in December 2001 also affected the 
foreign policy of the administrations following the crisis. This, in turn, resulted 
in some regularity as to the topics on the agenda, such as a novel shift towards 
international security (an important issue for Washington), the regional priority 

Once this bipolar view of the world came to an end, the latter turned glo-
balist; and, as Amado Cervo points out, “they found in the root liberalism 
present in the making of their nations, as well as in domestic agreements and 
external recommendations, the inspiration to elaborate and program the enfor-
cement of a neoliberal paradigm of international integration…” (Cervo, 2003, p. 
18). What is more, from the 1980s to the first decade of the new millennium, a 
geopolitical triangle had come into being (Argentina-Brazil-the USA), which 
showed signs of strain since the beginning of the new millennium. Tensions 
were apparent in relations with Washington –resulting from the impact of its 
security agenda after 9/11– and with Brasilia –due to its international reposi-
tioning. After the 2008 crisis and with the rise of China, this triangle gradually 
gave way to a new rhombus-like structure that superseded it (Busso, Actis and 
Novello, 2017).

Argentina’s international agenda

countries are confined to the social conditions of their own developmental stage, 
though they are subject to the strategies and techniques of the advanced liberal 
countries that dominate the dealings of the main development organizations 
(Joseph, 2011, p. 59). By contrast, Alberto Fernández characterized the ties with 
the world in the following fashion: “an Argentina fitted into a globalized world 
but rooted into Argentinean national interests: no more no less than what all 
developed countries promoting well-being for their inhabitants will do” (Fer-
nández, 2019).

This definition comes closer to those offered by autonomist writers, such 
as Helio Jaguaribe, who defined the construction of foreign policy as “the 
optimization relation of a country’s main interests on the global level, taking 
account of both its internal and external conditions and the means of action at its 
disposal” (Jaguaribe, 1974, p. 104). The administrations adopting a heterodox 
autonomy approach during the Cold War (such as, Perón’s, Frondizi’s, Illia’s, 
Cámpora’s and Alfonsín’s) typically promoted a strategy centered around the 
regional priority and adhered to an economic model that might or might not 
match the central powers’ expectations. Nonetheless, they would never go be-
yond the bloc’s strategic guidelines and they were able to tell when it was their 
own interests that were at stake and when it was those of the hegemonic power 
(Puig, 1984). On the other hand, supporters of the Western Bloc thought that the 
country had little room for maneuver and, therefore, had better accommodate to 
the agenda set by the bloc leaders.

    In general, military regimes were more likely to opt for this strategy.
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12

12



On the regional agenda, Venezuela features as the main topic. Even when 
Argentina continued to be a member of the Lima Group, it distanced itself from 
the Group’s agenda by not endorsing any statement. Its strategy also caused 
some tension within the Group, as could be inferred from the three goals regar-
ding this topic: no intervention, a peaceful solution and full involvement from all 
the group members.   As pointed out by Chancellor Solá: “in the current context, 
economic sanctions and blockades can only worsen the effects of the pandemic 
and, from a political viewpoint, mediation efforts within the blockade have only 

In 2015, on Macri taking office several commitments were made on three 
levels: globally, by adhering to the characterization of Hezbollah as a terrorist 
organization, regionally, by supporting policies undermining President Ma-
duro’s rule in Venezuela, and locally, by blurring the difference between secu-
rity and defense in order to enable the armed forces’ meddling with domestic 
matters.   On the global level, even if Hezbollah continued to be characterized as  
a terrorist organization,  in July 2020 the Argentine president appreciated the 
2013 Memorandum (Niebieskikwiat, July 17, 2020, p. 1), which was meant by 
President Cristina Fernandez’s administration as a move to unlock the riddle of 
the 1990s bombings. The failed attempt turned out to be a break in the customary 
approach to the bombings issue as a linkage with the War on Terror spear-
headed by the USA.

(especially with Brazil and Mercosur) and Argentina's international economic 
insertion (meaning closer ties with China), which lasted until President Macri 
came into power in 2015. As for the first topic, Argentine administrations from 
2002 onwards had avoided direct commitment to Washington’s policies, aiming 
for multilateral mechanisms, peacekeeping mission maintenance and enhance-
ment (UNSTAMIH), the search for certain linkages with the fight against terrorism 
–given the 1990s Israeli Embassy and AMIA bombings– while distancing them-
selves from unipolarism. Still, some changes started to be seen as from 2008 
when President Barak Obama was elected president, such as, for instance, the 
explicit criticism of Western guidelines on the Middle East or the endorsement of 
the memorandum of understanding between Argentina and Iran in 2013. Such 
instances signaled here a change of direction away from the stage begun in 2002.

   On the latter point, President Fernández pointed out that his administration shall foster “no participa-
tion of the armed forces in domestic security matters” (Fernández, 2020a).

As part of this new path, in August 2020 Argentina joined the International Contact Group, which 
sought a rapprochement with Venezuela. The Group members are representatives from the European 
Union, Spain, Portugal, Italy, France, Germany, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Sweden, Uru-
guay, Ecuador, Bolivia, Mexico and Costa Rica.

   This was evidenced in President Fernández's first official trip to Israel, a rarity in itself, in which there 
was a sense of continuity in the fact that –as desired by both Netanyahu and Trump– he wouldn't change 
the characterization in question: “We are not going to make any changes that may pose any problem to 
Argentina whatsoever, we've already had more than enough”, asserted Chancellor Felipe Solá (Clarín, 
December 13, 2019, p. 14). Washington's role was actually considered crucial for a successful debt 
restructuring process, Argentina's major priority until the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic.
   The Lima Group was characterized by setting a highly interventionist agenda, fostered by Trump's 
USA, that ruled out no forcible solutions nor an exclusion of Chavism in the Venezuelan future political 
order.
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polarized the situation, deterred dialogue and led Maduro’s regime to shield 
itself into a military-like resistance” (Observatorio del Sur Global, 2020).

It is important to note that Argentina found a delicate balance on this 
matter, which was praised by several sources of the State Department, such as 
Venezuelan representative Elliot Abrams   or Secretary Mike Pompeo   himself. 
Yet, such delicate balance was disturbed by the Argentinian Ambassador to the 
OAS, Carlos Raimundi, who downplayed Bachelet’s report over the situation in 
Caracas and forced Buenos Aires to overact, by taking a vote in favor of the 
report at the United Nations Commission on Human Rights (Niebieskikwiat, 
October 7, 2020). The restructuring of the Argentine debt conducted by Pre-
sident Alberto Fernández and his Economy Minister Martín Guzmán was an 
important milestone in Argentina's relations with the world, as pointed out by 
the Argentine President himself at the United Nations: “Argentina has managed 
to reach a significant agreement with almost all its private external creditors, 
becoming one of the countries to meet the challenge of addressing the restruc-
turing of its sovereign debt in the context of the pandemic” (Fernández, 2020b).

The agreement reached 99% adherence of private US bondholders both 
under foreign and local legislation, with a reduction in the amounts due, a de-
crease in the average interest rate from 7% to 3% and extensions of payment 
terms, despite the high degree of skepticism underlying the entire process (Valli, 
September 5, 2020, p. 12). This has been the first step in a broader process invol-
ving the International Monetary Fund that Argentina is soon to address: “with 
responsibility, honoring the commitments taken on, while not jeopardizing the 
conditions that enable economic reactivation and the construction of an inclu-
sive and sustainable development path” (Fernández, 2020b). The Argentine 
President went on to restate his negotiation guidelines: “no country can pay its 
sovereign debt at the expense of its people’s health, education and security, nor 
of its ability to progress. It is also essential to maintain a balance and prioritize 
human rights above all else” (Fernández, 2020b).

This position found its way into the Commission on Human Rights in July 
2020 through Argentine Ambassador Federico Villegas Beltrán, who, while 
condemning the violation of human rights, opposed the sanctions and the 
blockade, and made the following appeal: “our region is set to intensify its 
efforts to find a peaceful, political and negotiated solution to this grave multi-
dimensional crisis, it is Venezuelans themselves that must work towards such 
solution, by means of inclusive, transparent and credible elections” (Villegas 
Beltrán en Beldyk, July 16, 2020). Many of the media that had been giving biased 
coverage to this issue talked of a change in the Argentine position, to which 
Felipe Solá claimed: “Don’t you change my words about what Argentina said 
about Venezuela in Brussels” (Observatorio del Sur Global, 2020).

   When consulted regarding the so-called “change” in Argentina's position, this official stated that 
“none of that comes as a surprise to us. Argentina is a democracy” (Lugones, July 29, 2020, p. 26).
    Trump's Secretary of State referred to Argentina's role as a “bridge” between the parties in the con-
flict  (Lugones, April 4, 2020, p. 9).
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The regional priority was a distinguishing mark of the new millennium 
policies, within which Mercosur was its main instrument of international in-
sertion. But for President Macri, another priority got in the way of the regional 
strategy, that is, the relations with the central “traditional” powers (the USA and 
the European Union) and some sense of disdain for the rising economies (China, 
Russia as well as other BRICS members). Accordingly, the regional market was 
initially confined to being a gate to the European Union and to the Pacific 
Alliance –both intermediate hubs to reach the Trans-Atlantic Free Trade (TAFTA) 
and Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) Agreements– which eventually turned into 
proper final terminals themselves in the wake of the new international direction 
taken with Trump’s presidency.

President Macri’s electoral urgency and his foregone concurrence with 
President Jair Bolsonaro’s take on the regional market as a bridge to hyperglo-
balization   gave rise to the signing of the agreement with the European Union. 
The new Argentine government, though, has given few signs in this respect. As 
highlighted by EFE news media and on the occasion of the 2030 Automotive 
Strategic Plan launch, Alberto Fernández pointed out that “we don’t mind 
engaging in foreign trade with the European Union, as long as we do it jointly 
with Mercosur, and that so, as long as such decision does not have a negative 
impact on our national industry”. He also considered that Mercosur should be 
understood as “the common ground from which to face up to globalization”, the 
latter being “an irreversible fact” to be “wisely” acknowledged (EFE, 2019). 

There was some ambiguity about President Fernández’s statement since it 
could be interpreted both as endorsement for and the rejection of the negotiated 
trade agreement. Still, we believe the limits of his pragmatism may lie in the an-
swer to this question. On that note, La Nación newspaper reported that the Argen-
tine government dislikes the agreement and is trying to build a reasonable amount 
of domestic consensus to go back on it, but, at the same time, President Bolsonaro is 
pushing for Argentina to work towards it (Jueguen, 2020). All the same, there is in 
fact some degree of ambiguity in Buenos Aires as to the future of the agreement for, 
as Solá explained, “there can be a lengthy [political] discussion, but it cannot 
address changes in the points previously agreed on; that is, the agreement should 
be accepted or rejected as it is: it cannot be modified, as that is the way it has been 
signed by the former government” (Observatorio del Sur Global, 2020).

Argentinean Chancellor Felipe Solá criticized that upon signing the agree-
ment the Macri administration had not sought the views of the private sectors 
nor provided any impact estimates. He also “claimed that the agreement needs 
to be accepted and honored because the legal continuity of the State must be gua-
ranteed” (Observatorio del Sur Global, 2020). Another core aspect is that of Argen-
tina’s relation with China. President Cristina Fernández de Kirchner’s decision 
to endorse the Comprehensive Strategic Alliance (AEI in Spanish) with China in 

   Following Dani Rodrik, the term refers to “the international integration of markets for goods and 
capital (but not for labor) [and went on to become] an end in itself, overshadowing local political 
agendas” (Rodrik, 2011, p. 96).
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President Macri’s initial decision to update the Comprehensive Strategic 
Alliance turned his most ideological lines on Argentine foreign policy on their 
head. There was actually a contradiction between the guidelines laid down to 
access the world and the material foundations underlying that strategic alliance, 
according to which Argentina was driven closer to Beijing rather than to the 
Western block. When Peronist President Alberto Fernández came into office, 
China’s relevant role in Argentine foreign policy frequently came up in his spee-
ches. Now then, this situation poses the following question: will this relation be 
subject to the same constraints observed in other areas? The fact that the tensions 
between China and the USA force Argentina to watch out for moves on both 
sides of the Pacific Ocean is no minor detail. Relations with Beijing are being 
strengthened thanks to the cooperation offered by China during the pande-   
mic,   an $8 billion dollar extension of the currency swap program, the beginning 
of talks with Huawei “and its intention to deploy a 5G network all through 
Argentina” (Infobae, July 8, 2020).

Concluding remarks

Secretary for International Economic Relations, Jorge Neme, noted that 
“Argentina needs to have respectable, respectful and mutually convenient 
relations with both the USA and China” (Beldik, July 18, 2020, p. 13). Moreover, 
Buenos Aires seeks investment “without conditionality”, a particularly impor-
tant move today, even more so than that which can be made by the West. Yet, the 
latter’s support may eventually be crucial to core issues such as the sovereign 
debt restructuring. 

2014, though not free from contradictions,  brought about the most significant 
change in Argentine foreign relations since 1983. Indeed, the relevance of this 
alliance rested on the fact that Beijing turned into a significant variable, just like 
Brasilia and Washington. 

The idea of an Argentina that swings back and forth in its political decisions and 
whose sway has impacted the country’s global insertion stems from a long-

    On signing this alliance, the industrialist narrative of the Kirchner governments clashed with Argen-
tina's historical role as a raw material supplier and met with the limitations this new relation imposed on 
Argentina's aspirations.
   It was the so-called “mask diplomacy”, Beijing turning into a relevant actor for Argentina. Chinese 
President Xi Jinping announced that his country would aid Argentina to the extent possible (Xinua, 2020). 
This has been reflected in a series of more than 30 shipments from China so far. Thirteen tons of medical 
supplies were flown from Shanghai to Argentina via Auckland for fear of passing through American terri-
tory and risking confiscation. These shipments were supplemented by sea transportation: five ships 
docked in Argentina between June and August carrying “millions of supplies for hospitals and health ser-
vices in the province of Buenos Aires.” Among the supplies were: 6 million facemasks, 83 thousand 
goggles, 700 thousand face shields and 12 million pairs of disposable gloves (González, 2020, p. 22). 
According to Juan Luis González, the generosity displayed by Beijing has two goals among others: secu-
ring pork sourcing –the supply of which was struck by the African swine fever that killed 250 million pigs– 
and finding an alternative source –a matter which has been widely opposed by Argentine environmen-
talists (González, 2020, p. 22). 
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W
hat exactly is Bolsonaro’s foreign policy? The literature has addressed 
many possibilities of change in foreign policy, its quality, breadth, 
time-lapse, and frequency. One way to analyze the changes is to 

focus on intermediate stages of the foreign policy decision-making process or the 
adoption of certain strategies for the achievement of certain objectives. An alter-
native way is to understand the changes as a final manifestation of foreign policy, 
a phenomenon resulting from disputes within the State, and empirically obser-
vable in the relationship with other international actors, based on bilateral 
relations, interaction with regional partners, or in multilateral forums. Also, the 
interpretation of when a change occurs depends on theoretical lenses that state  
the choice of levels of analysis and respective explanatory conditions.

Introduction

Since the end of the military regime, foreign policy has been incorporating 
new actors and ideas, as well as more complex agendas. The engagement of 
different domestic actors has been progressively growing while new issues di-
rectly linked to both the internal and external dimensions have been incorpo-
rated into the foreign agenda. Thus, it becomes difficult to understand and 
explain a foreign policy pointing only to its results,  as well as to its principles  
and values. The analysis of the foreign policymaking process, which often 
happens in the Foreign Policy Analysis sub-area (Allison, 1971; Hudson, 2005; 
Milner, 1997; Wight, 2006), is fundamental for understanding this policy, but not 
enough.

While some approaches reflect the dichotomy between levels of analysis, 
especially between the domestic and international dimensions, we reinforce the 
need to develop an integrative approach to understanding foreign policy 
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(Haesebrouck & Joly, 2020; Rodrigues, Urdinez & Oliveira, 2019). Not only can 
levels of analysis and explanatory factors be interrelated, but they can also vary 
according to the context. Thus, change is part of the decision-making process 
and can also be detected as a final manifestation of foreign policy.

Our aim in this chapter is to understand Jair Bolsonaro’s foreign policy 
from its three dimensions, namely: the ideas that supported foreign policy; the 
policymaking; and the practice of this policy that includes its implementation 
and results. With this aim, the text is divided into four sections and the con-
clusion. The first section deals with changes in foreign policy. The second is 
oriented to an overview of the ideas that influence Jair Bolsonaro’s foreign po-
licy. Then, the chapter looks at the dismantling of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
and the fragmented foreign policymaking process. The fourth section examines 
the implementation of this policy with a focus on some examples that we con-
sider to be paradigmatic. In conclusion, the text presents the general features of 
the change and some of its effects on Brazil's place in the international arena.

Breaking with the tradition of continuity, the foreign policy of Jair 
Bolsonaro, in power since 2019, has introduced new ideas, a new road map of the 
world, and new partnerships, putting in check patterns that have guided 
Brazilian foreign policy for a long time. Differently from the campaigns of other 
presidential candidates, Bolsonaro’s foreign policy occupied a relevant place in 
his electoral campaign, in many cases seeking to meet the demands of specific 
political or social groups – many of them not necessarily belonging to the 
country’s traditional elites. The formulation and implementation of foreign 
policy reflected an increasing fragmentation of the decision-making process 
with the divergence of interests between actors with an ideological foreign 
policy and with segmented pragmatic interests.

Redirecting Foreign Policy

One of the most common ways of studying changes in foreign policy is to 
approach them as a gradation of intensity that ranges from none or little to sce-
narios of drastic changes. Hermann (1990) points out four levels of change: 
adjustment, or changes in style or intensity, in which foreign policy objectives 
are maintained; program changes, in which methods and strategies to achieve 
certain objectives are modified, with the objectives remaining the same; goal 
changes, when changing the objectives; and international orientation changes, 
which involve the complete redirection of a country's foreign policy. Saraiva 
(2020) argues that changes can occur from a paradox that accommodates, at the 
same time, continuity in objectives and changes in intensity, priorities, or strate-
gies. The intermediate stages are changed but the foreign policy orientation is 
maintained, which opens room for situations of “changes in continuity” 
(Fonseca Jr., 2011). In other situations, patterns of behavior in foreign policy can 
undergo significant changes even without the definition of a deliberate option 
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on the part of policymakers, as pointed out by Holsti (2016), or, according to 
Gustavsson (1999), due to a setting of crisis, real or imagined.

Changes in foreign policy, especially when they involve several issue 
areas and occur in a short time, imply high political costs and, therefore, are less 
common and usually involve specific themes or sectors (Hagan and Rosati, 
1994). According to Welch (2005), changes are expected in three circumstances: 
in authoritarian states with poorly formalized bureaucracies and with less resi-
lience, which reduces institutional continuity; when there are failures in the 
implementation of a specific strategy, which leads to its re-evaluation; and when 
there is a perception or anticipation that the choices will imply losses. Inertia 
would therefore be the most common paradigm. In Albuquerque’s (2020) point 
of view, inertia in foreign policy occurs when courses of action persist even in a 
scenario in which changes in fundamental explanatory factors are observed. 
Thus, changes in domestic factors, such as the political party in power, the 
permanence of a foreign minister, the predilection of the leader for international 
issues and the economic situation, and in international factors, such as the sys-
temic arrangement and the perceptions of other actors concerning the country’s 
behavior, may not be enough to change the direction of the country’s foreign 
policy.

Besides the more general debate on change and continuity in foreign poli-
cy, some authors rely on analyses of specific explanatory factors. Kaarbo (2017), 
for instance, studies how there can be continuity in foreign policy even in coun-
tries with cabinets made up of different parties with veto power and multiple 
interests. The prime minister has a key role in overcoming possible disa-
greements. Gustavsson (1999) also highlights the figure of the leader, given that 
he or she can control the political agenda, form coalitions with groups or 
colleagues, and manipulate the decision-making process to maintain his or her 
preferences. More focused on the Brazilian and Latin American case, respec-
tively, Cason and Power (2009) and Malamud (2015) point out the centrality of 
the figure of the president as a key variable for the formulation, implementation, 
and change in the course of foreign policy.

Individuals and their cognitive maps, especially in cases of predominant 
leaders, can accelerate or prevent changes in foreign policy (Axelrod, 1976). In 

Hermann (2001) argues that foreign policy is developed by a myriad of 
actors with varying capacities for agency and that, because of this, the decision-
making unit involved in the decision-making process can change the nature and 
direction of this foreign policy. Such actors include prime ministers, presidents, 
parties, committees, military boards, offices, bureaucracies, interagency groups, 
and domestic coalitions. Hermann identifies three types of decision-making 
units: predominant leader; single group, in which its members collectively select 
a course of action; and a coalition of multiple autonomous actors who by them-
selves cannot decide or force the agreement of others. Reality shows that these 
three decision units can coexist, especially in cases of fragmentation of the deci-
sion-making process, which can cause erratic decisions and a lack of coherence.
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seminal work, Jervis (1976) argues that crucial political decisions cannot be 
understood without considering the beliefs of decision-makers and the images 
they have of their peers. Similarly, Gustavsson (1999) explains that foreign 
policy changes, especially in the case of more lasting ones, occur when the belief 
systems of leaders are also changed. Ideas matter for the formulation, imple-
mentation, and reflection of foreign policy. Along with interests, they clarify 
principles and conceptions of causal relationships, which can be rooted in cer-
tain institutions responsible for the international insertion of a country 
(Goldstein and Keohane, 1993).

Works such as that of Rodrigues, Urdinez and Oliveira (2019) point out 
how the ruling political party can implement an ideological or pragmatic 
dimension that causes changes in the pattern of a country’s international inser-
tion. Other domestic actors such as epistemic communities, civil society orga-
nizations, and the Legislative can also influence foreign policy, promote chan-
ges, minimize, or prevent them, depending on their ability to bargain with the 
government and bureaucracies and/or mobilize public opinion against these 
same groups. The weight of these and other factors tends to be circumstantial, 
given that they may have a greater or lesser capacity for influence depending on 
the context, which moves away from deterministic interpretations.

In addition to domestic explanatory factors, authors such as Blavoukos 
and Bourantonis (2014) and Volgy and Schwarz (1994) argue that the structure 
of the international system influences patterns of continuity and change in fo-
reign policy. If multi-polar structures favor greater flexibility, scenarios marked 
by bipolarity would be more restrictive. At the same time, states dissatisfied 
with the status quo would be more susceptible to changes than those in line with 
prevailing normative and regulatory frameworks. In the Brazilian case, inertia in 
foreign policy supposedly occurred on certain agendas – notably at the multila-
teral level – even in the transition between the presidencies of Dilma Rousseff 
(2011-2016) and Michel Temer (2016-2018). This occurred due to the permanence 
of certain bureaucratic staff, with a special emphasis on the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs (Itamaraty) as the core of foreign policymaking, which maintained the 
memory of the country’s positions and the respective ministerial agendas. The 
inertia was to end with the election of a president supported by ideological 
groups with no tradition of influencing foreign policy and critical of the Bra-
zilian diplomatic canon, the subsequent dismantling of the Ministry of Foreign 

Breuning (2013) explains that the adoption of international norms by rele-
vant actors in the bureaucracy, who she calls gatekeepers, depends not only on 
their ability to adapt them to the domestic reality, but also to create coalitions 
with national political actors. Her view is similar to Allison’s (1971) bureaucratic 
policy model because she identifies foreign policy as a result of political bargai-
ning between actors strategically and hierarchically positioned within the go-
vernment. The selection of actors considered relevant, and the structure of the 
bargains depend not only on explicit and implicit rules but also on the percep-
tions that one actor has of the other.
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Affairs, and the uncoordinated fragmentation of the decision-making process, 
as we discuss in the next section.

Ideas and Foreign Policy: the Bolsonaro-Araújo Moment

Since the 1990s, Brazilian diplomacy has revolved around axes of predominant 
ideas that alternate: institutionalists and autonomists within the framework of 
diplomacy;  epistemic communities; and economic liberalization vs. develop-
mentalism in relation to the economy. Concerning the guidelines of Brazilian 
foreign policy, there has been a common perception in the preference for multi-
lateral solutions, proactive action in international political organizations, advo-
cating for the peaceful settlement of disputes and valuing the efficiency of 
Brazilian diplomacy.

Institutionalists espoused a moderate liberalization of the economy and, 
in relation to political parties, were identified with the PSDB (Brazilian Social 
Democracy Party). The group defended Brazil’s formal support for the inter-
national regimes of the current liberal order and identified the rules of interna-
tional politics as a framework that could benefit Brazilian economic develop-
ment. They suggested an international insertion for Brazil supported by new 
meanings of concepts such as autonomy and sovereignty, where the values of 
the liberal order should be defended by all Western countries. From the pers-
pective of institutionalists, autonomy would be compatible with a country inte-
grated into the international order that would behave within the parameters of 
existing international institutions.

The autonomists, in turn, defended the idea of Brazil siding with other 
countries of the South, emerging or with fewer resources, to counterbalance the 
power of the consolidated Western powers, and this would serve as a basis for 
Brazil’s international performance on the global stage. If on the one hand coali-
tions with emerging partners would contribute to leverage the country’s actions 
in international politics, on the other, it would be important to seek both a kind 
of international leadership with an individual character and the strengthening of 
global action, with a focus on the review of rules of current international institu-
tions.

In a break with previous policies, Bolsonaro’s foreign policy was ideologi-
cally based on other criteria such as anti-globalism and conservatism. Casarões 
and Saraiva (2021) point to anti-globalism, anti-communism, and religious 
nationalism as the ideological cement for Bolsonarist policies. “In the words of 
current ex-Foreign Minister Ernesto Araújo, with Bolsonaro’s victory in the 2018 
elections, ‘Brazil suddenly redefined itself as a conservative, anti-globalist, and 
nationalist country’”.

  Inaugural speech as Brazil's Minister of Foreign Relations, January 2, 2019, https://www.funag. 
gov.br/chdd/index.php/ministros-de-estado-das-relacoes-exteriores?id=317 Quoted by Casarões and  
Saraiva (2021). 

   On institutionalist and autonomist currents of thought, see Saraiva (2010).
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Religious nationalism is directly linked to conservatism. By upholding 
conservative values such as the defense of the family and of life since gestation, 
Bolsonaro serves conservative and Christian leaders who supported his candi-
dacy (Lopes, 2020). In the president’s words, “Brazil is a Christian and con-
servative country and has its base in the family. God bless you all”.  Bolsonaro 
sought to become close to other conservative leaders, such as Donald Trump and 
Viktor Orbán, who came together in the International Alliance for Religious 
Freedom. Ernesto Araújo, co-working with Eduardo Bolsonaro, sought to form 
a Liberal-Conservative Alliance, in opposition to the São Paulo Forum and other 
left movements. Conservatism also echoes the Bolsonarist view of the West. In 
Araújo’s words: “The West is not necessarily what certain Western countries 
defend in the United Nations or elsewhere. We consider ourselves part of the 

Shortly after being elected, Bolsonaro chose a young diplomat with strong 
ties to Eduardo Bolsonaro called Ernesto Araújo to be the Minister of Foreign 
Affairs. Both are strongly influenced by the self-styled philosopher Olavo de 
Carvalho, a writer with strong ties to the American alt-right.  Ernesto Araújo, for 
his part, once chosen as the minister, stated that “there are countries that resist 
the demonization of national sentiment, the crushing of faith (mainly Christian), 
that reject the emptying of the human soul and its replacement by anemic 
dogmas that serve only the interests of world domination by certain elites”.

Religious nationalism, according to Casarões (2020), is a trait that has been 
standing out among current conservative forces. It is characterized by making 
full belonging to society the option of a particular religion or belief. It influences 
foreign policy by imprisoning its agenda based on moral and religious precepts. 
Since the beginning of his term, Bolsonaro’s government has linked Brazil’s 
international projection and votes in multilateral organizations to Christian 
values. “Our votes at the United Nations will be following the Bible”, said the 
president to an audience of evangelical leaders (Casarões and Saraiva, 2021).

  “Futuro chanceler propôs a Bolsonaro pacto cristão com EUA e Rússia”, Folha de São Paulo, 
December 16, 2018,  https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/mundo/2018/12/futuro-chanceler-propos-a-
bolsonaro-pacto-cristao-com-eua-e-russia.shtml

   “Eduardo is the great – and one of the only – supporter of Ernesto,” said an ambassador. “Da luta contra o 
Foro de SP ao voto com islâmicos sobre mulheres, o novo Brasil de Ernesto Araújo”, BBC News, July 17, 
2019, https://www.bbc.com/portuguese/brasil-48805562 This proximity became clearer in March 2021, . 
when the minister was openly questioned by deputies and senators and asked to step down.
  About Olavo de Carvalho, Araújo (2019a, p. 5) says: “Since the mid-1990s, in parallel with an 
ascendance of an atheistic, corrupt regime (back then still in the making), strange new ideas started to 
circulate in the books and articles of Olavo de Carvalho, a Brazilian philosopher, perhaps the first 
person in the world to see globalism as the result of economic globalization, to understand its horrific 
purposes and to start thinking about how to topple it”.

  “Bolsonaro defende na ONU gestão da pandemia e diz ser vítima de 'campanha brutal de 
desinformação' sobre queimadas; veja os principais pontos”. O Globo, September 22, 2020. 
https://oglobo.globo.com/mundo/bolsonaro-defende-na-onu-gestao-da-pandemia-diz-ser -vitima-de-
campanha-brutal-de-desinformacao-sobre-queimadas-veja-os-principais-pontos-24653146

  “Bolsonaro diz que Brasil passou a votar na ONU seguindo a Bíblia”. O Globo, April 11, 2019, 
https://oglobo.globo.com/mundo/bolsonaro-diz-que-brasil-passou-votar-na-onu-seguindo-biblia-
23591655, quoted by Casarões and Saraiva (2021).
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West and have a voice in saying what the West is, isn’t it? And one of the things 
that we think is that the West is you, in this case, do not sexualize childhood. It is 
one of the things that are part of Western ethics”.

But the mainstay of the ideas that guide the foreign policy of the Bolsonaro 
government is globalism. Contrary to the tradition of Brazilian diplomacy, 
Araújo defended, in an article published in 2017, the role of Donald Trump as the 
defender of a West that, according to him, was under threat (Araújo, 2017). In 
this article, he describes Western civilization as a set of traditional ideas from the 
West that could disappear, surrounded by the bureaucracy of multilateral ins-
titutions that he calls “globalism”. This bureaucracy allegedly constituted an 
international elite contrary to traditional values, which would control all inter-
national institutions and based on “cultural Marxism”, would seek to crush con-
cepts such as the nation and the Christian faith.  According to him, in his 
speeches or on his weblog,   there is a struggle between faith and its absence,  
and it is up to Brazil to adopt a foreign policy to recover its Western destiny. He 
defended the need for a “Brazilian (meta) foreign policy”, through which Brazil 
would be part of this fight against “globalism” to defend traditional “Western 
values” (Araújo, 2019a).

The opposition to the São Paulo Forum shows how anti-communism is 
also an important brand.  The crusade against global “cultural Marxism” and 
leftist governments seeks to connect voters –many of them dissatisfied with the 
former PT presidency– with conservative, religious and authoritarian ideology. 
The government’s interpretation is that anti-communism would be a pillar in 
voters’ minds. Bolsonaro and Araújo defend “the liquidation of Bolivarianism in 
the Americas”.  For instance, in 2020, the Alexandre de Gusmão Foundation 
(FUNAG), which has always been an academic arm of the Itamaraty as a space for 
debates of ideas, organized an event with a suggestive title: “Castro-Chavism: 
organized crime in the Americas”. FUNAG also published on its website an 
article by Araújo (2019b) where the minister states that the “communist project is 
current” and “wants to strangle us again” by returning to government in Latin 
America.

   “Da luta contra o Foro de SP ao voto com islâmicos sobre mulheres, o novo Brasil de Ernesto Araújo”. 
BBC News, July 17, 2019. https://www.bbc.com/portuguese/amp/brasil-48805562?_twitter_impression  
=true

    “Araújo prega fé cristão e família como bases da diplomacia”. O Globo, March 13, 2019. It should be 
noted, however, that Araújo's conception of the West concerns a dimension of conservative Western 
thought that has been overcome in time.

    Speaking at the United Nations General Assembly, Jair Bolsonaro stated that “The São Paulo Forum, 
a criminal organization created in 1990 by Fidel Castro, Lula, and Hugo Chávez to spread and 
implement socialism in Latin America, is still alive and has to be fought”. “Leia a íntegra do discurso de 
Jair Bolsonaro na ONU”. Folha de São Paulo, September 24 2019. https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/  
mundo/2019/09/acompanhe-ao-vivo-o-discurso-de-bolsonaro-na-onu.shtml
    “Futuro chanceler propôs a Bolsonaro pacto cristão com EUA e Rússia”. Folha de São Paulo, Octo-
ber 16, 2018. https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/mundo/2018/12/futuro-chanceler-propos-a-bolsonaro-
pacto-cristao-com-eua-e-russia.shtml

    The blog is called Metapolítica 17: against globalism. https://www.metapoliticabrasil.com/ 
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Therefore, unlike pragmatic institutionalists and autonomists, the foreign 
policy of the Bolsonaro government espouses a conception of autonomy and 
freedom that is established despite the current international order. While insti-
tutionalists defend participation in the dominant normative frameworks and 
autonomists seek to change aspects of this framework without essentially ques-
tioning it, Bolsonaro’s cognitive map adopted a rhetorical confrontation strate-
gy, a set of ideas directly connected with the “people’s” wishes –a reductionist 
concept common to authoritarian populist governments– that would be used to 
confront a “corrupt system”.  In short, this is the cement of the ideological di-
mension of the foreign policy of Jair Bolsonaro and Ernesto Araújo.

Furthermore, “climatism”   –identified as a belief that the planet is under-
going climate changes caused by the emission of polluting gases– is identified as 
an ideology that would defend the supposed need to act politically to reduce the 
impacts of climate change (De Orte, 2019). According to “climatism”, the climate 
would victimize Brazil for having most of the Amazon Forest in its territory. As 
said by Araújo “climate change should be studied in a serene, rational way, but it 
was also captured by an ideology” (quoted by Zanini and Mello, 2019).

The set of ideas guiding Bolsonarist thinking was combined with changes in the 
diplomatic corps, identified as having little affection for national interests and 
propagating “globalism” in the domestic political arena. The dismantling in the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs with the breaking of a bureaucracy whose adminis-
trative standards historically served as resistance to innovations within the 
institutionalist and autonomist views, was a necessary condition for the govern-
ment to move forward with changes both in foreign policy and in its decision-
making process, contributing for its greater fragmentation. In the words of 
Minister Araújo in his inaugural speech: “Itamaraty exists for Brazil, it does not 
exist for the global order. Itamaraty exists for Brazil, it does not exist for itself. 
Are we the home of excellence?”.

The dismantling of the MRE and the fragmentation of the foreign policy 
decision-making process: the institutional change moment

On his first trip as the minister, Araújo introduced to President Bolsonaro 
the mission of “reconfiguring” Brazilian society in favor of a “transcenden-       
ce” that would value the nation and the spiritual dimension. In the various 
speeches that have followed since then, criticisms of “globalism”, “cultural 
Marxism” and “climatism” have always been present, permeated by a heavy 

    A word of Araújo's dictionary.
   “O sentido da política externa de Ernesto Araújo, segundo ele mesmo”. Nexo, February 22, 2021. 
https://www.nexojornal.com.br/entrevista/2021/02/12/O-sentido-da-pol%C3%ADtica-externa-de-
Ernesto-Ara%C3%BAjo-segundo-ele-mesmo
  Inaugural speech as Brazil's Minister of Foreign Relations, January 2, 2019, https://www. 
funag.gov.br/chdd/index.php/ministros-de-estado-das-relacoes-exteriores?id=317
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Once the restructuring of the traditional diplomatic corps began, the mi-
nister gradually changed the ambassadors of the country’s main embassies and 
left a generation of diplomats in limbo at the peak of their careers. The profile of 
the Rio Branco Institute has been modified, with an impact on the training of di-
plomats. Araújo, with few followers, sought to create a new generation of bu-
reaucrats through appointments and changes in the public tender and curricu-
lum of the Rio Branco Institute. The Alexandre de Gusmão Foundation (FUNAG) 
ceased to be a channel for reflection and debate and became a means for the 
minister to publicize Bolsonarist ideas. With the Ministry of Foreign Affair 
undergoing disintegration, the foreign policymaking and the implementation of 
foreign policy became even more subject to competition between bureaucracies, 
personalities and autonomous groups with influence over the government.

The initial coalition in support of Bolsonaro was formed by a variety of 
groups, new to the Executive and autonomous among themselves. In addition to 
coinciding with changes on the international stage, notably the presence of na-
tionalist governments captained by the United States, the beginning of Bolso-
naro’s term reflected a change in domestic political forces. The government 
brought together very different sectors and with different views, which seek to 
influence segments of foreign policy (those of the alt-right, such as Ernesto 

In recent times, as a result of re-democratization and the inclusion of new 
areas in the foreign policy agenda, the number of actors involved in foreign 
policymaking has grown, encompassing the president, the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, other government agencies (many of which have an undersecretary for 
international relations), subnational governments and, to a lesser extent, politi-
cal parties, interest groups, non-governmental actors and public opinion.

In his first days in office, Jair Bolsonaro issued a provisional measure that 
changed some of the ministry’s rules concerning the hierarchy, paving the way 
for a reform of the Itamaraty which, in turn, allowed the rise of younger diplo-
mats to key positions to the detriment of more experienced ones. Besides, it 
extinguished secretariats and created new departments, privileging bilateral 
relations, as is the case with the United States department, and reduced the 
centrality of multilateral issues in the organogram, now submitted to the newly 
created Secretariat for National Sovereignty and Citizenship Affairs. Agribusi-
ness, one of the government’s support bases, was provided with its department, 
and the Brazilian Trade and Investment Promotion Agency (Apex-Brazil) was 
maintained in the ministry’s structure, which reflected the interest in trade 
liberalization and promotion of Brazilian products abroad.

load of ideology and defending conservative customs of the Christian faith.   He 
is, therefore, completely different from all the ministers who preceded him.

   Amizade proveitosa. Aproximação entre Trump e Bolsonaro gera expectativa de avanços em agenda 
bilateral. O Globo, January 21, 2019. https://oglobo.globo.com/mundo/aproximacao-entre-trump-
bolsonaro-gera-expectativa-de-avancos-em-agenda-bilateral-23387899 
    Decreto que reformula Itamaraty cria secretaria de Soberania e Cidadania. Folha de S. Paulo, January 
10, 2019. https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/mundo/2019/01/decreto-que-reformula-itamaraty-cria-
secretaria-de-soberania-e-cidadania.shtml
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Araújo, conservative evangelicals, liberals in the economy, military, and rural 
commodity exporters). However, coordination between them is unstable and 
occurs only around the president and their expectations vis-à-vis the adminis-
tration.

In Gardini’s (2011) model, an ideological foreign policy starts from a cog-
nitive map and is associated with specific personalism, and administrations 
focused on doctrines and principles, prioritizing the compatibility of alterna-
tives to such doctrines and principles, to the detriment of their practical conse-
quences. This does not mean, however, that the conduct of foreign policy occurs 
unequivocally and without reactions at the domestic level, given the plurality of 
actors with bargaining power and their ability to exert influence. Gardini and 
Lambert (2011) recognize that the tension between the search for ideas and their 
practical consequences is a frequent phenomenon in Latin America. In the 
Brazilian case, there is a mixture of tension and conciliation between the ideas of 
the alt-right and the populist rhetoric of Jair Bolsonaro, with pragmatism with    
a view to short-term gains among different sectors involved with foreign poli- 
cy.   This is the case, for instance, of denialists and evangelicals, who are often 
counterbalanced, in specific segments of foreign policy, by pragmatic groups, 
such as the active military and agribusiness.   In areas where the president can 
obtain electoral benefits, the ideological dimension of foreign policy tends to 
prevail.

Thus, a government was formed that: would defend economic liberali-
zation (albeit with many snags); has an anti-democratic profile in constant 
conflict with existing institutions; uses strong oratory violence, especially on 
social media; and has a conservative mindset. This division of groups is reflected 
in foreign policy and the making of foreign policy. According to Hagan (1994), 
this scenario would correspond to a fragmented state, which would, in turn, be 
fertile ground for radical changes in foreign policy.

With an initial glance at the correlation between electoral supporters and 
areas of interest, it is possible to attribute: the relevance of the partnership with 
Israel and conservative votes at the United Nations Human Rights Council to 
evangelical groups; the denial of environmental defense to land grabbers, gold 
prospectors and loggers in the Amazon region; the identity with the Trump 
administration and the fight against multilateral organizations to anti-globalists; 
maintaining good relations with China and the Arab countries to commodity 
exporters represented in the Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock and Supply; the 
rhetoric of fighting corruption and renewing the country’s image to the suppor-
ters of Operation Carwash; and the negotiation of free trade agreements through 

MERCOSUR and joining the OECD to liberals, represented in the Ministry of the 

   The two phenomena would be complementary – a policy guided only by ideology would tend to 
utopia, whereas one guided only by pragmatism would tend to be immediate and opportunistic 
(Gardini, 2011, p. 13-14).
    For Gardini (2011), a pragmatic foreign policy would be based on the usefulness and practicality of its 
ideas, where the weight of the consequences of each action exceeds the appreciation for one or the other 
principle.
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The family nucleus, especially the role played by Federal Deputy Eduardo 
Bolsonaro, should also be highlighted in relation to foreign policy. In addition   
to comments on social networks and to having chaired the Foreign Affairs Co-
mmittee of the Chamber of Deputies, Eduardo was listed as an ambassador to 
Washington and went on trips as a government representative, despite not for-
mally joining it (Casarões, 2021). Seen as a “parallel foreign minister” by some, 
he favored partnerships of an ideological nature. When he left the committee 
chairmanship, for example, he thanked Orbán and Saudi Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman. 

Economy. According to Lopes (2020), the “international insertion of Brazil is 
today a by-product of the electoral convenience of Jair Bolsonaro”.

For its part, Congress sought to play a balancing role through, above all, 
the Speaker of Chamber of Deputies, Rodrigo Maia. Though he did not proceed 
with an impeachment process, he did contradict Bolsonaro’s bellicose rhetoric in 
dealing with external partners. Even though he was more aligned with the 
government, his successor, Arthur Lira, tried to articulate channels of dialogue 
with China and asked for inputs and vaccines amid the escalation of cases and 
deaths from COVID-19 in Brazil.

The pandemic opened up channels for the participation of new actors. In 
addition to parliament, it has exacerbated the external role of subnational go-
vernments and civil society organizations. Contrary to Bolsonaro’s actions in 
responding to the pandemic and criticized by him for measures of social isolation, 
governors and mayors organized themselves in consortia to purchase vaccines 
and increase the pressure on the presidency and the Ministry of Health.   Within a 
logic of confrontation federalism and amidst the crowding of intensive care units 
and an increase in the number of cases and deaths, local governments also turned 
to the Judiciary for support.

In short, with a foreign minister from an ideological group with little space 
in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the dismantling of its rules and traditions, 
Itamaraty ceased to occupy a central role in the formulation of foreign policy and 
to place itself as an undisputed actor in Brazil’s dialogue with the outside world. 
The process of involving different actors in foreign policy was segmented and, in 
many circumstances, brought about situations of internal differences or even 
paralysis and lack of management in the country’s international behavior. As 

   Em carta a embaixador da China, Lira pede 'olhar solidário' para ajudar Brasil a superar pandemia”. 
G1, March 9, 2021. https://g1.globo.com/politica/noticia/2021/03/09/em-carta-a-embaixador-da-
china-lira-pede-olhar-solidario-para-ajudar-brasil-a-superar-pandemia.ghtml

    The presidency's special advisor for international affairs, Filipe Martins, also echoed the Bolsonarist 
thought on foreign policy. “Em troca em comissão da Câmara, Aécio assume com contraponto à política 
externa, e Eduardo Bolsonaro agradece a Orbán e Bin Salman”. O Globo, March 12, 2021. https:// 
oglobo.globo.com/mundo/em-troca-em-comissao-da-camara-aecio-assume-com-contraponto-
politica-externa-eduardo-bolsonaro-agradece-orban-bin-salman-1-24922127

    This is the case of the National Front of Mayors (FNP), the National Confederation of Municipalities 
(CNM), and the Northeast Consortium. “Bolsonaro abre novo confronto com governadores”. DW, 
March 7, 2021. https://www.dw.com/pt-br/bolsonaro-abre-novo-confronto-com-governadores/a-
56798748

39THE FOREIGN POLICY OF JAIR BOLSONARO IN THREE MOMENTS

22

23

24

22

23

24



However, the Brazilian expectation was not only not met, but also accom-
panied by the removal of Brazil from the list of developing countries by the 
Department of Commerce, following Brasilia's abdication of special and diffe-
rential treatment at the World Trade Organization (WTO). Furthermore, there 
was the elimination of visas for US citizens visiting Brazil (without reciprocity), 
Washington’s ambiguous behavior regarding Brazil’s bid to join the OECD, the 
increase in the quota for US ethanol entering Brazil tariff-free and the Technology 
Safeguards Agreement, allowing the use of Alcântara air base.

Bilaterally, except for the United States and Japan, there was distancing 
from traditional partners and an effort to strengthen relations with countries 
with similar worldviews. It can be said that in the Bolsonarist reading, ideolo-
gical proximity and support for Washington’s initiatives, then under the Trump 
administration, would bring about gains for Brazil. In the context of visible 
challenges to the multilateral system, questioned by nationalist-oriented regi-
mes, alignment with the US government would not only promote Brazil as an 
essential partner but also meet the wishes of part of the government’s electoral 
base. As Araújo explained, “Trump managed to see us as we want to be, a great 
nation built on the principle of freedom, and on that basis, we created a historic 
partnership between the two countries”.

Proximity with Israel, which involved the promise to move the Brazilian 
embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem, repeated Washington’s gestures and occu-
rred to the detriment of the relationship with partners in the Arab world and of 

In addition to the rhetoric, the foreign policy of the Bolsonaro government has 
caused changes in Brazil’s international insertion at bilateral, regional, and mul-
tilateral levels. In just over two years, his government changed priorities and 
strategies, breaking with the diplomatic standard of maintaining dialogue with 
traditional partners, managing MERCOSUR-based regional integration, and 
seeking engagement with multilateral institutions. Although autonomy in fo-
reign policy –an objective common to governments during the democratic 
period and the military dictatorship– is defended in speeches and official state-
ments, what has been seen so far, in practice, is an automatic and unrewarded 
alignment with the United States. Furthermore, this objective was confused with 
others, such as the fight against “cultural Marxism” and the defense of a model 
of nation and society.

will be seen, reactions were common and had different intensities. These reflec-
ted the various domestic interest groups, which contributed to the politicization 
of foreign policy.

The Practice of Foreign Policy: the Moment of the Break with Tradition 

   O sentido da política externa de Ernesto Araújo, segundo ele mesmo. Nexo, February 22, 2021. 
https://www.nexojornal.com.br/entrevista/2021/02/12/O-sentido-da-pol%C3%ADtica-externa-de-
Ernesto-Ara%C3%BAjo-segundo-ele-mesmo
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the interests of agribusiness and the military. Of symbolic importance to 
Bolsonaro’s foreign policy, Israel is seen as an ally in the contestation of “globa-
lism”, which represents a nod to the Olavist base,  and in defense of reli-        
gious dogmas, which dialogues with the wishes of the evangelical electorate, 
especially of Pentecostal and Neopentecostal churches.

In the European bloc, relations with Germany and France were strained 
mainly due to criticism of wildfires in the Pantanal (wetlands of western Brazil) 
and deforestation in the Amazon, which between August 2019 and July 2020 
reached the highest rate since 2008.   Bolsonaro challenged the comments, inter-
preted as attacks on national sovereignty, while favoring aid from countries 
such as Colombia, the United States, and Israel. In the same context, Germany 
and Norway’s contributions to the Amazon Fund were interrupted after chan-
ges in the mechanism's management. Another turning point was the closeness 
with countries that are not very representative of Brazil’s foreign policy and 
trade agenda, but with a communion of ideological positions, such as Hungary 
and Poland. With the post-Brexit UK, under the leadership of the Conservative 
Party, the government sought to maintain a “historic partnership”.

With China, Brazil’s top trading partner, bellicose rhetoric was supported by 
the Olavist groups in government, undoing the gradual enhancement of relations 
between the two countries since the 1990s. Bolsonarists took the view that the 
Chinese Communist Party represented a threat to the idea of “freedom” defended 
by the government and embodied the greatest threat to Western thought led by 
Washington. Targeting the domestic audience, Eduardo Bolsonaro and Education 
Minister Abraham Weintraub accused Beijing of benefiting from the pandemic to 
expand its international presence and of using 5G technology as an instrument of 
espionage. Still, during the campaign, then-presidential candidate Jair Bolsonaro 
visited Taiwan, a disruptive noise that was overcome with support for the “one 
China” principle during the 2019 protests in Hong Kong.

As for Argentina, Bolsonaro interfered in the country’s domestic affairs 
and expressed support for the re-election of Mauricio Macri, defeated by Alberto 
Fernández. With this, plus Fernández’s ideological closeness to Cristina Kirchner 
and expression of support for Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva, the distance between 
Bolsonaro and Fernandez led to an absence of high-level dialogue and weakened 
bilateral relations between the two countries. In part of 2020, Brazil ceased to be 
Argentina’s main trading partner. Besides the conflictive rhetoric, the dissonant 
action of the two governments regarding the coronavirus pandemic and the diffe-

   Desmatamento anual da Amazônia cresce 9,5% e bate novo recorde. DW, November 11, 2020. 
https://www.dw.com/pt-br/desmatamento-anual-na-amaz%C3%B4nia-cresce-95-e-bate-novo-
recorde/a-55779949 

   “Depois de visitar Taiwan na campanha, Bolsonaro defende integridade territorial da China”. Folha 
de S. Paulo, November, 25, 2019. https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/mundo/2019/10/depois-de-visitar-
taiwan-na-campanha-bolsonaro-defende-integridade-territorial-da-china.shtml 

     Olavo de Carvalho's followers.

    “Bolsonaro parabeniza Boris Johnson e fala em manter histórica parceria”. Folha de S. Paulo, Janua-
ry 15, 2020. https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/mundo/2020/01/bolsonaro-parabeniza-boris-johnson-e-
fala-em-manter-historica-parceria.shtml  
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At the regional level, Bolsonaro’s administration favored the Forum for 
the Progress and Development of South America (PROSUR), created in 2019 and 
made up of governments with right and Centre-right orientation in countries 
such as Macri’s Argentina, Chile, and Colombia. Seen as an alternative to the 
Union of South American Nations (UNASUR), established in a context of the pre-
dominance of Centre-left and left-wing governments in the region, PROSUR 
sought to isolate Venezuela, complementing this aspect of Brazilian foreign 
policy. Unlike UNASUR, where it exercised leadership, Brazil lost relative space 
on the South American stage with PROSUL, captained by Chile.

ring views on regional integration initiatives have also contributed to changing 
the partnership’s history.

Bilateral relations with Venezuela also reflected more general changes in 
Brazilian foreign policy. Under Bolsonaro’s leadership, Venezuela was identi-
fied as a corrupt, illegitimate regime based on degenerate practices such as drug 
trafficking and terrorism.  The diplomatic discourse gained hostile contours  
and identified in Maduro a counterpoint to the Brazilian model of the nation 
espoused by Bolsonaro. As with Argentina, the Brazilian president interfered in 
the internal affairs of the neighboring country, received opponents of Maduro, 
and recognized Juan Guaidó as president of Venezuela. The change in emphasis 
in the bilateral relationship also followed more general guidelines of Washing-
ton’s foreign policy, as observed in contacts with China and Israel, and endorsed 
positions of the Organization of American States and the Lima Group.

Behavior in the multilateral dimension echoed the set of world views held 
by Bolsonaro and Araújo and the groups they represent, marking a clear diffe-
rence with the conduct of foreign policy until then.  There was the perception 

In this sense, Brazil did not seek to assume the position of a regional lea-
der, nor did it encourage the institutional and normative consolidation of inte-
gration experiences. This position, not exclusive to the Bolsonaro government 
and identifiable even under the presidency of Dilma Rousseff, was visible in the 
search for a loosening of MERCOSUR rules, towards extra-regional trade agree-
ments and revision of the common external tariff, by the suspension of partici-
pation in the Community of Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC) and 
for its unwillingness to develop technical cooperation initiatives with neigh-
boring countries. Like PROSUR, MERCOSUR was also used as an instrument of 
antagonism with neighbors, in this case with Argentina, and as a way of serving 
the interests of groups that defended the liberalization of the Brazilian economy.

    “Itamaraty diz que regime de Maduro é baseado no tráfico de drogas e de pessoas e no terrorismo”. G1, 
January 17, 2019. https://g1.globo.com/politica/noticia/2019/01/17/itamaraty-diz-que-regime-de-
maduro-e-baseado-no-trafico-de-drogas-de-pessoas-e-em-terrorismo.ghtml
    To a lesser extent, the presidency also used the BRICS and G20 summits, both in 2020, to respectively 
attack European countries, critical of Brazilian environmental policy, and to aggrandize components of 
the cultural war got into by the government, saying that “tensions between races are imported and foreign 
to our culture”. “Em discurso no G20, Bolsonaro diz que tensões entre raças no Brasil são importadas e 
'alheias à nossa história'”. G1, November 21, 2020. https://g1.globo.com/politica/noticia/2020/11/21/em-
discurso-no-g20-bolsonaro-diz-que-tensoes-entre-racas-no-brasil-sao-importadas-e-alheias-a-nossa-
historia.ghtml
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Reactions

Mainly marked by virulent speeches, the foreign policy of the Bolsonaro govern-
ment had practical consequences, which in turn generated reactions from do-
mestic interest groups. While some of these formed the government’s base and 
actively contributed to its continuity, others were opposed not only domesti-

Despite criticism, the Bolsonaro government maintained Brazil in multila-
teral institutions, albeit with a more aggressive and reactive political profile. 
Unlike the Trump administration, which abandoned the United Nations Human 
Rights Council and UNESCO and blocked the appointment of judges for the WTO 
dispute settlement system, the Bolsonaro government expressed its dissatisfac-
tion mainly at the rhetorical level. For instance, the government threatened to 
abandon the Paris Agreement, which it never did, despite domestic setbacks on 
environmental issues,   and used the General Assembly to advocate that the UN 
could not become the “Organization of the Global Interest” (Bolsonaro, 2019).

that multilateralism had not been bringing advantages to the country and that 
the world was moving towards a reinforcement of unilateral solutions. In the 
words of the minister, Brazil’s multilateral action is organized “around the de-
fense of freedom, fundamental human rights such as the right to life and free-
dom of expression, and the primacy of national sovereignty”.

In practice, there was no lack of criticism of the multilateral system and the 
United Nations, such as that of the World Health Organization (WHO) and its 
transparency in the treatment of the pandemic (Araújo, 2020). According to 
Araújo, “many people say that, in our government, we have reduced our multi-
lateral presence. That’s not it. (...) We don’t see that, necessarily, the best solution 
is always the one that goes through the UN” (idem, 210).

Like the US president, however, Bolsonaro made use of multilateral insti-
tutions, trying to shake the sense of multilateralism from the inside. At the same 
time, he considered them instruments for the manifestation of a defensive 
foreign policy, like Brazil’s behavior towards the human rights regime during 
the end of the military dictatorship. The target of criticism from civil society, UN 
rapporteurs, and other countries for his actions and inaction on topics such as 
climate change, human rights, fighting hunger, and action in the face of the 
pandemic, the government used institutions such as the United Nations Human 
Rights Council to counter “politically motivated narratives”.
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   “O sentido da política externa de Ernesto Araújo, segundo ele mesmo”. Nexo, February 22, 2021. 
https://www.nexojornal.com.br/entrevista/2021/02/12/O-sentido-da-pol%C3%ADtica-externa-de-
Ernesto-Ara%C3%BAjo-segundo-ele-mesmo
    “Bolsonaro diz em Davos que o Brasil, 'por ora', permanece no Acordo de Paris”. Estadão, January 
22, 2019. https://sustentabilidade.estadao.com.br/noticias/geral,bolsonaro-diz-em-davos-que-o-
brasil-por-ora-permanece-no-acordo-de-paris,70002690135
   “50 anos depois, Brasil volta a ser alvo sistemático de denúncias internacionais por violações de 
direitos humanos”. El País Brasil, March 10, 2020. https://brasil.elpais.com/brasil/2020-03-10/50-
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cally, but also on the international arena. Especially at the beginning of the term, 
these reactions were uncoordinated and promoted in an ad hoc manner, in 
response to initiatives and inactions. With the advance of the pandemic and 
already at the end of the first quarter of 2021, they gained some coordination, 
though still incipient. Just as much as not all Bolsonarist foreign policy was 
ideological, we do not assume that every response to it was pragmatic. But it is 
noteworthy that, in most cases, besides the defense of its agendas, the mainte-
nance of traditional courses of action by Brazilian diplomacy, predictability in 
dealing with partners and the defense of normative and regulatory frameworks 
of the current order, were also requested.

Governors and mayors have gained greater prominence due to the dee-
pening of the health crisis and the absence of participatory federalism, what 
Abrucio et. al (2020) called “Bolsonarist federalism”. The role of the military, 
more specifically the Army, is ambiguous: while on the one hand they gave 
institutional support to the government and were complicit in its response to the 
pandemic, on the other, they sought to dissociate themselves from Bolsonarism 
and avoid further damage to the forces’ image. This is the case with Mourão’s 
vice-presidential diplomacy and Operation Welcome, which received the flow 
of Venezuelans on the northern border.

The performance of civil society entities in opposition to the government 
was vocal and more visible in the multilateral sphere, especially in the United 
Nations Human Rights Council. These actors sought to sensitize other organi-
zations, parliamentarians, personalities, foreign governments, media outlets, 
employees of multilateral organizations, and academics about topics such as 

Similar behavior of domestic interest groups was also observed in the rela-
tionship with Europeans, seeking to act as a “rational” counterpoint to Bolso-
naro, to resume the financing of the Amazon Fund, and to continue negotiating 
the MERCOSUR-European Union agreement. Regarding Venezuela, they acted to 
minimize possible voices that called for military intervention, in a context of 
crisis in the country. Regarding Argentina, they spoke up when Fernández took 
office to ensure an agenda of cooperation, even if minimal. As for Middle 
Eastern partners, there was the resistance of commodity exporters and military 
personnel to the transfer of the Brazilian embassy to Jerusalem.

In the bilateral dimension, actors such as the agribusiness sector, Con-
gress, and the vice-presidency acted so as to “encapsulate crises” and mitigate 
the damage caused mainly by the president and his son, the foreign minister, 
and other Olavist ministers. In the case of China, for instance, Vice President 
Hamilton Mourão served as a counterpoint to Bolsonaro and Araújo, being 
recognized as such by President Xi Jinping. Mourão adopted a conciliatory tone, 
having worked for the re-creation of the China-Brazil High-Level Coordination 
and Cooperation Commission, paralyzed since 2015. Besides commercial 
dependence and technical cooperation, the need to develop good relations with 
China, amplified by the lack of inputs and vaccines against COVID-19, brought 
about the Legislative's active involvement in the bilateral relationship.
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Final remarks

Aided by a foreign minister without the support of the main groups of 
thought within his ministry and by his son, Deputy Eduardo Bolsonaro, the 
president was able to politicize foreign policy and use it as an instrument of a 
cultural war and to reproduce Olavist ideas. Even though it was not entirely 
“ideological”, foreign policy was conceived of in the short term, and as just ano-
ther ingredient in a broader logic of promoting permanent conflict. The change 
in direction and strategies, and the lack of clear objectives in foreign policy have 
confused interlocutors and, replicating the Bolsonarist behavior in domestic 
policy, produced uncoordinated international initiatives. These initiatives ser-
ved the interests of various domestic actors, notably those who formed the go-
vernment’s support base: evangelicals, Olavists, economic liberals, the military, 
and agribusiness.

The intended lack of coordination, however, has rendered it impossible to 
formulate a coherent conception of Brazil’s place in the world. In situations of 
conflict between interest groups, the government tended to favor the most 
faithful and ideological support base, alienating pragmatic options and affecting 
bilateral, regional, and multilateral relations. The cases of China, MERCOSUR, 
and the UN are illustrative, affecting the image of Brazil's professional diplomacy 
and of the country as a cooperative actor.

inequality, regulation of arms and ammunition, the rights of indigenous peoples 
and environmental policy, freedom of expression, policies for the LGBTI+ people, 
sexual and reproductive rights, gender violence, and prevention of torture, 
besides the management of the COVID-19 pandemic in the country.

We have examined Brazilian foreign policymaking and implementation during 
slightly over half of Bolsonaro’s term. We have pointed out how consolidated 
patterns of Brazil’s international insertion were questioned and modified, main-
ly through inflammatory rhetoric, but also by initiatives that went against the 
diplomatic canon. More than in the past, foreign policy reflected domestic dis-
putes and helped to exacerbate them, fragmenting the decision-making process, 
and diminishing the relative importance of Itamaraty.

The decision-making process resembled a configuration made up of a 
predominant leader (Bolsonaro) without control of decision-making and with 
no interest in establishing minimal articulation between multiple autonomous 
actors. This was followed by reactions, also uncoordinated and with varying 
degrees of intensity, from groups represented by the vice-president, commodity 
exporters and, to a lesser extent, the economic elites. The “rebellion” of these 
autonomous groups is not only a consequence of the impact of Bolsonaro’s 
foreign policy, but also reflects the power play on the domestic political arena. 
Also, they are joined by the National Congress, the Judiciary, subnational 
governments, and civil society organizations.
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Abrucio, F.L., Grin, J.E., Franzese, C., Segatto,C.I. & Couto, C.G. (2020). Combate à 
COVID-19 sob federalismo bolsonarista: um caso de descoordenação 
intergovernamental, Revista de Administração Pública, vol.54, n.4, p.663-677.

Araújo, Ernesto (2017). “Trump e o Ocidente”, Cadernos de Política Exterior, v.3, n.6 
p.23-357.

aBolsonaro, Jair Messias (2019). Discurso de abertura da 74  Assembleia Geral das 
Nações Unidas. https://brasil.elpais.com/brasil/2019/09/24/politica/  
1569340250_255091.html. 

Allison, Graham T. (1971). Essence of decision: explaining the Cuban missile crisis. 
Boston: Little Brown & Co.

The erosion of this way of governing became clearer in the first months of 
2021 when the “rebellion” of the autonomous groups was accentuated by the 
turbulent national political context. At that moment, the pandemic spread, 
vaccination was delayed, and the 300,000 deaths milestone from COVID-19 was 
reached, which was questioned by a denialist government. Economic stagnation 
with rising inflation and the election of new speakers of the Chamber of Deputies 
and Senate –who, despite having been supported by Bolsonaro, started to de-
mand more space in the cabinet, appointments and budget earmarks– further 
strained the president’s position. It is also worth mentioning the proximity of the 
2022 electoral process, which was revitalized with the possibility of Lula da 
Silva’s candidacy. Externally, the election of Democrat Joe Biden as US president 
caused Bolsonaro and Araújo’s Brazilian foreign policy to lose the main guaran-
tor of its “anti-globalist” profile. This loss of support bases, with more dissatisfac-
tion with the government being gradually voiced, was to lead to the replacement 
of the foreign minister. After a clash with the Senate, he was replaced by Amba-
ssador Carlos Alberto França, then head of the presidency’s ceremonial office.
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Explaining Chilean foreign policy

The well-known “two-level game that characterizes foreign policy, that is, the 
simultaneous play of the game of domestic politics and the game of international 
politics (Putman, 1988) is essential to understand the evolution of Chilean fo-
reign policy. Against a historical background dominated by relations with its 
neighbors, the presence of major global powers of the time and participation in 

Introduction

L atin American foreign policies have traditionally combined pragmatism 
and ideology, with variable degrees of intensity (Gardini, 2011, 13). In 
the case of Chile, it can be argued that pragmatism has been the 

dominant element. Even during the ideologized period of the Unidad Popular 
Government (1970-1973), one of the analyses of the time coined the concept of 
“principled pragmatism” to describe President Allende’s foreign policy (Fortin, 
1975). After the restoration of democracy in 1990, Chile’s foreign policy can be 
characterized as profoundly pragmatic, combining a commitment to regional 
cooperation in Latin America with the strengthening of links with the United 
States, the European Union, and the Asia-Pacific region. During the 1990s Chile 
also incorporated a particularly active trade policy into its traditional foreign 
policy interests, which had been concentrated on its sensitive relations with its 
neighbors, links with the United States, adherence to International Law and its 
participation in the multilateral system. During the last years some ideological 
elements have made their inroad into Chile’s foreign policy, whereas human 
rights violations and revelations involving the Presidential office are affecting 
Chile’s international reputation. At present, in a climate of increasing polariza-
tion questions arise concerning the balance between continuity and change in 
Chilean foreign policy and the main challenges that it is facing in the new 
political context which is emerging in Chile. 
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nascent international organizations, Chile’s foreign policy has been shaped by 
external and domestic factors. The structure of the international system, espe-
cially the global distribution of power, has influenced Chile's insertion in the 
world. During the Cold War, Chile not only sided with the United States, so-
metimes rather reluctantly, but also became a scenario of a Cold War political 
confrontation in Latin America, which ended tragically with the breakdown of 
its democracy (Harmer, 2011). During the unipolar moment, which coincided 
with the restoration of democracy in the country, Chile joined enthusiastically 
the crusade for the expansion of democracy and human rights in the world 
(Fuentes-Julio, 2020; Vargas, 2012; van Klaveren, 2015), and deepened its co-
mmitment to an open economy, following the main tenets of the Washington 
consensus and promoting the insertion of the country into the globalized world. 
Chile’s foreign policy has also been shaped by regional trends in Latin America, 
and agreements and relations with major regional powers. Last but not least, 
relations with neighboring countries have inevitably caught the attention of 
Chilean foreign policy makers, considering the sequels of a major war with Perú 
and Bolivia during the nineteenth century and complex border differences and 
territorial aspirations of some of its neighbors. Although several of these issues 
could seem rather anachronistic, they have required considerable attention and 
tend to attract the attention of domestic politics and public opinion. 

Domestic factors have also been relevant in the shaping of Chile’s foreign 
policy. The nature of the regime itself has been a central part in any analysis of its 
foreign behavior. The Pinochet dictatorship, which lasted between 1973 and 
1990, put an end to a long tradition of moderation and balance which characte-
rized the country’s foreign policy. The authoritarian regime pursued a policy of 
vitriolic anti-communism and became a virtual pariah in the international co-
mmunity (Muñoz, 1986). Chile’s isolation contributed to the aggravation of his-
torical rivalries and border disputes with its neighbors. The restoration of de-
mocracy in 1990 marked a profound change in Chile’s foreign policy and led to a 
new consensus around the international insertion of the country. However, the 
Chilean case points to still another dimension of the relationship between poli-
tical regime and foreign policy. During a long period before the 1973 coup, 
Chile's democratic tradition not only influenced its foreign-policy processes and 
outcomes but also became in itself a national capability and a projection of soft 
power. The brutality of the Pinochet dictatorship made of Chile a symbol of the 
international struggle in favor of human rights and redemocratization. Accor-
dingly, the recovery of democracy was followed by the international community 
with special sympathy and support, favoring several foreign policy objectives 
and contributing to an international presence based more on prestige than on 
objective power assets. 

Chile’s development strategy or economic model represents another do-
mestic variable which is fundamental to explain its foreign behavior, especia-  
lly in the area of trade and investment policies. Since the late 1970s foreign policy 
has performed the role of an engine for growth through export promotion and 
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the attraction of foreign investment. In contrast, in the previous period, foreign 
policy was supposed to advance economic autonomy, projecting import substi-
tution, controlling foreign investment, advocating for a new international eco-
nomic order, and facilitating participation in economic integration schemes 
which embodied these orientations. 

Internal sources of foreign policy also include actors, decision-making 
processes, and domestic influences that intervene in the foreign-policy arena. 
Considering the power wielded by the presidency in Latin American foreign 
policies (Amorin Neto and Malamud, 2015; Amorin Neto and Malamud, 2019), 
it will not come as a surprise that presidents have traditionally played a pro-
minent role in Chilean foreign policy. However, Chilean presidents can be dis-
tinguished by their more or less active inclinations in the field of foreign policy 
(Wilhelmy, 1986), ranging from activists which assume leadership functions to 
institutionalists or arbiters who tend to rely on the foreign ministry and additio-
nal bureaucracies involved in foreign policy decisions. Economic negotiations, 
which have been especially relevant during the last decades, involved the 
interplay of different ministries: foreign, economic, and sectoral. Parliament has 
also been active, either in its function of approving international agreements or 
overseeing the Executive in the conduction of its competences in the field of 
foreign relations. Political parties also participate in the decision-making process 
and have developed links with ideologically similar parties of other countries in 
Europe and the Americas. Non-governmental organizations have had an active 
role in the areas of human rights, environmental protection, gender, and indi-
genous rights, whereas the business sector has been actively involved in trade 
negotiations.

Consensual foreign policy

The restoration of democracy in 1990 inaugurated a period of virtually three 
decades of broadly consensual foreign policy in Chile. Between 1990 and 2010, 
the center-lefty coalition Concertación de Partidos por la Democracia or simply 
Concertación, governed for four consecutive presidential terms. During this 
period, the Concertación developed a strategy for reinsertion in a post-Cold War 
world, reestablishing damaged or weakened bilateral, regional, and global rela-
tions, and highlighting commitment to human rights and democracy and multi-
lateralism. After the end of the military regime in 1990, Chile’s first democratic 
government quickly ratified all major international and regional human rights 

A third domestic variable focuses on a distinct foreign policy culture, 
which stems from a historical tradition that has permeated the state’s external 
behavior and which has shaped perceptions and misperceptions of the foreign 
policy establishment and public opinion (van Klaveren, 1996, 47). Images and 
visions of Chile’s direct neighbors and of great powers tend to be prominent in 
these perceptions. 
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treaties and reactivated its participation in international human rights insti-
tutions. For more than twenty years since, Chile engaged in streng-thening 
international institutions protecting human rights; for instance, it has been active 
in negotiations for the newly created United Nations Human Rights Council 
(UNHRC) and the United Nations Peacebuilding Commission, as well as spon-
soring or cosponsoring important UN resolutions on issues, such as the right to 
truth, the protection for all persons against enforced disappearance, and the 
optional protocol to the convention against torture, among many other initiati-
ves (Fuentes-Julio, 2020). Chile presented a generally consistent voting behavior 
when it came to resolutions on massive human rights abuses within the UNHRC, 
although in specific country cases it has been more cautious, opting to balance its 
human rights commitment with other interests. Defense and promotion of de-
mocracy was also incorporated as a foreign policy principle, leading to support 
initiatives at the Organization of American States (OAS) and other regional insti-
tutions aimed at the defense and strengthening of democracy (van Klaveren, 
2012). Chile supported the inclusion of democratic clauses in regional organiza-
tions in order to condition the participation of member states in their organs to 
the maintenance of democracy; it also favored the application of these clauses in 
some of its trade and association agreements. Democratic activism was projec-
ted through its participation as founding member of both the International 
Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA), a Nordic led internatio-
nal organization, and the Community of Democracies, a United States led ini-
tiative to foster democracy worldwide. Chile focused on the country’s soft 
power, touting its democratic credentials as a key to its influence and agency in 
world affairs (Tulchin, 2016, 123). 

Relations with Chile’s direct neighbors have always been a central ele-
ment of its foreign policy, and a particularly sensitive one, usually attracting the 
attention of domestic politics and public opinion. After the restoration of demo-
cracy, the challenge was to develop an agenda of cooperation which could 
prevail over a historical agenda marked by past conflicts, border disputes and 
rivalries. In the case of Argentina, the challenge was met. Bilateral relations were 
transformed through the negotiation of most pending border issues and the 
development of close political relations. Even the arbitration of a border dispute, 
Laguna del Desierto, in 1994, which many felt was unfair toward Chile, was 
calmly received (Fermandois, 2011, 40). Confidence building measures led to 
increasing cooperation between the military of both countries, including the 
creation of a joint permanent brigade, Cruz del Sur, as well as joint patrolling in 
the Antarctic Sea, despite the overlapping territorial claims of the two countries. 

Economic relations also flourished, especially through major Chilean in-
vestments in Argentina and the initial provision of Argentine natural gas in 
Chile through various pipelines which were constructed. Although the gas 
provision run into difficulties, causing tensions in 2004 (Huneeus, 2007), efforts 
were made to encapsulate the problem and avoiding transforming it into a gene-
ral bilateral crisis. In the case of Peru, a similar process of rapprochement took 
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With Bolivia, things were more difficult. Formal diplomatic had been 
severed by La Paz since the 60s, with a short resumption in the 70s, and Bolivia 
never renounced its aspiration to recover a sovereign outlet to the Pacific Ocean 
through Chilean territory, which it had lost in the Pacific War. After 1990, the 
democratic governments of both countries essayed several initiatives to esta-
blish a common agenda and strengthen political dialogue and bilateral coopera-
tion. However, periodic incidents soured these efforts, and it was difficult to 
keep up the momentum. In 2013 Bolivia decided to file a claim against Chile 
before the International Court of Justice, arguing that Chile had contracted a 
legal obligation with Bolivia to negotiate a sovereign access to the Pacific Ocean. 
The case before the Hague Court was accompanied by a diplomatic and commu-
nications offensive led by the Bolivian Government which severely deteriorated 
bilateral relations, suspending any progress. The case was settled in favor of 
Chile in 2018 and only very recently are there signals of a resumption of a light 
dialogue between both countries. 

Relations with the rest of Latin America included increased economic 
relations and political dialogue. Trade agreements were negotiated with almost 
all countries of the regions, and Chilean investments expanded from Argentina 
and Peru to Brazil, Colombia, and Uruguay. Close political relations were 
developed with regional powers such as Mexico and Brazil, as well as with other 
regional partners. Venezuela became a country of special attention since the 
advent of the Bolivarian regime, inaugurated by President Chavez and followed 
by his chosen successor, Nicolás Maduro. Bilateral relations with the new regi-
me were never close but were conducted with certain caution until the second 
mandate of President Sebastián Piñera. In contrast with his first mandate, in 
which he even personally paid his respects to the deceased President Chavez 
attending his funeral, in 2019 Piñera traveled especially with President Duque of 
Colombia to the border town of Cúcuta to support a failed insurrection against 
the Maduro regime. On the contrary, relations with Cuba have remained stable 
and respectful, despite initial contrasting ideological alignments of Chilean 
political forces which even divided the old Concertación. 

place, leading to increasing economic and political relations, and the adoption of 
some confidence building measures. The initiation by Peru in 2008 of a maritime 
dispute against Chile before the International Court of Justice represented a 
major challenge to the process, considering its historical background, which 
Peru traced back even to the Pacific War which took place in the nineteenth 
century, and its impact on local public opinion. However, the dispute was 
peacefully settled in 2014, and the Court's decision was implemented in record 
time, setting an example which was highlighted by The Hague Court. Both 
countries successfully encapsulated the dispute, which did not affect substantial 
Chilean investments in Peru nor the integration of a growing Peruvian commu-
nity in Chile. In fact, during the dispute both countries concurred to the forma-
tion of the Pacific Alliance, an integration initiative which also included 
Colombia and Mexico. 
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Chile could have adhered immediately to the Southern Common Market 
(MERCOSUR), which was established in 1991 by Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, and 
Uruguay. Although the subregional integration scheme included Chile’s most 
significant economic and political partners in Latin America, Santiago opted 
instead for an association agreement, which was signed in 1996. The association 
formula allowed Chile to avoid a common external tariff which in fact was 
significantly higher than the national tariff average, and to maintain its freedom 
to engage individually in trade negotiations with other partners. Chile also re-
turned as an associate member to the Andean Community in 2007, a subregional 
integration process which it helped to establish thirty years earlier and which it 
had left in 1976. 

Significant consensus was also extended to Chile’s relations with its major 
partners in the world. Relations with the United States were normalized after a 
rocky period during the last years of the dictatorship. Memories of U.S. inter-
vention in the overthrow of the Allende government were not allowed to mar 
relations with the principal hemispheric and world power. In 1994 Chile was 
invited by the Governments of Canada, Mexico, and the United States of 
America, to initiate negotiations for joining the then North American Free Trade 

Although some academics or experts would have preferred to view Chile 
returning as a full member of either integration process, no significant political 
initiative was adopted in that direction. Rather, parliamentarians of the agricul-
tural regions expressed their fears towards competition coming from MERCOSUR 
countries and demanded special measures for the protection and promotion of 
their interests. 

At the regional level, since the restoration of democracy, successive 
governments participated actively in Latin American regional institutions, 
including the Rio Group, the Union of South American Nations (UNASUR) and 
the Community of Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC). Both UNASUR 

and CELAC have been seen by observers as representatives of post-liberal or 
post-hegemonic regionalism (Sanahuja, 2009, 2010; Riggirozzi and Tussie, 2012), 
meaning the partial displacement of dominant forms of U.S.-led neoliberal 
governance. What these initiatives had in common was their aim to prioritize 
political cooperation among like-minded Governments, to bolster the bargai-
ning power of Latin America vis-à-vis its main external partners, and to speak 
with a common voice in the global arena. Trade, which had played an important 
role in traditional regionalism in Latin America, was relegated to a secondary 
role, if not directly eliminated from the new schemes. In addition, the new wave 
of regionalism not only excluded the United States and Canada but was also 
presented as an alternative to hemispheric regionalism. Chile joined these 
mainly political groupings for pragmatic rather than for ideological reasons, 
viewing them with some skepticism but assuming that it could not remain on 
the margins of a major regional trend. On the other hand, Chile advocated the 
convergence of subregional trade schemes, a topic which would remain present 
in Chilean foreign policy until the end of the 2010s (van Klaveren, 2017). 
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Chilean relations with the Asia Pacific region represented a new frontier 
for its foreign policy. Chile was a “pioneer in promoting […] ties with the Pacific 
Rim” (Oyarzún, 2018, 283). It has a network of free trade agreements which 
include South Korea, China, Japan, most member states of the Association of 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), Hong-Kong, Australia, and New Zealand. 
Chile was the first South American country to establish diplomatic relations 
with the People's Republic of China, and with Vietnam, the first South American 
host for the annual Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) summit in 2004, 
and the first non-Asian country to sign a free trade agreement with China in 
2005. It also signed a Treaty of Amity and Cooperation with ASEAN in 2016. 
Together with Mexico and Peru, Chile is a member of the three Pacific economic 
institutions: Pacific Economic Cooperation Council (PECC, created in 1980), the 
business forum Pacific Basin Economic Council (PBEC, created in 1967), and Asia 
Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC, created in 1994). It has also attempted to 
portray itself as a gateway for Latin America’s relations with the Asia-Pacific, 
although with rather modest results (Jenne, 2020; Schulz and Rojas-de-
Galarreta, 2020). Chile’s opening to the Pacific Rim has historical roots but 
received a boost during the dictatorship years and was deepened by the succee-
ding democratic governments. 

The governments of the democratic transition also identified multilate-
ralism as a basic foreign policy principle. Multilateralism is also often highligh-
ted as a typical middle or small state strategy whereby states promote specific 
policies, norms, and ideas to serve their interest as small actors in the interna-
tional system (Evans, 2011). In the past, Chilean multilateralism had a more 
defensive orientation, attempting to contain pressures from major powers and 

Agreement (NAFTA). However, domestic considerations in the United States 
stalled trade negotiations with Chile, and in the end only in 2001 both countries 
started negotiations for a bilateral free trade agreement, which was signed in 
2003, the same year of the U.S. invasion of Iraq, which Chile opposed as a rotative 
member of the United Nations Security Council (Bywaters, 2014). 

Traditionally, relations with Europe have had broad support along the 
Chilean political spectrum and society. Europe has been a source of inspiration 
for many institutions and policies, and different political groups felt closer to 
European political traditions and models of economic and social organization 
than to other external referents. Chilean political parties and NGO’s developed 
strong links with their European counterparts, and Presidents and other high 
authorities paid and still pay frequent visits to European capitals. Against this 
background, the negotiation and signature in 2002 of an ambitious Association 
Agreement with the European Union was followed with sympathy and received 
strong support across the political spectrum. The agreement consisted of three 
main pillars, covering strengthened political dialogue, free trade, and coopera-
tion. More than a decade later, Chile proposed the modernization of the 
agreement to incorporate new areas of cooperation and to take account of state-
of-the-art trade and investment disciplines. 
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In the case of Chile, the practice of multilateralism led to active participa-
tion at both the global and regional levels (Somavía and Oyarce, 2018). Globally, 
attention was given to the United Nations system and related organizations; 
regionally, the focus was both the Inter-American System and Latin American 
regional institutions. Several Chilean diplomats and politicians identified with 
the Concertación and the brief coalition that succeeded it, the Nueva Mayoría, were 
elected or appointed to leading positions in international organizations: Amba-
ssador Juan Somavía at the International Labor Organization, former Minister 
José Miguel Insulza at the Organization of American States, and former Presi-
dent Michelle Bachelet, first at UN Women, and after as High Commissioner for 
Human Rights. 

Commitment to multilateralism also involved Chilean participation in 
groups of like-minded countries formed to promote cooperation in specific 
areas, ranging from human rights and democracy to human security, from the 
Cairns group to friends of fish at the World Trade Organization. After the 
restoration of democracy, one of the major objectives of Chilean foreign policy 
pointed to the advancement of preferential economic relations with its four main 
external partners: Latin America, North America, Europe, and Asia-Pacific. 
Successive governments accepted the basic assumptions of an open economy: 
export-driven growth, a favorable climate for foreign investments, the relevance 

During the Concertación years, Chile filed its application to join the Organi-
zation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). Although this 
decision meant an important change in Chile’s traditional profile as a country of 
the Third World committed to a new international economic order, admission to 
what was seen as a rich countries club was received calmly by Chilean political 
sectors, with little opposition and a certain pride. 

to promote initiatives identified with the Third World and North-South rela-
tions, but it also served to further specific interests such as the recognition of a 
200-miles maritime exclusive economic zone in the new Law of the Sea, or the 
establishment of a special regime for the Antarctic continent, which could pro-
tect Chile's claim to a part of its territory. 

Although the dictatorship and sectors of the right had been critical of the 
practice of multilateralism, after the democratic restoration it became a consen-
sual principle. Peacekeeping was also considered as an instrument to signal 
Chile’s international responsibility and commitment to multilateralism. In the 
past, Chile had only participated modestly in international peacekeeping mi-
ssions. However, since the beginning of the 1990s, Chile contributed to several 
UN missions in countries like Cambodia, Nicaragua, Guatemala, Ecuador-Peru, 
Iraq, and Bosnia & Herzegovina. In 2004, after a request of several world leaders, 
Chile decided to join the United Nations Stabilization Mission in Haiti 
(MINUSTAH). For the first time, Latin American countries took up the leadership 
of a UN mission in their region. Chile supplied troops along 13 years  and two 
distinguished Chilean former ministers of foreign affairs were appointed as spe-
cial representatives of the UN Secretary General and heads of the Mission in Haiti. 
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During the second Bachelet government, Chile proposed a process of con-
vergence between MERCOSUR and the Pacific Alliance, which would include 
almost all South American countries. The idea did not imply unifying the two 
integration nor engaging in tariff negotiations. Rather, respecting the differences 
between both schemes, it was aimed at the promotion of mutual cooperation 
and of pragmatically aligning the two blocs, especially vis a vis their main exter-
nal partners (Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores, 2014). 

of a balanced budget, and strict fiscal policy. Accordingly, Chile followed the 
policy of seeking special trade and other economic relations with as many coun-
tries or trading blocs as possible, without viewing them as mutually exclusive. 
The result was a dense network of 28 association agreements, free trade, and 
partial trade pacts with 64 countries or economies which included all relevant 
trading partners. Although many in Chile would now label this policy as neoli-
beral and neo-extractivist, at the time that it was pursued it received wide 
support. Chilean authorities defined the policy as open regionalism, a loosely 
defined concept which was first used in the Asia Pacific area, especially at APEC 
meetings, and which was later adopted in Latin America, including the UN 
Economic Commission of Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC, 1994). Chile 
used the term to allay criticism that it was more interested in relations with the 
rich countries than with its fellow regional partners. Regional agreements were 
deemed extremely helpful in promoting the integration of national markets and 
permitting the expansion of trade and investment, but it was essential that 
regional agreements develop within the discipline of a strong multilateral sys-
tem and that they did not imply barriers to goods and services imported from 
outside or to trade negotiations with third countries. 

Similar policies were applied in the area of foreign investment. The idea 
was to guarantee foreign investors at least equal treatment as national investors. 
Initially, this was done through the negotiation of a series of bilateral investment 
treaties. Later, the rather generous provisions of these agreements were replaced 
by more balanced investment chapters which were negotiated in the framework 
of the free trade or association pacts. 

Trade policy was fairly consensual during almost thirty years in Chile. To 
be sure, there was some criticism, mostly from the extra-parliamentary left and 
some academics. But both government and opposition, center-left, and center-
right coalitions, Executive and Congress, shared the conviction that foreign 
trade was the engine of economic growth in the country and that trade agree-
ments were useful, if not essential, to guarantee access to external markets and to 
attract foreign investment. Some analysts argued that trade policy was not 
enough (Oyarzún, 2013), others that Chile had a “soft misplaced regional iden-
tity” (Wehner, 2020), and still others that concepts such as open regionalism 
turned into “zombie” categories (Fuentes, 2021), but rather than questioning the 
specific contents of trade policy, these criticisms were directed towards the exce-
ssive weight assigned to trade in foreign policy, the presumed neglect of other 
foreign policy priorities or the lack of clear definitions of some policies. 
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However, the changing distribution of power at the global level places 
new pressures on a foreign policy which was used to cope with only one global 
and hemispheric power, the United States. Obviously, Chile is striving to keep 
opportunities open in all directions. To that end, it seeks to balance its relations 
and avoid having to take sides between the US and China. Chile provides a good 
example of Latin America’s growing economic dependence on China (Stallings, 
2020). In the future, the US could subject Chile to greater pressure. It could push 

Chile is part of the general global strategy of China in Latin America, but it 
does not seem especially significant. It is relevant as a supplier of copper and 
agricultural products. Bilateral relations have had also a certain symbolic value 
because Chile was the first South American country to recognize the mainland 
Chinese government, and the first Latin American country to negotiate a free 
trade agreement with the People’s Republic. But the emphasis is above all 
economic and commercial, and relations have not expanded markedly to other 
fields. Chile has also been part of the Chinese policy to establish “strategic part-
nerships”, but it shares this status with several other countries of the region, and 
it has not led to a sort of special relationship. 

Winds of Change

Chilean foreign policy is now feeling the winds of change. External and domes-
tic forces are questioning some of the principles and policies which were 
established during the 1990s and which were upheld during the ensuing years. 
External sources are not necessarily directed towards Chile, but they obviously 
have an impact on its foreign policy. They include the growing economic impor-
tance of China, which has become by far Chile’s main trading partner, as well as 
a growing source of foreign investment, often originating from Chinese state-
owned enterprises. Chile is also one of a few countries in the world to maintain a 
trade surplus with China. In 2018 Chile signed a co-operation agreement with 
China on that country's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), along with agreements to 
streamline customs procedures and update protocols for the bilateral trade of 
agricultural products. Chile’s early decision to join the BRI stands in contrast 
with a certain reluctance of Argentina, Brazil, and Mexico. A year before, it also 
initiated the procedures to join the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank which 
culminated with its incorporation as a non-regional member in 2021. Outgoing 
Chilean president Michelle Bachelet also proposed in 2017 that China’s govern-
ment build a trans-Pacific fiber-optic internet cable linking China and Chile. It 
would be the first of its kind between Asia and South America. However, amid a 
U.S. pressure campaign to keep China out of global telecommunication projects, 
the tender for the laying of the submarine cable favored a Japanese proposal, 
consisting of an undersea fiber-optic cable that would stretch roughly 13,000 km 
across the Pacific Ocean, pass through New Zealand and then arrive at its ter-
minus in Sydney. Although the Chilean government explained that this route 
was based on cost and feasibility (Asia. Nikkei, 2020), it is widely assumed that 
U.S. pressure may have played a role in the decision. 
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Latin American regionalism and its ups and downs represent another 
external source of Chilean foreign policy. Historically, Chile was an early su-
pporter of Latin American integration, becoming one of the founding members 
of the Andean Pact, which was supposed to become a model for subregional 
integration. Support for regional integration vanished during the dictatorship 

The idea that the world is again splitting into spheres of influence (Brands 
and Hedel, 2018) may be exaggerated in a multipolar or multiplex (Acharya, 
2014) world. But historically the US has striven for preeminence in the Western 
Hemisphere—first by running other European powers off much of the North 
American continent and then by pushing them out of Latin America. Over the 
succeeding generations, Washington worked to achieve military dominance in 
that area, to tie the countries of the Western Hemisphere to America geopoli-
tically and economically, and to promote its values and political preferences 
across the Hemisphere. Although China has not directly challenged the US in 
Latin America, it is perceived in Washington and in Europe as a rival (Nolte, 
2018). How should Chilean foreign policy cope with this reality is already a ma-
tter of debate in Chile. Assuming that the US-China rivalry may lead to a Second 
Cold War, three analysts propose a policy of “active non-alignment”, through 
the strengthening of regionalism and the preservation of policy space and policy 
instruments that would allow the countries of the region to define and imple-
ment their own national development models (Fortín, Heine, Ominami, 2020). 

the country to make a choice between the two great powers, conditioning its 
military relations to a stronger commitment to a US led world order, and 
threatening with the application of economic sanctions or other forms of coer-
cion to specific companies or state entities that are involved in economic rela-
tions with China. On the other hand, despite its strong commitment to human 
rights and the promotion of democracy, Chile has been extremely cautious with 
respect to China’s lamentable human rights record, generally omitting any offi-
cial criticism. 

The proposal may seem attractive, but the reference to the now discre-
dited Non-Alignment Movement seems anachronistic, whereas trust in the 
strengthening of Latin American regionalism at a moment in which it is at one of 
its lowest points in history appears as little more than an act of faith. Other 
authors prefer the notion of “strategic autonomy”, probably borrowed from 
Europe, although they also stress the need for pragmatism and caution with 
regard to great power rivalry (Bywaters C., Sepúlveda Soto, Villar Gertner, 2021: 
371). The conundrum faced by Chilean foreign policy is certainly not exceptional 
and mirrors the situation of other countries of the region. It also evokes the 
enduring Latin American aspiration for greater autonomy, which has led to ex-
tensive theorizing especially in the region (Miguez, 2022), as well as to the need 
of agency, denoting actor’s ability to act upon and transform structural cons-
traints (Acharya, 2018). And rather than following attractive catchwords, the 
response may well consist of a less epic policy of muddling through and tactic 
maneuvering, simultaneously hedging, balancing, and bandwagoning. 
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The Organization of American States (OAS), which represents the leading 
institution of hemispheric regionalism, that is including the US and Canada, has 
not escaped from this trend towards political polarization, as attested by the 
militant positions adopted by different member states and especially by its Se-
cretary General, Luis Almagro. 

and reappeared in a much lighter version after the return of democracy, empha-
sizing political cooperation and Concertación rather than custom unions or deep 
integration projects. Chile participated enthusiastically in the golden age of su-
mmitry, which developed between 2004 and 2012 and which included 144 
summits in 9 years (Portales, 2014, 56). Although Chile was not a particularly 
active member of the group of left-wing governments which became known as 
the Pink Tide in Latin America, it became a founding member of UNASUR and 
CELAC which, as we have seen, became identified with post-hegemonic regiona-
lism. However, the golden age faded away. Latin American regionalism is in a 
critical condition and has been afflicted by deep ideological divisions and polari-
zation, symbolized by the recognition of a parallel government in Venezuela. 
UNASUR, to which Chile adhered more out of pragmatic considerations than of 
ideological convictions (Flisfisch, 2011), was dismantled and became a rare 
example of an international organization which was not able to survive. CELAC 
had to suspend several of its yearly summits and its bi-annual summit with the 
EU due to internal irreconcilable differences among its members concerning the 
Venezuelan crisis. Instead, it has opted for a low-profile agenda, maintained by 
its rotative Pro-Tempore Secretariat. The Pacific Alliance, which aimed to pro-
mote the “deep integration” of economies through the free movement of goods, 
services, capital, and labor, and to strengthen ties with the world and the Asia-
Pacific region in particular, has stagnated as a consequence of differing views 
and expectations among its participants.

In this context of division and polarization the possibilities for the revival 
of regionalism in Latin America do not seem remarkably high. Of course, a new 
Pink Tide, along the lines of the Puebla Group, a coalition of left-wing leaders 

At the time of its creation, UNASUR was the product of a coalition of go-
vernments with ideological affinities. But governments changed, the Pink Tide 
lost power, and UNASUR not only lost interest but was rejected by the region’s 
conservative governments. The revanche (Ominami, 2021) was the launch of the 
Forum for the Progress and Development of South America (PROSUR), an 
initiative taken by Presidents Sebastián Piñera of Chile and Iván Duque of Co-
lombia, for the creation of an integration body to replace the Union of South 
American Nations, which was presented as a South American coordination 
mechanism for public policies and the defense of democracy. The Venezuelan 
crisis also led to the creation of the ad hoc Lima Group, which was established in 
2017 in the Peruvian capital with the participation of 12 mostly conservative 
countries of the Hemisphere in order to facilitate a solution for the grave 
ongoing crisis in Venezuela. The Group has also been affected by changes of 
governments in the participating countries. 
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and movements from Latin America and Spain, could facilitate the resurgence of 
some form of regionalism, but it would probably exclude governments from the 
other side of the political spectrum, and it would be little more than a temporary 
political alliance of like-minded governments. In order to succeed, the process of 
establishing common rules, regulations, and policies which is typical of the more 
advanced forms of regionalism, requires overcoming Latin American frequently 
changing political cycles. 

Neo-sovereignism made inroads into sectors of the second Piñera govern-
ment. In 2019, Chile promoted a joint communication to the Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights, which was also signed by the governments of 
Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, and Paraguay, launching “an unprecedented 
attack against the Inter-American human rights system, denouncing the Court’s 
intrusive case law and demanding that the Court grant states a “margin of 
appreciation” (Contesse 2021, 368-369). The communication represented an 
effort towards restricting the role of the Inter-American Human Rights System, 
based on the recognition of states’ sovereignty and the principle of subsidiarity, 
referred to in the American Convention on Human Rights (Ministerio de Rela-
ciones Exteriores de Chile 2019). After leading the negotiations for the first-ever 
Latin American treaty on environmental issues, the Chilean government deci-

Thus, although many political forces and academics in Chile assert their 
Latin American identity and their commitment to a strengthened regionalism, it 
remains to be seen how this feeling can be channeled. The answer, probably, will 
depend on the joint efforts of Latin American leaders to engage in “a lengthy 
process of establishing common rules, regulations, and policies. It is these rules, 
regulations, and policies, based either on specific treaty provisions or derived 
over time from the general principles and objectives written into integration 
treaties, which will translate the aspiration for regional prosperity into reality” 
(Mättli 2013, 3). 

Kaarbo’s (2015) argument that domestic politics is a major component of 
foreign policy analysis and must be considered whenever addressing how 
bilateral and regional relations are shaped and developed is also valid for the 
Chilean case. The remarkable continuity of the country’s foreign policy during 
the Concertación years extended to the first government of conservative Presi-
dent Piñera as well as to the second mandate of President Bachelet, under a 
broader coalition which included the Communist Party. However, to some 
extent this sequence was disrupted by the second Piñera government, especially 
in the multilateral area. Departing from a tradition of prudence and circumspec-
tion in regional and hemispheric relations, Chile adopted a militant policy 
regarding the Venezuelan regime, denouncing human rights violations by the 
Maduro government, recognizing the then President of the National Assembly, 
Juan Guaidó, as President of the Republic, supporting a failed insurrection in the 
country, and signing a joint request to the International Criminal Court to ini-
tiate an investigation on crimes against humanity allegedly committed in Vene-
zuela. 
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ded not to sign the Regional Agreement on Access to Information, Public Parti-
cipation and Justice in Environmental Matters in Latin America and the Ca-
ribbean (the Escazú Agreement), arguing that its text was ambiguous and that it 
could lead to a loss of sovereignty. Echoing arguments of the far right in the 
United States and Europe, in 2018 Chile also pulled out of the non-binding and 
entirely voluntary the UN Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Mi-
gration, alleging without any legal ground that “it incentivizes illegal migra-
tion” and that it affects Chilean sovereignty (El Libero, 2018). As in the case of 
Escazú, Chile had participated in the negotiation of the Compact, only to 
announce its withdrawal on the eve of the signing ceremony. Retreat from mul-
tilateralism was not necessarily total. In 2019 Chile joined the “Alliance for 
Multilateralism” launched by the French and German Foreign Ministers as an 
informal network of countries united in their conviction that a rules-based 
multilateral order is a guarantee for international peace and security, and for 
facing global challenges such as climate change, respect for human rights, sus-
tainable development, and digital transformation, through dialogue and coope-
ration. Chile also co-chaired between 2017 and 2019 the Equal Rights Coalition 
(ERC), an intergovernmental body of 42 Member States dedicated to the pro-
tection of the rights of LGBTI persons.

Neo-sovereignism has equally gained ground in the Chilean left. The 
vicissitudes of the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific 
Partnership (CPTPP), also known as TPP11 or TPP-11, a last generation free trade 
agreement which would include 11 countries, forming one of the world's largest 
free trade areas, provides a good example. Chile was one of the originators and 
promotors of the project, which stemmed from the 2005 Trans-Pacific Strategic 
Economic Partnership (P4) between Brunei Darussalam, Chile, Singapore, and 
New Zealand, and which represented the first free trade agreement linking Asia, 
the Pacific, and the Americas. Negotiations for a broader and more ambitious 
agreement were joined by several countries including, especially, the United 
States. The first version of the TPP was signed in 2016, but never entered into 
force, as the U.S. withdrew from the agreement soon after the election of Presi-
dent Donald Trump. All other TPP signatories agreed to revive and reshape the 
agreement, with Japan taking the leading role in place of the U.S. In January 2018, 
the CPTPP was created as a succeeding agreement, retaining two-thirds of its 
predecessor’s provisions; 22 measures favored by the US, but contested by other 
signatories, were suspended, while the threshold for enactment was lowered so 
as not to require U.S. accession. The revised version was signed in Santiago, 
Chile, under the active leadership of Chile and Japan. However, at the time of 
writing, the Chilean Parliament has held back the approval of the agreement, 
fearful of public reaction. Although the agreement is more progressive than 
most, if not all, of the trade agreements which Chile had negotiated previously, 
political forces which traditionally supported and promoted free trade are 
divided on the project, and it has already received its total rejection by the parties 
of the hard left. The battle against TPP-11 was also part of the social revolt which 
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A major wave of civil unrest, the estallido social, broke out in Chile in Octo-
ber 2019, leading to mass and sometimes violent protests, which were triggered 
in mid-October 2019 by a Metro fare increase in Santiago and quickly escalated 
to encompass widespread social grievances such as inequality and poor basic 
services, with demonstrators demanding a change to the country’s neoliberal 
economic model and a new Constitution. Although traditionally the establish-
ment political elites had resisted the creation of a Constituent Assembly, most 
political forces reached in November 2019 an agreement to hold a national 
referendum that would rewrite the constitution if it were to be approved. In 
October 2020, after a six-month delay due to the pandemic, nearly 80 percent of 
Chilean voters expressed their support in a plebiscite for a new constitution, to 
be drafted by a directly elected constitutional assembly rather than a mix of 
directly elected representatives and sitting politicians. This was the first time 
that Chilean citizens were able to vote for the members of the body created to 
write the Constitution. Although based originally in the system to elect the 155 
members of the Chamber of Deputies, the election process established several 
changes. For the first time, 17 reserved seats were established for the 10 officially 
recognized indigenous groups. Also, different mechanisms in the inscription of 
candidates and the election system itself were designed to ensure gender parity 
in the Convention, being the first assembly of this kind in the world with equal 
representation of men and women. The constitutional election had surprising 
results. Unlike in every election since Augusto Pinochet’s dictatorship ended in 
1990, Chilean political parties suffered a big blow: 40 percent of the votes went to 
independent candidates, who competed in lists issued by social movements and 
local activist networks. Traditional center-right and social democratic parties, 
which have shared power for 30 years, were defeated. The new constitutional 
assembly is markedly left-wing. The final document of the assembly will also 
need to be submitted to a national referendum next year.

shook Chile in October 2019. The campaign against the agreement has been 
global, but it has been successfully nationalized in the Chilean case. Leaving 
aside several myths and fake news associated to the treaty, its more serious 
criticisms point to investor-state dispute settlement provisions, which allow 
investors to sue host governments using international arbitration panels, and to 
its supposed limitations to the regulatory powers of the state in some domains. 
Both criticisms apply to almost all trade and investment treaties approved by 
Chile since the 90s.

With the exception of the TPP-11, foreign policy issues were not part of the 
social revolt nor where they raised in the campaign for the constituents. It is 
unlikely that the deliberations of the assembly will focus on Chilean interna-
tional relations. The agenda is already overloaded. There is strong pressure for 
the recognition of social rights, gender equity, multiculturality and intercultura-
lity, recognition of rights for indigenous groups like the Mapuche, pension and 
education reform, more avenues for civic participation, enhanced environmen-
tal protections, and police reform. However, it can be expected that some of the 
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Conclusion

The new political landscape in Chile could influence foreign policy in two 
areas. First, it could induce changes in its trade policy, as a consequence of chan-
ges in its development strategy. Although trade policy has already been 
updated and to some extent corrected (Novik and Nazal, 2020; Nazal, 2021), a 
development strategy embodying a strong industrial policy or favoring national 
production could lead to a redefinition of Chile’s traditional open trade policies. 
The same can be said in the area of foreign investment in certain strategic sectors. 
Second, it could lead to more participation and initiatives in areas which are of 
special interest for sectors of civil society and the emerging political counter elite. 
Although the massive protests triggered by social unrest over economic, justice 
and environmental issues forced Chile’s government to cancel its hosting of the 
2019 UN climate change summit (COP 25), climate change remains an important 
issue in the country’s political discourse. Ocean protection is already a key 
concern for Chile. Successive governments have created marine protected areas 
covering almost 1.5 million km2, or 40% of Chile’s waters, making it one of the 
few countries to have exceeded the 30% target for ocean protection recommen-
ded by scientists as a means to shore up ocean health in the face of multiple 
threats. Chile is also part of a network to combat illegal, unreported, and unre-
gulated (IUU) fishing. Gender equality issues are also raising in importance and 
could lead to more initiatives to address the gender gap at the international level, 
as well as to more appointments of female ambassadors and high officials at the 
foreign ministry, which remain low (Erlandsen, Hernández-Garza & Schulz 
2021). Chile is also experiencing strong migratory pressures, mostly derived 
from the Venezuelan exodus. It may be expected that a new progressive govern-
ment will promote the lifting of some of the barriers that have been introduced to 
restrain the entry of refugees and will halt the massive expulsions of undocu-
mented migrants. It may also aim at strengthened regional cooperation to 
address Venezuela’s dramatic migration crisis. Finally, in the highly centralized 
Chilean polity, regions are also claiming more participation in the area of foreign 
policy, highlighting the need for certain modalities of paradiplomacy or substate 
diplomacy (Maira, 2010; Astroza, 2021). 

constitutional reforms may indirectly affect foreign investors’ rights guaranteed 
in trade and investment agreements. Nor can it be excluded that the new text will 
include provisions limiting the scope of future agreements or providing for the 
revision of existing ones. Another factor of uncertainty are the presidential elec-
tions in November 2021, which could lead to a change in the traditional political 
elite which has held power since the restoration of democracy. 

Theoretically, foreign policy changes occur within policy windows, which are 
appropriate periods for new ideas and proposals to emerge in the political agen-
da (Gustavsson, 1999). These windows can be based on potential events: politi-
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A recent analysis on foreign policy change in Latin America concluded 
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Reynoso and Schenoni, 2020, 425). Although recent presidential changes in Chile 
have not implied important modifications in foreign policy, with the exception 
of the second Piñera administration, the coming change of leadership could 
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The onset of structural change in a country can become an obvious con-
dition for foreign policy change. However, the effect is not automatic and will 
depend on the intensity of structural change as well as on the resilience of its 
traditional foreign policy culture. Thus, in the Chilean case, change may be less 
forthcoming in its relations with its direct neighbors, which tend to be based on 
almost frozen images, beliefs and perceptions which have nurtured a certain 
national identity, than in the domains of trade policy or multilateralism. On the 
other hand, there will remain limits to the extent of foreign policy change. The 
complex combination of a growing economic dependence on China, and a 
traditional identification with Western values and orientations, will likely favor 
moderate and incremental changes.
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some neo-sovereigntist multilateral policies and in its position towards the Vene-
zuelan crisis. In Rosati’s scale, the degree of change would be somewhere in 
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constitutional process as well as the coming presidential elections, one may 
expect that the next change could be more significant. 
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T his chapter presents an analysis of the foreign policy of Uruguay from 
the liberal perspective with a view to explain the origins and continuity 
of the conceptual framework that shaped the institutions and principles 

in foreign policy design of Uruguay and the country’s responses to challenges 
emerging from changes in the international system. This approach includes 
actor-specific analysis and the contributions of theories of international rela-
tions, particularly the Liberal Theory, Role theory, and the statist approach 
developed by Stephen Krasner (2009), as well as interesting insights from the 
Latin American theory of autonomy (Briceño and Simonoff, 2017). This eclectic 
approach is considered fruitful in a long-term analysis to investigate the variety 
of dimensions with direct incidence in foreign policy making in Uruguay.

Introduction

Relevant topics of debate concerning Uruguayan foreign policymaking 
considered in this chapter are related to multilateralism and its capacities for 
securing global governance, enforcement of rules on climate change, and pre-
venting the risk of failure in the multilateral process of negotiations at the World 

The first section introduces a discussion on the conceptual and theoretical 
contributions of Role Theory and the Liberal theory in International Relations to 
research on foreign policy. The following section considers concepts of interna-
tional insertion and autonomy as the determinants of the Uruguayan foreign 
policy, pointing at the geopolitical conditions of the country and the influence of 
ideas in the choice of courses of action. From this frame of reference, the analysis 
in this chapter explores two main directions in the design of the foreign policy of 
Uruguay: multilateralism and Regionalism. It argues that changes in the interna-
tional system have led practitioners and scholars to rethink the basic assump-
tions that framed foreign policy making, and the ways in which visions of the 
world and principled beliefs are at the centre in policy debates. 
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Role Theory scholarship in politics and international relations seeks to unders-
tand decision-making from the perspective of the decision-maker. Scholarship 

Role Theory

The analysis in this chapter is based upon contributions of the Liberal Theory in 
International Relations, the Latin American theory of Autonomy, and Role Theo- 
ry. Liberal Theory in International Relations is a system focused theory whose 
basic assumption is international relations are naturally cooperative. Based upon 
contributions of Liberal philosophers and writers as John Locke and Immanuel 
Kant, Liberal theory argues that cooperation is feasible and necessary: despite 
human egoism, peace is rationally feasible, and democracy may be a positive fac-
tor of institutional development (Keohane, 1993, p. 13-38). According to the 
analysis of Andrew Movarcsik, the central insight shared by all Liberals is that 
States ere embedded in domestic and international civil society which decisively 
constrain their actions. Works by Kant, John Stuart Mill, Richard Cobden, 
Woodrow Wilson, Joseph Schumpeter and John Maynard Keynes are main 
references of different approaches to cooperation from the Liberal perspective. 
Liberal Theory is based upon the following assumptions: International relations 
are basically cooperative. Although cooperation is not relevant in the agenda of 
the media its relevance derives from the fact that it operates at different levels: 
bilateral relations, relations among sub-national units, cross-border exchanges, 
among state-members of regional blocs, and in interregional cooperation. Conse-
quently, international relations are basically cooperative. Even if cooperation is 
not relevant in the reports by the media, it prevails in daily life. 

Trade Organization. On the other hand, the rise of Asia as a factor of new inter-
national dynamics has introduced new topics in the external agenda of Uru-
guay. Concerning regionalism, changes of government in major regional part-
ners have brought about a new line of policy towards regional blocs, and a 
revision in the priority given to regionalism since the 1950’s.

Theory of Autonomy

The Theoretical perspective

A Latin American contribution to the theory of International Relations, the 
theory of Autonomy introduced an alternative approach to foreign policy analy-
sis. During the 1980's debates on economic development and international 
insertion of Latin America, the Argentinian Juan Carlos Puig and the Brazilian 
Helio Jaguaribe elaborated on the argument of autonomy as a line of foreign 
policy to achieve intertional insertion of Latin American countries (Simonoff, 
2015; Moreira Lima, 2015). 
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from this approach has evolved over time: it has moved from the initial em-
phasis on the structural and institutional constraints that affect human beha-
viour to a greater emphasis on the agency of human beings. Breuning (2019) 
argues that role theory re-emerged as an approach to the study of politics and 
international relations. The new generation of scholarship focussed on decision-
makers (or agents) while they acknowledge that the agents are embedded in 
institutional structures. As such role theory accepts the foundational characte-
ristics of behavioral International Relations.

th
History of Uruguay’s foreign policy during the 19  century provides 

evidence of several intances of resorting to that strategy, alternately, sometimes 
in a combined form with regular diplomatic practices. During the 1990s and the 
early 2000s, international insertion was conceived as closely associated with 
market economy and free trade agreements; from 2005 to 2015, regional inte-
gration was presented as the main strategy for international insertion along with 
two main directions: strengthening Uruguayan participation in regional Latin 
American blocs (Mercosur, UNASUR, CELAC), and pressing for the inter-regional 

The question of international insertion has been understood because of regular 
interactions of a State at the at the sistemic level. It involves a variety exchanges, 
ways, and conditions by which a state is related to the international system and 
the role it intends to play at this level. As a foreign policy goal, autonomy may 
involve several public policies and strategies related with the role. Arie Kaco-
wicz (2008) argues that Latin American alternatives for international insertion 
are the result of three interrelated processes: globalization, regionalization, and 
nationalism, and the strategies available are the opening of the economy to the 
world market (in consistency with globalization), regional integration (follo-
wing the path of regionalization), and fragmentation, by means of external 
regionalization and trans-regional relations (Kacowicz 2008, 113). The roles a 
State assumes may be crucial to improve international insertion. The analysis by 
Cameron Thies (2017, p. 663) on the repertoire of roles in Latin America include a 
variety of options: bastion of revolution, liberator, regional leader, regional 
protector, mediator, integrator, among others. Trascending the personal referen-
ce, States can algo be identified with a role. In the case of Uruguay, the first 
mention to the possible international role that Uruguay could play is registered 
in the instructions of the British Foreign Secretary to Lord Ponsomby, the chief 
negotiator of the peace agreement that would open the way for the mergence of 
Uruguay as a new state. The British Foreign Secretary’s instructions ordered to 
create a new country that would fulfill the role of a “cotton ball that would 
prevent two big cristals to clash and break” (quoted in Herrera, Luis Alberto, 
2016), id est a buffer (a country between two powerful states that reduces the risk 
of war between them). 

Autonomy and International Insertion 
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In a paper presented at a Seminar held in 2007, the Under-Secretary of 
Foreign Relations argued that international insertion had always been vital for 
Uruguay since its origins as an independent country, because it was strictly 
associated with the very viability of Uruguay as a nation-state (Cancela 2007). 
However, decisions on policies and strategies to increase or improve interna-
tional insertion depend on the degree of autonomy of the State and the concept 
of autonomy admits two different meanings: 

a) Considering the State as an actor in international relations, autonomy 
refers to a specific position of the unit into the system. From a neorealist 
approach, the security interest is related to two main goals: security (to 
protect and, if possible, to increase the autonomy and influence of the 
state. 

relations with the EU, based on the EU-Mercosur agreement of 1995. In 2015 
Uruguay led an initiative for expanding relations with other regional blocs 
within the Latin American context, promoting an agreement between Mercosur 
and the Pacific Alliance. Furthermore, without abandoning the option for regio- 
nal integration, Uruguay has increasingly explored the bilateral way in negotia-
tions for free trade agreements.

Approaches to Autonomy in Foreign Policy of Uruguay

The concept of autonomy has been the core idea in Latin American Foreign 
policy formulation (Briceño and Simonoff, 2015, p. 9-18). In the case of Uruguay, 
its geopolitical condition as a small country sided by two powerful nations 
explains why foreign policy played a decisive role in securing national indepen-
dence and autonomy. International insertion was from the start a major concern 
in foreign policy design. Different alternatives were a matter of debate: one line 
of policy pointed at relations with the Great powers as the means to secure in-
dependence: British diplomatic mediation in 1828 set the basis for close econo-
mic relations with the British Empire during a long period extending up to the 

b) Focusing on the unit, the concept of autonomy refers to independence 
of the State with respect to civil society. in two main ways: concerning 
the balance between state power and the influence of socio-economic 
interests, research in economic history of Uruguay demonstrates the 
existence of an important degree of relative autonomy of the State in its 
relations with private sector actors which resulted from the specific 
nature of the process of modernization in the late 19th century (Finch 
2005, 16-17), even though it does not completely fulfill the conditions 
defining as “embedded autonomy”, in Peter Evans terms (Evans, 1995, 
12), accoarding to which the State is based upon a rational bureaucracy 
inmune to pressures from rent-seeking private groups, and the State 
élite members are enmeshed in social relations that put them in close 
contact with relevant civil society actors.
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end of World War II. A second line of poliy pointed to y focussed on closer 
relations with Latin American countries in the Southern Cone. Conceerning the 
practice of foreign relations, the so-called “pendulum of diplomacy” (Herrera, 
1912), between Brazil and Argentina, was adopted to increase independence 
during a long period of history caracterized by the rivalry between the two big 
nations of the Southern Cone. 

Multilateralism, a long-lasting line of foreign policyin Uruguay

The participation of Uruguay in the second international conference organized 
at The Hague in 1907 provided the occasion for a Uruguayan initiative for a new 
line in international politics presented by the then president of Uruguay. José 
Batlle y Ordóñez. The agenda of the first meating included topics of relevance 
for Latin American countries such as the adoption of systems of arbitration to 
settle international disputes and prevent foreign intervention. The Uruguayan 
response to this question was a proposal framed into previous Latin Ameri-    
can experiences of arbitration, that put forward a system of conflict solution 
based upon compulsory and unlimited arbitration as the way to settle disputes 
among states peacefully, it included the creation of an independence arbitration 
Court to be established at The Hague and a declaration confirming the Latin 
American principle of nonintervention (Turcatti, 1981, p. 11-26). This was the 
starting point of a long-lasting domestic consensus on the Uruguayan commit-
ment with peace and multilateralism, first at the League of Nations, and after 
1945, at the United Nations, although not without critical views: the most 
relevant question in debate was the participation of Uruguay in the UN mission 
for the stabilization of Haiti (MINUSTAH) against which a variety of civil society 
organizations mobilized in support of self-determination of the Haitian people, 
the non-intervention principle, and defense of Latin American interests. A 
debate on this issue in Parliament ended with the resignation of a member of the 
Chamber.

Regionalism and Foreign Policy 

According to a well-established conceptual framework in foreign policy design 
in Uruguay, concentric circles provide a useful guide to assign priority in exter-
nal relations following an order from the immediate neighbours (Argentina and 
Brazil), then the American continent, and finally the World. The influence of the 
Economic Commission of Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) introduced 
a new approach to international insertion focussed on economic development 
and strong relations with Latin American countries among which the neighbors 
of Uruguay played a leading role. Ideational variables as Latin American iden-
tity, perceptions of common interests and shared values and beliefs in the need 
for the uniting of Latin America as a basis for development, were central ideas in 
debates on domestic policy-making and foreign policy design as well as in 
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Uruguay adopted the model of open regionalism (ECLAC 1994) which 
framed the external relations of Mercosur countries (Luján 2010: 355) but added 
a specific emphasis on institutions and norms, particularly on the organization 
of the Tribunal Permanente de Revisión, a court for the settlement of disputes in 
Mercosur, created in 2004 following the stipulations of the Protocol of Olivos 
(2002). During its term on the presidency of Mercosur (July-December 2005) 
Uruguay presented an initiative for a high-level group with the mission of 
writing a proposal for the institutional reform of Mercosur. Uruguay backed the 
creation of the Parliament of Mercosur even though this initiative was an object 
of sharp criticism from the political parties in the opposition. In the following 
years, the regional parliament proved to be an active forum for coordination 
among political parties sharing similar ideological orientations (Caetano, 
Carrau, Bermúdez, 2009). This was particularly the case of progressive parties 
such as the PT (Brasil), FA (Uruguay) and Justicialismo (Argentina). 

Uruguay relations with Latin American countries evolved from bilate-
ralism to regionalism: It became a member of ECLAC from the 1950s to the end of 
the 1970s: the treaty that organized the Latin American Free Trade Association 
(LAFTA) which was the result of joint efforts of politicians and technocrats 
identified with the integration process (Nye 1971, p. 62-63), and was signed in  
Montevideo. Uruguay, in 1960. In the 1990s, after the creation of Mercosur, 
regionalism became the mot d’ordre in policies of international insertion. This    
view was generally shared by most Latin American countries. 

The Uruguayan preference for regionalism has also been explained in do-
mestic political debates as a response to external factors: the convergence in 
foreign trade policies of Argentina and Brazil and the cooperation agreements 
signed by both countries after 1985, persuaded the Uruguayan government to 
set in motion a policy of rapprochement to its neighboring countries. The tra-
ditional “pendulum of diplomacy” had become obsolete. Furthermore, the 
dominant perception in governmental circles was that a movement toward 
regional blocs would shape the world. As a result of negotiations carried out 
after a first meeting in 1988, Uruguay finally joined the Southern bloc signing up 
the Treaty of Asunción in March 1991. 

The foreign policy platform in 2005 emphasized regionalism as the cor-
nerstone of international insertion of Uruguay in the world, defining Mercosur as 
“our strategic option”. The growth of Uruguayan exports to Mercosur countries 
and the prospects of inter-regional relations with the EU, following an agreement 
of cooperation concluded in 1992 confirmed this optimism. Further-more, Uru-
guay benefitted from the agreements Mercosur-Chile and Mercosur-Russia 
which resulted in a substantial increase in Uruguayan exports and several agree-
ments of cooperation between 2006 and 2007. 

From a constructivist approach, ideas, perceptions, and beliefs inter-
subjectively constructed influence foreign policy design. In the case of Uruguay, 

international organisms like ECLAC and played a relevant part in the decision to 
join the movement towards regional integration. 
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two dynamics have been central in this process: the debate involving political 
parties and civil society organizations and the influential action of specific epis-
temic communities. The main contentious issues were the nature of regionalism, 
the choice between open regionalism and strategic regionalism, and the role of 
regionalism in economic development. Though it does not completely fulfill the 
conditions defining “embedded autonomy” in Peter Evans terms (Evans 1995,  
p. 12), according to which the State is based upon a rationalized bureaucracy 
immune to pressures from rent-seeking private groups, and the State élites are 
enmeshed in social relations that put them in close contact with relevant civil 
society actors.

Determinants of Foreign Policy of Uruguay 

Approaches to Foreign Policy of Uruguay 

This paper adopts an integrative perspective combining theoretical contri-
butions on foreign policy and international relations. In the case of Uruguay, the 
utmost importance of international insertion, due to the specific geopolitical 
conditions of the country, explains why foreign policy has been crucial in pre-
serving independence and autonomy. This fact partly explains why concepts 
and proposals for the international system became ideational factors in the 
design of foreign policy. 

Uruguayan expectations in international cooperation and preferences for 
institutions and systems of norms shaping the conduct of international relations 
reflect the liberal institutionalist assumption that institutions control the effects 
of power, uphold cooperation, and promote reciprocity (Keohane and Martin 
1995, p. 42-46). Commitment to multilateralism was first made public as early as 
1907 when, on the International Conference in The Hague, Uruguay presented   
a proposal for the creation of an international organism and a system of com-
pulsory arbitration to secure world peace. Consistently with this idea, Uruguay 
signed in the Treaty of Versailles in 1918 and became a founding member of the 
League of Nations, playing an active role in the organization whose Council 
presided in 1924 and 1926. In 1945, Uruguay joined the United Nations at the San 

British diplomatic mediation in1828 set the basis for close economic relations 
with the British Empire during a period extending up to the end of World War II. 
A second line of thought aimed at strengthening contacts with Latin American 
countries. In the Southern Cone, the geopolitical condition of Uruguay led the 
government to play since the early days of its independent history, the “pen-
dulum of diplomacy” between Brazil and Argentina, to preserve autonomy. As 
to influence, considering the small size of the country, there has been little room 
except for practices of “soft power”. Ideas, worldviews, and analysis of inter-
national politics have been determinant in defining options for the external rela-
tions of Uruguay.
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Francisco Conference, and in 1998 it became a party to the Rome Statute of the 
International Criminal Court. This continuance of participation in international 
institutions is evidence of the Uruguayan preference for multilateralateralism 
and confirms that one well-established strategy for international insertion has 
been to take part in collective action. Defense of this line of foreign policy was a 
component of the bipartisan consensus in the domestic political debate during 
the 20th century, except for some sporadic and minor attempts to revert the 
international position of Uruguay during the inter-war period and during the de 
facto government in the period 1973-1985.

The Liberal perspective, considering foreign policy as a function of state’s 
preferences (Rittberger 2004; Moravcsik 1997) focusses both on the basic inte-
rests of the political leadership and members of the civil service, as well as the 
shared preferences of private actors. In the case of Uruguay, the latter should be 
differentiated into two main categories: businessmen organizations, and social 
actors, the former organized in associations like the Asociación Rural, Cámara de 
Industrias, Cámara de Comercio among other influential interest groups; the latter 
in a variety of civil society organizations (labor unions, student unions, women 
associations, and environmental movements). However, their influence on 
foreign policy design has been restricted to issues directly related with frequen-
tly competing specific interest groups. Moreover, inside business associations 
there have been contradictory interests along the divide between free trade and 
protectionism. 

Political parties are crucial actors in the domestic political process, and in 
the foreign policy agenda setting, allegedly transcending sector interests (López, 
2015). Not only in times of electoral campaign, but in formulation of proposals of 
foreign policy as a component of the electoral platform, and in parliamentary 
debates and the media, political parties’ influence on policy design and decision-
making is a well-established practice (Chasquetti; Buquet, 2004). On the other 
hand, socialization through exchanges at international institutions and regional 
organisms as well as in political networks such as the São Paulo Forum and the 
FES, added to social actors’ international participation. The role of bureaucracy 
and political parties has been central in the analysis of public policies in Uru-
guay, being the country defined as a “partidocracia” (Caetano, Pérez, Rilla, 1987). 
The interplay between state bureaucrats and party politics is one major field of 
research in Political Science, and in foreign policy studies this implies focussing 
on the Ministry of Foreign Relations, the recruitment of diplomats, and their 
connections with political actors. Party Conventions, and debates over electoral 
platforms regularly include foreign policy guidelines.

Political parties are crucial actors in the domestic political process, and in 
the foreign policy agenda setting, allegedly transcending economic sector 
interests (López, 2015). Not only in times of electoral campaign, but in formu-
lation of proposals of foreign policy as a component of the electoral platform, 
and in parliamentary debates and the media, political parties’ influence on 
policy design and decision-making is a well-established practice. On the other 
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The role of bureaucracy and political parties has been central in the analy-
sis of public policies in Uruguay, being the country defined as a “partidocracia” 
(Caetano, Pérez, Rilla, 1987). The interplay between state bureaucrats and party 
politics is one major field of research in Political Science, and in foreign policy 
studies this implies focussing on the Ministry of Foreign Relations, the recruit-
ment of diplomats, and their connections with political actors. Party Conven-
tions, and debates over electoral platforms provide the room for dialog UE and 
collaboration among politicians and bureaucrats.

However, areas of foreign policy involving high level knowledge and 
expertise, as it is the case of issues dealt with at multilateral organisms, are better 
understood from the Statist approach (Krasner 2009, 25-35) which highlights the 
specifics of the decision-making process, expertise, and the intellectual work of 
analysis, and elaboration of hypotheses and alternative courses of action. Far 
from the idea of the State as a unified rational actor, Krasner maintains that the 
State has purposes of its own and that the national interest does have empirical 
reality if it is defined as a consistent set of objectives sought by central decision 
makers. The constructivist approach contributes useful insights into the process 
of formulation of alternatives in foreign policy as a resultant of complex social 
interactions: according to Rittberger (2004) actors seek to conform to the inter-
subjectively shared, value-based expectations of appropriate behavior emana-
ting from the social environment. Research from this perspective will focus on 
the question of how to identify the standards of behavior that a state recognizes 
as binding on itself. 

Ideational factors influencing Uruguayan foreign policy design are ideas 
on the value of norms, institutions, international law, and democracy, inter-
subjectively constructed in political and societal debate and the academia, are 

The process of socialization is the key factor that explains the actor’s 
choices. Ideational variables such as ideas, beliefs, world views, identity, and 
culture, shape in different ways values and patterns of international behavior. 
Particularly social norms, internalized in the process of socialization, are kea in 
shaping standards of behavior. Internalization acts in three main ways for 
foreign policy actors: as citizens, through their political career, and in legiti-
mating their representation of the State depending on their compliance with 
norms. Finnemore and Sikkink (1998) differentiate various levels in socialization 
processes: while at the national societal level, internalized norms shape a State 
foreign policy and decision-makers behavior, trans-national socialization causes 
policymakers internalize value-based expectations at the systemic level. Norms 
adopted by the international society or norms applying to a group of countries 
(for instance, the members of a regional bloc), and norms originated in the 
domestic society: a norms-consistent policy would be the essence of construc-
tivist understanding of foreign policy. 

hand, socialization through exchanges at international institutions and regional 
organisms as well as in political networks such as the Sao Paulo Forum set the 
basis for cross-border political agreements. 
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Designing the strategy for its role in the organization, the government 
considered it was crucial to secure the domestic consensus strengthening coor-
dination between the Ministry of Foreign Relations, the Legislative Power, and 
other state agencies. The bases for this consensus were defining multilateralism 
as the best way to face global challenges, increase cooperation among nations, 
and establish the basis for sustainable development, respect for the law of na-
tions, pacific settlement of conflicts, defense of human rights, democracy, and 
non-intervention. The final goal should be that the international community 
would recognize the role of Uruguay as a defender of global public goods such 
as the maintenance of peace and international security, promotion of disarma-
ment, and involvement with the combat to climate change (Uruguay, Ministerio 
de Relaciones Exteriores 2015, p. 4). 

closely related to the value of peace, as the basis for justice, stability, and pros-
perity. The belief in multilateralism as a shield for protection of weak nations is 
firmly rooted in Uruguayan political culture and recurrently present in state 
documents and writings as well as in declarations of political parties and civil 
society organizations. 

Multilateralism 

The first time Uruguay joined the Security Council as a non-permanent 
member (1965-1966) coincided with the Cold War era, at a period marked by 
conflicts in Cyprus, Kashmir, South Rhodesia, Congo, Syria, and the US inter-
vention in the Dominican Republic. When in August 2008 the first Vázquez 
administration decided to present Uruguayan aspirations for a new term, this 
background as a contributor to the UN peacekeeping effort was invoked as the 
main basis in support of the application. In December 2015, Uruguay started a 
two-year period as a non-permanent member of the Security Council. 

Besides Uruguay, the non-permanent state members of the Security 
Council during the first year were: Japan, Malaysia, New Zealand, Spain, 
Angola, Egypt, Senegal, Venezuela, and Ucrania. In January 2016, Uruguay was 
the president of the organism and introduced two problems in general debates: 
protection of civilians in armed conflicts (January 19th) and the Middle East 
conflict (January 26th). During most of 2016, the agenda was dominated by con-
flicts in Africa. This section presents an account of the positions defended by the 

Commitment to multilateralism and peace has been a long-lasting line of policy 
starting in 1907 with the proposal presented by President José Batlle y Ordóñez 
at the International Conference in Thr Hague (Turcatti, 1981, p. 15-26). In 1952, 
Uruguay joined the United Nations Military Observer Group on India and 
Pakistan 6 (UNMOGIP), operating on the border between these countries, in 
Kashmir and Jammu since January 1949, with the mission to monitor activities in 
the immediate vicinity of the borderline, and to report to the UN General Secre-
tary on incidents and cases of violation of ceasefire. From then on, Uruguayan 
participation in UN peacekeeping operations increased (González 2014). 
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The open debate on the 25th of April, over the consolidation of peace in 
Western Africa, focused on transnational maritime threats in the Gulf of Guinea, 
piracy, and armed robbery: since the 1990s, the region has been facing acts of 
piracy and attacks to navigation. The Gulf of Guinea Commission and the 
Maritime Organization of West and Central Africa have discussed different 
proposals for a comprehensive and integrated strategy to confront the escalation 
of conflict in the area. The Uruguayan representative argued that regional coor-
dination should be complemented with global action due to the global nature of 
piracy and crime. 

In the area of the Great Lakes, the main problems were related to post-
conflict situations dealt with by peace support operations. At an open debate on 
this subject, Uruguay defended the role played by the African Union, the posi-
tive prospect of elections for human rights, rule of law, and economic develop-
ment. The negative facts were gender violence, serious restrictions in access to 
food supply for a large number of people and the growth of displaced popula-
tions and increasing numbers of refugees (Uruguay, Ministerio de Relaciones 
Exteriores, March 21st, 2016). 

Concurring with Venezuela, the Uruguayan representative said that 
Morocco’s sovereign, but unilateral decision had radically changed MINURSO’s 
operations, and surprisingly the resolution contained no reference to that deci-
sion. Among other things, the three-month timeline for the Mission's return to full 
functionality was a long one to fulfill its mandate, and the resolution did not give 
the instruments or guarantees it required (Security Council Extend Mandate of 
United Nations Mission for Referendum in Western Sahara). At the open debate 

representatives of Uruguay. At an open debate held on the 23rd of February,   
the representative of Uruguay, Ambassador Elbio Roselli, introduced a gender 
perspective highlighting the positive contributions that could be expected from 
women participation in peacekeeping operations, along the lines of the UN Reso-
lution 1325 approved in 2000 on women, peace, and security, and pointed to the 
responsibility of African governments to promote good practices to increase 
women participation. He recommended the approval of additional funding for 
programs focused on gender equality and women empowerment (Uruguay 
Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores, Misión Permanente de Uruguay ante las 
Naciones Unidas, 2016). 

At the session convened for the approval of the Resolution 2285 ( 29th 
April, 2016) on the renewal of mandate of the United Nations Mission for the 

thReferendum in Western Sahara (MINURSO in Spanish) until April 30 , 2017, the 
representative of Uruguay explained that his country agreed with the proposal 
of renewal but not with several unilateral decisions made by the government of 
Morocco, nor with the terms of the proposed resolution because of several 
conceptual imprecisions; he demanded some changes in the text but they were 
not approved, and consequently, Uruguay voted against it. Uruguay started 
diplomatic relations with the Arab Saharahui Republic on the 26th of December 
2005. 
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Ideas and beliefs concerning regionalism potential for international inser-
tion became a matter of controversy for different epistemic communities, along 
the lines of the disciplines involved: economists gradually became increasingly 
skeptical about the regional strategy, particularly after the much-desired inter-
regional agreement between Mercosur and the EU was several times postponed 
(Vaillant, 2014). The dichotomy between insertion in the region (MERCOSUR, 
UNASUR, CELAC) and insertion into “the world” set the terms of the policy choi-
ces. The argument for the first option defines belonging to the regional bloc as a 
necessary move for a small country to succeed in gaining bargaining power and 
strengthening international insertion. On the other hand, defenders of insertion 
into the world rely on the capacity of the Nation state to negotiate bilateral agree-
ments with other states to increase the access to markets and cooperation net-
works. The so-called Chilean model would be the most successful example of 
this policy option (Albertoni 2011, p. 51-59). 

on terrorism and international security, held on the 11th of May, the Uruguayan 
Ambassador stated that terrorism was a global threat and every action against it 
should be framed into the Charter of the United Nations. He presented a 
disaggregated analysis on the problem and argued that the solution should be 
multidimensional and based on international coordination and cooperation to 
combat illegal financial support to terrorism, and to create a system of norms and 
good practices (United Nations, Security Council, 11 May 2016, S/PV 7690). 

Uruguay considered in 2006 the prospects of revising its strategy of inter-
national insertion following the path of Chili, starting with a proposal for intro-
ducing flexibility in Uruguayan participation in Mercosur. Nevertheless, this 
idea, which was supported by some members of the government, encountered 
strong opposition from members of the Cabinet and Parliament, social organi-
zations, and several business associations Porcecansky 2010, 120-122 and 138-
143). In the absence of political consensus, international insertion trough regio-
nalism remained as the major direction in Uruguayan foreign policy. 

Finally, at the session of May 24th, on African Union Peace and Security 
Cooperation, Chapter VIII application and the future of the African Peace and 
Security Architecture, the Uruguayan Ambassador addressed the question of 
the growing number and complexity of conflicts in Africa and reminded that 
90% of peace-keeping operations are deployed in Africa and that a number of 
asymmetrical threats were posed by non-state actors whose relationship with 
transnational criminal organizations has made it very difficult to isolate and 
solve problems. From this perspective, he argued that partnership with interna-
tional actors, regional and sub-regional organizations, becomes most important. 
New threats to international peace and security and grave humanitarian crises 
require now more than ever before the development of close regional and global 
alliances which will make more effective responses possible. This argument 
concluded that it was necessary to revitalize the provisions of the Chapter VIII of 
the UN Charter to guarantee international peace and security more effectively 
(United Nations, Security Council, 7694th meeting, 9-10).
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Challenges arising from the international system led to new policy elections. 
Two main changes have had direct impact on the foundations of Uruguayan 
foreign policy and call into question some of the basic assumptions that have 
shaped policy design: first, the mega-regional trade agreements and its implica-
tions for multilateralism; second, the increasing fragility of regionalism. The 
new wave of mega-regional agreements confronts the multilateral system of 
trade with proposals for a new set of rules and disciplines covering a broad 
range of issues: intellectual property rights, environment, labor, and public 
health, competing against multilateral norms and standards, and possibly 
undermining the whole multilateral system. Concerning the national state, the 
issues at stake have been the object of public policies for social and economic 
development, so that the projected new regulations over government procure-
ment and state-owned enterprises are perceived as an intrusion into the 
country’s policy space. Besides, the deadlock at the Doha Development Round 
affected the position Uruguay had backed since 2005 after joining the group 
headed by India and Brazil at the WTO meeting in Cancun. 

The negotiations for Uruguay’s accession to the Trade in services agree-
ment (TISA) coincided with the transition to the second Vázquez administration: 
contacts started in 2012 and on the 4th of February 2015 Uruguay joined the 
group. But the government inaugurated in March 2015 had no information about 
this fact: negotiations had been carried out in great secrecy until the details of the 
agreement became known by the media. The agreement included regulatory 
disciplines in all services including the financial services and insurance, pres-

Challenges and Responses 

According to Carlos Luján (2010, 360-364) the main questions in debate 
along the period 2005-2010 were the model of regionalism (open regionalism vs. 
strategic regionalism), alleged deficits of Mercosur (low degree of internaliza-
tion of Mercosur norms, Argentinian reluctance to ensure compliance with the 
decision of the TPR concerning the blockade of routes and bridges over the river 
Uruguay by local environmentalists, paralysis in negotiations for an inter-
regional agreement with the EU), and the priorities in the election of areas for 
international insertion (the Southern Cone, South America, Latin America, Asia). 

During the period 2010-2015, Mercosur was again the subject of political 
dissent: the positions of Uruguay in favor of the suspension of Paraguay after the 
impeachment against former President Fernando Lugo, and of the accession of 
Venezuela (blocked by Paraguay in previous successive summits of Mercosur) 
were vociferously condemned by leaders of the opposition in Parliament. On the 
other hand, the decision to join the Pacific Alliance in the capacity of observer 
was the object of criticism from left-wing members of the governing coalition 
and civil society organizations, but enthusiastically backed by business associa-
tions (Clemente, López, Telias, 2015, p. 11) 
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cribed national treatment to foreign investors, and explicitly established that the 
government could not regulate or reject private undertakings, once a sector had 
been open to private initiative, nor could the State nationalize a sector that       
had previously been privatized. 

The analysis presented in this chapter highlights the specificities of foreign po-
licy design in a small country as Uruguay and the nature of the elections made in 
front of external factors affecting the choices previously made between lines of 
policies and courses of action in consistency with ideas of autonomy and models 
of international insertion. It assesses the potentialities of integrating theoretical 
perspectives on foreign policy and international relations to explain the com-
plexities of relations between the unit and the system in times of change. 

The opposition to TISA gained support in labor unions connected with a 
worker’s federation of the Southern Cone, students’ associations, and the inte-
llectual community: the areas considered at risk were the telecommunications 
where the state had made huge investments in infrastructure and innovation, the 
state-owned enterprises, and the pharmaceutical undertakings. The contention 
with Philip Morris caused the Uruguayan people to feel ill-disposed toward 
remote investor-state disputes settlement. The decision made by the President 
confirmed López’s argument: Vázquez declared that he would consult the go-
verning party (Frente Amplio) and would act accordingly. Few days later, Uru-
guay left TISA (La Diaria 2015). Disenchant, manifest in Brexit, and the paralysis of 
Mercosur, has led the Uruguayan government to the option of bilateralism. 

Argentina (2015) and Brazil (2016) have produced changes in the foreign 
policy of both countries: as in a return to the origins, the revival of the bilateral 
alliance which started the process leading to Mercosur, is described by Felix 
Peña as “the hardcore of the construction of a South American geographic 
space” (Peña 2015, p. 311). Facing the new scenarios, and without abandoning 
the regional bloc, Uruguay has undertaken what it called “multiple bilate-
ralism” understood as a series of bilateral agreements for specific purposes. As 
early as 2009, Uruguay negotiated several agreements with Chile, Vietnam, 
Cuba, Israel, Korea, Saudi Arabia, China, Ecuador, New Zealand, Malaysia, 
Portugal, and the Council of Cooperation of the Persian Gulf (Presidencia de la 
República, 2009). The second Vázquez administration gave a new start to bila-
teralism in order to “be in the world” the first result of which is an agreement 
with Chile.

Nevertheless, regional integration is still the main alternative in interna-
tional insertion policy: a document presented by the federation of business asso-
ciations recommended to negotiate with third parties acting jointly with Merco-
sur partners, to increase bargaining power and minimize costs, but it also advised 
to advance in bilateral negotiations which should be seen as complementary 
(CONFEDERACIÓN DE CÁMARAS EMPRESARIALES 2016). 

Concluding remarks 
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Introduction 

Contrary to expectations, the ideologization of Bolivian foreign policy has 
been maintained over the years to the present, even during the right-wing transi-
tional government of Jeanine Añez, who governed the country after the resigna-
tion and departure of President Morales in November 2019 until MAS won 

In fact, since 2006, the Morales government has not only changed inter-  
nal policies, on economic and social issues, but has also changed Bolivian foreign 
policy in a way that has replaced the Bolivian doctrine of international affairs 
with anti-imperialist and anti-capitalistic ideologies, based on the Andean 
worldview of “living well” and “peoples’ diplomacy.” This had consequences 
not only on the image of the country and the effectiveness of its foreign policy, 
but in some cases, on Bolivia's own national interests, as we will see in the 
following lines. 

T hroughout history, Bolivian foreign policy has been conducted on 
certain principles that make up the international doctrine of the former 
Republic of Bolivia, converted into the Plurinational State of Bolivia in 

2009. In accordance with national interests, the geopolitical conditions, and the 
specific context in which the country has defined its borders and has tried to 
recover its access to the sea, lost in a war against Chile, these principles were 
formulated, adopted, and highly respected by almost all Bolivian governments. 
However, in the last fifteen years, with the radical change produced by the 
emergence of Movement to Socialism (known in Spanish as MAS), under the 
command of Evo Morales, Bolivian foreign policy has also radically changed 
and some of the traditional principles were partial o totally disrespected. In this 
regard, it is important to note that all these changes were not always the result of 
pragmatic decisions in line with Bolivian national interests, as might be believed, 
but rather the result of the ideologization of the foreign policy. 

CHAPTER 5
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general elections again in October 2020, with the current president Luis Arce. 
During the transitional government, two types of measures showed that 
Bolivian foreign policy had shifted to the right without leaving ideologization: 1) 
in the multilateral sphere, Bolivia’s withdrawal from integration processes such 
as UNASUR and ALBA-TCP and its incorporation into the Lima Group and Prosur; 
and 2) in the bilateral sphere, the breaking of diplomatic relations with Iran, 
Cuba, Nicaragua and Venezuela (Maduro) on the one hand and the rapproche-
ment with the United States, Israel and Venezuela (Guaidó) on the other.

For almost one hundred years, that is, from the founding of the Republic in 1825 
to the 1930s, Bolivian foreign policy was directed mainly at ensuring its territo-
rial status. For this reason, the international doctrine of Bolivia was mainly based 
on the principle of the utti possidetis juris of 1810, which defined the borders of the 
nations that became independent from Spain, and “the diplomacy of lawyers” 
(Ostria, 1953: 21), in reference to the ruling elite of the 19th century.  After the 
Chaco War (1932 - 1935) and the signing of the 1938 Treaty with Paraguay, with 
which Bolivia finished delimiting its borders, a new Bolivian international doc-
trine emerged, a doctrine based on foreign policy principles that are still in force 
today. Certainly, under the motto “Bolivia, land of contacts and not antago-
nisms”, coined in 1936 by former Foreign Minister Fernando Guachalla, other 

Later, when the MAS regained power, how could it be otherwise, the Arce 
administration reversed almost everything again, re-entering Bolivia into the 
integration processes and reestablishing diplomatic relations with all the coun-
tries that the Áñez government had broken. Including the governments of Mexi-
co and Spain, whose representatives were declared persona non grata and expe-
lled from Bolivia by the transitional administration. In this regard, it is important 
to point out that the analysis of the foreign policy of the last fifteen years, that is, 
of the Morales, Áñez and Arce governments, is not an examination of results, in 
terms of achievements and failures, but an examination of how these govern-
ments have respected or disrespected the traditional principles of Bolivian inter-
national doctrine.

In this sense, this article is divided into six sections: 1) this brief introduc-
tion; 2) a review of the traditional principles of Bolivian international doctrine; 3) 
an analysis of the foreign policy of the government of Evo Morales; 4) another 
analysis on the external relations of the transitional administration of Jeanine 
Áñez; 5) the corresponding analysis on the foreign policy of the current govern-
ment of Luis Arce; and finally 6) the respective conclusions about the continuities 
and differences found from the perspective of principism/pragmatism.

The traditional principles of Bolivian foreign policy 
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renowned Bolivian diplomats, such as Alberto Ostria Gutiérrez, Enrique Finot, 
David Alvéstegui and Eduardo Diez de Medina, developed an international 
doctrine over certain objectives and principles that that have not been fully met 
yet (Saavedra, 2002: 1). 

In 1932, when the Chaco war was not over yet, nineteen American nations, 
including the two belligerents, signed a Declaration condemning territorial 
annexations by force: “The Nations of America also declare –once the document 
is finished– that they will not recognize any territorial settlement of this contro-
versy that is not obtained by peaceful means, nor the validity of territorial acqui-
sitions that are obtained by occupation or conquest by force of arms” (3/ 
08/1932). Although this Declaration was reluctantly signed by Bolivia because  
it had been conceived to pressure the Bolivian government to stop taking 

The specific principles are: 1) continue with the “invariable and frank 
international policy” of Bolivia; 2) assert the Bolivian position, as the only coun-
try with a presence in the Pacific, Amazon and El Plata basins; 3) enforce 
Bolivia’s right of free transit over the territory that interferes with its passage to 
the sea; and 4) not reestablishing diplomatic relations with Chile without lifting 
or committing to lift the landlocked situation of Bolivia (Diez de Medina, 1923: 1; 
Ostria, 1953: 21-25; Arze, 1991: 287-290; Escobari, 2000: I 371-373). From all these 
principles, the not recognizing territorial annexations by force and the enforce-
ment of Bolivia’s right of free transit to the sea were questioned, if not totally 
disrespect, by the MAS governments, as we will see in the next sections. For these 
reasons, in the next lines a review of these two principles is presented, as a 
background for the analysis of Bolivian foreign policy in the last fifteen years, 
which is developed in the following sections. 

Non-recognition of territorial annexations by force

The objectives were basically three: 1) break the international isolation of 
Bolivia by taking advantage of the country's geographic location, embedded in 
the center of the continent; 2) connect Bolivia with its neighbors by railways and 
pipelines, in order to work as an articulating axis between the Pacific and Atlan-
tic oceans; and 3) recover at least a port of its own in the Pacific, considering 
compensations for Chile and eventually Peru (Ministerio de Relaciones Exterio-
res y Culto, 2004: 105-275). This third objective arose during the prevalence of 
“the diplomacy of lawyers”, in 1910, with the Sánchez Bustamante Memoran-
dum, but it was maintained and later incorporated into the new Bolivian 
international doctrine, which is still valid (Mesa, 2018: 173). The principles, on 
the other hand, can be divided into two groups: the general ones that are shared 
with other countries and those specific to Bolivia. The general ones are: 1) con-
tinue with compliance with Public International Law; 2) resolve conflicts with 
other states by peaceful means only, giving priority to negotiated settlements; 3) 
reject any interference in the internal affairs of states; and 4) not to recognize 
territorial annexations by force (Salazar, 2000: 52–58). 
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Something similar happened with the Non-Aggression and Anti-War 
Conciliation Treaty, signed in Rio De Janeiro on October 10, 1933, also known as 
the Saavedra Lamas Pact. Through it, its subscribers declared that “territorial 
issues should not be resolved with violence, and that they will not recognize any 
territorial settlement that is not obtained by peaceful means, nor the validity of 
the occupation or acquisition of territories that is achieved by force of arms” 
(article 2). The Bolivian government did not sign this treaty at first but expressed 
“–although it had not attended Rio de Janeiro– its total adherence to the anti-war 
pact signed on that occasion by the signatory governments, in correlation with 
the pacifist policy that it has always maintained”. (Parrón, 2015) Later, when the 
situation in the Chaco turned adverse, Bolivia adhered to the Anti-War Pact 
without any reservation.

Subsequently, despite the constant changes of government, Bolivia main-
tained its adherence to the principle of non-recognition of territorial annexa-
tions, supporting all international initiatives aimed at its fulfillment. In 1945 and 
1948, Bolivia signed the UN and OAS Charters, committing to refrain from the use 
of force against the territorial integrity of any state. In the same direction, in 1970, 
it signed the Friendly Relations Resolution of the UN General Assembly, which 
declared: “the territory of a State shall not be the object of acquisition by another 
State resulting from the threat or use of force. No territorial acquisition resulting 
from the threat or use of force shall be recognized as legal”. 

Paraguayan positions (forts), its foreign minister, Julio A. Gutiérrez, declared 
that it “interprets with perfect certainty Bolivian thought that for fifty years it has 
been protesting against the war of conquest” (Díaz, 1954: 100). Later, as this 
declaration favored Bolivia in the peace negotiations with Paraguay, Bolivian 
diplomacy adopted it as part of its international doctrine.

The American Declaration of 1932 and the Anti-War Pact of 1933 were 
later included in the non-aggression bilateral agreements signed with Peru and 
Chile, in 1936 and 1941 respectively. Both were negotiated by Alberto Ostria 
Gutiérrez, as ambassador first and Foreign Minister later, always in line with the 
principle of not recognizing territorial annexations. In the case of Chile, which is 
a country that has annexed Bolivian territories, the agreement represented an 
important advance in bilateral relations, by pointing out that both countries: 
“reaffirm their complete agreement with the principle of non-recognition of te-
rritorial annexations by force, enshrined in the American declaration of August 
3, 1932; in the Rio de Janeiro anti-war pact of October 10, 1933, and in Resolution 

XXVI of the Eighth International American Conference, within the terms in 
which such agreements were signed” (16/01/1941).

Likewise, in the case of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, Bolivia has histori-
cally condemned Israel’s expansionist policy on Palestine, expressing its solidarity 
with those affected by the illegal occupation of their territories. In accordance with 
its traditional principles, Bolivia has always supported multilateral resolutions 
which reject Israeli annexations, as Resolution 242 (1967) of the UN Security Coun-
cil, which emphasizes “the inadmissibility of the acquisition of territory by war”.  
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With Paraguay, which is a country that was born without a coastline and 
the only one that currently shares that condition with Bolivia in the entire Ame-
rican continent, two free river and rail transit agreements were signed: the 
Treaty of Peace, Friendship and Limits (article 7) and the 1939 Protocol on Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Transit Facilities (article 2). On the other hand, with the 
Pacific countries, due to the intrinsic problems and the greater land traffic, a 
large number of agreements were signed that define with enough precision the 
conditions and characteristics of the right of free transit of Bolivia in the territory 
and ports of Peru and Chile.

The principle of enforcing Bolivia’s right of free transit to and from the sea was 
not adopted along with many other countries, as was the principle of non-
recognition of territorial annexations. In fact, this principle was incorporated as a 
part of the Bolivian foreign policy before the international community paid atten-
tion to it, only in the 1950s. By that time, Bolivia had already signed free transit 
treaties with all its neighbors, defining and enshrining its right of free transit to 
and from the sea.

Enforcing Bolivia’s right of free transit to and from the sea

With Brazil and Argentina, Bolivia signs the treaties of 1867 and 1868 res-
pectively, by means of which its free fluvial transit to the Atlantic was ensured. 
Later, as a consequence of the loss of its only sovereign access to the sea in the 
Pacific war (1879-1884) against Chile, the governments of Rio de Janeiro and 
Buenos Aires extend this right of free transit to land routes through the treaties of 
1910 and 1938 in the first case and of 1937 in the second (Ministerio de Relaciones 
Exteriores, 1943: V).

In the case of Peru, which until the Pacific War had the port of Arica that 
was always “the natural port of Bolivia” due to its proximity and accessibility, the 
first free transit treaty was signed in 1863. That treaty establishes that Bolivia will 
continue “the absolute freedom of transit that today enjoys through Arica, for    
all the products of its soil and industry that it exports abroad, as well as overseas 
merchandise that enters Bolivia through that way” (article 25). Then, when the 
domains on the coast changed as a result of the war, both countries subscribe free 
transit agreements in 1905, 1908, 1917 (two instruments), 1918 and 1948. This last 
one is the Peru-Bolivian Transit Agreement, by which the parties agreed to 
“grant each other free transit through their respective territories, unrestrictedly, 
at all times and circumstances and for all kinds of cargo” (article 1).

Regarding Chile, the free transit regime was agreed for the first time in the 
1904 Treaty of Peace and Friendship, in which Chile recognizes in favor of Bolivia 
the broadest and perpetual right of free transit to the sea through its territory and 
ports, including the Arica - La Paz railway. All this in compensation for the exten-
sive, rich, and unique Bolivian maritime coast (Diez de Medina, 1936: 15-18). 

However, the problems began with the implementation of the Treaty as 
early as 1906 and then continued virtually without interruption to this day. 
Some of the most important historical milestones are: the Chilean arrests of some 
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Some of these problems led the parties to sign: the 1905 Convention for the 
Construction of the Arica - La Paz Railway, which establishes the obligation to 
ensure free traffic of the train in “perpetuity” (article 12); the 1912 Commercial 
Traffic Convention, which grants free storage to Bolivian imports for up to one 
year (article 12); the 1937 Transit Convention, which specifies that free transit 
includes all kinds of cargo (article 1), including weapons, and states that only 
Bolivian authorities have jurisdiction over the cargo in transit to Bolivia (article 
4/d); the 1953 Arica Declaration, which obliges local authorities not to interfere 
in the process of trespassing the cargo in transit to or from Bolivia (article 1); and 
the 1996 Viña del Mar Protocol, which grants free storage to Bolivian exports for 
up to 60 days (article 2). 

But while Bolivia's right of free transit was well defined and enshrined in 
the mid-20th century, the international community had done very little until 
then to define and codify the right of free transit of the landlocked states (LLS). 
After lengthy discussions that began in 1921 in Barcelona, the international 
community agreed to recognize the right of free transit starting in 1965, when the 
United Nations approved the Convention on Transit Trade of Landlocked 
States. On that occasion, the representatives of Bolivia and Paraguay proposed 
reaffirming the right of all landlocked States (LLS) to free access to the sea and to 
“unrestricted” transit (Uprety, 2005: 63-70).

Although the part of unrestricted transit was not accepted, at the end the 
Convention recognized the right of free transit of all LLS and therefore, when 
signing the document, the Bolivian delegate declared: “that Bolivia is not a 
landlocked State but a nation which is deprived by temporary circumstances of 
access to the sea across its own coast and that unrestricted and unconditional 
freedom of transit must be recognized in international law as an inherent right of 
enclosed territories and countries for reasons of justice and because of the need 
to facilitate such transit as a contribution to general progress on a basis of equa-
lity” (UN, n/d).   

of the arms shipments that Bolivia needed to defend itself in the Chaco War 
(1932 - 1935) disputed with Paraguay; the lack of respect for the jurisdiction of 
Bolivian customs over cargo in transit to Bolivia in the 1950s and then again 
throughout the 21st century; port strikes that interrupt the free transit regi-      
me that should be “perpetual”; the absolute paralysis of the Arica-La Paz 
railway on the Chilean side of the border; and the privatization of ports, with 
which in practice, the Chilean State has delegated its obligations regarding the 
free transit of Bolivia to private companies (Agramont et al, 2016: 104-108).

The process to codify the Law of the Sea took several years from the 60s 
until 1982. At that time, the Bolivian delegates, Walter Guevara (1988: 239) and 
Felipe Tredinnick (1995: 293), made significant proposals that were taken into 
account in the final text of the UN Convention on Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), not 
only in relation to the right of free transit of the LLS, but also with respect to other 
related issues, such as the enjoyment of the Common Heritage of Humanity (na-
tural resources of the continental shelf and of the seabed and its subsoil).
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Finally, in relation to free transit, the UNCLOS establishes: “Land-locked 
States shall have the right of access to and from the sea for the purpose of 
exercising the rights provided for in this Convention including those relating to 
the freedom of the high seas and the common heritage of mankind. To this end, 
land-locked States shall enjoy freedom of transit through the territory of transit 
States by all means of transport” (article 125).

The foreign policy of the long government of Evo Morales

Another important pillar of this new approach is the concept of “people’s 
diplomacy”, which is instrumental to the principle of “living well” and is defi-
ned as “a concept through which the actors of international relations expand”. 
(Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores, 2014: 111) Its implementation does not 
deny that the States are the main actors of the international arena, “but it comple-
ments and expands them in such a way that the peoples in their broadest sense 
and the social movements in their most restricted level, are the ones that are also 
actors of the inter- state relations”.

When Evo Morales came to power in 2006, with a devastating and historic 
electoral victory, many things changed in Bolivia in terms of politics and State’s 
administration: the refounding of the nation with the purpose of changing the 
relations of the State with the economy and society, but also with the interna-
tional community (Ceppi, 2014: 126). Along this path, Bolivian foreign policy 
adopted new principles, which tried to offer an alternative not only for the 
country's external relations, but even for the international order. Indeed, among 
these principles conceived under an indigenous worldview, the most important 
one, known as “living well” (vivir bien), was proposed as an alternative to capi-
talism (Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores, 2014: 58). This principle of “living 
well” was formally defined by the Bolivian Foreign Ministry (2014: 58) as “the 
fundamental principle of Bolivian foreign policy, which in international rela-
tions means establishing relations of complementarity, cooperation and solida-
rity among all States and peoples of the world. Living well is a civilizing project 
that implies harmony among all forms of life, an alternative project to capitalism 
as an alienating form of society and nature”. 

Although this approach is somewhat understandable because it took place 
in a context of empowerment of the Latin American left, led by Cuba and 
Venezuela; It also happened in an increasingly capitalist world, in which tradi-
tionally communist countries, such as China, Russia or Vietnam, had openly 
turned towards capitalism (Saavedra, 05/10/2021). In these circumstances, the 
principle of “living well”, as an alternative to capitalism, was not even considered 
in a world in which international relations are governed by power and interests, 
and the dominant way of understanding and analyzing the interaction among 
States and other actors of the international community is still the realistic theory. 

Despite this concept is just another way of defining “para-diplomacy”, in 
accordance to the traditional international relations theory, it has served the MAS 

97THE TRADITIONAL PRINCIPLES OF BOLIVIAN FOREIGN POLICY (2006 - 2021): IDEOLOGIZATION BEFORE PRAGMATISM



administration as an effective slogan to mark differences with previous govern-
ments. This is so, because the prevailing perception is that “public diplomacy” is 
no longer practiced, but only “people’s diplomacy” that sounds more progre-
ssive and inclusive. However, during the Morales government, the participation 
of peoples or social movements in the decision-making process of foreign policy 
was marginal, if not totally nil. 

According to the many speeches, signals, and few publications on foreign 
affairs that the MAS government launched in its nearly 14 years in power,  Bo-
livia’s international policy was focused on opposing and denouncing the Uni-
ted States for absolutely everything. The essence of Bolivian foreign policy, 
much more than the principles, was the anti-imperialist ideology that Evo 
Morales himself used against the US with zeal and pride. In fact, when he was 
president, Morales used to say that the entire revolution he led should be anti-
imperialist and anti-capitalistic. Once, in time to inaugurate an anti-imperialist 
school for the Bolivian army, Morales said that he will die anti-imperialist (Sput-
nik, 05/08/2018). 

With this new approach of foreign policy, clearly influenced by the ideo-
logy of the ruling party, most of the traditional principles discussed in the 
previous sections were set aside, and some of them were even disrespected. In 
the next lines we will revise two cases, in which the Morales government pri-
vileged its ideology over the national interest of Bolivia and did not comply with 
traditional principles of the Bolivian international doctrine. 

Bolivia was favored with tariff preferences to access the United States market, 
through the Andean Trade Preferences Law (ATPA) of 1991. This Law was 
promulgated by President Bill Clinton to encourage the Andean countries 
(Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, and Peru) to reduce drug cultivation and traffi-
cking. Later, in 2002, the Law was renamed the Andean Trade Promotion and 
Drug Eradication Act (ATPDEA), which was in force until December 15, 2008, 
when President George W. Bush decided to exclude Bolivia from that regula-
tion, claiming non-compliance of the Morales government in the war against 
drugs.

Loss of the ATPDEA benefits

   The “war against drugs” was firstly declared in 1972 by the US president Richard Nixon and ratified at 
the beginning of the 1980s by Ronald Reagan (Gamarra, 2021: 1) 

   The only management documents published by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs during the 13 years 
and nine months that Morales governed Bolivia, were a working report from 2006 and 2013 intitle “La 
revolución democrática y cultural, y su política exterior” (2014) and a strategic plan for the period 2013 
– 2017, intitle “Plan Estratégico Institucional. Política Exterior Soberana para Vivir Bien” (2012).  

   The Law 699, of International Relationship of Autonomous Territorial Entities, approved in 2015, 
forbids local governments to sign agreements with other local governments of countries with which 
Bolivia does not have diplomatic relations (article 11). In other words, “peoples´ diplomacy” with coun-
tries like Israel or Chile is restricted because the city of La Paz cannot sign agreements with Jerusalem or 
Arica, as an example.  
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The strong demonstrations of the textile workers that occurred after the 
loss of the ATPDEA were confronted by Morales with a rhetoric that sought to 
minimize the economic effect and that promised to replace the US market with the 
Venezuelan and Cuban,   which of course never happened. Cuba did not buy a 
single shirt and the purchases made by Venezuela in 2010 and 2011 did not cover 
even half of what was lost. As a result, the textile companies had to lay off many 
of their workers and reduce the wages of others, but then many of those compa-

Morales knew that his anti-imperialist ideology served as an electoral 
magnet because that was the key that helped him expand his popularity earlier. 
In 2002, when he first ran for president without much choice, Manuel Rocha, the 
US ambassador, pushed his candidacy by threatening to cut US aid to La Paz if 
Morales were elected (Birns & Sanchez, 2011: 104). The result was impressive, 
Morales was second in electoral preferences, just two percentage points behind 
the first, which made him the sure winner of the next elections that, after bloody 
conflicts and some changes of government, were held in 2005. On that occasion, 
Morales obtained an unquestionable victory with more than 54% of the votes 
and started the longest presidency in Bolivian history, almost fourteen years, 
until November 2019.  

For these reasons, in 2008, Morales declared the United States Ambassador 
persona non grata, under accusations of conspiracy, and then expelled the Drug 
Enforcement Agency from Bolivia, with a speech that put dignity and sovereign-
ty before the economic interests of the nation. What marked a clear difference 
with the previous Bolivian governments, totally aligned with Washington’s 
policies. In this regard, it is important to remember that the administrations of the 
neoliberal era (1985-2005) and previous ones, were too compliant with the White 
House, which had a very strong influence on the political decisions of Bolivia and 
on the appointments that had to be done (Gamarra, 2021: 1). In this sense, the dis-
ruptive actions of Morales had a positive impact on his popularity since not only 
the coca growers saw all this as a dignifying policy, but also many other Bolivians.

Although Bolivia did not take advantage of the Law like the rest of the 
Andean countries (Duran, 2017: 118), the Bolivian textile sector grew vigorously 
during those years, with a high potential to become a source of employment for 
hundreds of thousands of Bolivians. In these circumstances, in which there were 
around 40,000 people working in the textile sector thanks to the ATPDEA (IBCE, 
2009), Evo Morales decided to privilege his anti-imperialist ideology, putting 
aside the interests of the textile sector, and favoring the interests of the coca-
growing sector. Certainly, the decision of confronting the US empire was not 
only inspired by foreign policy objectives but also by the electoral purposes of 
Morales, who wanted to satisfy the hundreds of thousands of coca growers who 
were already supporting him for the 2009 presidential elections.

   Morales spoke of a not very significant loss of “25 million dollars”, stating: "The dignity of Bolivians 
does not cost 25 million dollars." (BBC: 1/07/2009). However, those 25 million were just the initial loss 
for the textile Bolivian industry in the first trimester of 2009, when the estimated loss was 200 million 
(ANF, 11/08/2006).  
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Most countries in the world condemned what was clearly a territorial 
annexation by force, because although the majority of Crimeans voted to join 
Russia, the procedures used by local governments and Russian authorities were 

nies had to close down. As protests increased in La Paz and El Alto in 2012 the 
government announced the establishment of a state textile company on the ashes 
of the largest private textile company called Ametex, which was renamed Ena-
tex.  But the market problem continued, and the state administration proved to be 
inefficient and corrupt once again. Enatex survived only by millionaire state 
subsidies until 2016,  when the government decided to close it and form Sena-  
tex, a national textile service, not a company, which meant the dismissal of the last 
thousand workers who were still in that business (Página Siete, 23/05/2016).

In other words, due to the anti-imperialist ideology and little interest in 
combating drug trafficking, the Morales government slowly let the Bolivian 
textile industry die, first losing the benefits of the ATPDEA and then trying to 
intervene in the business under the false premise that the problem would be 
administrative and not the market access. A huge loss not only for the tens of 
thousands of workers who lost their jobs, but for the socio-economic develop-
ment of Bolivia, considering the added value generated by textile exports, unlike 
traditional Bolivian exports of minerals and hydrocarbons, which are basically 
raw material exports. This is how Bolivia lost the benefits of the ATPDEA, in a 
decision-making process in which pragmatism should have prevailed to 
contribute the Bolivian development of value-added industries, such as textiles. 
But what really prevailed were the principles of the ruling party and its ideo-
logy, not only in line with its anti-imperialist and anti-capitalist philosophy, but 
also in line with its electoral purposes. 

Recognition of the Russian Annexation of Crimea

In 2014, following the conflicts that toppled the pro-Russian president of 
Ukraine, Viktor Yanukovych, the Autonomous Republic of Crimea that was 
part of Ukraine held a referendum to rejoin Russia and at the same time the 
Autonomous City of Sevastopol, also Ukrainian, declared its incorporation in 
the Russian Federation. The referendum that did not comply with the Ukrainian 
laws and was not authorized by Kiev, turned out to be in favor of Crimea joining 
Russia as a federal subject with more than 90% of the votes. In that delicate 
process, the government of Vladimir Putin sent troops to occupy the Crimean 
Peninsula in order to guarantee the integrity of the Russian citizens according to 
the Kremlin (Ingelevič, 2015: 36).

    Supreme Decree 1253 of June 11, 2012.
    Since Enatex was created in 2012, the government has allocated three trusts for its operation. In 2012 
- regarding its creation - the amount was 53 million bolivianos (about 7 million dollars). A year later, the 
sum was 104 million bolivianos (about 15 million dollars through Decree 1844) and was aimed at the 
purchase of Ametex assets. In 2015, the figure rose to 142 million bolivianos (about 20 million dollars, 
through Decree 2290).
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Contrary to its traditional principle of non-recognition of territorial 
annexations by force, Bolivia voted against Resolution 68/262 of the UN General 
Assembly on the territorial integrity of Ukraine, which without mentioning 
Russia affirmed “its commitment to the sovereignty, political independence, 
unity and territorial integrity of Ukraine within its internationally recognized 
border”. Of the 169 votes registered, only 11 were against, in addition to Bolivia, 
Armenia, Belarus, Cuba, Nicaragua, North Korea, Russia, Sudan, Syria, Vene-
zuela and Zimbabwe voted against.   That vote by the Morales government not 
only represented a betrayal of one of the most important principles of Bolivian 
foreign policy, but a contradiction with its own international actions. Indeed, 
just a year earlier, Bolivia had rejected the result of the referendum held in the 
Malvinas Islands (Falklands), in which the inhabitants of those islands had 
decided to continue belonging to the United Kingdom (ANF, 03/07/2013). On 
that occasion, the votes of the people were not as important for the Bolivian 
government as they were later, in the case of Crimea. 

not legal at all (Ingelevič, 2015: 31-34). The Ukrainian government never agreed, 
neither with the referendum nor with the annexation that was later consolidated 
in the eyes of Europe and the United States. The map of Europe was undergoing 
a major change for the first time since 1945 and the UN system could not stop it, 
among other things, due to Russia’s veto power in the Security Council.

The representative of the MAS government to the UN, Sacha Llorenti, 
justified Boliviaís vote by accusing the United States of promoting the overthrow 
of Yanukovych, as if that overthrow would have given Russia permission to 
intervene militarily and annex Crimea. “Bolivia cannot remain silent before the 
interruption of a constitutional process, before the defenestration of a govern-
ment elected by the votes”, said the Bolivian representative, specifying that the 
vote did not represent “an adhesion or commendation to a particular country” 
(La Tercera, 27/03/2014).

But the real explanation lies in the “anti-imperialist ideology” of the MAS 
government, which as was crystal clear in this case, only works against the US 
empire and not against the Russian or any other empire. In fact, in all the voting 
processes in the General Assembly and the Security Council, in which Bolivia 
participated between 2017 and 2018 as a non-permanent member, the same 
Bolivian representative always voted aligned with Russia and against the Uni-
ted States. One of the most memorable occasions in the Security Council was 
when Bolivia voted against an investigation to find those responsible for the use 
of chemical weapons in Syria. In line with Russian interests, the Bolivian repre-
sentative defended the Syrian regime and rejected the investigation because it 
was proposed by the United States.  “It happens that all empires have the illu-
sion that they are morally superior to the rest of us... it happens that all empires 

   The UNGA Resolution 68/262 was approved by 100 votes in favor, 11 against and 58 abstentions, 
while 24 states did not participate in the vote.
   The investigations had to be carried out by the Organization of the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons 
(OPCW), of which Bolivia is a member. 
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The Foreign Policy of the Transitional Government of Jeanine Áñez

In this process, besides Venezuela (Maduro), Bolivia broke with Cuba, 
Nicaragua, Iran, Spain, and Mexico. With Cuba for a tweet of its foreign minister, 
who called Áñez a “liar”, a “coup-plotter” and a “self-proclaimed”; with Nica-
ragua and Iran due to economic restrictions, Áñez explained that there was 
nothing against those countries or their noble peoples, but it was necessary to 
save the money destined for those Embassies; and with Spain and Mexico, due 
to a confusing incident, in which some hooded Spanish men tried to enter the 
Mexican Embassy where several former MAS authorities were in asylum (El País, 
28/12/2019).

The alignment of the MAS government with Russian interests, which has 
eliminated the independence of Bolivian foreign policy in international forums, 
also happened in regional forums, where Bolivia aligned itself with the auto-
cracies of Cuba, Venezuela, and Nicaragua. In some cases, not only against the 
traditional principles of Bolivian international doctrine, as we have seen in      
the case of Crimea, but also against the country’s own national interests. 

In her first days in office, the new Foreign Ministry, Karen Longaric, broke 
relations with Venezuela (Maduro), withdrew Bolivia from the ALBA and 
UNASUR, and announced the reestablishment of relations at the highest level 
with the United States (El Deber, 29/12/2019). Although these were transcen-
dental measures, they were necessary since it was not possible to continue to 
recognize a dictatorship as despicable as the Venezuelan one and it was urgent 
to improve ties with the United States, considering the commercial and econo-
mic interests that exist with that country. 

Until that moment, the signals were correct, the bad decisions taken by the 
previous administration were being rectified in accordance with national inte-
rests and the institutionalism of the Foreign Ministry was also recovering. The 
excesses came later, when the Áñez government, in its intention to “de-
ideologize” foreign policy and mark clear differences with the previous admi-
nistration, continued to take important measures that took foreign policy to the 
other extreme (Deutsche Welle, 03/01/2020). Bolivia had gone from being ruled 
by the extreme left to being ruled by the extreme right.

At first it was assumed that the government of Jeanine Áñez was not going to 
last long, since it had only two functions: to pacify the country that was in a 
turmoil and to call elections in three months. With that in mind, it was not 
expected to see big changes in general and even less in foreign policy. Howe-  
ver, the difficulties in organizing the general elections in such a short time first 
and the arrival of the COVID-19 pandemic later, inevitably prolonged Áñez in 
power for another nine months, in which foreign policy went through the most 
extreme changes imaginable.

believe themselves above the law” criticized the Bolivian representative in the 
corresponding session of the UN Security Council (BBC, 12/04 / 2018).
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Likewise, relations with Argentina deteriorated to the lowest level in more 
than 100 years, considering that since 1909, relations had been quite close and 
fluid. The government of Buenos Aires that initially recognized Áñez as presi-
dent, later changed its position when Alberto Fernández assumed the presiden-
cy. The new administration welcomed Evo Morales as a refugee and allowed him 
to make political statements from its territory, which had clear destabilizing 
intentions.   A particularly serious event occurred when a senior Argentine go-
vernment official made a public commitment to Morales to strengthen the 
participation of Bolivian migrants in Argentina for the general elections, which 
was considered by the Áñez government as an act of interference in the Bolivian 
electoral process (Viceministerio de Comunicación, 24/08/2020). 

After the great changes in foreign policy that occurred during the transitional 
government, the Arce administration decided to reverse almost all the measures 
taken then, returning to the ideologization of the extreme left. In that sense, 
diplomatic relations with Venezuela (Maduro), Cuba, Nicaragua, Iran, Spain, 
and Mexico were reestablished, as well as cordiality with Argentina. At the 
multilateral level, Bolivia returned to ALBA, UNASUR and its full participation in 
CELAC, which had strongly deteriorated with Áñez. But what has not changed, 
applying a pragmatic approach that privileges national interests, is the intention 

The Foreign Policy of the Current Government of Luis Arce

Regarding the Mexican diplomatic asylum that some former MAS autho-
rities requested because they considered themselves politically persecuted, the 
Áñez government granted safe-conduct for the departure of a few. However, 
when two of them were about to leave the country, the police arrested them, in 
another confusing incident that was seen internationally as a violation of Hu-
man Rights (La Jornada, 01/02/2020). That incident, together with the suspen-
sion of the repatriation of some Bolivians who were in Chile, due to the restric-
tions of passage that the same government imposed to control the pandemic 
(Erbol, 30/03/2020), represented two clear violations of international law. These 
violations also represented the disrespect of another traditional principle of 
Bolivian international doctrine, the one which establishes that foreign policy 
must strictly comply with international law.

At the same time, Bolivia recognized Juan Guaidó as acting president of 
Venezuela; it reestablished diplomatic relations with Israel, which had been 
broken by Morales; and it joined the Lima Group and Prosur, which is the right-
wing version of UNASUR. All these signs, together with Áñez’s close relationship 
with far-right governments such as those led by Bolsonaro in Brazil and Trump 
in the United States, showed that what supposed to be a "de-ideologization", 
was in practice was a “re-ideologization”. 

   From Argentina, Evo Morales said that if he returned to Bolivia, he would have to “organize armed 
militias like in Venezuela” (El Clarín, 12/01/2020). 
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While Arce started with a pragmatic approach to the United States, the 
management of the Foreign Ministry started with very bad signs: more than  
90% of the officials who worked there in the transitional government, almost a 
hundred people, were fired between November and December 2020 (ANF, 
23/02/2021). The new administration decided not to have career diplomats that 
the State had trained in the Bolivian Diplomatic Academy, and on the contrary, it 
replaced them with MAS militants, who have little or no knowledge neither 
experience on international relations. But the worst signal that the Arce govern-
ment could have sent to the world was the arrest of former president Jeanine 
Áñez, who was jailed to this day on charges of sedition and terrorism. The 
governments of Brazil, Chile, Ecuador, and the United States expressed their 
concern over said detention; as well as the European Parliament, the general 
secretariat of the OAS, the organizations Amnesty International and Humans 
Rights Watch, and the former presidents of the Democratic Initiative of Spain 
and the Americas (IDEA). All of them, pointing out that Áñez’s arrest is part of a 
political persecution and the result of the interference of the Executive Power in 
the Judicial Power (France24, 16/03/2021).

to improve relations with the United States. Indeed, under the new principle of 
having relations with all the states of the world that respect the sovereignty and 
self-determination of Bolivia, enunciated by Arce since his election campaign 
(La Época, 08/04/2021), Bolivia has begun a process of detente with Washing-
ton, never seen before in a MAS government.

The only country which supported the Arce government was Mexico, 
whose president urged the OAS to respect the will of the Bolivian people and 
democracy, and both countries, in a joint Declaration, agreed not to tolerate 
injections in the internal affairs of the countries (Government of Mexico, 
24/03/2021). This last part in clear reference to the pronouncements. Another 
important difference with the Morales government is the intention to normalize 
and also improve relations with Chile, in line with the new principle of having 
relations with all the nations of the world. The problem in this case is that one of 

This is not a minor change, considering that the essence of the foreign 
policy during Morales's era was precisely the anti-imperialist ideology, unders-
tood as a ploy to complain and accuse the United States of absolutely everything. 
When explaining this decision, the Ministry of Presidency, Marianela Prada, 
stated: “we are not going to make ideological issues harm the efforts that are for 
the people”. (La Razón, 29/05/2021). This form of government, in which 
ministers from other areas comment or announce foreign policy measures is not 
new, during the Morales government it happened all the time, in fact the foreign 
ministers of that time rarely said anything. The President was the head and main 
protagonist of foreign policy, some of his ministers, the vice president and cer-
tain congressmen were in second place and the foreign ministers in third place. 
This hierarchy has been modified at present, because now not only the foreign 
minister appears little, but also the president, and therefore there is no a single 
and clear protagonist as before.
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But although the Ambassadors have not been accredited and one cannot 
speak of a lack of respect for the principle of not reestablishing diplomatic 
relations with Chile, the authorities of both countries announced a “normali-
zation process”, which should logically culminate with the restoration of diplo-
matic relations.

A very controversial issue that arose in the approach to Chile was the decision of 
the Bolivian authorities to suspend the process of rehabilitation of the Arica-La 
Paz railway, which is another disrespect for a traditional principle of Bolivian 
international doctrine: the principle of enforce the right of free transit to and 
from the sea. In effect, considering that the railway is an integral part of the free 
transit regime that Chile granted to Bolivia in its territory and ports, the 
stoppage of its operations prevents Bolivian trade from exercising the right, 
which, according to the bilateral agreements, it must be granted in perpetuity. 
But to understand this strange decision, which is like rejecting a benefit that has 
already been granted by international treaties, it is necessary to go back in time 
and explain what happened before. 

the traditional principles of Bolivian international doctrine states that diplomatic 
relations with Chile cannot be reestablished without first resolving or co-
mmitting to resolve the Bolivian maritime problem, which was the main reason 
for the last rupture of diplomatic relations in 1978.

Preventing the Restoration of the Arica-La Paz Railway 

Not many years before, in 1996, the paving of the highway that connects 
La Paz with Arica was finally completed, and trucking, taking advantage of the 
problems that the railway was going through, quickly became the main means 
of freight transportation between the port of Arica and Bolivia. In this process, 

Moreover, what the ruling party now presents as a great step of unders-
tanding with Chile, which effectively allows negotiating other important issues, 
is actually a great setback on the maritime issue, which is the result of the great 
failure of the Morales government in this matter. And it is a setback because the 
dialogue that is being resumed does not include the maritime issue, which is the 
most important objective of Bolivian foreign policy, and does not include it, 
according to the Chilean authorities, because it would be a resolved issue by the 
1904 Treaty and the 2018 ICJ ruling (Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores de Chile, 
07/05/2021).

Under the 1904 Treaty and the 1905 Convention, the railway operated with 
relative regularity from 1928, when Chile handed over the Bolivian side of the 
track to the La Paz government, until 2001, when a strong storm destroyed a 
railway bridge on the Chilean side of the border. From that moment on, the 
private company that administered the railway faced serious economic difficul-
ties that prevented it from functioning normally. In fact, between 2001 and 2005, 
when the company went bankrupt, the train made very few trips and from then 
on, it was completely paralyzed on the Chilean side of the border to this day.

105THE TRADITIONAL PRINCIPLES OF BOLIVIAN FOREIGN POLICY (2006 - 2021): IDEOLOGIZATION BEFORE PRAGMATISM



But one thing that can change this whole situation is the correct imple-
mentation of the 1990 International Land Transport Agreement (known in 
Spanish as ATIT), which in this case should prevail over the interpretation of the 
1937 Convention that supposedly grants monopoly rights to Bolivian truckers. 
And it should prevail not because it is a multilateral agreement but because it is 
specific to the question of discussion, that is, in what conditions the transport 
companies should work between the Chilean ports and Bolivia? In this regard, 
the ATIT is very clear in establishing that it should be in reciprocity conditions 
(article 5). Considering this provision, Bolivian truckers protected by the Arce 
government could lose their monopoly not only in relation to the railway but 
also in relation to foreign truckers.

In such conditions, after 16 years of absolute paralysis, the companies that 
now operate the railway on both sides of the border, announced the rehabili-
tation of the train through a technical test that was carried out successfully in 
early May 2021. However, Bolivian truckers who are organized in several unions 
close to the government, began to protest with major roadblocks in the whole 
country. As this situation was affecting the Bolivian economy, the govern-ment 
decided to address the truck drivers' claims and put pressure on the railway 
company in charge of the Bolivian side of the road, to stop the technical test it was 
carrying out. Thus, the Minister of Public Works, Edgar Montaño, brokered in a 
meeting between the railway company and the transport sector, in which it was 
agreed to suspend the technical test and lift the blockades (El Diario, 05/13/ 
2021). As it is notorious, this agreement not only represents another disrespect for 
a traditional principle of Bolivian international doctrine, but also prevents 
Bolivian commerce from accessing a competitive logistical alternative, which was 
granted to Bolivia in order to alleviate its landlocked situation.

Bolivian truckers assumed a monopoly not only in relation to the railway but to 
Chilean truckers, who were prohibited from transporting cargo in transit to 
Bolivia, under an interpretation of the 1937 Convention, which establishes that 
the jurisdiction over cargo in transit to Bolivia corresponds exclusively to the 
Bolivian authorities (Article 4/d).

The affected business sectors rejected the suspension of the railway, accu-
sing the government of privileging the interests of one sector over the interests of 
the entire country, and explained through local media that the train is not a 
direct competitor of trucks for two basic reasons: 1) the weight that the train can 
carry exceeds the maximum weight allowed for a truck on the roads; and 2) the 
time it takes for the train to cover the same route is much longer than the time it 
takes for a truck. For these reasons and the market studies that were made by the 
rail company, the railway can only transport the 10% of the cargo that at the 
present crosses the border (El Deber, 12/05/2021). 
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Conclusions

As we have seen, in the last fifteen years some of the most important traditional 
principles of the Bolivian foreign policy were partially or totally disrespected by 
the governments of the day, who, with the intention of marking differences with 
their respective predecessors, assumed the most extreme positions imaginable. 
With this statement, we are not ignoring that all governments have an ideology 
that defines their political position, but what we are observing is that there was 
no intention to achieve a balance between that position and the traditional 
principles of the international doctrine of Bolivia. Everything was always extre-
me, in a dichotomy of left and right, as if fanaticisms were the best way to con-
duct foreign policy. 

This extremism was evident in multilateral forums, where Bolivian votes 
were always in favor or against, but almost never in abstention. As if it were 
mandatory to have definitive positions on each issue. Abstaining is by nature the 
intermediate option, the best way not to favor either one or the other. Balance 
and neutrality can also work in many cases, not only to ensure respect for tra-
ditional foreign policy principles, but, above all, to safeguard the national inte-
rests and even the image of the country. In the case of the use of chemical 
weapons in Syria, if the Bolivian representation did not want to support the 
investigation proposed by the United States, it was better to abstain but not to 
vote against, because what is perceived in the end is that Bolivia was trying        
to cover up those responsible for the use of chemical weapons. The difference in 
the vote was almost imperceptible, because the United States motion was going 
to be rejected anyway since Russia also voted against it; but for Bolivia, which 
has no interest in that conflict, the difference in terms of image and respect for the 
foreign policy principles, it was enormous.

 The transitional government of Jeanine Áñez, in its intention to con-
demn internationally and get as far away as possible from what Morales had 
done, ended up doing the same as its adversary but on the other side. Indeed, 
during the Áñez administration Bolivian diplomacy acted under far-right 

This extremism has also cost Bolivia its foreign policy independence in the 
multilateral arena because all votes, declarations, and decisions are in line with 
the interests of other countries and not necessarily in line with the Bolivian 
interests, as it should be. In the MAS governments, Bolivia acts openly aligned 
with Russia in the UN and with the ALBA-TCP alliance in regional forums. In 
February 2020, in relation to the coup in Myanmar, the Bolivian government 
expressed its deep concern about the situation of violence “and the illegal 
detention of political leaders” (Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores, 02/01/ 
2020). But then, when the UN Human Rights Council was about to approve a 
Resolution that among other things calls “urgently for the immediate and 
unconditional release of all persons arbitrarily detained”; Bolivia asked to be 
excluded, as did Russia, China, Venezuela, and the Philippines (Bolivia Verifica, 
11/03/2021).
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Finally, with respect to Chile, without reestablishing diplomatic relations, 
the government must try to ensure faithful compliance with all bilateral agree-
ments and in that sense enforce the right of free transit to and from the sea, 
including the full operation of the Arica – La Paz Railway. In this sense, the go-
vernment is in time to rectify its decision to suspend the rail rehabilitation works, 
so as not to leave a disastrous precedent regarding compliance with internatio-
nal agreements.

ANF (07/03/2013) En La Paz se realizará acto de rechazo al referéndum en las Malvinas. 
Agencia de Noticas Fides. [online, 16/06/2021] https://www.noticias 
fides.com/nacional/politica/en-la-paz-se-realizara-acto-de-rechazo-al-
referendum-en-las-malvinas--328177-328164. 

ANF (23/02/2021) Denuncian masacre blanca en Cancillería, más de 100 diplomáticos de 
carrera fueron despedidos. La Paz – Bolivia. [online, 20/06/2021] 
https://www.noticiasfides.com/nacional/politica/denuncian-masacre-
blanca-en-cancilleria-mas-de-100-diplomaticos-de-carrera-fueron-
despedidos-408282. 

ideologies and alienated with the United States and Brazil. Although the Foreign 
Ministry regained its institutional status with the reincorporation of several 
career diplomats, the foreign policy leadership decided to take extremist mea-
sures that, although they were welcomed at the beginning, were also contrary to 
Bolivian interests. The Human Rights violations mentioned and the loss of 
Cuban medical assistance in times of crisis of the Bolivian health system were the 
most visible examples of this reality.

Regarding the future, the Arce government has the possibility, if it decides 
to act pragmatically, to reestablish trust with the United States and regain at least 
part of the market lost with the ATPDEA during Morales’ administration. The 
signals given so far to abandon the ineffective anti-imperialist ideologies are 
encouraging, but from the experience we have with the United States, which has 
a more predictable foreign policy than the Bolivian one, everything will depend 
on the commitment that Bolivia can assume with the fight against drug tra-
fficking.
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Introduction

Iván Duque was elected in 2018 as the candidate of the Democratic Centrist 
Party which has the former president, Alvaro Uribe, as its leader. He represents a 
traditional caudillo (strongman) leader who uses an aggressive, confrontational, 
and often religious language, and who rewards loyalty as well as friendship: he 
who is not my friend is my enemy. His ideologization is present in internal and 
external affairs and he aims to show how he is different from his predecessor. In 
this context, the chapter seeks to answer questions related to the principles and 
characteristics of foreign policy, and to the predominance of pragmatism and/or 
ideologization. Consensus on international insertion requires inter-party agree-
ments that are reflected in the guidelines and practice of foreign policy, which in 
the Colombian case has been made difficult by the country’s polarization.

C
olombia is a secondary power that seeks to exercise regional leadership. 
This intention has been present in the foreign policy of Iván Duque 
(2018-2022) and in that of his predecessor Juan Manuel Santos (2010-

2018). Two characteristics stand out in Duque’s international insertion: the first 
is linked to the incidence of internal factors, particularly of the political and 
economic elites, and the second, the management of a rhetoric in international 
forums that, at times, has little to do with reality. This chapter therefore seeks to 
examine the internal, external, and personal factors that influence Colombian 
foreign policy. With the presence of COVID-19, the situation has become more 
complicated for all countries and in the Colombian case, it has increased in the 
midst of an inter-party struggle between different, predominantly political 
elites. It increased with the deepening of a crisis that resulted in demonstrations 
with displays of social protests for labor, pension, fiscal, educational and health 
reforms. 
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Colombia: Between the Internal and the External, the Structural and the 
Conjunctural

An examination of Colombian foreign policy reveals a series of both structural 
and conjunctural characteristics with a marked emphasis on the domestic situa-
tion, which is linked to its international actions. The special relationship with the 
United States, the narrowness of the political regime and presidential diplomacy 
have been structural characteristics with nuances depending on the ideas, prefe-
rences, and incidence of the political and governmental elites, and of course, of 
the head of state. 

It is in these that we find the pragmatism, principles and ideologization of 
a country’s foreign policy. Although it is difficult to define what is meant by 
pragmatism from the theoretical point of view of international relations, a prag-
matist theory of IR could be inspired by the works of John Dewey and Richard 
Rorty, as Menand (1997) points out. Or in the analyses of Gardini and Lambert. 
The truth of the matter is that pragmatism privileges results following the objec-
tives and means at its disposal. Ideology is perceived as the desirable and 
pragmatism as the attainable, observing both a tension and complementarity 
between the two. Ideology and pragmatism are an integral part of all political 

The present chapter will be divided into 4 parts. The first part examines a 
series of concepts related to the factors that influence the design of a country’s 
foreign policy, the interaction between internal and external elements, and the 
dialogue between pragmatism and ideologization. Personality characteristics 
and the role of the decision-maker in terms of his or her ideas, values, beliefs, and 
personal history influence his or her domestic and international preferences   
and actions. In the second part, a review of the geographic and thematic prio-
rities of the government of Iván Duque (2018-2022) is carried out, showing 
similarities and differences, changes, and continuities with respect to Juan 
Manuel Santos (2010-2018). Emphasis will be placed on diversification or 
alignment with the United States, the relationship with Venezuela, particularly 
at the border, and the presence of immigrants from that country. Even though 
the Colombian Constitution of 1991 points out the integration of Latin America 
and the Caribbean, the country has prioritized an alliance with the northern 
power that has sometimes generated distrust for international insertion. Subse-
quently, the third part of this chapter refers to integration, emphasizing the crisis 
of multilateralism and the ideology with which integration groups are formed, 
something which hinders their durability. New integration modalities are pro-
posed, such as Paradiplomacy, which has shown its virtues in MERCOSUR and 
the Andean Community, and Colombia’s three pro tempore presidencies are 
examined: the Andean Community, the Pacific Alliance and PROSUR. Finally, 
the fourth part contains conclusions and a series of challenges for Colombian 
foreign policy.
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Taking the above considerations into account, indicators such as presiden-
tial discourse, the profile of foreign policy elites, and the mechanisms of interna-
tional insertion, shed light on the analysis. For many years, Latin American 
countries examined their foreign policy separately from their domestic policy, 
ignoring their interaction and the extension of the internal to the external. Long 
argues that this ignorance was influenced by the lack of coordination between 
different actors and decision-makers (Long, 2017), since Latin American political 
processes have become more complex due to the participation of the executive, 
the legislature, civil society, and subnational governments. Actors who prefer to 
conciliate manage to build more alliances and cooperative actions.

Complementing the above, Antoni Kapcia (2011) suggests that ideology 
in foreign policy is exclusive to the strongest developed countries, while prag-
matism would be the best asset for small developing countries. Something 
similar could be said of the Argentine, Carlos Escudé with his contributions on 
Peripheral Realism and the need to build alliances with dominant countries. In 
this direction, a pragmatic foreign policy is based on the usefulness and practi-
cality of ideas, policies, and proposals (Gardini & Lambert, 2011). It is com-
patible between established principles and a leader's personalized vision of 
international relations. Ideology, on the other hand, is the lens through which 
principles and values are viewed beyond practical and historical circumstances. 
Large countries with more resources could exercise more pragmatic policies, 
while small countries would use ideology as a resource to increase their inter-
national visibility. In the Colombian case, there would be a combination of the 
ideological and the pragmatic.

The treatment of foreign policy issues varies according to context and si-
tuation. Not all domestic factors and actors have the same relevance but will 
vary according to national interest and the interests of different sectors of so-

Colombian foreign policy formulation has been subject to these tensions 
between pragmatism and ideology. Its foreign policy, “has tended to be domi-
nated by a small foreign policy elite, in which the president without exception 
has been the most important player” (Randall, 2011, p. 140), to the point that 
many of the presidents set the agenda leaving little influence to congress and 
even less to public opinion. Undoubtedly, it is a foreign policy without consen-
sus that shows divergences of the traditional political elites with the incumbent 
rulers, as could be observed with the Plebiscite for Peace during the Santos 
administration and/or during the administration of Ivan Duque who represents 
the Democratic Centrist Party.

activity and, therefore, of foreign policy. For this reason, any foreign policy 
should contain elements of both, since “they are complementary, rather than 
opposed or irreconcilable terms. Although there is certainly a tension between 
ideology and pragmatism, they are interrelated and compatible, not mutually 
exclusive” (Gardini, 2011, p. 13). In other words, a foreign policy where only 
ideas prevail, ends up being a utopia; while one dominated by pragmatism 
would fall into opportunism and more seriously into the lack of direction.
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ciety. Economic elites tend to be the most active, but in general it will depend on 
the capacity for leadership, coordination, and association. Here, consensus 
becomes very important. In consensus, the capacity for leadership and convic-
tion has a bearing on the construction of authority and national identity. 
Leadership, rationality, and persuasion are fundamental. There is a lot of “tug-
of-war”. But not only that, but coordination also favors follow-up and imple-
mentation. However, there are many difficulties around coordination due to the 
lack of leadership, a comprehensive vision and institutional jealousy.

The so-called “sensitivity” of leaders is linked to the degree of cognitive 
and emotional openness to ideas that are contrary or different from their own or 
their political leanings. A leader with low sensitivity will prefer to rely on his 
personal beliefs -including ideological ones- to adopt courses of action and one-
man management. To the contrary, highly sensitive leaders identify political 
situations and signs of favorability or antagonism before adopting a definitive 
decision, seeking the greatest possible consensus. There are leaders who know 
that many conflicts can only be partially resolved, with the conviction that many 
of their decisions should include various preferences, but recognizing that full 
consensus cannot always be reached, so they opt to seek the lowest possible con-
sensus, accepting that there will never be a preference or alternative satisfactory 
to all (Hermann et al., 2001, pp. 153-156).

In turn, the link between the internal and the external, as Putman argues, 
is an entangled “game” and requires concertation. Often this concertation must 
be pragmatic. One interacts “with actors who have the power to ratify or reject a 
final agreement”, which must be acceptable to the internal and the external 
(Putman, 1988). There are some actors who have more power than others, which 
are generally the executive, the legislature and some interest groups in society 
depending on the issue to be addressed, but in general the economic and po-
litical elites, as well as the political party to which the president belongs hold this 
power. They are actors with veto power, which is also held by the president and 
the foreign minister of the day. International negotiators move on parallel nego-
tiation boards and are influenced by great state and social powers. In this sense, 
the interaction between internal and external for diplomacy is also related to two 
aspects: bilateral and multilateral. It crosses state, regional, and local levels, and 
alludes to issues such as cooperation, security, environment, culture, and edu-
cation. 

James Rossenau refers to the way in which the international system is 
shaped and the countries that exert the greatest influence. For Latin America, the 
United States is its main political and economic reference. Rossenau analyzes 
systemic, governmental, non-governmental and idiosyncratic factors (Rosse-
nau, 1996). The former refers to the situation and trends in the international sys-
tem and their impact on a country’s foreign policy decision-making. In this 
sense, the position of the United States and its weakening, and the rise of po-
wers such as China, India and Russia have an impact on foreign affairs. And 
even more so for a country like Colombia, for which the United States is its main 
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In recent years, Latin American leaders such as Hugo Chávez in Vene-
zuela and Luis Ignacio Lulla Da Silva in Brazil have been identified, but they 
have lost influence and it has been replaced by other “sectoral” leaderships. 
Today, there is a lack of general leadership in Latin America and there are 
thematic, sectoral, and non-state actor leaderships. Colombia tried to exercise 
sectoral leadership around drugs during the Santos administration and Iván 
Duque sought to do about Venezuela and migration. Within these factors, ideas, 
traditions, identity, and language, among others, play an important role and are 
often linked either to ideology or to the pragmatism that characterizes their 
leaders. Thus, for example, in Colombia during the government of Álvaro Uribe, 
there was talk of a “Microphone Diplomacy” exercised by various actors 
involved directly or indirectly in decision-making, in which presidential diplo-
macy was very clear and derived from the authoritarianism exercised in the 

The Russell and Tokatlian (2013) models involve a set of permanent, 
durable, and contingent factors. The permanent or structural factors are the size 
of the country and its geographical location. Durable factors are power, natural 
resources, identity, and the degree of diversification of foreign relations. And the 
contingent ones point to the political orientation and the importance that the 
country has for the United States (Russell and Tokatlian, 2013, p 213). Santos’ 
pragmatic style influenced Colombia's external insertion during his 8 years in 
office. Ties were strengthened with Latin American regional powers, such as the 
member countries of the Pacific Alliance (Colombia, Chile, Peru, and Mexico) 
and with Brazil, and a series of actions were promoted towards Asia, mainly in 
the areas of cooperation and trade. Its relationship with the United States was 
pragmatic and diversified. Its participation in multilateral organizations also 
showed its capacity to build consensus on issues such as diplomacy for peace in 
the UN, the OAS and UNASUR.

Returning to the systemic factors identified, the United States occupies an 
important place. Trump mentioned the recovery of the United States as “Ame-
rica first” in order to show a different foreign policy. It was not an alternative 
vision of the international order, nor a new doctrine, nor a consistent foreign 
policy guide. But it did have an impact at the international level, and its with-
drawal from the TPP (Trans-Pacific Partnership), the climate agreement, UNESCO 
and the global pact on migration and asylum, affected the region and in parti-
cular Colombia, mainly on issues such as migration, security (and with that, 
drugs), environment and trade. And even more so, with the growing trade 
tension between China and the United States that alters the Latin American eco-
nomy. With Joe Biden, the situation is different. He is a supporter of multilate-
ralism and relations based on cooperation. Towards Colombia, he particularly 
supports actions aimed at fostering a lasting and sustainable peace, as well as 
prevention as a means of combating the use of illicit drugs.

foreign policy reference. At the same time, idiosyncratic factors are important to 
understand the leadership and the capacity to convince and dissuade the head of 
state.
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domestic sphere. Not only because of this, but also the need to legitimize and 
obtain economic and military resources for the Democratic Security Project, 
Colombia was seen as a problem country that exported insecurity to neighbo-
ring countries. With Santos, the language was conciliatory and changed the 
country’s image, and with Duque, it returned to aggressive, provocative and 
ideologizing expressions.

Changes and Continuities: Principles, Ideologization and/or Pragmatism?

At the beginning of 2018, the government proposed three main cornersto-
nes of foreign policy: migration, borders, and sovereignty (Departamento 
Nacional de Planeación “National Planning Department”, 2019). It outlines the 
policy (2018-2022) that is called responsible, innovative, and constructive. It pro-
poses a series of initiatives to promote a multilateral policy, mainly in scenarios 
such as the OAS and on issues such as the environment. At the same time, it 
points out the importance of a new comprehensive migration policy that consi-
ders the new migratory dynamics that Colombia faces as a country that sends, 
receives, and transits migrants. It proposes seeking a new border policy that 
promotes the comprehensive and differentiated development of Colombian 
border regions, departments and municipalities, promoting from the state, in 
coordination with the governments of these territorial entities, both the use of 
their endogenous potential and the strengthening of their public, private and 
community organizations and institutions, as well as integration with neighbo-
ring countries (https://www.cancilleria.gov.co/principios-y-lineamientos-la-
politica-exterior-colombiana). It also intended to lead a national strategy that 
would allow the consolidation of supply and demand for international coo-
peration based on foreign policy objectives and the pillars of the National 
Development Plan: Pact for Colombia, Pact for Equity, seeking to consolidate 
Colombia as a strategic provider of South-South cooperation. However, many of 

Latin American countries and Colombia in particular respond differently to sys-
temic and individual factors. The variable change of government and Presiden-
tial Diplomacy indicate either a pragmatic or ideological style, permeating 
language and alliances. This is influenced by culture, values, traditions, and 
identity, as well as perceptions and imaginaries. The administration of Juan 
Manuel Santos showed a series of changes, and that of Iván Duque is described 
as a setback linked to ideologization (Buelvas EP et al, 2021). Nevertheless, 
Colombian foreign policy, with a markedly juridic character, has a series of 
guidelines such as sovereignty, political independence, non-interference and 
non-intervention in internal affairs, peaceful settlement of disputes, respect for 
international law, promotion of human rights and self-determination of peoples. 
These guidelines are in accordance with the objectives formulated by a given 
administration. However, in the Duque administration there is a marked rhe-
toric and little applicability of the statements it raises at the international level.
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When analyzing Colombia’s external insertion, we find a series of ele-
ments that influence its direction. North American, European, and Latin Ameri-
can scholars have sought explanations regarding the elements that influence the 
geographic and thematic priorities and the actors involved in this process. The 
recent history of Colombian foreign policy shows a relationship between ideolo-
gization and pragmatism. The government of Álvaro Uribe was ideological and 
favored bilateral relations, while that of Juan Manuel Santos was pragmatic, 
conciliatory and sought to consolidate its position in multilateral organizations 
such as the Pacific Alliance, UNASUR and the UN, with the aim of approaching 
Latin American countries that were a priority to national interests. The policies 
of both are framed within the ideological accommodation in the former and 
pragmatic in the latter. 

Colombia presents an ideal geopolitical situation as it is located in the 
northern part of South America and has a presence in the Caribbean, the Pacific 
and the Amazon. It has been seen as an attractive country for foreign investment. 
Under Santos, membership in the CIVETS countries paid dividends, an acronym 
that was unveiled at the beginning of his administration and which, in addition 
to Colombia, is made up of Indonesia, Vietnam, Egypt, Turkey and South Africa. 
Juan Manuel Santos sought diversification by looking towards Asia and streng-
thening relations with Latin America. Expanding its external ties, he sought 
support for the peace process by internationalizing the negotiations with the 

FARC in Havana, which enjoyed broad support from the international commu-
nity (Rojas, 2019). Not only that, but it also joined NATO and the OECD.

With Iván Duque, there is a tendency towards an “ideological” and, to a 
lesser extent, pragmatic accommodation towards the United States. He suppor-
ted Trump’s reelection and the election of Mauricio Claver-Carone to the IDB 
presidency. He put forward guidelines that showed differences with his prede-
cessor through provocative language, returned to the narcotization of relations 
with the United States, and perceived Venezuela as a threat to his own security. 

In general, Santos promoted a diplomacy in permanent interaction with 
his domestic policy with a clear indication of what he intended but with political 
and economic elites fragmented against his predominantly political project. In 
this situation, consensus is difficult to reach. Its international insertion was mo-
tivated by showing a new image of the country, promoting economic diplomacy 
by attracting foreign investment, increasing its presence in the world and ca-
rrying out a peace process with the support of the international community. To 
this end, it diversified its international relations, internationalized peace, 
returned to multilateralism and promoted South-South cooperation in security 
matters. This diplomacy was carried out in a changing international world, in 
the face of an asymmetric Latin America, with diverse political and economic 
projects. And, above all, in a polarized country with fragmented political parties 
and elites. 

these formulations were rhetorical and did not coincide with international 
practice and actions.
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The geographical priorities of Iván Duque’s administration have focused 
on the United States and Venezuela. However, former Foreign Minister Carlos 
Holmes Trujillo, Claudia Blum and Martha Lucia Ramirez made trips to China, 
Russia, European countries such as Belgium and Finland, and several Latin 
American countries. For example, during their trip to China at the end of July 
2019, agreements were signed to promote trade and Colombian exports of Haas 
avocado, bananas, flowers, coffee, and meat, and to inaugurate an air route 
between Beijing and Bogota. With the coronavirus pandemic, this air route was 
postponed. The alliance with the United States dates back to the beginning of the 
20th century. Some scholars call it Respice Pollum (Borda, 2019; Tickner, 2007; 
Randall, 2017), others active subordination, and more recently, pragmatic, and 
ideological accommodation (Ardila and Clemente, 2019). Alfonso López Mi-
chelsen, Belisario Betancur and Juan Manuel Santos made efforts to diversify. 

To this end, he had the support of the Lima Group and the OAS. The government 
of Iván Duque was characterized by “venezualization” and a close relationship 
with the United States. The discourse towards the neighboring country derives 
from the deep polarization of the country and is very close to the Venezuelan 
opposition and the United States. Undoubtedly, Colombia abandoned prudence 
towards the neighbor with which we share 2,219 kilometers, with which we 
have an unresolved dispute over the Gulf of Venezuela or Coquivacoa, and with 
which we are also united by economic and social interests. Venezuela has been 
the main and almost the only country to which Colombia has exported value-
added products. 

The situation with Venezuela is seen as a security problem and in the 
relationship with the United States, the drug issue has returned to the agenda 
between the two countries. Former President Donald Trump stated that “Co-
lombia has done nothing” (El Tiempo, March 29, 2019). He pressured Colombia, 
stating: “Well, you’re going to have to spray. If you don't do spraying, you’re not 
going to be able to get rid of them. So, you must do spraying in relation to drugs 
in Colombia” (El Espectador, March 6, 2020). Colombia unquestioningly adop-
ted the U.S. approach to illicit crops, glyphosate spraying, prohibitionism, milita-
rization and criminalization. Colombian foreign policy returned to its traditional 
reactive diplomacy and to an ideologization and securitization with its main 
actors, reducing the thematic agenda, which Santos had diversified.

With Biden, a pragmatic accommodation is observed. A return to bipar-
tisan consensus due to the role he played as a senator in supporting Plan 
Colombia. He continues to be a strategic ally of the U.S. from a national security 
perspective and a “cornerstone” of its vision for Latin America. Now, Human 
Rights and post-conflict have greater importance and deep reforms are deman-
ded to bring the country in line with international standards. Several U.S. con-
gressmen, especially Democrats, reiterate their support for the post-conflict and 
insist on not abandoning the implementation of peace. They show concern for 
the increase in crimes against social leaders and human rights defenders. There 
is a shift from a unidirectional tone to one in which the search for consensus as a 
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Of Colombia’s 6,342 kilometers of land border, the Venezuelan frontier is 
the most extensive with 2,219 kilometers, the most active and the most interde-
pendent.  However, and even though the 1991 Constitution indicates that Co-
lombia should privilege integration with Latin America and the Caribbean, 
international policy is derived from the relationship with the United States, with 
the vast majority of cases involving reactive and only few proactive actions.  
And the language of the current Duque administration is aggressive and con-
frontational. The Colombian-Venezuelan relationship resembles a pendulum 
that swings between long periods of confrontation and short moments of coope-
ration. With the Bolivarian Revolution this tendency was accentuated. And Co-
lombia should be careful in its bilateral, regional, and international management 
to avoid further instrumentalization of the relationship. Institutional ties have 
been interrupted, Colombia has had no Ambassador in Venezuela since January 
2018, and then, in February 2019, Nicolás Maduro broke diplomatic relations 
between the two countries. However, the support that the neighboring country 
provided to the peace negotiations with the FARC must be acknowledged.

Trade and migration are also high on the agenda. Almost 30% of Colom-
bian exports go to this country and the United States is the leading investor. 
There are tariffs imposed on steel and aluminum exports, which Colombia has 
requested a reduction. In turn, more than 2.5 million Colombians born in Co-
lombia and/or children or grandchildren of Colombians live in that country, 
which corresponds to approximately 50% of Colombian emigrants. 

tool to transform the substance of a more multilateral relationship takes prece-
dence. In this sense, Biden’s personality, more empathetic and attached to the 
traditional ways of using diplomacy to solve problems and crises, has an impact 
on the bilateral relationship.

And the transition in Venezuela is an issue of interest to both countries. 
The diplomatic siege sponsored by the Lima Group was carried out with the 
collaboration of the Trump administration accompanied by economic and 
political sanctions. With the arrival of Biden to the White House, a new approach 
and spaces for dialogue with Caracas are opened and Venezuelan immigrants 
are granted Temporary Protected Status (TPS). It is not a 180-degree turn, nor will 
he recognize Maduro’s legitimacy or lift the sanctions, but he has stopped 
launching threats of military intervention from the White House and the Office 
of the Secretary of State, to explore other alternatives oriented towards dialogue.

Before Chávez, Venezuela based its economy on oil and developed an oil 
diplomacy. At the time and due to high oil prices, it promoted and led initiatives 
such as ALBA, CELAC, Petrocaribe, Bank of the South and UNASUR, and moder-
nized its military equipment (Battaglino, 2008). Although its leadership has 
diminished, Venezuela continues to have followers such as Nicaragua, Bolivia, 

   Venezuela: 2.219 km

Peru: 1.626 km
Brazil: 1.645 km

Ecuador: 586 km
Panama: 266 km
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For many experts, the Venezuelan crisis is not only a product of Nicolás 
Maduro’s mismanagement of the economy, which has been going on since 
before Hugo Chávez came to power. However, the situation has deepened since 
2015, in the middle of Maduro’s first presidential term, where the annual 
inflation rate surpassed the thousand percent barrier with a very rapid increase 
in price levels. This situation was qualified as “the worst economic crisis for a 
country without war” (New York Times, May 17, 2019) due to corruption, mis-
management of the economy and an overconfidence in the price of oil, the 
foreign currency deficit was generated and the fall of imports thusly increasing 
the prices of scarce goods. It is worth noting that the government took even more 
harmful measures such as printing extra money, increasing salaries and non-
payment of government bonds, causing more inflation and further devaluation 
of the Bolivar (BBC, January 10, 2019; El Tiempo March 2021). In January 2019, he 
was sworn in as president and in the same month opposition leader Juan Guaidó 
proclaimed himself interim president of Venezuela (El País, January 23, 2019). 
However, his popularity fell as well as the support of the international commu-
nity in the face of a divided opposition that Guaidó failed to unite. 

Furthermore, continuing with neighboring countries, there was also a 
securitization of the relationship with Ecuador. There was talk of an asymmetry 
between the two countries, and in an ongoing manner the southern neighbor 
points out that it had no reason to assume the costs of displacement and fumi-
gation that has affected the health of its border population. It complained about 
the lack of State presence and the prejudices of “Plan Colombia” and “Plan Pa-
triota”, also presenting an instrumentalization in the relationship. In turn, cases 
of corruption in the Ecuadorian army contributed to the lack of bilateral trust.

and Cuba. In the UN Security Council, it has Russia and China as allies. In this 
context, mistrust continues to prevail with Venezuela and President Maduro 
permanently makes statements that instrumentalize the bilateral position. He 
accuses Colombia of being an accomplice in the attacks against his country and 
that his neighbor allied with the United States to invade Venezuela. Maduro has 
made many accusations against Colombia. He is currently calling Iván Duque a 
“racist and xenophobe” for denying vaccinations against the coronavirus to 
Venezuelans living in that country who have not yet legalized their documen-
tation. The closures and incidents at the Táchira-Norte de Santander border 
were permanent, to the point of closing the border for more than a year since 
August 2015, causing inflation and shortages of products. The fact is that the 
Colombian-Venezuelan relations move between mistrust and temporary coope-
ration. In 2021, the border remains closed and clashes between illegal actors, the 
ELN and some FARC dissidents are increasing, especially in the Arauca-Apure 
area.

Since the end of the 20th century, the FARC had been located on this border 
in order to control coca transport routes, on the one hand, and to acquire illegal 
weapons more easily, on the other. At the same time, the guerrillas were crossing 
borders and looking for safe areas of settlement, as demonstrated by Operation 
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Venezuelan immigrants

With both Ecuador and Venezuela, Colombia had a favorable trade balan-
ce for Colombia and exported value-added products. In addition, investments of 
Pintuco, Cordialsa, Alpina, Tecno químicas, the Dann Carlton hotel chain, 
Servientrega, Familia or Leonisa, Crepes & waffles, Exito stores, among others, 
had an important place in Ecuador since they had already withdrawn from 
Venezuela. There is independence between the economic and political spheres 
and the latter did not affect the economic sphere. Today, the political sphere 
affects the economic level, although the Neighborhood Commission and the 
Defense Ministers are gaining strength. 

The economic and political-institutional crisis in Venezuela provoked ma-
ssive migration of its citizens throughout the region. In Colombia particularly, 
the government of Iván Duque, with its Minister of Foreign Affairs first, Carlos 
Holmes Trujillo and then, Claudias Blum, and Martha Lucia Ramirez have led a 
transition project for Venezuela, reflected in the recognition of Juan Guaidó, as 

On the other hand, Brazil and Colombia have been distant neighbors 
despite sharing a border of 1645 kilometers and an Amazon with great natural 
resources. Throughout recent history, ignorance, distance, and disinterest had 
prevailed. But ties deepened as of 2010. Since then, the relationship has been 
mainly economic, and investment related. Bilateral trade increased fourfold and 
Brazilian investments –in transportation, construction, infrastructure, mining, 
energy, science, and technology– increased significantly. Finally, in addition to 
the drug issue with the United States, the ups and downs with Ecuador, the ra-
pprochement with Brazil and the distancing with Venezuela, the arrival of Vene-
zuelans to Colombian territory has increased day by day, in the midst of a regio-
nal loneliness, due to the fact that countries such as Ecuador, Peru and Chile, 
place restrictions on receiving them.

Fénix when the Colombian army destroyed the FARC camp where Raúl Reyes 
was located. This violation of sovereignty led to the breakdown of relations 
between the two countries in April 2008, also affecting the relationship with 
Venezuela and leading to a triangulation of Colombia’s relations with Ecuador 
and Venezuela. What happened with one country also affected the bilateral 
relationship with the other (Ardila and Amado, 2009).

The most notorious aspect of the Venezuelan crisis is represented in the migra-
tory situation that is spread throughout the countries of the region. According to 
UNHCR, the country hosting the most Venezuelans is Colombia with 1.5 million, 
followed by Peru with 768,000 and Chile with 288,000, which are considered 
alarming figures that reflect the need to support the receiving communities, esta-
blishing that the countries of Latin America and the Caribbean cannot continue 
to respond to migrants without international assistance (UNHCR, 2019). By 2021 
this figure is close to 2 million. 
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This is how the two types of borders, internal and international, locate the 
border that Colombia and Venezuela have, but where the characteristics of the 
internal border come to the fore, due to the abandonment by both States, which 
leads to these areas being exploited by transnational criminal groups that coexist 
with state actors but whose presence is ambiguous (García, 2016). On the other 
hand, this border is characterized as a “scenario of cultural exchange and histo-
rical migration” that cannot be conceived as a single border but as a region com-
prising 6 departments - La Guajira, Cesar, Norte de Santander, Arauca, Vichada, 
Guainía - and four Venezuelan States - Zulia, Táchira, Apure and Amazonas- 
(Sánchez, 2015) which means that greater state action is needed that does not 

The Colombian-Venezuelan border has different characteristics depen-
ding on the area and territorial scope, although there are cross-cutting issues 
related to security. Although it is closed, it has more than 150 illegal crossings 
(Carvajal 2020) through which people and goods pass, and migrants arrive in 
Colombia or other countries such as Ecuador, Chile, and Peru. The “trocha” as it 
is commonly called, controls illegal groups, and many of the migrants’ only op-
tion for survival is to join criminal activities. This has led to an increase in xeno-
phobia, especially in border areas and particularly in the city of Cúcuta (El 
Derecho a No Obedecer et al. 2020).

The arrival of COVID-19 increased vulnerability and uncertainty. Neither 
international cooperation nor governmental actions such as the Temporary Pro-
tection Statute for Venezuelan Migrants (Migración Colombia 2021), have led to 
a positive, durable, and legal insertion in the labor market. While developing 
this process of Maduro’s departure, the Duque government manages another 
agenda for migrants, an example of which is the nationalization of Venezuelan 
children born in Colombian territory, as well as health assistance in border 
municipalities in order to provide welfare to this population. 

well as in its participation in the Lima Group to denounce Nicolás Maduro. 
However, the Venezuelan president is entrenched in power and a forced exit is 
distant; rather, dialogue is the most viable alternative aimed at a peaceful transi-
tion in the neighboring country.

Now, to be able to understand the dynamics of the current migration 
crisis, it is crucial to recognize the South American border agenda, which is cha-
racterized by conflicts over the boundary line and the territorial sovereignty of 
the States (García, 2016). However, countries over the years have established 
center-periphery policies with respect to their borders which has left these areas 
in the background generating an imbalance between population, territory, 
development and institutionalism (García, 2016) for such reason in this region 
we speak of a “double border”: internal borders, where the state is characterized 
by having no presence and are territories that have not been successfully inte-
grated into Nation State projects, and international borders that imply that these 
borders are assumed as limits of sovereignties and competing powers with a 
predominantly military vision, which gets in the way and closes the possibilities 
of establishing ties (Ramírez and Cepik, 2004, p. 450). 
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Towards a Fragmented and Pragmatic Multilateralism?

COVID-19 deepened the crisis of Latin American regionalism. Dependence 
on raw materials has a negative impact on intra-regional trade, which dropped 
to 9% in MERCOSUR, 7.3% in CAN, and 2.7% in the Pacific Alliance (Notle, 2019). 
There is no leadership, confidence or representativeness of either Mexico or 
Brazil. There is no Paymaster (Morales, 2020). And it is difficult for Colombia to 
assume this role. Colombia has developed border cooperation actions with CAN 
members such as Ecuador and Peru, and also with Brazil. On the contrary, the 
absence of institutionalism with Venezuela hinders a joint treatment of the 
effects of criminality and COVID-19 in this border of 2,219 kilometers. Colombia 
and Venezuela have lacked diplomatic and consular relations since 2019.

materialize in a militarized international border strategy, but rather unders-
tanding the needs of the communities residing there as well as that of migrants 
seeking new opportunities.

 

However, Colombia did not take advantage of its pro-tempore presidency 
of the CAN to propose and lead a series of triangular and South-South coope-
ration initiatives in the Andean and Latin American region. Its emphasis was on 
economic issues, expanding trade, harmonizing public policies and joint pro-
jects that contribute to boosting regional competitiveness and improving 
people’s quality of life. After the United States, China and the European Union, 
the Andean Community is the fourth destination for Colombian exports: “In 
2019 Colombia exported 3.235 billion dollars to CAN countries with agricultural, 
manufacturing and service products” (CAN, 2020). Recently, it has been oriented 
towards migratory and environmental standardization by promoting the An-
dean Environmental Charter, which will finally be signed at the end of 2020. 

Since the 21st century, Latin American multilateralism has linked the economic 
with the political and continues with an ideologizing character that has gained 
strength with the rise of the new Latin American Left. At present, there is a trend 
towards a Latin American Left with new actors among which the media will 
influence the construction of identities and dominant roles (Cannon and Rangel, 
2020). In the face of this, concepts such as power and region are changing. In the 
former, hard capabilities continue to dominate and are intertwined with soft po-
wer with different actors leading to a socially, economically, and politically 
constructed region (or several). The old multilateralism continues at a cross-
roads of tensions linked to the crisis of the State, the emergence and strengthe-
ning of new actors with international projection, new threats, and the absence of 
leadership, which led to “mini-lateralisms”. It is a “light regionalism” that 
requires debate and discussion on the tensions between the principles of non-
intervention and the defense of sovereignty, as well as between the need for 
consensus on basic rules among a community of states (Notle, 2019). Disen-
chantment with integration is present due to the current uncertainty.
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PROSUR is an attempt to institutionalize the Lima Group in order to isolate 
Venezuela from the regional scenario. It is a weak and unconcreted regional pro-
ject, since it is a simple forum for presidential deliberation, without bodies, 
mandate, and attributions. In its different meetings it has focused on looking for 
ways to combat the pandemic and obtain vaccines for the member countries. In  
general, Duque used other bodies, such as the UN General Assembly to deploy 
his speech against Maduro before a wider audience and accuse him of helping 
FARC dissidents. In this way, he based his accusation on the communist ideo-
logical affinity that exists between the insurgencies and the Venezuelan govern-
ment. Many manifestations point to the crisis of multilateralism and the lack of  
institutionalization and confidence in integration and joint solutions. The absen-
ce of State policies and their ideologization makes it difficult to rebuild a struc-
tural multilateralism that can overcome the marked hyper-presidentialism.

For one year, Colombia received the pro tempore Secretariat of the Pacific 
Alliance in December 2020. It has encountered a multilateral organization 
weakened by COVID and social protests in member countries. It proposed to 
continue with the proposals formulated and initiated by Chile. This group is 
more about cooperation than integration and promotes a neoliberal model of 
open regionalism, with diverse geopolitical and geoeconomic interests and a 
marked hyper-presidentialism. Although its initial integration included Chile, 
Colombia, Mexico and Peru, its networks have been extended to associate mem-
bers, observers, and economic and social actors such as the business, parliamen-
tary, tourism and academic sectors, among others. Since January 2022, Singa-
pore is an associate member. And the Pacific Alliance also seeks to integrate 
Ecuador. All these increase activities with associates and observers from diffe-
rent geographic regions and promote multilateral cooperation with APEC and 
ASEAN. Its roadmap for 2021 included limiting the use of plastic, promoting the 
digital market as a means of strengthening intra-regional exchange and inter-
dependence; aligning PA objectives with those of the SDGs, deepening the gen-
der agenda with the reduction of the wage differential; coordinating with 
Mercosur to generate more trade in the region; and creating a working group on 
Science, Technology, and Innovation. Thus, it was a great opportunity for 
Colombia to promote these initiatives aimed at a Scientific, Digital and Feminist 
Diplomacy, in a year in which the Pacific Alliance turns 10 years old and the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs turns 200. 

Conclusion: Challenges for Colombian Foreign Policy

Colombia is a secondary regional power that seeks leadership and international 
insertion in accordance with its capabilities, which have been affected by COVID-

19. Its foreign policy moves between pragmatism and ideologization and pre-
sents a legalistic and juridic character attached to international law. The United 
States is the main referent, and the security issue is its priority– A multidimen-
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The United States will continue to be relevant for Colombia’s international 
insertion. However, its economic weakening will bring Latin America closer to 
the Great Dragon and the Asia-Pacific region, deepening ties not only in trade 
but also in investment, tourism, culture, and education. A triangulation also      
of United States-China-Colombia tends to be present and to be linked to that 
other United States-Colombia-Venezuela relationship, within an ideological 
and pragmatic accommodation, which indicates a formulation of policies more 
of government than of State, in which personal interests prevail over national 
ones. 

sional security that includes the individual, ranging from drugs to migration, 
including peace and crime. This asymmetric relationship also has U.S. interests 
focused on economic-commercial-financial issues, and Colombian interests 
focused on the viability of an internal agenda promoted by political and, to a 
lesser extent, economic elites. Over the years, Colombia was integrated into the 
major international circuits always hand in hand with the United States, but at 
the same time, new non-governmental actors were emerging who were inte-
rested in being heard and inserting themselves internationally. Thus, business-
people, non-governmental organizations, cities, and regions began to outline 
their own foreign policy, independent of the State.
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In the case of Peru, its foreign policy has faced a regional and global 
context that is deeply influenced by the Neoliberalism guidelines. Even though, 
to a greater or lesser extent since the 1990s, governments that seemed to reach for 

I n the foreign policy field, there are many studies that undertake states 
behavior at an international level, emphasizing concepts such as pragma-
tism, ideology, and dogmatism. Unfortunately, in Latin America these are 

rather scarce, and in the case of Peru, even more so. Nevertheless, this does not 
mean that this approach is not of relevance for the Latin-American foreign policy 
analysis. According to Gardini and Lambert, “since 2000, there appears to be a 
parallel rise of pragmatism and of ideological discourse [in Latin America], both 
employed to foster the national interest in a rapidly changing context” (Gardini 
& Lambert, 2011, p. 4). In a regional context of great political and ideological 

st
transformations, such as the ones that took place in the early 21  century, the 
interest to understand the role of our countries, whether in pragmatic terms or 
not, was of great importance.

This last decade, something quite similar has been happening: the left de-
bacle in the region, which seemed to represent the return of conservative go-
vernments and then the progressist resurgence, presents us an unclear and 
changing regional political context. This added to a severe economic and social 
crisis with a major impact due to the COVID-19 pandemic, let us comprehend the 
current instability in Latin America and, therefore, the need to continue analy-
zing our foreign policies from a perspective that highlights the importance of 
thinking ourselves in pragmatic, ideological or dogmatic terms. Is the internatio-
nal behavior of Latin American States a result of decisions that are understood 
according to the existing circumstances, or the result of pre-established doctrinal 
frameworks?

Introduction
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power with a critical discourse against Neoliberalism were elected, these ended 
up aligning with it. In its beginnings, generated stability lets us refer to a mainly 

stpragmatic foreign policy. Nonetheless, in the 21  century, Peruvian external 
behavior has become much more complex, in such a way that the maintenance 
of this economic model in our international relations has combined quotas of 
pragmatism and dogmatism. Precisely, Neoliberalism ‒of great importance to 
understand the Peruvian foreign policy of these times‒ will be analyzed with the 
objective to demonstrate that, in the Peruvian case, even when it is associated to 
pragmatism, it will also allow us to comprehend the inherent dogmatism to its 
foreign policy, demonstrating the synergy that exists between pragmatism and 
dogmatism in international matters.

What do we mean when we refer to pragmatic foreign policy? Dominguez 
understands it as a state policy that clearly identifies its objectives and the 
instruments to achieve them, “with the awareness that achievable benefits are 
pursued starting from reasonable costs” (Domínguez, 2008, pp. 180-181). Simi-
larly, by pragmatic behavior Leone refers to actions that lead to concrete goals, 
that report the greatest number of benefits and can be achievable with the means 
available (Leone, 2013, p. 258). According to the Diccionario de la Lengua Española, 
the word pragmatic is defined as “inclined to pragmatism”, whilst pragmatism 
refers to the “preference for what is practical or useful”. That explains why 
Gardini conceives that a pragmatic foreign policy is the one based on criteria 
such as usefulness, workability, and practicality, emphasizing the priority of 
action over doctrine and the experience over principles (Gardini, 2011, p. 17). 
Nevertheless, despite the apparent consensus regarding what is understood as a 
pragmatic foreign policy, in fact it is a widely discussed concept since there is a 
“extensive disagreement among scholars, and especially between philosophers, 
over how to define the term's meaning” of pragmatism (Ralston, 2011, p. 74).

Between Pragmatism, Ideology and Dogmatism: A Difficult Theoretical 
Debate

There are those who question pragmatism as an opportunistic behavior or 
an ad hoc reaction, but in fact, a pragmatic attitude would respond to “a policy, 
thought and based ‒up to a certain point‒ on an integrating doctrine” that 
provides certain degree of foresight and coherence (Fermandois, 1985, p. 177). In 
other words, a pragmatic foreign policy not only should be explained in utili-
tarian terms or based on a rational decision that seeks for the best choice (mea-
ning that which maximizes benefits and reduces costs, as developed by Realism, 

thone of the main theories of International Relations in the 20  Century), but also 
from the existence of a doctrinal component, not to call it ideological. 

Raymond Aron pointed out that authentic Realism forces us to under-
stand states’ foreign policy not only regarding the pursuit of power, but also 
from ideological frameworks that influence that behavior. It's in that sense that 
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It is in this point that the concept of dogmatism emerges into the debate. 
According to Domínguez, “dogmatism refers to an idea, and a mindset deve-
loped in the past, that could result appropriate then, but differs from present 
reality, prevents new ideas from being learned, new information from being 
gathered and official policies from being changed or modified” (Domínguez, 
2008, p. 184). And even when ideological behavior is not necessarily the same as 
dogmatic behavior (as mentioned before, a pragmatic policy could have an 
ideological component), it is undeniable that dogmatism has, itself, a high ideo-
logical content.

Dominguez claims that ideology is a form of cataloging and valuing the infor-
mation being gathered, “Ideology thus understood constitutes a useful instru-
ment, not confronted with pragmatism, to comprehend the world in which we 
live, the importance of the past and its legacy to the present, as well as the values 
that matter to individuals” (Domínguez, 2008, p. 187). Similarly, Zîzêk proposes 
that ideology is “the framework of sense that organizes our opinions and attitu-
des regarding what we assume, as well as what we consider correct or inco-
rrect”. It is, therefore, “the filter of our perception of reality and of our morality” 
(as quoted by Ilizarbe, 2020, p. 130). In this way, proposing a difference between 
a pragmatic foreign policy and an ideological one would constitute an error. 
Ideology, thus, cannot be marginalized from political analysis because it is 
supposedly value biased, nor can values fail to be considered for the compre-
hension of a state behavior in the international arena (Gardini, 2011, p. 15). A 
doctrinal framework could be both a heterodox approach and a liberal or conser-
vative proposal, and it is often present in any type of behavior. 

Despite the aforementioned, the dichotomy between pragmatism and 
ideology, or experience and principles, is still used to comprehend foreign poli-
cy. However, it seems to be evident that, at this point, there are no pure 
governments in ideological or pragmatic terms (Merke & Reynoso, 2016, p. 110). 
Highly pragmatic governments show doctrinal bases that serve them as guide-
lines, and very ideologized ones behave, most of the time, demonstrating a high 
dose of pragmatism. Even, as Ralston mentions, a pragmatic behavior in the 
International Relations ambit requires different techniques, approaches, and 
ideas, which force diplomats to count on tools coming from different theoretical 
frameworks, all of them fundamental for the defense of their country's interest 
(Ralston, 2011, p. 82-83). What could seem contradictory turns into a perfect 
complement. In any case, “the ideology-pragmatism continuum shows that an 
action, occasionally, can respond to both elements (…), without a clear answer” 
(Leone, 2013, p. 258).

Hence, it is quite easy to associate an ideological foreign policy with posi-
tions defined in the past, out of context, without considering its viability and real 
utility; as well as with a “personalized” a vision of “international relations rela-
ted to a specific leader or administration rather than to a consistent national 
interest” (Gardini, 2011, p. 17). We will call this a dogmatic foreign policy. For 
the purposes of this paper, we will take the dichotomy that the debate on prag-
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Neoliberalism is an ideological framework that is used by different governments 
not only as an economic model for a country's development, but also as a tool of 
great importance for its international relations. It had its highlight during the 
1980s decade under the impulse of two leaders of great influence at a global 
scale: Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher. It is in this context in which Latin 
American countries understood the importance of not only deregulating its 
economies and opening their markets, but also of promoting commercial trades, 
going from political integration to economic integration and understanding the 
international as a source of commerce and investments. 

Neoliberalism in the 1990 Decade as an Expression of a Pragmatic Foreign 
Policy

matism and dogmatism proposes to foreign policy, whilst the ideological 
component will be always present, as it determines the states’ international 
behavior.

In the case of Peru, the terrible macroeconomic situation inherited from the 
Alan Garcia administration (1985-1990) and the country’s distancing from the in-
ternational financial system (highly necessary to have access to credits), forced 
Peru to get closer to the United States and implement the neoliberal economic 
model. Therefore, it is no coincidence that as soon as Alberto Fujimori won the 
Presidency in 1990, he became distant from his criticism to neoliberal reforms 
(which were an important part of his main political rival, Mario Vargas Llosa) 
and assumed this ideological framework as the path to take. Ever since, “the State 
priority has been economic growth based on deregulation and production libera-
lization, the privatization of public companies, private investment and, especia-
lly, international capitals promotion (Ilizarbe, 2020, p. 141). As it can be seen, the 
international component of this proposal is evident.

To Latin America, the “lost decade” urgently called for a different econo-
mic proposal, after the developmentalism attrition. Furthermore, the end of the 
Cold War, as well as the United States and capitalism triumph (that evolves with 
the Washington Consensus to a more radical version), made Neoliberalism mo-
re than an option to the countries in the region, almost an obligation. “Thus […], 
both in the Southern Cone and in the Andean region of South America, neoli-
beral policies became hegemonic, being able to achieve the consensus of various 
fractions of different social classes and began to be applied throughout demo-
cratic governments with a greater emphasis than what dictatorial governments 
had been able to implement” (Kan, 2018, p. 17).

It is worth noting that Fujimori was “a practically unknown candidate […] 
with an eclectic discourse in ideological terms, but […] popular, oriented to tackle 
economic crisis and terrorism (Urra, 2011, p. 150). Initially, he approached poli-
ticians from different political orientations. Furthermore, as he appointed well-
known left-wing leaders to cabinet charges and other top-level positions, he also 
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On the other hand, this reintegration to the global finances’ world, highly 
necessary to Peru, also implied making an agreement with its main creditors. To 
do so, Peru needed to provide stability in order to stimulate investment and 
activities from the private sector, besides eliminating the terrorist threat and 
facing social demands. Fujimori’s response was to emphasize public order. To 
Mauceri, “enhanced state power domestically” had been one of the “keys to the 
overall success of the Fujimori neoliberal reform program” (Mauceri, 1995, p. 
23). As a result, Fujimori administration did restructure the debt in favorable 
conditions and reestablished Peru’s position in the international financial co-
mmunity. This allowed him to extend the diplomatic and economic linkages 
between Peru and important countries from the Asian-Pacific region, as well as 
consolidate bilateral relations with the United States, making it an important 
partner to Peru (St. John, 2017, p. 73-74).

In the early 1990s, fight against drugs was of great importance to Ame-
rican foreign policies, and Peru, as one of the biggest cocaine producers in the 
world, with vast areas of coca leaf cultivation, was a key actor“. As a result of it, 
initial negotiations between both states focused on drug production and tra-
fficking, a policy of great interest to George Bush administration. This approach 
demonstrated the initial pragmatism in Fujimori administration, for Peruvians 
in and outside the government had been more involved in the fight against 
terrorist movements ‒especially the Shining Path‒ than what they were during 
the war against drugs” (St. John, 1999, p. 213). But this did not mean a submi-
ssion to United States interests. On the contrary, not only did the Peruvian 
government take advantage of the importance that the problem against drugs 
for Presidents Ronald Reagan and George Bush had acquired based on the 
country’s interest, but also proposed a different approach to the military (of 
great American influence): one of an integral nature, finally successful (Rama-
cciotti & Mendez, 2012, pp. 112-113).

In this difficult context to Peru, one of the priorities of Peruvian foreign 
policy (if not the most important) was to reincorporate Peru to the international 
financial system, although this required restoring the country’s international po-
sition. To do so, the support of the American government was of great impor-
tance. Hence, besides implementing neoliberal economic reforms required by 
this great power (with an emphasis on market and privatizations), another am-
bit that was of great interest to the United States in its relationship with Peru was 
the fight against drug production and trafficking.

assigned a Prime Minister to the liking of businessmen and started applying 
drastic fiscal policy shocks and opening negotiations with international creditors. 
“In doing so, he kept many guessing about his real intentions. But when it became 
clear that major policy decisions were being made by Fujimori’s closed circle of 
economic and military technocrats, with little outside influence, these appointees 
resigned” (Mauceri, 1995, p. 22). In this context, without alternatives to capitalism 
and having communism failed globally (and all its derivatives), the neoliberal 
ideological impulse did not find any opposition. 
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Actually, as a result of the self-coup carried out by Fujimori in 1992 and his 
first authoritarian attempt, Peru was close to lose, in an instant, everything 
gained in the matter of the country’s reintegration to the international financial 
system. The possibility that countries such as the United States and the OAS 

impose sanctions against Peru, led Fujimori administration to propose a Demo-
cratic Constituent Congress as a way out to save this situation (Vidarte & 
Quispe, 2018, p. 62-63). Therefore, besides the fact that the emergency and 
national reconstruction government that emerged after the self-coup had to sub-
mit itself, perhaps reluctantly, to the pressure and demands of the international 
environment (Bákula, 2001, p. 1514), it is also likely that there has been a quota of 
pragmatism, which rapidly made the Fujimori administration realize that the 
authoritarian path was not a good option and that it was better to adopt measu-
res that could lead Peru into a democratic transition. Despite the aforementio-
ned, there is no doubt that the country’s image was going to be severely affected.

At this point, it can be said that the Fujimori administration actions were 
perfectly framed in a pragmatic behavior. The neoliberal economic reforms 
adopted seem to be the expression of a government that, at a certain moment, 
decided what the most convenient option for the country was. In that sense, the 
study that Merke and Reynoso carried out on the political orientations of Latin 
American countries between the years 1980 and 2014 confirms it by recognizing 
the Fujimori administration as a mainly pragmatic one in its different moments. 
Without constituting a “hard pragmatism”, it is clearly present (Merke & 
Reynoso, 2016, p. 118). Furthermore, it points out that governments that propose 
a larger economic openness and an alignment to the United States policies (such 
as Fujimori’s) usually have a more pragmatic style in terms of foreign policy 
(Merke & Reynoso, 2016, p. 125). It turns evident that “there is a relationship 
stated between the presidents’ ideological positions […] and their orientation to 
present foreign policy styles that are more ideological for leftists and more 
pragmatic for right-wingers. Nevertheless, […] this relationship is far from 
linear and excluding, there are cases of left-wing presidents that present prag-
matic attitudes and right-wing presidents with ideological ones” (Merke & 
Reynoso, 2016, p. 128).

Evidently, at this juncture, the neoliberal model implementation could have 
a positive impact on the country. An eminently pragmatic analysis may have led 
Alberto Fujimori to move off from what he stated during the electoral campaign 
and build a neoliberal order that, for many, “providing a quick, effective and 
resolute solution to the economic crisis and the internal war” (Felices, 2017, p. 166). 
In the same respect, St. John claims that Fujimori’s source of success was based on 
having demonstrated “both pragmatism and perseverance in the tracing of a 
series of political initiatives, daring and innovative” (St. John, 1999, p. 227). 

The latter is of great importance, since it is a tendency in Latin America to 
always consider governments politically aligned to neoliberalism as govern-
ments that are actually expressions of a pragmatic foreign policy, and critical 
governments as ideologized or dogmatic per se, but as Merke and Reynoso claim, 
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this does not always occur this way. In the Peruvian case, a great deal of the 
stliterature identifies that governments that were developed in the 21  century as 

pragmatic, since they continued policies that were being developed in the fo-
reign policy ambit in previous years (especially the ones that in the international 
context prioritized economic openness and free trade agreements). For instance, 
since administrations such as Alan Garcia’s (2006-2011) and Ollanta Humala’s 
(2011-2016) rapidly moved away from the criticism they made to the predo-
minant discourse (that during the first decade of the present century had a great 
reception in different countries of the region), they can be considered pragmatic. 
And that is precisely what is going to be questioned next. 

thIs the 20 -Century Neoliberalism an Expression of a Pragmatic Foreign 
Policy?

At this point, it is evident that Alberto Fujimori’s administration developed a 
neoliberal proposal based on the market, whose impact, by reestablishing eco-
nomic stability and the popular support that came with it, allowed him to keep 
going with ambitious market reforms (Weyland, 2003, p. 1107) that were ex-
pressed in different ambits, including foreign policy. Precisely, considering the 
achievements of the model implemented by the Fujimori administration in     
the 1990s, and the fact that the Peruvian foreign policy had followed these 
economic ideas, is that we could refer to a pragmatic foreign policy (Guerra-
Barón, 2019, p. 48-49). Additionally, since the market defeated important ideo-
logical rivals, is that, ironically, neoliberal populists (such as Fujimori) reinfor-
ced the idea of “the end of ideology” by developing a discourse that emphasized 
the importance of political pragmatism (Weyland, 2003, p. 1107). But what has 

sthappened in the 21  Century? Firstly, the tendency on comprehending Peruvian 
foreign policy as a mainly pragmatic one continues. 

stAccording to Guerra Barón “all presidents in the 21  Century have led 
their actions based on Fujimori’s economic ideas, with which not only prag-
matism can be noted, but also the consistency of strategies and formulas used to 
insert the country internationally” (Guerra-Barón, 2019, p. 48-49). For his part, 
St. John, when analyzing the Peruvian foreign policy during Alejandro Toledo 
(2001-2006), Alan García and Ollanta Humala’s administration, claims that, in 
the same way, pragmatism has tended to prevail over ideology, and that the 
latter rarely ended up overshadowing pragmatism (St. John, 2011, p. 133-134). 
From his perspective, the continuity of Peruvian foreign policy after the year 
2000, following the bases introduced by Alberto Fujimori, and the coherence and 
rationality of the initiatives in the international ambit by the Peruvian diplo-
macy, made evident a high degree of pragmatism (St. John, 2017, p. 66; 108). 

In the study Marke and Reynoso carried out, the Alejandro Toledo admi-
nistration and the second term of Alan Garcia were characterized by a pragmatic 
leadership style (ranked 5 out of 7). In the case of Humala, even when his 
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administration shows less signs of pragmatism, it could be considered that way 
(4.6 points out of 7), although it seems ironic that he shares perspective with 
Fujimori's second term (1995-2000), since, according to both authors, this is the 
most pragmatic term of his entire stay in power (Merke & Reynoso, 2016, p. 118). 
In the same line, to St. John, the Toledo administration “largely continued the 
pragmatism-over-ideology model employed by President Fujimori” (St. John, 
2011, p. 124-125). His orientation for neoliberalism as economic model, its 
openness and economic integration to the world, and the design of an institu-
tional architecture responsible for international economic negotiations, could 
have been signals of this attempt to instrumentalize foreign policy in terms of the 
country's interests (Guerra-Barón, 2019, p. 50). Pragmatism is shown at its finest.

stIn the second decade of the 21  century, Ollanta Humala and Pedro Pablo 
Kuczynski (2016-2018) won the Presidency, but it did not change the course 
already taken. Foreign policy during the nationalist administration “did not pay 
attention to what was proposed in its party platform, but continued the great 
guidelines established already. (…) continued with a basically “economicist” 
foreign policy, without great political goals nor leaderships, both at a regional 
and a global level” (Vidarte, 2016, p. 82). Whilst Kuczynski represented from the 
beginning a liberal government close to the great capital, no one actually was 
surprised when he continued with the neoliberal foundations to foreign policy. 
Integration and global economic openness were expressed through the conti-
nuation of “bilateral contacts started in the Humala administration with secon-
dary markets to our products, but (…) highly important for their size” (Vidarte, 
2018, p. 117).

At this point, Peruvian foreign policy could be considered as one of prag-
matic character, but being neoliberalism an expression of an ideological frame-
work, we would actually be facing a pragmatic foreign policy guided by a 
neoliberal ideology. The first thing that is obvious is that the Peruvian case lets 
us overcome the pragmatism-ideology dichotomy in terms of foreign policy. It 
is, in fact, much more precise to utilize the pragmatism-dogmatism dichotomy. 
Bákula himself pointed out that, even in the eighties, the economic crisis expe-
rienced in the region and the attitude of the international financial centers 

For his part, Alan García’s second term in office might have moved away 
completely from the economic heterodoxy of his first administration in the 1980s 
in order to embrace a neoliberal agenda. Commerce and investments promo-
tion, as well as free trade agreements, meant the continuation of what was built 
in the previous administration. From a pragmatic perspective, García would 
have decided to “opt for Peru's integration to a globalized world, taking advan-
tage of the enormous possibilities that [were presented] to a developing coun-
try” (Arias, 2006, p. 19). The international context, mainly positive back then 
especially to Latin America, seemed to want to be taken advantage of by García, 
even when this implied distancing from the old aprista tradition, by not questio-
ning and using the neoliberal ideology bases (and even against of what García 
himself promoted as president in the 1980s). 
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On the other hand, even when Neoliberalism offered a project that allo-
wed to end hyperinflation, its insistence on continued budget austerity, and its 
warnings against economic overheating, blocked any decided effort to promote 
growing and create employment rapidly (Weyland, 2003, p. 1107-1108). So, once 
the 1990s decade has passed, is it possible to keep considering neoliberalism as 
an expression of a pragmatic policy when it seems to present limitations to 
achieve the expectations that its implementation in the region generated? Not by 
chance did certain political parties and movements critical to the current order 
began to gain power in Latin America, which were actually developed on the 
Neoliberalism broken promises. In foreign policy, this change of political course 
in the region is also going to have direct consequences over the countries’ econo-
mic and commercial priorities, more critically on the role of the United States 
and a different idea on the future of regional integration and the relevance of our 
participation in the emergent world. 

It is not strange that for some academics Neoliberalism in fact ended up 
turning into a lifestyle, generating social conditions to its reproduction among 
society. On the pretext of liberty, “it was generating a quota of consensus in favor 
of a social order that actually ends up accepting as such”. “It is not unreasonable 
to suppose that the greater strategic triumph of neoliberalism was to have pro-
moted social awareness” (Salinas, 2018, p. 8-9). Hence, the bases of the neoliberal 
model, in certain Latin American countries including Peru, were practically 
intact, holding on to the dogmatic idea that the “State must only have the market 
work in an appropriate manner in order to avoid restrictions and impediments 
to free and full competition” (Salinas, 2018, p. 9). This unique way of thinking, 
which dominates much of politics, academy, the media, and society in general, 

“contributed to the problem's ideologization” (Bákula, 2001, p. 1511; 1513). De-
ideologize Peru and other Latin American country’s response to get out of this 
situation is a mistake, but this does not mean that there was no pragmatic-nature 
answer to face the crisis.

Hence, it is important to finish not only with the idea that invites us to 
believe that ideology does not exist or, even worse, does not matter, which was 
indeed popular during the Cold War and was carried out by authors like Francis 
Fukuyama; but also, in the same line, to consider liberal democracy “as a histo-
rically superior and insuperable form of development” (Ilizarbe, 2020, p. 129). 
There comes a point in which the academy must assume a revolutionary choice, 
and as Robert Cox would say, it should be all about transiting from a conser-
vative analysis that seeks to solve problems and that conceives itself as value-
free, but in fact “it is full of values since it accepts implicitly the dominant order 
as its own frame”, to one that questions the institutional and discursive bases of 
the existing order, and helps in the construction of an alternative one (Cox, 2014, 
p. 133-135). Therefore, it is fundamental to introduce ideology to the debate and 
understand neoliberalism as an ideological framework that has had, and still 
has, a fundamental role to comprehend Peruvian foreign policy, both from a 
pragmatic and dogmatic perspective. 
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Therefore, Peruvian society, especially those urban sectors more favored 
by these policies, has a quite positive perception on the current economic model. 
In a poll carried out a few years ago, it was demonstrated how important it was 
to Peruvian population that Peru increase its commerce in other countries, as 
well as the benefits generated by foreign investment. These results remain, and 
even in some cases improved, vis-à-vis previous polls (Vidarte, 2016, p. 84-85; 87-
89). From the elites to much of the population, there is a clearly established idea 
on the validity of the neoliberal agenda. 

and that is developed under the main international organizations, was imposed 
as “the only and more convenient course that should be followed in all countries 
and under all circumstances” (Tello & Ibarra, 2012).

Among all of them, the case of Ollanta Humala was the most evident. 
With the Nationalism winning the elections, many changes regarding Peru’s 
position in the international system were expected, but these did not occur. In 
terms of foreign policy, his political platform known as “La Gran Transforma-
ción”  had a distinct progressivism, similar to what had been going on in other 
countries of the region. Nevertheless, these five years meant a high level of con-
tinuity, in which an “economicist” foreign policy developed during the previous 
years prevailed. This deceit has been studied not necessarily as a pragmatic 
behavior, but in terms of “capture”: a government that is captured by an impor-
tant sector of great economic powers (Durand, 2016). Going from a reactionary 
discourse to an absolutely opposite one, does not imply a pragmatic decision on 

In that sense, is anyone surprised by the fact that Alan García, running for 
President in 2006, had promised to revise the Free Trade Agreement that his 
predecessor had signed and that sought to be approved by the Congress, but 
then, once in office, became an active promoter of such agreement? It could be 
said that pragmatism prevailed, but it is evident that he lied during his cam-
paign (in order to confront Ollanta Humala’s proposal, who did not seem to 
have any intentions of subscribing such agreement), and that he was convinced 
that a model that is built to an international level through those types of trade 
agreements was fundamental. Moreover, he claimed, once in the presidency, 
that “for Peru not to sign the FTA with the United States, tendrían que caer piedras 
hacia arriba” (Andina, 2006). Furthermore, his willingness to articulate the 
commercial integration between Pacific riparian countries, which later on would 
be the bases of the Pacific Alliance, shows his adhesion to the principles under 
which the Washington Consensus emerged (Toche, 2011, p. 92). However, at a 
moment in which a great part of Latin America urgently called for a change, 
different Peruvian governments that reached power in those years did not want 
to assume that challenge and based on the results of the last presidential elec-
tions (2021), it may not have been the best choice. 

  The expression tendrían que caer piedras hacia arriba has its equivalent in when pigs fly, whose 
definition, according to the Collins Dictionary, is "If you say 'when pigs fly' after someone has said that 
something might happen, you are emphasizing that you think it is very unlikely".
    “The Great Tranformation”.
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what is best for the country, but does involve a pact that allows the existing order 
to survive. This pact can also be understood as an expression of an institutional 
macro arrangement of neoliberal core that emerged in the nineties and remained 

st
unaltered in its main guidelines until late in the 21  century (Vergara, 2012). It 
has little or no pragmatism at all. 

Since the limitations that the neoliberal model presents and the increasing 
social awareness on the need for a change do not matter, continuing with the 
neoliberal ideology is not that pragmatic. The well-known Peruvian economist 
Bruno Seminario has recently claimed that the economic model cannot be main-
tained in Peru, since it has already collapsed (Seminario, 2021); in other words, if 

st
criticisms already existed in the early 21  century, currently they should be worse. 

Besides, being its origin the result of not a rational choice about what is 
best for the country (but of an imposition or an arrangement to maintain an 
order that is mainly convenient to a minority, and that in terms of foreign policy 
it seems to be unaware of the transformations that are happening), the existence 

It is worth mentioning that in Chile something similar occurs. In the last 
decades it has been common to identify the continuity of its foreign policy, mea-
ning Chile’s integration to the post-dictatorship world, as a mainly pragmatic 
one. Nevertheless, this discourse does not seem to resist any longer: the neolibe-
ral project and all what it implies is in crisis (Robledo, 2020, p. 3). This has been 
manifested through social strikes, which although they had been happening 
some time ago, they got worse in 2019, making the Chilean government accept 
the possibility of a constitutional change as a way out of the crisis. This outbreak 
has caused a structural crisis due to a public demand for a change of the model in 
different levels, including international economic policy, the same that is closely 
related to the so-long existing model (Güell, in Robledo, 2020, p. 26). Thus, in this 
context, maintaining the model and all what it implies in terms of foreign policy, 
as a sector of the Chilean elite pretends, is an expression of pragmatism or dog-
matism? It seems to be the latter. 

It is important to remember that not only the world, but the region have 
changed considerably in the last three decades. Currently, we are immersed in a 
highly questioned context regarding economic  globalization that started in 2008 
(the major crisis to capitalism since the Wall Street Crash of 1929), and that has 
been strengthen due to the COVID-19 pandemic (to such an extent that in Latin 
America there is a discussion on a new “lost decade”); furthermore, the world 
seems to get fractured with respect to the two great powers' (the United States 
and China) interests, societies call for stronger states that could face situations 
such as health crisis and transnational threats, as well as the fact that the world 
requires a greater political cooperation to solve the global problems that afflict 
us. In this context, can our foreign policy keep prioritizing market openness, 
trade agreements and economic liberalization? Considering the risks, opportu-
nities and threats that are presented in this highly complex world, wouldn’t 
following this path rather be an expression of a behavior that is a little pragmatic, 
not to say dogmatic?
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In Humala’s case, his victory in the 2011 elections does not “seem to have 
been very encouraging for the United States due to the closeness that existed 
with that group of countries led by Hugo Chávez’s Venezuela. But, except for his 
presence at the funeral of the former Venezuelan leader, Humala had no major 
contact with the Bolivarian axis. From the beginning he showed interest in 
continuing to be an ally of the United States in this part of the continent. At least 
in the two main axes of the relationship, the economic and security ones, there 
were clear coincidences, either through the Peruvian government’s support for 
the TPP, an instrument that among other things reflects the geopolitical interests 
of the United States in the Asia-Pacific region, or through the alignment of the 
government –except for a short period at the beginning of it– to the anti-drug 
policy promoted by the great power” (Vidarte, 2016, p. 75-76). Thus, while he 
sought to consolidate Peru as a good ally of the United States, at the same time, 

Although neoliberalism is shown as an ideological framework that seems to be 
an expression of a dogmatic behavior rather than a pragmatic one, both in Peru, 
as well as in other countries in the region, this does discard the idea that in Peru-
vian foreign policy there have been moments of pragmatism that clearly aimed 
at the proper functioning of the economic model. Two recent examples from the 

st21  century, that help understand what was mentioned, will be presented in the 
following paragraphs. A first example was experienced during the Garcia and 
Humala administrations. Considering the Garcia’s heterodox and confronta-
tional past against the international financial system, and the Humala’s natio-
nalist and critical discourse against the international order, it was expected that, 
in both cases, the relationship with the United States could be affected. Unlike 
the instability in the United States-Peruvian relationship during the Cold War, 
since the beginning of the Fujimori administration, Peru had consolidated itself 
as a partner of the world power in the continent, so a change in the linkage was 
feared. Economic reforms that led to the implementation of neoliberalism were 
since the beginning linked to a relationship with the United States. 

of a dogmatic component in the Peruvian foreign policy that allows us to under-
stand the country integration in a world mainly in neoliberal terms, not knowing 
other approaches that could be essential to foreign policy and, as a consequence, 
to Peru's interests in the international ambit is evident. 

In the case of García’s second administration, the opposite occurred. After 
the setback suffered in the relationship between Peru and the United States at the 
end of the Fujimori administration, the García’s second term was, continuously 
with that of Toledo, fundamental to rebuilding the bilateral dynamics, despite 
the distrust that was generated at that moment (Vidarte, 2016, p. 75). García 
knew how to maintain a good relationship both with President George W. Bush 
and later on with Barack Obama.
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his foreign policy was pragmatic enough to keep its distance, without breaking 
its linkage with the axis led by Venezuela. It is no coincidence that, in spaces such 
as the OAS, during Humala's five-year term, Peru has shown great independence 
to vote against motions of interest of the Caribbean country (Dextre, 2019, p. 25), 
without this having implied difficulties in the Peruvian foreign policy at the 
regional level.

And what is pragmatic about this? Although a visit by a Peruvian presi-
dent seems logical and necessary ‒considering the economic importance of 
China for Peruvian interests‒, this decision reflected a more complex political 
calculation. “Kuczynski was someone very identified with the United States. He 
developed a large part of his professional career in that country, and he also 
happened to have American nationality, a subject that at the time was part of a 
big debate”. Hence, visiting the Asian giant meant “recognizing the significance 
of the Asian country for Peru and ending any negative speculation that may be 
generated with Kuczynski winning the Presidency to power, or on the Chinese 
influence in the region, an aspect that is of great concern for the United States 
government” (Vidarte, 2018, p. 114). The trip included meetings at both go-
vernment and business levels, and although it did not have great economic 
achievements, it did have political value. The official visit of President Xi Jinping 
at the end of 2016 proves this. Any fear about the future of the relationship 
between Peru and China disappeared. China continued to be an important 
partner to Peru.

A second example is the interest shown at the beginning of the Pedro 
Pablo Kuczynski administration to get closer to China. It is a fact that for a few 
years now, the Chinese market has established itself as the main destination for 
our exports, while the Chinese investments, mainly in the mining sector, are 
shown to be the most important ones. Being both the promotion of free trades 
and investment pillars of the neoliberal model, the new ruler demonstrated the 
relevance that China had for Peruvian foreign policy, choosing this country as 
the destination for his first state visit, a few weeks after taking office as president 
of the Republic (Novak & Namihas, 2017, p. 123).

Conclusion 

It has been evidenced in the Peruvian case that, as it happens at a theoretical 
level, ideological frameworks can be part of a pragmatic and dogmatic behavior 
in the international sphere. In Peru, neoliberalism, an ideological framework of 
great relevance in recent decades, was not only the expression of a pragmatic 
foreign policy in the early 1990s, but also, in the 21st century, it proved to be part 
of a dogmatic foreign policy. At one point, it was considered the best choice to 
get out of the economic crisis of the 1980s, with great impact internally and exter-
nally. But two decades later, as happened in other Latin American countries, 
Peru began to show the need for changes in the face of a neoliberal model that 
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Domínguez, J. I. (2008). Las relaciones contemporáneas Estados Unidos-América 
Latina. En R. Lagos, América Latina: ¿integración o fragmentación? (págs. 179-
207). Buenos Aires: Edhasa .

Governments that many expected to be reformist, to a greater or lesser 
extent, were not, and for different reasons they maintained the discourse. 
However, in this context, Peruvian foreign policy, in order to sustain the econo-
mic reforms initiated in the 1990s, also showed signals of pragmatism. Ironically, 
Peru’s relationship at an international level, especially our relationship with the 
main great powers, of major importance for the purposes of the economic mo-
del, showed a high level of pragmatism. In this way, Peru has managed, on the 
one hand, to consolidate a solid relationship with the United States for almost 
three decades and, on the other hand, to develop a fruitful rapprochement with 
China in recent times, based on its consolidation as a world power.

Andina. (28 December 2006). Alan García: “Para que el Perú no firme TLC con EEUU 
tendrían que caer piedras hacia arriba”. https://andina.pe/agencia/noticia-alan-
garcia-para-que-peru-no-firme-tlc-eeuu-tendrian-caer-piedras-hacia-arriba-
110013.aspx

Cox, R. (2014). Fuerzas sociales, estados y órdenes mundiales: mas allá de la Teoría de 
las Relaciones Internacionales. Relaciones Internacionales, (24), 129-162.

Dextre, A. (2019). “Donde manda capitán” Perú y Venezuela en la OEA, 2011 - 2016. 
Lima: Pontificia Universidad Católica del Perú.

seemed to be running out. Despite this, and the criticism that began to grow in 
the population, the same model continued to be maintained. In these circums-
tances, neoliberalism is presented as a dogmatic proposal, since Peruvian poli-
tical and economic elites understood it as part of a model that had to be defended 
at all costs.
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Introduction

After the death of Chávez, such a foreign policy has been continued du-
ring the Nicolas Maduro administrations. However, the political and economic 
context has been substantially modified. On the one hand, Venezuela has 
undergone a deep economic crisis since 2013, which has limited the ability of the 
Maduro’s administration to continue an “oil diplomacy”. On the other hand, the 
regional and global context has also changed. The cycle of “left wing” govern-
ments in Latin America has been surpassed by a more diverse region in terms of 
the ideological composition of their governments. Additionally, the increasing 
geopolitical and economic competition between the US, China and Russia has 
impacted on the Venezuelan foreign policy strategy.

V enezuela’s foreign policy has experienced substantial transformations 
after the arrival in power of Hugo Chávez in 1999. The country was 
traditionally a close US ally in the Western Hemisphere. Especially after 

1958, Venezuela promoted a foreign policy based on the defense of democracy, 
the fight against communism, the protection of human rights and the promotion 
of a new international economic order, but without abandoning a Western and 
capitalist identity. The arrival of Chávez in power was accompanied by a recon-
figuration of this strategy. The Chavist administrations have fostered a new 
approach in which the promotion of a new multipolar world, the reactivation of 
the idea of a Bolivarian integration, the fight against neo-liberalism and south-
south cooperation have been central. 

Similarly, in the Chavist era, Venezuela developed an oil-diplomacy as a 
mechanism to balance the US through a “social diplomacy strategy” in the Latin 
America and the Caribbean, and even beyond. Venezuela increased its presence 
in Africa and the Middle East and established close links with Eurasian coun-
tries. Oil diplomacy has been the mechanism to show the Venezuelan revolution 
as a kind of symbol of solidarity and cooperation among developing countries. 
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What are the reasons that explain this transformation of the Venezuelan 
foreign policy in two decades of Chavism? Has the new policy been just a conse-
quence of the overwhelming role of Hugo Chávez and his egocentric pretension 
of global leadership, to the point that has endured his death? Or is the new policy 
part of a strategy to challenge the international liberal order stablished after the II 
World War under the US leadership? Does this policy coincide with revisionist 
powers’ (China and Russia) pretensions to build of a new global order?

We argue in this chapter that Venezuela is a revolutionary state. As Paul Rich 
has properly pointed out “the study of revolutions has been rather a neglected 
terrain by scholars of international relations. The conservative state-centric para-
digm that has dominated the subject since Second World War has tended to 

This revolutionary policy implied a clear confrontation with the leaders of 
the status quo: the US. Venezuela clearly has not the economic and political capa-
bilities to confront the US and its allies. That was clearly understood by Chávez 
and later Maduro. Thus, in the Chavist era, Caracas adopted a soft balancing 
strategy based on a social diplomacy to balance the US, especially in Latin Ame-
rica and the Caribbean. At the same time, Venezuela became a close ally of other 
revolutionary states such as Cuba, Libya, and Iran, but also with revisionist po-
wers in the contestation of the global order. China and Russia, the two revisionists 
power are not revolutionary states, but they promote a transformation of the 
international order and Venezuela has become an ally in those demands.

This chapter analyses the development of this period of the Venezuelan 
foreign policy. The goal is to determine the links between changes in the Vene-
zuelan the political system since 1999 and the “revolutionary” foreign policy 
followed by Chávez and Maduro. To explain that problematic, a qualitative 
methodology is used in the chapter. The main technique used is text analysis. 
The chapter is divided in five sections. In the first one, the theoretical framework 
is presented. In the second section, the explanatory framework is given. In the 
third section, the Venezuelan policy in the era of Hugo Chávez and Nicolás 
Maduro is accounted for. The fifth section is devoted to explaining the reasons of 
the revolutionary foreign policy. The chapter ends with some conclusions.

The hypothesis presented in this chapter is that the changes in the Vene-
zuela foreign policy in the era of Chavism is a consequence the revolutionary 
nature of the political regime. Although, it is recognized that the figure of Hugo 
Chávez has played a critical role in the promotion of the foreign policy, this latter 
could be more properly understood by considering the literature about revolu-
tionary states. As it is explained further in this chapter, the revolutionary regimes 
tend to replicate at international level the political and economic transformations 
that are fostering at domestic level. This was clearly the case of the strategy 
promoted by Chávez that could be described as a “revolutionary foreign policy”.

The Theoretical Framework: A “Revolutionary Foreign Policy”
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The concept of revolutionary states was initially developed by Henry 
Kissinger (1957) and Raymond Aron (1962), and they referred to states the va-
lues of which are potentially subversive for the international system (Schmitt, 
2019: 37). Further research about revolutionary states was advanced by experts 
like David Armstrong, who describes a revolutionary state as “one whose rela-
tions with other states are revolutionary because it stands, in some sense, for 
fundamental changes in the principles on the basis of which states conduct their 
relations with each other” (Armstrong, 1993: 3). Rucker also developed the idea 
of revolutionary states. According to him, this latter is one that seeks not only “to 
improve its relative position in the configuration of the balance of power,” but 
also to export the principles of the revolution and, “therefore, to contest the 
norms, values, relations between actors on the international scene” (Rucker, 
2004: 110).

inhibit enquiry into the global implications of revolutionary changes within 
nation states” (Rich, 1995: 18).  This is also valid when referring to foreign policy 
analysis (FPA) that has normally discarded “revolution” as a variable to be 
considered. FPA has mainly concentrated in Western states and, in consequence, 
has assumed certain practices as normal behavior, such the “Allison centric” 
premise of a complex decision-making process (Williams and Chan, 1995: 5). 
Even if those traditional tools could remain valid, the fact is that the logic of the 
revolutionary states can alter its use. For example, revolutions are associated to 
“strong men” or “revolutionary leaders” like Vladimir Lenin, Fidel Castro, 
Ayatollah Khomeini, or Hugo Chávez. Their role could be overwhelming in the 
development of a revolution and could be crucial in their state’s international 
behavior. In those cases, the importance of bureaucratic policy could be at least 
undermined. Secondly, revolutions strongly believe in the illegitimacy of the 
international order. In Armstrong’s words: “Revolutionaries, (…) if they have a 
conception of international society, see it as an oppressive, unequal, and immo-
ral structure of power” (Armstrong, 1999: 44). Another feature of revolutions is 
that they do not conceive the world in terms of inter-states relations but in classes 
or peoples.  

For Armstrong, revolutionary states could develop diverse strategies: the 
promotion of a world revolution, international reform, or isolation (Armstrong, 
1993: 1). By contrast, Fred Halliday has argued that revolutionary states aim at 
exporting the political and economic changes that they have promoted at a 
domestic level: “[R]evolutions have aspired to the internal transformations of 
societies, but equally they have sought to alter relations between states and na-
tions. …[I]n ideological and programmatic terms, a revolution aims to transform 
a society within: it has equally to be international, or it is nothing” (Halliday, 
1999: 2). For Halliday, revolutionary states consider the internationalization of 
their struggle as part of the domestic consolidation of their revolutions. In the 
military dimension, it entrains the gaining of like-minded allies. From an econo-
mic point of view, internationalization supposes the winning of collaborative 
relationships with new allies. And from an ideological perspective, the promo-
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It is valid to argue that Venezuela has become a revolutionary state in the 
era of Chavism and that fact has influenced its foreign policy. Before 1999, 
Venezuelan foreign policy was largely delimited by the condition of a Western, 
democratic and oil producer country. These factors determined the geographic 
priorities of its foreign policy, in which the US was a partner in the defense of 
democracy and with which Venezuela shared a common strategy to combat 
communism (Josko de Guerón, 1984). It is also legitimate to assert that Vene-
zuela has become a revolutionary state during the government of Hugo Chávez. 
However, ideological motivations to promote the transformation of the interna-
tional system have been complemented by realpolitik even in the Chávez era, 
expressed for example in the economic relations with the US, the principal Vene-
zuelan oil buyer or the political rapprochement with China and Russia. Maduro 
deepened this dimension after 2013. Venezuela needed allies to balance the US 

threats but also partners that could provide economic assistance in a moment of 
deep recession and crisis. Both aspects are crucial to understand the reasons why 
countries such as Iran are still important for the current Venezuelan adminis-
tration.

Chávez clearly implemented a soft balancing strategy that included a 
social diplomacy, as the internationalization of the Venezuelan social programs, 
called Misiones, or initiatives such as “Sponsor a school in Africa”. Chávez also 
developed an oil-diplomacy as Petrocaribe or the signing of agreement with 
countries like Syria to exchange oil for olives, for example. However, balancing 
the US was not a goal itself, it was part a policy to increase its influence in Latin 
America and its presence in Africa and the Middle East as part of a strategy to 
confront the US and the post-world global order.

Soft balancing was an element of the early Chavist foreign policy. Accor-
ding to Corrales, “soft balancing is a relatively new concept in international 
relations, referring to efforts by nations, short of military action, to frustrate the 
foreign policy objective of other presumably more powerful nations. It is a va-
riation of traditional balancing behavior: whereas hard balancing involves 
efforts to reconfigure the international system (e.g., ending the predominance of 
a great power), soft balancing seeks less ambitious goals centered mostly on 
raising the costs of action for the more powerful state” (Corrales, 2009: 98). 
Corrales argues that Chávez administration was a “clear practitioner of ''soft 
balancing” against the United States” (Corrales, 2009: 98). Williams also thinks 
that “Venezuela's foreign policy exhibits the hallmarks of what international 
relations theorist term “soft balancing”, “a strain of balance of power politics 
whereby weaker states employ non-military tools to protect their interests, and 
to delay, frustrate, and undermine a hegemonic state's capacity to impose its 
preferences” (Williams, 2011:261). 

tion of a revolution also needs to further at the international level similar ideals 
to those which legitimate their own internal regime (Halliday, 1994: 90).
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At least three clusters of approaches have been presented to explain policy ma-
king in developing countries. The first one focuses on the extent to which policies 
from one place and time are exported to other time and places. This has led to a 
literature on policy transfer, policy convergence, policy diffusion, lesson dra-
wing, bandwagoning, etc. A second cluster of approaches explain policy making 
based on society-centered models, according to which policies result from the 
interaction of social groups with state decision makers. Marxist approaches 
highlight the role of social classes. Liberal pluralist approaches are centered on 
the idea that bargaining and coalitions in a democratic system are critical in 
policy formation. Public policy approaches stress that powerful and often na-
rrow interests in society can penetrate the state and influence on government 
officials to make certain policies. All these explanations consider society as the 
independent variable to account for policy making. A final cluster are state 
centered in the sense that considers that state leaders and bureaucracy are cri-
tical actors. Diverse models have been developed to explain the behavior of state 
actors in foreign policy making decision process. Allison in his classic “The 
Essence of Decision” presented three models of state actor behavior: rational, 
bureaucratic, and organizational.  The role of the leader is not that critical in this 
explanatory framework. “The decisions taken by the leaders of the state are seen 
as the decisions of the state. This conflation of leader and state is possible because 
of the key assumption that all leaders will act in ways consistent with the long-
term, persistent national interests of the country. Since the national interests do 
not change, changes in leadership are inconsequential” (Neack, 2014: 17).

In our explanatory framework, state units have also been crucial in foreign 
policy making in the Chavist era. We agree with McCarthy-Jones and Turner 
that, despite Chávez's close relations with Fidel Castro and the Cuban revolu-
tion, his political project was, at least in its early years, more a mixture of Boliva-
rianism and nationalism than an expression of Marxism. Thus, the suggestion of 
a simple importation of the Cuban model is at least controversial. Societal 
models are also hard to apply to the Venezuelan case because working class or 
economic elites, highlighted by Marxist and pluralist approaches, were not de-
terminant. It could be argued that certain actors that profited from a new politi-
cal opportunity structure, for examples the Arab community, mostly Syrian and 
Lebanese, could penetrate the Chavist political spheres and influenced on the 
new foreign policy towards the Middle East, in line with the arguments of the 
public choice approach. However, in our view it is not quite clear the real inci-
dence of the Arab community in the design of the new Venezuelan foreign 
policy. 

The State-centered approach is critical for understanding the new foreign 
policy. The nature of the Chavist regime “enabled its officials to determine 
foreign policy priorities independent of societal interests” (MaCarthy-Jones and 
Turner, 2011: 557). Political leaders are important in this approach. “Leaders 

The Explanatory Framework of the Venezuelan Revolutionary Policy
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seem to be motivated by their own well-being and not by the welfare of the state. 
The state’s immortality beyond their own time is secondary to the quest of 
leaders for personal political survival” (Bueno de Mesquita, 2002: 4). Recent 
approaches highlight the subjective understanding of leaders (Kaarbo, 2015).  
However, the role of the President has been essential in this process. 

A monopolization of foreign policy in the hands of Chávez took place. 
Therefore, he intended promoting at international level the “revolutionary” 
changes he was furthering at domestic level. His ideas and belief, his military 
formation and cultural background shape his approach to foreign policy and his 
views on how the global politics works. Ideas as the promotion of a multipolar 
world or his particular understanding of Simón Bolívar’s ideas were crucial in 
the determination of the new Venezuelan foreign policy.

As McCarthy-Jones and Turner (2011: 558) have asserted, the complex 
state-centered foreign policy process “is largely determined by decisions made 
according to the attitudes and reactions of President Chávez”. The military 
formation of Chávez was associated to views of geopolitical confrontation that 
influenced on his ideas about the international system (Serbin, 2008: 142-143). 
Similarly, the Venezuelan president had a sort of messianic belief according to 
which his country, under his leadership, should become an important actor in 
confronting the injustice of the international order promoted by the “US empire”. 
Experts asserts that Chávez enacted the role of “the saviour and liberator of 
South America from the cultural, political and economic predominance of the 
United States” (Wehner an Thies, 2021: 330).

McCarthy-Jones and Turner affirm (2011: 558) that “Venezuelan foreign 
policy during this period increasingly moved towards a model of policy-making 
that was largely state-centered and formulated directly and in most cases solely 
by President Chávez”. Javier Corrales (2011) argues that the President had a total 
control in the implementation of his owns preferences in foreign policy. This 
gave Chávez a wide degree of discretionarily in deciding the orientation of the 
foreign policy. According to the same author: “With no veto groups, strong 
pressure groups, and deep-pocketed, Hugo Chávez ended up with an unusual 
ability to alter Venezuela's foreign policy, practically at will” (Corrales, 2012: 
469).

The consolidation of the Venezuelan revolutionary policy was possible 
due to the political changes and the radicalization of the Venezuelan regime that 
took place after 2004. In a democratic and pluralistic society, many states and 
non-states actors participate in the foreign policy decision making process; some 
of them could even be “veto players”, that could determine a particular policy. 
However, the role of Chávez was overwhelming in Venezuela. Certainly, factors 
such as the negative of the Venezuelan opposition to participate in the legislative 
elections held in 2006, gave to the Chavism an absolute majority in the National 
Assembly and made easier for Chavez monopolize foreign policy. The legisla-
tive role of control of certain aspects of the foreign policy disappeared due to the 
allegiance of most of his members to Chávez. The National Assembly also 
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promoted a reform of the Supreme Tribunal of Justice to appoint justices with 
affinity to the Chavist movement. Thus, the Court potential power to control the 
constitutionality of certain international agreements subscribed by Chávez 
vanished.

Chávez was able to eliminate any bureaucratic resistance to the new 
policy. He furthered a progressive dismantling of the professional agencies 
involved in foreign affairs, which implied a de-professionalization of the foreign 
service and the restructuring of the Ministry of External Relations (Serbin and 
Serbin Pont, 2017: 240). Illera Correal has pointed out that the Venezuela Foreign 
Service was restructured between 2000 and 2005. The Pedro Gual diplomatic 
academy was transformed and the candidates to enter the diplomatic service 
had to do a social service in the so called “misiones”, the social programs imple-
mented by the Venezuelan government (Illera Correal, 2010. 297). Others actors 
such as political parties, Petróleos de Venezuela S.A. (PDVSA) leaders, and 
diplomats lost relevance in the foreign policy process.

One initial goal strongly highlighted by Chávez was the need of a multipolar 
world, what meant the rejection of the post-Cold War global order based on the 
US hegemony. Chávez asserted in 2001: “We must fight against a unipolar world 
and in favor of a new international order (…) we must contribute to the creation 
of this multipolar world. This is an essential strategic objective” (Chávez, 2011: 
WP). The promotion of a multipolar world led Chávez to foster “an independent 
foreign policy”. This latter implied the promotion of closer relations with coun-
tries such as Cuba, China, Brazil, and Russia, in the perspective of contributing 
to the construction of alternative poles to unipolarism. Chávez made campaign 
to promote a multipolar world personally in his diverse international tours, 
which included visits to traditional enemies of Washington such as Muamar 
Gadhafi or Saddam Hussein in 2000. Similarly, the Venezuelan government 
established a very strong alliance with Cuba, the only communist country in the 
Western Hemisphere and traditional US enemy in the region. Later, Chávez 
fostered the relation with Iran and his President Mahmood Ahmadinejad. The 
Venezuelan leader visited in many opportunities Ahmadinejad and he gave his 
support to Iran’s plan to develop nuclear energy. Similarly, Chávez furthered 
relations with Vladimir Putin, President of the Russian Federation, or Alexandre 
Lukashenko, President of Byelorussia, leaders who had have complex relations 
with the US.

Closely related to the fight against unipolarism, the second objective of 
Chávez government foreign policy was the south-south cooperation. The Vene-
zuelan diplomacy intended reactivating mechanisms of cooperation among 
developing nations, such as the Group of Fifteen, the Group of Sixty-Seven, the 
Non-Aligned Movement and the Group of Rio, among others. Venezuela also 
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Another pillar of Chávez foreign policy was the promotion of Latin American 
integration. As a result, Chávez developed his own interpretation of the Simon 
Bolivar’ plans to create a Latin American community of nations, which would 
have to become a pole of power in the world. This objective was part of the 
Chávez program of government (2000-2006), in which is asserted, “the Boliva-
rian dream to constitute a great Confederation of racially mixed Nations of the 
continent is still valid. This is not a utopia. Rather, it is crucial to strengthen     
and to give consistency to all and each of the nations of our political, cultural, 

Another crucial variable to understand the Venezuelan strategy is the 
fight against the “wild neo-liberalism”, as Chávez used to say. Chávez rejected 
the adoption of neoliberal policies and in diverse national and international 
forums highlighted the need to overcome them. During his first visit to China in 
1999, for example, he pointed out that neo-liberalism had been a disaster in the 
Third World and had tried to impose economic models from the center of world 
power in the West: “it had resulted in millions of people leading lives of poverty, 
and had led to unemployment, misery, and death” (Chávez, quoted in Gott, 
2005: 243). He additionally asserted: “The Soviet power has collapsed, but that 
does not mean that neo-liberal capitalism has to be the model followed by the 
peoples of the West. If only for that reason, we invite China to keep its flag flying, 
because this world cannot be run by a universal police force that seeks to control 
everything” (Chávez, quoted in Gott, 2005: 243).

participated in the creation of G-20, a group of underdevelopment countries 
created at the World Trade Organization (WTO) Ministerial Meeting held in 
Cancun, Mexico, in November 2003. This group aimed at influencing on the 
Doha Round that was being developed in the framework of the WTO.

A key element of this strategy is the “oil diplomacy”. We can argue that 
“oil diplomacy” was the mechanism to implement soft balancing. This strategy 
had twofold dimension. The first one was global, the aim of which was to restore 
the influence of the Organization of Exporting Petroleum Countries (OPEC)       
in the determination of the prices of this product. Thus, Chávez developed a per-
sonal diplomacy that included visits to the OPEC country members and the invi-
tation to an OPEC Summit of Heads of State, held in Caracas in 2000. Afterwards, 
Chávez proposed to the OPEC countries the substitution of the dollar by the Euro 
as the currency unit used to determine the oil prices. Only Iran gave support to 
that proposal. The second dimension of the “oil diplomacy” was the promotion 
of south-south cooperation by using oil as the main mechanism. Thus, Vene-
zuela sent oil to be paid later in special conditions to the Central American and 
Caribbean countries, Uruguay, Paraguay, and Argentina. Similarly, Venezuela 
promoted join ventures with countries such as Brazil, Uruguay, or Cuba, where 
some refineries were planned to be built. Moreover, Chávez promoted the 
creation of a South American pipeline to send gas from Venezuela to Argentina. 
All these initiatives were part of more global proposals such as Petrocaribe or 
Petroamérica, but they concrete advances were differentiated, relative success in 
the case of Petrocaribe, mostly rhetoric in the case of Petroamérica.
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and geographic space” (Ministerio de Planificación y Desarrollo, 2005). In this 
strategy, the United States was excluded, which explains the radical opposition 
of Chávez to the proposal of establishing a Free Trade Area of the Americas 
(FTAA). Between 1999 and 2001, the cornerstone of Chávez’s regional integration 
proposal was the creation of a Latin American Confederation. The Bolivarian 
Alternative for the Americas (ALBA) was announced in December 2001 in the 
context of the III Summit of States of the Association of Caribbean States, held at 
Margarita Island, Venezuela. At the beginnings, ALBA was presented just as an 
alternative to the US-led FTAA proposal. 

Chávez had already criticized the FTAA in the Third Summit of the Ame-
ricas, held at Quebec, Canada, in April 2001. This notwithstanding, the Vene-
zuelan government did not totally reject the US proposal, as the Chávez’s speech 
in Quebec demonstrates, but he asked for a win-win agreement based on fair 
trade and not limited to a trade agenda. Nevertheless, the radicalization of the 
political conflict in Venezuela from 2001 onwards, the brief coup d'état of the 12 
April 2002, the general strike of December 2002 - January 2003 and the increasing 
number of declarations of important US government speakers describing 
Venezuelan as a destabilizing factor of the region, all these factors led to a 
deterioration of the relation with Washington. The coup d’état of April 2002 and 
the general strike convinced Chavez that the instigator of the conspiracy against 
his government was the George W. Bush administration. Since then, Caracas 
became a severe critic of the FTAA model and ALBA became the mechanism to 
promote and “alternative” integration. Certainly, it is valid to argue that the 
2002- 2003 events were determining factors in the design of the anti-FTAA and 
ALBA strategies. Chávez asserted in 2005 that “the FTAA is an abuse of sove-
reignty, it is a colonial, imperialist plan” (Chávez, quoted in Guevara, 2005: 101). 

Venezuela has also furthered the South American regional integration. 
The Colombia’s and Peru’s decision to negotiate a bilateral free trade agreement 
with the United States produced a change of strategy by Venezuela. This deci-
sion led Caracas to give priority to Mercosur and after having been accepted as 
full member of this bloc, Chávez announced the Venezuela’s withdrawal from 
the Andean Community and the Group of the Three (G-3). This interest in 
Mercosur should be also understood in the framework of the country’s foreign 
policy objectives. One of the pillars in the Chávez strategy was the establishment 
of an alliance with Mercosur in the fight against the FTAA. In his strategy, Merco-
sur was a component in the promotion of a “multipolar” international order, by 
opposition to the “unipolar” order that Chávez contested (Briceño-Ruiz, 2005). 
Chávez perceived Mercosur as an allied in the fight against neo-liberalism and 
the FTAA. This perception was strengthened since 2003 when Luiz Inácio Lula da 
Silva in Brazil and Néstor Kirchner in Argentina took power. The Venezuelan 
president believed that the critical discourse towards neo-liberalism and globali-
zation promoted by these two presidents was enough reason to establish an 
alliance with them. The cornerstone of such an alliance would the widening of 
Mercosur, with the objective of weakening the FTAA and diminishing the risk    
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Maduro has continued Chávez’s strategy. Thus, the anti-US, anti-imperia-
list and anti-capitalist narrative has remained a component of Venezuela’s 
foreign policy. Notwithstanding those efforts of continuity, the situation is quite 
different. Firstly, Maduro has not the charisma that his antecessor had. Secondly, 
the fall of oil prices in 2013 has limited the possibilities of using South-South Coo-
peration and oil diplomacy as mechanisms to promote foreign policy goals 
(Briceño-Ruiz, 2017). Finally, after the evidence of violations of human rights and 
the weakening of the democratic institutions, the so-called “Bolivarian revolu-
tion” has lost its charm in Latin America, the Caribbean, and the rest of the Global 
South. As Serbin and Serbin Pont have pointed out “with the presidency of 
Maduro, the foreign policy of Venezuela, beyond the rhetoric, entered into an 
increasingly regressive phase, on the defensive vis-à-vis regional and interna-
tional events, in spite of maintaining much of the support and international 
alliances formed earlier” (Serbin and Serbin Pont, 2016: 281). 

This situation worsened after 2015, when the cycle of left-wing govern-
ments ended in Latin America, and Venezuela became increasingly isolated in 
the region. The more aggressive strategy towards Venezuela promoted by the 
Donald Trump administration, in particular the threat of a military intervention, 
the recognition of Juan Guaidó as interim President in January 2019 and the 
economic sanctions implemented in 2017 and 2019, have also contributed to    
the weakening of the Venezuelan presence in global affairs. Regional isolation 

The Venezuelan foreign policy radicalized after 2004. In the wake of the 
victory in the recall referendum in August 2004, a “new strategic map” was 
designed in November. This was a roadmap for the new period of the “Boli-
varian” revolution. In terms of foreign policy, this led to complement the criticism 
of unipolarism with an anti-imperialist narrative. After 2004, but markedly after 
2006, the Venezuela government started to describe the US as an ‘empire’. This 
‘anti-US’ and ‘anti-imperialist’ rhetoric became a crucial element in the Chávez 
government’s international strategy. Similarly, with the adoption of the 21st Cen-
tury Socialism, the anti-capitalist discourse complemented the criticism to neoli-
beralism. At that moment, the problem for Chávez was not a particular way to 
understand capitalism, namely neoliberalism, but the capitalist system itself.

of a greater US hegemony. As a result, Chávez furthered an active foreign poli-  
cy with the aim to become Venezuela a full member of Mercosur. Diverse 
meetings with Lula and Kirchner took place and Business Rounds of the private 
sector of both countries were organized. Chávez established a close personal 
relation with Kirchner and participated in Summits of Heads of State of Merco-
sur, in which he insisted on his demand of full membership for Venezuela. This 
objective was partially achieved in 2004, when in the Summit held at Foz de 
Iguazu, Venezuela was accepted as associated member of Mercosur. Never-
theless, the strategy of Chávez could not conclude with the mere association to 
this group. Several times the Venezuelan government expressed its interest in 
becoming a full member of Mercosur, an objective achieved in December of 
2005.
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In this context the ideological motivations to promote the transformation 
of the international systems have been complemented by realpolitik. Venezuela 
needs allies to balance the US threats but also partners that could provide econo-
mic assistance in a moment of deep recession and crisis. Both aspects are crucial 
to understand the reasons why countries such as Russia or Iran are still impor-
tant for the Venezuelan current administration. However, it does not mean that 
Maduro has given up to the revolutionary goals of the foreign policy. The 
political, economic, and social crisis, deepened during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
and the uncharismatic personally of Maduro, have impeded the development of 
a “Chávez style” foreign policy. Those factors notwithstanding, Maduro is the 
heir of Chávez and has maintained the foreign policy premises established by 
him: multipolarism, anti-capitalism and anti-neoliberalism and south-south 
cooperation, even if reduced due to the economic constraints. Similarly, the na-
rrative of a “Bolivarian” and “alternative” regional integration and cooperation 
remains, even if the country has experienced severe setbacks like its suspension 
from Mercosur or the replacement of UNASUR by PROSUR (The South American 
Forum for Progress and Development), created in 2018 and of which Venezuela 
is excluded. 

Let us be clear even at the risk of being too simplistic: Venezuela has not the 
political, economic, or military capabilities to transform the international sys-

and the conflict with the Trump administration have led the Venezuelan go-
vernment to promote a strategy of “besieged fortress” (Rozental and Jeifets, 
2018: 61) and, in that context, extra-regional alliances built by Chávez became 
crucial. Víctor Mijares has asked if a Maduro Doctrine exists. If yes, this would 
imply “a change from proactively seeking international influence, to a policy of 
reacting to international conditions” (Mijares, 2015: 79). Thus, the strategy of “an 
aggressive process of revolutionary internationalization has been replaced by a 
less flashy model of entrenchment” (Mijares, 2015: 79).

Explaining the Foreign Policy in the Chavist Era

By the same token, the confrontation with the Obama, Trump and Biden 
administrations have remained. By imitating the Cuban political narrative, 
Maduro argues that current Venezuelan crisis is the result of the economic sanc-
tions, also described as “de facto embargo”, imposed by the Trump adminis-
tration since 2017.The US is also described as an “empire”, following the na-
rrative initiated by Chávez. Even if China has reduced its investment and credits 
to the Venezuelan government, the Maduro administration considers Beijing a 
critical ally. In fact, Chinese donations of medical equipment and vaccines has 
allowed the government to some extent to deal with the pandemic. Russia, Iran 
and even Turkey has become allies that have helped to Caracas to avoid the 
impact of the US economic sanctions. In short, Maduro has continued the revo-
lutionary foreign policy strategy initiated by Hugo Chávez. 
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It is valid to argue that the new elements of the Venezuela foreign policy 
from 1999 onwards were based on Chávez beliefs and world view and his 
successor Maduro has unconditionally subscribed to those ideas. Both conside-
red themselves as “revolutionary leaders” of a revolutionary state. They wanted 
the transformation of the world. Thus, the proposal of a multipolar world re-
flected a Chávez interpretation of the Bolivarian view of the international. Before 
2004, this “Bolivarian” view was not linked to an anti-imperialist narrative. 
Bolivar was not neither socialist nor anti-imperialist. In fact, he considered that 
the United Kingdom, the global power in the early 1800s, could be a potential 
ally for the new Hispanic American nations. However, Chávez (and Maduro) 
have forgotten those facts and present Bolivar as an anti-capitalist and anti-
imperialist leader. Accordingly, it is valid to argue that the Bolivarian idea of an 
“equilibrium for the Universe” was reinterpreted by Chávez and became an 
inspiration for his visions of a multipolar world. 

tem. Chávez and even Maduro have understood the limits and constraints of 
Venezuela as a potential revolutionary state and that was the reason why they 
deployed a strategy to create alliances with like-minded states. Cuba became a 
closer ally in the American continent, Libya in Africa, Iran in the Middle East, 
China in Asia, Russia, and Belarus in Eurasia. It as a global strategy that began in 
the American continent, with the criticism to the FTAA and the creation of ALBA 
as alternative regional bloc. In Africa, the Chavist government fostered diverse 
South-South Cooperation initiatives. The rapprochement with Russia and China 
was also part of the plan.

After the failed coup d´état of 2002 and the victory in recall referendum in 
2004, Chávez was convinced that the US was the enemy and Cuba, and Fidel 

The rationalist approach seems limited to explain the Chavist foreign po-
licy because it is difficult to define this latter as the result of an analysis in which 
decision makers, considering a diversity of options, choose the best one that led to 
a maximization of profits. In the rationalist approach this logic of action would 
aim at fostering national interest. If the objective of foreign policy is to maximize 
national interest, it does not have much sense the Venezuelan strategy of confron-
tation with the United States, a world superpower, the main commercial partner, 
and main source of investments, even in most of the Chavist era. 

This incoherence could be explained by using the Weberian distinction of 
ethics of responsibility and ethics of conviction. For the realists, the ethics of con-
viction does not work in the international relations. States aim at defending the 
national interest and, in consequence, it is necessary to eliminate any normative 
bias in its international behavior. It is valid to argue that the Chavist govern-
ments foreign policy has been based upon an ethics of conviction that would be 
linked the logic of a revolutionary state. Since 1999 Venezuelan governments has 
a sort of conviction of being paladins in the fight against the “neoliberal globa-
lization”, the US imperialism, the rescue of the “Bolivarian” integration and the 
rapprochement to the forces that according to the Venezuelan leaders are figh-
ting to build a new global order (China, Russia, Iran, for example).

JOSÉ BRICEÑO-RUIZ158



Castro became the most important ideological ally. The increasingly close rela-
tion with Castro led Chávez to adopt an anti-imperialist discourse after 2004 and 
even to declare himself as a Marxist in 2010. Chávez deepened at that moment 
his revolutionary policy that challenged not just the allegedly unipolar world led 
by the US but that consider this country as an empire to a large extent responsible 
for the problems and inequalities of the planet. Libya in the Gadhafi era and Iran 
(two revolutionary states) became also partners of Caracas. China and Russia, 
two revisionist powers have been considered by Chávez and Maduro two 
critical allies of the so called “Bolivarian revolution”. In other words, Venezuela 
joined the group of revolutionaries/revisionist states that challenge the US hege-
mony and the liberal international order established after the II World War. 

These ideas influenced on the strategy towards Latin America or even the 
Middle East. In the case of Iran, the initial goal was to balance Saudi Arabia in 
OPEC and defend high oil prices, but afterwards Ahmadinejad became a close 
ally of Caracas. In 2007, when Iran experienced gasoline shortages, Caracas sent 
tankers to Teheran. In the case of Syria, the 2010 agreement of exchange of oil for 
olives was crucial for Bachar Al-Assad regime, in a moment of shortage and 
international blockade. Palestine also received oil in special conditions. Vene-
zuela implemented a social diplomacy as the Yasser Arafat Scholarships or the 
reception of Palestinian refugees in Venezuelan territory (See Briceño-Ruiz, 
2022). In the case of Latin America and the Caribbean, Petrocaribe is a clear 
manifestation of soft balancing to US. The English-speaking Caribbean countries 
have the main beneficiaries of the Petrocaribe special conditions. Most of these 
countries later voted against the approval of political sanctions or the implemen-
tation of the Interamerican Democratic Charter to Venezuela in the Organization 
of American States (OAS) (see Márquez Restrepo, 2018). Nevertheless, interests 
and realpolitik were also a determining factor in some aspects of the Venezuelan 
foreign policy. This was evident in the Maduro era when Iran and Russia 
became crucial allies in the survival of the Chavist regime. It may be an irony, but 
it was Iran who went to the rescue of the Venezuelan revolution in 2020, when it 
helped Maduro to overcome the gasoline shortage, openly challenging the US 
sanctions.

In our explanatory framework, ideas, world views and principled beliefs 
of the Venezuelan Presidents in the Chavist era have to large extent determine 
the country revolutionary foreign policy. As leaders of a revolutionary state, 
Chávez and Maduro’s ideas about anti-imperialism or anti-colonialism, their 
“Bolivarian” view of Latin América, became an essential component of the Ve-
nezuelan foreign policy. Certainly, the revolutionary narrative of a new world 
order based on multipolarism or the ideal of South-South cooperation as a new 
modality of solidarity among developing countries, was accompanied for me-
chanisms to balance the US threats against the so-called “Bolivarian revolution”, 
for example the strengthening of new strategic alliances with Russia or China. 
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External constraints and internal factors explain the turn of Venezuela’s 
foreign policy. An external condition has undoubtedly been the confrontation 
against the United States since at least 2001, when the Chavist government be-
gan accusing the Bush administration of financing the opposition and promo-
ting a regime change in Venezuela. Also, Chavist governments have understood 
that the rise of China and the return of Russia gave them a possibility to balance 
the US by establishing alliances with these two revisionist powers. Domestic 
factors have also been crucial. The absolute control of the Venezuelan political 
system by the Chavism, especially since 2006 was a critical question. Chavism’s 
total majority in the Congress and the appointment of new members of the 
Supreme Court of Justice, all related to Chávez’s political project, eliminated the 
possible instances of political control over the decisions that the executive 
approved in foreign policy issues. It must be added that the social actors were 
not consulted either. This is especially true in the case of the private sector, 
which, for example, was not consulted either when Venezuela withdrew from 
CAN, nor when the government decided to join Mercosur. The de-professio-
nalization of the foreign service and the restructuring of the Ministry of External 
Relations eliminated bureaucratic resistance to the new policy.

Conclusions

Venezuela’s foreign policy underwent a radical transformation that reflected the 
domestic political changes implemented by the “Bolivarian revolution”. From 
being a country that vindicated its Western status and capitalism, it became a 
revolutionary state that contests the existing international order, confronts the 
United States, establishes alliances with the enemies of this latter country and 
becomes an ally of revisionist powers such as China and Russia. The condition of 
a revolutionary state has been demonstrated by a foreign policy that promotes 
objectives such as the construction of a multipolar world, the struggle against 
imperialism and the criticism to capitalism, goals established in the Chávez 
governments and that have been followed by Maduro. Additionally, in the 
Chávez era, Venezuela promoted south-south cooperation that aimed the pro-
jection of the “Bolivarian” revolution in Latin America and the Global South, 
and at the same time, it was promoted a soft balancing vis-à-vis the United States. 
In this sense, the Venezuelan government sought to build alliances to confront 
an eventual aggression by Washington. Similarly, the Caracas aimed to reduce 
U.S. influence by rejecting its FTAA project and, instead, promoting Latin Ameri-
can regional initiatives such as ALBA, supporting projects such as the Commu-
nity of Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC) or UNASUR.

In this context, Hugo Chávez became the great foreign policy maker. His 
visions of the world, his military formation, his understanding of Bolívar’s ideas, 
the influence that Fidel Castro could have exerted on him were decisive in the 
design Venezuelan revolutionary foreign policy since 1999. These ideas have not 
been replaced during the years of Maduro’s rule; on the contrary, they are 
vindicated whenever possible. And behind these ideas is the project of giving an 
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In 2018, AMLO won the presidency under a political party that he had created just 
a few years ago: MORENA. The fact was significant for two reasons. In first place, 

Introduction

The Domestic and External Situation

Within this framework, the purpose of this chapter is to analyze AMLO’s 
foreign policy in his first three years under the principled-pragmatist idea. The 
chapter is divided into parts. The first one describes the domestic, external, and 
individual variables that could impact in this activity. This part includes a brief 
description of AMLO’s foreign policy plan for the sexenio. The second part des-
cribes and explains main Mexico's foreign actions towards Latina America. The 
emphasis to the region was the use of normative principles. Next part examines 
Mexico's relationship towards Europe and Asia, which are strategic regions for 
economic diversification. The fourth section explores humanitarian diplomacy 
and Mexico's multilateral policy. The last part analyzes the US-Mexican rela-
tionships under the principled-pragmatism notion, using the key themes in the 
bilateral agenda: trade, migration, and security.

he arrival of Andrés Manuel López Obrador (AMLO) to the presidency in T 2018 represented a significant change in the Mexican political system. 
His victory meant, for the first time, that a leftist-wing political party 

came to power. Furthermore, the electoral outcome was overwhelming since the 
candidate won by a wide margin. In recent history, no president had a similar 
result achieved. Thus, AMLO enjoyed a significant democratic legitimacy once he 
took office. In this context, the beginning of a leftist administration generated 
great expectations about the possibilities of change and continuity in foreign 
policy. During his campaign, external links were not a central issue and, fre-
quently, the candidate showed little interest in the nation's foreign affairs. 
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it was the first time in Mexico’s history that a candidate from a leftist political 
party won the presidential election. Secondly, AMLO had a high number of votes; 
thus, he enjoyed broad democratic legitimacy at the beginning of his term. He 
won the election with 53.1% of the votes, which had been the highest in the 
century. PAN only achieved 22.2 % and PRI 16.4 %. The unquestioned victory 
granted AMLO a democratic “bonus” that could be used as soft power to increase 
Mexico’s international bargaining power. 

The international context was not highly complicated in 2018. The big issue 
was that Trump wanted to be reelected and he insisted on criticizing Mexican 
migrants and building the wall. However, after Obrador won the election, he 
expressed a positive opinion about the new president. Thus, bilateral tension was 
reduced between both governments. In 2020, Joe Biden won the presidential 
election and he advocated a close relation with Mexico to face bilateral challenges. 
In Canada, Justin Trudeau became Prime Minister and his government canceled 
the visa requirement for Mexicans. Thus, the bilateral interaction with Canada 
also improved. Besides, Canada agreed to negotiate the new NAFTA, along with 
Mexico. This alliance helped Mexico achieve a new trade treaty in North Ame-
rica. In 2021, Biden reactivated the North American Leaders’ Summit. Then, the 
three presidents met in Washington and they opened a trilateral dialogue to dis-
cuss key issues of the region and find mechanisms to cooperate. Therefore, in 
North America, the situation was favorable.

In domestic terms, the political system was stable. However, violence did 
not cease. There were many killings in several parts of the country. Besides, 
corruption was still a huge problem in Mexico’s politics. López Obrador was 
willing to fight it at the federal level, but at local level the problem persisted. 
Poverty was still a social issue. Social differences also persisted. In a related 
subject, polarization was low at the beginning of the administration because of 
the overwhelming victory in the election. However, in 2019, AMLO’s policies ge-
nerated high social and political polarization. While leftist-wing sectors suppor-
ted the President, right-wing groups and the middle class severely criticized him. 
This divergence could also affect foreign policy because external decisions could 
be attached to social division.

When AMLO took office, Mexican economy was stable. In 2018, GDP grew 
2.1 %. Inflation and unemployment were under control. Exports grew from 
450,713 US billion dollars in 2018 to 460,703 in 2019. Even the GDP percentage of 
debt diminished slightly. FDI decreased marginally from 34,745 to 34,207 US 

billion dollars in the 2018-2019 period. However, red flags were raised the second 
year in office when GDP decreased drastically in 2019. To make it worse, in 2020 
the growth severely decreased to -8.31% due to the economic crisis brought by the 
health crisis. Thus, a more pragmatic stance in foreign policy could be necessary. 
Despite AMLO was anti-neoliberal, he was aware that foreign trade and invest-
ments were needed to encourage economic growth. Therefore, he had to continue 
with a neoliberal policy to set the economy back in the track of growth, whether 
he liked it or not.
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In 2018, all variables indicated that a principled foreign policy would be the 
first choice. First, AMLO came from a leftist-wing political party. Traditionally, leftist 
governments are prone to idealist foreign policy. Second, in his inauguration 
speech, he mentioned: “in foreign policy affairs, we will adhere to the constitutional 
principles of non-intervention, self-determination, peaceful settlement of disputes 

Nevertheless, in Central America broke out a trend that would certainly 
impact AMLO’s foreign policy. Several caravans of migrants crossed Mexico’s 
southern border to travel to the United States, seeking political asylum. Do-  
nald Trump was eager to apply restrictive policies to halt the flow. The issue 
would complicate US-Mexican relations since AMLO had promised to protect 
migrants’ human rights and Trump perceived migration as a serious threat to 
national security. In other topic that could complicate the bilateral nexus, Trump 
had initiated a trade war with China. His administration wanted to elevate trade 
taxes even to Canada and Mexico. The idea was to protect US national economy 
and create more jobs at home. This policy also became a foreign policy challenge 
for Mexico since the tariff increase could affect national economy. 

Between 2020 and 2022, the international system was complex. First, the 
United Kingdom finally withdrew from the European Union. The fact was a 
backward process to globalization. Besides, in several countries extreme right-
wing political parties had won elections. Thus, the world was taking a conser-
vative tone. Besides, Trump's diplomacy aggravated problems with Iran and 
Cuba. His administration had left the TPP and the Paris accord on environment. 
There were humanitarian crises in Syria, Venezuela, and Yemen. But the most 
important and urgent international issue was in the health sector. At the end of 
2019, COVID-19 broke out and rapidly spread all around the world. The disease 
caused an economic crisis worldwide. Therefore, Mexico and the world faced a 
major challenge between 2020 and 2021.

At the beginning of 2022, the world became more complex when Russia 
invaded Ukraine in February. Since Vladimir Putin perceived a menace if that 
country joined NATO, he sent military troops and initiated a war in the heart of 
Europe. The objective was to get control of the Ukrainian government and 
defend pro-Russian territories. For Putin, the eastern part of that nation repre-
sents a “vital space” for national security. In response, the United States and its 
allies decided to apply unilateral sanctions. The situation got more complicated 
when Russia threatened to use nuclear arms in the conflict. Therefore, there was 
a risk that the war could escalate to a different level. 

At the beginning of the AMLO administration, Mexico’s national interest 
would focus on reducing violence, fighting corruption, and diminishing extre-
me poverty. However, once the pandemic and the economic crisis broke out, 
health and economy became a policy priority. In his first year, AMLO’s loose 
triumph provided a democratic bonus that could be used as a soft-power instru-
ment to spur foreign policy. However, polarization and the pandemic affected 
Mexico's bargaining power. Later, the economic turbulence, produced by the 
health crisis, could affect Mexico's performance in foreign affairs. 
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and cooperation for development”. Third, in the 2019-2024 PND, AMLO harshly 
criticized past governments and asserted: “submissive attitudes, incoherence, and 
extreme pragmatism were, in foreign policy, surrender, predatory and corrupt eco-
nomic policy”. Therefore, he emphasized that his administration’s foreign policy 
would be guided by the constitutional tenets. Besides, there were no economic pro-
blems at the beginning of the administration. United States-Mexico-Canada Agre-

thmeent (USMCA) was signed on November 30 , 2018, a day before AMLO’s inaugura-
tion. Thus, pragmatism was not required for economic reasons at that moment. 
However, when the pan-demic and the economic crisis emerged and when Trump 
threatened to increase trade tariffs, a pragmatic policy would be needed. 

AMLO appointed Marcelo Ebrard as Secretary of Foreign Affairs. He did 
not have ample diplomatic experience, but he had a major in International 
Relations and once was Undersecretary of Foreign Affairs during the Salinas de 
Gortari’s administration. He was Mexico City’s mayor, thus he had wide politi-
cal experience. Politically, he was very close to AMLO and belonged to MORENA. 
By 2021, he was a possible candidate to run for the presidency in 2024. Hence, he 
was influential in the cabinet. At the meeting with Mexican ambassadors and 
consuls, he affirmed that “we aspire to participate in the global causes that ani-
mate us, the fight for human rights, the strengthening of democratic values, the 
concern about climate change, and the actions that we have to carry out to 
safeguard the future of the next generations”. Normally, in Mexico Foreign 
Affairs Secretaries are prone to idealism since they are in charge of the nation’s 
foreign policy. However, they usually follow up Presidents’ instructions in a 
disciplined manner. 

Initially, AMLO was not highly interested in foreign affairs, so the demo-
cratic “bonus” was diluted. On several occasions, he declared that the “best 
foreign policy” was a “good domestic policy”. As a president-elect, he did not tra-
vel abroad, as other presidents did. In the first part of his administration, he just 
made three international visits, all of them to the United States. The modest num-
ber of trips is also evidence of the low interest AMLO had in international affairs.

In sum, the first assumption at the beginning of the administration could be 
that AMLO would guide Mexico’s foreign policy by traditional precepts. His per-
sonal believes, the wide electoral result, the reduction of pressure from Trump, 
were three variables that indicated that hypothesis. However, once the economic 
crisis broke due to the pandemic, then a more pragmatic stance would be 
required. 

Presidential Campaign and Foreign Policy Plan 2018-2024

During the 2018 campaign, foreign policy was not a relevant issue for the 
MORENA candidate. López Obrador paid more attention to domestic problems, 

   SRE, “Inaugura el Canciller Marcelo Ebrard la XXX Reunion de Embajadores y Consules REC 2019”, 
Press Release, January 7, 2019. Available at: https://www.gob.mx/sre/articulos/inaugura-el-canciller-
marcelo-ebrard-la-xxx-reunion-de-embajadores-y-consules-rec-2019
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In the political plan of the coalition that supported López Obrador, foreign 
affairs were not a key issue. For instance, one of the proposals was that Mexico 
would develop a “non-leading” and “prudent” foreign policy.  In other words, 
the idea was to keep Mexico isolated from key world events. In the same docu-
ment, the main objective was to maintain a foreign policy consistent with 
domestic policy and national interest.

In his campaign speeches, AMLO was in favor of respecting migrants’ 
human rights; protecting the environment; establishing a long-term strategy 
with Latin America; identifying areas of opportunity with Europe; and faci-
litating trade with Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, among other proposals. He 
also suggested a new approach to the relationship with the United States, in 
which respect and cooperation would prevail. In this context, AMLO openly 
declared himself in favor of free trade and defended NAFTA against criticism 
from Trump. This declaration implied that, at least in the short term, López 
Obrador would have no intention of modifying Mexico's foreign economic poli-
cy. Therefore, a pragmatic continuity on this issue was predictable.

 On the day he won the election, AMLO received several congratulations 
from different heads of state around the world for his overwhelming victory. 
Even the president of the United States, Donald Trump, congratulated him on 
his triumph, although he came from a left-wing party. Most of the Latin Ame-
rican leaders called him to extend a special recognition. As president-elect, 
AMLO met with high-profile representatives of foreign governments, such as 
Mike Pompeo, the United States Secretary of State, and many ambassadors from 
different countries. These meetings showed an outstanding world interest in the 
new leftist administration of Mexico.

In his inauguration message, AMLO proposed to the presidents of the 
United States and Canada “going beyond NAFTA and reaching an investment 
agreement between companies and the governments of the three nations”. This 
declaration confirmed that López Obrador agreed with free trade, which could 
imply a pragmatic foreign policy if needed. On the inauguration day, several 
presidents from different nations attended AMLO’s ceremony. The presence of 
various heads of state showed AMLO’s strong convening power and the positive 
image generated by his unquestionable democratic victory.

such as violence, corruption, and poverty. In other words, diplomacy was not a 
priority. The only topic constantly mentioned in campaign was migration. AMLO 
pledged to protect and defend Mexicans’ rights in the United States. He even 
harshly criticized Donald Trump for his comments about migrants and the wall. 
He also said that he would confront seriously the US president in favor of 
Mexico’s national interest. 

  Beatriz Perez & Teresa Perez, “La política exterior en las plataformas electorales de 2018”, in Mario 
Carrillo et al, Reflexiones sobre México y su entorno internacional ante el cambio de gobierno en 2018, 
(Mexico City, UAM, 2019), pp. 125-148.
  Rafael Velazquez, “La política exterior de México en las campañas electorales a la presidencia de 
2018”, in Foreign Affairs Latinoamerica, May 2018.
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As can be seen, AMLO’s foreign policy plan implied the use of principles in 
Mexico’s contacts, but also it indicated a certain degree of pragmatism. On the 
one hand, AMLO pledged to guide Mexico’s diplomatic ties under constitutional 
precepts. On the second hand, after Trump’s threats to increase tariffs and when 
the pandemic broke out, it seemed that his government would also lean towards 
a pragmatic stance.

For Mexico, the relation with the United States is a priority in foreign policy. The 
bilateral interaction is, by nature, highly complex, intense, and asymmetrically 
interdependent. There are three issues that dominate the bilateral agenda: trade, 
migration, and security. Before NAFTA, Mexico tried publicly to project a nationa-
listic foreign policy, which caused some tensions with Washington. The position 
was consistent with Mexico’s nationalism and the import-substitute mode, which 
implied that Mexico was no open to free trade. It was also congruent with public 
opinion preferences. In this context, migration and security were sources of con-
flict because the Mexican government did not agree with US immigration policy 
and tried to avoid interference in security issues. After the trade agreement, both 
nations began openly cooperating, mainly in the economic sphere. During the 
government of Barack Obama, the bilateral connection did not have any signifi-
cant complication. Nevertheless, when Donald Trump took power, some diffe-
rences arose in the binational interaction. However, complications ceased slightly 
when Joe Biden won the presidency.

Initially, AMLO promised prominent changes in Mexico’s foreign bonds. 
His main argument was that previous governments had projected an elitist fo-
reign policy that only benefited one sector of the population. His commitment 
was to recuperate Mexico’s international prestige and defend the interest of the 
nation in foreign affairs. In the 2019-2024 National Development Plan (PND),      
the leftist-wing administration emphasized the principles of Mexico’s foreign 
policy. For the Latin American region, the president proposed a friendly relation-
ship with each country due to cultural and historical similarities. Regarding 
North America, the PND accepted that the United States was the main foreign 
policy priority for Mexico and that AMLO government would conduct the rela-
tionship with “mutual respect”, “cooperation”, and “negotiated solutions to 
common problems”. The PND also stated that the government would defend and 
protect Mexicans abroad, especially in the United States.

Principled Pragmatism in the US-Mexican Relationship Under the AMLO 

Administration

Conflict and Cooperation in the Migration Issue

A fundamental and permanent issue in the bilateral agenda between Mexico 
and the United States is migration. Some sources estimate that there are roughly 

  Plan Nacional de Desarrollo 2019-2024, http://www.dof.gob.mx/nota_detalle.php?codigo=5565599 
&fecha=12/07/2019
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The scenery got worse in May 2019 when Trump threatened to enforce 
new trade tariffs on Mexican products if the AMLO administration did not stop 
Central American caravans in the southern border.  Almost immediately, Ló-
pez Obrador sent Marcelo Ebrard to Washington to negotiate with the Trump 
administration to avoid further taxes. In the end, both parties reached an agree-
ment. The Mexican government decided to send in the National Guard to 
control the southern border, and Washington promised to postpone new tariffs 
on Mexican exports if Central American migration slowed down. This decision 

When AMLO came to power in 2018, public opinion deemed that the new 
president would face Trump on the immigration issue. Many times, He had pro-
mised in his campaign that he would defend migrants and that he would vigo-
rously face Trump’s policies and critics. Nevertheless, López Obrador was very 
cautious on this issue at the beginning of his six-year term.  Despite his cam-
paign commitments, he declared that he would not defy Donald Trump to avoid 
damaging the bilateral relationship. However, political opponents interpreted 
that AMLO was doing little against Washington to defend Mexico’s sovereignty. 
For example, in early March 2019, Donald Trump declared a “national emergen-
cy” at the border due to an uncontrolled flow of immigrants and drugs.  Actua-
lly, his goal was to obtain funds needed to build the wall, since the Democratic-
dominated US House of Representatives denied support. Political opposition 
criticized AMLO because there was no official statement from the president or the 
Secretary of Foreign Affairs defending migrants against Trump. It was clear that 
AMLO was unwilling to confront Trump to avoid unnecessary bilateral tension. 
Thus, he was adopting a pragmatic stance toward Washington. Later, Donald 
Trump declared that the López Obrador government was doing nothing to stop 
migrants crossing Mexican territory to reach the United States. Therefore, he 
threatened to close the border. AMLO’s response was not strong because he said 
that “Trump has the legitimate right to make such statements”.  Opponents once 
again criticized him for taking a weak position on the subject.

30 million people of Mexican origin living in the United States. Throughout time, 
different Mexican governments have focused on defending compatriots abroad. 
The SRE has 50 consulates in that country and their main function is to protect 
their rights. Mexico is the only nation in the world with this high number of di-
plomatic representations in other state. On one hand, since US society perceives 
migration as a threat to national security, the US government adopts restrictive 
measures to halt undocumented migrants. On the other, Mexico complains that 
US officials violate their human rights. These two realities have caused, several 
times, tension in the bilateral relationship in this topic. 

  Kevin Sieff and Mary Beth Sheridan, “Mexico is sending its new national guard to the Guatemala 
border. The mission is unclear”, in The Washington Post, June 10, 2019.

   Greg Weeks, “AMLO's cautious foreign policy”, in The Global Americans, February 2019.
  Amanda Mars, “Trump declara una emergencia nacional para construir el muro con Mexico”, in El 
Pais, February 15, 2019.
  “López Obrador califico de 'legítimo' el reclamo de Trump a México por migrantes”, in The World 
News, March 28, 2019. 
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In this context, the Trump administration asked Mexico’s government to 
adopt the figure of a “safe third country”. In other words, the United States 
would initiate the asylum application procedures for Central American mi-
grants, but applicants had to stay in Mexican territory to wait for the resolution 
of a judge. Under these conditions, the Mexican government had to take care of 
Central American migrants and cover the expenses. The SRE declared that the 
country would not adopt that figure, but in fact it was doing so because many of 
them were living in the national territory waiting for the decision on their 
asylum request.

Threats and Cooperation within Security Issues

At the end of 2019, two events affected the bilateral relationship. First, Me-
xican authorities arrested Ovidio Guzman, a son of the famous drug lord, “El 
Chapo Guzman”. However, his accomplices took several streets in the city of 
Culiacan and started a confrontation with the army to demand his release. Local 
authorities released him “to avoid a bloodbath”. Later, members of a US-Mexi-
can family were murdered near the US border by drug gangs. Women and 
children were killed. These two incidents demonstrated Mexico’s lack of control 

possessed a high dose of pragmatism since AMLO was breaching his campaign 
promises to respect migrants’ human rights. It was clear that the government 
did not want  to affect the national economy with more US tariffs. Once again, 
opponents questioned AMLO’s decision because it was a subordination to 
Trump’s wills.

In 2021, there was a fatal accident in the southern state of Chiapas, where 
almost 60 Central American migrants died in a trailer collision. The vehicle box 
had more than 500 people. The incident showed that human trafficking was a 
serious problem. The event had a strong impact on societies and governments of 
Mexico, the United States, and some Central American nations. Marcelo Ebrard 
even announced the creation of an immediate action group (comprised by Me-
xico, Guatemala, the United States, the Dominican Republic, and Ecuador) to ca-
rry out a thorough investigation of the tragedy and coordinate policies to avoid 
this type of fatalities. 

Bilateral cooperation does not only concentrate on economic topic. Security is 
also a field of collaboration since the two governments agree that they shared 
problems and that menaces could affect both. However, this kind of issues are 
also controversial items between Mexico and the United States. Many times, 
Washington pressures the southern neighbor to comply with US national inte-
rest, and Mexico complaints that the United States violates national sovereignty. 
In this context, between 2018 and 2021, there were events that produced bilateral 
friction, but both governments were willing to cooperate to cope with common 
problems. 

   Ariadna Garcia, “Ebrard anuncia grupo de acción internacional contra trata de personas, tras tragedia 
en Chiapas”, in El Universal, December 10, 2021.
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over security issues. Consequently, Donald Trump threatened to label the Mexi-
can drug cartels as “terrorist groups”. The objective was to help AMLO govern-
ment fight them.   The move would have had many implications. For example, 
US military force could be used against these cartels.  AMLO government and 
Mexican society did not agree with this proposal. 

Once again, differences have arisen between both nations. But the two ad-
ministrations were willing to cooperate. In late 2019, a senior US government 
official, William Barr, traveled to Mexico City to resolve disagreements directly 
with President López Obrador.  After the talks, some arrangements were rea-
ched and cooperation prevailed. Donald Trump promised not to label cartels as 
terrorist groups and Mexico guaranteed greater collaboration on this matter. 
Days later, US authorities announced the arrest of Genaro García, former Secre-
tary of Public Security in the Felipe Calderón administration. He was accused of 
having ties to drug cartels. The action was fruit of bilateral cooperation and AMLO 
was pleased since it favored his fight against corruption.

The bilateral security agenda complicated again when the United States 
government detained Salvador Cienfuegos in Los Angeles, in 2020. He was the 
former Mexican Secretary of National Defense. According to US authorities,      
the General had ties to drug cartels. The news had a great media impact due to the 
high profile of the official. At first, López Obrador government stated that         
the arrest reflected the fight against corruption, but also the Mexican government 
was annoyed because the US government did not inform in advance. Thus, the  
act was considered a breach of the nation’s sovereignty. Later, the AMLO admi-
nistration asked Washington to liberalize the general to judge him in Mexico. The 
argument was that the United States did not inform Mexico previously about   
the investigation that the DEA was conducting. Surprisingly, Washington conce-
ded and General Cienfuegos was released and sent to Mexico to continue the 
investigation. However, the defendant was released and later cleared of all 
charges. US agencies were surprised because Mexico argued that the investi-
gation was unsubstantiated. Later, the Congress passed a bill that reformed 
Mexico’s National Security Act. The amendment implied that the government 
would limit the number of US officials in Mexican territory. The Cienfuegos 
incident and the new law caused some mistrust among US authorities and 
represented an obstacle to broader bilateral security cooperation.

To solve these differences and negotiate a new agreement, high-level US 
officials visited Mexico City in October 2021. Both governments achieved a 
Bicentennial Understanding, which represented a new bilateral security deal. In 

  Emir Olivares, “Visas a 13 miembros de la DEA; Mexico enviara a unos 20 agentes a EU”, in La 
Jornada, December 7, 2021.

   Amanda Mars, “Trump anuncia que incluira a 'los carteles' mexicanos en la lista terrorista de EE. UU.”, 
in El Pais, November 27, 2019.

  Kevin Sieff, “Barr's meeting in Mexico could be prelude to greater U.S. involvement against drug 
cartels”, in The Washington Post, December 5, 2019.

  “¿Que implicaria que Trump declare como terroristas los carteles de la droga?”, in El Universal, 
November 28, 2019.
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Security is a priority for Mexico's foreign policy. In the international arena, 
the government has sought to establish collaboration mechanisms to combat this 
scourge. With the United States, there are approaches to cooperate bilaterally 
since both nations share the problem. By the end of 2021, Mexican authorities 
met with their US counterparts to strengthen binational ties in security issues. On 
the one hand, both governments announced the end of the Merida Initiative, a 
cooperation scheme to strengthen Mexican institutional capacities in the fight 
against drug trafficking that was established during the Felipe Calderón admi-
nistration. But, on the other hand, they also announced the so-called United 
States-Mexico Bicentennial Framework for Security, Public Health, and Secure 
Communities. Therefore, the perspectives of bilateral collaboration in security 
issues were high at the end of 2021.

The pattern of conflict and cooperation was very clear in Mexico’s foreign 
policy toward the United States. When conflict arose, both governments were 
ready to negotiate and reach satisfactory understandings and cooperate widely. 
Besides, AMLO had used a more pragmatic approach to Washington. His admi-
nistration has surrendered on migration and security issues to ensure free trade. 
As he was convinced that free trade generates economic growth, AMLO made 
decisions based on that criterion. Economic indicators, such as GDP growth and 
foreign investment, were more important from AMLO’s point of view.

this context, Mexico agreed to increase the number of US officials in national 
territory. In December, SRE announced that nine DEA agents and four directors 
will operate with corresponding visas to collaborate against organized crime, 
and drug and illicit arms trafficking. Washington accepted 20 agents in US terri-
tory to coordinate binational cooperation.

In Trump’s presidential term, some of his decisions towards Mexico were 
mainly for domestic consumption. In 2019, the President was extremely interested 
in being re-elected. Therefore, he used Mexico as a scapegoat to woo US voters. The 
issues of migration, trade and security were very important to US public opinion. 
Besides, it is necessary to understand that Trump used to intimidate first to obtain 
better political gains. For instance, he threatened AMLO to increase trade tariffs to 
get what he wanted: to stop migrant caravans in Mexico’s southern border.

Regarding illicit arms trafficking, Mexico has always requested Washing-
ton a greater control in guns selling since highly powerful weapons end up in 
drug dealers’ hands. According to Mexico, this phenomenon contributes to vio-
lence in the nation. In this context, SRE sued in August 2021 ten major gun com-
panies of “lethal negligence” on a mass scale. Mexican government was expec-
ting 10 billion in compensation. The argument was that the selling of those 
weapons is associated to thousands of deaths in Mexico.  The decision had a 
pragmatic nature since it was made for national interest link to security. Never-
theless, it was expected a huge legal battle between Mexican government and 
these gun companies. By the end of 2021, the lawsuit was still in US tribunals. 

   Natalie Kitroeff and Oscar Lopez, “México demanda a empresas de armas en EE. UU.; las acusa de 
avivar la violencia”, in The New York Times, August 4, 2021.
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Trade in the Bilateral Relation: Towards a New USMCA

With this visit, the President also wanted to send a message to certain inte-
rest groups. For instance, he could demonstrate to his followers that his adminis-
tration could manage the bilateral relationship without any confrontation with 
Trump. He also wanted to send a positive signal to international financial 

Bilateral cooperation between Mexico and the United States basically centers on 
the economic sphere. The day before AMLO took power in 2018, Mexico, Canada 
and the United States had signed the USMCA, which replaced NAFTA.   However, 
Democrats in the House did not fully agree with the first version and did not 
want to approve it because that could mean a triumph for Donald Trump. After 
almost a year of intense negotiations, both governments announced in Decem-
ber 2019 that they had reached a new understanding. This second version inclu-
ded new rules of origin and stricter standards to protect environment, as well as 
new labor standards. Cars made in Mexico now needed to have 70 percent of 
national content from North America. In addition, the Mexican government must 
provide employment benefits to Mexican workers in the automotive indus-     
try.  Those new rules were a request from US workers. They deemed that the 
United States was losing jobs because US investors preferred to open companies 
abroad to get better labor conditions, such as low salaries. Therefore, Democrats 
supported those measures.  This type of cooperation brought some conflicts. The 
agreement included “labor attaches” to oversee compliance with the new norms 
in Mexican factories. Some sectors of Mexican society did not agree with this 
decision because it represented a violation of Mexico’s sovereignty. Anyway, 
AMLO administration applied pragmatism and accepted this clause. Mexico 
ceded to those demands in order to secure the approval of the trade agreement, 
which was vital to stimulate economic growth. 

In July 2020, President López Obrador made his first international trip. 
The destination was Washington DC and the objective was to pay a visit Donald 
Trump in the White House to commemorate USMCA’s entry into force. Howe-
ver, AMLO’s opponents criticized him because, with the visit, he was endorsing 
Trump’s re-election. The absence of Justin Trudeau, the Canadian prime minis-
ter, was evidence that AMLO was supporting Trump’s ambitions. The Demo-
cratic Party and candidate Joe Biden also considered that AMLO was taking side 
in US politics. Somehow, this could be an intervention in domestic policy. But the 
Mexican President insisted that the only issue was to celebrate USMCA. Criticism 
was also centered on the fact that AMLO did not hold any meeting with migrants, 
nor did he approach other political actors to seek balance, such as congressmen. 
Therefore, the visit had a high component of pragmatism since, it seemed, AMLO 
was supporting Trump’s re-election. It seemed that López Obrador would pre-
fer to deal with Trump since they got along well. 

  Sandro Pozzi, “Estados Unidos, Mexico y Canada firman la version final del TMEC”, en El Pais, 
December 11, 2019.
   Ivette Saldaña, “Reglas de origen y laborales los cambios”, en El Universal, December 10, 2019.
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The 2020 electoral process in the United States was very complicated. First, 
because there was a close dispute between Democrats and Republicans. Second, 
President Donald Trump announced well in advance the existence of possible 
electoral fraud, which contaminated the process. In the day of the election, the 
count in some states was very slow and four days passed without knowing     
the result. However, on November 7, several media outlets announced that Joe 
Biden had obtained the necessary number of electoral colleges to win the presi-
dency. The source of information came mainly from the counts made in every 
state. As there is no central body that organizes elections in that country, tra-
dition has established that media announcement was enough to declare the 
winner when the candidate had gained more than 270 electoral colleges. There-
fore, it was practically a fact that the Democratic candidate would take power on 
January 20, 2021.

Hours after the announcement, some heads of state began to congratulate 
Biden. The first to do so was Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau. Later, 
European, and Latin American leaders followed suit. In social networks, Mexi-
cans began to ask when President López Obrador would issue an announce-
ment about it. At noon, Marcelo Ebrard published a tweet in which he reported 
that in the afternoon the president would “set his position” on the matter. From 
Tabasco, at a press conference, the president stated that: “We are going to wait 
until all legal issues are resolved, we do not want to be reckless, we do not want 
to act lightly, and we want to be respectful of the self-determination principle”. 
In addition, he added that “President Trump has been very respectful with us, 
and we have reached very good agreements and we thank him because he has 
respected us”. He also pointed out that “I want to wait until electoral process 
finishes”. Finally, he recalled that in 2006 “the Presidency was stolen from us. 
The votes had not yet been counted and some governments were already recog-
nizing those who declared themselves winners”.

On Monday, November 9, the President insisted on not making any 
official statement on the matter. He mentioned that his administration wanted to 
“act prudently” and wait for the corresponding authorities to announce the 
result. Only then would the government speak out. The President justified his 
position by arguing that article 89 of the Constitution obliged him to follow the 

Joe Biden: The Start of a New Relationship?

markets. The idea was to show that Mexico’s economy was strong thanks to 
USMCA. AMLO needed to attract investments and overcome the economic crisis 
generated by the pandemic. Pragmatism was also involved since his intention 
was to stop Trump criticizing migrants and no longer be tempted to impose 
more tariffs on Mexican exports.

  Diego Caso, “AMLO 'se guarda' felicitación a Biden: 'Esperaremos a que se resuelvan todos los 
asuntos legales'”, in El Financiero, November 7, 2020.
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Finally, despite lawsuits filed by Trump alleging fraud, the Electoral 
College met in December and formally declared Joe Biden as president-elect. 
Immediately, President López Obrador sent Biden a letter to congratulate him 
on his victory. Once he took office in January 2021, Biden reached out AMLO by 
phone to discuss the most important issues of bilateral interest, such as the 
pandemic, economic recovery, and migration. Even Biden announced new mea-
sures for the regularization of thousands of undocumented migrants and men-
tioned an initiative to support financially Central America to avoid migration. 
On these points, there was a lot of agreement between Biden and AMLO. Howe-
ver, these initiatives should go through US Congress and there was no clarity on 
their possible approval. Later, both presidents met virtually to discuss these 
issues. At the meeting, there were signs of understanding and bilateral collabo-
ration. 

In May 2021, AMLO and Vice President Kamala Harris had a video-
conference meeting to discuss bilateral issues. The idea was to prepare a physical 
visit to Mexico in June. Despite López Obrador’s negative signals towards the 
Democrats before inauguration, the Biden administration sought to establish 
contacts with AMLO to encourage bilateral cooperation. In November 2021, U.S. 
President Joe Biden organized the North American Leaders’ Summit for the first 
since 2016. López Obrador, Justin Trudeau, and Joe Biden and their teams discu-
ssed bilateral and trilateral topics, ranging from pandemic response to critical 

traditional principles of foreign policy, particularly Non-Intervention. In this 
regard, he said: “We cannot interfere in the affairs of other nations”.  AMLO’s 
indecision generated polarization among public opinion. A sector of the popula-
tion criticized him because it was a mistake not to recognize Biden’s triumph as 
the United States is the most important relationship for Mexico. Another sector 
supported him for adhering to constitutional principles. In this particular case, 
principled policy prevailed. The possible explanation could fall into the indivi-
dual level of analysis. AMLO was upset in 2006 when other presidents recogni-
zed Felipe Calderón’s victory and legal institutions have not yet declared the 
legitimate winner. Thus, he waited to recognize Biden based on personal views 
and justified his decision through constitutional obligations. 

Meantime, Biden’s transition team was trying to establish contacts with 
AMLO administration. However, the President instructed the SRE to wait. There 
were even versions that Biden’s team had requested a phone call, but AMLO did 
not accepted to take it. For this reason, Mexican Ambassador to the United States, 
Martha Barcena, resigned. Later, López Obrador appointed Esteban Moctezuma 
as Ambassador. He did not have ample diplomatic experience, but his was a 
disciplined, effective, and a close politician to AMLO. In this case, it seemed that 
loyalty prevailed over diplomatic skills. On January 6, 2021, López Obrador did 
not send a message after Trumps supporters took the Capitol. Thus, before 
Biden’s inauguration, there were not many positive signals from AMLO.

   “AMLO reitera que esperara para felicitar a Biden hasta resolucion de autoridades de EU”, en El 
Economista, November 9, 2020.

175PRINCIPLED PRAGMATISM IN MEXICO’S FOREIGN POLICY UNDER A LEFTIST ADMINISTRATION 2018-2021

19

19



The Latin American region is a priority area for Mexico’s foreign agenda. Tradi-
tionally, the country has projected friendly relations and solidarity towards the 
nations of the region based on identity similarities. Mexico has even used Latin 
America as a counterbalance to the United States. In other words, Mexico has 
sought alliances with other nations of the region to improve its negotiating 
position regarding Washington.

North American supply chains. In this context, an important issue for Mexico 
and the United States was migration. Days later, both governments announced 
the “Sowing Opportunities” program, which will finance in 2022 social pro-
grams among El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala to address causes of irre-
gular migration.   This project was an important diplomatic success for AMLO’s 
administrations since the President had been interested in financing programs 
in Central America to stop migration.

In summary, Mexico’s relationship with the United States, in the first three 
years of AMLO’s administration, showed patterns of principism and pragma-
tism. But, at the same, a combination of change and continuity. These two 
characteristics also lead to a pattern of bilateral conflict and cooperation. In other 
words, there are still sources of conflict such as migration and security issues, 
but both administrations are willing to open channels of dialogue for greater 
bilateral cooperation that would allow them to address common challenges. To 
do so, principled pragmatism would be required.

Early in his administration, AMLO introduced a substantial change in 
Mexico’s foreign policy towards Venezuela compared to the former adminis-
tration. When the Lima Group (LG) presented a resolution to disregard the 
Nicolas Maduro regime, Mexico abstained from supporting the resolution.  It 
was a significant shift since the Peña Nieto government was pressing for sanc-
tions to the southern nation. According to the LG, Maduro had been re-elected in 
2018 in a “dubious” process. Based on a principled vision, SRE applied the nonin-
tervention tenet and abstained. This action confirmed that AMLO was serious 
about his principled policy. In the past, Peña Nieto had supported the LG and 
had severely criticized Maduro. In his speech during the LG meeting, the 
Mexican representative stated that Venezuela would be a “priority” for Mexico’s 
foreign policy and suggested to find a negotiated formula for the Venezuelan 
crisis, as the LG had originally proposed. In addition, he mentioned that Mexico 
was committed to Non-Intervention, cooperation, and human rights.  A fact  

Mexico’s Foreign Policy towards Latin America: The Pragmatic Defense of 
Principles and Regional Cooperation

  Rafael Croda, “Subsecretario mexicano pide no aislar a Venezuela ni intervenir en sus asuntos 
internos”, in Proceso, January 4, 2019.
   Jacqueline Fowks, “México evita firmar el acuerdo del Grupo de Lima que rechaza al nuevo Gobierno 
de Maduro”, in El pais, January 4, 2019.

  Emir Olivares, “Presentan México y EU plan de desarrollo para Centroamérica”, in La Jornada, 
December 2, 2021.

RAFAEL VELÁZQUEZ FLORES • ALEJANDRO MONJARAZ SANDOVAL176

20

21

20

21

22

22



With respect to Venezuela, AMLO opted for a principled foreign policy in 
congruence with his ideology. Besides, the Maduro government was a leftist 
regime. This political coincidence could have also motivated the use of idealism. 
It seemed that this policy was primarily for domestic consumption, aimed at 
satisfying the interests of nationalist groups, which supported him in the elec-
tion. However, the decision increased polarization in Mexican society. Some 
groups were in favor, but a large sector of the population did not agree.

On January 10, 2019, the Organization of American States (OAS) approved 
a resolution to declare Nicolas Maduro’s regime illegitimate. Mexico also abs-
tained on that occasion.   Later, the regional organization demanded “new elec-
tions” in Venezuela. The problem here was that the AMLO government was not 
paying too much attention to Resolution 1080 of the OAS and the Inter-American 
Democratic Charter, which mandates American states to defend and promote 
democracy in the region. The AMLO government preferred to orient Mexico’s 
foreign policy towards the constitutional principle of Non-Intervention. Days 
later, the domestic political situation in Venezuela worsened on January 23 
when Juan Guaido proclaimed himself interim president. In an official state-
ment, the SRE declared that Mexico would not “ignore a government with which 
Mexico has diplomatic relations”.   This statement produced some internal criti-
cism. Some sectors of public opinion deemed that AMLO was taking Maduro’s 
side and that Mexico implicitly was supporting a dictator who violated human 
rights and was not democratic.

that is important to highlight is that the LG became radicalized with the arrival of 
right-wing governments in Brazil and Colombia. Therefore, Mexico proposed a 
more idealist formula to resolve the conflict in Venezuela.

A similar situation emerged a few months later at the end of 2019. In 
Bolivia, Evo Morales resigned from after a suspected election. The Bolivian army 
and police recommended Morales leaving the country. The Mexican govern-
ment interpreted the action as a coup and offered him political asylum to protect 
his life.   Morales accepted and went to Mexico. Once again, the decision caused 
polarization as public opinion considered Morales a dictator who tried to be 
reelected for the third time in a fraudulent election. The situation worsened 
when the Mexican embassy housed 9 officials from Morales’ cabinet. The new 
Bolivian government organized a strict surveillance around the embassy and 
Mexico complained. After an incident involving Spanish bodyguards who went 
to pick up Spanish diplomats from the Mexican embassy, the Bolivian govern-
ment declared the Mexican ambassador “persona non-grata” and expelled her 

  “OEA aprueba resolución que declara ilegitimo gobierno de Maduro; México se abstiene”, in El 
Universal, January 10, 2019.
   Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores, “México se apega a sus principios constitucionales y respalda 
llamado de las Naciones Unidas”, Press Release, No. 012, January 23, 2019. Available at: 
https://www.gob.mx/sre/prensa/156459.
   Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores, “Position of the Government of Mexico on Granting Asylum to 
Evo Morales”, Press Release 397, November 11, 2019.Available at: https://www.gob.mx/sre/prensa/ 
position-of-the-government-of-mexico-on-granting-asylum-to-evo-morales.
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Traditionally, Mexico has also projected active participation at OAS. Ho-
wever, the administration has had some differences with the regional organiza-
tion, particularly in the cases of Venezuela and Bolivia. AMLO’s positions did not 
necessarily coincide with the organism and some tensions have arisen. For 
example, Mexico refused to support an OAS resolution to ignore Nicolas Maduro 
as the legitimate president in Venezuela. As for Bolivia, the OAS also classified 
the presidential elections, in which Evo Morales was re-elected, as fraudulent, 
but Mexico defended him when he was ousted. The conflict relation also cen-
tered on the OAS Secretary General, Luis Almagro. In 2020, he sought re-election. 
But Mexico openly supported another candidate, Maria Fernanda Espinosa, 
from Ecuador. Later, AMLO proposed to replace OAS with a new organization 
that includes all Latin American nations without the United States. The proposal 
was intrepid but there was not enough consensus among the members. This 
initiative also reflected the Mexican confrontation to OAS.

In this context, the Mexican government has resorted to having a more 
active participation in the Community of Latin American and Caribbean States 
(CELAC in Spanish). This multilateral mechanism was created in 2010 and aims 
at consolidating a multilateral forum to discuss regional and shared interests 
without the United States and Canada. In 2020, Mexico became the pro tempore 
president of CELAC and set out to present new initiatives to foster cooperation 
and economic understanding among members. In August 2021, Mexico hosted 
the CELAC summit in Mexico City. The meeting summoned 17 Latin American 
presidents. There, AMLO proposed the creation of a multilateral organization 
like the European Union to resolve conflicts in the region, promote unity, and 
negotiate with other regional economic blocs. In the final document, the 
members urged to democratize production and guarantee fair and equitable 
access to vaccines. 

In the economic sphere, the leftist-wing administration also projected 
some continuity in foreign policy towards Latin America. For instance, AMLO 
supported the Pacific Alliance. This mechanism encourages free trade and 
cooperation in various areas among the members. The PA has become one of   
the most important integration instruments in the region due to its pragmatic 
stance and trade growth. For these reasons, many countries around the world 
are interested in the Pacific Alliance to be included as observers.

from the country.  Now, the AMLO administration was going through a diplo-
matic crisis with Bolivia, as Fox had with Cuba and Venezuela. Later, the dispute 
was resolved and relations at Ambassador level were re-established. At the end 
of 2020, there were new elections in Bolivia. Luis Arce, who competed under Evo 
Morales’ party, won the presidential election. López Obrador recognized his 
triumph immediately. In 2021, the Bolivian president even visited AMLO in 
Mexico City. By then. bilateral relationship with Bolivia had been normalized.

    Ariadna Garcia et al, “Expulsa Bolivia a embajadora mexicana”, in El Universal, December 30, 2019.
 https://www.gob.mx/sre/prensa/foreign-secretary-ebrard-presents-celac-summit-agreements-
confirms-arrival-of-1-75-million-doses-of-moderna-vaccine?tab=

RAFAEL VELÁZQUEZ FLORES • ALEJANDRO MONJARAZ SANDOVAL178

26

27

26

27



By the end of 2021, political polarization increased in the region. On one 
hand, there were several right-wing governments in Latin America, such as the 
cases of Colombia and Brazil; but also, many leftist governments, like those in 
Venezuela, Bolivia, Cuba, Nicaragua, Chile, Peru, and Argentina. In this pers-
pective, López Obrador government has sought a close relationship with leftist 
administrations. Both the president of Bolivia and that of Argentina, Alberto 
Fernandez, visited AMLO in the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic, which reflects 
the interest in establishing a close relationship between these governments. At 
the same time, AMLO has showed less interests in strengthening diplomatic links 
to right-wing regimes, such as Brazil and Colombia. In 2021, this polarization 
was also reflected in Mexico’s domestic sphere. Some sectors in the society 
supported AMLO in his position towards the region, but others openly criticized 
him. Therefore, domestic polarization also prevailed.

In 2021, there were presidential elections in Peru. Pedro Castillo, a mem-
ber of a leftist-wing party, won the vote and became President. AMLO  immedia-
tely recognized him and established a close contact with the new administration. 
However, he experienced some problems by the end of 2021. The opposition in 
Congress raised a “vacancy”   request due to moral incapacity sent his treasury 
Immediately, President López Obrador sent his Secretary of Treasure to advice 
Castillo. For some, the act represented a violation to the nonintervention prin-
ciple. But AMLO was pleased to help his comrade in trouble. In November 2021, 
there were also presidential elections in Chile. Gabriel Boric, from a leftist-wing 
party won as well. In the same fashion, the AMLO administration promptly re-
cognized him. It seemed that López Obrador was trying to construct a leftist 
alliance in the region.

Relations with Central America and the Caribbean

Nicaragua also held elections in 2021. Daniel Ortega, who is in power since 2007, 
was reelected. However, some Latin American nations saw him as a dictator. 
His administration had jailed several opponents who were planning to run in 
the election. After the election, Mexico called its ambassador in Managua for 
consultations to express disagreement with the process and the climate censor-
ship. However, in November Mexico abstained, once again in an OAS declara-
tion that determined that the elections in Nicaragua had no “democratic legiti-
macy”.  By the end of 2021, the discussion in AMLO’s cabinet was whether to 
send a Mexican delegation to the inauguration ceremony or not. However, 
López Obrador was criticized for his “silence” in Nicaragua’s case. Mexican 
diplomats even argued that AMLO “uses the principle of non-intervention 'as he 

   Vacancy is the possibility to impeach a President for moral incapacity to govern. The Congress can 
request it. If approved, the President leaves the post. See Jonathan Castro, “Destituir a Pedro Castillo 
solo significaria gobernar sobre cenizas”, in The Washington Post, December 1, 2021. 
   Blanche Petrich, “Abstención de México en la OEA no avala el gobierno de Daniel Ortega”, in La 
Jornada, November 14, 2021.
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Mexico’s relations with Panama were shaken up on January 17, 2022, ge-
nerated unease after the President nominated Pedro Salmeron to lead the 
Embassy of Mexico in that country. Groups of students and feminists in Mexico, 
in Panama and on social networks, where the hashtag #UnAcosadorNoDebeSer 
Embajador became a trend, expressed their discontent over the candidacy.  The 
president blamed the disagreement on the Panamanian Foreign Minister, Erika 
Mouynes and reiterated his support for the academic. He argued that there was 
no formal complaint against Salmeron before the authorities, but rather a 
“lynching campaign”.

With Cuba, there has been a close a friendly relationship. For example,   
the president of the island, Miguel Diaz-Canel, was AMLO’s special guest for the 
celebration of Independence Day in September 2021.   It was the third time that 
the Cuban president visited Mexico during the López Obrador administration. 
He was also invited for AMLO’s inauguration and carried out an official visit in 
October 2019. The number of trips and meetings also reflected the high inter-
action between both nations. The PAN’s diplomatic crises with the island were in 
the past. Thus, party ideology could be a persuasive variable that explains the 
type of foreign policy that a state carries out.

Mexico’s most immediate neighbor in the region is Central America. 
Throughout history, the nation has sought to project hegemony in the subregion 
whether for geopolitical, security or economic reasons. There are several exam-
ples that illustrate this assumption. When Mexico was an oil power, together 
with Venezuela they instituted the San Jose Pact in early 1980s. This mechanism 
sought to offer petroleum to the Central American and Caribbean nations at 
preferential prices. Actually, the objective was to show hegemony in that region 

President Andres Manuel López Obrador broke diplomatic codes by sta-
ting that he would make known the letter sent to him by the government of 
Panama clarifying his position on Salmeron. In this case, the Panamanian go-
vernment had the courtesy to send a letter to President AMLO explaining their 
position regarding the multiple accusations of sexual harassment carried out by 
the ambassadorship candidate. Among the cases in which Mexicans have not 
received approval, that of Porfirio Muñoz Ledo stands out. The United King-
dom did not give it to him because of his position during the Falklands War. The 
prime minister was Margaret Thatcher.

wishes'”.   In other words, he is selective in its application. When it is convenient, 
then he defends the tenet. When it is not, he neglects it. This capricious use of 
principles can clearly be classified as principist pragmatism.

   Gabriela Sotomayor, “AMLO usa 'a contentillo' el principio de no intervención”, in Proceso, 2357, 
January 2, 2022, p. 45. 

    Francesco Manetto, “Mexico reafirma su 'vínculo especial' con Cuba con la visita de Diaz-Canel en el 
día de la Independencia”, in El Pais, September 15, 2021.

  “#UnAcosadorNoDebeSerEmbajador: Protestan contra Designación de Pedro Salmerón”, in El 
Financiero, January 18,2022. 
   “Pedro Salmerón Declina al cargo de Embajador de México en Panamá, AFIRMA AMLO,” in El 
Financiero, February 1, 2022.
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based on the oil power. In the mid-eighties, Mexico created the Contadora 
Group to achieve a peaceful solution to the conflicts in the region. The goal was 
relevant for Mexico’s national interests and security since the conflict was affec-
ting the southern Mexican states. Afterwards, Salinas de Gortari created the 
Tuxtla Gutierrez Mechanism to support the Central American countries. In his 
turn, Vicente Fox proposed a Puebla Panama Plan to promote development and 
greater economic integration. Later, this scheme became the Mesoamerica Pro-
ject with the same objectives.

In summary, Mexico’s foreign policy toward the Latin American region in 
the first three years of a left-wing administration was also characterized by three 
patterns: continuity and change, pragmatism and idealism, conflict, and coope-
ration. There was continuity in foreign economic policy, but there were signi-
ficant changes in the diplomatic sphere, such as the cases of Venezuela and Boli-
via. There was also an oscillation between a policy based on traditional principles 
and one founded on a practical point of view. AMLO’s international stance also 
produced some diplomatic conflicts (as in the case of Bolivia) but also projected 
cooperation ties, such as the Comprehensive Plan for Cooperation with Central 
America.

Mexico’s relationship with other regions: the search for soft counterbalance 
and economic diversification

As can be seen in the paragraphs above, Latin America is a relevant region for 
Mexico’s foreign policy. But other regions are important as well. They have not 
been a priority, especially under AMLO administration. Though they are strate-

AMLO’s administration was no exception. From the beginning, his govern-
ment showed interest in neighboring countries. One objective was to promote 
development in the area to avoid migratory flows that cross Mexican territory to 
reach the United States. López Obrador invited several presidents of the region 
to his inauguration on December 1, 2018. That day, AMLO met with some of the 
Central American heads of state and signed an agreement to set up a Compre-
hensive Cooperation Plan (PIC in Spanish).  The idea was to invest in the re-
gion’s poorest areas to trigger economic development and prevent migration. 
The deal was well received by the leaders. But the big problem was obtaining 
financial resources to consolidate it. One option was to involve the United States 
in the project, but that would be a difficult task since Trump was not eager to 
fund this type of projects, even though he was interested in halting illegal mi-
gration. Later, the SRE announced that Mexico had reached an agreement with 
the Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) to esta-
blish a plan to finance the PIC. 

   Mathieu Tourliere, “En primer día de gobierno de AMLO, pactan Plan de Desarrollo Integral para 
Centroamérica”, en Proceso, December 1 2018.
   “Foreign Ministers of El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, and Mexico Presented Comprehensive 
Development Plan in the Framework of the Conference on the Global Compact for Migration”, The        
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Despite the intention of maintaining friendly relations with European 
countries, the new government got involved in a diplomatic crisis with Spain in 
March 2019. On that occasion, AMLO sent a letter to the King of Spain to request 
an apology for the wrongs committed against the original peoples during the 
conquest 500 years ago. When the media published the content of the letter, 
there were negative reactions in both Mexico and Spain. The message was 
contradictory because when Pedro Sanchez, president of the Spanish govern-
ment, visited Mexico, AMLO declared that both countries had a “relationship of 
friendship and mutual affection”.   Later, AMLO revealed the letter he sent to the 
King of Spain in which he demanded an apology. For AMLO , the apology was 
the “only possible way to achieve a full reconciliation between the two coun-
tries”. The Spanish government answered categorically that Spain rejected 
“with all firmness”   the request because the conquest “cannot be judged in the 
light of contemporary considerations”. 

It is possible that the correspondence may have been primarily for domes-
tic consumption. For AMLO, it was convenient to seek compensation to woo 

gic. Under this logic, there are two regions that reflect special interest, particu-
larly for soft-counterbalance and diversification purposes. Indeed, the weight of 
the US relationship has made Europe and Asia a possible source of economic 
expansion. As Mexico exports almost 80 percent of its products to the United 
States and its autonomy in foreign policy is limited before Washington, different 
administrations have established, as a basic objective, the diversification of 
Mexican markets and the search for real counterbalance to improve the capacity 
to negotiate with the United States.

Europe: Diversification and Diplomatic Differences with Spain

Europe is an important region because Mexico has historical ties to the continent, 
particularly with Spain. Traditionally, Mexico's government has sought a close 
relationship with that continent to attract investments and find external markets 
for national products. In 2000, Mexico and the European Union signed a free 
trade agreement, which has become the core of the relationship ever since. In the 
Enrique Peña administration, both parties renegotiated the treaty to update it. In 
April 2020, Mexico and the European Union completed the process, which inclu-
ded measures regarding environment protection and government purchases. 
The negotiation had started in 2016 but was concluded until López Obrador’s 
administration due to delays in the talks.

   Misael Zavala & Alberto Morales, “México refrenda su amistad y afecto a España: AMLO”, in El 
Universal, Mexico, January 30, 2019.

Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), Press Release, December 10, 
2018, available at: https://www.cepal.org/en/pressreleases/foreign-ministers-salvador-guatemala-
honduras-and-mexico-presented-comprehensive.

   Javier Lafuente & Lucia Abellan, “López Obrador pide al Rey que España se disculpe por los abusos 
de la conquista”, in El Pais, March 25, 2019.
   “España rechaza 'con toda firmeza´ carta de AMLO sobre disculpa por la conquista”, in El Universal, 
March 25, 2019.
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AMLO administration also sought close ties with Russia. In February 2020, 
the Russian Foreign Minister paid a visit to Mexico City to meet with Secretary 
Marcelo Ebrard. As a result of the meeting, the SRE announced that Mexico 
would purchase Russian helicopters.   However, days later some media sources 
raised the possibility that Washington could impose sanctions.   Later, the SRE 
denied the version that Mexico would buy that equipment.    In the framework 
of the pandemic, the Mexican government also approached Russia to buy its va-
ccine. At the end of April 2021, the Secretary of Foreign Affairs, Marcelo Ebrard, 
visited Moscow to explore the possibility that Mexican laboratories could pro-
duce the Russian vaccine.

Another incident emerged in early February 2022, the Mexican president 
spoke about the energy reform promoted by his government, which privileges 
the generation of national electricity over private and foreign investment. This 
bill seeks to repair a damage caused to the nation by agreements that existed in 
previous governments with private companies. AMLO iterated a proposal to dis-
tance Mexico from investments by Spanish companies in projects with public 
capital. President López Obrador even said that Mexico would set a “pause” to 
the bilateral relation with Spain.  This criticism was extended to the banking  
and hotel business and to any Spanish company with operations in Mexico in 
general to reinforce his point of view on alleged corruption and patronage of the 
last two decades. According to a 2020 report by Banco Santander, Spain is Mexi-
co’s second largest investor with 7,000 companies situated in Mexico and the 
investment rises above 70,000 million euros. 

indigenous groups. The message was in the context of the proximity of the 500th 
anniversary of Hernan Cortez’s triumph in Tenochtitlan. The problem was that 
the request strained the bilateral relationship, which was not convenient because 
both governments came from leftist political parties. 

In 2020, Beatriz Gutierrez Müller, first lady of Mexico, delivered a letter to 
the Austrian president, Alexander Van der Bellen, in which his government 
requested the loan of the Moctezuma headdress to exhibit in Mexico. The re-
quest was denied. This act by the Austrian government was described as anticul-
tural, since it was only a loan that they asked for from the relic, not its return. The 
negative response pushed AMLO to exclaim that the Mexican government would 
consider going to the United Nations Organization in order to get the nations 
that have Mexican archaeological pieces to return them to their place of origin.

   CAMESCOM, “La IED española ocupa el segundo lugar de generación de flujos de inversión hacia 
México con 5,511 MDD durante este sexenio”, July 30, 2020, in https://www.camescom.com.mx/la-
ied-espanola-ocupa-el-segundo-lugar-de-generacion-de-flujos-de-inversion-hacia-mexico-con-5511-
mdd-durante-este-sexenio/

    “México niega posible compra de helicópteros rusos”, in El Universal, February 14, 2020. 

   “México negocia compra de helicópteros militares con Rusia: Canciller ruso”, in El Universal, 
February 7, 2020.
    “EU adelanta que podría sancionar a México si compra helicópteros rusos”, in La Jornada, February 13, 2020.

  The declaration was a surprise among Mexico's public opinion. There is not such a concept in 
diplomatic relations. See “AMLO plantea hacer una pausa en las relaciones de México con España”, in 
El Economista, February 9, 2022.
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The matter took center stage when president AMLO gave his opinion on 
the case of a group of Mexican tourists who introduced to the Museum of Ethno-
logy in Vienna their own audio guides with an alternative narrative that explai-
ned how Mexico lost the piece after the Spanish conquest in the 16th century. He 
went on to state that the letter given to the Austrian president would be made 
public. The last investigation carried out determined that the plume cannot be 
moved by air, sea or land, because the vibrations could cause serious and irrepa-
rable damage to its organic materials.

The debate about sending weapons to the Ukrainian resistance takes place 
in Mexico in a specific context. Mexico is a nation that suffers from a serious secu-
rity crisis due to the confrontation between criminal organizations. This ordeal 
has made the crusade against the circulation of weapons a central axis of its 
foreign policy. The Government’s position on gun control jumped the border 
and Mexico denounced 11 manufacturers before a court in Massachusetts and is 
also pursuing new agreements with several European countries to prevent the 
trafficking of war material. 

Putin is far from being an ally and that the White House is the main refe-
rence in their international relations. This official position has received criticism 
from the opposition. The president’s proposal has the objective of expanding the 
commercial and productive alliance with Washington, in the first instance. Even 

With the United Kingdom, Mexico sought to establish a mechanism to 
maintain bilateral trade after that nation withdrew from the European Union 
through BREXIT. With the other countries of the continent, the SRE has tried to 
keep open communication channels to take advantage of TLCUEM. These facts 
show that Mexico is seeking alliances with other regions to generate a soft coun-
terbalance. But it also shows that the United States factor has a special weight 
even in Mexico’s relations with other regions.

With Ukraine, President AMLO has rejected any scenario of sending mili-
tary aid to Ukraine, a measure adopted by the United States and countries of the 
European Union sticking to a pacifist discourse. This came after on March 3, 
2022, members of the Ukrainian Parliament addressed a letter to the president of 
the Mexican Senate requesting weapons and military equipment in large quanti-
ties to face the Russian invasion. In several occasions, Mexico has condemned 
the Kremlin’s aggression but the government ruled out imposing unilateral 
economic or trade sanctions. This was the majority decision of its internatio-    
nal allies but Mexico remains adamant on its principle-based decision. The offi-
cial posture coming from the presidency states that the nation will attend to 
those affected on either side and offer protection and humanitarian aid to all. 

President López Obrador considered going to the United Nations Orga-
nization in order to get the nations that have Mexican archaeological pieces to 
return them to their place of origin. At the center of this paradox is the Mayan 
Train, one of the projects that the president of Mexico most stubbornly defends. 

  The Associated Press, “Mexico sues U.S. gun manufacturers for contributing to arms trafficking 
deaths”, in NPR, August 5, 2021.
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so, it is true that within MORENA there are currents that are still anchored in the 
rhetoric of the Cold War and in the preventive rejection of the United States and 
NATO. An example was a statement from a youth group from the State of Mexico 
that reproduced the Kremlin’s warmongering propaganda to justify the war that 
Putin started against Ukraine.   The national leadership disassociated itself from 
the writing. The outcome of this episode illustrated the complex balances of the 
Fourth Transformation in the face of the invasion of Ukraine by Russia.

The last lashing out by president AMLO was directed towards the Euro-
pean Parliament. The Euro Parliament expressed concern about the violent si-
tuation reporters and members of the media face in Mexico and asked the AMLO 
administration for protection for journalists and human rights advocates.  As a 
response to this action, president López Obrador doctored a response in the face 
of what he considered a defamatory resolution.   The European resolution was an 
unprecedented request from the institution in the face of a problem that is not 
exclusive to this government, because it has claimed the lives of more than 150 
reporters in the last two decades and 68 activists have been murdered in the last 
four years, but to whom he asked to take the necessary measures so as not to put 
them at more risk. The author of the Resolution is Leopoldo Lopez Gil, Member 
of the European Parliament from Spain, and affiliate of the Popular Party (Spain). 

AMLO expressed that his administration holds a 66 per cent approval ra-
ting. Showing weakness in the eye of the Mexican vox populi and the internatio-
nal stage has a high political cost and low political benefit. The president went on 
the express that “Nobody is repressed here; freedom of expression and the work 

Lopez Gil is a member of the Group of the European People’s Party, a 
Christian Democratic alliance, categorized the Mexican response as unfortunate, 
“unworthy of the language of a head of state”.   The European document has se-
veral repercussions after landing in Mexico. First, it comes in the final stretch of 

ththe April 10  referendum, star proposal of the government of López Obrador. On 
April 10, citizens will vote in a public consultation if they want the president to 
remain in office or not. Second, President López Obrador must show the Mexican 
public that he is a president willing to fight to defend the nations integrity. Third, 
the remarks made by European parliament members that are headed by a conser-
vative argument of repression and lack of protection of human and civil rights    
in Mexico, which coincide with the parliamentary left-wing perspective. Fourth, 
the comments are seen as a threat to the president’s popularity and a victory      
for the political opposition. 

    Escobar, E., “AMLO no respondió, sólo insultó y descalificó. -Eurodiputado”, in Reforma, March 17, 
2022.

   Eliana Reina, “López Obrador Arremete Contra el Parlamento Europeo: 'Ya no somos colonia de 
nadie'”, in El País, March 17, 2022.

   Barragan, S., “¿Jóvenes de Morena apoyan a Rusia? Esto dice la embajada, El Partido y la Delegación 
Edomex”, in Aristegui Noticias, March 3, 2022.
   Leopoldo Lopez, “Joint Motion for a resolution pursuant to Rules 144(5) and 132(4) of the Rules of 
Procedure on the situation of journalists and human rights defenders in Mexico (2022/2580(RSP)”, in 
Europarl.europa.eu, March 9, 2022.
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of journalists are respected. The State does not violate human rights as it happe-
ned in previous governments, when you, by the way, kept a complicit silence”.

In the context of the trade war between the United States and China, 
Mexico obtained some benefits as its international trade increased slightly. Ho-
wever, within the USMCA there is a clause that prevents Mexico from signing a 
free trade agreement with a “non-commercial country”,   which was a direct re-
ference to China. In other words, the United States government imposed an 
article that prohibits Mexico and Canada to sign a trade deal with China. Despite 
the clause, the AMLO government has tried to establish a closer relationship with 
China. The president did not travel to China, but sent his foreign minister, 
Marcelo Ebrard, to China to resolve issues with the Xi Jinping government.   The 
idea was to guarantee more investment and promote free trade between both 
parties. Mexico has a trade deficit with China and wants to reduce it. For now, 
China is very interested in some new infrastructure projects in Mexico, such as a 

Asia Pacific: Towards Greater Integration

In this region, China plays a prominent role for diversification and soft 
counterbalance reasons. Chinese bilateral trade and investment have increased 
significantly in recent years. From a geopolitical perspective, China has long had 
a particular interest in getting involved in Latin America, and Mexico is an exce-
llent option due to the weight of its economy and because it is next to the United 
States. Previously, there were some bilateral problems in Enrique Peña’s period 
because his government canceled some infrastructure projects in which Chinese 
investors were involved. However, the AMLO administration has tried to recon-
cile matters with that country. When Donald Trump threatened to increase trade 
tariffs on Mexican exports, AMLO government saw China as an alternative to 
redirect trade and a possible ally regarding Trump's threats. If Trump would 
close the US market for Mexican manufactures and raw materials, then a possible 
alternative could be China.

For Mexico, Asia Pacific is also an important region for the same reasons discu-
ssed above. When the Mexican government opened its trade to the world in the 
1980s, Asia became a strategic area for the goal of diversification. In the same 
logic, Several Asian nations are interested in Mexico because of its proximity to 
the United States. Their intention is to penetrate in the US market and, thus, 
Mexico represents an excellent platform to do so.

    SRE, “Primer Informe de Labores SRE 2018-2019”, September 2019. Available at: https:// www.gob.mx/ 
cms/uploads/attachment/file/490401/SRE_Primer_Informe_de_Labores-2019_ aconvertir_baja.pdf
  The BRI is a key Chinese project that was adopted in 2013, which aims are to build a global 
infrastructure in different nations of the world. See Devonshire-Ellis, Chris, “The Belt & Road Initiative 
in Mexico & Central America”, Silk Road Briefing, May 27, 2019.

   Article 32.10 requires three months' notice in advance if any member “attempts to start free trade 
negotiations with non-trading economies.” See: United States-Mexico-Canada Agreement, Office of 
the US Trade Representative. Available at: https://ustr.gov/trade-agreements/free-trade-agreements/ 
united-states-mexico-canada-agreement
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As for other regions, Africa is practically a forgotten area for Mexico’s 
foreign policy. Trade is scarce with the continent and diplomatic ties are meager. 
With Africa, the country has only six embassies. Although AMLO promised to 
initiate friendly relations with all the countries of the world, interaction with that 
continent was limited during the first three years of his administration. Regar-
ding the Middle East, in May 2021, a conflict broke out between Israel and Pales-
tine with several fatalities. At first, the Mexican Foreign Affairs Secretary protes-
ted because the UN Security Council did not act on the matter.   Later, at the UN 
Human Rights Council, there was a proposal to create a commission to inves-
tigate violations by Israel. As it has done on previous occasions, Mexico voted in 
favor of the proposal and, days later, the Israeli government requested an expla-
nation since the vote was inappropriate, according to them.  Israel’s reaction  
was also natural. It is clear that the vision of both governments on the conflict is 
very different. Mexico observes human rights violations, while Jews argue a 
defense against terrorist attacks.

Humanitarian diplomacy and multilateral policy

new train route in the Yucatan peninsula and the construction of an oil refinery 
in Dos Bocas, Tabasco. Some Chinese banks revealed in early 2020 that they were 
interested in providing a loan for the refinery plan. Similarly, Chinese auto 
companies also announced that they planned to open a plant in Mexico to pro-
duce their cars. From a geopolitical perspective, China wants to export its “Belt 
and Road Initiative” (BRI) to Mexico and Central America.  Their geographical 
position, close to the United States, makes them a strategic option for China to 
become a world hegemony. In the context of the pandemic, Mexico also had 
approaches with the Chinese government to guarantee necessary medical 
supplies to take care of sick people. China sent respirators, face masks and other 
medical instruments. In the absence of the United States to become the leading 
country to face the pandemic, China was trying to occupy that place by establi-
shing ties with different countries in the world.

As already mentioned, AMLO did not show high interest in international affairs 
at the beginning of his administration. For example, the president did not travel 
abroad during his first year. He did not attend the Pacific Alliance summit in 
2019 and did not participate either in the G20 meeting in Osaka, Japan. He simply 
sent Marcelo Ebrard as his representative. AMLO also refused to participate in 
the UN General Assembly when the session opened in 2019. These decisions 
showed that the president was not interested in participating, directly, in world 

  The BRI is a key Chinese project that was adopted in 2013, which aims are to build a global 
infrastructure in different nations of the world. See Devonshire-Ellis, Chris, “The Belt & Road Initiative 
in Mexico & Central America”, Silk Road Briefing, May 27, 2019.
   “Ebrard califica de aberración al Consejo de Seguridad de la ONU por tema Israel-Hamas”, in El 
Universal, May 20, 2021.
    Ariadna Garcia, “Israel expresa molestia con México por votación en la ONU”, in El Universal, May 
31, 2021.
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Once COVID was declared a worldwide pandemic in March 2020, Mexico 
began to project a greater international presence through a humanitarian diplo-
macy. First, the government established air bridges to rescue Mexicans who 
were stranded in different parts of the world. SRE also maintained open commu-
nication with international organizations and other countries to address the 
challenges posed by the epidemic. Once the vaccine was ready, SRE established 
contacts with other governments to acquire or purchase it to guarantee availa-
bility for Mexican population. AMLO even participated, virtually, in a G20 mee-
ting. There, the president defended the idea that the vaccine could be widely 
distributed to reach all corners of the world. Based on an idealistic perspective, 
Mexico encouraged international cooperation and global governance to con-
front the health crisis. For instance, SRE prepared and promoted Resolution 
74/274 among the UN member states to guarantee global access to medicines, 
vaccines, and other medical equipment that were necessary to face the pande-
mic.   As AMLO administration was adopting an idealistic perspective, it was 
also resorting to pragmatism to comply with national interest, which was at that 
moment to get vaccines for the population.

At the multilateral level, the AMLO government has tried to actively 
participate in different forums. In 2019, the SRE announced that Mexico would 
seek a non-permanent seat on the UN Security Council for the 2021-2022 period. 
The proposal could be, in some way, contradictory to the principle of non-
intervention since Mexico, if elected, would have to be involved in world events 
beyond its national interest. It is important to clarify that this proposal was not 
an original initiative from AMLO’s administration. The government of Felipe 
Calderón had presented the candidacy since 2011. There is an agreement among 
Latin American countries to propose well in advance the regional bids to achieve 
unique candidacies and save the costs of a political campaign. What AMLO’s 
administration simply did was to ratify the proposal. In June 2019, the Regional 
Group for Latin America and the Caribbean (GRULAC in Spanish) endorsed 
Mexico’s candidacy. According to Natalia Saltalamacchia, the decision to give 
continuity to the process was based on the search for a “State foreign policy”   to 

affairs. In other words, he preferred to focus on domestic affairs and leave 
external issues to the SRE. For instance, Marcelo Ebrard participated in the 
adoption of the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration that 
took place in December 2018 at the Intergovernmental Conference in Marrakesh, 
Morocco. He also represented AMLO in the G20 and the Pacific Alliance summits 
in 2019. However, pressure from the United States, conflicts with Bolivia, the 
situation in Venezuela, and the COVID-19 pandemic made him realize that the 
foreign factor is truly important for domestic policy. Consequently, AMLO  
began to have more interest in foreign affairs. 

    In the Latin American context, a “State” foreign policy means that the government applies national 
interest to the country's international relations, that the policy is continues regardless the presidential 
administration changes, and other state and nonstate actors participate in the decision-making process.

   Martha Delgado, “La apuesta de México por la ONU en su 75° aniversario”, in Foreign Affairs 
Latinoamerica, Vol. 20, No. 4, October-December, 2020.
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guarantee a “recurring participation” of Mexico in the Security Council.   Or as 
Guadalupe Gonzalez points out, the government’s idea was to project a “partici-
patory, deliberate and frequent attitude”.  That is, members of the Mexican 
Foreign Service (SEM), experts on the subject, pushed the initiative and Foreign 
Secretary Marcel Ebrard, who is more sensible to these issues, endorsed the deci-
sion. AMLO accepted the proposal and the subsequent diplomatic procedures 
began.

In this regard, there was no disagreement among political parties. Con-
gress unanimously sponsored the decision. In July, the Permanent Commission 
voted in favor of supporting Mexico’s candidacy to occupy the non-permanent 
seat. Furthermore, there was no rejection by public opinion. According to the 
SRE, upon joining the Security Council, the government opted “for multila-
teralism and for the strengthening of international law as a way of establishing 
[...] rules to make the behavior of international actors more predictable”.   There-
fore, Mexico was projecting a principled perspective at the multilateral level. 
However, a dose of pragmatism would be required to confront the challenges 
posed by the pandemic and world conflicts.

In June 2020, Mexico was elected as a member of the UN Security Council 
for the period 2021-2022 with 187 votes. This represented 97 percent of the total 
votes cast by the member states of the United Nations and was the highest su-
pport Mexico has ever received.   This was the first time that Mexico had a seat 
on the Security Council and, simultaneously, was participating in peacekeeping 
operations. This represented greater challenges for the nation since it will be 
directly involved in issues that are not close to Mexico’s national interest, such as 
the crises in Syria, Yemen, Sudan, Ukraine, among others. But it also implied  
that the country would participate in the decision-making process to resolve and 
address issues that directly affect the national interest, such as the cases of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the Central American migrant caravans, the crisis in Nica-
ragua and Venezuela, the fight against drug trafficking, and Sustainable Deve-
lopment Goals (SDGs). Therefore, in the participation at the Security Council, 
Mexico would have to combine some principism with a dose of pragmatism.

According to the SRE, Mexico’s objective in the Security Council would be 
“to put people at the center of the agenda”. In other words, the country would 
promote measures that lead to better quality of life. According to Eduardo 
Jaramillo and Juan Ramon de la Fuente, both in charge of Mexico’s participation 
at the Security Council, the country’s actions would be guided by traditional 

   Natalia Saltalamacchia, “La postulación de México al Consejo de seguridad”, in Foreign Affairs 
Latinoamerica, Vol. 20, No. 4, October-December, 2020, pp. 42-47.
   Guadalupe Gonzalez, “¿Que esperar del rol de México en el Consejo de Seguridad de la ONU?”, in 
Nueva Sociedad, November 2020, available at: https://nuso.org/articulo/que-esperar-del-rol-de-
mexico-en-el-consejo-de-seguridad-de-la-onu/
     Martha Delgado, op. cit., p. 7.
    SRE, “México recibe respaldo histórico para ser miembro no permanente del Consejo de Seguridad 
de la ONU”, Press Release No. 172, June 18, 2020, available at: https://www.gob.mx/sre/prensa/ 
mexico-recibe-respaldo-historico-para-ser-miembro-no-permanente-del-consejo-de-seguridad-de-la-
onu?idiom=es
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In early 2020, President López Obrador and the UN office in Mexico City 
inaugurated a center to train Mexican military officers to participate in UN peace-
keeping operations. Participation at the Security Council and Mexico’s involve-
ment in UN operations reflected a continuity with the foreign policy of former 
administrations since they previously proposed it. These cases proved that Pre-
sident López Obrador had already a greater interest in increasing Mexico’s 
presence in different world forums and involving the nation in activities at a 
global scale.

In 2020, López Obrador sent a recorded message for the general debate of 
the 75th session of the General Assembly. This message evidenced the reality    
of Mexico’s domestic and foreign policy in various senses. First, it showed that 
the president probably was not advised in the elaboration of the speech because 
it was dedicated basically to Mexico’s domestic issues. In addition, the message 
showed a certain ignorance of international issues by not mentioning the 75th 
anniversary of the UN. Moreover, he focused his message on explaining his ac-
tions in public policy, omitting references to Mexico's foreign policy priorities at 
the time, such as the participation at the UN Security Council, the presidency of 
CELAC, the international cooperation actions promoted by his cabinet on the 
issue of COVID-19 and the vaccine.

In November 2021, López Obrador made his second trip abroad. This 
time, he participated in a session of a Security Council meeting. There, the Presi-
dent introduced a World Plan for Fraternity and Welfare, which would seek to 
reduce world poverty and improve the living conditions of the planet’s popu-
lation. From a critical perspective, the Russian representative commented that 
the Security Council was not the ideal forum to present such proposals. Howe-
ver, AMLO and Marcelo Ebrard commented that Mexico would present the 
initiative in the framework of the UN General Assembly.   AMLO’s proposal was 
similar to the Charter of Economic Rights and Duties of States that Luis Eche-
verria presented in the 1970s. Several social sectors have criticized AMLO for the 
idealistic nature of his initiative. However, it is not an idle exercise to advance 
this type of proposals. From the president’s perspective, Mexico must position 
itself in the international field to influence a more balanced system in the social 
sphere. But it was highly probable that AMLO would have little response from 
world economic powers to accept his proposal.

foreign policy principles and would seek to encourage “cooperation and dialo-
gue schemes to prevent conflicts and achieve sustainable peace”.   According to 
Guadalupe Gonzalez, Mexico joined the Security Council at a very complex 
international scenario. There were different conflicts and, in addition, the world 
was going through the worst pandemic of modern times.  

  “Anuncia AMLO Plan Mundial de Fraternidad y de Bienestar ante la ONU”, in El Universal, 
November 9, 2021.

    Guadalupe Gonzalez, op. cit.

    Eduardo Jaramillo & Juan Ramon de la Fuente, “Prioridades de México en el Consejo de Seguridad”, 
in Foreign Affairs Latinoamerica, Vol. 20, No. 4, October-December, 2020, p. 28.
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Conclusions

This chapter has presented evidence that, in the first three years of AMLO’s 
administration, Mexico’s foreign policy oscillated between pragmatism and 
principism. On one hand, the President made decisions based on traditional 
precepts, such as Non-Intervention and Self-Determination, as were the case in 
Venezuela, Nicaragua, and Bolivia. On the other hand, his actions reflected a 
high degree of pragmatism. For example, the decision to stop Central American 
migrants at the southern border to avoid higher tariffs was clearly practical and 
realist. AMLO sought to maintain Mexican trade with the United States at the 
same level to generate economic certainty and growth.

 The variables that best explain principism are mainly AMLO’s personal 
views, the electoral result which granted him broad democratic legitimacy, the 
party's ideology since MORENA is basically prone to idealism, the region factor 
because there was political coincidence with some Latin American regimes, and 
the multilateral variable since Mexico traditionally adopts a principled policy in 
international organizations. The variables that explain pragmatism were pressu-
res from the US government, economic trouble at home, and the pandemic. In 
this context, an important finding is that principism is deliberate while pragma-
tism is forced. In other words, AMLO planned to apply a policy based on prin-
ciples from the beginning. However, domestic and external conjunctures, that 
suddenly emerged, compelled him towards pragmatism.

AMLO’s foreign policy was also characterized by a pattern of change and 
continuity. In the economic field, the President upheld free trade policies as pre-
vious administrations had done. He also supported the renegotiation of USMCA 
and endorsed other regional integration mechanisms, such as the Pacific Allian-
ce. On the other hand, López Obrador significantly changed Mexico’s position 
on Venezuela. The government of Enrique Peña had criticized Maduro and de-
manded democratic reforms. AMLO preferred not to meddle and apply non-
intervention. In period, there was also a pattern of cooperation and conflict in 
foreign policy, especially with the United States and some Latin American 
countries. With Washington, the bilateral agenda was marked by both realities, 
mainly on trade, migration, and security issues. With Bolivia, Mexico became 
involved in a diplomatic crisis after AMLO granted political asylum to Evo Mora-
les. The Jeanine Añez administration expelled the Mexican Ambassador and 
generated some friction in the bilateral relationship.

Although AMLO obtained a democratic “bonus” due to his broad electoral 
victory, AMLO did not use it to generate soft power in foreign policy. In addition, 
there are other variables that limited Mexico’s external performance. On one 
hand, AMLO’s foreign policy generated domestic polarization. Supporters 
backed him up, but opponents criticized him for his foreign policy. The lack of 
social cohesion directly affects the effectiveness of any foreign policy. The 
pandemic and the economic crisis were also two factors that limited the scope of 
the country's international relations.
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Universal, November 9, 2021.
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de-generacion-de-flujos-de-inversion-hacia-mexico-con-5511-mdd-durante-
este-sexenio/

“AMLO plantea hacer una pausa en las relaciones de México con España”, in El 
Economista, February 9, 2022.

Croda, Rafael, “Subsecretario mexicano pide no aislar a Venezuela ni intervenir en sus 
asuntos internos”, in Proceso, January 4, 2019.

Delgado, Martha, “La apuesta de México por la ONU en su 75° aniversario”, in Foreign 
Affairs Latinoamerica, Vol. 20, No. 4, October-December, 2020.

Barragan, S., “¿Jóvenes de Morena apoyan a Rusia? Esto dice la embajada, El Partido y 
la Delegación Edomex”, in Aristegui Noticias, March 3, 2022.

“AMLO reitera que esperara para felicitar a Biden hasta resolucion de autoridades de 
EU”, in El Economista, November 9, 2020.

Caso, Diego, “AMLO 'se guarda' felicitación a Biden: 'Esperaremos a que se resuelvan 
todos los asuntos legales'”, en El Financiero, November 7, 2020.

Castro, Jonathan, “Destituir a Pedro Castillo solo significaría gobernar sobre cenizas”, 
in The Washington Post, December 1, 2021. 

Devonshire-Ellis, Chris, “The Belt & Road Initiative in Mexico & Central America”, 
Silk Road Briefing, May 27, 2019.

It seemed that principled pragmatism did not pay off in economic indi-
cators. For example, GDP plummeted to -8.3 %, external debt grew, and trade 
and foreign investments slightly diminished. Clearly, these indicators are the 
effect of the economic crisis brought by the pandemic. But it is possible to say 
that trade and investments did not collapse thanks to the pragmatism printed in 
the negotiation of USMCA.

It is highly predictable that, in the remaining three years of his adminis-
tration, AMLO’s foreign policy will maintain a similar trend. In other words, 
Mexico’s world position will combine patterns of pragmatism/principism, 
change/continuity, and conflict/cooperation. By 2021, AMLO was still convin-
ced that the best foreign policy is a “good domestic policy”. However, the ex-
perience of the first three years would probably change his mind. He needs to 
understand that foreign policy is a key instrument for economic, political, and 
social development. Therefore, he must pay more attention to the external factor 
and invest more time and resources in Mexico's diplomacy. This will be needed 
for a “good domestic policy”.
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