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ABSTRACT 

Despite a common regional pattern of economic engagement between Latin America and 

China, consisting of exports of Latin American natural and energy resources and imports of 

Chinese manufactures, significant variations can be identified between the engagement 

strategies of Latin American states towards China between 2001 and 2016. To date, no 

major research efforts have been made to demonstrate and explain these variations by 

scholars of international relations (IR). This thesis aims to fill this gap building on the 

literature that explores the economic exchanges between China and the region. The 

research question that guides this thesis is: Why have Latin American countries developed 

significantly different engagement strategies for managing their relations with China between 

2001 and 2016? To explain the varied strategies, I propose and test a neoclassical realist 

model, labelled “National Power and Perception” model, which incorporates two Independent 

Variables: a) Latin American countries’ position in the regional structure of power (systemic 

variable); and b) Latin American presidents’ perceptions of the US-led liberal order (domestic 

intervening variable). I develop a small-N comparative study with four cases, one typical 

case for each proposed type of engagement strategy (Mexico under Vicente Fox, Brazil 

under Lula da Silva, Chile under Ricardo Lagos, and Venezuela under Hugo Chávez). The 

findings suggest that the general hypothesis and the four specific hypotheses are confirmed. 

The interplay of both IVs explains the significant variation in the four types of Latin American 

engagement strategies towards China analysed in this thesis. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Since the beginning of the 21st century China has reemerged as a regional and global 

power. Beijing has expanded its influence all around the world at an unprecedented pace, 

pushing forward a train of economic growth in which developing countries had a special 

wagon assigned, one of them reserved for Latin America. In the early 2000s China began to 

consolidate the economic reforms driven by Deng Xiaoping since the late 1970s, which led 

to an unprecedented trend of trade and exchange rate expansion. To sustain its impressive 

economic growth and trade expansion, China needed to secure raw materials and energy 

resources, both of them vastly available in Latin America. This was the first and most 

important factor in the intensification of economic exchanges between the People’s Republic 

of China (PRC) and Latin America. 

Before 2001 Sino–Latin American commercial exchanges were rather limited. The bilateral 

trade barely surpassed the 30 million US dollars by 1960. It increased at a slow pace 

reaching the 10 billion US dollars mark between 1999 and 2000 (Jiang, 2006). The turning 

point was the beginning of the 21st century, especially after China’s entrance into the World 

Trade Organization (WTO) in 2001 and the beginning of the “commodities boom” period. 

Bilateral trade increased from 12 billion US dollars at the beginning of the 21st century to the 

current approximate figure of 266 billion US dollars, a sharp increase in less than two 

decades (Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, 2018).  

China also became one of the main sources of funding in the region, lending more money to 

the region than the World Bank, the Inter-American Development Bank (IADB) and the 

United States Export-Import Bank combined by 2010 (Rathbone, 2012), having committed 

more than 141 billion US dollars in loans by 2018 (Inter-American Dialogue, 2018). The 

Chinese investment in the region has also increased significantly, with around 131 billion US 

dollars committed by 2018 (Wise & Chonn Ching, 2018). Most of it has been concentrated in 

the oil and mining industries (Pérez Ludeña, 2017). However, as Ray and Gallagher 

suggest, China is gradually supplementing it with upstream and downstream investment in 

order to create supply chains (Ray & Gallagher, 2017). China has also signed three free 

trade agreements with Latin American countries, with Chile in 2005, with Peru in 2009, and 

with Costa Rica in 2010, and it is in the final stages of the negotiations of the FTA with 

Panama.  

Despite a common regional pattern of economic engagement with China, consisting of 

exports of Latin American natural and energy resources and imports of Chinese 
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manufactures, significant variation can be identified within the Latin American engagement 

strategies towards China between 2001 and 2016. In order to identify this variation we need 

to look beyond trade. For instance, most of the aforementioned Chinese funding in the 

region has been concentrated in a few countries, mainly Venezuela, Brazil, Ecuador, Bolivia 

and Argentina. For US scholars such as Evan Ellis, these loans have a political component: 

they allowed the survival of populist regimes such as that of Hugo Chávez in Venezuela or 

Rafael Correa in Ecuador (E. Ellis, 2015). 

China has also become an attractive alternative for security and technology cooperation. 

The PRC has developed significant security cooperation with Venezuela, Bolivia and 

Ecuador, which includes traditional arms sales, anti-riot equipment (especially to Venezuela) 

and more controversial cooperation in these countries’ national surveillance systems (e.g. 

Ecuador’s ECU-911 and Bolivia’s BOL-110, both with Chinese cameras and technology)1. 

Moreover, China has developed satellite cooperation with several countries in the region. 

Nine satellites have been launched to date (with Brazil, Bolivia and Venezuela), and one 

space-monitoring base run by the People’s Liberation Army was built in Neuquén, Argentina.  

China has also been considered as a potential alternative for sensitive industries such as 

nuclear energy (in Brazil and Argentina, for instance), high technology and 

telecommunications. Latin America has not closed the door to Huawei, and most of the 

region has been reluctant to ban the Chinese company in their future 5G national network 

auctions, despite pressure from Donald Trump’s administration. The PRC has also 

established “strategic partnerships” with Brazil (1993), Venezuela (2001), Mexico (2003), 

Argentina (2004), Peru (2008), Chile (2012), Costa Rica (2015), Ecuador (2015) and Bolivia 

(2018). 

To sum up, if we go beyond the common patterns of Sino–Latin American trade we find a 

rather heterogenous reality. The four case studies of this thesis are representative of the 

wide range of variation of Latin American engagement strategies towards China, once we go 

beyond the shared regional trade pattern. Mexico developed a limited engagement strategy 

towards China between 2001 and 2016, with elements of confrontation and competition. The 

Sino–Mexican engagement features one of the strongest economic interactions with China 

 
1 Under Hugo Chávez government Venezuela signed two technology contracts with the Chinese 
company CEIEC, both highly controversial as they have significant security implications. The first one 
was the surveillance system “Sistema Integrado de Monitoreo y Asistencia” (SIMA) signed in 2013, 
which includes more than 30.000 cameras for surveillance of the population (La Información, 2013). 
The second is the electronic ID system “Carnet de la Patria”, in charge of the same Chinese 
company, which follows the characteristics of the Chinese “Social credit system” (Berwick, 2018). 
Bolivia (Los Tiempos, 2017) and Ecuador (Mozur, Kessel, & Chan, 2019) signed similar contracts to 
establish their national surveillance systems. 
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in the region in terms of bilateral trade (second trade partner of China in the region, after 

Brazil). However, it is a very unbalanced and complex relationship that includes significant 

elements of competition due to the lack of complementarity of both economies (they also 

compete directly for the US market). No other dimensions have been developed significantly, 

being an almost exclusively trade-focused engagement.  

In sharp contrast, Brazil established a comprehensive engagement strategy towards China, 

especially under Lula da Silva’s government. It included the strongest economic relationship 

with China in the region, cooperation in multiple areas (including health, technology, space, 

security and telecommunications, among others), and even collaboration in multilateral 

arenas (i.e. co-members of BRICS, co-founders of initiatives such as the New Development 

Bank).  

Chile’s engagement with China presents similar characteristics to Sino–Mexican relations. 

Chile has not received significant Chinese investment nor financing, and it has not 

developed significant cooperation in multilateral arenas, having established an almost 

exclusively economic and more specifically, trade-focused relationship with China between 

2001 and 2016. Its main milestone was the signing of a FTA in 2005, the first of China with a 

Latin American country. The main difference with Mexico’s case is the absence of 

confrontational and competitive elements. Chile adopted a pragmatic cooperative stance vis-

à-vis China instead. 

Finally, throughout the first decade of the 21st century, Venezuela became one of the 

strongest partners of China in Latin America. Once focused exclusively on the export of 

Venezuelan oil to China and the import of manufactured products from the PRC, Sino–

Venezuelan relations gradually included a wide range of dimensions between 2001 and 

2016, some of them highly controversial. China has provided significant funding to the Hugo 

Chávez and Nicolás Maduro governments (approximately 62 billion US dollars between 

2005 and 2016). China’s arms sales to the region are mostly concentrated in Venezuela, 

which include significant anti-riot equipment that has been used by these regimes to crack 

down on protests. Moreover, the PRC has helped the country to develop its 

telecommunications and satellite technology, along with its national surveillance and 

electronic ID systems. Venezuela established a multidimensional engagement strategy 

towards China, with elements of cooperation. It was significantly less comprehensive than 

the Sino – Brazilian relationship, as it did not include multilateral collaboration. 

To date, no major research efforts have been made to demonstrate and explain the variation 

within Latin America’s engagement strategies towards China using IR theory. That is the aim 
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of this thesis, to fill this gap building on the vast scholarship that has comprehensively 

studied the economic exchanges between China and the region. As the literature review 

shows, these studies accurately describe the relations and determine the explanatory factors 

of the escalation in bilateral trade since 2000 in almost every country in the region. I also 

consider the interesting analyses that have focused on the geopolitical dynamics posed by 

China’s increasing presence in the region vis-à-vis the United States (Abdenur & Marcondes 

de Souza, 2015; Denoon, 2017), and the few but significant attempts to use IR theory in the 

study of Sino–Latin American relations vis-à-vis the United States (Paz, 2012). This thesis 

provides an original IR framework to explain the different types of engagement strategies 

adopted by Latin American states towards China between 2001 and 2016.  

I have chosen neoclassical realism (NCR) as my main theoretical framework. From all the 

available theoretical approaches I considered NCR for its theoretical flexibility. It allows the 

researcher to build comprehensive explanations borrowing concepts and logics from 

different theories to bridge systemic- and domestic-focused explanations of foreign policy. 

For its systemic component NCR preserves the core neorealist assumption of the 

predominant impact of the structure of power (systemic constraints) in the state’s 

international behaviour. However, as it was mentioned before, while predominant, the 

structure does not determine the states’ behaviour. It shapes it, but countries in a similar 

position in the structure of power can - and usually do - respond differently to the same 

incentives and constraints. To account for this issue and be able to explain the different 

countries’ foreign policies, NCR suggests adding domestic intervening variables to explain 

the variation of foreign policy choices under similar systemic circumstances more accurately. 

Chapter 2 provides a detailed description and justification of the selection of NCR instead of 

other theoretical alternatives (i.e. constructivism and liberalism). It also presents the 

proposed NCR framework of this thesis. 

Four different types of engagement strategies in the period of analysis are explained with 

this NCR framework, ranging from limited (confrontational-competitive) to comprehensive 

(collaborative). The period of analysis was defined considering the beginning of the process 

of escalation of exchanges between China and Latin America after the PRC joined the WTO 

in 2001, until 2016, the year that marks the election of Donald Trump as US president. I 

argue that the systemic constraints posed by the United States and China’s engagement in 

the region during this period remained mostly unaltered, which provides a useful structural 

baseline for the proposed neoclassical realist analysis.  

The research question that guides this thesis is: Why have Latin American countries 

developed significantly different engagement strategies for managing their relations with 
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China between 2001 and 2016? Consequently, the Dependent Variable (DV) of the present 

thesis is the “different types of Latin American engagement strategies towards China 

between 2001 and 2016”. In order to answer the research question, I propose a NCR model, 

labelled “National Power and Perception” model, which incorporates two Independent 

Variables: a) Latin American countries’ position in the regional structure of power (systemic 

variable); and b) Latin American presidents’ perceptions of the US-led liberal order (domestic 

intervening variable).  

The labelling of “regional power” and “second-order power/small country” follows a strictly 

practical logic, based exclusively on national power capabilities. The proposed distribution of 

cases was developed following a traditional structural and neoclassical realist measurement 

of national power capabilities, to demonstrate the significant distance in terms of power 

capabilities between Mexico and Brazil and all the rest of the countries of the region, also 

considering relevant works that have applied structural realism to describe the regional 

balance of power (Nolte & Wehner, 2015; L. Schenoni, 2015, 2017). Following this criterion, 

the regional structure of power contains two regional powers, Brazil and Mexico, and eight 

second-order powers/small countries: Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, 

Uruguay and Venezuela. 

 

To define both types of perception I borrow the insights from Power Transition Theory (PTT), 

particularly its understanding of the states’ “satisfaction” and “dissatisfaction” with the current 

order. For PTT, the degree of satisfaction of the states with current order influences their 

international behaviour (Yilmaz & Wang, 2019): a country that is satisfied with the status quo 

is expected to adopt a cooperative behaviour within the order (i.e. assuming obligations, 

cooperating with the hegemon); conversely, a country that is dissatisfied is expected to 

grieve, compete and even revolt against the hegemonic rule. I consider the expected 

behaviour of states regarding their levels of satisfaction with the current order from PTT, and 

I apply it to the operationalisation of the presidents’ perceptions of the US-led liberal order 

(the current order). 

Thus, a president with a positive perception of the US-led liberal order would be one who is 

satisfied with the current order, its hierarchy, its core principles and institutional framework, 

perceiving it as fair, and even if it can be perfectible, as the best available arrangement. 

They may seek to improve their position in it, an incentive that every country has following 

the realist perspective of this thesis, and even try to reform some of its elements to protect 

and advance their interests. However, they should adopt a cooperative behaviour towards 

the US-led liberal order and should not pursue the aforementioned reforming goals to the 
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point of hindering any of the fundamental pillars of the system (including the liberal economic 

order and the US predominance). In simpler words, these are presidents who are satisfied 

with the status quo.  

Conversely, a president with a negative perception of the US-led liberal order would be one 

who is explicitly (rhetorically and in foreign policy actions) dissatisfied with the current order, 

its hierarchy, its core principles and institutional framework, perceiving it as flawed, unfair to 

their country and biased in favour of the developed world. A president who falls in this 

category should be vocal in their willingness to reform the US-led liberal order, even to the 

point of competing with- or seeking to change some of its main pillars (i.e. the Bretton 

Woods system and the US leadership), but without trying to “challenge” or “replace” the 

entire order, as Latin American countries share some of its fundamental pillars (i.e. 

democracy and human rights). 

My main hypothesis is that the variation between the Latin American engagement strategies 

towards China developed between 2001 and 2016 can be explained through the interplay of 

the aforementioned independent variables. I develop a small-N comparative study with four 

cases, from a universe of ten: Argentina, Brazil, Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Mexico, 

Peru, Uruguay and Venezuela. Central America, the Caribbean, and Surinam, Guyana and 

Paraguay are not included in this thesis (see justification in page 33). Considering the 

analysis of the crossing of IVs and the literature review, Mexico is the only country that fell 

into the “Limited (confrontational-competitive)” category; Brazil is the sole country that fits in 

the “Comprehensive (collaborative)” group; Chile, Peru, Colombia and Uruguay fit into the 

“Limited (cooperative)” group; and Venezuela, Ecuador, Bolivia and Argentina fall into the 

“Multidimensional (cooperative)” group.  

In order to test the hypotheses, I have chosen one typical case for each group: Mexico under 

Vicente Fox, Brazil under Lula da Silva, Chile under Ricardo Lagos, and Venezuela under 

Hugo Chávez. The typical case is the most representative case given the specified 

relationship stablished in the research (in this case, each group), and it could be used to 

probe causal mechanisms that may either confirm or disconfirm a given theory (Seawright & 

Gerring, 2008).  

The findings of this thesis suggest that the general hypothesis and the four specific 

hypotheses are confirmed. The interplay of both IVs explains the significant variation in the 

four types of Latin American engagement strategies towards China analysed in this thesis. 

The systemic IV (Latin American countries’ position in the regional structure of power) 

explains the significant distance between the relations of China with Mexico and Brazil 
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(regional powers) vis-à-vis the PRC’s significantly less comprehensive engagement with 

Chile and Venezuela (second-order power/small country). The domestic IV (Latin American 

presidents’ perceptions of the US-led liberal order) explains the differences between 

countries in a similar position in the structure of power: Mexico–Brazil and Chile–Venezuela.  

This thesis makes a contribution by filling an existing gap in the current scholarship on Sino–

Latin American relations. It addresses the gap by proposing an original IR perspective to 

explain the different types of Latin American engagement strategies to manage their 

relations with China between 2001 and 2016. The thesis builds on the current literature and 

provides a better account than the current existing explanations, one that is robustly 

grounded in tested theory. It provides an original comparison of four cases and a theoretical 

framework that can be applied to the rest of the region, and that can potentially be applied to 

other regions of the Global South. 

In Chapter 1 I provide the background of the research and the research problem. I describe 

the main features of Latin American relations with China between 2001 and 2016. Next, I 

propose a characterisation of four types of engagement strategies to highlight the 

heterogenous character of the Sino–Latin American relations. I then develop the literature 

review of the Sino–Latin American relations. I identify and organise the main arguments and 

approaches that have been used to study the phenomenon. I conclude the literature review 

with the identification of the gap that I intend to fill with this thesis and propose the research 

question that guides the research. Finally, I present the importance of the research and the 

academic contribution that it makes. In Chapter 2, I describe and justify the neoclassical 

realist model that I proposed as theoretical framework to answer the research question. A 

discussion and justification of the theoretical approach is provided, along with a 

characterisation and operationalisation of each IV included in the “National Power and 

Perception” neoclassical realist model. One general hypothesis and four specific ones are 

established based on the model. The chapter finishes with a description and justification of 

the research design and the methodology of the research. 

The four case studies are developed in chapters 3 (Mexico), 4 (Brazil), 5 (Chile) and 6 

(Venezuela). The same structure and methodology are followed in each of them. The 

chapters begin with an overview of the relations of the Latin American country with China in 

the period of analysis and provide a characterisation of the type of engagement. I then apply 

the NPP neoclassical realist model to each case. I first focus on the systemic IV to determine 

the country’s position in the regional structure of power (“regional power” or “second-order 

power/small country”). I then develop the analysis and operationalisation of the domestic 

intervening variable, with a focus on the president that made the “turning point” of their 
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country’s engagement with China (Vicente Fox, Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, Ricardo Lagos and 

Hugo Chávez, respectively). I provide an overview of their governments and foreign policies, 

and then develop a comprehensive analysis of their perceptions of the US-led liberal order. 

The chapters then conclude with an assessment of the NCR model and the corresponding 

specific hypothesis that was tested.  

Finally, Chapter 7 provides the main conclusions of the thesis. It develops the general 

assessment of the “National Power and Perception” neoclassical realist model and 

discusses the potential replicability of the model to other cases, regions and periods of 

analysis.



 
 

CHAPTER 1 

BACKGROUND AND CONTRIBUTION 

This chapter provides the background of the research and presents the research problem. 

The main features of Latin American exchanges with China between 2001 and 2016 are 

presented first. A characterisation of four types of Latin American engagement strategies 

with China is proposed next, along with the development of the literature review, the 

discussion of the importance of the research and the academic contribution of this thesis. 

1.1.   BACKGROUND OF THE RESEARCH 

a) The rising presence of China in Latin America in the 21st century  

To trace the origins of current Sino–Latin American relations we need to go back to the 

beginning of the 2000s, when the process of Sino–Latin American exchanges in the 

economic, political, strategic, cultural and multilateral dimensions escalated.  

Economic dimension 

China’s unprecedented process of economic growth since the late 1990s and early 2000s 

required abundant quantities of raw materials and energy resources, both of them vastly 

available in Latin America, implementing what is commonly known in the literature as the 

“going out strategy” (Cui, 2016). The fact that China had increasingly become a major 

consumer of natural resources and commodities benefited Latin America and the Caribbean 

directly (Jilberto & Hogenboom, 2010). It opened a new phase in Sino–Latin American 

economic relations (Latin America in general, and South America in particular), one that had 

been almost irrelevant until the beginning of the 21st century.   

The complementarity of Sino–Latin American relations enabled the exchanges to bloom 

rapidly between 2000 and 2009 resulting in a “super cycle” of bilateral trade. During the 

Global Financial Crisis (GFC), China’s exports and imports dropped 20 per cent and 10 per 

cent respectively, quickly recovering to the pre-crisis level in 2010 (Lu, 2012). Sino–Latin 

American trade increased from 12 billion US dollars at the beginning of the 21st  century to 

the current approximate 266 billion US dollars, a sharp increase in less than two decades 

(Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, 2018, p. 39).  
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One of the main negative aspects of the accelerated increase of bilateral trade has been its 

asymmetrical character, with a significant trade deficit on the Latin American side that is 

mainly driven by Mexico and Central America. The region’s imports from China are higher 

than its exports to China, the latter consisting mainly of commodities, and the former of 

Chinese manufactures. This asymmetric pattern is shared by almost every country in Latin 

America, with the only exceptions of Chile, Brazil and Venezuela (Economic Commission for 

Latin America and the Caribbean, 2015).  

China became the second trade partner of Latin America and the Caribbean in 2014 (Dussel 

Peters, 2015), behind the United States. In 13 years, China climbed to the top five of most 

Latin American countries both as import and export partner (ECLAC, 2015a), the best 

expression of the economic intensification process here described. Between 2000 and 2016 

China’s outflows of foreign direct investment (FDI) in Latin America reached approximately 

113 billion US dollars (Wise & Chonn Ching, 2018). In terms of loans, by 2010 China was 

lending more money to the region than the World Bank, the Inter-American Development 

Bank (IADB) and the United States Export-Import Bank combined (Rathbone, 2012). 

According to the Inter–American Dialogue database, by 2018 China had provided 141 billion 

US dollars in loans to the region (Inter-American Dialogue, 2018). 

Political dimension 

Between 2001 and 2016 the political dimension of the relationship intensified as well. The 

increase in bilateral visits began with China’s president Yang Shangkun’s visit to Mexico, 

Argentina, Brazil, Uruguay and Chile in 1990, of great importance in terms of breaking 

diplomatic isolation after Tiananmen. Table 1.1 below shows the intensification of Chinese 

visits to the region. 

Along with the increasing number of visits, the PRC began a political process of 

differentiation of its bilateral relations within Latin America, “upgrading” its engagement 

through the establishment of “strategic partnerships”2 with Brazil in 1993, Venezuela in 2001, 

Mexico in 2003, Argentina in 2004, Peru in 2008, Chile in 2012, Costa Rica and Ecuador in 

2015, and Bolivia in 2018. Between 2001 and 2016 the PRC released two White Papers on 

China’s policy towards Latin American and the Caribbean, in 2008 and 2016, presenting its 

goals and intentions in the region. These documents represent significant soft power tools 

that have helped to explain, in Spanish and English, the Chinese presence in the region.  

 
2 For a thorough discussion on the concept of “strategic partnerships” see (Envall & Hall, 2016; 
Strüver, 2015). 
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Table 1.1: Chinese presidential visits to Latin America 

Chinese 
President 

Year Countries visited 

Yang Shangkun 1990 Mexico, Argentina, Brazil, Uruguay and Chile 

Jiang Zemin 1993 Brazil and Cuba 

  1997 Mexico 

  2001 Chile, Argentina, Uruguay, Brazil, Venezuela and Cuba 

Hu Jintao 2004 Chile, Brazil, Argentina and Cuba 

  2005 Mexico 

  2008 Peru, Costa Rica, Cuba 

  2010 Brazil (Chile and Venezuela cancelled) 

Xi Jinping 2013 
Mexico, Costa Rica and Trinidad and Tobago; plus high level 
meetings with Antigua and Barbuda, Bahamas and Jamaica 

  2014 Brazil, Argentina, Venezuela and Cuba 

  2016 Peru, Ecuador and Chile 

  
2018 
2019 

Argentina and Panama 
Brazil 

Source: Author. 

Military/strategic dimension 

China’s military sales to Latin America have been focused on Venezuela, Bolivia and 

Ecuador (Wilson, 2015). These sales included K-8 combat airplanes and JYL-1 radars to 

Venezuela, Ecuador and Bolivia; MA-60 transport airplanes to Bolivia and Ecuador; WMZ-

551 Armoured Personnel Carriers (APCs) to Argentina; and AK-47 (Type-56) assault rifles to 

Bolivia, along with Chinese donations to Buenos Aires of assault boats, artillery and infantry 

ammunition, trucks, motorbikes and Kevlar helmets (Malena, 2012). As Chapter 5 shows, 

the military exchanges have been especially strong with Venezuela. 

Another expression of the intensification of Sino–Latin American military relations is the 

increase in official contacts and professional exchanges, registering 155 bilateral visits 

between Chinese military authorities and their Latin American counterparts (E. Ellis, 2012). 

Besides those official bilateral visits, China and Latin America have developed a stable and 

continuous cooperation/exchange program between military institutions like the PLA National 

Defence University and their Latin American equivalents (Malena, 2012). China has also 

participated in the UN Stabilisation Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH) from 2004 to 2012, along 

with other types of activities such as the joint humanitarian exercise held with Peru in 2010 

(Rodríguez & Leiva, 2013). 
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Cultural dimension 

The first official cultural exchanges between China and Latin America can be traced back to 

the 1950s and 1960s, especially after 1960 when the China – Latin America and the 

Caribbean Friendship Association was established (Jiang, 2006), one of the main diplomatic 

tools that Mao’s government used to foster its famous “people to people diplomacy”. In that 

period more than 1.200 people from 19 Latin American countries visited China, and 11 Latin 

American countries established Friendship societies with the giant of Asia (Sun, 2013).  

Since then, Sino–Latin American cultural exchanges remained stable but limited until the 

beginning of the 21st century. The turning point came with the arrival to office of Hu Jintao in 

2003 and the implementation of a new foreign policy approach focused on enhancing and 

projecting Chinese soft power into the world (Cho & Jeong, 2008; Rodríguez & Leiva, 2013). 

One clear manifestation of the escalation of the cultural dimension of the relationship is the 

increasing number of Confucius Institutes established in the region since the 2000s, with 

more than 30 up to 2016 (Hanban, 2016). Often associated with Chinese soft power (Meng, 

2012; Ren, 2012; Rodríguez & Leiva, 2013; Whittaker, 2013), the Confucius Institutes aim to 

expand knowledge and understanding of the Chinese language and culture, strengthening 

the projection of the main soft power resource: culture (Glaser & Murphy, 2009).  

In the period analysed in this thesis, China signed cultural agreements with 19 countries in 

the region, including plans to carry out annual cultural exchanges with 11 Latin American 

countries (Hesheng, 2016). The list of cultural activities other than the Confucius Institutes 

that were developed between 2001 and 2016 is significant. Just to take a few examples we 

can mention the increase in academic exchanges, occurring mostly at the Chinese Academy 

of Social Sciences (CASS) and some Latin American counterparts, along with other Chinese 

institutions such as Peace Media, or Chinese universities that had established cooperation 

channels with Latin American universities, as the agreement signed in 2014 between 

Havana University and the Beijing University of Technology (Caf, 2014).  

Other cultural exchanges include visits of Chinese artists and cultural expositions (Sun, 

2013), such as the “Terracotta Army” expo that has travelled all around the region several 

times in the analysed period. It is worth mentioning that the Chinese media is also 

contributing to the expansion of the Chinese culture and soft power, mainly the five major 

outlets (CCTV, China Radio International, People’s Daily, Xinhua News Agency and China 

News Service), all of them with services in Spanish. 
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Multilateral dimension 

China has engaged with the Group of Rio, the Andean Community (CAN) and the Southern 

Common Market (Mercosur), and joined both the Organisation of American States (OAS) 

and the Latin American parliament as an observer in 2004 (Brandt et al., 2012). China has 

also joined the IADB in 2009, contributing more than 350 million dollars to several programs, 

including the Fund for Special Operations which provides soft loans to Bolivia, Guyana, Haiti, 

Honduras and Nicaragua, along with other funds such as the one related to institutional 

strengthening of the capacity of the state and equity (Inter - American Development, 2008).  

The most interesting case of Chinese participation in regional organisations is the China–

CELAC (Community of Latin American and Caribbean States) forum. Established in 2014, 

this forum has the particularity of including all 33 countries in the region plus China, 

excluding the United States and Canada, a major difference with the OAS. A broad spectrum 

of dimensions were incorporated into the forum’s agenda after its first summit in 2015, 

summarised in the China–Latin America Cooperation Plan 2015–2019 and the new Xi 

Jinping’s initiative of a “1+3+6” cooperation framework, consisting of “one” plan, “three” 

engines to promote the comprehensive development of the cooperation (trade, investment 

and financial cooperation); and “six” fields that have been prioritised (energy and resources, 

infrastructure construction, agriculture, manufacturing, scientific and technological 

innovation, and information technologies) (Dialogue, 2015). The Cooperation Plan includes 

significant numbers, aiming to increase Sino–Latin American trade up to 500 billion US 

dollars and to invest 250 billion US dollars into the region (Xinhua, 2015).  

b) Heterogeneity within Latin American responses to China’s rising 

presence in the region  

Until now, I have demonstrated how China’s presence in Latin America has increased 

significantly since the beginning of the 21st century. The next step is to highlight the 

heterogeneous character of Latin American responses to this presence. At least four types 

of Latin American engagement strategies towards China can be identified for the period 

2001–2016:  

1) Limited (confrontational-competitive): Sino–Mexican relations 

As in the case of most Latin American countries, Mexico has experienced a process of 

intensification of economic engagements with China since 2001 (for details on Sino–Mexican 

relations, see Chapter 3). However, several factors have limited their relations. First, the 
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aforementioned “trade boom” has been extremely unbalanced. Mexico’s trade deficit with 

China accounts for approximately 85 per cent of the region’s entire deficit. Only 2 per cent of 

Mexico’s exports went to China in 2013, and 16 per cent of its imports came from the Asian 

giant (ECLAC, 2015a, p. 25).     

A second major problem is the competition between Mexico and China for the United States’ 

market. The entrance of China in the WTO in 2001 has complicated Mexico’s situation even 

within the NAFTA (North American Free Trade Agreement), being replaced by the PRC as 

second US trade partner in 2005 (Dussel Peters & Gallagher, 2013). During Vicente Fox’s 

presidency, and especially after 2003, Mexico started to “fear” that China was pushing the 

country aside (Carrillo, Minglu, & Goodman, 2015). Mexico has taken 23 actions against 

China in the WTO between 1995 and 2015, 4.7 per cent of the total world’s actions and 18 

per cent of Latin America’s (S. González, 2015). 

This complex economic dynamic has limited their engagements in other dimensions, such as 

political and military, experiencing several periods of diplomatic tensions especially under 

Vicente Fox’s government (2000–2006). To summarise, Mexico developed a limited 

engagement strategy towards China during the period of analysis. It was almost exclusively 

focused on trade, and presented elements of confrontation and competition.   

2) Comprehensive (collaborative): Sino–Brazilian relations 

Brazil is the biggest trading partner of China in the region, with a bilateral trade of 83.2 billion 

US dollars in 2013 (Cordeiro, 2015). It is the second major recipient of Chinese loans, and 

the first destination of Chinese investment in the region with 55 per cent of China’s FDI to 

Latin America and the Caribbean (Economic Commission for Latin America and the 

Caribbean, 2018). Since 1974, Brazil has developed the most comprehensive diplomatic 

relations with the PRC in region (for details, see Chapter 4).  

 

Brasília was the first “strategic partner” of China in Latin America, an upgrade made in 1993, 

and its bilateral agenda — especially since the arrival to office of Lula da Silva in 2003 — 

has included not only the strongest economic relations with China in the region, but also 

cooperation in areas such as health, agriculture, energy and technology (including the 

launch of six satellites). Brazil is the only country in the region that has also developed 

significant cooperation and coordination with the PRC in multilateral arenas, both being 

members of BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa) and having co-founded 

major international initiatives such as the New Development Bank (NDB) and the Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), a unique feature within Sino–Latin American relations.  
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Brazil developed a comprehensive engagement strategy towards China in the period of 

analysis, with elements of collaboration in multilateral arenas. 

3) Limited (cooperative): Chile, Peru, Colombia and Uruguay relations with China 

The third type of Latin American engagement with China includes the cases of Chile, Peru, 

Colombia and Uruguay, relations characterised by a predominant and almost exclusive 

economic dimension based on trade, with stable but limited political and military/strategic 

exchanges. The group contains two of the three FTAs that China has signed in the region 

(Chile and Peru), and three of the four current members of the Alianza del Pacífico 

organisation (Chile, Peru and Colombia), the first regional organisation with an explicit 

objective of establishing closer economic relations with Asia.  

The most representative case is Chile. It was the first South American country to recognise 

the PRC in 1970, and since then it has maintained a stable relation with China even 

throughout the Chilean anti-Marxist dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet (1973–1990). The 

China-Chile FTA was the first agreement of its kind in the region, negotiated under the 

presidency of Ricardo Lagos during Hu Jintao’s trip to the region of 2004, signed in 2005 

and in force in 2006. It represents one of the main milestones in Sino–Chilean relations as it 

boosted its economic exchanges from 8.122 million US dollars in 2005 to 33.534 million US 

dollars in 2014 (Direcon, 2015). China’s investments and loan commitments in Chile remain 

minimal. However, the establishment of the China Construction Bank and the Bank of China 

seems to suggest that the country is becoming a financial hub for China in Latin America, 

which would facilitate the process of clearing transactions conducted in Chinese RNB in the 

region (E. Ellis, 2017). 

Peru followed this path both by recognising the PRC in 1971 and by maintaining a stable 

relationship with China during its dictatorial regime (1968–1980). It has also significantly 

increased its economic engagement with China since the beginning of the 21st century, with 

a bilateral trade of 15.950 million US dollars in 2014 (Roldán, Castro, Pérez, Echavarría, & 

Ellis, 2016), and signed its own FTA with China in 2009 (in force in 2010). Unlike Chile, Lima 

has received Chinese loans for the amount of 478 million US dollars (Inter-American Inter-

American Dialogue, 2018) and it is the second destination of Chinese investment after 

Brazil, with 17 per cent of the total Chinese FDI for the region (Economic Commission for 

Latin America and the Caribbean, 2018), mainly focused on the energy sector. Despite these 

nuances in the economic dimension, Sino–Peruvian relations share the almost exclusive 

economic focus of the Chilean case, without the development of significant military/strategic 

exchanges with China. 
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The cases of Colombia and Uruguay share this characterisation as well. However, the 

intensification of their engagement with China is much more recent than of its counterpart in 

Chile and Peru, and although growing (especially Colombia) their exchanges with the PRC 

remain rather limited in every dimension. In sum, Chile, Peru, Colombia and Uruguay have 

developed a limited engagement strategy towards China, almost exclusively focused on 

trade, with elements of cooperation between 2001 and 2016. 

4) Multidimensional (cooperative): Venezuela, Ecuador, Bolivia and Argentina’s 

relations with China 

The last type of Latin American engagement with China within the region can be identified in 

the cases of Venezuela, Ecuador, Bolivia and Argentina. Their bilateral engagements with 

the PRC include a significant military/strategic component, although less comprehensive 

than the Sino–Brazilian case. As most countries in Latin America, these states have 

significantly intensified their economic engagement with China since the beginning of the 

21st century exporting commodities and importing manufactures. However, what makes 

them different in this dimension is the fact that together they combine more than 100 of the 

141 billion US dollars provided by China in the form of loans to the region (Inter-American 

Dialogue, 2018): 67.2 billion US dollars to Venezuela, 16.9 billion US dollars to Argentina, 

18.4 billion US dollars to Ecuador, and 2.5 billion US dollars to Bolivia.  

The group has developed significant technological cooperation with China, which includes 

the launches of several satellites with Chinese support (two Venezuelans, one Bolivian), and 

two controversial areas. One is national surveillance systems, applied in Venezuela (SIMA, 

and the electronic ID “carnet de la patria”), Ecuador (ECU 911) and Bolivia (BOL 110), 

supported by Chinese companies CEIEC and ZTE. The other is space-monitoring, with the 

construction of a Chinese Space-Monitoring station in Neuquén, Argentinean Patagonia 

(Domínguez, 2006; E. Ellis, 2015). The station has raised concerns in the United States due 

to the secrecy of the agreement and the limited access of the Argentinean government to the 

base, which is controlled by the PLA (Robert Lee, 2016). It is the first of its kind outside 

China, and the only one in Latin America, hence its importance. 

Finally, this is the group of countries where most of the Chinese military exchanges in the 

region are concentrated. As in the case of the Chinese loans, the PRC’s focus on military 

sales has been in Venezuela, Ecuador, Bolivia and Argentina (Malena, 2012; Wilson, 2015). 

To summarise, Venezuela, Ecuador, Bolivia and Argentina have developed a 

multidimensional engagement strategy towards China, with elements of cooperation. 
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1.2.   LITERATURE REVIEW 

After an intensive review of the current literature, I found and organised three major lines of 

arguments in the study of Sino–Latin American relations.  

Economics first argument 

The first one has been labelled as the economics first argument, present in an overwhelming 

amount of analyses centred solely on economic variables to explain Sino–Latin American 

relations. This line of argument can be identified both in general “regional” analysis, and in 

bilateral studies.  

Regarding the first ones, they focus on the general pattern of economic engagement 

between most Latin American countries and China, analysing the regional imports of 

Chinese manufactured products, and exports of raw materials and energy resources from 

Latin America to the giant of Asia3. Most of them develop a general economic analysis of 

Sino–Latin American relations, and when they focus on specific countries, they do not 

stipulate explicitly that there are major differences within the Latin American engagement 

with China in this domain. Some level of acknowledgement of variation can be observed in 

analyses that focus on sub-regions (Musampa, 2015), on the “winners” and “losers” in the 

bilateral relation (Miranda, 2015), or on the importance of the type of raw material or energy 

resource that each Latin American country possesses, and the implications of that in the 

development of a more complementary or competitive relation with the PRC (Gálvez, 2012; 

León-Manríquez, 2006; RedLat, 2015).  

The economics first argument can be identified in bilateral studies as well.4 The underlying 

theory of the economics first argument explaining variations in Sino–Latin American relations 

 
3 See (Bittencourt et al., 2012; Bolinaga & Splipak, 2015; Bräutigam & Gallagher, 2014; Sistema 
Económico Latinoamericano y del Caribe, 2012; Chen & Chen, 2013; Cunha, Bichara, & Lélis, 2013; 
Curran, 2016; Dosch & Goodman, 2012; ECLAC, 2011, 2013, 2015a, 2016; Garcia-Herrero, Fung, & 
Seade, 2015; Garzón, 2016; Gereffi, 2015; Hammer, 2006; Hsiang, 2009; Jenkins, 2012b, 2015; 
Jenkins & Dussel Peters, 2009; Jilberto & Hogenboom, 2007; Kotschwar, 2014; Kotschwar & Muir, 
2012; Lafargue, 2006; Lora, 2005; Lorieto, 2007; MacFarlane, 2015; Montenegro, Pereira, & Soloaga, 
2011; Nacht, 2013; Narins, 2016; Observatorio América Latina – Asia, 2014; Pérez Ludeña, 2017; 
Perrotti, 2015; Ray & Gallagher, 2017; Ray, Gallagher, Lopez, & Sanborn, 2015; Ray, Gallagher, & 
Sarmiento, 2016; Santiso, 2007; Sanz, 2013; Sevares, 2011; Sun, 2014; Valderrey & Montoya, 2016; 
Zhu, 2012). 
4 In the case of Argentina see (Miranda, 2015; Oliva, 2010), for Bolivia see (Molina, 2016; Poveda, 
2010); for Chile see (Jilberto, 2010); for Colombia see (Armony, 2013); for Ecuador see (Salgado, 
2014; Terán Samanamud, 2013); for Peru see (Berríos, 2010; Terán Samanamud, 2013); for Uruguay 
see (Bartesaghi, 2012); for Mexico see (Dussel Peters, 2009); and for Venezuela (Corrales, 2010). In 
the Brazilian case, most of the analyses include a strong economic argument but they often 
incorporate the political and multilateral dimensions as well, see (Altemani de Oliveira, 2010; 
Cordeiro, 2015; Pereira & Castro de Neves, 2011). 
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follows the ensuing logic: the main explanatory variable in Sino–Latin American relations is 

the economic dimension, therefore variations within the regional engagements with China 

rely predominantly on economic factors such as market size, possession of commodities and 

strategic energy/natural resources, or the strategic geographic location for commerce of the 

Latin American country. In simpler terms, China discriminates within the region in 

consideration of the market size and trade possibilities with the Latin American partner, the 

possession of commodities (i.e. copper), energy (i.e. oil or gas) or natural resources (i.e. soy 

beans), and the strategic geographic location of the latter (i.e. Panama and the Panama’s 

Canal).  

Both regional and bilateral studies advancing the economics first argument have merits. 

They develop a deep and accurate description of the economic relations between Latin 

America and China, both in terms of trade and investment. However, they only give us a 

partial view of the relationship, leaving out fundamental dimensions such as the political and 

strategic/military that could explain variations within Sino–Latin American relations.  

They do not provide useful information to explain why countries with similar economic 

characteristics, such as Venezuela and Peru, have established different bilateral agendas 

with China (as I described in section 1.1b). Neither can they explain why Paraguay, with 

double the population of Uruguay and roughly the same GDP of Bolivia, has not even 

established diplomatic relations with the PRC, resulting in limited relations with China in 

every possible dimension. They fail to recognise the geopolitical importance of the “China 

factor” in the Latin American recovery after the 2008–2009 GFC, granting more autonomy to 

the countries within the “US backyard”; or the geopolitical significance of major infrastructure 

initiatives pushed by the PRC such as the Transoceanic Railroad or the Nicaraguan Canal. 

Economic factors alone such as market size, trade possibilities and the possession of 

energy/natural resources cannot explain these variations, hence the need to incorporate 

other independent variables. 

To summarise, the main weakness of the economics first argument is the selection criteria of 

the explanatory variables of their studies, failing to capture the heterogeneity of Sino–Latin 

American relationships as a result, focusing solely on one independent variable. 

Latin American passivity argument 

A second line of argument regarding the factors explaining the variations in Sino–Latin 

American relations comes from the analyses of the strategic partnerships established 

between China and Latin America (Cardoso, 2013; Cui, 2016; Oviedo, 2006, 2015; Souza, 
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2014; Uriburu Quintana, 2012; Yu, 2015). Unlike the economics first argument, the here 

labelled Latin American passivity argument does acknowledge and address some of the 

variations within the regional relations with the giant of Asia, focusing on the countries that 

have established “strategic partnerships” with the PRC, namely Brazil (1993), Venezuela 

(2001), Mexico (2003), Argentina (2004), Peru (2008), Chile (2012), Costa Rica (2015), and 

Ecuador (2015), and the reasons of why this discrimination has been made by the Chinese 

government. 

Some of these analyses focus on economic factors, specifically on the possession of 

strategic energy resources and commodities as a condition required to reach the strategic 

partnership level (Brandt et al., 2012; Caria, 2011). Others include geopolitical explanations, 

for example, Yu’s paper argues that China is establishing strategic partnerships in Latin 

America in order to create a “sphere of influence” in the backyard of the United States (Yu, 

2015), a process that in Eduardo Oviedo’s perspective covers up the emergence of a new 

hegemony (Oviedo, 2015).  

In Cui’s view, strategic partnerships represent an agreement to make long-term 

commitments to bilateral relations, granting Latin American countries a chance to diversify 

their foreign policy portfolio by reducing the influence of the United States in the region (Cui, 

2016). Implicitly, they all suggest a predominantly “passive” role of Latin American countries 

in their search for alternatives to historical influence/dependence on the United States, 

where China seems the main available option.   

The underlying theory explaining differences within Sino–Latin American relations in the 

Latin American passivity argument follows the ensuing logic: the main variation comes from 

the establishment of “strategic partnerships” between Latin American countries and China, in 

a process that relies mainly on the PRC’s active role and Latin American passive 

acceptance of China’s decision to establish “strategic relations” with a particular country 

instead of others. The discrimination made by China with the strategic partners presented 

above takes into account the possession of strategic energy resources and commodities in 

the Latin American country, and the geopolitical importance of the chosen partners vis-à-vis 

the United States’ sphere of influence in particular, and the global structure of power in 

general.  

One of the main problems of these analyses is the definition of the concept of “strategic 

partnerships”. The fact that there is no official definition has resulted in multiple definitions 
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that do not converge into one set of characteristics5. Eduardo Oviedo’s paper is a good 

example of this problem. In his analysis, the only one to date that has developed a concrete 

list of characteristics of the strategic partnerships established in Latin America, he proposes 

the following characteristics: a) non-traditional alliance (not aimed against other states); b) 

fundamental importance of the economy; c) inclusion of both states and organisations; d) 

strengthening of the economic interest of the parties (Oviedo, 2006, p. 390). His 

classification focuses heavily on the economic dimension, suffering the same limitations of 

the economics first argument presented above. It leaves out important dimensions such as 

the political and strategic/military. It could mislead the analysis as well, considering that in 

Oviedo’s view the term “strategic” is understood as economic, whereas a significant part of 

the literature on International Relations and Security studies tends to associate it with the 

military and security realms.  

To avoid any kind of confusion and misleading analyses, I suggest examining at the content 

of the bilateral Sino–Latin American relations without the “scope” of the strategic partnership 

labels. By looking only at the labels we could easily assume that relations that are 

significantly different, such as the Sino–Ecuadorian and the Sino–Brazilian ones, are on a 

similar level of comprehensiveness. These assumptions represent the second major 

problem of the Latin American passivity argument, the fact that they fail to explain why 

countries as different as Brazil, Costa Rica and Ecuador (in terms of power capabilities) 

share the same label of strategic partners of the PRC. Again, labels can be misleading. In 

this case they give us an inaccurate picture of Sino–Latin American relations, putting on a 

similar level countries that have developed very different types of engagement strategies 

towards China.  

Finally, the third major problem of this argument and its underlying theory is the explicit or 

implicit absence of acknowledgement of Latin American countries’ agency in the 

establishment of these strategic partnerships, and more importantly, in the process of 

balancing against the United States. It depicts Latin American countries as passive receivers 

of the PRC’s decisions regarding the establishment of different levels of engagements. The 

Latin American passivity argument fails to capture the entire picture by only focusing on the 

PRC’s actions and interests, disregarding the role played by the Latin American side, which I 

argue was rather active, at least in the analysed period.  

To summarise, the Latin American passivity argument develops an incomplete and 

potentially misleading analysis by using a weak selection criterion of cases: the countries 

 
5 Good exceptions are (Envall & Hall, 2016; Strüver, 2015). 
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under the label of “strategic partners”. The implicit portrait of a “passive” Latin American role 

in the establishment of these partnerships can also be overlooking an important part of the 

picture, especially when analysing countries such as Venezuela under Hugo Chávez, a 

government that played a rather assertive and active role in the process.  

 

One of the main contributions to the literature of this thesis is to fill this gap in the literature. 

The proposed explanation highlights the relevance of the Latin American agency in their 

engagements with China. The example of Hugo Chávez is one of several examples (i.e. Lula 

da Silva, in Brazil) in which a Latin American leader attempted to go beyond trade in their 

country’s relations with China, developing a wide range of dimensions in the bilateral agenda 

as consequence. This thesis underscores the Latin American agency by arguing that the 

varying incentives vis-à-vis China within the regional countries plays a major role in the 

heterogenic development of the Sino – Latin American relations.  

Shallow classification argument 

One of the main limitations of the current literature on Sino–Latin American relations is its 

failure to fully capture the heterogeneity of the regional interactions with the PRC,6 often 

treating the relationship as a bilateral one. However, we can find some authors who do 

acknowledge heterogeneity, several of them already presented in the Latin American 

passivity argument. These articles lead us to the third line of argument of this literature 

review, here labelled as shallow classification argument.  

To date, there is a very limited number of articles that directly or indirectly acknowledge the 

heterogeneous character of Sino–Latin American relations. Some of them mention the 

heterogeneity without developing an explanation of it (Bartesaghi, 2015; S. F. Christensen & 

Becard, 2016; Gutiérrez & Cesarin, 2015; Leiteritz, 2015; Luna, 2012; Mendes Pini, 2015; 

Tokatlian, 2007). Some others stress that neither China nor Latin America represent a 

homogeneous actor (Abdenur & Marcondes de Souza, 2015; Armony & Strauss, 2012; 

Thomas, 2013). There is also a small group of interesting articles that recognise 

heterogeneity and develop groupings of countries with common characteristics as well. Two 

of them are worth highlighting. 

The first one is Isabel Rodríguez’s chapter on Xi Jinping’s foreign policy towards Latin 

America. Rodríguez developed a classification of two types of Sino–Latin American relations 

 
6 Some examples of this can be found in (Álvarez & Morales, 2015; Aróstica, 2014; Chávez, 2015; 
Cordeiro, Santillán, & Valenzuela, 2015; Dussel Peters, 2015; E. Ellis, 2014; Esteban, 2015; Gálvez, 
2012; A. Hearn, 2013; Jiang, 2015; Koleski, 2011; Le-Fort, 2006; Paz, 2008; Santander & Martínez, 
2010; Song, 2015; Wang, 2015; Wu, 2015; Xu, 2006; Yongtao, 2012; Yopo, 2011). 
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(Rodríguez, 2015, pp. 341-342): a) countries that have developed an “active strategy” 

towards China, including Argentina, Brazil, Cuba, Chile, Mexico, Peru, Venezuela, Costa 

Rica and Colombia; and b) countries with a “passive relation” with the PRC, including mainly 

Uruguay, Panama, Nicaragua, Guatemala, Dominican Republic, Bolivia, Ecuador, Honduras, 

and Paraguay, most of them being Taiwan allies or “late recognisers” of the PRC.  

Along with the “active–passive” differentiation, Rodríguez proposes three more specific 

categories of bilateral relations between Latin American countries and China (Rodríguez, 

2015, p. 342): a) Complementary relations, without elements of competition in the economic 

or political dimensions (Chile, Costa Rica, Cuba and Peru); b) Countries that have 

developed high levels of economic, political and cultural exchanges with China, but have 

developed some level of competition and mistrust in their relationship with the PRC due to 

their similar exporting structures China (Argentina and Mexico); c) Countries that are 

considered as regional powers, which have developed a strategic relation with China in the 

economic, political and geopolitical dimensions (Brazil and Venezuela).  

Rodríguez presents this classification as an “analytical device” that should help us 

understand the diversity of Latin American relations with China, considering every country’s 

particularities and interests. However, it fails to develop a convincing justification of the 

classification criteria. For example, it does not convincingly justify why Panama is considered 

part of the active group and Bolivia of the passive one, even though Bolivia has a limited but 

stronger and more diversified engagement with China than the former.  

The Sino–Panama engagement is almost exclusively focused on the Panama Canal. It is a 

strategic asset in which the PRC — through the company Hutchison Whampoa — began to 

participate once it was returned to Panama in 1999. No other dimension has been included 

in the bilateral relations. Moreover, Panama only recognised the PRC as the legitimate 

government of China in June 2017. Conversely, the Sino–Bolivian relations started in 1985 

and have included at least two dimensions, the economic and military/strategic ones, far 

more developed than Panama’s engagement with China.  

The classification of Colombia and Ecuador has a similar problem. The former was classified 

as “active” and the latter as “passive”. However, Ecuador has developed a closer and more 

diversified relation with China than Colombia. I suggest that a clearer definition of what 

“active” and “passive” strategies is needed in order to justify the classification. The “active-

passive” distinction can be considered as a useful starting point of analysis, however the 

labelling of the cases is not clearly justified and the analysis does not give us enough 
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information about the differences between both categories, and therefore, between both 

strategies. 

The second study worth highlighting is Jorge Domínguez’s 2006 article “China’s Relations 

with Latin America: Shared Gains, Asymmetric Hopes” . In his analysis, Domínguez goes 

from economy to public opinion, ideology and the military relations between China and Latin 

America, with a particular “in-depth section” for each of the aforementioned topics. One of 

the main contributions of Domínguez’s article to the literature is the acknowledgment and 

analysis of the variations within Sino–Latin American relations, identifying both economic 

and political factors to explain them (Domínguez, 2006).  

The main economic factors that explain variation in Sino–Latin American relations in 

Domínguez’s perspective are the overall economic importance of the Latin American 

country, the importance of key commodities, and the trade regime openness (Domínguez, 

2006, p. 18). Regarding the political factors that could explain variation, Domínguez 

identifies the Latin American country’s recognition of the PRC as the legitimate government 

of China, and as a market economy (Domínguez, 2006, p. 23). After a general overview of 

these economic and political factors, Domínguez develops specific analyses on Brazil, 

Argentina, Chile, Mexico, Venezuela and Cuba, integrating both domestic and international 

variables to explain each particular relationship with China.  

Another significant contribution of this article comes from the analysis of the “Chinese view” 

of the relationship and the particular labels that the PRC had given to different Latin 

American countries until 2006, proposing three in order of importance (Domínguez, 2006, p. 

23): a) Strategic partner (i.e. Brazil); b) Cooperative partner (i.e. Argentina); c) Friendly 

cooperative relations (i.e. Chile). However, these categories are not developed further.  

Domínguez’s article is one of the best and more comprehensive analyses on Sino–Latin 

American relations available to date. However, despite having developed a comprehensive 

and accurate analysis, it gives us an outdated outlook on the relationships. Since 2006 the 

engagement between the PRC and Latin America has fundamentally changed in the political 

and military dimensions, especially after the Latin American “turn to the left”7 and the global 

financial crisis of 2008–2009, weakening some of its key arguments.  

 
7 Between 1999 and 2009 Latin America experienced a major process of changes in domestic politics 
commonly labelled as “el giro a la izquierda” (the turn to the left, or pink tide), after the elections of 
Hugo Chávez in Venezuela (1998), Lula da Silva in Brazil (2002), Néstor Kirchner (2003) and Cristina 
Fernández de Kirchner in Argentina (2007), Tavaré Vázquez in Uruguay (2005), Ricardo Lagos 
(2000) and Michelle Bachelet in Chile (2006), Evo Morales in Bolivia (2006), Daniel Ortega in 
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For instance, the article focuses heavily on Brazil, Mexico, Cuba and Venezuela, giving less 

attention to the rest of the regional engagement strategies towards China. In 2006 it was 

understandable to focus on those countries considering the intensity of their bilateral 

relations with the PRC. However, if we take the period 2001–2016 it makes more sense to 

give less attention to Cuba and to include Argentina, Peru, Ecuador and Bolivia, considering 

their exchanges in the economic, political and strategic/military dimensions (described in 

section 1.1b). 

Moreover, Domínguez’s argument about the reasons behind China’s establishment of 

strategic relations, namely the consideration of “genuinely important countries” as main 

criteria, was coherent in 2006 where the only ones established were with Brazil, Mexico, 

Venezuela and Argentina. However, since 2006 China has established the same kind of 

relations with Peru, Chile, Ecuador and Costa Rica, weakening the argument as these are 

not at the same level as the former, and cannot be considered “genuinely important” 

countries. 

The underlying theory explaining differences within Sino–Latin American relations in the 

shallow classification argument follows this logic: Sino–Latin American relations are complex 

and heterogeneous on both sides (China and Latin America). There are fundamental 

differences in the character and contents of the relations established by the Latin American 

countries with China, so it would be incorrect to treat the relation as a bilateral one with two 

actors: China and Latin America. The explanatory factors of this heterogeneity are both 

economic (following the economics first argument) and political, the latter related to the 

recognition of the PRC’s status as the legitimate government of China, and China as a 

market economy. In simpler words, China will establish a closer relation with the most 

attractive economies of the region, and the countries that are willing to establish diplomatic 

relations with the PRC, and to recognise the latter as a market economy. 

I argue that the main limitation of this line of argument and underlying theory is its weak 

selection criteria for cases and classifications. Their justifications are not comprehensive 

enough, and therefore, they fail to develop a compelling argument behind the proposed 

differentiations and classifications. However, despite the weaknesses of both articles in the 

selection criteria for cases and classifications (Rodríguez and Domínguez), their analyses 

represent significant contributions to the debate by highlighting the need to consider the 

differences within Sino–Latin American relations, and proposing multiple independent 

variables to explain them. 

 
Nicaragua (2007), Álvaro Colom in Guatemala (2007), Rafael Correa in Ecuador (2007), Mauricio 
Funes in El Salvador (2009) and Fernando Lugo in Paraguay (2009).  
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To date, most analyses of Sino–Latin American relations have two main limitations: first, 

they fail to clearly acknowledge the heterogenous character of Sino–Latin American 

relations, and therefore, they miss important variations within the Latin American interactions 

with China; second, the methods for selection criteria have been weak, either in the selection 

of cases and/or the explanatory variables incorporated in the studies. 

These analyses have made important contributions to the study of Sino–Latin American 

relations. They are the base from which I build my arguments. It is important to acknowledge 

that most of these analyses have a different objective to the one of the present thesis. Some 

of them seek to present a general picture of Sino–Latin American relations, some others 

focus on one or two dimensions, and others on bilateral exchanges. Most of them achieve 

these objectives. However, they do not provide enough insights and information to explain 

variation within the regional engagement strategies towards China.  

This thesis aims to fill this gap in the current literature on Sino–Latin American relations, 

answering the following research question: Why have Latin American countries developed 

significantly different engagement strategies for managing their relations with China between 

2001 and 2016? 

1.3.   IMPORTANCE OF THE RESEARCH AND ACADEMIC CONTRIBUTION 

This thesis addresses one of the most relevant topics in Latin American foreign policy since 

the beginning of the 21st century: the entrance and expansion of the Chinese presence in 

the region. As I show in the following background section, China and Latin America have 

established close and strategic relations that have been intensifying significantly since 2001, 

mainly in the economic dimension. Since 2001 the PRC was able to not only strengthen its 

engagement with Latin America in the economic realm, but also in the political and strategic 

counterparts, a fact that most of the current analyses on Sino–Latin American relations fail to 

capture to its full extent. 

As the literature review has argued, this thesis makes a contribution by filling an existing gap 

in the current scholarship on Sino–Latin American relations. It addresses the gap by 

proposing an original IR perspective to explain the different types of Latin American 

engagement strategies to manage their relations with China between 2001 and 2016. The 

thesis builds on the current literature and provides a better account than the current existing 

explanations, one that is robustly grounded in tested theory. It provides an original 

comparison of four cases and a theoretical framework that can be applied to the rest of the 
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region, and that can potentially be applied to other regions of the Global South (details in 

Chapter 7). 

This chapter has provided the background of the research, the literature review and the 

contribution of the thesis to the scholarship on Sino – Latin American relations. The next 

chapter provides the description and justification of the proposed theoretical framework, the 

hypotheses that guide the research, and the research design and methodology. 



 
 

CHAPTER 2  

THEORY AND RESEARCH DESIGN 

This chapter contains the theoretical and methodological structure of the thesis. It first 

describes, justifies and operationalises the proposed neoclassical realist model. It then 

presents the research design and methodology of the thesis.  

2.1.   THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

IR theory has been mostly absent in the study of Sino–Latin American relations. Geopolitical 

perspectives have been more commonly used, mostly focused on the challenges posed by 

China’s increasing presence in the region to the US position in Latin America8. However, 

there are some significant exceptions. The analyses using traditional IR theories have 

moved from perspectives focused on the projection of China’s soft power in the region (R. E. 

Ellis, 2011; Rodríguez & Leiva, 2013), highlighting the economic, cultural and political 

exchanges, towards perspectives focused on the political, strategic and geopolitical 

implications of China’s influence in the region vis-à-vis the United States, mostly but not 

exclusively realist (Ghotme & Ripoll, 2016; McKibben, 2015; L. L. Schenoni & Escudé, 

2016)9 with special emphasis on power transition, hegemonic challenge and hegemonic 

stability theory approaches10. 

To date, however, no significant studies have used IR theory to explain the variation within 

Latin America’s engagement strategies towards China in the 21st century. The present 

thesis intends to contribute to the literature by proposing a neoclassical realist explanation of 

the different Latin American foreign policy behaviours towards China developed between 

2001 and 2016. As Gideon Rose stated in the founder paper of neoclassical realism (NCR, 

from now on), the latter is not a theory per se, but a framework that offers the possibility of 

building satisfying comprehensive explanations of foreign policy incorporating core 

assumptions of several theories (Rose, 1998).  

 
8 For interesting and comprehensive geopolitical analyses see (Abdenur & Marcondes de Souza, 
2015; Cui, 2016; De Santibañes, 2009; Denoon, 2017; R. E. Ellis, 2016; Noesselt & Soliz-Landivar, 
2013; Oviedo, 2014). 
9 Neo-Marxism has also been considered in a few studies (X. Li, 2016; Wang, 2015). 
10 See (Hsiang, 2016; Paz, 2012; Su & Vargas Delgado, 2017; Urdinez, Mouron, Schenoni, & de 
Oliveira, 2016; Urdinez & Rodrigues, 2017). 
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NCR preserves the core neorealist assumption of the predominant impact of the structure of 

power in states’ international behaviour (Rose, 1998), and the state of anarchy in the 

international system (Dehghani & Zare, 2016), especially over the long term. The structure 

provides incentives and constraints that shape the states’ behaviour, but it does not 

determine it (Foulon, 2015; Rathbun, 2008). As Randall Schweller suggests, states tend to 

react differently to similar systemic pressures and opportunities (Schweller, 2004). From a 

NCR perspective, one of the main causes of these different responses can be found in the 

imperfect transmission belt linking material capabilities (systemic pressures and 

opportunities) to foreign policy behaviour (He, 2017; Rose, 1998). 

NCR stresses the need not only to acknowledge this complex and imperfect linking process, 

but also to consider the domestic context within which foreign policies are being formulated 

and implemented (Rose, 1998), and to analyse rather than simply assume the process of 

translation of systemic conditions into state behaviour (Meibauer, 2019). In a nutshell, NCR 

seek to “add explanatory power to the structural realist skeleton by incorporating domestic 

political and perceptual intervening processes that can more fully and accurately account for 

state choices” (Ripsman, Taliaferro, & Lobell, 2016). As Ripsman et al. suggest, to 

understand why countries respond differently to similar challenges we need to study the 

unique processes of perception, decision making, and policy implementation of their foreign 

policies (Ripsman et al., 2016).  

The domestic intervening variable included in the NCR framework developed in this thesis 

focuses on leaders perceptions11, presidents in particular, considering the relevant works of 

several authors that have highlighted the significant impact of the leaders’ beliefs and 

perceptions of the international system in the foreign policy decision-making process of their 

countries12, especially important in Latin America’s presidential systems. 

I propose an NCR model labelled “National Power and Perception” (NPP), which 

incorporates two intervening variables: a) Latin American country’s position in the regional 

structure of power (systemic variable); and b) Latin American presidents’ perceptions of the 

US-led liberal order (domestic intervening variable). In the next sub-sections I develop a 

detailed justification of the consideration of NCR as my main theoretical framework, and a 

 
11 I decided to use perceptions instead of other similar alternatives, such as ideologies or beliefs, 
considering their common use in neoclassical realism research (T. J. Christensen, 1997; Rose, 1998; 
Schweller, 2004; Wohlforth, 1993; Zakaria, 1999), and in some of the most relevant studies on the 
impact of domestic factors in foreign policy (M. Hermann & Hagan, 1998; Jervis, 1976). 
12 See (D. L. Byman & K. M. Pollack, 2001; T. J. Christensen, 1997; Goldstein & Keohane, 1993; M. 
Hermann & Hagan, 1998; Herrmann, 1986; Jervis, 1976; Little & Smith, 1988; Rose, 1998; Wohlforth, 
1993; Zakaria, 1999). 
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description and justification of each independent variable and its interplay in the neoclassical 

realist model here proposed. 

a) Critics and reasons for the consideration of neoclassical realism 

From all the available theoretical approaches to answer the research question of this thesis13 

I considered NCR for its theoretical flexibility. It allows the researcher to build comprehensive 

explanations borrowing concepts and logics from different theories to bridge systemic- and 

domestic-focused explanations of foreign policy. For its systemic component NCR preserves 

the core neorealist assumption of the predominant impact of the structure of power (systemic 

constraints) in the state’s international behaviour. However, as it was mentioned before, 

while predominant, the structure does not determine the states’ behaviour. It shapes it, but 

countries in a similar position in the structure of power can -and usually do- respond 

differently to the same incentives and constraints. To account for this issue and be able to 

explain the different countries’ foreign policies, NCR suggests adding domestic intervening 

variables to explain the variation of foreign policy choices under similar systemic 

circumstances more accurately. 

Beyond the debate around what NCR “is” within the “end of IR theory” debate14, the main 

source of criticism of NCR relates to its use of domestic variables15. It has been accused of 

having a “degenerative” character. By incorporating domestic variables, the critics goes, 

NCR wrongly appropriates concepts that belong to other theories, and becomes inconsistent 

with realism’s core assumptions (Rathbun, 2008). In this vein, Kevin Narizny argues that 

NCR incorporates some of the most foundational and distinctive claims or rival paradigms, 

without attempting to reconcile them with realist core assumptions (Narizny, 2017).  

Two questions summarise these critics: (1) Is NCR a realist theory?; if yes, (2) can it 

incorporate domestic variables? The answer for both questions is yes, with “conditions” in 

the latter. NCR is a realist theory because it attributes a predominant role to the systemic IV, 

and a secondary role to domestic variables (Foulon, 2015; Meibauer et al., 2020). Fareed 

Zakaria puts it clearly when he argued that “states conduct their foreign policy for ‘strategic’ 

 
13 Why have Latin American countries developed significantly different engagement strategies for 
managing their relations with China between 2001 and 2016? 
14 The “end of IR theory” debate refers to the discussions around an alleged “decline of theory 
development” (grand theorising), and the rise of theory-testing (Meibauer et al., 2020). NCR would be 
part of the latter, being closer to a midrange theory. The purpose of this thesis is not to enter in such 
debate, reason why I focus on the following set of critics, which do indeed need to be addressed to 
justify the selection of NCR over liberalism and constructivism. 
15 Two of the most systematic criticism to NCR can be found in the works of Legro and Moravcsik and 
Narizny (Legro & Moravcsik, 1999; Narizny, 2017). For more about its critics and the debates within 
NCR see (Meibauer et al., 2020; N. R. Smith, 2018; Tang, 2009). 
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reasons, as a consequence of international pulls and pushes, and not to further domestic 

ends” (Zakaria, 1992). In a similar vein, Nicholas Kitchen notes that NCR scholars examine 

variables such as domestic politics, leaders perceptions or the impact of ideas in their 

explanations, but these are considered “analytically subordinate to systemic factors, the 

limits and opportunities of which states cannot escape in the long run” (Kitchen, 2010). 

Constructivism also assigns significant importance to the structure. However, as Michiel 

Foulon argues, constructivism believes more than NCR that such structure can be “re-

thought” or “re-negotiated”. Moreover, even though both theories consider that ideas matter, 

only NCR contends that “a locked-in systemic imperative binds states” (Foulon, 2015). Thus, 

the predominance of the systemic variable is what makes NCR realist and distinct vis-à-vis 

other theories such as constructivism and liberalism. 

Regarding the second question, indeed, NCR can and usually borrows concepts and ideas 

from several theories that focus on domestic variables. Liberal IR theory, renewed with 

Andrew Moravcsik’s famous call to “take preferences seriously” (Moravcsik, 1997), proposes 

a bottom-up approach that highlights the importance of “opening the black box” of the state 

and study the effect of domestic variables such as individuals, social forces and political 

institutions on the state’s foreign actions (Doyle, 2012). Moravcsik argues that the “state 

preferences” are the result of domestic and transnational social pressures, which critically 

influence state behaviour (Moravcsik, 2011). Thus, Moravcsik understands the state as a 

fragmented entity within which several domestic actors compete and negotiate (i.e. 

bureaucracy and politicians), recognising the importance of such domestic variables in the 

foreign policy decision making process.  

From foreign policy analysis (FPA), NCR can borrow the focus on the foreign policy 

decision-making process, and more specifically, on the decision makers. The seminal works 

of Richard Snyder, James Rosenau and Harold and Margaret Sprout opened a variety of 

sub-fields within FPA including approaches focused on the analysis of the decision-making 

process itself, to the study of the psycho-milieu of the individuals involved in it (Hudson, 

2012). The latter is particularly relevant for the here proposed NCR framework. Relevant 

insights can be drawn from the scholarship that highlight the importance of leaders, and 

particularly presidents, in the foreign policy decision-making process16. This literature 

analyses the effects on leaders’ perceptions (or misperceptions), systems of beliefs, 

cognitive processes, personalities, personal characteristics, culture, among many other 

 
16 See (D. Byman & K. Pollack, 2001; M. Hermann, 1980; M. Hermann & Hagan, 1998; M. Hermann & 
Preston, 1994; M. G. Hermann & Hermann, 1989; Jervis, 1976; Little & Smith, 1988). 
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variables on foreign policy (Hudson, 2012), all elements that could potentially be 

incorporated as domestic intervening variables in a NCR framework.  

FPA Role Theory can also provide valuable insights for a NCR framework (Holsti, 1970; 

Walker, 1987). This theory examines the relation between “roles” assumed by leaders and/or 

countries and foreign policy behaviour (Thies, 2017). Constructivism is another potential 

source of concepts and logics useful for NCR, particularly conventional constructivism 

applied to foreign policy (Widmaier, 2007). As Flockhart suggests, the essence of 

constructivism relies on four core concepts: 1) a belief in the social construction of reality 

and the importance of social facts; 2) a focus on ideational as well as material structures and 

the importance of norms and rules; 3) a focus on the role of identity in shaping political 

action; 4) a belief in the mutual constitutiveness of agents and structure, and a focus on 

practice and action. Particularly relevant for this thesis is the constructivist focus on identity, 

defined as the agent’s understanding of self, its place in the social world, and its relationship 

with others (Flockhart, 2012). From Hopf’s perspective, identities are “the most proximate 

causes choices, preferences, and actions”, and therefore, understanding the identity of a 

state can help to explain its foreign actions (Hopf, 1998). 

The use of domestic variables and ideas without “realist conditions” would indeed pose a 

problem for NCR, blurring its distinction vis-à-vis liberalism or constructivism. Legro and 

Moravcsik offer the most systematic argumentation of this line of criticism (Legro & 

Moravcsik, 1999), arguing that domestic variables “belong” to theories such as liberalism, 

and not realism. In one of NCR’s most comprehensive responses, Rathbun argues that such 

strategy of “appropriation” of variables is epistemologically shaky: domestic politics and 

ideas are not “owned” by a particular paradigm (Rathbun, 2008). Every theory can use 

domestic variables and ideas, what matters is “how” they use them. As Rathbun argues, 

they “must be embedded in core assumptions and axioms, the starting points of the 

paradigm” (Rathbun, 2008). A good example is perception, which is considered in the 

domestic intervening variable of this thesis NCR model.  

NCR problematises perception but not the objective nature of reality; the assumption is that 

states often fall back on perception “not because reality is socially constructed but rather 

because they lack complete information” (Rathbun, 2008). Perception is important for NCR 

due to the world’s complexity, rather than the importance of the intersubjective 

understandings that provide meaning to it (Rathbun, 2008). In the current thesis I analyse 

the Latin American presidents’ perception of the US-led liberal order based mostly on their 

satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the status quo, which -I argue- provides different 

incentives vis-à-vis their country’s engagements with China. I do not problematise the 
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presidents’ understanding of the US-led liberal order (i.e. what they understand by it, and 

why). I operationalise the concept to be able to assess and label their satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction with it in broad terms, in order to explain their countries’ foreign policies 

towards the PRC.   

Considering all the above, I chose NCR instead of constructivism of liberalism because the 

main arguments of this thesis (and the theoretical framework) were built under the 

assumption that the systemic conditions, and more specifically, the systemic IV, ultimately 

shapes the country’s relations with China. Such an assumption would have been 

incompatible with constructivism and liberalism, as these approaches reject the idea of the 

predominance of the systemic variable to explain states’ foreign behaviour. The domestic 

intervening variable, the Latin American presidents’ perception of the US-led liberal order, 

can accurately explain the incentives of Latin American countries to develop different 

engagement strategies towards China. However, it plays a secondary role. I demonstrate 

that the IV that ultimately explains the types of Latin American engagement strategies 

towards China between 2001 and 2016 (dependent variable) was the systemic variable, in 

this case the country’s position in the regional structure of power. As this thesis shows, 

regional powers were able to translate the incentives provided by their presidents’ 

perceptions of the US-led liberal order into foreign policy outcomes to a greater extent than 

second-order powers and small countries, as the case studies demonstrate (Fox’s Mexico 

vis-à-vis Lagos’ Chile, and Lula’s Brazil vis-à-vis Chávez’s Venezuela). 

b) Proposed theoretical approach: “National Power and Perception” 

neoclassical realist model 

The Dependent Variable (DV) that I seek to explain in this thesis is the different types of 

Latin American engagement strategies towards China between 2001 and 2016. In order to 

do this, I propose the “National Power and Perception” (NPP) neoclassical realist model 

which includes two Independent Variables (IV) and four possible types of engagement 

strategies towards China: 1) Limited (confrontational-competitive); 2) Comprehensive 

(collaborative); 3) Limited (cooperative); and 4) Multidimensional (cooperative). 

Independent Variable No. 1: Systemic variable (baseline) 

The first step in order to develop a neoclassical realist analysis is to establish an appropriate 

structural realist baseline (Ripsman et al., 2016). In the present thesis, the systemic variable 

incorporated as baseline is the “Latin American country’s position in the regional structure of 

power”, divided in two categories: a) Regional power; b) Second-order power/small country. 

For analytical purposes, the present thesis adopts a restrictive characterisation of Latin 
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America, favouring the comparability of cases in terms of their engagement strategies 

towards China between 2001 and 2016. Central America and the Caribbean are not included 

due to the limited engagement of these sub-regions with the PRC in the period of analysis.  

The relations of these sub-regions with the PRC were almost exclusively focused on the 

economic realm, and even in that dimension they remained limited (almost marginal)17. 

Moreover, in the case of Central America, most of their countries maintained diplomatic 

relations with Taiwan between 2001 and 201618, with the only exception of Costa Rica which 

shifted towards the PRC in 2007. Panama and El Salvador shifted in 2017 and 2018 

respectively, hence they are out of the period of analysis19. The same argument applies to 

the Caribbean, Surinam, Guyana and Paraguay, which is the reason why they will not be 

considered in the study. This leaves us with a universe of 10 cases in Latin America 

between 2001 and 2016, distributed as follows: a) Regional power (Mexico and Brazil); b) 

Second-order power/small country (Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, 

Uruguay and Venezuela). 

The period of analysis 2001–2016 was defined considering the beginning of the process of 

intensification of exchanges between China and Latin America after the PCR joined the 

WTO in 2001, until 2016, the year that marked the election of Donald Trump as US 

President. I argue that the systemic constraints posed by the United States and China’s 

engagement in the region during this period remained mostly unaltered, which provides a 

useful structural baseline for the proposed NCR analysis.  

As shown in section 2.3. of this chapter, the terrorist attacks of 9/11 were a turning point both 

in terms of the United States’ hegemonic decline in the region, and in the use of a more 

assertive “logic of autonomy” from the Latin American countries (Russel & Tokatlian, 2015; 

Tulchin, 2016). Washington’s foreign policy priorities changed, becoming less interested in 

Latin America and focused on the Middle East (Bonilla & Milet, 2015; Chávez, 2015; 

Lowenthal, Piccone, & Vaughan-Whitehead, 2010), opening a window of opportunity for 

Latin American countries to diversify their foreign policies and use their autonomy more 

assertively.  

 
17 For details on their limited economic engagement with China see: (ECLAC, 2015b, p. 37; 2018, p. 
56; Roldán et al., 2016, pp. 33-34). 
18 The Central American countries are Belize, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, 
Nicaragua and Panama. All of them, with the aforementioned exception of Costa Rica, maintained 
diplomatic relations with Taiwan within the period of analysis. 
19 Even in these cases, the diplomatic shift has not generated significant changes in their bilateral 
relations with China. 
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This process of “US retreat” remained substantially unaltered between 2001 and 2016, as 

Barack Obama only proposed a symbolic “post-hegemonic” approach to the region without a 

significant re-engagement strategy or initiative behind it. As discussed in the conclusion, the 

election of Donald Trump as US President in 2016 seems to be modifying the United States’ 

approach towards the region, a process that is not analysed in this thesis but that could have 

major implications on Sino–Latin American relations in the near future.  

In contrast, in Asia the arrival to office of Xi Jinping has entailed a significant modification of 

China’s presence and a more assertive approach to the region (Sinaga, 2015; Thayer, 2011; 

Yahuda, 2013; Zhao, 2015). However, China’s attitude to Latin America has not included an 

assertive shift since 2009. As Chapter 1 has shown, Xi Jinping’s government continued with 

Hu Jintao’s cautious approach towards the region. It added active presidential diplomacy 

and incorporated additional dimensions and countries (Leiva, 2017), gradually filling the 

vacuum left by the United States in the region (Urdinez et al., 2016; Urdinez & Rodrigues, 

2017). President Xi also avoided any confrontation with Washington, a continuity from his 

predecessor’s strategy. Taking all the above into consideration, the period between 2001 

and 2016 provides a stable structural baseline for the analysis developed in this thesis. 

The reason behind the decision to only establish two categories for this IV, grouping second-

order powers with small countries, relies on the analysis of the current literature on Sino–

Latin American relations (Chapter 1), which revealed that Brazil and Mexico, regional 

powers, have established significantly stronger relations with China than all the rest of the 

countries of the region. This suggests that power capabilities matter, and that the crucial 

point in establishing comprehensive relations with the PRC seems to be the status of 

regional power. 

Variation can be identified between regional powers (i.e. Brazil and Mexico), between 

second-order powers (i.e. Venezuela and Chile), and between small countries (i.e. Bolivia 

and Uruguay) in their engagement strategies towards China, nuances that are relevant and 

that justified the consideration of NCR instead of structural realism in the present thesis. 

However, the nuances between the last two groups are not significant enough to justify a 

separate category for each of them in the operationalisation of the systemic IV, therefore 

they have been combined into one category labelled “second-order power/small country”. 

The labelling of “regional power” and “second-order power/small country” follows a strictly 

practical logic, based exclusively on national power capabilities. Hence, it does not include 

other characteristics that can be found in the vast scholarship on regional and middle 
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powers, such as regional “leadership”, “legitimacy” or “influence”20. As the hypotheses show 

(see pp. 57-58), I argue that their power capabilities are the main explanatory factor of their 

country’s “attraction” vis-à-vis China, and ultimately, the determinant of the extent of the 

success of the Latin American country’s engagement strategy towards the PRC (more power 

capabilities = more autonomy and success). 

The proposed distribution of cases was developed following a traditional structural and 

neoclassical realist measurement of national power capabilities, to demonstrate the 

significant distance in terms of power capabilities between Mexico and Brazil and all the rest 

of the countries of the region, also considering relevant works that have applied structural 

realism to describe the regional balance of power (Nolte & Wehner, 2015; L. Schenoni, 

2015, 2017). The predominant position of Mexico and Brazil can be already be identified 

considering a few basic indicators:21  

- Brazil: population of 207 million inhabitants, a territory of 8,358,140 km2, a GDP of 1796 

billion US dollars, and a defence budget of 24.500 billion US dollars; 

- Mexico: population of 127 million inhabitants, a territory of 1,943,950 km2, a GDP of 1046 

billion dollars, and a defence budget of 7.000 billion US dollars. 

The following Latin American countries on the list would be Argentina, Colombia and 

Venezuela: 

- Argentina: population of 43 million inhabitants, a territory of 2,736,690 km2, a GDP of 545 

billion dollars, and a defence budget of 4.300 billion US dollars; 

- Colombia: population of 48 million inhabitants, a territory of 1,109,500 km2, a GDP of 282 

billion dollars, and a defence budget of 12.145 billion US dollars; 

- Venezuela: population of 31 million inhabitants, a territory of 882,050 km2, a GDP of 215 

billion dollars, and a defence budget of 4.000 billion US dollars. 

Taking into account the significant distance between both groups I consider Brazil and 

Mexico as the only regional powers of Latin America. This conclusion becomes stronger 

when we consider relevant comprehensive National Capabilities Indexes such as the 

National Power Index (NPI), the CINC (Composite Index of National Capability), and the 

IEPG (Indice Elcano de Presencia Global). It is possible to confirm that there is a significant 

 
20 For a comprehensive summary and analysis of this theoretical discussion see (Nolte, 2010).  
21 Data for indicators comes from the World Bank database, The CIA World Factbook,  and Global 
Firepower (2016): http://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/POP.pdf ; 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ve.html  ;  
http://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/GDP.pdf ; https://www.globalfirepower.com/countries-
listing-latin-america.asp. 

http://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/POP.pdf
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ve.html
http://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/GDP.pdf
https://www.globalfirepower.com/countries-listing-latin-america.asp
https://www.globalfirepower.com/countries-listing-latin-america.asp
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difference between Brazil and Mexico and all the rest of the Latin American countries, 

considering their scores in the aforementioned National Capabilities Indexes, as Table 2.1 

below shows.  

To summarise, the systemic IV (baseline) of the present neoclassical realist model is 

composed of a regional structure of power with two regional powers, Brazil and Mexico, and 

eight second-order powers/small countries: Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, 

Peru, Uruguay and Venezuela.  

Table 2.1: Selected Latin American countries’ National Power Capabilities 

Country NPI (2011)22 CINC (2007)23 IEPG (2018)24 

Argentina 0.459 0.00575 44.4 

Brazil 0.639 0.02473 118.9 

Bolivia 0.268 0.00109 3.5 

Chile 0.459 0.00313 46.1 

Colombia 0.486 0.00637 36.4 

Ecuador 0.346 0.00149 8.4 

Mexico 0.552 0.01529 99.5 

Peru 0.433 0.00301 23.8 

Uruguay 0.300 0.00053 7.9 

Venezuela 0.460 0.00460 24.1 

Source: Author. 

Independent Variable No. 2: Domestic intervening variable 

The next step in order to develop a neoclassical realist analysis, after having established the 

systemic baseline, is to incorporate a domestic intervening variable that could be affecting 

the states’ foreign policy responses. This is particularly important in order to explain why 

second-order powers/small countries with comparable power capabilities and experiencing 

similar systemic pressures and constraints (such as Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, 

 
22 The National Power Index (NPI) is a composite of the following five sub-indexes: Economy Index, 
Military Index, Diplomatic Index, Technology Index, Popularity Index. The NPI goes from 0 to 1. 
Source: https://nationranking.files.wordpress.com/2011/03/2011-npi.png.   
23 Composite Index of National Capability (CINC) score aggregates the six individual measured 
components of national material capabilities into one, with a score that goes from 0 to 1. Database 
and details on each component are available here: http://www.correlatesofwar.org/data-sets/national-
material-capabilities   
24 The IEPG is an index that orders, quantifies, and aggregates the external projection of different 
countries. It measures the global presence of each country, divided into three dimensions: economy, 
defence and soft presence.  

https://nationranking.files.wordpress.com/2011/03/2011-npi.png
http://www.correlatesofwar.org/data-sets/national-material-capabilities
http://www.correlatesofwar.org/data-sets/national-material-capabilities
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Ecuador, Peru, Uruguay and Venezuela) have behaved differently regarding their 

engagement strategies towards China. 

This is a crucial process in which the researcher needs to justify the selection of a domestic 

variable that could explain why countries with similar power capabilities and experiencing 

similar systemic pressures, are behaving differently. I focus on presidents’ perceptions 

considering a vast and long-standing scholarship that suggests opening the “black box” of 

the states and study the leaders’ perceptions in order to properly understand the foreign 

policy decision-making process.25 In section 2.2. I discuss and demonstrate in-depth that 

presidents are the predominant actors in the Latin American foreign policy decision making 

processes, concentrating enough power to prevail over or circumvent any other veto players 

in the political system (Malamud, 2015, p. 121). While other domestic intervening variables 

can—and do—play a role in the formation of incentives towards China (i.e. interest groups’ 

lobby), I propose a parsimonious NCR explanation that focuses on the actor with most 

explanatory power for their country’s foreign policies (and hence, for their country’s foreign 

policy towards China), in this case, the president. 

Building on this scholarship, and particularly on the neoclassical realist works within it,26 the 

domestic intervening variable incorporated in the here proposed neoclassical realist model is 

the “Latin American presidents’ perceptions of the US-led liberal order”, having two possible 

perceptions: a) Positive; b) Negative. To define both types of perception I borrow the insights 

from Power Transition Theory (PTT), particularly its understanding of the states’ 

“satisfaction” and “dissatisfaction” with the current order. For PTT, the degree of satisfaction 

of the states with current order influences their international behaviour (Yilmaz & Wang, 

2019): a country that is satisfied with the status quo is expected to adopt a cooperative 

behaviour within the order (i.e. assuming obligations, cooperating with the hegemon); 

conversely, a country that is dissatisfied is expected to grieve, compete and even revolt 

against the hegemonic rule. I consider the expected behaviour of states regarding their 

levels of satisfaction with the current order from PTT, and I apply it to the operationalisation 

of the presidents’ perceptions of the US-led liberal order (the current order). 

Thus, a president with a positive perception of the US-led liberal order would be one who is 

satisfied with the current order, its hierarchy, its core principles and institutional framework, 

perceiving it as fair, and even if it can be perfectible, as the best available arrangement. 

 
25 See (D. L. Byman & K. M. Pollack, 2001; T. J. Christensen, 1997; Goldstein & Keohane, 1993; M. 
Hermann & Hagan, 1998; Herrmann, 1986; Jervis, 1976; Little & Smith, 1988; Rose, 1998; Wohlforth, 
1993; Zakaria, 1999). 
26 See (T. J. Christensen, 1997; Rose, 1998; Schweller, 2004; Wohlforth, 1993; Zakaria, 1999). 
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They may seek to improve their position in it, an incentive that every country has following 

the realist perspective of this thesis, and even try to reform some of its elements to protect 

and advance their interests. However, they should adopt a cooperative behaviour towards 

the US-led liberal order and should not pursue the aforementioned reforming goals to the 

point of hindering any of the fundamental pillars of the system (including the liberal economic 

order and the US predominance). In simpler words, these are presidents who are satisfied 

with the status quo.  

Conversely, a president with a negative perception of the US-led liberal order would be one 

who is explicitly (rhetorically and in foreign policy actions) dissatisfied with the current order, 

its hierarchy, its core principles and institutional framework, perceiving it as flawed, unfair to 

their country and biased in favour of the developed world. A president who falls in this 

category should be vocal in their willingness to reform the US-led liberal order, even to the 

point of competing with- or seeking to change some of its main pillars (i.e. the Bretton 

Woods system and the US leadership), but without trying to “challenge” or “replace” the 

entire order, as Latin American countries share some of its fundamental pillars (i.e. 

democracy and human rights)27.  

The rest of this section is devoted to justifying the consideration of this particular domestic 

intervening variable. The intention of this thesis is not to engage in the conceptual debate of 

what a political international “order” is, or how the current one should be defined and 

characterised. I propose a definition that combines liberal and realist elements building on 

the works of John Ikenberry, Carlos Escudé and Power Transition Theory (PTT) more 

broadly (Escudé, 2015; Ikenberry, 2018; Lim, 2015). I define the US-led liberal order as the 

one that emerged after World War II, and which is characterised by five main elements: (1) 

Hierarchical system; (2) US leadership role; (3) Economic liberal order; (4) Liberal 

democracy; and (5) Collective security.  

I considered the presidential perceptions of the US-led liberal order as the domestic 

intervening variable of this NCR framework taking into account the vast scholarship that 

have highlighted the significant impact of the leaders’ beliefs and perceptions of the 

international system in the foreign policy decision-making process of their countries28. In 

 
27 PTT suggests that the chances of “challenge” increase when there is a combination of 
dissatisfaction and parity of national power and capabilities with the current hegemon (Yilmaz & 
Wang, 2019). Along with the fact that most Latin American countries share some of the fundamental 
pillars of the US-led liberal order, they are far from parity with the current hegemon in terms of power 
capabilities. This would explain why a very dissatisfied country such as Venezuela under Hugo 
Chávez would not pursue a more assertive challenge to the US-led liberal order.   
28 See (D. L. Byman & K. M. Pollack, 2001; Goldstein & Keohane, 1993; M. Hermann & Hagan, 1998; 
Jervis, 1976; Rose, 1998; Wohlforth, 1993; Zakaria, 1999). 
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neoclassical realist terms, I focus on the foreign policy executive (FPE), defined as the 

individual or group of individuals who are responsible for making the foreign policy choices, 

which usually involves the president, the prime minister, or dictator, and key cabinet 

members or advisors charged with the articulation and execution of foreign and defence 

policies (Ripsman et al., 2016). The FPE often possesses privileged sources of information 

and a monopoly on intelligence about foreign countries, a fact that makes them the most 

important actor to focus on when seeking to explain foreign policy actions and grand 

strategic adjustment (Ripsman et al., 2016). 

As Ripsman et al. suggest, a key step in any NCR study is to identify the FPE of the states 

under observation. I argue that in Latin America, the President is the FPE. I support this 

claim based on a growing literature that demonstrates that in Latin American political 

systems the president is the predominant actor in the elaboration and implementation of 

foreign policy29, and therefore, the actor we need to focus on in order to understand foreign 

policy actions and grand strategic adjustment. Moreover, as Merke, Reynoso, & Schenoni 

argue in a recent study (Merke et al., 2018), changes in Latin American foreign policies can 

be explained by studying presidential preferences and constraints, demonstrating that 

changes in foreign policy are associated with changes in presidential preferences.30 

Until now I have suggested the key role of the President in Latin American foreign policy 

making, but why consider their perceptions of the US-led liberal order? How does this factor 

influence their country’s behaviour towards China between 2001 and 2016? The main 

reason behind this comes from another particularity of Latin American foreign policy making: 

the long-standing quest for autonomy. Since the establishment of the Monroe Doctrine in 

1823, the search for greater “autonomy” has been explicitly and/or implicitly at the core of 

every Latin American country’s foreign policy objectives31.  

In this thesis I follow Carlos Escudé’s definition of autonomy, which is understood not in 

terms of freedom of choice or of manoeuvre (which is almost limitless), but in terms of the 

costs of using that freedom of manoeuvre (Escudé, 2015). Escudé links the use of autonomy 

with state’s capacity, both in terms of power capabilities (mainly economic) and human 

resources, which are never infinite (Escudé, 2015; L. L. Schenoni & Escudé, 2016). This 

understanding of autonomy as a strategy or foreign policy action that entails costs to the 

 
29 See (Aranda & Riquelme, 2011; S. Burges & Chagas, 2017; Emerson, 2015; Fernández de Castro, 
2015; Gardini, 2011; Hey, 1993; Jenne, Schenoni, & Urdinez, 2017; Malamud, 2001, 2015; Merke, 
Reynoso, & Schenoni, 2018; Ribeiro & Pinheiro, 2016; van klaveren, 1992). 
30 A detailed discussion and justification of the argument is provided in sub-section c), p. 34. 
31 See (Drekonja-Kornat, 2001; Lechini, 2009; Lo Brutto, Gutiérrez, & Humberto, 2014; Merke & 
Reynoso, 2016; Pereyra Doval, 2013; Tokatlian, 2007; Tokatlian & Carvajal, 1995). 
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state, conditioning its use as consequence, is considered as an important assumption in the 

here proposed neoclassical realist model and its main hypotheses, which are presented later 

in this section.  

The “US hegemony” has been the key systemic constraint of Latin American countries’ 

foreign policy actions and exercise of autonomy since their independence (detailed 

explanation of this process in sub-section d). However, ensuing the attacks of 9/11 and the 

beginning of the “War on Terror” campaign, the US hegemony began to lose strength. 

Washington significantly shifted the United States’ foreign policy priorities, becoming less 

interested on Latin America and more focused on the Middle East (Bonilla & Milet, 2015; 

Chávez, 2015; Cooper & Heine, 2009; H. Li, 2008; Lowenthal et al., 2010; Salinas de Dosch 

& Dosch, 2015).  

This situation opened a window of opportunity for the Latin American countries, enabling 

them to look for options of diversification of their foreign policy relations (Burron, 2014). In 

structural realist’s terms, the structure’s constraints became weaker allowing the Latin 

American countries more room to manoeuvre their foreign policy actions. From that point 

onwards, they experienced less limitations in their foreign actions, and less systemic 

pressures against their engagement with new great powers. The main alternative available 

and willing to get closer to the region at that point was China, a country that seized the 

opportunity to fill the geopolitical vacuum and increased its regional presence significantly, 

as discussed in Chapter 1.  

Here is where the importance of the Latin American presidents’ perceptions of the US-led 

liberal order becomes clear. I suggest that the presidents’ perceptions of the US-led liberal 

order influenced their willingness or unwillingness to get closer to the main alternative 

leadership of the current system, challenger for some authors, in this case: China.32 In order 

to simplify the operationalisation and analysis of the domestic IV “Latin American presidents’ 

perceptions of the US-led liberal order”, I focus on the first three elements of the US-led 

liberal order (presented on p. 35): the order’s hierarchy, the “US leadership role”, and the 

“liberal economic order”. I treat the “liberal democracy” and “collective security” as constants 

considering that most of the region is committed to both principles, especially since the 

return to democracy in the 1980s.  

The protection and promotion of liberal democracy is at the core of the Organisation of 

American States (OAS) system, promoted and reaffirmed on several occasions starting with 

 
32 See (Dosch & Goodman, 2012; Forsby, 2011; Hakans & Hynes, 2016; Mearsheimer, 2006; Oviedo, 
2014; Szczudlik-Tatar, 2015; van der Pijl, 2008). 
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the establishment of the OAS Charter in 1948 (and its protocols of 1967, 1985, 1992 and 

1993),33 the “Santiago Commitment to Democracy and the Renewal of the Inter-American 

System” of 1991, and the establishment of the Inter-American Democratic Charter in 2001, 

among other regional instruments. Other regional organisations such as the Andean 

Community (CAN), Mercosur and Union of South American Nations (UNASUR) have also 

adopted the protection and promotion of democracy as a principle.  

In terms of collective security, the OAS Charter incorporates the principles of Pacific 

Settlement of Disputes (Chapter V) and reaffirms the regional commitment towards collective 

security responses (Chapter VI). Moreover, the region has historically supported the UN and 

its core principles, with an active participation of the major countries of the region in the 

Security Council as non-permanent members34. Other examples of regional commitment to 

this pillar of the US-led liberal order are the Inter-American Treaty of Reciprocal Assistance 

(TIAR) and the American Treaty on Pacific Settlement (also known as Bogotá Pact) of 1948, 

as well as the Treaty of Tlatelolco of 1967.35 

Contrary to regional consensus on these two pillars, there is significant variation regarding 

the Latin American countries’ adherence to the order’s hierarchy, the “US leadership role” 

and the “liberal economic order”, which is the reason why the operationalisation of the 

domestic intervening variable is based on these three elements to label presidents as ones 

with positive or negative perception of the US-led liberal order. The methodology of 

operationalisation of the domestic IV follows two steps, after having determined the 

presidency that was responsible for the “turning point” of their country’s relations with China. 

First, I identify multiple events and foreign policy actions that are indicative of the presidents’ 

perceptions of the order’s hierarchy, the US “leadership role” and/or the liberal economic 

order, the elements of the US-led liberal order that are expected to present significant 

variation, and then I assess the country’s and president’s positions/views on them. To allow 

 
33 Charter available here: http://www.oas.org/en/sla/dil/inter_american_treaties_A-
41_charter_OAS.asp.  
34 Latin America has been one of the main proponents of reforming the United Nations Security 
Council (UNSC), by increasing the number of permanent members to make it more democratic and in 
tune with the current international system (Sepúlveda & Riquelme, 2010). However, if anything, this 
shows a commitment to reinforce the system of collectivised security. Latin American countries have 
actively participated in several occasions as non-permanent members, to name some of the most 
relevant examples (UNSC web page: https://www.un.org/securitycouncil/content/countries-elected-
members): Brazil participated 10 times, Argentina nine times, Chile five times, Bolivia three times, 
Ecuador three times,  Venezuela five times, Colombia seven times, Peru five times, Mexico four 
times. 
35 In recent years some countries in the region have criticised and withdrawn from these agreements 
(i.e. Bolivia, Ecuador, Venezuela and Nicaragua left the TIAR in 2012). However, most of the region 
continues to be a part of them.  

http://www.oas.org/en/sla/dil/inter_american_treaties_A-41_charter_OAS.asp
http://www.oas.org/en/sla/dil/inter_american_treaties_A-41_charter_OAS.asp
https://www.un.org/securitycouncil/content/countries-elected-members
https://www.un.org/securitycouncil/content/countries-elected-members
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comparability, I transversally focus on one significant case that included the four 

presidencies (Vicente Fox in Mexico, Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva in Brazil, Ricardo Lagos in 

Chile, and Hugo Chávez in Venezuela) studied in the present thesis: the negotiation and 

discussion of the “Free Trade Area of the Americas” (FTAA). 

The FTAA initiative, a major FTA that would comprise the Americas from pole to pole, was 

launched in 1994 during the first Summit of the Americas in Miami, in which it was resolved 

to  

begin immediately to construct the "Free Trade Area of the Americas" (FTAA), in which 

barriers to trade and investment will be progressively eliminated. We further resolve to 

conclude the negotiation […] no later than 2005, and agree that concrete progress toward 

the attainment of this objective will be made by the end of this century.36 

The negotiations officially started in 1998 after Santiago’s Summit of the Americas, when 

nine negotiation groups were formed covering a broad range of areas (from market access 

to non-agricultural goods to investment and dispute settlements) along with a small 

consultative group on small economies (Schott, 2008).  

The economic significance of this hemispheric FTA initiative was underscored by high rank 

US officials during the negotiations. In 2002, the US Trade Representative at the time, 

Robert B. Zoellick, suggested that the FTAA negotiations offered the US an “opportunity to 

lead the Americas towards stable and continuing economic growth, improved living 

standards, and higher paying jobs in all FTAA countries. By reducing and then eliminating 

hemispheric trade barriers, the FTAA will provide substantial and growing foreign markets for 

U.S. goods and services” (Office of the United States Trade Representative, 2002).  

Colin Powell, Secretary of State at the time, also supported the FTAA. In a more assertive 

and controversial statement, Powell stated that FTAA’s objective was to “guarantee 

American control of a territory extending from the Arctic to the Antarctic with free access and 

without any limitation or obstacle to our products, services, technology, and capital across 

the hemisphere” (Moreno, 2007, p. 160). The FTAA negotiations ended in 2005 after no 

agreement was reached during the Summit of the Americas in Mar del Plata, Argentina. 

Some of the main reasons for this result were the hesitant and passive US negotiation 

approach (N. Phillips, 2003), along with the “pink tide” and the irreconcilable views of some 

of its new left-wing governments regarding the FTAA, especially the ones of the presidents 

of Venezuela (Hugo Chávez), Argentina (Néstor Kirchner) and Brazil (Lula da Silva). 

 
36 Declaration of Miami (1994): https://www.state.gov/p/wha/rls/59673.htm  

https://www.state.gov/p/wha/rls/59673.htm
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Even though the FTAA had a predominantly economic character, as Nicola Phillips 

suggests, its aim was not only to reinforce the framework of a neoliberal political economy in 

the Americas, but also to entrench both global and regional US hegemony (N. Phillips, 2003, 

p. 330). Following Phillips’ perspective, along with several other scholars who also identified 

a “US hegemony” component in the FTAA37, I argue that this hemispheric initiative embodied 

all three elements of the US-led liberal order used for the operationalization of the domestic 

IV. Thus, studying the presidents’ views and positions in the negotiations of the FTAA can 

provide significant information to develop the first assessment of their perceptions. 

In order to strengthen the first assessment, along with the FTAA negotiations other events 

and foreign policy actions that reflected the Latin American presidents’ views and positions 

regarding the order’s hierarchy, the US “leadership role” and the “liberal economic order” are 

analysed, such as Venezuela’s establishment of the ALBA (Bolivarian Alternative for the 

People of our America) initiative in 2004 or Mexico’s decision to vote against Cuba at the UN 

Commission on Human Rights in 2002. Once the first assessment is done, and the president 

has been labelled with a positive or negative perception of the US-led liberal order, the next 

step of the operationalisation of the domestic IV is applied. The second step entails the 

contrast of the first assessment with Merke and Reynoso’s expert survey on the foreign 

policy orientations of Latin American presidents between 1980 and 2014 (Merke & Reynoso, 

2016), which included 134 surveys in which experts of the region were asked to classify 142 

presidencies into four main categories: a) foreign policy style (ideological–pragmatic); b) 

geopolitical orientation (South–North); c) economic orientation (protectionism–openness); d) 

relation with the US (autonomy–alignment).  

Using the database of the study,38 I check the accuracy of the first assessments vis-à-vis the 

regional experts’ assessments, especially considering that three of the topics included in the 

survey provide substantial insights of the presidents’ views of the liberal economic order 

(economic orientation question) and the order’s hierarchy and the US leadership role 

(geopolitical orientation and relation with the US questions). This multi-step 

operationalisation methodology helps to address the problem of the link between words and 

action, common in foreign policy analysis (Goldstein & Keohane, 1993; Mijares, 2017). This 

is particularly useful in analyses that focus on strong leaders and the foreign policies of their 

governments, such as this thesis.  

 
37 See (Barreda, 2004; Buckman, 2005; Carranza, 2003; Katz & Haine, 2006; Kellogg, 2007; Sastre, 
2005; Schott, 2008; C. G. P. Teixeira, 2011). 
38 Kindly provided by the authors. 
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The next model (Table 2.2), labelled “National Power and Perception” (NPP), shows the 

interplay of the here selected IVs: a) Latin American country’s position in the regional 

structure of power (systemic variable); and b) Latin American presidents’ perceptions of the 

US-led liberal order (domestic intervening variable). 

Table 2.2: “National Power and Perception” model: Latin American engagement 

strategies towards China 2001–2016 

 

 

President’s perception of the US-led liberal order 

Positive Negative 

Position 
in the 

regional 
structure 
of power 

 
Regional 

power 

 
Limited (competitive-confrontational) 

 
Comprehensive (collaborative) 

Second-order 
power/small 

country 
Limited (cooperative) Multidimensional (cooperative) 

Source: Author. 

 

The NCR model presents the expected types of Latin American engagement strategies 

towards China for each possible interplay of the two IVs. It proposes four types of 

engagement strategies for the period 2001 to 2016: 

1) Limited (competitive-confrontational)  

2) Comprehensive (collaborative) 

3) Limited (cooperative) 

4) Multidimensional (cooperative) 

As the model shows in cell number 1, I suggest that Latin American countries that rank high 

in the regional structure of power, at the regional power level, and that presented a 

predominantly positive presidential perception of the US-led liberal order between 2001 and 

2016 were prone to develop a limited engagement strategy towards China, focusing their 

bilateral agendas with the PRC in the economic dimension (which can be strong, considering 

that it is a regional power with an attractive market for China), under the rules of the liberal 

economic order. I argue that a Latin American regional power that supports the existing 

order will be prone to and capable of developing a confrontational and/or competitive 

behaviour with a country that challenges it, in this case, China. In its condition of regional 

power satisfied with the status quo, I argue that it would not only have the incentive to adopt 

a confrontational and competitive stance against China, but also the ability to do so, 

considering its significant power capabilities.  
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Conversely, I suggest that a Latin American country that ranks high in the regional structure 

of power, at the regional power level, but that presented a predominantly negative 

presidential perception of the US-led liberal order between 2001 and 2016 (cell number 2), 

was prone to seek a comprehensive engagement strategy towards China, developing a 

strong relation beyond trade, including political, strategic and technological dimensions. I 

argue that a Latin American regional power that is unsatisfied with the status quo will be 

more willing to adopt a collaborative approach with China (including coordination and 

cooperation in multilateral forums), in order to diversity its foreign policy relations and to 

achieve a higher level of autonomy. I suggest that it will be able to achieve this 

comprehensive relation with China due to its attractiveness as a regional power in economic 

(market, investments and natural resources) and political terms (potential international ally), 

and also due to the fact that it can bear the costs of using its autonomy to this extent 

supported by its significant state capacity, following Escudé’s understanding of autonomy. 

Regarding cell number 3, I suggest that a Latin American country that ranks at the second-

order power or small country level, and that presented a predominantly positive presidential 

perception of the US-led liberal order during the analysed period, was prone to develop a 

limited engagement strategy towards China, focused almost exclusively on trade under the 

rules of the liberal economic order. I argue that in their condition of second-order powers or 

small countries, they should have less incentives to adopt a confrontational and competitive 

engagement with China as such stance entails a high-risk option in case of loss, considering 

their limited state’s capacity. Instead, as supporters of the existing order their incentives 

should lead them to adopt a cooperative approach with China. However, they should not 

extend the cooperation to a point that could hinder the status quo. 

Finally, as the cell number 4 shows, I suggest that a Latin American country that ranks at the 

second-order power or small country level, and that presented a predominantly negative 

presidential perception of the US-led liberal order between 2001 and 2016, had the incentive 

to develop a comprehensive engagement with China, which would entail areas beyond trade 

such as the political and strategic dimensions, along with a collaborative approach with the 

PRC in multilateral forums. However, these countries were only able to develop a 

multidimensional engagement strategy towards China, which entails a strong economic 

engagement, technological and military cooperation, but not a comprehensive relation that 

could include multilateral collaboration and coordination with China. In their condition of 

second-order powers and small countries they are not as attractive to the PRC as a regional 

power would be in economic and political terms, and they are not capable of bearing the 
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costs of using their autonomies to the same extent as them considering their limited state’s 

capabilities, being more vulnerable vis-à-vis potential US sanctions or pressures.  

To justify and strengthen the here proposed explanatory model, the next sub-sections will 

develop a deeper description and discussion of two key arguments or assumptions: first, the 

idea that presidents are the predominant actor in the elaboration and implementation of Latin 

American foreign policies; and second, the decline of US hegemony in Latin America, and its 

systemic implications for the autonomy of regional foreign policies.  

 

2.2. LATIN AMERICAN PRESIDENTIALISM AND FOREIGN POLICY 

DECISION MAKING 

 
A long list of definitions and characterisations of presidential regimes can be found in the 

literature on political systems. It is an ongoing debate that was particularly active in the 

1980s and 1990s, with significant contributions from Arend Lijphart (Lijphart, 1984), Giovanni 

Sartori (Sartori, 1994), Kurt von Mettenheim (von Mettenheim, 1997), Matthew Shugart and 

John Carey (Shugart & Carey, 1992), Juan Linz and Arturo Valenzuela (Linz & Valenzuela, 

1994), and Scott Mainwaring (Mainwaring, 1993; Mainwaring & Shugart, 1997), among 

others. 

Most of the scholarship, however, agrees on the fact that a “pure” presidential regime is 

mainly defined by two fundamental features: first, the executive needs to be separately and 

popularly elected, being the president and the head of government; and second, the 

executive is elected for a fixed time period, and cannot be forced to resign because of a no-

confidence vote by legislature. The possibility of impeachment exists, but it is rare and has 

an extraordinary character (Mainwaring, 1993).  

There is also consensus on the fact that the US Constitution of 1789, which established the 

separation of powers system and its institutional checks and balances to sustain the 

autonomy of each of them (Serrafero, 1991), had significant influence in Latin America in the 

early 19th century. Several constitutions were drawn on the US model, such as Venezuela’s 

1811 Constitution, Mexico’s 1824, Argentina’s 1826 and 1853, and Ecuador’s 1830 

(Cheibub, Elkins, & Ginsburg, 2010). However, despite having been established following 

the United States’ 1789 Constitution, as this section shows, Latin American presidentialism 

has evolved into a significantly different political system characterised by a much higher 

accumulation of power at the top executive level (Malamud, 2015). 
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In pure presidential regimes the executive accumulates significant power, with the following 

most relevant characteristics: Decree Power, understood as decrees that have the force of 

law and do not need the consent of the assembly39; Veto Power, a “reactive power” that 

allows the president to veto a bill sent to his or her desk by the legislature (it could also be a 

package veto, of parts of a bill) (Haggard & McCubbins, 2001, pp. 72-81). The veto can be 

overridden, normally by a two-thirds majority; and Gatekeeping and Agenda-Setting Powers, 

which allow the president to have policy areas in which he or she enjoys exclusivity to initiate 

bills (i.e. military policy, laws concerning taxation and trade, depending on the country).  

Nevertheless, presidential power has constraints, especially in the US system where the 

checks and balances are strong. In the US presidential regime, the president has only 

“reactive powers” being unable to dissolve the assembly, lacking explicit law-making powers 

and having no constitutional power of executive decree, lacking also the formal ability to 

initiate legislation. The president can veto legislation, but even the veto can be overridden 

(Cheibub et al., 2010). Conversely, Latin American presidents possess more concentrated 

power, reflected mainly in their law-making powers. Cheibub et al. bring attention to this 

issue40, demonstrating that Latin American presidents have far less constraints than their 

non-Latin American counterparts to exert their law-making powers, focusing on “emergency 

powers”, “decree powers” and the “initiation of legislation” (Cheibub et al., 2010, pp. 12-17).  

Regarding emergency powers, only 19 per cent of Latin American constitutions require that 

the legislature approve the state of emergency, compared to 36 per cent of non-Latin 

American presidential constitutions; in terms of decree powers, they are significantly more 

frequent and routinised in Latin American presidential constitutions than in non-Latin 

American ones. Also, Latin American constitutions are far more likely to leave the issue of 

decree validity unspecified (almost 90 per cent of them, compared to 44 per cent of non-

Latin American ones), with a lack of regulation that tends to favour the executive. Finally, 

regarding the power of initiation of legislation, almost 90 per cent of the Latin American 

presidential constitutions allow the president to propose constitutional amendments. More 

interestingly, presidential constitutions are considerably more likely to allow the executive to 

initiate the budget bill than parliamentary and semi-presidential regimes, and Latin American 

constitutions in particular are twice as likely as non-Latin American ones to do this (Cheibub 

et al., 2010). 

 
39 Very few constitutions allow presidents to promulgate by decree “new law” without gaining explicit 
authority to do so. Some examples are Argentina, Brazil, Colombia and Russia (Haggard & 
McCubbins, 2001). 
40 The study included a sample of 219 Latin American constitutional systems from 1810 to 2007 
(Cheibub et al., 2010). 
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The study by Cheibub et al. reaffirms the idea that Latin American presidentialism is 

significantly less balanced and asymmetrical than the US system. It has evolved towards a 

much higher concentration of power on the president, in the direction that the liberator Simón 

Bolívar desired for the newly born Latin American Republics of the 19th century, having 

supposedly said that the new states of America needed “kings with the title of president” 

(Alberdi, 1964). This claim is exaggerated, as Latin American presidents do face significant 

constraints posed by veto players within the system, especially the Congress. However, they 

do enjoy much more power than US presidents or any prime minister of a parliamentary 

regime.  

Regardless of the system, there is one area in which presidents enjoy a particularly broad 

room to manoeuvre: foreign policy. A vast scholarship demonstrates that presidents have 

more room to manoeuvre in foreign policy than in domestic politics (Malamud, 2001, 2015; 

Rogowski, 1999; Schlesinger, 2004). This is especially evident in Latin America, where 

constitutions have granted vast institutional capabilities to presidents allowing them to play a 

prominent role in the elaboration and implementation of the foreign policy of their countries41, 

facing less constraints and veto players than in the domestic arena.   

Presidents have vast institutional capabilities to lead the foreign policy processes of their 

countries, but beyond this, as the influential scholarship of Andrés Malamud on Latin 

American presidentialism (Malamud, 2001, 2015) demonstrates, Latin American democratic 

presidents “concentrate enough power to either prevail over or circumvent veto players such 

as the cabinet and congress” (Malamud, 2015, p. 121), in a way unthinkable in parliamentary 

or more “balanced” presidential systems. Malamud’s analysis focuses on several cases to 

demonstrate how Latin American presidents not only act as decision makers, but also as 

dispute settlers and guarantors of commitments, providing examples of critical episodes 

within regional organisations such as Mercosur (Southern Common Market), CAN and 

CARICOM (the Caribbean Community).  

Malamud analyses the cases of the revival of CARICOM and CAN in the 1990s during the 

process of regional pacification and democratisation, after a long period of stagnation, along 

with three cases of critical episodes within Mercosur. I will focus on two of these critical 

episodes to illustrate the predominance of the Latin American presidents vis-à-vis the 

parliaments and domestic actors (Malamud, 2015, pp. 118-120). The first one relates to the 

“automobile crisis” within Mercosur in the mid-1990s. Brazil and Argentina suffered 

 
41 See (Aranda & Riquelme, 2011; S. Burges & Chagas, 2017; Canes-Wrone, Howell, & Lewis, 2008; 
Emerson, 2015; Fenwick, Burges, & Power, 2017; Fernández de Castro, 2015; Gardini, 2011; Hey, 
1993; Malamud, 2001, 2015; Merke & Reynoso, 2016; Ribeiro & Pinheiro, 2016; van klaveren, 1992). 
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economic distress due to Mexico’s financial crisis of 1994. By 1995, the Brazilian 

government of Fernando Henrique Cardoso faced increasing pressures from the domestic 

automobile producers to establish protective trade barriers that would affect the Argentinean 

car exports to Brazil, a measure that should not apply within Mercosur. In response, the 

Argentinean government of Carlos Menem threatened to boycott the forthcoming Mercosur 

summit. The impasse was resolved by a direct negotiation between Cardoso and Menem 

(plus the presidents of Paraguay and Uruguay, which participated as mediators).  

Moreover, the presidents excluded their cabinet ministers, and did not mention nor 

considered to apply the “Protocol of Brasília”, an institutional instrument within Mercosur that 

could have been used to resolve these kinds of problems. As Malamud argues, this example 

highlights the predominance of the president vis-à-vis the bureaucracy: the bargaining took 

place “between” governments, rather than “within” (Malamud, 2015). The second example 

occurred in 1997, the “sugar crisis”. In that year, the Argentine Congress decided to pass a 

law to impose the same tariffs to Brazilian sugar as that applied to non-Mercosur members. 

President Menem vetoed the law, and the Senate decided to reject the veto. With an election 

coming up at the end of the year, the Argentinean president was under significant pressure. 

Knowing about it, the Brazilian president opted to give his Argentinean counterpart time and 

wait after the election to negotiate, meanwhile the Brazilian Congress was threatening with 

retaliation.  

After the elections in Argentina, president Menem visited Brazil and solved the impasse with 

a formula that would circumvent Congress: it acknowledged the law passed in the 

Argentinean Congress, but it did not obey it. The tariffs were never imposed (Malamud, 

2015). Both cases demonstrate that the president can circumvent domestic actors that 

usually are considered as strong veto players, such as the parliament and the bureaucracy. 

Two more examples reinforce this argument. 

On the 7 of December of 2018, in Rabat, the Chilean delegation of parliamentary members 

— most of them from the right-wing coalition in government — signed a document 

manifesting Chile’s commitment to implement the UN migration pact called “Global Compact 

on Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration”, which would be adopted in Marrakech the 10 and 

11 of December of the same year. The day they arrived back in Chile, they found out that the 

government had changed its perspective and intended to not adopt the pact. The situation 

took the members of the delegation — again, members of the government coalition — by 

surprise, stating that they learnt about this change of approach “from the news” (Vargas, 

2018).  
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The origin of the confusion was a document devised by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs to 

support the delegation, in which the Ministry provided basic information about the pact, and 

stated that it was “not risky” and that it would most probably be adopted (Muñoz, 2018). Two 

visions were in conflict, the one of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (willing to sign) and the one 

of the Ministry of Interior and Public Security (not willing to sign), and the latter won. Once 

the change of position of the government was public, the Congress decided to try and apply 

pressure to reverse the decision, in order to honour the signed document, and to adopt the 

UN migration pact.  

A vote was passed in the Lower House, requesting the president to reconsider the decision 

and to adopt the pact, arguing that by not doing so Chile would be ignoring significant 

international agreements that already bind the country in the area of migrants’ rights, a vote 

that was backed by a public declaration of former ministers of foreign affairs (CNN Chile, 

2018). Despite all the pressure exerted by the Congress, including a formal request for a 

vote, President Sebastián Piñera decided to maintain his position, as he has the institutional 

capabilities and authority to do it. As consequence, Chile did not adopt the UN migration 

pact (Reyes, 2018). At least two ministries were involved in the process, the Congress tried 

to influence it, but ultimately the president’s decision prevailed.  

Lula da Silva’s decision to recognise the PRC as a “market economy” is the last example. 

The decision was made by Lula da Silva, convinced about the benefits of it for the future of 

the Sino – Brazilian relations (S. Burges, 2017). The decision went against one of the 

strongest Brazilian domestic actors, the industrialists (Mancuso, 2004; Santos, Mancuso, 

Baird, & Resende, 2017). This group begun to complain about competition with China since 

the early 2000s, worrying about the potential displacement of their industrial goods by 

Chinese exports (Jenkins, 2012a).  

As Sean Burges describes, this group counselled Lula’s government against giving the 

recognition to China due to its potential negative impacts for the Brazilian industry (S. 

Burges, 2017). Along with the increase pressure to the domestic industry vis-à-vis the 

Chinese products, such recognition would make it harder to bring anti-dumping actions 

against Beijing. Moreover, the decision could entrench Brazil’s position as a raw material 

supplier and market for China’s value-added goods (S. Burges, 2017). Regardless of these 

warnings, Lula decided to recognise China as a market economy in 2004. As Brazil’s case 

study demonstrates (Chapter 4), this decision had major economic significance in terms of 

strengthening the Sino – Brazilian bilateral trade, and it was made by the president, ignoring 

one of the strongest domestic lobby groups of the country.  
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Considering the here discussed scholarship on Latin American presidentialism, I focus on 

the presidents to develop the domestic intervening variable of the proposed NCR model. 

While not denying the relevance of other domestic actors and factors such as Congress, the 

bureaucracy or lobby groups, I justify the decision to not include them in the analysis due to 

their secondary role in the process vis-à-vis the president, as the examples above 

demonstrated. In order to propose a parsimonious explanation, I focus on the actor with 

most explanatory power. 

2.3. THE DECLINE OF THE US HEGEMONY IN LATIN AMERICA: 

SYSTEMIC IMPLICATIONS ON REGIONAL FOREIGN POLICIES 

 
Following Joseph Tulchin’s recent book, one of the most recent and comprehensive efforts 

to describe US hegemony in Latin America, the process of gradual decline of Washington’s 

hegemonic position in the region can be divided into four main phases (Tulchin, 2016). The 

first goes from the 19th century until World War II, a period in which the US asserted its 

primacy in the hemisphere. The Monroe Doctrine tends to be highlighted as the beginning of 

the US hegemony in the region, established in 1823. However, as Tulchin suggests, the 

Monroe Doctrine itself was a predominantly defensive document, without an explicitly 

hegemonic approach. The US primacy in this period was mainly possible due to the internal 

instability of the Latin American emerging states, which began to exert agency only after 

having consolidated their independency processes. The first US attempt to build a 

hemispheric community focused on trade and customs through initiatives such as the Pan 

American Conference, without a military dimension. 

The increase of US influence in the region faced significant resistance from the intellectual 

(i.e José Enrique Rodó and his political essay Ariel) and political arenas. One of the best 

representations of the Latin American contestation was the emergence of the “Calvo 

Doctrine”, an explicit call for “non-intervention” in internal affairs and the protection of the 

sovereignty of the newly established states of the region, especially against the European 

practice of using military power to protect the private interests of investors and traders in the 

region. 

A first explicit expression of US hegemony in Latin America and the Caribbean was made in 

1895, in a message sent from the US Secretary of State Warren Olney to the British foreign 

secretary, Lord Salisbury, stating that the United States “was practically sovereign in this 

hemisphere”. It was the beginning of a gradual process of imposition of US hegemony in the 

Latin American region, which included two main episodes of US assertion of its position: the 



52 | P a g e  
 

war with Spain in 1889, and the US active role in the separation of Panama from Colombia 

between 1899 and 1903. 

The next period goes from World War II, in which the US hegemony was consolidated, until 

the end of the Cold War. It was the peak of the US hegemony in Latin America and the 

Caribbean, practically uncontested, intervening directly in several occasions to take down 

governments that were not in line with US interests (i.e. Guatemala in 1950 and Chile in 

1973). Washington’s assertive approach was backed by the most powerful armed forces in 

the world, half of the world’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP), and the dollar as the world’s 

principal medium of exchange.  

During this period the US established a Manichean and ideological approach to security, 

with zero-sum calculations that did not seriously consider Latin American interests and 

needs. President Kennedy’s Alliance for Progress initiative was one of the few attempts to 

improve the relations with the region in the 1960s, seeking to achieve the US security goals 

through a combination of democracy promotion and development aid. However, it did not 

modify the overall “security-focus” approach towards the region.  

The main symbol of rejection of US hegemony in Latin America and the Caribbean was the 

Cuban Revolution of 1959, one of the few cases of successful contestation during this 

period. Anti-Americanism, however, did start to spread across the region, especially during 

and after the Reagan administration. This leads us to the third phase, which goes from the 

end of the Cold War in 1989 to the terrorist attacks of 9/11 in 2001, marked by US 

unipolarity, the process of democratisation of Latin America, and the spread of neoliberalism 

in the region. 

The end of the Cold War was seen as the beginning of a “new world order”, using president 

Bush’s famous words, and the “end of history” of Fukuyama, followed by almost a decade of 

marked US optimism (mainly from traditional realists) on the back of its new condition as the 

sole superpower of the international system. As in the case of the Alliance for Progress, 

initiatives to get closer to Latin America such as the Summit of the Americas of president Bill 

Clinton or the Enterprise of the Americas (EAI) of president G.W. Bush, were mostly 

unsuccessful.  

Washington proposed a “trade not aid” approach to Latin America since World War II and 

expected the region to follow the wave of globalisation with them. The region followed, 

opening their economies unilaterally during the 1980s and 1990s (i.e. Chile during 

Pinochet’s dictatorship, Mexico under Carlos Salinas de Gortari, and Argentina under Carlos 
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Menem). However, as an unwanted consequence, regionalism became stronger in the 

region (i.e. Mercosur and the Andean Pact), which reinforced regional agency towards the 

US hegemony. 

The fourth period starts with the 9/11 terrorist attacks in 2001, a turning point in the process 

of decline of the US hegemony in the region that continues to date. The war on terror 

changed the strategic priorities of the US significantly, coming back to unilateralism and 

militarisation of security thereby raising tensions in Latin America once again. By the end of 

the 20th century most of the region opposed the US approach towards Cuba (exclusion from 

the hemispheric community) and the US militarisation of the fight against traffic of illegal 

drugs.  

The US maintained a zero-sum game in both issues and exacerbated the asymmetry of 

agendas between Washington and the region. On top of this, the return of US unilateralism 

after the invasion of Iraq in 2003 intensified the growing “adversarial” opposition to US 

hegemony in the region. At the same time, the “pink tide” emerged in the region, a left-wing 

wave of governments that in many cases (i.e. Lula da Silva in Brazil, Chávez in Venezuela, 

Correa in Ecuador, and Morales in Bolivia) adopted an explicit anti-hegemonic and anti-

neoliberal approach. The Obama administration proposed a symbolic “post-hegemonic” 

approach based on a multilateral perspective, which did not improve the overall US–Latin 

American relations significantly. US hegemony was in clear decline and a window of 

opportunity opened for the region to exert agency and enjoy more freedom to steer their own 

foreign policy actions.  

The gradual and ongoing process of decline of the US hegemony in the region, thoroughly 

analysed and described in Tulchin’s book and oversimplified in the present thesis, highlights 

the fundamental relevance of the US hegemony as a structural determinant of the Latin 

American foreign policies since the beginning of the 20th century. It also manifested the 

significance of “autonomy” as the core goal of the region’s foreign policies. The quest for 

autonomy has been explicitly and/or implicitly at the core of every Latin American country’s 

foreign policy objectives42 since their independence43, adopting different forms, rhetoric and 

strategies over the years. Following Russell and Tokatlian’s perspective (Russel & Tokatlian, 

2015), Latin American foreign policies have adopted two main logics since the beginning of 

their republican existence: the logic of acquiescence and the logic of autonomy.  

 
42 See (Drekonja-Kornat, 2001; Lechini, 2009; Lo Brutto et al., 2014; Merke & Reynoso, 2016; 
Pereyra Doval, 2013; Tokatlian, 2007; Tokatlian & Carvajal, 1995). 
43 For an interesting and comprehensive analysis about Latin American autonomy thinking see 
(Tickner, 2015). For more on “autonomy” in Latin American’s foreign policy see (Forero, 2015; 
Gardini, 2011; Santana & Aranda, 2013). 
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The logic of acquiescence is based on the subordinate condition of Latin America in the 

international system, and the region’s position within the United States’ sphere of influence. 

Following this logic, this condition is implicitly or explicitly consented to and assimilated by a 

number of countries, its main objectives being the achievement of US support for material or 

symbolic gains, to build a framework of peaceful coexistence with Washington trusting the 

latter’s self-restraint, and ultimately to count on US protection (Russel & Tokatlian, 2015; 

Russell & Tokatlian, 2013). The most common strategic option derived from this logic is 

coupling, which implies an acceptance of the international status quo, an agreement in 

principle with US vital strategic interests in the region and the world, and a non-adherence to 

regional integration initiatives that could affect its close relations with Washington (Russel & 

Tokatlian, 2015). 

The logic of autonomy is also based on the subordinate condition of the region in the 

international system. It aims to increase the country’s capacity to make decisions 

independently, to achieve peace, to expand the geographic scope of foreign relations, to 

restrict the power of key international actors, particularly the United States, and to nurture 

the construction of a more equitable international order (Russel & Tokatlian, 2015). From the 

two logics, autonomy is the one that has historically predominated, being practiced through 

four different strategic options: peripheral soft balancing, the use of international institutions 

and legal and diplomatic instruments to frustrate or restrain the abusive use of power and 

aggressive actions of great powers; diversification, the attempt to multiply external ties with 

the aim of counteracting and compensating dependency of a powerful counterpart; hiding, 

which implies resistance to assuming commitments of a military nature (taking part in war 

alliances or participating in foreign conflicts); and collective unity, which seeks to enhance 

integration, cooperation, and agreement among the countries in the region in order to join 

forces and strengthen individual and collective negotiation capacity (Russel & Tokatlian, 

2015, p. 61; Schroeder, 1994; P. H. Smith, 1996).  

Regardless of the variety of strategic choices that countries can adopt, Russell and Tokatlian 

argue that the aims of the logic of autonomy are to increase the country’s capacity to make 

decisions independently, the quest of peace, the expansion of the geographic scope of 

foreign relations, the restriction of power of key international actors (particularly the US), and 

the construction of a more equitable international order (Russel & Tokatlian, 2015, pp. 60-

61). In order to highlight the differences in strategies adopted since the 19th century, Russell 

and Tokatlian propose four stages (Russel & Tokatlian, 2015, pp. 63-68). The first stage 

goes from the end of the 19th century to World War II in which Latin America relied mainly 

on soft balancing to safeguard its external sovereignty, through the creation of doctrines and 
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multilateral discipline to defend the principle of non-intervention (i.e. the aforementioned 

Calvo Doctrine, along with the Drago, Tobar, Carranza and Estrada doctrines). 

Diversification was conditioned and restrained by Latin America’s economic dependence on 

the United States and Europe, and the exercise of the collective unity strategy was only 

incipient, expressed in writings and speeches. Hiding, conversely, was used during the two 

world wars through the practice of neutrality and the promotion of peace. The second stage 

was the Cold War period, in which Latin American countries found broader space to 

manoeuvre their strategic options within the logic of autonomy. The consolidation of US 

hegemony, however, substantially reduced their effective scope of action especially during 

the 1970s. 

The creation and development of the United Nations system offered a significant soft 

balancing opportunity, along with some attempts of collective unity through the creation of 

initiatives such as the Special Latin American Coordination Committee (CECLA), the 

Contadora Group (which will later become the Rio Group, and then CELAC), the Latin 

American Free Trade Association, and the Andean and Caribbean communities. Hiding was 

manifested in participation in spaces such as the Movement of Non-Aligned Countries, and 

the diversification option was focused on horizontal relations with the “Third World” and 

“diagonal” relations with Europe and the socialist bloc. Coupling with the United States, a 

strategic option within the logic of acquiescence, was common practice for dictatorial 

regimes such as Haiti under Duvalier, Nicaragua under Somoza, the Dominican Republic 

under Trujillo, Paraguay under Stroessner, Bolivia under Banzer, Argentina under Videla, 

and Chile under Pinochet. 

The third stage went from 1989 until the end of the 1990s. The victory of the United States 

led to the highest point of coupling of Latin America with Washington, especially due to a 

broadly shared economic market-oriented approach. Neoliberalism was adopted in Mexico 

under Carlos Salinas de Gortari, in Argentina during the Carlos Menem government, under 

Alberto Fujimori in Peru, Gonzalo Sánchez Lozada in Bolivia, and Julio María Sanguinetti in 

Uruguay, among others. Brazil was one of the few countries that maintained a relatively 

strong logic of autonomy, moving from the strategy of “autonomy by distance” to “autonomy 

through participation”. The rest of the region, by adopting a coupling strategy, re-examined 

its logic of autonomy. Soft balancing and diversification lost relevance due to the regional 

coupling with the US. The hiding option no longer had strength, and collective unity was 

limited (the main important exception was Mercosur), since several countries sought to get 

closer to the hegemon instead of their neighbours.   
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The fourth and last stage began after the 9/11 attacks in 2001, the main turning point in the 

re-emergence of the logic of autonomy and the decline of the US hegemony in the region, as 

it has been argued in this section, following Tulchin’s approach. In response to US 

unilateralism after the invasion of Iraq in 2003 Latin America developed new domestic 

coalitions and soft balancing practices, with multiple expressions such as the establishment 

of regional organisations ALBA, UNASUR and CELAC.  

The adoption of hiding as a strategic option declined, meanwhile diversification regained 

importance, with Russia, China and India as main alternatives to the US. Once again, Brazil 

was one of the most active states in the exercise of the logic of autonomy, being a member 

of the G4 (with Germany, India and Japan), IBSA (India, Brazil and South Africa) and BRICS 

(along with Russia, India, China, and South Africa). Non-intervention was promoted and 

defended in the case of Iraq in 2003, with less cohesion behind the “no” to the US in the 

case of Libya in 2011 (Colombia voted favourably, and Brazil abstained).  

The region was active in humanitarian crises responses as well, deploying a UN Stabilisation 

Mission in Haiti in 2004 (MINUSTAH) with important contingents. During this period some 

Latin American countries such as Venezuela, Ecuador, Bolivia and Argentina — and Brazil 

under Lula da Silva — turned to a more assertive autonomy approach, mainly in response to 

external (US unilateralism) and internal (serious domestic crises like in Argentina) events, 

targeting not only the United States but also international institutions that favour neoliberal 

globalisation (i.e. the International Monetary Fund or IMF).  

When crossed, the analyses of Tulchin and Russell and Tokatlian demonstrate the inverse 

relations between US hegemonic strength and the exercise of more assertive tools to exert 

autonomy in Latin America. When US hegemony was strong, as between the end of the 19th  

century and the Cold War, the use of hiding and coupling was widely used and the more 

assertive alternatives lost strength; when the US hegemony was weak, like at the beginning 

of the 19th century and from 2001 onwards, hiding and coupling were gradually replaced by 

diversification and collective unity, the latter becoming a more common strategic option to 

enhance and exert autonomy in the region. 

These analyses also support one of the main assumptions made in this thesis: the idea that 

every Latin American country strives to achieve autonomy, but to different degrees and 

through different strategic choices. The next step in this thesis is to try to explain why the 

Latin American countries developed significantly different engagement strategies towards 

China, the main alternative leadership of the US-led liberal order, during the period between 

2001 and 2016 in which autonomy was exerted to a significant extent as explained above. 
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2.4. HYPOTHESES  

General hypothesis 

The different types of Latin American engagement strategies towards China developed 

between 2001 and 2016 can be explained through the interplay of two Independent 

Variables: the Latin American country’s position in the regional structure of power (systemic 

variable) and the Latin American presidents’ perceptions of the US-led liberal order 

(domestic intervening variable). Each combination of IVs entails different incentives and 

systemic conditions to develop a different type of engagement strategy towards China.  

Specific hypotheses 

H1: Latin American countries that rank high in the regional structure of power, at the regional 

power level, and that presented a predominantly positive presidential perception of the US-

led liberal order between 2001 and 2016 were prone to develop a limited engagement 

strategy towards China, focusing their bilateral agendas with the PRC in the economic 

dimension (which can be strong, considering that it is a regional power with an attractive 

market for China), under the rules of the liberal economic order. In its condition of regional 

power satisfied with the status quo, such countries have the incentives to adopt a 

confrontational and competitive stance against China, the main challenger, and are also 

capable of doing so, considering their significant power capabilities. 

 

H2: Latin American countries that rank high in the regional structure of power, at the regional 

power level, and that presented a predominantly negative presidential perception of the US-

led liberal order between 2001 and 2016, were prone to develop a comprehensive 

engagement strategy towards China, developing strong relations beyond trade, including 

political, strategic and technological dimensions. A Latin American regional power 

unsatisfied with the status quo will be more willing to adopt a collaborative approach with 

China (including coordination and cooperation in multilateral forums), in order to diversity its 

foreign policy relations and to achieve a higher level of autonomy. It will be able to achieve 

this comprehensive relationship with China due to its attractiveness as a regional power in 

economic (market, investments and natural resources) and political terms (potential 

international ally), and also due to the fact that it can bear the costs of using its autonomy to 

this extent supported by its significant state capacity. 

 

H3: Latin American countries that rank at the second-order power or small country level, and 

that presented a predominantly positive presidential perception of the US-led liberal order 
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between 2001 and 2016, were prone to develop a limited engagement strategy towards 

China, focused almost exclusively on trade under the rules of the liberal economic order. In 

their condition of second-order powers or small countries, they have very limited incentives 

to adopt a confrontational and competitive engagement with China as this entails a high-risk 

option in case of loss, considering their limited state’s capacity. Instead, as supporters of the 

existing order their incentives will lead them to adopt a cooperative approach with China. 

 

H4: Latin American countries that rank at the second-order power or small country level, and 

that presented a predominantly negative presidential perception of the US-led liberal order 

between 2001 and 2016, had the incentives to develop a comprehensive engagement with 

China. However, these countries were only able to develop a multidimensional engagement 

strategy towards China, which entails a strong economic engagement, technological and 

military cooperation, but not a comprehensive relationship that could include multilateral 

collaboration and coordination with China. In their condition as second-order powers and 

small countries they are not as attractive to the PRC as a regional power would be in 

economic and political terms, and they are not capable of bearing the costs of using their 

autonomy to the same extent as others considering their limited state’s capabilities, that is, 

they would be more vulnerable vis-à-vis potential US sanctions or pressures. 

2.5. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY  

The present thesis develops a comparative study with a small number of cases (small–N). 

The reasons behind this methodological decision are described and justified in the following 

section.  

a) The comparative method: Strengths and weaknesses 

As most of the studies in international relations the present thesis develops a comparative 

analysis, understood as the analysis of a small number of cases, at least two, yet too few to 

permit an statistical analysis (Collier, 1993; Lijphart, 1971). The comparative method is one 

of the basic methods to establish general empirical propositions, along with the 

experimental, statistical and case study methods (Lijphart, 1971), and it serves four main 

purposes: a) contextual description; b) classification and typologies; c) hypothesis testing 

and theory building; and d) prediction (Landman, 2008). 

Along with the multiple purposes of the comparative method, one of the main reasons of its 

popularity in international relation studies relies on the fact that time, energy and funding are 

often scarce, making the intensive comparative analysis of a few cases more promising than 
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more superficial statistical analysis of many cases (Lijphart, 1971). Additional strengths of 

the comparative method are its capacity to allow systematic comparison that could 

contribute to adjudicating among rival explanations or theories (Collier, 1993; Ragin & 

Rubinson, 2009), and as Clarke states, the fact that it can and should, in the author’s view, 

play a fundamental role in theory confirmation in political science (Clarke, 2007).  

The literature also highlights its importance as a bridge between qualitative “case-oriented” 

research and quantitative “variable-oriented” research, in the way that the comparative 

method maintains the integrity of the cases while examining patterns of relationships among 

variables. Hence, it could be used for both theory developing and hypothesis testing (Ragin 

& Rubinson, 2009). In a similar vein, Collier considers the comparative method has an 

“intermediate status” between its statistical and experimental counterparts and the case 

study (Collier, 1993).  

Two of the most mentioned weaknesses of the comparative method in the literature are its 

supposedly weak capacity to sort out rival explanations, and the problem summarised by 

Lijphart as “many variables, few cases” (Lijphart, 1971). However, there are many ways of 

minimising these problems. The main ones are to increase the number of cases as much as 

possible, to focus on “comparable cases”, and to reduce the number of variables by 

combining them or by employing more parsimonious theories (Collier, 1993; Lijphart, 1971).  

After having chosen the comparative method, we need to make a second decision regarding 

the consideration of developing a small–N or large–N comparison. As Gschwend and 

Schimmelfennig points out, the main difference between small–N versus large–N relies on 

the objective of the research. Large–N studies seek to increase the validity of causal 

inferences by increasing the number of cases, whereas small–N studies seek to achieve the 

same by carefully matching a limited number of cases and increasing the number of causal-

process observations; in other words, small–N studies prioritise depth to broadness, and 

large–N studies do the opposite (Gschwend & Schimmelfennig, 2011).  

The two main criticisms of small–N studies are the limited possibility of generalisation of its 

results (Van Evera, 1997), and the high risk of “selection bias” (Landman, 2008), as we are 

choosing only a few countries. However, we can find several significant arguments in favour 

of small–N analyses: a) it can help to avoid the problem of “conceptual stretching”; b) it 

facilitates “thick descriptions” and other forms of interpretive understanding; c) it could help 

to achieve the analytic depth of the case-oriented approach (Collier, 1993, p. 109).  
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Moreover, small–N comparisons give us a chance to study countries in sample bases too 

small to use statistical generalisation (Vissak, 2010), an argument related to the 

aforementioned advantage of being a method that can be used when time, energy and 

funding are limited. As George and Bennett suggest, small–N analyses can be valuable in 

testing hypotheses and especially useful in theory development, considering their potential 

for achieving high conceptual validity, their strong procedures for fostering new hypotheses, 

their value as useful means to closely examine the hypothesised role of causal mechanisms, 

and their capacity for addressing causal complexity (George & Bennett, 2005, p. 19). 

Taking into account that the present thesis aims to characterise and classify the countries of 

Latin America with similar types of engagement strategies towards China between 2001 and 

2016, and to test hypotheses and theories about why there are variations in those 

engagement strategies, the comparative method seems appropriate and particularly useful. 

Considering the previously explained objective of the research, the strengths of this 

particular method in theory testing, and the limited time and funds available for the present 

research, the focus on a small–N to be intensely analysed seems more appropriate than a 

statistical or experimental study. Finally, a case study would not be enough to 

comprehensively explain the types of regional dynamics that I intend to analyse in the 

present thesis, hence it is not considered. 

b) Selection criteria  

Choosing and justifying the selection criteria of cases is a critical phase in a comparative 

study with small–N, especially considering the high risk of selection bias. As Leuffen 

suggests, in a small–N research the selection of cases usually follows an intentional logic, 

however, intentional does not mean arbitrary (Leuffen, 2011). Hence, that intentionality must 

be justified, and the selected cases should be the ones that best serve the purpose of the 

research, and that allow the strongest tests with the least research effort (Van Evera, 1997). 

This applies also to the question of the number of cases. King, Keohane and Verba ask, 

“how many observations are enough?”, a question that should be directly linked to the 

research design, considering what causal inference the investigator is trying to estimate (G. 

King, Keohane, & Verba, 1994).  

The research design, and more specifically the research question, should guide the selection 

of the cases that will help the researcher to test its hypotheses and theories. In the present 

thesis I intend to answer the following research question: Why have Latin American 

countries developed significantly different foreign policy behaviours towards China between 

2001 and 2016? In order to do so, I take neoclassical realism as my main theoretical 
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framework, and I develop a model that crosses two Independent Variables to describe and 

explain the variations within Sino–Latin American relations between 2001 and 2016.  

I have proposed and described four possible types of Latin American engagement strategies 

towards China developed between 2001 and 2016 (see theoretical framework). The next 

step to select the cases that will be studied in depth in the present thesis is to preliminarily 

locate each Latin American country in one of the proposed engagements with China. The 

result of this exercise, that was made considering my theoretical framework along with the 

analysis of the literature on Sino–Latin American relations between 2001 and 2016, is 

presented in the following Table 2.3: 

Table 2.3: Latin American engagement strategies towards China 2001–2016 

Type of engagement strategy towards China 
2001 – 2016 

Latin American countries 

Limited (confrontational-competitive) Mexico 

Comprehensive (collaborative) Brazil 

Limited (cooperative) Chile, Peru, Colombia and Uruguay 

Multidimensional (cooperative) Venezuela, Ecuador, Bolivia and Argentina 

  Source: Author. 

 

As explained in the description and justification of the structural variable included in the here 

proposed neoclassical realist model, Central America, the Caribbean, and Surinam, Guyana 

and Paraguay are not included in this thesis.  

This leaves us with a total of 10 cases, all of them included in the previously presented 

model: Argentina, Brazil, Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Mexico, Peru, Uruguay and 

Venezuela. Considering the analysis of the crossing of IVs and the literature review, Mexico 

is the only country that fell into the “Limited (confrontational-competitive)” category; Brazil is 

the sole country that fits in the “Comprehensive (collaborative)” group; Chile, Peru, Colombia 

and Uruguay fit into the “Limited (cooperative)” group; and Venezuela, Ecuador, Bolivia and 

Argentina fall into the “Multidimensional (cooperative)” group. 

As George and Bennett suggest, a clear definition of the boundaries (the “universe of 

potential cases”) is the first step in order to develop a method of structured, focused 

comparison (George & Bennett, 2005). The next step is the selection of one case within the 

sub-classes of the phenomenon under investigation, to test the proposed hypotheses 

regarding the factors that could explain the variation in the Latin American engagement 

strategies towards China between 2001 and 2016.  
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Following Seawright and Gerring’s approach, by selecting cases we desire to have a 

representative sample and useful variation on the dimensions of theoretical interest 

(Seawright & Gerring, 2008). In order to achieve this, they present several methods of case 

selection from which I considered one in particular: the typical case. The typical case study 

focuses on a case that exemplifies a stable, cross-case relationship. It is the most 

representative case given the specified relationship stablished in the research, and it could 

be used to probe causal mechanisms that may either confirm or disconfirm a given theory 

(Seawright & Gerring, 2008). Considering the objective of this thesis, this seems to be an 

appropriate criterion to apply to the case selection process, taking into account the limited 

time and resources available for the present research.  

Moreover, following Seawright and Gerring’s perspective, I argue that the in-depth analysis 

of each typical case is a valid way of testing the proposed hypotheses and theories, as the 

results could be mostly generalised with respect to the rest of the group. Despite the 

existence of differences with the rest of the countries from their groups, as typical cases they 

represent them by sharing the common characteristics that are analysed to explain their 

particular engagement strategies towards China between 2001 and 2016.   

The chosen typical cases for each preliminary group are: Mexico for the “Limited 

(confrontational-competitive)”; Brazil for the “Comprehensive (collaborative)”; Chile for the 

“Limited (cooperative)”; and Venezuela for the “Multidimensional (cooperative)”. Regarding 

the first two types of engagement strategies’ typical cases, Mexico and Brazil respectively, 

the justification is simple as they are the only countries that combine a high rank in the 

regional structure of power (regional power status), thus I expect them to have significant 

differences in their presidential perceptions of the US-led liberal order between 2001 and 

2016.  

Mexico developed a strong but complex economic engagement with China between 2001 

and 2016, a factor that could explain the limited development of other dimensions, namely 

the cultural, political and strategic/military ones, and its competitive and confrontational 

dynamic with the PRC. In the case of Sino–Brazilian relations, Brasilia has developed the 

most comprehensive relationship with China of all the cases included in the present thesis, 

being able to incorporate a wide range of dimensions in its bilateral agenda with China, 

including those of a political, strategic, technological and multilateral nature. 

The justification of the typical cases of the next two types of engagement strategies is 

different as there are four cases that have been classified in the same group. Chile and 

Venezuela were chosen following the characteristics of a typical case, which following the 
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aforementioned definition means they were the most representative and stable cases given 

the specified relationship established in the research, in order to test hypotheses and 

theories and to generalise them for the entire group. Chile developed a limited and 

cooperative relationship with China and presented a predominantly positive presidential 

perception of the US-led liberal order during the entire period 2001–2016. Conversely, 

Venezuela established a multidimensional and cooperative relation with China and 

presented a predominantly negative presidential perception of the US-led liberal order during 

the entire period of analysis. 

As George and Bennett suggest, the selected cases are not only relevant in order to test 

theories, they can also be useful to “provide the kind of control and variation required by the 

research problem” (George & Bennett, 2005, p. 83). In this thesis I use the chosen typical 

cases to control the effect of both IVs: a) Latin American country’s position in the regional 

structure of power (systemic variable); and b) Latin American presidents’ perceptions of the 

US-led liberal order (domestic intervening variable). 

Analysing Brazil and Venezuela will enable me to control the effects of the previously 

presented systemic variable, as I expect them to share predominantly positive presidential 

perceptions of the US-led liberal order between 2001 and 2016 (domestic intervening 

variable) but differ in terms of their position in the regional structure of power (systemic 

variable). The same type of control can be made when comparing Mexico and Chile. Brazil 

and Chile represent the extremes of the spectrum in the theoretical terms that I have 

established in the proposed model, as they differ in the structural IV and I expect them to 

vary in the domestic IV, allowing me to test the proposed hypotheses in their pure forms. 

Finally, considering the dyads Mexico–Brazil and Chile–Venezuela enables me to control the 

effects of the domestic intervening variable, as they share the structural IV in their condition 

of regional powers and second-order power/small country respectively, and I expect them to 

differ in their predominant presidential perceptions of the US-led liberal order between 2001 

and 2016. 

c) Data collection 

The data collection process refers to several interrelated activities aiming to gather good 

information in order to answer research questions, as well as preparing and organising the 

data for the analysis (Creswell, 2006, p. 118). Primary sources, data that is collected directly 

by the researcher, require significant amounts of time and funds, making it valuable but 

costly and time-consuming (Hox & Boeije, 2005). Secondary data analysis refers to the 

analysis of that primary data that was collected by other authors, having two main 
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advantages (Donnellan & Lucas, 2013, p. 5): first, it makes it less expensive and time-

consuming as the data has already been collected; and second, it forces the researchers to 

adopt an open and transparent approach to their craft. 

 

In the present thesis I consider both primary and secondary sources of data. Regarding the 

primary sources, I develop an extensive and exhaustive gathering process of official 

documents such as bilateral and multilateral agreements, official speeches, joint 

declarations, governmental reports and White Papers. This is done in order to acquire 

information about the dimensions included in the different bilateral agendas established by 

China and each Latin American country, and to identify significant foreign policy actions 

taken by the Latin American countries that could reflect their presidents’ perceptions of the 

US-led liberal order, allowing me to label each studied Latin American president’s perception 

as positive or negative. 

I complement that information with reports prepared by International Organisations such as 

the UN Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), and news 

articles of the most relevant — and objective, if possible — national newspapers (i.e. O 

Globo in Brazil, El Universal in Venezuela and Mexico, or La Tercera in Chile). 

Regarding the secondary sources of data, I will consider economic and military data sets, 

National Power Capabilities indexes such as the NPI (National Power Index), the CINC 

(Composite Index of National Capability) and the IEPG (Indice Elcano de Presencia Global), 

along with journal articles and the data that has been collected by other authors that can be 

useful for the analysis. I also use the database of Merke and Reynoso’s comprehensive 

study on the foreign policy orientations of Latin American presidents between 1980 and 2014 

(Merke & Reynoso, 2016), which was kindly provided by the authors. These secondary 

sources of data are fundamentally important in order to develop the structural Independent 

Variable of the present thesis, regarding Latin American countries’ position in the regional 

structure of power. They provide information about the material capabilities of each country, 

allowing me to describe the regional distribution of power capabilities and to classify each 

country into the two main categories included in the present thesis: regional power and 

second-order power/small country.  

The main reasons for combining both sources of data is the limited amount of time and funds 

available for the present thesis, along with the acknowledgment of the value of creating 

original data with the analysis of the previously presented primary sources, and the use of 

data that was already collected by other authors through my proposed analytical approach. 
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The thesis has two main limitations in terms of data collection. First, due to time, potential 

availability and funding constraints, I could not develop interviews to presidents. These 

interviews could have enriched the assessment of their perceptions of the US-led liberal 

order, and the overall contribution of the thesis. Second, the number of articles written by 

Chinese scholars included in the thesis is limited, due to language constraints. I only 

considered articles written in English, French, Spanish or Portuguese.



 
 

CHAPTER 3 

THE MEXICAN CASE 

From all the relations of China with Latin America, the Sino–Mexican engagement has 

proven to be one of the most challenging. With a huge market and a strategic geographical 

location as US neighbour, Mexico represented a major opportunity for China’s economic 

aspirations in the Americas. However, as this chapter shows, the relationship has 

experienced significant diplomatic and economic challenges, especially under the Mexican 

government of Vicente Fox. The growing asymmetry of bilateral trade and the competition 

for the US market have led Mexico to be the first country in the region to officially adopt the 

“China threat theory”, refusing to recognise the PRC as a “market economy”. At the same 

time, Mexico is the second-strongest economic partner of China in Latin America.  

This chapter develops the first case study of the thesis. It provides an overview of the Sino–

Mexican relations and proposes a characterisation of Mexico’s type of engagement strategy 

with China. It then applies the NPP neoclassical realist model to Mexico under Vicente Fox’s 

presidency to test the specific Hypothesis 1. It first focuses on the operationalisation of the 

systemic IV to determine Mexico’s category (“regional power” or “second-order power/small 

country”). It then moves to the domestic intervening variable, with a focus on Fox’s 

presidency in order to assess and label his perception of the US-led liberal order (“positive” 

or “negative”). The conclusion assesses the application of NPP to Mexico’s case.  

3.1.   OVERVIEW OF SINO–MEXICAN RELATIONS 

Mexico was the third country of Latin America to recognise the People's Republic of China 

as the legitimate government of China (after Cuba and Chile), in 1972. One year later, 

Mexico would also be the first Latin American country to pay an official visit to China, made 

by president Luis Echeverría. The Sino–Mexican engagement will remain uninterrupted to 

date, with a predominant economic focus and cordial but often tense political relations. 

Despite some significant political milestones,44 such as the Mexican support of the One 

China Policy, the Chinese backing of Mexico’s policies in Central America during the 1980s 

and 1990s, and the establishment of a Binational Commission in 2004 (Domínguez, 2006; J. 

 
44 And some cultural (Dussel Peters, 2012) and military cooperation — mainly official visits (R. E. Ellis, 
2012). 
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González & Haro, 2013), the Sino–Mexican engagement has a predominant and almost 

exclusive economic character, presenting unique elements of confrontation and competition 

with China within the region.  

As in the case of most Latin American countries, Mexico’s economic engagement with China 

was relatively limited in its first 30 years, experiencing a turning point at the beginning of the 

21st century. Bilateral trade jumped from 431 thousand US dollars in 1993 to 90 million US 

dollars in 2018 (Subsecretaría de Comercio Exterior, 2019). The PRC climbed to the top 4 of 

Mexico’s trade partners in both imports and exports by 2013 (ECLAC, 2015a, p. 28). 

However, Mexico’s extreme trade deficit with China has raised domestic concerns. This 

deficit accounts for approximately 85 per cent of the region’s entire deficit (ECLAC, 2015a, p. 

25). 

Only 1.4 per cent of Mexico’s exports went to China in 2016, and 18 per cent of its imports 

came from the Asian giant (ECLAC, 2018, p. 40). Since the 1980s Mexico has imported 

mainly manufactured products from China, such as household appliances, clothes, 

mechanical and electrical products, and textiles (Garcia, Chen, & Goodman, 2011). It has 

exported mainly primary products such as copper (ores, concentrates and waste), iron and 

crude petroleum oils, along with a significant — and very rare in the region —  component of 

high-value products such as motor cars and electrical apparatus (ECLAC, 2015a). 

To date, Mexico has not been a top recipient of Chinese loans or investment in the region, 

having received 6.7 billion US dollars between 2005 and 2017 in Chinese FDI (ECLAC, 

2018, p. 56), and 1 billion US dollars in loans until 2017 (Inter-American Dialogue, 2018), 

significantly lower than the 65.5 billion US dollars in Chinese FDI and the 42.1 billion US 

dollars in loans received by Brazil in the same period, respectively. Although the Sino–

Mexican economic relationship is one of the strongest in the region, it has important 

limitations related to the significant asymmetry of the engagement. 

Along with the trade deficit, the factor that has placed relations under strain the most has 

been the competition between Mexico and China for the United States’ market. The 

unprecedented economic growth of China became a real concern in Mexico during the 

1990s, being reflected in the country’s opposition to the entrance of the PRC in the WTO 

and the non-recognition of China as a market economy. Mexico was the last of the 142 

partner countries to agree to China’s membership in the WTO, which finally happened in 

2001, having a significant impact on the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) and 

Mexico’s privileged position as the second exporter to the United States’ market. 
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The consequences were already clear between 2001 and 2003, when 25,000 jobs were lost 

in the export-oriented manufacturing sector, many through the transfer of maquiladoras to 

China (A. H. Hearn, 2016). China “crashed the NAFTA party”, using Dussel Peters and 

Gallagher’s accurate description of the entrance of China in the North American market, 

replacing Mexico as second United States trade partner in 2005 (Dussel Peters & Gallagher, 

2013). By 2003, 85 per cent of Mexico’s shoe production had disappeared (almost totally to 

factories in China), and by 2005 the maquiladora production lost 15 per cent of its workforce, 

around 250,000 people (Garcia et al., 2011). 

One of the main reasons behind this particularly competitive dynamic within the Sino–Latin 

American engagement relates to the lack of complementarity between China and Mexico’s 

economies, as they are both based on light industries and textiles, which has put them in 

direct competition in the United States market (Garcia et al., 2011). Mexico’s resentment 

grew after realising that it could not compete with China. It lost significant ground in only a 

couple of years, as the numbers above show.  

The tensions between Mexico and China intensified from 2001, under the government of 

Vicente Fox (2000–2006). During Fox’s presidency, and especially after 2003, the Mexican 

government began to explicitly manifest its “fear” regarding China’s competition and the fact 

that the PRC was pushing the country aside (Carrillo et al., 2015), becoming one of the few 

countries in the region to develop the “China threat theory” (Domínguez, 2006). 

One of the main ways of contesting China was through the WTO mechanisms. Mexico was 

one of the toughest barriers for China in its process of accession to the organisation. Already 

in 1993, under the presidency of Carlos Salinas, Mexico imposed anti-dumping duties of 

over 1000 per cent on Chinese shoes, toys and textiles (Garcia et al., 2011, p. 429). When 

the Mexican government realised that it was unable to derail China’s entrance to the WTO, it 

started to negotiate a six-year grace period in which import tariffs to China would apply in 

953 product categories, providing some time for its national industries to upgrade and 

develop. The idea was to deny China’s ability to call on WTO dispute settlement 

mechanisms when Mexico imposed tariffs as a response to potential unfair trade competition 

(Garcia et al., 2011). The negotiation succeeded, and a four-year extension for this measure 

was granted in 2007, ending in 2011 when tariffs in the 204 most sensitive sectors (clothing, 

shoes, bicycles, etc.) were reduced to 35 per cent (A. H. Hearn, 2016). 

The PRC was not pleased, but it did not retaliate even though Mexico imposed penalties on 

more than 4000 products imported from China, from 400 to 1015 per cent (Garcia et al., 

2011). Once a member, China faced 23 Mexican actions against it in the WTO between 
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1995 and 2015, 4.7 per cent of the total world’s actions and 18 per cent of Latin America’s 

(S. González, 2015). To date, Mexico still does not recognise China as a market economy, 

in contrast to other countries in the region like Brazil and Chile which do recognise that 

status. 

This complex trade competition dynamic strained relations to unique levels in the region, 

affecting the political and diplomatic dimension of the Sino–Mexican engagement. Vicente 

Fox’s charismatic and outspoken personality did not help to ease the tension, being openly 

critical of China on several occasions (Carrillo et al., 2015; Cornejo, 2008; Domínguez, 

2006). In 2002, president Fox suggested at the APEC Summit that China was gaining 

economic ground not necessarily by being competitive but by not respecting the rules that 

other countries, like Mexico, do respect; in 2004, on the eve of a ministerial parliamentary 

and business delegation trip to China, Vicente Fox declared that China used authoritarian 

and undemocratic means to restrict labour mobility, leading to an official Chinese protest. 

Furthermore, in January 2005, when president Fox welcomed Chinese Vice President 

Zeng Qinghong, he described China as a “competitor”; and in 2016, during an activity at a 

Honda facility, Fox made a racist comment while talking about the opposition’s presidential 

candidate (“nos tomaron el pelo como a viles chinos”). 

The diplomatic gaffes were not restricted to the president. In 2003, at a ministerial-level 

meeting on the initiative of the Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA), a Mexican senior 

official was reported to have suggested the need to accelerate the consolidation of the FTAA 

in order to “boycott Chinese exports” (Carrillo et al., 2015). The next year the Dalai Lama 

was welcomed by the Fox government as part of the celebration of Tibetan Culture week; he 

was received by the Mayor of Mexico City, the Mexican House of Representatives, the First 

Lady — who openly declared her admiration for the Dalai Lama — and the secretary of 

government. The Chinese ambassador to Mexico called a press conference and criticised 

the invitation, being then criticised himself by the Mexican Foreign Minister Ernesto Derbez, 

who demanded an apology that was later sent through a letter from the Chinese embassy 

(Domínguez, 2006). 

Considering all the above it is not a surprise that the Sino–Mexican engagement has not 

evolved to a more comprehensive relationship. President Vicente Fox developed an openly 

hostile approach towards China, and tended to build domestic credibility by aligning himself 

with the angry Mexican manufacturers, blaming China for Mexico’s economic struggles (A. 

H. Hearn, 2016). The local media also contributed to the negative image of China in Mexico, 

usually blaming China’s entrance in the North American market, and the quality of Chinese 

products, for the negative effects on the country (Cornejo, 2008; A. H. Hearn, 2016). 
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Under Felipe Calderón’s government (2006–2012) Mexico adopted a more conciliatory 

approach towards China (A. H. Hearn, 2016). However, the economic competition with the 

PRC and its effects on Mexico’s trade to the United States continued to be a major source of 

tensions (Cornejo, 2013). Although much less frequent than during the Fox administration, 

some diplomatic tensions emerged, with the Dalai Lama once again as the source of the 

conflict. In 2008 the Dalai Lama visited Mexico, this time even able to have a meeting with 

the president Calderón, to which the Chinese government reacted with a note of protest. 

Another notable diplomatic tension happened in 2009 during the H1N1 crisis, when a group 

of Mexicans were put in quarantine in China, generating a strong reaction from the Mexican 

government (Cornejo, 2013). 

No major changes eventuated in Mexico’s approach towards China under Peña Nieto’s 

government (2012–2018). Investment was a priority in this period (Dussel Peters, 2017), 

presenting new and interesting opportunities for Chinese companies in Mexico. The most 

notorious project was the bid for the construction of a high-speed train connecting Querétaro 

and Ciudad de México, which ended up in an embarrassing failure after the cancellation of 

the bidding process won by a consortium led by the Chinese company CRCC, three days 

after its announcement (Dussel Peters, 2017). This episode along with other failed Chinese 

investments (i.e. the Dragon Mart project) strained relations between both countries once 

again, as it had become usual in the Sino–Mexican engagement.  

To summarise, Mexico developed a limited engagement strategy towards China between 

2001 and 2016, with elements of confrontation and competition. The Sino–Mexican 

engagement features one of the strongest economic interactions with China in the region in 

terms of bilateral trade. However, it is a very unbalanced and complex relationship that 

includes significant elements of competition due to the lack of complementarity of both 

economies. No other dimensions have been developed significantly, being an almost 

exclusively trade-focused engagement. The aforementioned economic competition and its 

impact on the frequently tense diplomatic relations between both countries could in part 

explain the low degree of comprehensiveness of the Sino–Mexican engagement.  

As this overview has shown, the Vicente Fox government was the turning point in the 

relationship, both in terms of the intensification of trade and growing 

confrontation/competition. In order to explain this particular type of engagement strategy and 

test Hypothesis 1, the next sub-section applies the NPP neoclassical realist model to Mexico 

under Vicente Fox’s presidency.  
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3.2.  NPP APPLIED TO SINO–MEXICAN RELATIONS UNDER VICENTE FOX 

3.2.1.  Mexico’s position in the regional structure of power 

Mexico’s position in the region has historically been ambiguous. This is true especially after 

Mexico decided to join the United States and Canada to form the NAFTA in 1994, “leaving” 

Latin America to join North America. Despite its efforts to re-engage the region in the first 

decade of the 21st century (Covarrubias, 2016), actively participating in CELAC (Community 

of Latin American and the Caribbean states), for instance, Mexico’s “regional power” role 

continued to be contested within Latin America, especially by Lula da Silva’s Brazil 

(Malamud, 2011). However, if we focus on National Power capabilities, the criterion that has 

been considered for the operationalisation of the systemic IV of the NPP model,45 Mexico 

has enough power capabilities to be labelled a “regional power”. 

Mexico is the second power of Latin America in terms of power capabilities. It has a 

population of 127 million inhabitants, a territory of 1,943,950 km2, a GDP of 1046 billion US 

dollars, and a defence budget of 7000 billion US dollars.46 As the next table shows, Mexico 

ranked at the top of the region (along with Brazil) in the National Power Capabilities indexes 

NPI (Index of National Power), CINC (Composite Index of National Capability) and IEPG 

(Indice Elcano de Presencia Global)47, with a significant distance to the following countries in 

the list (Argentina, Venezuela and Chile, for details see Table 3.1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 
45 For the methodological justification of this decision see p. 29. 
46 Data for indicators comes from the World Bank database, The CIA World Factbook,  and Global 
Firepower (2016): http://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/POP.pdf ; 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ve.html  ;  
http://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/GDP.pdf ; https://www.globalfirepower.com/countries-
listing-latin-america.asp. 
47 For more details on the operationalisation of the structural IV and these indexes of power 
capabilities see p. 36. 

http://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/POP.pdf
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ve.html
http://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/GDP.pdf
https://www.globalfirepower.com/countries-listing-latin-america.asp
https://www.globalfirepower.com/countries-listing-latin-america.asp
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Table 3.1: Mexico’s national power capabilities vis-à-vis selected Latin American 

countries 

Country NPI (2011) CINC (2007) IEPG (2018) 

Argentina 0.459 0.00575 44.4 

Brazil 0.639 0.02473 118.9 

Bolivia 0.268 0.00109 3.5 

Chile 0.459 0.00313 46.1 

Colombia 0.486 0.00637 36.4 

Ecuador 0.346 0.00149 8.4 

Mexico 0.552 0.01529 99.5 

Peru 0.433 0.00301 23.8 

Uruguay 0.300 0.00053 7.9 

Venezuela 0.460 0.00460 24.1 

Source: Author, based on NPI, CINC and IEPG.. 

 

Taking the above into consideration, I have labelled Mexico as “regional power”. The next 

section focuses on the operationalisation of the domestic intervening variable, the 

president’s perception of the US-led liberal order, and the implications for relations between 

Mexico and China.  

3.2.2.  President Vicente Fox’s perception of the US-led liberal order:   

     Implications for Sino–Mexican relations 

a) Vicente Fox government and foreign policy  

The election of Vicente Fox in 2000 marked the end of 71 years of uninterrupted Partido 

Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) government, opening up the process of democratisation. 

Fox’s arrival to office came with high expectations of reform, especially in terms of human 

rights (Guevara-Bermúdez, 2004) and democratisation of the political system (Shirk, 2000), 

with mixed but mostly disappointing results overall (Pastor & Wise, 2005). 

Fox’s government (2000–2006) was characterised by a continuity and deepening of the 

neoliberal economic perspective adopted by the last three PRI governments in the 1980s 

and 1990s (Ornelas-Delgado, 2007; Padilla Aguilar & Ramírez Germán, 2016; Rubio, 2006; 

Shirk, 2000). In terms of foreign policy, the Fox administration established three objectives 

during its first years (Ruiz Sandoval, 2008): 1) Deepen the relations with the United States; 

2) Diversify Mexico’s foreign policy, especially seeking to re-engage with Latin America; and 

3) Active participation in multilateral forums.  
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Under Fox Mexico’s foreign policy also actively promoted democracy and human rights 

(Chabat, 2009), a significant change from the PRI’s governments which did not include these 

topics in their foreign actions in order to avoid critics regarding their own domestic 

democratic and human rights’ situation (Velázquez Flores, 2017). In practice, the Fox’s 

sexenio48 focused almost exclusively on the first of these pillars, namely, on strengthening 

and deepening the relations with the United States (Velázquez Flores, 2008). There was no 

significant diversification, and contrary to the original second objective, relations with the 

region worsened after a series of diplomatic crises with Cuba and Venezuela (Anaya Muñoz, 

2006; Velázquez Flores, 2008).  

The literature depicts the period from the election of Fox until the attacks of 9/11 as a 

“honeymoon” between Mexico and the United States (Chabat, 2009), facilitated by the 

ideological affinity of presidents Vicente Fox and George W. Bush (Anaya Muñoz, 2006). 

Vicente Fox intended to reach a comprehensive “migration agreement” with Washington 

(Ruiz Sandoval, 2008), along with a deepening of NAFTA to a “NAFTA-Plus” arrangement 

which could include open borders following the European Union example (Chabat, 2009). 

However, the attacks of 9/11 in 2001 ended the “honeymoon” period and closed the window 

of opportunity for such an ambitious agreement, and put security at the centre of the US–

Mexico agenda. This process of securitisation strained the relationship, especially after 

Mexico decided not to support the US invasion of Iraq in 2003, as a member of the UN 

Security Council (UNSC) (Velázquez Flores, 2008).  

Despite the aforementioned tensions, the Fox administration will ultimately support and 

openly align with US security policies, without signing a comprehensive migration 

agreement. Two of the most significant initiatives adopted along these lines were the 2002 

“smart border” plan, and the “Security and Prosperity Partnership of North America” (SPP, 

ASPAN, in Spanish) of 2005, in which Mexico, Canada and the United States agreed on 

strengthening the borders and sharing information from their intelligence systems (Chabat, 

2009; Velázquez Flores, 2008). Arguably, Vicente Fox was only successful in the last of the 

three objectives established at the beginning of his administration. Mexico joined the UNSC 

in 2002, and the International Criminal Court in 2005, and held several meetings of the UN, 

APEC and WTO in Mexico (Velázquez Flores, 2008), with active — and sometimes 

controversial — participation in several multilateral forums.  

 

 
48 The Mexican administrations are usually called “sexenios” because they are 6 years long. 
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b) Vicente Fox’s perception of the US-led liberal order 

As argued in Chapter 2, the present thesis suggests that presidents are the foreign policy 

executives (FPE) of the Latin American foreign policies,49 and therefore, the actor we need 

to focus on to understand major strategic choices and short-term foreign policy actions. It 

has also been argued that their perceptions of the US-led liberal order (and particularly, of 

the order’s hierarchy, the US “leadership role” and the “liberal economic order”) should have 

an impact on their engagement strategy towards China. Following this logic for the case of a 

regional power like Mexico: 1) a regional power with a positive presidential perception of the 

US-led liberal order should be prone to limit its engagement with the main alternate 

leadership of the system, in this case China, and even try to balance it, as it does not want to 

put the status quo at risk; 2) conversely, a regional power with a negative presidential 

perception of the US-led liberal order should be prone to get closer to China, in order to 

achieve more autonomy and diversify its foreign policy.  

The overview of the Sino–Mexican engagement between 2001 and 2016 suggests that 

Mexico has followed the first of these hypothetical foreign policy options (H1, see p. 57), as it 

limited its engagement with the PRC to the economic dimension, and at times developed 

confrontational and competitive behaviours. In order to test the hypothesis and the 

neoclassical realist model assumptions corresponding to regional powers, the next analysis 

focuses on Vicente Fox’s views on the order’s hierarchy, the US “leadership role” and the 

“liberal economic order”50 to develop the first assessment of the Mexican president’s 

perceptions of the US-led liberal order.  

The assessment follows two steps. The first one is the identification and analysis of several 

events and foreign policy actions that were indicative of Vicente Fox’s views on the order’s 

hierarchy, the US “leadership role” and the liberal economic order. From the analyses of 

president Fox’s views and decisions, I develop a first assessment of his perception of the 

US-led liberal order, labelling him as having a “positive” or “negative” perception. I then 

develop a second step, contrasting the first assessment with Merke and Reynoso’s 

comprehensive study on the foreign policy orientations of Latin American presidents 

between 1980 and 2014 database. This study provides significant insights on the presidents’ 

perceptions of the US-led liberal order, which allow me to test and adjust the first 

 
49 For specific analyses on the presidential predominance in Mexico’s foreign policy decision making 
process see (Fernández de Castro, 2015; Ruiz Pérez, 2011). 
50 For the justification of the focus on these three elements of the US-led liberal order see 
operationalisation of the domestic intervening variable in Chapter 2 (theoretical framework). 
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assessment before moving to the analysis of the neoclassical realist model and its main 

hypotheses. 

The first assessment is developed chronologically, starting with the first official visit of 

Vicente Fox as president to the United States in September 2001. The fact that the United 

States was chosen as the first destination of Fox’s presidency was not a surprise, 

considering the importance of Washington as the main trading partner of Mexico, and the 

closeness of Vicente Fox and George Bush (the latter visited Mexico in February 2001). It 

did confirm, however, that relations with North America — and especially, with the United 

States — were at the top of the foreign policy priorities of the Fox administration since the 

beginning. This can be considered as a clear sign of its satisfaction with the order’s 

hierarchy. Conversely to other presidents analysed in this thesis that attempted to 

strengthen the “weight of the South” in the current system, Vicente Fox’s priority was the 

“North”. 

The close relationship between both presidents was already clear in President’s Bush 

remarks at Fox’s arrival ceremony. The US president suggested that “the United States has 

no more important relationship in the world than the one we have with Mexico”, and even 

used (in Spanish) a Mexican proverb to say that "He who has a good neighbor has a good 

friend”, referring to the relations with Mexico (The White House, 2001). In response, 

President Fox highlighted the willingness of Mexico to advance the bilateral agenda in terms 

of trade, migration and cooperation in fighting drug trafficking and organised crime. What is 

more interesting for the purpose of the present analysis, are the elements included in the last 

three paragraphs of Vicente Fox’s speech: 

Together, let us defend the values of democracy and the respect for human rights in 

our region and throughout the world. Let us see free trade as the engine of 

economic growth and the source of a better standard of living for our two peoples.  

Let us understand development with justice to be an inclusive form of prosperity. Let us 

make law and respect for the law the indispensable framework on which the freedom and 

security of our citizens depend. 

Let us walk together along the path of prosperity with a firm step as partners and as 

friends, recalling the words of Benjamin Franklin: "A brother may not be a friend, but a 

friend will always be a brother". 

President Bush, my friend, you honored me by visiting my home in Mexico. Today, I feel 

honored to be welcomed here in the White House. Thank you very much. (The White 

House, 2001) 
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Vicente Fox reciprocated the idea of a close “friendship” between both countries, and in 

particular, between both presidents — even in terms of brotherhood. In the first two 

paragraphs the Mexican president provided some insights about his views of the liberal 

economic order. President Fox called for the defence of the values of democracy and human 

rights in the world, and more interestingly, he openly stressed the fundamental importance of 

free trade as the “engine” of economic growth and prosperity, which would increase the 

standard of living of both countries.  

In his address to the US Congress, the next day, the Mexican president reasserted the 

aforementioned points, stressing the “window of opportunity” both countries were 

experiencing in which a “dramatic shift” towards a closer engagement could be achieved. He 

also stressed the importance of free trade, “core” of the current liberal economic order, this 

time focusing on NAFTA and the support of the Free Trade Area of the Americas. He also 

highlighted the important role both countries could and should play in some of the region’s 

most complex issues, stating: 

Mexico and the United States must also work constructively to promote our 

common values within our region. By adopting a clear and consistent stance, our 

governments may jointly address some of the most relevant and pressing issues of 

our hemisphere, such as the deepening of democracy and the promotion of human 

rights. This should be our most noble cause in the Americas and in the rest of the world. 

On issues of common concern, such as the situation in Colombia, the promotion of 

economic development across Central America, the establishment of the Free Trade Area 

of the Americas, the negotiation of a democratic charter for the OAS, or the shared goal of 

fostering financial stability and disarming financial crises throughout our region, it is vital 

that Mexico and the United States work together, each one as a partner that we are, 

in building peace and stability throughout the Americas on the basis of our own 

principles and interests. 

Evidently, we will not always see eye to eye. But both countries should convey to each 

other, in all sincerity and candor, their respective perceptions about how best to tackle 

issues of common concern for the well-being of our peoples. Trust will allow us to do this. 

(US Congress, 2001) 

It is not possible to argue a direct support of the order’s hierarchy and the US leadership role 

from these paragraphs. However, the speech does provide evidence of Fox’s satisfaction 

with the US presence and active role in tackling some of the most complex issues in the 
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hemisphere, such as the Colombian crisis, and his willingness to work together to address 

them.  

The 9/11 attacks ended the “honeymoon” phase in US– Mexican relations. The bilateral 

agenda was modified, adopting an almost exclusive security focus, which virtually discarded 

Fox’s main goal of achieving a comprehensive migration agreement. A clear example of this 

shift was the new character of the discussion about borders, moving from Fox’s 

(over)optimistic idea of an open border following the EU format to a much more restricted 

and security-focused project called “smart borders” in 2002, which included the use of new 

technology to strengthen the infrastructure and border control.  

The securitisation of the bilateral agenda put pressure on the relationship between the end 

of 2001 and 2003, especially after the US’ unilateral invasion of Iraq. This temporary tension, 

however, did not modify the alignment of the Fox administration with Washington. Two 

foreign policy decisions made by Vicente Fox in 2002 support this claim. The first one was 

the signing of the aforementioned “smart border” project, even though it discarded Fox’s 

alternative of an “open border”. It was announced in 2002 by President Fox and President 

Bush in Monterrey, Mexico, at the end of the UN Conference on Financing for Development, 

reasserting Mexico’s support of the US security and anti-terrorism policies in the region after 

9/11.51 

The second one started at the same meeting and was even more indicative of Vicente Fox’s 

commitment to Washington. In sharp contrast to the friendly approach of Vicente Fox with 

the United States’ president in Monterrey, the Mexican president adopted a hostile approach 

towards Fidel Castro, the Cuban leader. The US embargo against Cuba remains as the most 

vivid example of the US hegemony in the region, and for 40 years until 2002, Mexico was 

one of the most consistent supporters of La Habana against it. 

One of Fox’s main concerns was the participation of Cuba in the meeting, and specifically 

Fidel Castro’s role considering his usual confrontational stance against the United States. 

Knowing that President George W. Bush was going to participate, Vicente Fox tried to 

diminish the chances of a confrontation between the latter and Fidel Castro. Fox decided to 

call the Cuban leader and ask him directly.  

 
51 For details on the 22 points included in the agreement: https://2001-
2009.state.gov/p/wha/rls/fs/8909.htm.  

https://2001-2009.state.gov/p/wha/rls/fs/8909.htm
https://2001-2009.state.gov/p/wha/rls/fs/8909.htm
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The phone conversation was released one month after the conference.52 During the phone 

call, Fox invited Fidel to participate on Thursday from the beginning of the ceremony, and 

then he asked the Cuban leader to leave the summit in the afternoon of the same day, to not 

“complicate” his Friday, the day in which Fox had most meetings planned with George W. 

Bush. Fidel Castro did not appreciate the request of leaving after the ceremony, replying with 

an ironic tone: “¿A la Isla de Cuba? (To the Island of Cuba?)”. Moreover, Fox openly asked if 

the Cuban leader could not “attack the United States, or President Bush”, and Castro replied 

“Mister President, I have around 43 years in politics, and I know the things I do and the ones 

that I should do”, clearly upset. Despite this incident, Fidel Castro accepted the invitation, he 

went to the Conference and left Mexico Thursday afternoon. Nevertheless, Mexico–Cuban 

relations were seriously damaged. 

Mexico’s relations with the Island were already in  state of tension before the conference due 

to Fox’s visit to Cuba in February 2002, when the Mexican president met Castro’s opposition 

(Velázquez Flores, 2017). One month later, the Fox administration would take the diplomatic 

crisis one step further. In April 2002, the Mexican government decided to end four decades 

of Mexican support to Cuba at the UN, voting for the first time against La Habana at the UN 

Human Rights Commission. Mexico’s shift — along with Chile’s vote — allowed the approval 

of the Commission on Human Rights Resolution 2002/18, which had a condemnatory 

character calling for actions to improve Cuba’s human rights situation. Fidel Castro released 

the aforementioned phone call as a clear reprisal for this vote against Cuba (Velázquez 

Flores & Domínguez, 2007). Mexico maintained its stance and voted against Cuba in 2004, 

which worsened diplomatic relations once again. The tensions with the Island only 

decreased after Vicente Fox’s administration was over. 

US–Mexican relations got significantly closer during the first years of the Fox administration, 

without experiencing major tensions or setbacks even after the securitisation of the bilateral 

agenda post-9/11. The situation changed in 2003. Mexico, and Vicente Fox in particular, 

found itself in a complicated position as a US ally when George W. Bush looked for 

international support for its new military enterprise in Iraq. 

The US President wanted the invasion to be approved by the Security Council to legitimise 

it. In order to achieve the support of the UNSC, President Bush called Vicente Fox and 

Ricardo Lagos (Chilean President) asking for support (Roman, 2003). Chile and Mexico 

were non-permanent UNSC members at the time. Bush did not get a positive answer from 

either Latin American presidents (EMOL, 2004). It was a particularly hard choice for Vicente 

 
52 Audio of the phone call available here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PEWe71MDp1o.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PEWe71MDp1o


79 | P a g e  
 

Fox, considering his close personal relationship with the US President. However, the 

invasion of Iraq was highly unpopular in Mexico (Juárez, 2004), and Vicente Fox was 

concerned about the negative impact of supporting the invasion in the federal elections of 

2003 (Velázquez Flores, 2008).  

There was no vote at the Security Council, as the US decided to invade Iraq unilaterally. 

However, the reluctance of Vicente Fox to support the invasion had a negative impact on his 

personal relationship with George W. Bush, and on Mexico’s engagement with the United 

States more broadly. US–Mexican relations went through a “colder” phase afterwards, and 

Washington adopted an even harder stance in the negotiation of the border management 

with Mexico approving the construction of a border wall in 2005–2006 (Stout, 2006; 

Velázquez Flores, 2008). As expected, President Fox openly criticised this decision and 

considered presenting a diplomatic protest against it (El Mundo, 2006). 

The “No” of Vicente Fox to the invasion of Iraq shows that even though the president had 

manifested a positive view of the US, and an explicit willingness to align with Washington, 

there was a “red line” in his support of the US foreign policy. Nevertheless, soon after the 

diplomatic impasse, Mexico and Chile decided to back the United States in the UNSC 

Resolution 148353 (May 2003), which ultimately legitimised the US-led occupation of Iraq 

(Hmoud, 2003). The US–Mexican relationship never came back to the close “honeymoon” 

phase after 2003, but it did get “warmer” a couple of years later when Vicente Fox decided to 

back US security policies once again (Velázquez Flores, 2008), signing the ASPAN initiative.  

The negotiations of this trilateral initiative (it includes Canada) began in 2003 and ended with 

its signing in 2005. Its main security objective was to secure North America of external 

threats, preventing and responding to threats within the sub-region by sharing information 

among other actions, and streamlining low-risk travellers and cargo across borders 

(Ackleson & Kastner, 2006). In terms of the “prosperity” element, the initiative sought to 

improve productivity through regulatory and business collaboration, make efforts to reduce 

the costs of trade with more efficiency, and improve policies related to quality of life such as 

environmental management (Ackleson & Kastner, 2006). 

Originally, the initiative had a predominant security focus. The “prosperity” component was 

incorporated at the request of Vicente Fox to avoid possible resistance to an exclusively 

security-focused initiative (Benítez Manaut, 2008). In spite of the protests against it, which 

depicted the SPP as another “expression of the US hegemony in the region”, and a 

“subordination” of the Mexican government (Gomez Mena, 2006), Vicente Fox signed the 

 
53 Available here: https://undocs.org/S/RES/1483(2003)  

https://undocs.org/S/RES/1483(2003)
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agreement. As Rafael Velázquez sums it up (Velázquez Flores, 2008, p. 96): the main 

Mexican foreign policy objective under Vicente Fox was the migration agreement with 

Washington, it failed, and the country got a wall instead. The signing of SPP materialised 

Mexico’s support of the US security policies.  

I now focus on the event that allows comparability in the four case studies of the present 

thesis, the analysis of the presidents’ stance in the negotiation of the FTAA. As explained in 

Chapter 2, the negotiation of the FTAA provides significant information about the presidents’ 

perceptions of the order’s hierarchy, the US “leadership role” and the “liberal economic 

order”. In the case of Mexico, Vicente Fox was one of the main — if not “the” main — actors 

pushing for its materialisation, based on his commitment to open markets and free trade. 

Vicente Fox had already declared his intentions to promote the signing of the FTAA in the 

aforementioned address to the US Congress in 2001. On that occasion, Fox suggested that 

the establishment of the Free Trade Area of the Americas was one of their common goals in 

the region. The commitment of the Fox administration to open markets and free trade, “core” 

of the current liberal economic order, was reaffirmed in Fox’s speech at the World Economic 

Forum in 2003. In Davos, President Fox highlighted the main challenges the economic order 

faced at the time, including poverty and inequality, and pointed out that market-focused 

development was under strong criticism. Fox then moved to the solution:  

To change in order to build a new era of democratic cooperation and shared responsibility 

in which the developing countries commit themselves to responsible economic policies; 

the developed countries accept to commit themselves in solidarity with the countries with 

lower incomes, and both show it in deeds. 

We must change, but change to build, not to destroy. This involves recognizing two 

things. 

On the one hand, to acknowledge that it is not the time to change principles; it is not 

the time to abandon our commitment to the opening of the economy, deregulation 

of markets, healthy public finances, responsible monetary policy, and greater 

involvement by the private sector in the economy. 

It is not the time to change principles; it is not the time to abandon our commitment 

to the so-called second-generation reforms. Our commitment is to the development of 

a flexible and reliable legal and institutional infrastructure, and to a modern, effective, 

transparent public administration. (Fox, 2003) 
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Vicente Fox then suggested that we should reject the old paradigms that made us choose 

between market and the state, concluding that we need “more market and a better state”. 

The Mexican President consistently supported its government’s free market approach in the 

Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation forum (APEC) meetings. In 2001, the Mexican President 

suggested that Mexico was “working to be open to other economies” (Venegas, 2001). 

During the 2002 APEC Economic Leaders’ Meeting, Fox praised the benefits of free trade 

and claimed that Mexico had become “one of the most open economies in the world” 

(Proceso, 2002), a position that he reaffirmed during the APEC 2003 meeting (BBC, 2003). 

In the APEC meeting of 2005, Fox presented a clear view of the utmost importance of free 

trade for Mexico. The Mexican President suggested that Mexico “believes in free trade”, and 

that it was “a fundamental philosophy in our economy”, a basic principle that guides the 

country’s decisions and actions (Crónica, 2005). 

By 2003, the negotiations of the FTAA had stalled, mainly due to the shift in US priorities 

after 9/11. The ministerial meeting of 2003 in Miami prevented the complete collapse of the 

negotiations of the FTAA, but made a possible agreement even more complicated as it 

opened the alternative of discussing provisions for each of the negotiation areas (Schott, 

2008). In order to regain momentum, and by explicit request of US President Bush (Proceso, 

2004), Vicente Fox organised an extraordinary Summit of the Americas in 2004, held in 

Monterrey. Bush was campaigning for his re-election and needed to show a renewed 

commitment with the region to attract the Hispanic voters in the US, most of them Mexican. 

The declared goals of the meeting were to “facilitate hemispheric cooperation at the highest 

levels of government, in order to face the economic, social and political regional 

challenges”.54 There was no explicit mention of the FTAA. 

However, Mexico and the United States managed to include the FTAA in the Declaration of 

Nuevo León: 

We welcome the progress achieved to date toward the establishment of a Free Trade 

Area of the Americas (FTAA) and take note with satisfaction of the balanced results of the 

VIII Ministerial Meeting of the FTAA held in Miami in November 2003. We support the 

agreement of ministers on the framework and calendar adopted for concluding the 

negotiations for the FTAA in the established timetable, which will most effectively foster 

economic growth, the reduction of poverty, development, and integration through trade 

liberalization, contributing to the achievement of the broad Summit objectives 

 
54 Webpage of the Extraordinary Summit: http://www.summit-
americas.org/specialsummit/sp%20summit/purpose-span.htm.  

http://www.summit-americas.org/specialsummit/sp%20summit/purpose-span.htm
http://www.summit-americas.org/specialsummit/sp%20summit/purpose-span.htm


82 | P a g e  
 

Venezuela and Brazil were opposed to this, and the former even requested to have his 

position explicitly incorporated in the document.55 The 2004 Extraordinary Summit of the 

Americas in Monterrey reaffirmed the explicit support of Vicente Fox for the US-led 

hemispheric project. It also provided insights of the “tense mood” of the participants towards 

the next IV Summit of the Americas of Mar del Plata, Argentina, in 2005. Conversely to Fox’s 

enthusiasm about the FTAA, recently elected left-wing presidents Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, 

Hugo Chávez and Néstor Kirchner were not convinced about it, and did not even want to 

discuss it during the summit.  

As expected, the IV Summit of the Americas unfolded with significant tension among the 

participants. During the meeting, Vicente Fox vigorously defended the FTAA (Velázquez 

Flores, 2008), being the first president to introduce the initiative in the debate, even though it 

was not included in the official agenda: 

Thank you, mister president. I come back to the topic of jobs, and the importance of 

accelerating the increase of the income of families and the people. And therefore, I come 

back to the topic of the continental free trade agreement, as a practical tool which 

gives us the opportunity of moving forward in the domain of generation of productive 

occupation and jobs, including the protection of the income and quality of the jobs.  

It is the same case regarding the impact of a tool like this one to reduce the inflation, it is 

without a doubt a great tool for this purpose […] we began time ago an agreement at 

Quebec, in Canada, where all of us established the commitment to creatively 

construct a free trade agreement built to the size of the challenges that the 

American continent faces, to compete and be successful, the challenge of progress in 

our economies, of generating and protecting jobs, and to make them of better quality and 

higher income.  

From these work tables this idea has been developed, one that can significantly help to 

solve and achieve the goals that we have established. In Miami we reaffirmed this 

willingness, we decided upon some characteristics and conditions, to move forward. And 

today we are here once again, in the topic […] I think the most important thing is that 

in the declaration of this summit, we include this topic precisely, under conditions 

and characteristics that have already been proposed here […] if this clause is not 

there, it becomes evident that the message is that we are not walking or moving forward in 

this task, to which we all have agreed. 

 
55 Document of the Declaration of Nuevo León available here: http://www.summit-
americas.org/specialsummit/Declarations/Declaration%20of%20Nuevo%20Leon%20-%20final.pdf. 

http://www.summit-americas.org/specialsummit/Declarations/Declaration%20of%20Nuevo%20Leon%20-%20final.pdf
http://www.summit-americas.org/specialsummit/Declarations/Declaration%20of%20Nuevo%20Leon%20-%20final.pdf
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[…] I think that the invitation here is not to sign an agreement that we don’t have, nor to 

define a FTAA that we still don’t have, but to participate at a creative table, where with the 

collaboration and talent of everyone with these ideas that have already been put on the 

table, with the precise ideas that have just been proposed by President Lula, we proceed 

to sit democratically in that table, to move forward, because there is no doubt that the time 

is not in our favour, if we continue to delay the beginning or the achievement of our 

negotiations and of the development of creative ideas […] with an instrument that will give 

us competitiveness, that will impact our economies, that will create jobs, and that will 

improve the life quality of our families and our peoples. Concrete proposal, let’s work 

without time limit, to develop this idea. (IV Summit of the Americas, 2016) 

Visibly annoyed by this intervention, the Argentinean President and host of the summit, 

Néstor Kirchner, stated right after Vicente Fox that: 

 It is important to consider the concepts and motives for which the summit was organised, 

hence my thoughts are absolutely different from the ones of mister president of Mexico. 

Because I think it was not what the Mexican President said, with all due respect. 

Jobs should have been at the centre of the debate, not the FTAA, following the summit’s 

agenda, which was the reason why the host President Kirchner complained. Nevertheless, 

the Mexican President was invested in the FTAA, and continued putting on pressure to 

realise the initiative as at the first Summit of the Americas in Quebec established in 2001. 

Vicente Fox supposedly put pressure on other countries such as Colombia to back the 

initiative (La Jornada, 2005), and explicitly criticised the presidency of Argentina for being a 

“bad host”, by not contributing to the signing of the FTAA. Fox said that “the host country 

should make an extraordinary effort to reach an agreement, and Argentina should lead the 

debates in a way that they are productive”, adding that there were “almost 30 countries 

along this line, and 3 or 4 that do not agree with it” (EMOL, 2005d). 

After no agreement was reached, the Mexican President went further in his criticism of 

Néstor Kirchner, stating that “the thoughts of the host, in this case the President (Kirchner), 

were more oriented towards the Argentinean public opinion than reaching a successful 

summit in terms of Latin American integration”. In response, President Kirchner stated that 

“President Fox should focus on Mexico, I was elected by the Argentinean people and I will 

defend them” (Clarín, 2005). The tensions with Argentina dissipated soon after the summit. 

The above analysed events and foreign policy actions taken by Vicente Fox during his 

presidency provided significant evidence of the president’s perceptions of the US-led liberal 

order. Prioritising the engagement with the geopolitical North instead of the South, his open 
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alignment with the United States even after the “securitisation” of the bilateral agenda, and 

his vigorous support for the FTAA and of free trade and open markets (“core” of the liberal 

economic order), lead me to label Vicente Fox as a president with a positive perception 

of the US-led liberal order. 

The second step of the operationalisation of this domestic IV is to contrast the first 

assessment from Merke and Reynoso’s expert survey on the foreign policy orientations of 

Latin American presidents between 1980 and 2014. It included 134 surveys by experts from 

the region in order to position 142 presidencies into four main categories: a) foreign policy 

style (ideological–pragmatic); b) geopolitical orientation (South–North); c) economic 

orientation (protectionism–openness); d) relations with the US (autonomy–alignment). After 

the surveys sent to regional experts were answered, Merke and Reynoso estimated the 

position of each president in a scale from 1 to 7 (i.e. 1 = ideological, and 7 = pragmatic), with 

a 95 per cent of confidence interval56.  

Using the database of the study, I test the first assessment vis-à-vis the scores of Vicente 

Fox in the last three categories, which provide significant insights on the president’s 

perception of the order’s hierarchy, the US “leadership role” and the “liberal economic order”. 

For the first of the categories, the “economic orientation”, we can observe that the regional 

experts confirmed Fox’s strong commitment to the “core” of the current liberal economic 

order: openness of the economy.  

Table 3.2 and Chart 3.1 show Vicente Fox’s scores for this category, along with the scores 

of three governments before and one after to provide a broader picture and perspective, 

which allows us to identify continuity and changes between presidencies: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
56 For details on the methodology of the study and the estimations, which include the comparison of 
the experts’ classifications with a fifth category (left–right government orientation) and their evaluation 
of world leaders such as George Bush or Vladimir Putin see: (Merke & Reynoso, 2016; Merke et al., 
2018). 
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Table 3.2: Presidents’ economic orientation and scores (Mexico) 

Presidents’ economic orientation Scores (1 = protectionism, 7 = openness) 

Miguel de la Madrid 4.63 

Carlos Salinas de Gortari   6.5 

Ernesto Zedillo 6.25 

Vicente Fox Quesada   6.5 

Felipe Calderón  6.38 

        Source: Author, based on Merke and Reynoso’s survey. 

 

Chart 3.1: Mexican Presidents’ economic orientation 

 

              Source: Author, based on Merke and Reynoso’s survey. 

 

The table and chart confirm what was argued in this chapter, the fact that a neoliberal turn 

eventuated in the last two PRI governments (Salinas de Gortari and Zedillo), which was 

continued in the following two PAN governments. It also confirms the pro-market orientation 

adopted by Vicente Fox during his government, the highest score in the presidencies 

included for the analysis, along with Carlos Salinas de Gortari, the president responsible for 

the turn towards neoliberalism. 

Taking this into account, the first assessment of Vicente Fox as a president with a positive 

perception of the liberal economic order seems to be correct, as the experts confirm his 

commitment with the “core” element of the current order. The next two categories provide 

insights about the presidents’ views of the order’s hierarchy and the US leadership role. The 

first one, the “geopolitical orientation”, is presented in the following Table 3.4 and Chart 3.2: 
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Table 3.3: Presidents’ geopolitical orientation and scores (Mexico) 

Presidents’ geopolitical orientation Scores (1 = South, 7 = North) 

Miguel de la Madrid 4.13 

Carlos Salinas de Gortari 5.88 

Ernesto Zedillo 5.38 

Vicente Fox Quesada 5.88 

Felipe Calderón  5.38 

        Source: Author, based on Merke and Reynoso’s survey. 

 

 

Chart 3.2: Mexican presidents’ geopolitical orientation  

 

 

                  Source: Author, based on Merke and Reynoso’s survey. 

 

In this case, it is also possible to confirm a significant shift in the presidential foreign policy 

orientations since the Salinas de Gortari government, this time towards the “North”. The 

signing of NAFTA crystallised the turn, which was continued with the Zedillo, Fox and 

Calderón governments. This confirms the arguments presented in this chapter suggesting 

that there was no real re-engagement with Latin America under Vicente Fox (highest score 

once again, with Salinas de Gortari), and that he continued to pursue closer relations with 

North America instead. This reinforces the idea that he was a president satisfied with the 

order’s hierarchy, without showing intentions to contest the “North’s” dominance, and on the 

contrary, demonstrating his willingness to deepen its country’s engagement with the North 

instead of strengthening the “South”. 
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The second category, “relations with the US”, is even more revealing of the presidents’ views 

of the United States, as shown in Table 3.4: 

Table 3.4: Presidents’ relations with the US (Mexico) 

Presidents’ relations with the US Scores (1 = autonomy, 7 = alignment) 

Miguel de la Madrid 4.13 

Carlos Salinas de Gortari 5.75 

Ernesto Zedillo 5.25 

Vicente Fox Quesada     6 

Felipe Calderón  6.13 

        Source: Author, based on Merke and Reynoso’s survey. 

 

 

Chart 3.3: Mexican presidents’ relations with the US  

 

          Source: Author, based on Merke and Reynoso’s survey. 

 

The experts’ analyses of the presidents’ geopolitical orientations and their relations with the 

US also confirm that Vicente Fox had a positive perception of the United States, a continuity 

of the government of Salinas de Gortari. The experts survey confirms Fox’s positive 

perceptions of the US “leadership role” and the “liberal economic order”. 

To conclude, this section has shown that Vicente Fox with a  positive perception of the US-

led liberal order, manifested in his preference for open economies, the geopolitical North, the 

promotion of free trade and the FTAA, and the Mexican alignment with Washington’s main 

hemispheric policies without significant contestation (with the exception of the NO to Iraq) 

from his government.  
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3.3.  CONCLUSION: ASSESSMENT OF THE NPP MODEL IN MEXICO’S CASE 

Considering the hypotheses that were established at the beginning of this thesis, the 

Mexican case should have followed the logic proposed in Hypothesis number 1: 

H1: Latin American countries that rank high in the regional structure of power, at the regional 

power level, and that presented a predominantly positive presidential perception of the US-

led liberal order between 2001 and 2016 were prone to develop a limited engagement 

strategy towards China, focusing their bilateral agendas with the PRC in the economic 

dimension (which can be strong, considering that it is a regional power with an attractive 

market for China), under the rules of the liberal economic order. In its condition of regional 

power satisfied with the status quo, it has the incentive to adopt a confrontational and 

competitive stance against China, the main challenger, and it is also capable of doing so, 

considering its significant power capabilities. 

This chapter confirms H1, as Mexico is a regional power that has developed a limited 

engagement strategy towards China, adopting a confrontational-competitive behaviour 

towards the PRC in the analysed period. This was especially true under the presidency of 

Vicente Fox, the presidency that marked the turning point in terms of intensification of the 

economic exchanges with China since the beginning of the 21st century.   

Regarding the systemic IV of the proposed NPP model, Mexico is the second regional power 

of Latin America in terms of power capabilities. In terms of the domestic intervening variable, 

the presidents’ perceptions of the US-led liberal order, President Fox presented a positive 

perception of the US-led liberal order. During the Fox government Mexico prioritisised the 

engagement with the geopolitical North, supported Washington’s main hemispheric 

initiatives and policies and promoted the main elements of the current liberal economic 

order.  

In parallel, Mexico established a strong economic engagement with China under the rules of 

the liberal economic order, with significant elements of competition and confrontation. All the 

above is consistent with H1, which suggests that a regional power that presents a positive 

presidential perception of the US-led liberal order would have the incentive to establish a 

limited engagement strategy towards China, the main challenger of the order, to focus 

almost exclusively on trade, and to potentially adopt a confrontational and competitive 

stance vis-à-vis the PRC.  

As demonstrated in this chapter, Mexico openly competed with China for the US market, and 

experienced several moments of diplomatic confrontation, especially during the government 
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of Vicente Fox. The fact that Mexico acted against the PRC many times through the WTO 

and had the aforementioned diplomatic impasses was arguably possible due to Mexico’s 

power capabilities as a regional power. In other words, Mexico was able to be more 

confrontational with China because it is a regional power, a significant economy, a relevant 

global and regional actor, and a US ally. This is also in line with H1, which suggests that a 

regional power with positive presidential perception of the US-led liberal order not only has 

the incentive but also the national power capabilities to adopt this stance towards China, 

being able to bear the costs of the potential negative consequences of contesting the PRC. 

To test the explanatory power of the domestic intervening variable included in the proposed 

NPP neoclassical realist model, the next case study includes a regional power with a 

negative presidential perception of the US-led liberal order: Brazil under Lula da Silva.   



 
 

CHAPTER 4 

THE BRAZILIAN CASE 

Sino–Brazilian relations are the most comprehensive of the region. The intensification of 

exchanges began earlier than the rest of Latin America, with the establishment of the 

“strategic partnership” in the early 1990s. During Lula da Silva’s government (2003–2010), 

Brazil developed a robust bilateral agenda with China, which went from strong trade 

(strongest in the region), significant Chinese funding and investment, to cooperation in 

agriculture, health, technology and energy, among other sectors. A unique feature of the 

Sino–Brazilian relationship is their cooperation and coordination in multilateral arenas such 

as the WTO (i.e. co-leading along with India the G-20), the UN and BRICS, co-leading and 

founding initiatives such as the AIIB and the NDB. No other country in the region has 

developed such level of international collaboration with the PRC. 

This chapter develops the second case study of the thesis. It provides an overview of Sino–

Brazilian relations and proposes a characterisation of the type of engagement strategy 

adopted by Brazil. It then applies the NPP neoclassical realist model to Brazil under Luiz 

Inácio Lula da Silva’s presidency to test the specific Hypothesis 2. It first focuses on the 

operationalisation of the systemic IV to determine Brazil’s category (“regional power” or 

“second-order power/small country”). It then moves to the domestic intervening variable, with 

a focus on Lula’s presidency in order to assess and label his perception of the US-led liberal 

order (“positive” or “negative”). The conclusion assesses the application of NPP to Brazil’s 

case.  

4.1.  OVERVIEW OF SINO–BRAZILIAN RELATIONS 

Brazil established diplomatic relations with the People’s Republic of China in 1974, 

maintaining a stable but rather limited engagement until the 21st century, when it became 

China’s first trading partner in the region. Bilateral trade jumped from 4 billion US dollars in 

2002 to 80 billion US dollars in 2014 (Roldán et al., 2016), with a surplus for Brazil of 11 

billion US dollars in 2018 (Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean, 

2018).  

Most of Brazil’s exports to China are concentrated in minerals, fuels and agriculture (S. 

Burges, 2017), following the regional pattern. Brasilia became the second major recipient of 
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Chinese loans in the region with 28.9 billion committed between 2005 and 2018 (Inter-

American Dialogue, 2018), and the first destination of Chinese investment in the region with 

55 per cent of China’s FDI to Latin America and the Caribbean (Economic Commission for 

Latin America and the Caribbean, 2018). Most of the Chinese investment in Brazil has gone 

to the electricity sector, with State Grid as the main Chinese company involved in 

transmission, and making significant acquisitions, such as the ones made by Three Gorges 

in 2015 which entailed $4 billion for rights in several hydropower plants (Pérez Ludeña, 

2017).   

Some of the major state-owned Brazilian companies such as Petrobras (petroleum), CVRD 

(steel and iron ore) and Embraer (aircrafts) penetrated the Chinese market during this period 

(Domínguez, 2006), with mixed results in the mid and long term (S. Burges, 2017). Tensions 

have emerged in sensitive areas for both economies, particularly in agriculture, with the 

2004 Chinese ban of Brazilian soy for alleged impurities as one of its most significant 

episodes (Domínguez, 2006). Even though these tensions are relevant and demonstrate 

some of the limitations of the relationship, they are rather anecdotal (especially vis-à-vis the 

Mexican case) and have not slowed the overarching process of intensification of their 

economic exchanges. 

In 1982 Brazil and China signed their first agreement in the fields of science and technology. 

Two years later the field of cooperation in nuclear energy for pacific purposes was included 

in the bilateral agenda, satellites technology57 was added in 1988, and cooperation in the 

pacific application of science and technology in space in 1993. These agreements have a 

special relevance for China as they were the first agreements established in a South–South 

cooperation frame (Altemani de Oliveira, 2013). In 1993 Brazil became the first “strategic 

partner” of China in the region, another unique feature of Sino–Brazilian relations 

considering that most of the region achieved that relationship “upgrade” in the 21st century. 

The arrival to office of Lula da Silva in 2003 was the turning point in Sino–Brazilian relations 

(Cordeiro, 2015; Guilhon-Albuquerque, 2017), especially after his official visit to China in 

2004. The visit included a delegation of eight cabinet ministers, six state governors and 450 

business leaders, with an outcome of 15 commercial signed agreements (Chetwynd, 2004). 

In that year, Brazil began to strengthen its relationship with the PRC with the formal 

recognition of China as a “market economy”, and with the establishment of the China-Brazil 

High-Level Coordination and Cooperation Committee (COSBAN), which aimed to 

 
57 The first launch was completed in 1999, the CBERS-1, followed by the CBERS-2 in 2003, the 
CBERS-2B in 2007, the CBERS-3 in 2013, the CBERS-4 in 2014, and the CBERS-04A was launched 
in December 2019 (CBERS, 2020). 



92 | P a g e  
 

institutionalise, guide and coordinate the bilateral strategic relations. COSBAN’s first meeting 

was held in 2006, in which the main areas of cooperation were established (Cordeiro, 2015): 

politics, economy, commerce, science and technology, space, agriculture and culture-

education. The second meeting was held in Brasília in 2012. A new bilateral cooperation 

plan for the next 10 years was announced, one that included the dimensions of innovation, 

investment and energy-infrastructure projects (Cordeiro, 2015).  

The strategic partnership has produced significant outcomes, such as the establishment of 

10 Confucius Institutes in Brazil, a significant number considering that the country that 

follows in Latin America, Mexico, has only five (Hanban, 2016); the creation of the Sino–

Brazilian Centre for Innovative technologies, climate change and energy in 2010; the 2004 

agreement of cooperation between the massive oil companies Sinopec (China) and 

Petrobras (Brazil) to exploit deep waters in third countries; the cooperation established 

between China and Embrapa (Brazilian company of agriculture and livestock research); 

cooperation in biotechnology, informatics and health, including joint initiatives to fight against 

HIV and the development of generic drugs; the combined work of both countries in 

nanotechnology, with the establishment of a specific research centre after the second 

COSBAN meeting in 2012 (Altemani de Oliveira, 2013); and nuclear technology cooperation 

that began with the agreement of 1984, and that more recently could potentially include 

Chinese participation in the construction of the ANGRA–3 nuclear power plant in Brazil 

(Barrozo, 2019; Gandra, 2016). 

Brazil was the only Latin American country willing and able to adopt a collaborative approach 

with China internationally. Brasília has strategically worked together with China in several 

multilateral arenas. They have cooperated and coordinated actions as members of BRICS, 

the G-20 and the BASIC forums (Cordeiro, 2015; A. J. de Oliveira & Onuki, 2013; Stuenkel, 

2013). In spite of their lack of institutionalisation, these forums and groupings have been 

important for the defence and advance of Brazil’s interests in areas such as agriculture and 

pharmaceutics (M. F. de Oliveira, 2005). They also support the country’s overarching foreign 

policy aim of strengthening South–South trade, fight poverty and unemployment, and 

reshape global governance through a reform of its institutions (Becard, Barros-Platiau, & de 

Oliveira, 2015; L. Ramos, 2014). Moreover, they strengthen the developing world’s 

negotiation position within the international order (Narlikar & Tussie, 2004; Vigevani & 

Cepaluni, 2007), especially after the global financial crisis of 2008 (L. Ramos, Vadell, 

Saggioro, & Fernandes, 2012; Stuenkel, 2012, 2013). 

Brasilia and Beijing have also similarly aligned positions in areas like the climate change 

regime (Brütsch & Papa, 2013), based on shared interpretations such as the principle of 
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common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities (Albuquerque, 2016). 

As Stuenkel suggests, intra-BRICS cooperation started from finance and developed a 

spillover effect in other areas, such as the fight against terrorism, illegal immigration and 

drug and arms trafficking (Stuenkel, 2013). Furthermore, they have worked together within 

the General Assembly of the United Nations, voting in the same direction in 91 per cent of 

the voting processes between 1974 and 2008, a significant level of convergence (Ferdinand, 

2014). Beyond the rhetoric and UN votes, Brazil has shown its willingness to participate and 

co-found major international initiatives led by China, some of them with the potential to 

shake and even reshape the international economic and financial system (Callaghan & 

Hubbard, 2016; Reisen, 2015; Renard, 2015; Wang, 2017). 

The most representative examples of this argument are the Brazilian-declared intentions of 

becoming founding member of the AIIB created in 2016 (the only South American country to 

be a founding member), a project that seeks to provide sovereign and non-sovereign 

financing to sustainable projects in several areas (rural infrastructure, energy and power, 

environmental protection, telecommunications and transportation, among others) in Asia and 

the world (AIIB, 2018), and the co-foundation of the NDB in 2014. Brazil has struggled to join 

the first initiative. The Congress showed some signs of a reactivation of the country’s 

intention to join as a founding member at the beginning of 2019 (Câmara dos Deputados, 

2019). However, by the end of the year Brazil had failed to complete its founding prospective 

membership to the AIIB for the fourth time in a row. 

Brazil’s participation in the NDB has faced less challenges. The bank was established in 

2014 during the VII BRICS Summit, in Fortaleza (Brazil), with an initial authorised capital of 

100 billion US dollars to fund infrastructure and sustainable development initiatives in 

emerging and developing countries (New Development Bank, 2017). The NDB has a global 

portfolio of more than 30 projects (8.1 billion US dollars), which includes four Brazilian 

projects with a cost of 621 million US dollars to finance renewable energies and ambience 

protection (Ministry of Economy of Brazil, 2019). Several projects in Brazil have been 

financed through the NDB, including a project in 2018 to improve Petrobras’ environmental 

performance (upgrades of infrastructure and equipment), the reconstruction of 233 km of the 

MA-006 highway also in 2018, and a 300 million US dollars loan in 2017 to the Banco 

Nacional de Desenvolvimento Econômico e Social (BNDES) to finance renewable energy 

projects and associated transmission projects (New Development Bank, 2019). The 

Americas’ office of the NBD is expected to be open in São Paulo in 2019. To date, Brazil is 

the only Latin American country that has developed this level of collaboration with China in 

multilateral arenas.  
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To summarise, Brazil has established a comprehensive engagement strategy towards 

China, especially under Lula da Silva’s government, with elements of collaboration in 

multilateral arenas. The next section focuses on Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva’s government 

(2003–2010, two terms) to assess and label his perceptions of the US-led liberal order in 

order to test H2. 

4.2.  NPP APPLIED TO SINO–BRAZILIAN RELATIONS UNDER LULA DA SILVA 

4.2.1.  Brazil’s position in the regional structure of power 

Brazil’s status as regional power is less contested than Mexico’s, especially after Lula da 

Silva reasserted Brasília’s influence in South America. As the next section shows, the latter 

was one of Lula’s foreign policy objectives materialised in the creation of Unasur (Union of 

South American Nations, for its name in Spanish), a platform that was used for the 

management of regional crises during his presidency (i.e. Bolivian crisis 2008). This does 

not imply a regional acceptance of Brazil’s leadership. In fact, as Malamud suggests, Brazil 

has been in many ways a “leader without followers” (Malamud, 2011), with a regional 

leadership that has been consistently contested by second-order powers such as Argentina 

and Venezuela.  

However, if we focus exclusively on its national power capabilities there is little doubt of its 

regional power status. Brazil has a population of 207 million inhabitants, a territory of 

8,358,140 km2, a GDP of 1796 billion US dollars, and a defence budget of 24,500 billion US 

dollars.58 As Schenoni demonstrates, Brazil is at the top of South America’s “unipolar” 

structure of power (L. Schenoni, 2015). As the next table shows, Brazil is located at the top 

(along with Mexico) of the Latin American countries in the National Power Capabilities 

indexes NPI (National Power Index), CINC (Composite Index of National Capability) and 

IEPG (Indice Elcano de Presencia Global), with a significant distance to the following 

countries in the list (Argentina, Venezuela and Chile, for details see Table 4.1). 

Taking the above into consideration, Brazil has been labelled as a “regional power” in the 

operationalisation of the systemic IV of the NPP neoclassical realist model. The next section 

focuses on the operationalisation and analysis of the domestic intervening variable for Lula 

da Silva’s presidency. 

 
58 Data for indicators comes from the World Bank database, The CIA World Factbook, and Global 
Firepower (2016): http://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/POP.pdf; 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ve.html;  
http://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/GDP.pdf ; https://www.globalfirepower.com/countries-
listing-latin-america.asp. 

http://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/POP.pdf
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ve.html
http://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/GDP.pdf
https://www.globalfirepower.com/countries-listing-latin-america.asp
https://www.globalfirepower.com/countries-listing-latin-america.asp
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Table 4.1: Brazil’s National Power capabilities vis-à-vis selected Latin American 

countries 

Country NPI (2011) CINC (2007) IEPG (2018) 

Argentina 0.459 0.00575 44.4 

Brazil 0.639 0.02473 118.9 

Bolivia 0.268 0.00109 3.5 

Chile 0.459 0.00313 46.1 

Colombia 0.486 0.00637 36.4 

Ecuador 0.346 0.00149 8.4 

Mexico 0.552 0.01529 99.5 

Peru 0.433 0.00301 23.8 

Uruguay 0.300 0.00053 7.9 

Venezuela 0.460 0.00460 24.1 

Source: Author, based on NPI, CINC and IEPG. 

 

4.2.2.  President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva’s perception of the US-led liberal order: 

Implications for Sino–Brazilian relations 

a) Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva’s government and foreign policy 

The election of Lula da Silva (Lula, from now on) in 2002 was at least improbable (French & 

Fortes, 2012). He was a humble man who quit school after four years; subsequently he 

became an activist unionist (in the metal industry) and played a significant role in the strikes 

of the late 1970s; he had no significant executive experience besides the aforementioned 

union leadership and one term in the federal government. Up to that point Lula had lost three 

presidential elections, however he went on to win in 2002, his fourth attempt, leading the 

Partido dos Trabalhadores (PT). More surprising was his decision to continue with the main 

macroeconomic neoliberal policies adopted by his predecessor Fernando Henrique Cardoso 

(do Rosario Costa & Lamarca, 2013; Martinelli Freitas, 2007), especially in terms of 

macroeconomic stabilisation, fiscal responsibility, and independence of the Central Bank, 

without reversing privatisations and maintaining the commitments with the IMF (Power, 

2014; Sallum Jr., 2008).  

Lula’s first term (2003–2006) was marked by significant continuity of Cardoso’s main 

policies, following a conservative approach that created some tensions within his party 

(Camfield Barbosa, 2012). The decision ultimately paid off as it reassured investors and 

maintained Brazil’s economic stability and credibility (Dagnino & Chaves Teixeira, 2014). His 

first government was also marked by a series of corruption scandals in 2005, which seriously 



96 | P a g e  
 

endangered his re-election (Anderson, 2011; Flynn, 2005). His second term (2006–2010) 

enjoyed a significantly favourable economic environment (Sola, 2008), characterised by a 

high foreign demand of natural resources, which along with the continuity of the fiscal 

responsibility approach allowed Brazil to average a 4.1 per cent of GDP growth between 

2003 and 2010 (R. A. Teixeira & Costa, 2012). These favourable conditions enabled Lula to 

develop a “neo-developmentalist” approach (Henkin, 2014; Sauer & Mészáros, 2016) and 

advance his social agenda, with emphasis on income redistribution (Morais & Saad-Filho, 

2011).  

There is no consensus on the overall assessment of Lula’s government economic 

performance.59 Nevertheless, the literature tends to highlight some significant successes in 

terms of a continuity of growth beyond crisis, the democratisation of credit, a “growth through 

distribution”, and the improvement of the economic situation of backward regions (Sallum Jr., 

2008). Some of the most commonly highlighted are the expansion of social security 

coverage from 45 per cent of the workforce in 2002 to 51 per cent in 2010, and the 

significant increase of the minimum wage by 67 per cent between 2003 and 2010 (Morais & 

Saad-Filho, 2011); a striking reduction of poverty, with 22.9 million people moving above the 

poverty line between 2003 and 2011 (Cortes, 2014), and 29 million reaching the “lower 

middle class” level (French & Fortes, 2012); the creation of 15.3 million new jobs, and the 

decrease of unemployment from 12.3 per cent in 2002 to 5.5 per cent in 2012 (Wiesebron, 

2014); and finally, the increase in resources dedicated to housing from R$8 to 42 billion in 

2008 (Bonduki, 2014). 

In terms of Brazil’s foreign policy, the vast literature on the subject tends to highlight the 

following characteristics: the consolidation of “presidential diplomacy” (Almeida, 2004; Lima 

& Duarte, 2013; Ricupero, 2010), and the particularly “active” and “assertive” Lula’s foreign 

policy approach (S. Burges, 2005; Hurrell, 2008); the maintenance of the traditional 

principles of Brazil’s foreign policy such as universalism, sovereignty and autonomy 

(Amorim, 2010; S. W. Burges, 2012; Spektor, 2014b), but with a shift from Cardoso’s 

strategy of “autonomy through participation” to “autonomy through diversification” (Malamud, 

2017; Letícia Pinheiro & Soares de Lima, 2018; Vigevani & Cepaluni, 2007). Moreover, there 

was the establishment of several overarching foreign policy priorities, including 

multilateralisation, democratisation and reform of the “hierarchical” international system and 

its main political and economic structures (Albanus, 2015; Bernal Meza, 2010; Cervo, 2010; 

Ramanzini, 2010; Visentini & Reis da Silva, 2010); the enhancement of Brazil’s role and 

 
59 Some interesting analyses that include more extensive critiques of Lula’s economic policies are (De 
Castro, 2014; Paiva, 2006; Sauer, 2017). 
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relative position in the system through an active participation in multilateral arenas — for 

example, the ability to seat at the “major tables”, such as the UNSC (S. W. Burges, 2012; 

Fonseca, 2017; Ramanzini & Vigevani, 2010; Spektor, 2016; Valença & Carvalho, 2014); a 

renewed focus on regional integration in South America (Fonseca, 2017; Leticia Pinheiro & 

Gaio, 2014) and South–South cooperation and coordination mechanisms (Almeida, 2010; 

Amorim, 2010). 

The successes and failures of Lula’s foreign policy outcomes is another contested issue. 

However, there is general consensus about the major adjustments of strategy described 

above, especially in terms of adopting a significantly more active and assertive participation 

in multilateral forums and a more explicit search for a reform of the international system, its 

main institutions (WTO and UN) and its hierarchy, along with his attempt to reassert Brazil’s 

role in South America (i.e. the leadership and establishment of Unasur and the Rio Group, 

and strengthening Mercosur).   

b) Lula’s perception of the US-led liberal order60 

The overview of the Sino–Brazilian engagement suggests that Brasilia has developed a 

significantly different engagement strategy towards China than Mexico, the first Latin 

American regional power analysed in this thesis. Brazil has established a comprehensive 

engagement with the PRC that includes a unique international collaboration component, 

especially under Lula da Silva’s presidency (2003–2010). Being a regional power as Mexico 

but having developed a significantly closer relationship with China than the latter in the 

analysed period, the Brazilian case allows us to test the “Regional power–Image” NCR 

model in a second regional power, which is expected to vary in its domestic IV vis-à-vis 

Mexico.   

The assessment of President Lula’s perception of the US-led liberal order follows the same 

steps as the Mexican case: it first identifies and analyses several events and foreign policy 

actions that were indicative of Lula’s perceptions of the US-led liberal order to develop a first 

assessment. The second step contrasts the first assessment with Merke and Reynoso’s 

experts survey on the foreign policy orientations of Latin American presidents between 1980 

and 2014. 

There was a significant difference between the first (2003–2006) and second (2006–2010) 

terms of Lula da Silva. His government moved from pragmatic continuity to a neo-

developmentalist and socially-oriented approach. A similar process can be identified in 

 
60 All the quotes included in this section are free translations by the author from Portuguese. 



98 | P a g e  
 

Lula’s rhetoric and actions regarding the order’s hierarchy, the US “leadership role” and the 

“liberal economic order”. As the next foreign policy actions and events show, before the 

global financial crisis of 2008 Lula’s discourse was generally moderate, and his approach 

less explicitly against the current economic order. As Sean Burges explains, this indirect 

approach is a traditional Brazilian diplomatic practice called jeitinho (to find a way around), 

preferring to endlessly stall debates instead of directly ending them (S. Burges, 2017). The 

turning point in terms of a critical view of the US “leadership role” began after the invasion of 

Iraq in 2003, and more clearly during and after the global financial crisis of 2008. This period 

also marked his assertive turn towards the geopolitical “South” and in terms of being critical 

of the liberal economic order.  

Lula’s first years in government were marked by continuity with the neoliberal approach of 

Cardoso, with a moderate rhetoric to secure economic stability. However, Lula’s speeches in 

the World Social Forum (WSF) and the World Economic Forum (WEF) in 2003 suggest that 

the aforementioned decision of adopting a continuity approach was probably based on 

pragmatism rather than his personal views on the liberal economic order. 

During his speech for the WSF in Porto Alegre (Brazil) Lula referred to his invitation to 

participate in the WEF that year and made provocative claims, such as the following: 

it is not possible to continue an economic order where few can eat five times a day and 

many go five days without eating […] tell them [participants of the World Economic Forum] 

that a new world economic order is needed and that the result of wealth should be 

distributed more fairly so that poor countries have the opportunity to be less poor.  

Tell them that black African children have as much of a right to eat as blue-eyed children 

born in the Nordic countries. Tell them that poor children in Latin America have as much of 

a right to eat as any child born in any part of the world. Tell them that the world does not 

need war, the world needs peace, the world needs understanding. (Folha De S. Paulo, 

2003) 

It was a highly ideological and confrontational speech, as was expected considering the 

character of the WSF. Lula’s speech in Davos had a different tone, less ideological and more 

pragmatic. However, honouring his promise at some extent, he did aim at the “core” of the 

liberal economic order: 

Here in Davos, there is a conviction of the fact that there is only one god: the market. 

However, free market presupposes, first and foremost, the freedom and security of 

citizens […] We want free trade, but free trade that is characterized by reciprocity. 
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The export effort that we will make will be worthless if the rich countries continue to preach 

free trade and practice protectionism. (BBC Brasil, 2003) 

Even though President Lula was critical about the “core” principles of the liberal economic 

order (the market as a “God”), it was clear that he wanted to “fix” it, not replace it. In this 

vein, Lula suggested that “the construction of a new international economic order, more 

just and democratic, is not only an act of generosity, but also, and especially, an attitude of 

political intelligence”, and that the rich countries “can and must build with us a new 

shared global development agenda”. The rhetoric was different in both forums, but the 

message was similar: the current liberal economic order, led and managed by the rich 

countries, was unfair for the developing world, and it needed to change. 

Lula’s contestation of the liberal economic order was not only rhetorical, it was backed by 

foreign policy actions. In 2003, Brazil led the coalition — along with India, and China 

followed — of developing countries that pushed against the US–European Union agenda in 

the WTO Doha round of Cancún (S. Burges, 2005). The coalition led by Brasilia presented 

an alternate proposal with a broad agricultural liberalisation approach, which included the 

elimination of export subsidies (Narlikar & Tussie, 2004). The G-20 proposal was a reaction 

to the US-EU proposal and its lack of willingness to make concessions in agriculture 

(Delgado & Soares, 2005). It ultimately blocked the negotiation and forced the Fifth WTO 

Ministerial Conference to end the 14th of September, without an agreement.  

Brazil played a particularly active role in this process (Amorim, 2010), which caused the 

exasperation of the US trade representative at the time, Robert Zoellick. The US 

representative wrote a piece published in the Financial Times titled “America will not wait for 

the won’t-do countries” to complain about the attitude of Brazil and India during that meeting. 

In Lula’s speech to the UN General Assembly in 2006, the Brazilian President explicitly 

showed his satisfaction with the active role played by his government, leading the G-20 to 

reshape the liberal economic order’s institutions: 

The only thing worse than inaction stemming from ignorance is neglect born of 

accommodation. The old geography of international trade must be profoundly 

reshaped. Brazil, together with its partners in the Group of Twenty (G-20), is 

engaged in that task. The creation of the G-20 has changed the dynamics of 

negotiations at the World Trade Organization (WTO): until recently, developing 

countries played only peripheral roles in the most important negotiations.  



100 | P a g e  
 

Eliminating the barriers that prevent poor countries from developing is an ethical duty of 

the international community. It is also the best way to ensure prosperity and security for 

all. Today, for the first time in the history of the General Agreement on Tariffs and 

Trade/WTO system, the word “development” appears in the title of a round of trade 

negotiations. However, the Doha Development Agenda, which will decide the future 

of the world trade system, is now in crisis. (UNGA, 2006a) 

The next episode of contestation of the liberal economic order was the discussion and 

negotiation of the FTAA. Lula’s approach contrasts significantly from Vicente Fox’s (see 

Chapter 3). Instead of pushing for its materialisation, Brazil made another jeitinho and stalled 

the negotiation until it collapsed (S. Burges, 2017). Considered by the radical faction of 

Lula’s party as an attempt of US “annexation” of the region (Almeida, 2011), Brazil’s position 

towards the FTAA shifted from Cardoso’s support61 (Batista Jr, 2003) to Lula’s indirect but 

decisive opposition (Spektor, 2014b).  

Lula criticised the FTAA during his campaign stating that “as it has been proposed by the US 

to date, the FTAA is not an integration proposal, it is an annexation policy, and our 

country will not be annexed” (Portela, 2002). The materialisation of a hemispheric US-led 

FTAA could have hindered one of Lula’s main foreign policy objectives, the strengthening of 

South America, considering that its original terms were perceived by Brazil as unfavourable 

for Mercosur (Barbosa, 2003; Vigevani & Mariano, 2005).  

Once in government, Lula kept his promise and continued with the negotiations and 

international commitments assumed by Cardoso’s government, including the FTAA. The 

problems began when the new Brazilian government pushed to include topics such as the 

domestic support of agriculture, which was resisted by Washington (Barbosa, 2003). During 

the 2003 FTAA ministerial meeting in Miami, Brazil’s negotiating efforts were focused upon 

agreeing on a flexible and non-comprehensive understanding of the FTAA, proposing a 

“FTAA light” with different levels of commitment that was finally accepted (C. G. P. Teixeira, 

2011). It was a victory for Brazil. 

As explained in the Mexican case (Chapter 3), by 2004 the US government was concerned 

about the chances of reaching an agreement for the FTAA in the IV Summit of the Americas 

of 2005, the original deadline, and asked Mexico to organise an extraordinary summit that 

year to advance the negotiation. One of the main goals of the US administration in the 

extraordinary Summit of Monterrey was to reach an agreement on the entry in force of the 

 
61 President Cardoso’s support for the FTAA was nuanced, with significant variations throughout his 
government (S. Burges, 2017; Oliveira, 2003).   
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FTAA by the 1 of January 2005 (BBC, 2004a). Lula, among other presidents in the region, 

did not even want the FTAA to be in the final declaration (BBC, 2004a), and openly rejected 

this suggesting that it was not enough time (El Mundo, 2004). The result was mixed, as the 

declaration included the continuing negotiations for the FTAA, but not a deadline for its entry 

in force.  

The coup de grâce against the FTAA occurred one year later in the IV Summit of the 

Americas, in Mar del Plata. Once again, Lula did not want to talk about the FTAA. The 

Brazilian President wanted to talk about “employment”, the topic of the summit. He was 

clearly upset by the fact that Mexican President Vicente Fox put it on the table, as his 

speech shows: 

I wanted, Kirchner, to ask permission to speak about a subject that was not on the 

agenda, because I received the programme and it was about: employment, employment 

and employment. I came prepared to discuss employment, but when I arrived other things 

were being discussed, and I wanted to address, just to have it recorded in the meeting, the 

issue of free trade, the issue of the FTAA, I will say one thing about it. I'll be quick. 

First, the debate about trade cannot be ideological. I disputed the 2002 elections in a war 

of who was in favour of the FTAA or who was against the FTAA […] I won the elections, 

there was the Miami agreement in 2003, which set parameters for discussing this 

issue. Second, it does not make sense for Brazil to talk about free trade while 

gigantic agricultural subsidies persist, which make the playing field uneven. Third, 

this is why it is a priority of the WTO, where this issue can be dealt with effectively. 

On the other hand, there is no single model for business relationships. Before Miami in 

2003, the FTAA was discussing issues that went far beyond trade, such as rules for 

investments, government purchases, etc., which limited the possibility of technological 

industrial policies, etc. That is why we have proposed and redefined the basis of the 

negotiations. For Mercosur and Brazil, I believe, we have negotiated agreements 

with other developing countries in which we take full account of the asymmetries 

and sensitivities of the least developed countries. The same principle should 

govern hemispheric negotiations. We are willing to continue these discussions, but 

we cannot set deadlines that will not be met and will only cause fray. (Presidência da 

República, 2005) 

Lula’s speech depicted Brazil’s new stance on the FTAA in a nutshell, maintaining the 

country’s core arguments used during the WTO Doha round of 2003 relating to the lack of 

reciprocity (Cervo, 2010) and the potential perpetuation of the asymmetries between 
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developed and developing countries of the initiative. Brazil, with the support of most of the 

region, pushed for the negotiation of a “single agreement” that needed to be signed and 

implemented as a whole (S. Burges, 2017), adding even more difficulties to the already slim 

chances of reaching an agreement in Mar del Plata.  

The negotiations stalled once more, and despite Vicente Fox’s efforts to reach an 

agreement, the new left-wing governments of Lula da Silva, Chávez and Kirchner 

successfully drowned the FTAA initiative in Mar del Plata. As it has been argued in this 

thesis, the FTAA represents the core elements of the US-led liberal order, hence the 

importance of highlighting the significant difference in the stance of the two regional powers 

regarding it: Vicente Fox was the main Latin American country pushing for its success, Lula 

da Silva was its main opponent. Thus, indirectly and with a moderate rhetoric, following the 

Brazilian tradition, Lula managed to block two of the most important negotiations to reinforce 

the liberal economic order at the time during his first government (2003–2006).  

The aforementioned “moderate” critical view of the US “leadership role” and the liberal 

economic order shifted towards a more assertive one during Lula’s second government 

(2006–2010), both in terms of foreign policy actions and rhetoric. One of the first examples 

of this shift was President Lula’s speech at the plenary session of the UN General Assembly 

in 2007, stating that: 

Building a new international order is no rhetorical turn of phrase; it is a matter of 

common sense. Brazil is proud of its contribution to South American integration, 

particularly through the Common Market of the South. We are working to bring together 

peoples and regions. We seek to enhance political dialogue and economic links with 

the Arab world, Africa and Asia, and we do so without sacrificing our traditional 

partners. Brazil has set up an innovative cooperation mechanism with India and South 

Africa. Together we are working on specific projects to help in various countries, including 

Haiti and Guinea-Bissau.  

We all agree on the need for increased participation by developing countries in the 

major international decision-making bodies, in particular the Security Council. The 

time has come to move from words to action. We appreciate recent proposals by 

President Sarkozy to reform the Security Council, with the inclusion of developing nations. 

A review of decision-making processes within international financial institutions is 

also required. (UNGA, 2007) 
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The main turning point for Lula’s criticism of the liberal economic order was the 2008 global 

financial crisis, when he began to adopt a much more assertive and provocative rhetoric. 

The Brazilian President’s view of the causes of the crisis and the way to solve it was clear:  

We have a global crisis that was born in the heart of the country that represents the 

largest GDP (Gross domestic product) in the world, which represents the synthesis of 

world capitalism. It was precisely in this country that a crisis of the financial system 

arose that could disrupt the development and economic growth of emerging 

countries. We have to discuss why the exit also has to be global. (O Globo, 2008) 

In the same vein, at the UN General Assembly of 2008, President Lula continued with his 

open criticism of the liberal economic order and aired his view on the renewed importance of 

the “South”: 

Because of the responsibility of speculators, entire peoples are suffering anguish in 

the wake of successive financial disasters that threaten the world’s economy. 

Indispensable interventions by State authorities have defied market 

fundamentalists and shown that this is a time for political decisions […] We must not 

allow the burden of the boundless greed of a few to be shouldered by all. The economy is 

too serious a matter to be left in the hands of speculators. Ethics must also apply to the 

economy.  

Today’s supranational economic institutions have neither the authority nor the workable 

instruments that they need to control the anarchy of speculation. We must rebuild them 

on entirely new foundations […] A new political, economic and trade geography is 

being built in today’s world. While navigators in the past would look to the North Star, 

today we are trying to find our way by looking at multiple dimensions of our planet. Now 

we often find our North Star in the South. (UNGA, 2008) 

In March 2009 the criticisms were even more provocative. In his UN General Assembly, Lula 

fired up once again against the core values, principles and actors of the liberal economic 

order: 

More than a crisis of big banks, this is a crisis of big dogmas. An economic, political 

and social outlook held to be unquestionable has simply fallen apart. A senseless way of 

thinking and acting which dominated the world for decades has proven itself bankrupt. I 

refer to the absurd doctrine that markets could regulate themselves with no need 

for so-called intrusive State intervention. And I refer to the thesis of absolute 

freedom for financial capital, with no rules or transparency, beyond the control of 
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people and institutions. It was an iniquitous defence of a minimal, crippled, weakened 

state, unable to promote development or to fight poverty and inequities.  

The real cause of the crises is that most of the sovereignty of peoples and nations and 

their democratic governments had been confiscated by autonomous networks of wealth 

and power. I said then that the time had come for political decisions. I said that leaders, 

rather than arrogant technocrats must take responsibility for bringing worldwide 

disorder under control […] Rich countries are putting off reform at multilateral 

agencies such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. We 

simply cannot understand the paralysis of the Doha Round, whose conclusion will, above 

all, benefit the poorest countries of our world. (UNGA, 2009) 

In the same speech, Lula aimed at the US-led liberal order in a more general manner, and to 

its hierarchy more particularly, showing his dissatisfaction with it by stating: 

Sixty-five years on, the world can no longer be run by the same rules and values 

that prevailed at the Bretton Woods Conference. Likewise, the United Nations and its 

Security Council can no longer be run by the same structures imposed after the Second 

World War. We are in a period of transition in international relations. We are moving 

towards a multilateral world. However, it is also a multipolar world, based on experiences 

in regional integration such as South America’s experience in creating the Union of South 

American Nations. 

Also in 2009, during a meeting with the UK Prime minister Gordon Brown in Brasilia, Lula 

went even further in his provocative language and made the following controversial 

statement:  

(The crisis) was not caused by any black, indigenous or poor person. It was a crisis 

caused by the irrational behaviour of white people with blue eyes who, before the 

crisis seemed to know everything, and who now demonstrate that they know 

nothing. (Andrade, 2009) 

Some months later, President Lula focused his criticisms on the core institutions of the 

liberal economic order in preparation for the G8 summit in Italy, stating that: 

The crisis is also an opportunity for the construction of a new international order and 

governance. It shows us that the world cannot be ruled by a club of seven or eight 

rich countries, without taking into account more than half of humanity. It is unthinkable 
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that the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank remain a condominium of 

Europeans and Americans. (Correio Braziliense, 2009) 

With the support of the BRIC, Lula went beyond the rhetoric and pushed for an increase of 

the representation of the group within the IMF and the World Bank during the G-20 meeting 

of September 2009. The Brazilian President aimed for an increase of 7 per cent and 6 per 

cent respectively, and achieved a 5 per cent and 3 per cent. Lula celebrated the result 

claiming that it was an “extraordinary victory”, and that “it is not just the quantity. It is the 

demonstration of compliance of rulers and institutions who felt they did not have to change 

anything in the world”. Finally, Lula claimed that “the crisis opened people’s minds. I know 

what it is like to have a meeting with rich countries before the crisis and after the crisis” 

(Garcez, 2009). 

Lula’s criticism of the IMF and the World Bank continued in November 2009. During his visit 

to London, the Brazilian President was once again explicit on his views of the liberal 

economic order during the crisis, criticising the aforementioned institutions and stating that 

“we cannot let an economic recovery, albeit partial, postpone the profound and necessary 

changes in world governance”, reaffirming the need for “new structures and rules that 

reflect the emergence of developing countries as indispensable actors in an increasingly 

interdependent world” (Globo, 2009).  

The assertive rhetoric was maintained by Lula during his last year of government. In April 

2010, a week before the celebration of the II BRICS Presidential Summit in Brasilia, the 

Brazilian President stated that “the World Bank and the IMF must abandon their obsolete 

dogmas and harmful conditionalities. Brazil did not become a creditor of these 

organizations so that things would continue as before”, defending a “democratic and 

balanced global governance” (Terra, 2010). In his speech at the WSF that year he aimed 

at the core principle of the liberal economic order, free trade: 

It was very easy to talk about free trade, it was very easy to talk about free trade, when 

only they could sell; it was very easy to talk about free trade, when only they could export. 

Free trade, for rich countries, was for them to send their products into poor 

countries. But when it comes to talking about exports and free trade, sending the 

products of poor countries to the rich world, then they create the subsidies like 

those that they criticised so much that we created here so recently. That is why we 

have not been able to conclude the Doha Round agreement at the end of December last 

year when we were very close, and we did not [conclude] because of a divergence 

between India and the United States. The concrete fact is that until the agreement is 
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reached, the poorest countries in the world will be subordinated to the subsidy 

logic […]. (Presidência da República, 2010b) 

Along with Brazil’s — with the support of BRICS — push for reform within the main 

institutions of the liberal economic order (enhancing their position within the IMF and the 

World Bank), the global financial crisis was a catalyst for Lula’s aim to reshape the latter 

through the establishment and strengthening of regional blocks of the South, mainly Unasur, 

the Rio Group (later known as CELAC) and BRICS. As Burges suggests, the Unión de 

Naciones Suramericanas (Unasur) and the Rio Group/CELAC were organisations that 

excluded the United States in order to reduce Washington’s influence in the region (S. 

Burges, 2017). Lula was explicit about his beliefs on the potential “game changer” effect of 

Unasur in the international structure of power, stating in the inauguration speech of the 

organisation in May 2008 that “a united South America will shake the world’s power 

board”, and that “our South America will no longer be a mere geographical concept. As of 

today, it is a political, economic and social reality, with its own functionality” (Versiani, 2008). 

This is another clear expression of Lula’s dissatisfaction with the order’s hierarchy, and the 

importance of strengthening the “South” to play a more important role in the international 

system. 

President Lula assigned a similar importance to the BRIC (later BRICS), especially after the 

global financial crisis (Amorim, 2010; S. Burges, 2017; L. Ramos et al., 2012; Stuenkel, 

2012, 2015). Lula was convinced about BRIC’s potential to re-shape the US-led liberal order, 

claiming in 2008 that “BRIC is an important force in discussing global problems. We have 

high expectations from the BRIC summit”, and that “we, the developing countries, should not 

allow the crisis to harm our development. We must jointly with India, China and Russia help 

the world to get out of the crisis” (Grudgings, 2008). Lula reaffirmed his conviction during his 

speech at the 2010 BRIC Summit, stating that “Brazil, Russia, India and China have a 

fundamental role to play in building this new, more fair, representative and secure 

international order” (Presidência da República, 2010a). 

Moving to the second element of the US-led liberal order, US “leadership role”, despite a 

promising start with George W. Bush at the end of 2002, Brazil’s relationship with the US 

under Lula’s government proved to be difficult (S. Burges, 2017). As Hakim suggests, the 

US–Brazil relationship has not been genuinely productive mainly due to significant 

divergences between both countries on critical issues (Hakim, 2015). One of the main areas 

of discord during Lula’s government was US unilateralism (Pecequilo, 2010).  
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In December 2002 President Bush contacted Brazil’s elected President Lula to ask for 

support for the invasion of Iraq (Alencar & Aith, 2002). During the presidential campaign, 

Lula was openly critical of the US foreign policy, stating that “the United States has a 

president who, out of every 10 words he speaks, nine are about creating a war. He is always 

looking for a new opponent” (Portela, 2002). It was not surprising that Brazil did not support 

the US invasion of Iraq, a stance that was explicitly expressed during a meeting between 

Lula and French President Jacques Chirac where the Brazilian President stated that “nothing 

should be done outside the UN Security Council, meanwhile the inspectors have doubts 

about what they found. We need caution and calmness”, adding that “a citizen can do 

something foolish, a State cannot” (Agência Brasil, 2003). 

Despite an initial rapprochement between presidents Bush and Lula, having held a 

successful meeting in November 2002 (S. Burges, 2017), the invasion of Iraq caused 

significantly tension in the bilateral relations. In 2006, Lula criticised the execution of 

Saddam Hussein: 

I think the violence will continue. Iraq will only have the solution to its problems when the 

Iraqis themselves make decisions, right or wrong, and take fate into their own hands […] I 

think that those who are now occupying Iraq must be aware that Iraq will only find 

peace when it allows internal differences to be resolved by themselves. As long as 

there are people who think that they can provide a solution from the outside, there will be 

no solution. (Globo, 2006) 

A second short period of rapprochement occurred in 2007, with the signing of the 

Memorandum of Understanding to Advance Cooperation on Biofuels during Bush’s visit to 

Brazil (Pecequilo, 2010). However, Lula’s contestation of the US “leadership role” would 

become more explicit in the last years of his government, being backed by significant foreign 

policy actions in the Middle East. Two significant examples are Brazil’s involvement in the 

Israeli-Palestinian and Iran crises. In 2008 Lula aimed at the UN and the US as mediator of 

the Israeli-Palestinian conflict (Exman, 2008): 

What is proven is that the UN does not have the courage to make a decision to bring 

peace there and does not have the courage because the United States has the veto 

power and therefore, things do not happen.  

In 2009, President Lula invited Mahmud Abbas (president of the Palestinian National 

Authority) to Porto Alegre, organising a meeting with representatives of the Palestinian 

diaspora (Brun, 2012). Along with criticising the US role in the conflict, during his visit to 
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Israel in March 2010 the Brazilian President made several provocative statements against 

one of Washington’s closest allies:  

We stand for a sovereign, secure and peaceful state of Israel […] It must live with a 

Palestinian state that is equally sovereign, peaceful, secure, and viable, above all at 

the borders of its territory. 

This (dialogue) stance is even more necessary now, since we saw a halt in the 

negotiations and unilateral initiatives that hinder them, such as the announcement 

of the construction of houses in Jerusalem on the eve of the resumption of a round 

of negotiations […] The impasse aggravates the deterioration of living conditions in the 

occupied Palestinian territories. But it also feeds fundamentalisms on all sides and puts 

even more bloodied conflicts on the horizon. (Salek, 2010) 

In one of his last foreign policy decisions as president, on the 3rd of December 2010 Lula’s 

government recognised the Palestinian state on the 1967 borders (BBC, 2010). Brazil’s 

involvement in the Iran nuclear program crisis, however, would bring Brasilia’s relations with 

the United States to its lowest point (Hakim, 2015). The Brazilian government played an 

active role as mediator of the negotiations to stop the Iranian nuclear program, especially 

after the beginning of UN sanctions against Tehran in 2006. Lula’s diplomatic efforts 

intensified significantly in 2009, receiving the Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in 

Brasilia (BBC, 2009). During that year Lula criticised the recently elected US President 

Barack Obama for the sanctions imposed on Ahmadinejad’s government, and his alleged 

lack of willingness to talk to the Iranian President, stating “what I think is serious is that so 

far, President Obama has not talked to Iran. So far, no Security Council President has 

spoken to Iran. He has to talk to the president face-to-face and say he will make such a 

decision” (Eichenberg, 2010). 

In May 2010, the Brazilian and Turkish governments announced a tentative deal with Iran 

over its nuclear programme (Barrionuevo & Arsu, 2010), provoking a vehement response 

from the US Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton, who stated:  

I don’t know that we agree with any nation on every issue […] And certainly we have 

very serious disagreements with Brazil's diplomacy vis-à-vis Iran. And we have told 

President Lula, and I've told my counterpart the foreign minister [Celso Amorim] that we 

think buying time for Iran, enabling Iran to avoid international unity with respect to 

their nuclear program, makes the world more dangerous, not less. 
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They [Brazilians] have a theory of the case, they're not just acting out of impulse 

[…] We disagree with it. So we go at it. We say well, we don’t agree with that, we think 

that, that the Iranians are using you. And that we think it’s time to go to the Security 

Council, and that it is only after the Security Council acts that the Iranians will engage 

effectively on their nuclear program. (VOA, 2010) 

In June that same year, Brazil and Turkey, who were non-permanent members at the time, 

voted against the new sanctions that were going to be imposed via UNSC Resolution 1929), 

arguing that their diplomatic efforts had not been considered (Brun, 2012). Lula’s 

involvement in the Iran nuclear program negotiation was the straw that broke the camel’s 

back for the United States, not willing to allow Brazil to get involved in the Middle East to this 

extent. The countries reached the worst moment in their bilateral relations in decades. 

Taking into consideration all the here analysed events and foreign policy actions, Brazilian 

President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva has been labelled as a president with a negative 

perception of the US-led liberal order.  

This first assessment is now contrasted with Merke and Reynoso’s expert survey. The 

scores confirm Lula’s negative perception of the main elements of the US-led liberal order. In 

terms of the “economic orientation” of the Brazilian President, Table 4.2 and Chart 4.1 below 

show the Brazilian presidents’ scores since José Sarney (1985–1990) to the first president 

after Lula’s government (Dilma Rousseff, 2011–2016), going from 1 (protectionism) to 7 

(openness): 

Table 4.2: Presidents’ economic orientation and scores (Brazil) 

Presidents’ economic orientation Scores (1 = protectionism, 7 = openness) 

José Sarney 3.44 

Fernando Collor de Mello 6.11 

Itamar Franco 4.78 

Fernando Henrique Cardoso (1)     5 

Fernando Henrique Cardoso (2)     5 

Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva (1) 3.33 

Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva (2) 3.22 

Dilma Rousseff 3.44 

       Source: Author, based on Merke and Reynoso’s survey. 
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Chart 4.1: Brazilian presidents’ economic orientation  

 

                 Source: Author, based on Merke and Reynoso’s survey. 

 

The data confirm the gradual but significant shift from the neoliberal and market-friendly 

governments since Collor de Mello up to Fernando Henrique Cardoso62, to the significantly 

more protectionist approaches of the PT governments of Lula da Silva and Rousseff. When 

considered vis-à-vis Mexican President Vicente Fox’s score in this category, a very high 6.5, 

the distance between both begins to become clear. The following two categories confirm this 

claim. 

The distance between Lula’s foreign policy orientations and the former Brazilian presidents 

is broader in terms of his “geopolitical orientation” and his view of the “relations with the US”. 

The first one is presented in the following Table 4.3 and Chart 4.2: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
62 The consideration of Fernando Henrique Cardoso as neoliberal is a contested issue in the 
literature, see (Spektor, 2014a). 
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Table 4.3: Presidents’ geopolitical orientation and scores (Brazil) 

Presidents’ geopolitical orientation Scores (1 = South, 7 = North) 

José Sarney 4.56 

Fernando Collor de Mello      6 

Itamar Franco 4.67 

Fernando Henrique Cardoso (1)      5 

Fernando Henrique Cardoso (2) 4.89 

Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva (1)      2 

Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva (2) 2.11 

Dilma Rousseff 2.89 

       Source: Author, based on Merke and Reynoso’s survey. 

 

 

Chart 4.2: Brazilian presidents’ geopolitical orientation  

 

                   Source: Author, based on Merke and Reynoso’s survey. 

 

The distance in scores between Fernando Henrique Cardoso and Lula da Silva confirms the 

foreign policy priorities from the “North” to the “South”, one of the main foreign policy goals of 

Lula’s government. It also confirms his strive to strengthen and lead the geopolitical “South”, 

and his dissatisfaction with the current order’s hierarchy. The distance between both 

presidents’ orientations is also confirmed by the experts in their assessment of their views of 

the relations with the United States in Table 4.4 and Chart 4.3:  
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Table 4.4: Presidents’ relations with the US (Brazil) 

Presidents’ relations with the US Scores (1 = autonomy, 7 = alignment) 

José Sarney 3.78 

Fernando Collor de Mello 5.44 

Itamar Franco 4.44 

Fernando Henrique Cardoso (1) 4.67 

Fernando Henrique Cardoso (2) 4.44 

Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva (1)     2 

Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva (2) 2.11 

Dilma Rousseff 2.44 

       Source: Author, based on Merke and Reynoso’s survey. 

 

 

Chart 4.4: Brazilian presidents’ relations with the US  

 

            Source: Author, based on Merke and Reynoso’s survey. 

 

The experts’ analyses of the presidents’ geopolitical orientations and their relations with the 

US confirm Lula’s overall negative view of the United States, as this chapter has argued. 

They also confirm the significantly opposed views of Lula and the Mexican President Vicente 

Fox on these categories. President Fox scored a high 5.88 and a 6 in terms of geopolitical 

orientation and relations with the US respectively, far from the 2s of President Lula. 

To conclude, this section has demonstrated Lula’s negative perception of the US-led liberal 

order, manifested in his critical perception of the order’s hierarchy, the current liberal 
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economic order and the US “leadership role”. Lula sought to reform the current order to 

achieve more influence and autonomy within it by working together with major powers of the 

“South” (i.e. China and India), which put pressure on his country’s relations with the United 

States. 

4.3.  CONCLUSION: ASSESSMENT OF THE NPP MODEL IN BRAZIL’S CASE 

The NPP neoclassical realist model proposed in this thesis intends to explain why countries 

in a similar position in the structure of power, at the regional power level in the cases of 

Brazil and Mexico, have behaved differently in terms of their engagement strategies towards 

China between 2001 and 2016. I argue that the main explanatory factor is a domestic 

intervening variable, the presidents’ perceptions of the US-led liberal order. The case of 

Mexico showed how a regional power with a president presenting a positive perception of 

the US-led liberal order developed a limited engagement strategy towards China, with 

elements of confrontation and competition, as H1 suggested.  

The Brazilian case is used to test H2:  

H2: Latin American countries that rank high in the regional structure of power, at the regional 

power level, and that presented a predominantly negative presidential perception of the US-

led liberal order between 2001 and 2016, were prone to develop a comprehensive 

engagement strategy towards China, developing strong relations beyond trade, including 

political, strategic and technological dimensions. A Latin American regional power 

unsatisfied with the status quo will be more willing to adopt a collaborative approach with 

China (including coordination and cooperation in multilateral forums), in order to diversity its 

foreign policy relations and to achieve a higher level of autonomy. It will be able to achieve 

this comprehensive relationship with China due to its attractiveness as a regional power in 

economic (market, investments and natural resources) and political terms (potential 

international ally), and also due to the fact that it can bear the costs of using its autonomy to 

this extent supported by its significant state capacity. 

In terms of the systemic IV of the NPP, Brazil has been labelled a regional power 

considering its significant national power capabilities. In terms of the domestic intervening 

variable, President Lula was characterised as one with a negative perception of the US-led 

liberal order, which would suggest, following H2, a significantly different engagement 

strategy towards China vis-à-vis Mexico.  
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President Lula was key in the rapprochement with China, hence the focus on his presidency 

for the operationalisation of the domestic intervening variable. During Lula’s government, 

Brazil developed the strongest economic engagement with China in the region, and its 

bilateral agenda included several areas of cooperation beyond trade and investment (i.e. 

health and technological cooperation). In this period Brazil also cooperated and coordinated 

its positions in multilateral forums with China.  

As H2 suggests, Lula, a president with a negative perception of the US-led liberal order, had 

the incentive to develop a comprehensive engagement strategy towards China, and to adopt 

a collaborative approach with the PRC in multilateral arenas. This chapter has shown that 

Lula had both the drive and the power capabilities to be successful in both objectives, which 

highlights the relevance of the systemic variable (Latin American country’s position in the 

regional structure of power).  



 
 

CHAPTER 5 

THE CHILEAN CASE 

Chile was the first country in South America to establish diplomatic relations with the PRC in 

1970, under the socialist government of Salvador Allende. The ideological momentum ended 

rather quickly, with the coup d’état of 1973. Since then, the relationship has focused 

exclusively on trade. Chile’s strong commitment with free trade and the “open regionalism” 

strategy led the country to sign a FTA with China in 2005, the first of its kind in the region. It 

became the main milestone of the current Sino–Chilean relations as it increased the bilateral 

trade significantly. As a consequence, China became the first trading partner of Chile in 

2010, surpassing the United States, a country that had also signed a FTA with Chile in 2003. 

No other dimensions were developed in the Sino–Chilean bilateral relations between 2001 

and 2016. 

The chapter analyses the third case study of the thesis. It presents an overview of the Sino–

Chilean relations and proposes a characterisation of the type of engagement strategy 

adopted by Chile. It then applies the NPP neoclassical realist model to Chile under Ricardo 

Lagos’ presidency to test the specific Hypothesis 3. It first focuses on the operationalisation 

of the systemic IV to determine Chile’s category (“regional power” or “second-order 

power/small country”). It then moves to the domestic intervening variable, with a focus on 

Lagos’ presidency in order to assess and label his perception of the US-led liberal order 

(“positive” or “negative”). The conclusion assesses the application of NPP on Chile’s case.  

5.1.  OVERVIEW OF SINO–CHILEAN RELATIONS 

The visits of the Chilean poet and left-wing politician Pablo Neruda to Beijing in 1951 and 

1952 were one of the earliest official contacts of Chile with the recently established PRC 

(Jiang, 2001). Diplomatic relations were established in 1970 under the socialist government 

of Salvador Allende. Chile was the first country in South America to recognise the PRC, and 

the second of Latin America, after Cuba in 1960. During Salvador Allende’s government 

(1970–1973), the Sino–Chilean engagement developed its most political — and to some 

extent ideological — phase, which began with an explicit support of the Chilean people 

against “imperialist aggression, plunder, and interference and for national independence and 

state sovereignty” by the Chinese premier Zhou Enlai in 1970 (Joseph, 1985). 
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Ideology, however, was never incorporated in the bilateral agenda beyond this rare 

statement. During Allende’s government, the Sino–Chilean economic engagement was 

limited to some assistance from the PRC in the form of aid of 2 million US dollars in 1971 

and a credit of 63 million US dollars in 1972, with a total trade of 114 million US dollars by 

1973 (Joseph, 1985). The coup d'état of 1973 and the beginning of Pinochet’s dictatorship 

(1973–1989) dramatically erased this political component. Pinochet’s regime adopted a 

pragmatic and economic-focused approach that characterises the bilateral relations to this 

day.  

The return to democracy was the turning point in terms of bilateral trade, especially under 

the government of Ricardo Lagos (2000–2006). Chile and China’s foreign policies coincided 

in terms of willingness to engage with the world’s economy via free trade and multilateralism. 

Their economies were complementary as well: Chile is the world’s largest copper producer, 

and China the world’s largest consumer of it (Jilberto, 2010). The exports of Chilean copper 

and molybdenum to China were the main driver of the intensification of the Sino–Chilean 

economic exchanges and continue to be the core of the bilateral engagement to this date.  

Following the regional pattern, Chile exports mostly minerals (copper and molybdenum) and 

natural resources (mainly salmon, wine and fruits) to China (Gachúz, 2012), and imports 

manufactured products (Direcon, 2018). Chile is one of the few countries in the region to 

have a trade surplus with China (along with Brazil, Venezuela and Peru), of almost 3000 

million US dollars in 2016 (ECLAC, 2018).  

The turning point in terms of bilateral trade was the entry in force of the FTA Chile–China, 

which was negotiated and signed by the Lagos’ presidency in 2005. Trade went from 8.122 

million US dollars in 2005 to 16.796 million US dollars in 2008 (Roldán et al., 2016). By 2016 

bilateral trade had reached the 31,669 million US dollars (Direcon, 2018). Chile was the first 

country in the region to establish a FTA with China63. It was also the first country in the 

region to support China’s entrance to the WTO in 1999, and the first one to recognise the 

latter as a “market economy” in 2004.  

Negotiations for the FTA Chile–China started in the APEC Summit of Santiago, in 2004. The 

similar approaches to globalisation and free trade of both countries facilitated the negotiation 

process. After five rounds of negotiation the FTA was signed between presidents Ricardo 

Lagos and Hu Jintao in the APEC Summit of 2005 in South Korea. This was the first FTA in 

 
63 Peru and Costa Rica followed in 2008 and 2010 respectively, and Panama is in the last stages of 
the negotiations for its own FTA with China (La Estrella, 2019). 
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the region with China, and due to its major economic implications, its signing was the most 

relevant event at that stage of the relationship.  

Despite the relevance of the FTA and these series of “firsts”, Sino–Chilean relations have 

maintained a limited character, restricted to trade. Investment has been minimal, around 400 

million US dollars by 2018, far from the main receivers of Chinese FDI in the region, Brazil 

and Peru. One of the most recent economic developments in the relationship was the 

acquisition by the Chinese company Tianqi of 24 per cent of the Chilean company SQM for 

the production of lithium (Sanderson, 2019), and the establishment of Chinese banks in 

Santiago, making of Chile a potential regional hub for clearing transactions made in Chinese 

RNB (E. Ellis, 2017). However, besides having maintained stable diplomatic and political 

relations, which include high-level bilateral visits and the establishment of political dialogue 

instances (i.e. Chile–China Political Dialogue Committee, created in 2006), no other 

dimension has been significantly developed. To summarise, Chile has developed a limited 

engagement strategy towards China, with elements of cooperation.  

Chile’s engagement with China presents similar characteristics to Sino–Mexican relations. 

Chile has not received significant Chinese investment nor financing, and it has not 

developed significant cooperation in multilateral arenas, having established an almost 

exclusively economic and more specifically, trade-focused relationship with China between 

2001 and 2016. The main difference with Mexico’s case is the absence of confrontational 

and competitive elements. Chile adopted a pragmatic cooperative stance vis-à-vis China 

instead, for reasons that I will explain later in this thesis. 

The turning point in the intensification of Sino–Chilean economic engagement took place 

under Ricardo Lagos. The Chilean President led and completed the negotiations of the FTA 

with China between 2004 and 2005, the most significant event in bilateral relations since the 

establishment of diplomatic relations in 1970. The next sub-section focuses on his 

presidency (2000–2006) to assess his perceptions of the US-led liberal order and continue 

the test of the “National Power and Perception” neoclassical realist model, this time for the 

hypotheses related to Latin American states that rank as second-order power/small country 

instead of regional power. 
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5.2.  NPP APPLIED TO SINO–CHILEAN RELATIONS UNDER RICARDO LAGOS 

5.2.1.  Chile’s position in the regional structure of power 

Chile enjoyed a strong and stable political and economic situation between the early 1990s 

and the end of 2019. A strict management of the macroeconomic balance helped the country 

to navigate the global financial crisis of 2008–2009 without major problems, using its 

“Economic and Social Stabilisation Fund” to apply counter-cyclical measures successfully. 

Moreover, backed by a law that provides direct funding to the military from copper export’s 

sales, Chile has maintained one of the highest military expenditures of the region, which has 

often raised concerns in the neighbourhood. However, Chile lacks the willingness and power 

capabilities to become a regional power. It has been usually described as a secondary 

power instead (Wehner, 2015). 

Santiago has maintained an ambiguous approach towards the region based on its “open 

regionalism” strategy. It is involved in most regional organisations, but not as a full member. 

Instead of committing to regional integration, Chile decided to open its economy and develop 

a complex network of FTAs all over the world. Chile does not want to “lead” the region, and 

the region does not see a leader in Santiago. Even if it wanted to become a regional power, 

its limited power capabilities would make that vision hard to achieve. Chile has a population 

of 18,729 million people, a GDP of 298 million US dollars and ranks 7th in the regional 

Global Fire Index of military power, and 57 in the world ranking64.  

As Table 5.1 below shows, there is also a significant distance between Chile and the two 

regional powers in terms of national power capabilities, with scores significantly lower in the 

NPI, CINC and IPEG indexes. Taking these figures into consideration, Chile is labelled as 

“second-order power/small country”. The next section focuses on the domestic intervening 

variable, the presidents’ perception of the US-led liberal order under Ricardo Lagos. 

 

 

 

 
64 Data for indicators comes from the World Bank database, The CIA World Factbook,  and Global 
Firepower (2016): http://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/POP.pdf ; 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ve.html  ;  
http://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/GDP.pdf ; https://www.globalfirepower.com/countries-
listing-latin-america.asp 

http://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/POP.pdf
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ve.html
http://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/GDP.pdf
https://www.globalfirepower.com/countries-listing-latin-america.asp
https://www.globalfirepower.com/countries-listing-latin-america.asp
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Table 5.1: Chile’s National Power capabilities vis-à-vis selected Latin American 

countries 

Country NPI (2011) CINC (2007) IEPG (2018) 

Argentina 0.459 0.00575 44.4 

Brazil 0.639 0.02473 118.9 

Bolivia 0.268 0.00109 3.5 

Chile 0.459 0.00313 46.1 

Colombia 0.486 0.00637 36.4 

Ecuador 0.346 0.00149 8.4 

Mexico 0.552 0.01529 99.5 

Peru 0.433 0.00301 23.8 

Uruguay 0.300 0.00053 7.9 

Venezuela 0.460 0.00460 24.1 

Source: Author, based on NPI, CINC and IEPG. 

5.2.2.  President Ricardo Lagos’ perception of the US-led liberal order: Implications 

for Sino–Chilean relations 

a) Ricardo Lagos’ government and foreign policy  

Ricardo Lagos was the third elected Chilean President since the return to democracy in 

1990, and the second socialist president after the deposed Salvador Allende (1970–1973). 

Lagos won by a narrow margin (Angell & Pollack, 2000), and received the country in 

economic recession after having been hit by the Asian financial crisis in the late 1990s. 

Lagos promised to bring back the pre-crisis level of GDP growth, which was around 7 per 

cent (Ffrench-Davis, 2003). Despite his socialist background, the Lagos government 

continued and deepened the neoliberal economic model adopted by the dictatorship and the 

Constitution of 198065 (Fernandez & Vera, 2012; Navia, 2018; Siavelis, 2009; Undurraga, 

2012), including controversial policies and privatisation in areas such as education, water 

and public health.66 The Chilean President also faced a major corruption scandal in 2003, 

the “MOP-GATE” scandal (Waissbluth & Inostroza, 2006), and did not resolve the inherited 

problem of high economic inequality (Larrañaga & Rodríguez, 2014).  

 
65 The last reform of the Chilean Constitution was done under his government, in 2005. However, it 
did not modify the core principles and characteristics of the 1980’s Constitution. The latter may be 
replaced during 2020 if the results of the referendum organised in April achieve approval for the 
Constituent process. 
66 For interesting analyses on these policies, see (Águila, 2010; Frenz, 2005; Kremerman & Páez, 
2018; Labra, 2002; Larraín, 2006, 2012). 
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Despite the aforementioned challenges, his popularity remained high throughout his entire 

administration (Izquierdo & Navia, 2007). The main reason was Chile’s positive economic 

performance in terms of macroeconomic stability and the recovery of the economy after the 

post-Asian financial crisis recession, with an average of 4.3 per cent of GDP growth between 

2000 and 2005 (Ffrench-Davis, 2016). In terms of income distribution Chile remained an 

extremely unequal country, which is the main reason behind the social uprising of October 

2019. However, continuing with a trend that started since the end of the dictatorship, his 

government was able to decrease poverty from 20 per cent in 1999 to 14 per cent in 2006 

(Solimano, 2009).  

One of his most successful economic policies was the adoption of the structural balance rule 

in 2001 (Chilean Ministry of Finance, 2014), which was later translated into the Fiscal 

Responsibility Law in 2006. The law established a strict fiscal management (structural 

surplus of at least 1 per cent of the real GDP) with a strong countercyclical approach. It 

included the creation of two Sovereign Wealth Funds in order to save in times of positive 

economic cycles (especially the Economic and Social Stabilisation Fund), enabling the 

economy to apply the aforementioned countercyclical actions to maintain macroeconomic 

balance in times of recession, a measure that was effectively used during the global financial 

crisis of 2007–2009 (Ffrench-Davis, 2016). 

In terms of foreign policy, Lagos maintained and reinforced the strategy of “open 

regionalism” adopted by the “Concertación” governments since 1990 (Fuentes Vera, 2012; 

Oyarzún Serrano, 2018; Van Klaveren, 1997), an approach that promotes engagement in 

several regionalism alternatives in a non-excluding manner (they are considered to be 

complementary), promoting agreements that ought to be compatible with globalisation — 

mainly FTAs — and open to new members (Claudio Fuentes, 2006). This approach explains 

Chile’s reluctancy to join a more institutionalised and restrictive regional organisation such 

as Mercosur (Fuentes Vera, 2012).  

During the first two Concertación governments (1990–1999) the priority of Chile’s open 

regionalism was the engagement with Latin America. During this period Chile signed 

economic complementation agreements with Bolivia, Venezuela, Colombia, Cuba, Ecuador, 

Peru and Mercosur. The Lagos government shifted the priorities towards the “mega markets” 

of the world (Claudia Fuentes & Fuentes Saavedra, 2012) and signed free trade agreements 

with Costa Rica, Salvador67 and the European Union in 2002 (technically an “Association 

 
67 Costa Rica and El Salvador FTAs were part of the broad Chile–Central America FTA signed in 
1999, official documents available here: https://www.direcon.gob.cl/2017/06/tratado-de-libre-
comercio-chile-centroamerica-2/.  

https://www.direcon.gob.cl/2017/06/tratado-de-libre-comercio-chile-centroamerica-2/
https://www.direcon.gob.cl/2017/06/tratado-de-libre-comercio-chile-centroamerica-2/
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Agreement”, more comprehensive than a FTA); with the United States, South Korea and the 

EFTA (Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway, and Switzerland) in 2003; and with the P4 (precursor 

of the Trans Pacific Partnership Agreement, TPP, including Chile plus New Zealand, Brunei 

and Singapore) and the People’s Republic of China in 2005.  

Latin America was not a political priority for the Lagos presidency, as it mostly engaged with 

the neighbourhood as a result of diplomatic impasses such as the Argentinean “gas crisis” of 

2004 (Huneeus, 2007) and the border limits crisis with Peru in 2005 (Claudio Fuentes, 

2006). Under the Lagos government the country joined the International Court of Justice in 

2005 and maintained an active commitment to the collectivisation of international security.  

During the Lagos presidency Chile continued to actively participate in global and regional 

arenas, with special emphasis on the APEC forum. The APEC Summit of 2004 was 

organised by Chile, an instance in which President Lagos explicitly sought to advance the 

Chilean foreign policy goal of becoming a “bridge” between Asia and the region (EFE, 2003). 

In sum, Lagos’ government mostly continued and deepened the neoliberal approach of its 

two predecessors presidents, prioritised the economic engagement with “mega-markets” 

instead of the region (signing major FTAs with the US, the EU and China), and maintained 

the strategy of open regionalism and the promotion of free trade and open economies 

through multilateralism.  

The next sub-section assesses Ricardo Lagos’ perceptions of the US-led liberal order to 

continue with the test of the here proposed NCR model, this time for a second-order 

power/small country. 

b) Lagos’ perception of the US-led liberal order68 

Despite being the first socialist president since the return to democracy (and the second in 

Chile’s history, after Allende), as the overview of his government has shown, the Lagos 

presidency was marked by a strong neoliberal approach both for internal politics and foreign 

policy. Since the first year of his presidency, Ricardo Lagos justified his approach for the 

country’s foreign trade relations by suggesting that Chile’s size and geographical location 

had benefited greatly from globalisation, stating at the UN General Assembly in 2000 that: 

Because we come from a country that is separated from the rest of the world by extreme 

geography, we enthusiastically and optimistically view globalization, which makes us all 

part of shared time and space […] Our case confirms that globalization is a source of 

 
68 All the quotes included in this section are free translations by the author from Spanish. 
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opportunity for the peoples of the world, even for the smallest countries removed 

from the international flows, such as is our case. (UNGA, 2000) 

Ricardo Lagos became one of the strongest supporters of the core elements of the liberal 

economic order of the region, free trade and open economies. His support was often 

manifested during official visits and interventions in multilateral forums. His speech at the 

Summit of the Americas in Quebec the 20th of April 2001 was a good example of this. 

President Lagos showed his willingness to adopt a pragmatic and neoliberal approach: 

The tasks of economic growth have meant, let's face it, a hard road for the region. We had 

many distortions to amend, we corrected them with courage; we understood that there 

was no easy shortcut for growth, such as having to do things well, have macroeconomic 

balances, open our economies, fiscal and monetary responsibility. Populism is 

yesterday’s task. To do the tasks in the macroeconomic field well is the obligation of today 

and in that way, there is no left or right. There are those who do it and those who do 

not do it well. (LagosChile, 2001) 

In the same speech, Lagos aimed at the critics of “trade” stating that “to those who protest 

here, the only thing I would like to say is that growth is the basis for improving the social 

condition, working conditions, the environment, better possibilities in education and health; 

Trade is an important element for further growth”, adding that Chile’s economy has 

learnt to grow, but with “trade that is more free between us” and that entails social justice as 

well. He closed the inaugural speech with an open call to advance in the negotiation and 

materialisation of the FTAA, becoming the second main supporter of the initiative — along 

with Mexico — in the region: 

I am certain that we will achieve success in what we have proposed, to have a free trade 

area of the Americas as a collective challenge, we can also consider new goals, where 

from the growth we achieve we can have greater social cohesion in our societies and in 

that way we will strengthen, ultimately, our democracy and respect for the rights of each of 

our citizens. (LagosChile, 2001) 

However, his strong commitment to free trade was more explicitly expressed during his 

meeting with the US President George W. Bush at the White House a few days before the 

summit, the 16th of April. In that occasion, Ricardo Lagos made a series of revealing claims 

regarding his perception of free trade and economy openness, stating that “we are an 

extremely open economy” and “we want to have a free trade agreement with every country 

in the world”, adding that Chile had decided to live in the global economy (EMOL, 2001). 
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During the press conference after the meeting, Ricardo Lagos showed the good chemistry 

between him and President Bush, stating that Chile and the United States “have common 

goals, not only common interest, but common shares, and values with the US, in democracy, 

respect of Human Rights, market economy, and we are trying to do the best to have equal 

opportunities for everybody” (AP, 2015b). 

The main focus of the meeting was the recently announced reactivation of the negotiations 

of the FTA Chile–United States, discussions that began in the 1990s but that had remained 

stalled due to the Clinton’s government’s lack of success in acquiring the “fast track” from 

the US Congress to materialise the agreement (J. Ramos & Urrutia, 2003). In the 

aforementioned press conference with Bush, the US President addressed the issue of not 

having “fast-track authority” to negotiate the FTA with Chile, and argued that most presidents 

have had it and that it is an important tool for them to “fight for the right to be able to 

negotiate trade agreements without amendment”. 

In contrast to Lula da Silva, Ricardo Lagos was a strong supporter of the Doha Round and 

the FTAA. In 2001, the Chilean President manifested his confidence in the success of the 

next Doha Round, and his commitment to making “trade freer”. The wishful thinking did not 

last long. The WTO ministerial meeting of Cancún 2003 ended without agreement, mainly 

due to the challenges posed by the G-20 led by Lula’s Brazil and India (see Chapter 4). 

Ricardo Lagos was frustrated after this outcome, as his declarations of September 2003 

show: 

 […] [the Cancún meeting was] a failure that worries us. It is a failure that will mean 

harm to many. The fact that we are not able to reach an agreement in the field of 

developing countries in the new Doha round, in terms of market access, that we are not 

able to make progress in terms of subsidies poses a tremendous challenge. (EMOL, 2003) 

Despite the setback, in Lagos’ view the Doha round of negotiations was not over and it could 

continue in a different arena, the APEC forum (La Nación, 2003). APEC was one of Lagos’ 

preferred platforms to push for free trade and to negotiate FTAs. During the Thailand 2003 

APEC Summit, President Lagos held a meeting with Supachai Panitchpakdi, WTO Director-

General at the time, who in a press conference after the meeting explicitly asked the Chilean 

President to make an effort to reactivate the Doha round playing an active role as host of the 

next APEC Summit. Ricardo Lagos accepted the request, stating that “what this is about is 

to find the way to resume the momentum to be able to have freer trade, that goods and 

services flow from one country to another and, consequently, to be able to create more jobs 

for our own economies” (La Estrella de Arica, 2003). 
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Ricardo Lagos played an active role as host of the APEC summit of 2004, in which he 

promoted free trade, began the negotiations of the FTA with China, and the ambitious 

APEC-FTA project. In his first APEC meeting as host country in December 2003, President 

Lagos reaffirmed his commitments(APEC, 2003): 

In Bangkok we were able to reaffirm our commitment to strengthen the multilateral trading 

system and agreed that the Doha Development Agenda offered the potential for real gains 

for all economies, in the areas of agricultural reform, improved market access for goods 

and services, and clarification and improvement of trade disciplines […] We have agreed 

to use APEC to help people and societies benefit from Globalization. Because Economies 

that are Open to trade grow faster, through new technologies, knowledge and sound and 

efficient financial systems and fundamentals. (APEC, 2003) 

In May 2004, during his visit to Singapore, the Chilean President showed the importance 

assigned to the APEC platform for Chile: 

In our case, five APEC member economies have already finalised trade agreements with 

Chile. It represents for us an important asset because we are transforming Chile in 

this way into one of the most open economies all over the world. In other words, few 

countries can claim that within the twenty-one economies, with five of them, we already 

have these trade agreements. (APEC, 2004) 

In the same speech, President Lagos advanced the idea of linking several FTAs together 

within APEC, and proposed to use the 2004 Summit to keep the Doha round of negotiations 

going: 

I think that in addition to the regular meetings and the regular agendas, we should try to 

include two additional points. The first one is in connection with the bilateral arrangements 

and whether it is possible to have a commitment through those arrangements for those 

countries that would like to have linked their economy to each other through these 

agreements on a voluntary basis. And the second one — to what extent the APEC 

economy, carrying peerage, in what way the Doha Development Round is going to regain 

some strength. After Cancun, to what extent we can put the Doha Development Round 

moving again in the fast track. And I think that the good opportunity will be seen next 

June, early June, when the Trade Ministers of the APEC economies are going to have a 

meeting in Chile in this connection. (APEC, 2004) 

At the XI Finance Ministers’ Meeting of APEC in September 2004, Ricardo Lagos showed 

the full extent of his ambitions regarding the APEC platform. On this occasion, Lagos 
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launched the aforementioned initiative of a FTA of APEC, including its 21 economies that by 

2000 represented 46 per cent of the world’s commerce (Cooperativa, 2004c). During the 

meeting the Chilean President suggested that the APEC was a “world in miniature” that 

could work together as a group within the WTO, which would “influence the negotiations to 

liberalise world trade” (Europapress, 2004a). President Lagos hoped that such agreement 

could potentially provide the momentum needed to move forward with the Doha round.  

The main efforts of the Chilean President to move his agenda were made during the APEC 

Summit of Santiago, in November 2004. Lagos had high hopes about the global implication 

of the meeting, stating, “I hope that after this summit the planet will look at it in a different 

way […] we are drawing the planet in a different way, and the Pacific is becoming a 

transcendent actor” (La Nación, 2004). At the end of the meeting, Ricardo Lagos 

summarised the summit in five covered areas (Cooperativa, 2004b): free trade, FTA-APEC, 

labour, corruption and fight against epidemics. In one of his most significant claims President 

Lagos suggested that “a year ago, we came from the failure of Cancún, a year ago we came 

from a situation where we saw that the multilateral system for fairer trade did not advance”, 

and that during this summit he had achieved the goal of ending the stalled situation of the 

Doha round. The Chilean President reiterated the importance of the FTA-APEC initiative, 

and highlighted the support received by the business sector. He recognised, however, that 

no major agreements had been reached in the summit (Cooperativa, 2004b).  

Beyond these claims, Lagos’ most significant success during the 2004 APEC Forum was the 

beginning of the negotiation of the FTA with China, the first of its kind between the PRC and 

a Latin American country. After one year and five rounds of negotiations the FTA China–

Chile was signed, once again during an APEC Summit, this time in South Korea. 

Considering its economic impact (see the overview of Sino–Chilean relations), this has been 

the most relevant event in Sino–Chilean relations’ history. The day of its signing, Ricardo 

Lagos highlighted its symbolic relevance stating that it “is the first agreement that China 

makes with a country beyond the Asian continent”, adding that “we have proved that it is 

possible to make a big agreement with China” (EMOL, 2005b).  

Lagos reaffirmed his optimistic view on APEC’s potential to advance the Doha round of 

negotiations during the 2005 Summit in South Korea. On that occasion, Lagos stated that 

“what happened in Cancun can’t happen in Hong Kong”, as a failure of the next WTO talks in 

Hong Kong would represent a failure for Chile (Pueblo en línea, 2005). His address during 

the summit illustrates what APEC represented for Ricardo Lagos:  
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[…] the question is: if we are not succeeding in Hong Kong [WTO talks] it’s going to be 

much more essential then what can we do here in the APEC region. Why? Because here, 

you have like-minded countries with similar views that free trade is the only way to 

answer the challenges of the 21st century. (AP, 2015a) 

In a nutshell, conversely to the WTO platform, APEC was a group of like-minded countries 

with a strong belief in the benefits of free and open trade. As the overview of President 

Lagos’ government and foreign policy showed, during his presidency Chile signed several 

FTAs, the most relevant ones being those signed with the European Union in 2002 

(Association Agreement), with the United States, South Korea and the EFTA in 2003, and 

with the P-4 (Chile, New Zealand, Brunei and Singapore, the precursor of the TPP) and 

China in 2005. The signing of these agreements demonstrates Lagos’ commitment with the 

core values, principles and institutions of the liberal economic order. 

The US–Chile FTA had economic and political importance. This FTA’s negotiations had 

been conducted without success since the 1990s, mainly due to the lack of support from the 

US Congress to provide the “fast track” to President Bill Clinton (J. Ramos & Urrutia, 2003). 

Ricardo Lagos showed his commitment to actualise the FTA with the United States from the 

start. During his visit to Silicon Valley in November 2000, the Chilean President stated that 

“together with President Bill Clinton, we have decided to initiate negotiations in order to have 

a free trade agreement between Chile and the United States” (Los Angeles Times, 2000). In 

San José, President Lagos also showed his commitment to the United States’ hemispheric 

role and to trade liberalisation. Regarding the FTA, Lagos mentioned that the agreement 

"reinforces the commitment to trade liberalisation and hemispheric integration, both in 

Chile and the United States" (Silicon Valley Business Journal, 2000).  

Lagos’ announcement was not welcomed in the region. The Chilean President received 

criticism from the main South American regional institution, Mercosur (Fermandois & 

Henríquez, 2005; Jenne & Briones Razeto, 2018). Chile’s decision to strengthen the 

relationship with the United States with a FTA in the middle of the discussions on the 

upgrade of Santiago’s status in Mercosur from associate to full member created tension 

within the Florianopolis Mercosur Summit of 2000. The critics took aim at Lagos for his 

supposedly incoherent approach between the region and Washington (La Nación, 2000). 

The criticism came from the host president, the Brazilian Fernando Henrique Cardoso, 

causing a heated response from the Chilean President who replied “I do not want to join 

NAFTA, I do not want to be part of any other block, except this one, the Mercosur”, he then 

raised his voice in exasperation to conclude saying “I have said this twenty times!” (La 

Nación, 2000).  
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In response to Lagos’ heated answer, President Cardoso argued that there was “surprise” in 

the region after the announcement of the FTA negotiations due to the lack of communication 

from the Chilean government. He concluded with an ironical claim: “I am sure that Chile will 

not sign something that it says it does not want” (La Nación, 2000). This diplomatic impasse 

illustrates the struggles of the Lagos presidency’s foreign policy goal of engaging with the 

world “and” the region in a non-exclusive manner via the “open regionalism” strategy. 

However, despite the regional criticism, Lagos decided to carry on with the negotiations with 

Washington and other “mega-markets” outside the region, without committing to deeper 

integration in South America.  

After 14 rounds of negotiations since Lagos’ announcement in November 2000, the FTA 

US–Chile was signed in June 2003. During the signing ceremony, Ricardo Lagos highlighted 

the relevance of the materialisation of the FTA stating that “we are culminating a long phase 

that is the product of Chile's decision to open up to the world” (BBC Mundo, 2003). The 

FTA US–Chile had a significant impact on US–Chilean bilateral trade, which went from 6420 

million US dollars in 2003 to 11,797 million US dollars in 2005, reaching 26,020 million US 

dollars in 2014 (United States’ Census Bureau, 2019). 

A particularity of this second phase of negotiations of the FTA US–Chile was the direct 

involvement of Ricardo Lagos, with direct support from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

(Jilberto, 2010). Trade increased significantly after the entry in force of the FTA, but it did so 

at a slower pace than the Sino–Chilean economic exchanges in the same period. However, 

its signing had symbolic political importance as it consolidated the relationship between 

Washington and Santiago in a particularly complex year for both countries, after the Chilean 

government refused to support the US invasion of Iraq in March of 2003. 

During his presidency, Ricardo Lagos made significant efforts to develop a close 

engagement with the United States. In his first years in office, the Chilean President 

established a close personal relationship with his US counterpart, George W. Bush (Cuéllar, 

2014). The good relationship was visible in their press conferences, especially in the already 

cited visit of 2001. However, as in the case of the US–Mexican relations under Vicente Fox, 

the “honeymoon” period between Ricardo Lagos and George W. Bush was interrupted in 

2003, after the US President began his diplomatic efforts to gain support for an invasion of 

Iraq. 

Chile was caught in an unfavourable position, in the middle of an already complex process of 

negotiations of the FTA and being a non-permanent member of the UN Security Council 

(UNSC) at the time. In the words of former Chilean Ambassador Jorge Heine, the Chilean 
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government faced its “worst nightmare”, as it had to choose between “principles and friends” 

as member of the UNSC during the debate on the Iraq case (Heine, 2003). As in the case of 

Mexico, the Chilean President received a direct phone call from President Bush who asked 

for Chile’s vote of support in the UNSC to make the invasion of Iraq legal (Perry, 2011). 

President Lagos refused, opening a diplomatic impasse that had mostly symbolic and not 

long-lasting repercussions.  

President Bush took the “no” of Vicente Fox and Ricardo Lagos personally. In the case of 

Chile, the personal “punishment” for President Lagos consisted of two symbolic decisions 

from the US government (Cuéllar, 2014): it made the Chilean government wait for three 

months of absolute silence regarding the FTA; and it signed it in a non-governmental 

building in Miami (Palacio de Vizcaya), without the presence of the presidents, being signed 

by the US Trade Representative Robert Zoellick and the Chilean Minister of Foreign Affairs 

Soledad Alvear instead.  

Despite the diplomatic impasse, the personal relationship between both presidents was soon 

re-established. President Ricardo Lagos visited to the United States in July 2004, and during 

a round of interviews with the press after the meeting the Chilean President showed that the 

tensions were in the past:  

[…] as President Bush is saying, our free trade agreement has been working in the 

right direction. And we're extremely happy to see that. Later on we would like also to 

see what we have in the next APEC meeting in November and what are the trade 

discussions in the Doha round next month — next week. 

And I will say also that from the point of the view of the region, President Bush has 

been able to pursue a lot of commitments in the region and we were discussing 

also our own commitment in Chile, with regard to Haiti, what we are doing in the 

region. And I think that it’s very important, as President Bush has told us, in a sense, that 

the U.S. is going to continue backing, helping the Haitian people. (The White House, 

2004) 

President Bush visited Chile in 2004 to participate in the APEC Summit. The visit did not 

start well for the US President, being received by massive anti-APEC protests in Santiago 

(Cooperativa, 2004a). Bush also had problems between his bodyguards and the Chilean 

police at the entrance of an official event (BBC, 2004b). However, these complications did 

not affect the overall positive outcome of the visit, which included a work dinner the last night 

of the summit (Cooperativa, 2004a). The fact that the “no” of Lagos did not affect the 
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bilateral relations beyond the aforementioned symbolic US diplomatic punishments may be 

related to the fact that even though Chile refused to support the invasion of Iraq in March 

2003, the Lagos government did support the following US-led occupation of the country. 

The “no” of Lagos to the invasion of Iraq is highlighted in every analysis of his government’s 

foreign policy as an example of his strong leadership and commitment to the principles and 

values of Chile, the region and the UN, and as one of its most important foreign policy 

decisions. However, the literature tends to ignore the fact that two months after the “no” of 

Lagos, his government decided to legitimise the occupation of Iraq by the United States and 

the United Kingdom by approving Resolution 1483 of the UN Security Council (Hmoud, 

2003), a decision that arguably had more political implications than the “no” to the invasion. 

The Lagos government has supported the US in every resolution on the occupation of Iraq 

since that time.69 

Ricardo Lagos also decided to back the United States’ hostile approach towards Cuba. Chile 

voted against La Habana at the UN Human Rights Commission in 2002. Lagos publicly 

denied that the vote was a condemnation of Cuba (EFE, 2002), however, in practical terms, 

it was. The vote was extremely close, 23 in favour versus 21 against with 9 abstentions, 

hence the importance of Chile, Peru, Uruguay and Mexico’s votes to approve the 

condemnatory Resolution 2002/18. Another example of Lagos’ support of the US regional 

foreign policy was his decision to join the UN Stabilisation Mission in Haiti as requested by 

Washington70 in 2004. Chile committed to send troops even before the approval of the 

Chilean Congress, which was granted after a debate that included direct criticism of Lagos’ 

“unilateral” decision (Europapress, 2004b). 

As Vicente Fox, Ricardo Lagos’ opted for the geopolitical “North”, which is a sign of 

satisfaction with the current order’s hierarchy. The Chilean president did not attempt -as Lula 

da Silva, for example- to strengthen the “South”, which would contribute to a shift in the 

distribution of power capabilities in the system, diminishing the “North’s” predominance and 

reinforcing the “South’s” position in it.  

To conclude the first assessment of Ricardo Lagos’ perception of the US-led liberal order I 

focus on the president’s role and perceptions about the negotiation of the FTAA, the main 

US-led hemispheric initiative at the time. As expected from the analysis done so far in this 

 
69 See UNSC resolutions 1483, 1500, 1511, 1518, 1546, available here: 
https://www.un.org/securitycouncil/content/resolutions-0.  
70 Lagos denied the idea that the decision was made to please Washington in an interview, however, 
many experts and actors present during the process support this version, as the interesting thesis of 
Pablo Cuéllar shows (Cuéllar, 2014).  

https://www.un.org/securitycouncil/content/resolutions-0
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section, Ricardo Lagos sided with Mexico in his open and strong support for the 

materialisation of the FTAA. Chile was one of the first countries in the region to get behind 

George H. W. Bush’s “Iniciativa para las Américas” in 1991 (Jilberto, 2010), and continued to 

support the FTAA — its main initiative — until its end in 2005.  

Lagos’ support and optimism for the materialisation of the hemispheric FTA was 

demonstrated early in his presidency. During his visit to Silicon Valley in November 2000 the 

Chilean President stated that the Quebec Summit of the Americas of 2001 was “a great 

opportunity to give dynamism to the FTAA” (EMOL, 2000). Lagos showed his optimism in 

the summit. During his speech he declared that it was Chile’s intention to sign the FTAA by 

2005, and therefore, he suggested that the negotiation needed to “hurry step”. As this 

section has shown, between the years 2000 and 2004 the Chilean President’s speeches 

prioritised the promotion of the FTA with the United States, the APEC Forum and the 

importance of the “unlocking” of the Doha round. 

Ricardo Lagos’ active support for the materialisation of the FTAA began in 2005. During the 

visit of the then US Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice in April 2005, the Chilean President 

mentioned the discussions he had with the Secretary of State regarding the US-led 

hemispheric initiative and its promotion, stating: 

[…] and also speaking of the hemisphere, we refer to the FTAA, Free Trade [Area] of 

the Americas, how important it is to promote it, to move it forward. And we 

exchanged views about some ideas that we can raise at the next hemispheric meeting 

that we will hold in Buenos Aires in November. I think that all this has been most 

important, to be able to make out of FTAA a grouping, an instrument of trade. (U.S. 

Department of State, 2005) 

During the heated discussions around the FTAA in Mar del Plata, Ricardo Lagos opted to 

adopt a conciliatory and pragmatic approach. The discussion of the final declaration of the 

summit was particularly interesting as it included two versions with significantly different 

tones. The one proposed by Uruguay, which had a pessimistic tone about the future of the 

negotiations stating that the conditions to initiate the negotiations were not yet present, and 

the one proposed by Panama, an optimistic view that described the characteristics that the 

FTA of the Americas should have (considering the differences between countries), and 

called for the beginning of negotiations in 2006. Lagos used a technical approach to try to 

“save” the negotiation, and suggested to combine both versions in an optimistic approach 

that recognised that even if there was a group of countries that thought that the conditions to 
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start the negotiations were not present “yet”, there was another group that was willing to 

initiate them (IV Summit of the Americas, 2017).  

The final document did follow this approach, although not with the same words.71 

Nevertheless, even if the declaration did not clearly declare the end of the FTAA, in practice, 

the initiative died in Mar del Plata. As in the case of the disaster of the negotiation of the 

Doha round in Cancún, the disaster of the FTAA in Mar del Plata did not discourage Ricardo 

Lagos, who suggested a more pragmatic approach to move forward consisting of 

establishing “a minimum common denominator for everything, and from that, through 

different blocks, continue to build it” (EMOL, 2005c). Lagos’ pragmatism turned into realism 

one month after, when he argued that the discussions of the FTAA should not be ideological. 

However, his conviction on the possibility of the negotiation to continue in the near future 

was intact, claiming that “while there are different realities, I have no doubt that we will be 

able to advance in the negotiation” (Infobae, 2005). 

The first assessment of the Chilean president, considering the events and foreign policy 

actions analysed in this section, suggests that Ricardo Lagos should be labelled as a 

president with a positive perception of the US-led liberal order. The following step 

consists of the contrast of this first assessment with Merke and Reynoso’s experts survey. 

Regarding the “economic orientation” of Ricardo Lagos, the experts confirm the idea of his 

strong commitment to free trade and open economies, as Table 5.2 and Chart 5.1 show: 

Table 5.2: Presidents’ economic orientation and scores (Chile) 

Presidents’ economic orientation Scores (1 = protectionism, 7 = openness) 

Patricio Aylwin 5.57 

Eduardo Frei Ruiz-Tagle     6 

Ricardo Lagos     6 

Michelle Bachelet 5.57 

Sebastián Piñera 5.58 

             Source: Author, based on Merke and Reynoso’s survey. 

 

 

 

 

 
71 Full text of the “Declaración de Mar del Plata” available (in Spanish) here: 
http://www.iin.oea.org/DECLARACIONES/declaracion_IV_Cumbre_de_las_Americas.htm.  

http://www.iin.oea.org/DECLARACIONES/declaracion_IV_Cumbre_de_las_Americas.htm
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Chart 5.1: Chilean presidents’ economic orientation  

 

                           Source: Author, based on Merke and Reynoso’s survey. 

 

The experts’ assessment also reaffirms the argument that despite being the first socialist 

president since the return to democracy, Ricardo Lagos maintained the commitment with the 

neoliberal model established during the dictatorship (1973–1989). Lagos scores slightly less 

than Vicente Fox in this category (6.5), and significantly higher than Lula da Silva (3.33 in 

the first government, 3.22 in the second), reaffirming the idea of the Chilean President’s 

strong commitment to the core elements of the liberal economic order. 

The continuity of the “Concertación” governments (1990–2010) can also be identified in the 

next two categories, “geopolitical orientation” and the president’s views of the country’s 

“relations with the US”. The “geopolitical orientation” is presented in Table 5.3 and Chart 5.2 

below: 

Table 5.3: Presidents’ geopolitical orientation and scores (Chile) 

Presidents’ geopolitical orientation  Scores (1 = South, 7 = North) 

Patricio Aylwin     4 

Eduardo Frei Ruiz-Tagle 4.57 

Ricardo Lagos 4.43 

Michelle Bachelet 3.86 

Sebastián Piñera 5.23 

                    Source: Author, based on Merke and Reynoso’s survey. 
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Chart 5.2: Chilean presidents’ geopolitical orientation 

 

                     Source: Author, based on Merke and Reynoso’s survey. 

 

Consistent with the description and analysis of Lagos’ foreign policy, there were no major 

changes within the first four presidents’ geopolitical perspectives, all of them committed to 

the “open regionalism” strategy. Nevertheless, it is possible to identify significant nuances 

between presidents: Aylwin and Bachelet held a more neutral approach than Frei and Lagos, 

who developed a stronger “North” focus. The signing of FTAs with the “mega-markets” of the 

North, namely Canada and Mexico during Frei’s government, and with the United States and 

the EU and EFTA during Lagos’, could explain the regional experts’ assessment.  

There is a significant contrast in Lagos’ geopolitical approach vis-à-vis Lula da Silva, which 

had a clear “South-focused” approach (see Chapter 4). Once more, Lagos’ approach was 

closer to his Mexican counterpart Vicente Fox, who presented an even more pronounced 

“North-focused” perspective. This confirms the idea that Lagos was satisfied with the current 

order’s hierarchy. The Chilean president opted for the geopolitical “North” and did not 

attempt to modify the current order’s hierarchy, by mostly ignoring the “South” beyond 

increasing trade with major Asian economies. The same pattern is present in the experts’ 

assessment of the presidents’ views on their countries’ relations with the United States, as 

Table 5.4 and Chart 5.3 show: 
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Table 5.4: Presidents’ relations with the US (Chile) 

Presidents’ relations with the US Scores (1 = autonomy, 7 = alignment) 

Patricio Aylwin      4 

Eduardo Frei Ruiz-Tagle 4.14 

Ricardo Lagos 3.57 

Michelle Bachelet 3.71 

Sebastián Piñera 5.43 

                Source: Author, based on Merke and Reynoso’s survey. 

 

Chart 5.3: Chilean presidents’ relations with the US  

 

                      Source: Author, based on Merke and Reynoso’s survey. 

 

The data confirms that in relative terms in this category, Lagos was significantly closer to 

Vicente Fox, who scored 5.88, than Lula, who scored 2 and 2.11 in his two terms 

respectively. It also confirms the overall continuity of the Chilean President’s approach 

towards the United States since 1990, with a position slightly skewed towards Washington 

without an open alignment. This is also consistent with the “open regionalism” strategy, 

which avoids any strong commitment or alignment in order to be able to engage with every 

region and country in the world, if possible. To conclude, the analysis of this section confirms 

Ricardo Lagos’ positive perception of the US-led liberal order.  
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5.3.  CONCLUSION: ASSESSMENT OF THE NPP MODEL IN CHILE’S CASE 

Considering the country’s position in the regional structure of power and its positive 

presidential perception of the US-led liberal order, the Chilean case is useful to test H3, 

which suggests that:  

H3: Latin American countries that rank at the second-order power or small country level, and 

that presented a predominantly positive presidential perception of the US-led liberal order 

between 2001 and 2016, were prone to develop a limited engagement strategy towards 

China, focused almost exclusively on trade under the rules of the liberal economic order. In 

their condition of second-order powers or small countries, they have limited incentives to 

adopt a confrontational and competitive engagement with China as this entails a high-risk 

option in case of loss, considering their limited state’s capacity. Instead, as supporters of the 

existing order, their incentives will lead them to adopt a cooperative approach with China. 

The analysis of this chapter demonstrates that Chile has developed a limited engagement 

strategy towards China under the Lagos government, almost exclusively focused on trade, 

with elements of cooperation. This is consistent with H3, which focused on the interplay of a 

second-order power/small country with a positive perception of the US-led liberal order and 

the outcome in terms of the country’s type of engagement strategy towards China. In terms 

of the systemic IV of the NPP neoclassical realist model, Chile has been labelled as 

“second-order power/small country”.  

Regarding the domestic intervening variable, the analysis of Ricardo Lagos’ foreign policy 

perceptions and actions demonstrates a strong commitment of the Chilean President to the 

US-led liberal order, especially the order’s hierarchy, the US “leadership role” and the liberal 

economic order. The analysis confirms H3. It shows that as a supporter of the US-led liberal 

order, Lagos had the incentive to engage with China in a limited manner, focused on trade 

under the rules of the liberal economic order. Under his government, Sino–Chilean relations 

experienced a turning point in terms of the intensification of bilateral trade after the 

successful negotiation of the FTA Chile–China. However, no other dimension was 

significantly developed.  

Moreover, the Sino–Chilean economic engagement is almost exclusively focused on trade. 

No significant investment or funding has been provided by China, even though Chile needs 

investment. This could be related to Chile’s lack of political and economic attractiveness for 

China, in its condition of second-order power/small country. Chile’s lack of power capabilities 

could also explain the absence of incentive to adopt a confrontational or competitive 
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approach towards China. It has adopted a cooperative approach instead. The analysis also 

suggests that there were no attempts to adopt a collaborative approach towards China, and 

no intention to cooperate and coordinate positions in multilateral arenas. This is consistent 

with H3: in its condition of supporter of the US-led liberal order, Chile does not have the 

incentive to collaborate with its main challenger to reform it. This is an interesting difference 

from the Mexican case, a country that has adopted a confrontational-competitive approach 

towards China under Vicente Fox.  

The differences between Chile and Mexico’s approaches towards China demonstrate the 

relevance of the systemic IV. Their different positions in the regional structure of power have 

provided different incentives vis-à-vis their approaches towards China, mostly influenced by 

their power capabilities. Mexico has the incentive and the state capabilities to challenge 

China. Chile does not have that option, in its condition of second-order power/small country. 

It has to navigate the systemic constraints with more pragmatism than a regional power. 

Even if there were motivations to challenge China, it would not be an option to actually 

compete or confront the PRC.  



 
 

CHAPTER 6 

THE VENEZUELAN CASE 

Throughout the first decade of the 21st century, Venezuela became one of the strongest 

partners of China in Latin America. Once focused exclusively on the export of Venezuelan oil 

to China and the import of manufactured products from the PRC, Sino–Venezuelan relations 

gradually included a wide range of dimensions between 2001 and 2016, some of them highly 

controversial. China has provided significant funding to the Hugo Chávez and Nicolás 

Maduro governments (approximately 62 billion US dollars between 2005 and 2016). China’s 

arms sales to the region are mostly concentrated in Venezuela, which include significant 

anti-riot equipment that has been used by these regimes to crack down on protests.  

Moreover, the PRC has helped the country to develop its telecommunications and satellite 

technology, along with its national surveillance and electronic ID systems. Ideology, 

however, was not incorporated in the relationship. Despite Hugo Chávez’ efforts to build an 

ideological and international alliance with the PRC, the latter was always cautious and 

avoided any ideological rhetoric that could raise concerns from Washington. Contrary to 

Lula’s Brazil, Venezuela was not able to collaborate with China in multilateral arenas.  

This chapter analyses the last case study of the thesis. It presents an overview of Sino–

Venezuelan relations and proposes a characterisation of the type of engagement strategy 

adopted by Venezuela. It then applies the NPP neoclassical realist model to Venezuela 

under Hugo Chávez’ presidency to test the specific Hypothesis 4. It first focuses on the 

operationalisation of the systemic IV to determine Venezuela’s category (“regional power” or 

“second-order power/small country”). It then moves to the domestic intervening variable, with 

a focus on Chávez’ presidency in order to assess and label his perception of the US-led 

liberal order (“positive” or “negative”). The conclusion assesses the application of NPP on 

Venezuela’s case.  

6.1.  OVERVIEW OF SINO–VENEZUELAN RELATIONS 

Venezuela has developed the second-strongest engagement with China in the region, after 

Brazil. The diplomatic relations with the PRC were established in 1974, however relations 

remained limited until the election of Hugo Chávez in 1998. Before Chávez only one 
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Venezuelan President had visited China, Luis Herrera in 1981, and bilateral trade accounted 

for a modest 171 million US dollars with 42 signed agreements between 1974 and 1998 

(Ríos, 2015). The arrival to office of Hugo Chávez was the turning point of the relationship. 

He visited China on six occasions (1999, 2001, 2004, 2006 and 2008) and signed more than 

400 agreements for around 240 projects during his government (Ríos, 2015; Spanakos, 

2017).  

Trade increased significantly during this period. It went from 171 million US dollars in 1998 to 

16,980 in 2014 (Ríos, 2015). Being the Petrostate with the first proven oil reserves in the 

world since 2011 (Ferchen, 2014; Ríos, 2013) it is not surprising that Venezuela’s bilateral 

trade with China relies on this resource almost exclusively. China’s interest in Venezuelan oil 

began in 1997. Chinese operations began at the Caracoles and Intercampo fields, and 

expanded soon after to the Orinoco belt (R. E. Ellis, 2010).  

Caracas’ exports increased from 50,000 barrels per day in 2006 to 540,000 in 2014 

(Spanakos, 2017). The exports have decreased significantly in recent years due to the deep 

economic and political crisis that the country is facing. The crisis has drastically affected 

Venezuela’s oil production, which went from producing 2.4 million barrels per day in 2013 to 

1.2 million by the end of 2018 (Kaplan & Penfold, 2019). Beyond trade, during Hugo 

Chávez’s government Venezuela became the first recipient of Chinese loans to the region, 

with 67.2 billion US dollars in loans (Inter-American Dialogue, 2018). Caracas also received 

2 billion US dollars in Chinese FDI between 2005 and 2017 (ECLAC, 2018). Along with 

trade, Chinese funding has decreased significantly in recent years, with mostly “defensive” 

lending agreements since 2013 to secure Venezuela’s collateral, such as the 9 billion US 

dollars renewal loan of 2014–2015 and the 5 billion US dollars loan of 2018 (Kaplan & 

Penfold, 2019). 

China’s funding enabled the Sino–Venezuelan engagement to develop a vast number of 

areas of cooperation, including the modernisation of the hydroelectric plant “Simón Bolívar” 

by the Chinese SOE Dongfang Electric Corporation announced in 2014; an agreement with 

the Chinese company Zhejian Yankon Group in 2015 to produce LED bulbs in Venezuela; 

the creation of joint ventures such as Yutong’s plant for the construction of buses in Yaracuy, 

or Chery, which has assembled thousands of cars in its two plants in Aragua and Carabobo. 

Also included was the purchase of 25 airplanes from Chinese company AVIC to rehabilitate 

the Venezuelan company CONVIASA in 2010; cooperation in agrochemicals and agriculture, 

including Chinese support to rehabilitate the country’s irrigation system; the Chinese 

company Sany Heavy Industry’s support of the “Misión Vivienda” social housing program, 
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providing heavy equipment; and China’s donation of 41 million US dollars’ worth of 

optometry and ophthalmology equipment (Ríos, 2015). 

The most relevant dimensions developed beyond trade have been in the technological and 

military fields. Regarding the former, China helped Chávez build the first Venezuelan-made 

cellphone (the “Vergatario”) in 2009, with the support of Chinese companies ZTE and 

Huawei (Ríos, 2015). The PRC also supported the construction and launch of two 

Venezuelan satellites, the “Simón Bolívar” in 2008 (controlled by Caracas in 2009) and the 

“Miranda” in 2012 (E. Ellis, 2012; Quinones, 2012). Moreover, Chávez signed two 

technology contracts with CEIEC, both highly controversial. The first one was the 

surveillance system “Sistema Integrado de Monitoreo y Asistencia” (SIMA) signed in 2013, 

which included more than 30,000 cameras for surveillance of the population (La Información, 

2013). The second was the electronic ID system “Carnet de la Patria”, in charge of the same 

Chinese company, which follows the characteristics of the Chinese “Social credit system” 

(Berwick, 2018). 

In terms of military exchanges, China has provided 18 K-8 combat airplanes, 10 JYL-1 

radars, three JY-11 radars in 2008, and since 2012 armoured vehicles Norinco VN1, Norinco 

VN18, the light tank Norinco VN16, the heavy duty truck Taian TAS5380, the military truck 

BeiBen 2629, the heavy equipment transporter Taian TA4410, airplanes Hongdu K-8W 

“Karakorun” and Hongdu L-15 Falcon, the Norinco SR-5 multiple launch rocket system, and 

self-propelled mortars Norinco SM4 and Norinco CS/SM1, among others (Control 

Ciudadano, 2017; Mijares, 2017). On top of this, China has provided the Chávez and 

Maduro’s regimes with proper equipment to suppress protests and crack down on social 

unrest (Keck, 2014), including more than 150 Chinese armoured vehicles made for the 

aforementioned purpose, including the Norinco VN-4, the assault breacher vehicle ABV-1, 

the water cannon vehicle WTC-1 and the anti-trauma clothing Norinco “Robocop” Anti-Riot 

(Control Ciudadano, 2017; Mijares, 2017).  

Hugo Chávez’s explicit efforts to include ideology in the bilateral relations with China were 

not reciprocated by the Chinese leaders (Domínguez, 2006; Spanakos, 2017). However, 

even if there was no explicit support from the PRC, China was (and still is) in practice 

providing all that Chávez’s regime needed in the past — and Maduro’s regime needs in the 

present —  to survive: funding, political support (by not condemning the regime) and military 

equipment (especially anti-riot, to crack down on protests). To summarise, Venezuela 

established a multidimensional engagement strategy towards China, with elements of 

cooperation. The next section focuses on Hugo Chávez’ presidency, the turning point in 

terms of intensification of exchanges between China and Venezuela.  
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6.2.  NPP APPLIED TO SINO–VENEZUELAN RELATIONS UNDER HUGO 

CHÁVEZ 

6.2.1.   Venezuela’s position in the regional structure of power 

Under Hugo Chávez’s government, Venezuela developed an active foreign policy that 

attempted to reassert the country’s international role. Caracas disrupted global and regional 

multilateral arenas with a highly ideological rhetoric, proposing the “Socialism of the 21st 

century” as an alternative to the current order. Regionally, Venezuela openly contested 

Brazil’s rise as regional power under Lula da Silva (Flemes & Wehner, 2012). Its main 

foreign policy action in terms of reasserting Venezuela’s regional influence was the creation 

of The Bolivarian Alternative for the People of Our America (ALBA, in Spanish) in 2005, an 

alternative to the US-led Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA).  

Backed by high oil prices Venezuela was able to enjoy a positive rate of growth during the 

commodities boom. The oil revenues also allowed Venezuela to maintain one of the highest 

military expenditures of the region. Beyond Chávez’s aspirations, however, Venezuela is not 

recognised as a regional power. It is more commonly described as a secondary power 

(Romero & Mijares, 2016; Wehner, 2015), based on its modest national power capabilities 

vis-à-vis Mexico and Brazil. Venezuela has a population of 31 million inhabitants, a territory 

of 882,050 km2, a GDP of 215 billion US dollars, and a defence budget of 4000 billion US 

dollars, ranking 5th in the regional Global Fire Index of military power, and 43 in the world 

ranking.72 As in the case of Chile, there is a significant distance in terms of national power 

capabilities (NPI, CINC and IPEG indexes) between Venezuela and the two Latin American 

regional powers: 

 

 

 

 

 
72 Data for indicators comes from the World Bank database, The CIA World Factbook,  and Global 
Firepower (2016): http://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/POP.pdf ; 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ve.html  ;  
http://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/GDP.pdf ; https://www.globalfirepower.com/countries-
listing-latin-america.asp. 

http://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/POP.pdf
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ve.html
http://databank.worldbank.org/data/download/GDP.pdf
https://www.globalfirepower.com/countries-listing-latin-america.asp
https://www.globalfirepower.com/countries-listing-latin-america.asp
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Table 6.1: Venezuela’s National Power capabilities vis-à-vis selected Latin American 

countries 

Country NPI (2011) CINC (2007) IEPG (2018) 

Argentina 0.459 0.00575 44.4 

Brazil 0.639 0.02473 118.9 

Bolivia 0.268 0.00109 3.5 

Chile 0.459 0.00313 46.1 

Colombia 0.486 0.00637 36.4 

Ecuador 0.346 0.00149 8.4 

Mexico 0.552 0.01529 99.5 

Peru 0.433 0.00301 23.8 

Uruguay 0.300 0.00053 7.9 

Venezuela 0.460 0.00460 24.1 

Source: Author, based on NPI, CINC and IEPG. 

 

Taking the above into consideration, Venezuela is labelled as “second-order power/small 

country”. The next section focuses on the domestic intervening variable of the NPP 

neoclassical realist model, and analyses Hugo Chávez’s government and foreign policy first, 

to then label its perception of the US-led liberal order. 

6.2.2.  President Hugo Chávez’ perception of the US-led liberal order: Implications 

for Sino–Venezuelan relations 

a) Hugo Chávez’s government and foreign policy 

Out of all the left-wing presidents elected during the Latin American “pink tide”, the election 

of Hugo Chávez was the one with the most economic and political implications for its country 

and the region.73 The election of Hugo Chávez in December 1998 was the result of multiple 

concomitant factors, ultimately related to the dramatic deterioration of the “Punto Fijo” pact 

established in 1958, in economic, social and political terms. The pact emerged after the 

overthrow of dictator Marcos Pérez Jiménez (1952–1958), and involved a negotiated 

democracy based on collaboration and power-sharing between the two dominant political 

parties, AD (Acción Democrática) and COPEI (Comité de Organización Política Electoral 

Independiente). 

 
73 As in the case of Lula da Silva in Brazil, due to his controversial personal character and presidency 
the analyses on Chávez’s government and foreign policy range from criticism to support, with very 
few studies in between. Two of the best analyses of his government from opposite viewpoints but 
supported by nuanced and robust research are (Corrales & Penfold, 2015; Ellner, 2008). 
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The arrangement provided political stability between the 1950s and 1970s based on the 

effective redistribution and use of oil revenues, the pillar of Venezuela’s economy. The high 

oil prices (favoured by the Arab oil boycott) experienced during these decades allowed 

macroeconomic balance and sustained one of the most interventionist policies of the region, 

under the first mandate of Carlos Andrés Pérez (1974–1979). It included the nationalisation 

of the oil and iron industry, along with major public work projects and a full employment 

policy (Ellner, 2008). 

The situation changed dramatically from the end of the 1970s, when the volatility of the 

commodity prices began to pose major challenges to the Venezuelan economy (McCarthy-

Jones & Turner, 2011). After having campaigned against neoliberal economic approaches, 

the second governments of Carlos Andrés Pérez (1989–1993) and Rafael Caldera (1994–

1999) turned to market-oriented neoliberal policies to try to sustain the economy (DiJohn, 

2004; Pozas, 2008). The “great turnabout” and the “Agenda Venezuela” economic programs, 

applied by each president respectively, were highly ineffective and massively contested by 

the population. The radical adoption of neoliberalism in the late 1980s and 1990s led to the 

bloody “Caracazo” incident in February 1989, which resulted in at least hundreds of deaths 

after heavy government repression against protesters (Ellner, 2008; Maya, 2003). It also led 

to two failed coup attempts in 1992, one of them led by Hugo Chávez, highly supported by 

the population (Corrales & Romero, 2015). 

By 1998 Venezuela was in a deep economic crisis due to the disastrous economic 

performances of the Pérez and Caldera’s governments. The GDP was reversed to early 

1950s levels. The extreme poverty grew from 20.1 to 28.8 per cent between 1989 and 1998 

(Corrales & Penfold, 2015), and inflation rose to an unprecedented rate close to 100 per cent 

during Caldera’s government (Ellner, 2008). This adverse economic situation in conjunction 

with a highly polarised and fragmented social and political context enabled the arrival to 

office of an outsider who campaigned against the “corrupt elite” in power, Hugo Chávez. His 

government can be analysed in two periods. The first focuses on the struggles at the 

domestic front between 1998 and 2004. The second revolves around the authoritarian turn 

since 2004, which includes the development and internationalisation of the “21st century 

socialism” ideology.  

During the first five years of Hugo Chávez government Venezuela experienced a series of 

radical political processes: a National Constituent Assembly was created in 1999, which 

drafted and ratified a new constitution in December of that year; under the new constitution, 

Chávez won the “mega-elections” of July 2000; in 2001, 49 laws were passed to radically 

increase the state’s participation and control of the economy in a broad range of sectors, 
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from oil to agriculture, including a massive expropriation and nationalisation process (more 

than 1000 companies), the Hydrocarbons and Land reforms being the most notable ones. 

Moreover, in April 2002 Chávez faced anti-government protests (which were heavily 

repressed) and a failed military coup for two days; between December 2002 and February 

2003 the main oil company of Venezuela, the PDVSA (Petróleos de Venezuela), carried a 

general strike that had major economic implications in terms of oil production, which after 

failing to take the government down led to the sacking of 60 per cent of its employees 

(around 18,000 workers), mostly highly skilled technicians (Chávez assumed control of the 

company after the strike as well). Finally, there was a third opposition attempt to take 

Chávez’s government down, this time via a recall referendum, which was held in 2004 

resulting in a clear victory for the Venezuelan President (Corrales & Penfold, 2015; Ellner, 

2008; McCarthy-Jones & Turner, 2011; Serbin & Serbin Pont, 2017; Vera, 2015, 2018).  

The 2004 referendum was a turning point in terms of domestic and foreign politics. 

Domestically, it consolidated Chávez’s government. Chávez’s power increased even more 

after several electoral victories in 2006, 2009 and 2012,74 a process that gradually drove 

Venezuela towards an authoritarian regime.75 It was the beginning of a second phase in 

Chávez’s government, more active in terms of projecting the “socialism of the 21st century” 

abroad once the domestic front was finally “under control”. Under Chávez, the country’s 

economy experienced a positive GDP growth period between 2004 and 2008 as a 

consequence of high oil prices, followed by a long negative trend (Vera, 2015, 2018). 

Most analyses of Venezuela’s economy demonstrate the negative impact of the 

macroeconomic policies76 adopted during his government (Arenas, 2010; Corrales & 

Penfold, 2015; Martínez Castillo, 2017; Vera, 2015, 2018)77, which led to the deep 

economic, social and political crisis that the country is still facing today.  

Venezuela’s foreign policy under Hugo Chávez presented the following characteristics: 

Venezuela got closer to Cuba and the ideologically close governments of Rafael Correa in 

 
74 The legitimacy of these elections is questioned in the literature due to the lack of real 
competitiveness, especially since 2009 when the authoritarian turn was more pronounced (Alvarez, 
2011; Calcaño & Arenas, 2013; Corrales & Penfold, 2015; Romero & Benayas, 2018). 
75 An interesting analysis of this process can be found in Corrales and Penfold’s books on the Chávez 
government, labelled a “hybrid” regime (Corrales & Penfold-Becerra, 2011; Corrales & Penfold, 2015). 
76 For an interesting analysis of the declining oil production and exports to the United States see 
(Ferchen, 2014). 
77 Some nuances on these criticisms can be found in the analyses of one of the main socioeconomic 
programs of the Chávez government, the “Misiones”, which intended to redistribute the fiscal 
revenues to the excluded sectors of society, from basic economic needs (food) to health and 
education. For interesting and opposite assessments of the program see (Arenas, 2010; d'Elia & 
Cabezas, 2008; Ellner, 2008). 
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Ecuador and Evo Morales in Bolivia (and to a lesser extent to Kirchner’s Argentina and 

Lula’s Brazil); tensions increased with Colombia, due to its close alignment with the United 

States; Caracas developed an openly antagonist approach towards the United States, 

especially in rhetorical terms, but also in practical ones by boycotting the FTAA negotiation 

and establishing the ALBA. Furthermore, Venezuela strengthened its relations with extra-

hemispheric powers such as Russia, Iran and China, and played an active — and often 

conflictive — role within the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) to 

restrict supply and keep high international oil prices (Corrales, 2010; Corrales & Romero, 

2015; Mijares, 2017; Romero, 2010; Romero & Mijares, 2016; Serbin & Serbin Pont, 2017). 

During the commodity boom period 2004–2008 and after Chávez’s launch of the “socialism 

of the 21st century” in 2007, Hugo Chávez deployed an intense “social power diplomacy”. It 

consisted of generous handouts and investments abroad (Corrales, 2009), mainly focused 

on its close regional allies. His main foreign policy objective, however, was to diminish the 

country’s dependence on the United States, moving away from the historically close 

relationship of the country with Washington (Serbin & Serbin Pont, 2017). In order to do so, 

Chávez sought to diversify its partners to achieve more autonomy, and was successful in 

strengthening Venezuela’s engagement with Russia and China, especially in terms of 

increasing trade, investment and military exchanges (Mijares, 2017; Romero, 2010; Serbin & 

Serbin Pont, 2017).  

As Mijares’ study shows, between 1999 and 2016 the Venezuelan crude-oil export rates to 

China grew by 39 per cent, while in each year of this period Venezuela exported 3 per cent 

less oil on average to the US (Mijares, 2017). The numbers suggest that Venezuela did 

diminish its dependence on the US market, however not in a radical way. The United States 

remains the first trade partner of Venezuela, with a strong bilateral trade of 19.290 million US 

dollars in 2018 (United States’ Census Bureau, 2019). The entrenched commodity/market 

dependence is deep and structural78, the reason why even in the periods of high diplomatic 

tension in US–Venezuelan relations oil exports remained mostly unaltered. The situation 

changed in 2018, when the Trump administration decided to impose strong sanctions on 

Caracas.  

The next section analyses Hugo Chávez’s perceptions of the US-led liberal order to finalise 

the test of the proposed NCR model.  

 
78 The extra heavy oil of Venezuela cannot be exported everywhere, which is the reason why the US 
refineries are one of the few options. Distance is another issue, as even if Venezuela wanted to sell 
more oil to China, the time travel difference vis-à-vis the exports to the US coast is significant. For an 
interesting analysis of these obstacles see (Corrales, 2010). 
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b) Chávez’s perception of the US-led liberal order79 

In his almost 15 years of presidency Hugo Chávez became one of the most outspokenly 

anti-US and anti-neoliberal leaders in the world. His theatrical rhetoric made him famous, 

with his 2006 address to the UN General Assembly one of his most remembered moments, 

when he called US President Bush “the devil”. However, as the analysis of his government 

and foreign policy shows, Chávez’s relations with the United States were characterised by a 

major contradiction: its entrenched oil dependency on Washington. 

Even in periods of highest diplomatic tensions, the exports of Venezuelan oil continued to 

flow to the United States, a country that continues to be the first trade partner of Caracas. 

Following the methodology of operationalisation of the domestic intervening variable in each 

case study, the next analysis focuses on events and foreign policy actions taken under his 

presidency that were indicative of his perceptions of the US-led liberal order. The first 

assessment is then contrasted with Merke and Reynoso’s expert survey.   

Hugo Chávez’s perception of the US-led liberal order can be analysed in at least two 

phases: before and after the end of the PDVSA strikes of 2003. As in the case of Lula, 

during his campaign in 1998 Chávez adopted a moderate approach. He raised the possibility 

of maintaining a dialogue with the IMF and promised to respect the agreements made with 

foreign capital (Ellner, 2008). During the first phase Hugo Chávez focused on the domestic 

front and avoided major confrontations with the United States. However, during this period 

the Venezuelan President already showed his growing negative perception of the US-led 

liberal order, both rhetorically and with concrete actions.  

Two of the most concrete actions taken at the beginning of his presidency were the refusal 

to accept US assistance during the natural disaster in the state of Vargas, and the 

suspension of Venezuela’s participation in the joint military exercises “Operation Red Flag” 

(Corrales & Penfold, 2015). In one of his most provocative foreign policy actions in this 

period, Hugo Chávez visited Iraq in August 2000, meeting Saddam Hussein (El País, 2000). 

The visit triggered a strong critical response from Washington (Whitaker, 2000). 

The day after the terrorist attacks of 9/11 Chávez declared that the United States “brought 

this onto themselves” due to their arrogant “imperialist foreign policy” (Corrales & Penfold, 

2015). One month later the Venezuelan President continued with his criticisms on national 

television and radio, this time with a focus on the US bombings of Afghanistan. Chávez 

showed pictures of dead Afghan children and stated that “We cannot respond to terror with 

 
79 All the quotes included in this section are free translations by the author from Spanish. 
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more terror” (Cooperativa, 2001). In response, Washington recalled for consultations its 

ambassador to Venezuela, Donna Hrinak (Kralev, 2001). In November, Chávez took the 

criticisms to the UN General Assembly platform: 

[…] we have suffered the abominable terrorist attack of 11 September. In opposition to the 

culture of peace, to the dialogue among civilizations declared by the United Nations in 

2001 and to the good will of the peoples of the world, the drums of war are suddenly 

thundering again and we say, louder and more passionately than we have in the 

past, that this struggle for peace is of fundamental importance. ((UNGA, 2001) 

Chávez also began to express his negative views of the liberal economic order during this 

period. In a speech in Madrid in 2002 the Venezuelan President suggested that 

neoliberalism was “the path to hell” (Comas, 2002). The turning point in terms of a 

radicalisation of the rhetoric and foreign policy actions of Hugo Chávez, however, was the 

period 2002–2003, after having faced a failed coup and the three-months PDVSA general 

strike. These major challenges reinforced Chávez’s power and reaffirmed the Venezuelan 

leader’s antagonism with the United States. He was convinced that Washington was behind 

both attempts to take him down.80 

The radical rhetorical shift was evident in 2003, as Chávez began to use the term 

“imperialist” to refer to the United States (McCarthy-Jones & Turner, 2011), and to criticise 

the core of the liberal economic order with stronger words. He focused on the evils of 

“capitalism” and the “savage neoliberalism”. The first target of his radical criticism of the 

liberal economic order was the FTAA initiative, gradually hardening his negative stance 

towards it. During the 2001 III Summit of the Americas in Quebec Chávez adopted a 

moderate stance. On that occasion the Venezuelan President stated that the FTAA should 

be seen “as a possibility, but once our countries have control over their own economies” 

(BBC Mundo, 2001). The radicalisation of his stance began in Monterrey’s Extraordinary 

Summit of the Americas, in 2004. 

Hugo Chávez arrived in Mexico in the middle of a diplomatic impasse with the US National 

Security Adviser, Condoleezza Rice, who had criticised the Venezuelan leader’s support for 

the Cuban regime. Chávez had responded on his television and radio show “Aló presidente”, 

calling Rice a “true illiterate”. He then criticised the alleged US support of the recall 

 
80 There is no consensus in the literature regarding the US role in these events. However, most of the 
authors would agree on the fact that Washington supported Chávez’s opposition, and quickly 
recognised the de facto government of Pedro Carmona during the coup (Corrales & Penfold, 2015; 
Ellner, 2008). 
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referendum being pushed by the Venezuelan opposition at the time and asked “What the 

devil do you have to do with a referendum in Venezuela?”, adding that “what happens here 

in Venezuela is the business of Venezuelans and nobody else on the planet” (Reuters, 

2004).  

Monterrey’s Extraordinary Summit was organised by Vicente Fox upon the request of 

George W. Bush (see Chapter 3), who wanted to enhance the chances of reaching an 

agreement for the FTAA initiative at its original deadline, in Mar del Plata (Argentina) 2005. 

The FTAA was debated in the summit discussions and included in the Declaration of “Nuevo 

León”, a success for Vicente Fox and George W. Bush. However, Hugo Chávez decided to 

make his opposition to the initiative explicit, adding the following revealing footnote in the 

official document:81 

Venezuela enters a reservation with respect to the paragraph on the Free Trade 

Area of the Americas (FTAA) because of questions of principle and profound 

differences regarding the concept and philosophy of the proposed model and 

because of the manner in which specific aspects and established timeframes are 

addressed. We ratify our commitment to the consolidation of a regional fair trade bloc as 

a basis for strengthening levels of integration. This process must consider each country´s 

particular cultural, social, and political characteristics; sovereignty and constitutionality; 

and the level and size of its economy, in order to guarantee fair treatment. 

At the end of the meeting, Hugo Chávez highlighted the formation of an anti-FTAA within the 

region: 

The emergence of a new leadership with a new speech very clear and very brave, with a 

battery of proposals: Lula, Kirchner and others [...] There it is, there is already a group, 

an alternative block is forming […] and we are not just five or six, we represent 

millions who previously had no representation at these summits. I think that it’s the 

biggest thing that happened at this summit. (Kan, 2013)82 

One year later this group ended with the FTAA, in the IV Summit of the Americas of Mar del 

Plata. Hugo Chávez took full advantage of the mediatic opportunity of this summit. He called 

for the death of the FTAA in his show “Aló presidente”, transmitted every Sunday at 11am, 

and made strong claims like the following: 

 
81 Full document available (in English) here: https://2009-2017.state.gov/p/wha/rls/141346.htm  
82 Free translation from Spanish by the author. 

https://2009-2017.state.gov/p/wha/rls/141346.htm
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the FTAA is dead; the people of this continent are burying it […] Those who want to 

go to hell, take the path of capitalism, of neoliberalism. Those who, like us the 

majority, want a better world, need to look for another path of integration […] There is 

already a Latin American fervor in the streets. There we will meet to defend our model […] 

adding that the FTAA is  

Hegemonic, imperialist and neocolonialist, and the truth is that our ALBA is already 

being born, already has life, is already emerging and is walking. The country has been 

able to appreciate it. (EMOL, 2005a) 

During the Mar del Plata Summit the Venezuelan President used his intervention to further 

his criticism of free trade:  

we respect free trade, as Lula said this is not an ideological issue, but free trade will not 

solve our employment, or poverty, or misery problems, forget about it, those who still 

believe in that story! (Multimedio VTV, 2015) 

In another intervention, Hugo Chávez referred directly to the FTAA and Vicente Fox’s 

defence of the initiative. The Venezuelan President claimed that “not only is it not essential, 

it is harmful if we don’t take into account the big differences [within countries]” (IV Summit of 

the Americas, 2015). Chávez openly criticised (and insulted) the Mexican President during 

the meeting: 

It makes one sad to see the sell-out of President Fox, really it makes one sad. How sad 

that the president of a people like the Mexicans lets himself become the puppy dog 

of the empire. (BBC News, 2007) 

The fall of the FTAA was celebrated as a victory for Venezuela, in Chávez’ view. Once 

again, the Venezuelan leader took full advantage of it to enhance his image with a theatrical 

appearance in the “People’s Summit of the Americas” held in parallel to the original version, 

also in Mar del Plata. In his speech, Hugo Chávez said his famous “Alca, Alca, al carajo (go 

to hell)!” while almost 40,000 people (including the famous Argentinean football player Diego 

Armando Maradona) sang in traditional Latin American football supporters’ style “un minuto 

de silencio, para el alca que está muerto! [one minute of silence for the FTAA that is dead]“ 

(People’s Summit of the Americas, 2013). He then asked, “who buried the FTAA? The 

peoples of America buried the FTAA!”, beginning an almost three hours long speech with 
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many references against not only the FTAA, but also “US imperialism”, neoliberalism, and 

the Washington Consensus. 

He also used the speech to promote his own alternative, the ALBA, and presented it in the 

following way: 

The FTAA seeks to consolidate the economic power of the large transnationals and the 

elites that have dominated these countries for a long time, that is the FTAA; ALBA seeks 

the liberation of the peoples, the redistribution of the income of our peoples, equality, the 

change of the productive economic model, the social inclusion. 

The ALBA was created in 2004, signed with the Cuban leader Fidel Castro and presented as 

an explicit alternative to the ”Washington proposal” (EMOL, 2005a). Similarly to Lula and the 

BRIC(S) grouping, Chávez also demonstrated its dissatisfaction with the current order’s 

hierarchy and attempted to strengthened the “South”, being ALBA one of its main means to 

achieve it. Other concrete foreign policy actions to contest the liberal economic order were 

the creation of Petrocaribe and that of the Bank of the South (Serbin & Serbin Pont, 2017). 

These are fundamental tools of what Javier Corrales called Venezuela’s “social power 

diplomacy” (Corrales, 2009), aimed at balancing — soft balancing — the United States and 

strengthening Venezuela’s engagement with the ALBA countries. Another foreign policy 

action in a similar vein was Chávez’s decision to end Venezuela’s participation in the “Grupo 

de los Tres” (G3), a FTA signed with Mexico and Colombia in 1995. The announcement was 

made in May 2006, stating that “we have already decided to leave the G3 […] formed under 

the scheme of the purest neoliberalism […]. Venezuela leaves the G3” (EFE, 2006).  

In his speech at the Mar del Plata Summit in 2005, Hugo Chávez expressed his ambitious 

vision for the next decade. He stated that “for the next decade Venezuela can offer the 

same amount that Kennedy offered 44 years ago, about ten billion dollars, beyond the 

Petrocaribe formula”. Two years later, he had established the aforementioned funding 

mechanisms and terminated Venezuela’s relationship with the IMF and the World Bank 

(Tran, 2007). Rhetorically, the Venezuelan leader radicalised his criticism of the liberal 

economic order in this period: his speech at the World Social Forum of 2005 is one of the 

best examples of this shift. In his highly ideological address, Chávez claimed that “socialism 

is the path” and directed his attack towards the core of the liberal economic order, stating: 

If the neoliberal capitalist model continues to advance, someday it will not resist anymore. 

The earth is a body, it has a temperature. And it is overheating. The planet's poles can 

melt and great floods will come a hundred times worse than those that have just suffered 
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in Asia. We will already be underground, but our grandchildren or the children of our 

grandchildren will suffer. (Peregil, 2005) 

Chávez’s speech at the UN General Assembly in 2005 was the most revealing in terms of 

his view of the current liberal economic order. On this occasion, Chávez ranted against the 

bases of the order and proposed the creation of a new economic order:  

A short while ago, the President of the United States attended a meeting of the 

Organization of American States, and he proposed to Latin America and the Caribbean an 

increase in trade measures and the opening up of markets. In other words, he proposed 

neoliberalism, when that is precisely the basic cause of the great evils and 

tragedies that our peoples are experiencing. It is neoliberal capitalism, the Washington 

consensus, that has increased dire poverty and inequality and that has caused the infinite 

tragedy of the peoples of this continent. Today, more than ever, we need a new 

international order. (UNGA, 2005) 

The radicalisation of his criticism towards the US “leadership role”, the second element of 

the US-led liberal order that is considered for the first assessment of Hugo Chávez, has also 

became evident since 2003. In that year he used his show “Aló presidente” to show pictures 

of dead Iraqi children after the US invasion of Iraq in 2003, and stated that:  

Venezuela joins the peoples and most of the governments of the world, which reject 

aggression against the people of Iraq and demand that the United Nations assume 

its role. We demand the UN Secretary General, Kofi Annan, to pronounce and reject 

the aggression […] We join the voices of the Vatican and countries such as Brazil, 

Mexico, Argentina, France, China, Russia and most nations of America, Europe, Asia and 

Africa, to say 'No to war, enough of wars’. (Márquez, 2003) 

Hugo Chávez also began to be more assertive in his contestation of the United States’ 

historical influence in Venezuela, which provoked several diplomatic impasses. In 2005, the 

Venezuelan President ended the country’s relations with the US Drug Enforcement 

Administration (DEA), arguing that the organisation was spying on him by “using the fight 

against drug trafficking as a mask, to support drug trafficking, to carry out intelligence in 

Venezuela against the government” (BBC News, 2005). In March 2006 Chávez began a 

series of personal attacks on the US President. During one of his shows “Aló presidente” 

that year the Venezuelan leader dedicated the following famous words to President Bush: 

You are ignoramus, you are a burro, Mr Danger ... or to say it to you in my bad English: 

You are a donkey, Mr Danger. You are a donkey, Mr George W Bush. You are a coward, 
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a killer, a [perpetrator of] genocide, an alcoholic, a drunk, a liar, an immoral person, 

Mr Danger. You are the worst, Mr Danger. The worst of this planet ... A psychologically 

sick man, I know it. 

A couple of months later Chávez made his most aggressive and remembered anti-US 

speech at the UN: 

The Devil is there; the Devil himself is in the house. The Devil came here yesterday, right 

here. It still smells of sulphur today. Yesterday on this rostrum the President of the United 

States, whom I refer to as the Devil, talked as if he owned the world. It would be 

appropriate to have a psychiatrist analyse yesterday’s address by the President of the 

United States. As the spokesman of imperialism he came to share his prescriptions for 

preserving the current pattern of domination, exploitation and pillage of the peoples of the 

world. It was like an Alfred Hitchcock movie. I would even propose a title: “The Devil’s 

Recipe”. 

It wants [the United States] to impose its system of exploitation and pillage and its 

hegemony through war. If it wants peace, what is happening in Iraq? What happened 

in Lebanon and Palestine? What has happened over the past hundred years in Latin 

America and in world? Now there are new threats against Venezuela and Iran […] I 

note that the President of the United States came to talk to the peoples. He said “To the 

people of Afghanistan”, “To the people of Lebanon”, “To the people of Iran”. He addressed 

them all directly. One wonders what those peoples would tell him if they were given the 

opportunity. What would they have to say? I know what is in the soul of the peoples of the 

south, the oppressed peoples. They would say “Yankee imperialist, go home!” That 

would be the cry of the peoples of the world if they could speak with one voice to 

the American imperialists. (UNGA, 2006b) 

The speech is one of the clearest expressions of Chávez dissatisfaction with the order’s 

hierarchy, with an emphasis on the US hegemony and its “imperialist” foreign policy. In that 

year the Venezuelan President also personally criticised the then US Secretary of State, 

Condoleezza Rice, and the then British Prime Minister, Tony Blair, telling the former:  

Remember, little girl, I'm like the thorn tree that flowers on the plain. I waft my scent to 

passers-by and prick he who shakes me. Don't mess with me, Condoleezza. Don't 

mess with me, girl. (BBC News, 2007) 

And the latter: 
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Don't be shameless, Mr Blair. Don't be immoral, Mr Blair. You are one of those who 

have no morals. You are not one who has the right to criticise anyone about the rules of 

the international community. You are an imperialist pawn who attempts to curry 

favour with Danger Bush-Hitler, the number one mass murderer and assassin there 

is on the planet. Go straight to hell, Mr Blair. (BBC News, 2007) 

A final element of analysis of Chávez’s perception of the US “leadership role” was his 

attempt to diminish Venezuela’s dependence on the United States by the diversification of 

Venezuela’s foreign policy. As explained in Chávez’s government and foreign policy 

overview, in the period post 2002–2003 Hugo Chávez was able to develop a more active 

and assertive foreign policy. He was able to effectively diminish Venezuela’s dependence on 

the exports of oil to the United States thus diversifying its partners, and to increase its trade 

mainly with Russia and China. 

The process of diversification expanded to other areas, including the military. The US 

embargo on parts of the Venezuelan F-16 Fighting Falcons applied since 2005 pushed 

Chávez to look for new suppliers — once again Russia and China were the main alternatives 

(Mijares, 2017). Along with these two strategic partnerships with Beijing and Moscow, Hugo 

Chávez established new alliances with like-minded countries such as Cuba, Syria, Iran and 

Zimbabwe (Corrales & Penfold, 2015).  

Some of the most mediatic diplomatic engagements made by Chávez were done with Syria, 

Libya and Iran, regimes known for their anti-US approach at the time. The Venezuelan 

President visited Damascus in August 2006, meeting with Syrian leader Bashar al-Assad. 

Chávez made strong claims during the visit: 

We have decided to be free. We want to cooperate to build a new world where states’ and 

people’s self-determination are respected […] Imperialism’s concern is to control the 

world, but we will not let them despite the pressure and aggression […] We have the 

same political vision and we will resist together the American imperialist 

aggression. (NBC News, 2006) 

Chávez visited Syria and Iran on several occasions. He visited Syria for a second time in 

2010 and received al-Assad in Venezuela that same year. Chávez also received the Iranian 

President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in 2009 and visited Tehran in 2010. In Ahmadinejad’s visit 

to Venezuela in 2009, the Venezuelan leader showed his close personal relationship with 

the Iranian President welcoming him as “brother Ahmadinejad. Leader. Brother. Comrade”, 

kind words that were reciprocated by Ahmadinejad who claimed that Chávez was ”a brother, 
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who is resisting like a mountain the intentions of imperialism and colonialism” 

(Brumfield, 2010).  

The Iranian President returned to Venezuela in 2012. Once again, Ahmadinejad used the 

opportunity to jointly provoke the United States: 

That is one of our tasks […] stop, stop, stop the imperialist madness that has now 

been unleashed as never before in a long time […] Today the Venezuelan people and 

the Iranian people, both together, are on a path to fight against all the greed of arrogant 

imperialism. The hegemonic and dominant system is in its decline, which has taken a 

much more aggressive face, has trampled all human values. (RPP Noticias, 2012) 

As Javier Corrales and Carlos Romero highlight, Chávez tried without success to use his 

close relationship with President Ahmadinejad to give OPEC a more political character. 

Under his presidency, Venezuela was one of the few countries, with Cuba and Syria, that 

opposed the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA)’s resolutions condemning Iran 

(Corrales & Romero, 2015).  

During the visit of Bashar al-Assad to Caracas in 2010, Chávez aimed at one of the United 

States’ closest allies, Israel. He claimed that the latter had become “the assassin arm of the 

United States, no one can doubt it. It is a threat to all of us”, and threatened Israel in the 

context of the Palestine issue stating that “one day the genocidal state of Israel will be 

put into its place, and let’s hope that a really democratic state emerges there, with which 

we can share a path and ideas” (Jack, 2010). Hugo Chávez also developed a close 

relationship with Vladimir Putin. The relations with Russia included a relevant component of 

arms sales (Mijares, 2017), an agreement to build Venezuela’s first power plant in 2010 

(Harding, 2010), and the development of joint military exercises such as the one held in 

Venezuela’s coasts in 2008, led by the Russian missile cruiser “Peter the Great” (BBC 

News, 2008).  

The last two examples of the first assessment of Hugo Chávez’s perception of the US-led 

liberal order are from the region. In 2008, in “solidarity” with the Bolivian government of Evo 

Morales’ decision to expel the US Ambassador to Bolivia under accusation of supporting 

opposition groups, Hugo Chávez expelled the US Ambassador to Venezuela, Patrick Duddy. 

The Venezuelan President gave him 72 hours to leave the country, in a speech that included 

strong words towards the United States, including the now famous phrase “Go to hell a 

hundred times, fucking Yankees!” (Carroll, 2008). 
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The last example of Hugo Chávez’ contestation of the US “leadership role” was his close 

relations with Cuba, the most symbolic and long-standing ideological opposition of the 

United States’ presence in the region. Chávez took a completely different approach to the 

Mexican and Chilean presidents analysed in this thesis, Vicente Fox and Ricardo Lagos 

respectively, who had decided to condemn the Cuban regime during the period of analysis 

(see Chapter 3 for Mexico and Chapter 5 for Chile). Chávez established a close personal 

relationship with Cuban leader Fidel Castro, and strengthened bilateral cooperation with La 

Habana in a broad range of areas, from health to military training including more than 40,000 

Cuban technical personnel sent to work in Venezuela, in exchange for funding to Cuba 

(Corrales & Penfold, 2015; Romero, 2010).  

The analysis of Hugo Chávez’s rhetoric and foreign policy actions leads me to conclude that 

he should be considered as a president with a negative perception of the US-led 

liberal order. This first assessment is now contrasted with Merke and Reynoso’s experts 

survey. The experts’ assessment of the Venezuelan presidents’ economic orientation 

confirms Chávez’s opposition to free trade and economic openness, core elements of the 

liberal economic order, as Table 6.2 and Chart 6.1 below show: 

Table 6.2: Presidents’ economic orientation and scores (Venezuela) 

Presidents’ economic orientation Scores (1 = protectionism, 7 = openness) 

Luis Herrera Campins 3.88 

Jaime Lusinchi 3.63 

Carlos Pérez 5.38 

Rafael Caldera 4.38 

Hugo Chávez (1) 1.75 

Hugo Chávez (2) 1.75 

Hugo Chávez (3) 1.75 

Nicolás Maduro 1.75 

             Source: Author, based on Merke and Reynoso’s survey. 
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Chart 5.1: Venezuelan presidents’ economic orientations 

 

                    Source: Author, based on Merke and Reynoso’s survey. 

 

The data confirms the radical departure of Hugo Chávez from the neoliberal and market-

friendly orientation of the Pérez and Caldera governments in the 1990s, to a protectionist 

approach and an openly anti-neoliberal and anti-capitalist rhetoric. A similar radical 

departure was identified by the experts regarding Chávez’s “geopolitical orientation” and his 

position in terms of the country’s relations with the United States. Table 6.3 and Chart 6.3 

below show the results of the former: 

Table 6.3: Presidents’ geopolitical orientation (Venezuela) 

Presidents’ geopolitical orientation  Scores (1 = South, 7 = North) 

Luis Herrera Campins 3.88 

Jaime Lusinchi 3.88 

Carlos Pérez 4.63 

Rafael Caldera 4.38 

Hugo Chávez (1) 1.88 

Hugo Chávez (2) 1.88 

Hugo Chávez (3) 1.5 

Nicolás Maduro 1.5 

                    Source: Author, based on Merke and Reynoso’s survey. 
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Chart 6.2: Venezuelan presidents’ geopolitical orientations 

 

 

                     Source: Author, based on Merke and Reynoso’s survey. 

 

Chávez’ radical turn towards the “South” is clearly identified by the regional experts. Chávez  

tried to moved away from the historically close relationship of Venezuela with United States, 

and got closer to the region (mainly Cuba and the ALBA countries) and extra-hemispheric 

powers of the South, such as China. As Lula da Silva, Hugo Chávez was dissatisfied with 

the current order’s hierarchy and attempted to strengthen the geopolitical “South”. Chávez’s 

score was similar to the other president labelled as having a negative perception of the US-

led liberal order, Brazilian President Lula da Silva (see Chapter 4). Chávez had a 

significantly lower score than the two presidents labelled as having a positive perception of 

the current international order, Vicente Fox and Ricardo Lagos, with scores of 5.88 and 4.43 

respectively, reaffirming the ideological distance between the Venezuelan and Brazilian 

presidents and the latter. 

This distance is also present in terms of their views of their country’s relations with the 

United States. Table 6.4 and Chart 6.3 below show Hugo Chávez’s scores in this category. 

The departure from the US is recognised by the regional experts as well, even if the 

dependency was not radically broken. As in the case of his “geopolitical orientation” score, 

Chávez’s orientation in terms of Venezuela’s relationship with the United States was close to 

the one of Lula da Silva and significantly lower than Vicente Fox (6) and Ricardo Lagos 

(3.57). To conclude, the analysis confirms Hugo Chávez’s negative perception of the US-led 

liberal order.  
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Table 6.4: Presidents’ relations with the US (Venezuela) 

Presidents’ relations with the US  Scores (1 = autonomy, 7 = alignment) 

Luis Herrera Campins 4.88 

Jaime Lusinchi 4.75 

Carlos Pérez 5.13 

Rafael Caldera 4.75 

Hugo Chávez (1) 1.88 

Hugo Chávez (2) 1.63 

Hugo Chávez (3) 1.5 

Nicolás Maduro 1.5 

               Source: Author, based on Merke and Reynoso’s survey. 

 

Chart 6.3: Venezuelan presidents’ relations with the US 

 

 

                       Source: Author, based on Merke and Reynoso’s survey. 

6.3.  CONCLUSION: ASSESSMENT OF THE NPP MODEL IN VENEZUELA’S 

CASE 

Considering Venezuela’s position in the regional structure of power (second-order 

power/small country) and its negative presidential perception of the US-led liberal order, the 

Venezuelan case is useful to test H4:  

H4: Latin American countries that rank at the second-order power or small country level, and 

that presented a predominantly negative presidential perception of the US-led liberal order 

between 2001 and 2016, had the incentives to develop a comprehensive engagement with 
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China. However, these countries were only able to develop a multidimensional engagement 

strategy towards China, which entails a strong economic engagement, technological and 

military cooperation, but not a comprehensive relationship that could include multilateral 

collaboration and coordination with China. In their condition of second-order powers and 

small countries, they are not as attractive to the PRC as a regional power would be in 

economic and political terms, and they are not capable of bearing the costs of using their 

autonomy to the same extent as more powerful countries considering their limited states’ 

capabilities, and the way they are more vulnerable vis-à-vis potential US sanctions or 

pressures. 

Regarding the systemic IV of the NPP neoclassical realist model, in terms of power 

capabilities Venezuela ranks significantly lower than the two regional countries of Latin 

America, Brazil and Mexico, being labelled as “second-order power/small country”. In terms 

of the domestic intervening variable, the analysis of Hugo Chávez’s government and foreign 

policy rhetoric and actions demonstrates his negative perception of the US-led liberal order. 

The Venezuelan President was one of the main actors behind the boycott of the FTAA 

initiative, proposing an alternate organisation (ALBA) and funding structure (Petrocaribe and 

the Bank of the South) for like-minded countries in the region; he also engaged with Russia 

and China, the main alternatives to the current order, the latter being the most relevant in 

economic, technological and military areas.83  

These engagements hindered the US-liberal order in several ways. Relations with non-

democratic and openly anti-US countries such as Cuba, Iran, Syria and Libya undermined 

the US “leadership role”. They provided valuable funding and political support in the form of 

alliances and broke their international isolation. The Sino–Venezuelan economic exchanges 

included a strong component of Chinese funding via soft loans, which does not follow the 

rules and principles of the current liberal economic order by not imposing conditions on the 

country’s economic and political system. Moreover, the active boycott of the FTAA ended 

with the most recent US attempt to re-engage with Latin America. Chávez also created 

ALBA, an anti-US and anti-neoliberal alternative. 

Hugo Chávez, a president of a second-order power/small country with a negative perception 

of the US-led liberal order had the incentive to establish a comprehensive relationship with 

China, and to collaborate with the PRC in multilateral arenas. However, this chapter has 

demonstrated that Venezuela established a multidimensional engagement strategy towards 

 
83 Russia was the most important military ally of Chávez and Maduro in terms of traditional military 
cooperation and arms sales. China, however, provided significant military and anti-riot equipment, the 
latter being a particularity of the Sino–Venezuelan military engagement vis-à-vis Russia. 
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China, with elements of cooperation instead. Following the NCR model and H4, the systemic 

IV played a major role in the outcome. Hugo Chávez had the incentive to establish an 

international alliance with China in a similar way to Lula da Silva. Conversely to Brazil, 

however, by seeking an ideological alliance with the PRC Chávez may have hindered the 

overall objective of establishing a comprehensive relationship with China, as the latter 

wished to avoid any ideological engagement in Latin America to evade possible 

confrontation with the United States.  

The fact that Venezuela is not a regional power also could explain why China did not 

establish a more comprehensive engagement with Venezuela. Oil was the only attractive 

feature that Caracas could offer to the PRC. As chapters 3 and 4 have demonstrated, Brazil 

and Mexico had more potential to develop stronger relations with China with their status of 

regional powers, presenting broader economic (market size, investment, funding) and 

political (strategic location, international cooperation and mutual support) opportunities for 

the PRC. Moreover, without significant state capacity to bear the costs of a more assertive 

foreign policy, the dependence with the United States remained the main conditioning factor 

of Venezuela’s foreign policy. This provides evidence of the predominance of the systemic 

IV included in the NCR model. 

Finally, the comparison of the Chilean and Venezuelan cases also demonstrates the 

explanatory power of the domestic intervening variable for countries in a similar position in 

the regional structure of power. The Sino–Venezuelan engagement is significantly stronger 

than Chile’s engagement with the PRC. The proposed NPP neoclassical realist model 

suggests that the variation can be explained by the presidents’ perceptions of the US-led 

liberal order, which created different incentives vis-à-vis their countries’ engagement 

strategies towards China: Chile’s positive presidential perception led to a limited 

engagement strategy that did not hinder the US-led liberal order; Venezuela’s negative 

perception led to a multidimensional engagement strategy that did hinder the current order 

instead.  

The cases of Chile and Venezuela confirm the last two hypotheses of this thesis and finalise 

the test of the NPP model. The assessment of the proposed neoclassical realist framework 

is presented in the following concluding chapter.   

 



 
 

CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION 

The most common representation of the Sino-Latin American relations is one characterised 

by the exports of Latin American raw materials and energy resources to China and the 

imports of Chinese manufactures. This is a simplistic view. However, it accurately captures 

the main feature of the bilateral relations of most Latin American countries with the PRC: a 

strong but asymmetrical trade that has been increasing at an unprecedented pace since 

2001, with the aforementioned characteristics. A growing literature on Sino–Latin American 

relations has captured and analysed this process thoroughly, as the literature review of this 

thesis shows (see Chapter 2). Only focusing on the economic dimension of the relations, 

however, misses important areas that have been shaping the regional engagement 

strategies towards China during this period, such as the political, military and multilateral 

realms. 

This thesis had two objectives. The first one was to demonstrate the heterogenous character 

of Sino–Latin American relations. To do so, I analysed the regional engagements with the 

PRC between 2001 and 2016 looking beyond the bilateral trade, to highlight the variation in 

terms of number of dimensions included in the bilateral agendas, and the differences of the 

Latin American approaches towards China (i.e. confrontational, cooperative or collaborative). 

From this analysis, I proposed four distinct types of engagement strategies towards China in 

the period of analysis, from limited (confrontational-competitive) to comprehensive 

(collaborative). 

The second objective of the thesis was to provide a theoretical explanation of the variation, 

with an original theoretical framework. The literature review showed that few attempts have 

been made to develop comprehensive explanations of the different Latin American 

engagement strategies towards China between 2001 and 2016. I intended to contribute with 

a study that includes four case studies and an original NCR model that proposes an 

explanation for the four identified types of Latin American engagements with China. The 

“National Power and Perception” (NPP) model was developed building on the scholarship on 

NCR and theories from which NCR borrows concepts and logics (i.e. FPA and 

constructivism). To choose the independent variables of the NCR model I considered the 

vast scholarship on Latin American presidentialism and foreign policy. 
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Regarding the first objective, this thesis analysed four countries that developed significantly 

different engagement strategies towards China between 2001 and 2016. The first one was 

Mexico, a country that developed a limited engagement strategy towards China. As Chapter 

3 shows, Mexico maintained a stable political and economic relationship with the People’s 

Republic of China since the establishment of diplomatic relations in 1972. The bilateral trade 

began to significantly increase during Vicente Fox’s presidency at the beginning of the 

2000s, following the regional pattern. However, conversely to most countries in the region, 

Mexico’s foreign policy towards China included significant elements of competition and 

confrontation, which led to several diplomatic impasses and WTO actions against the PRC. 

Moreover, Mexico has not recognised China as a “market economy”, and it was the first 

country in the region to explicitly incorporate the “China threat” theory in its governmental 

rhetoric.  

Brazil adopted a completely different approach, as Chapter 4 shows. Brazil developed a 

comprehensive engagement strategy towards China, with strong economic exchanges and 

cooperation in several areas beyond trade and investment (i.e. health and technological 

cooperation). Contrary to Mexico under Vicente Fox, Brasília adopted a collaborative 

approach vis-à-vis China, which included close cooperation and coordination in multilateral 

forums. This is a unique feature within the context of Latin American engagements with the 

PRC. The government of Lula da Silva was the turning point in the intensification of Sino–

Brazilian relations. Lula’s active foreign policy sought to enhance bilateral relations and to 

establish an international collaboration with the PRC.  

Chile and Venezuela developed significantly different engagement strategies towards China 

as well. Chile developed a limited engagement strategy towards China and focused almost 

exclusively on trade. The economic engagement included the signing of a FTA in 2005, 

which boosted bilateral trade and positioned China as the first trading partner of Chile. No 

other dimension was developed in the period of analysis, as Chapter 5 shows. Conversely, 

the Sino–Venezuelan trade included not only strong economic engagement, but also strong 

cooperation in areas such as technology and the military. As Chapter 6 shows, Hugo 

Chávez managed to secure China’s backing in terms of funding, political support (by not 

condemning the regime) and military equipment (especially anti-riot, to crack down on 

protests). Venezuela developed a multidimensional engagement strategy towards China, 

significantly different from the one of Chile with the PRC.  

Regarding the second objective of this thesis, I proposed an NCR model labelled “National 

Power and Perception”, which combines systemic and domestic variables. NCR maintains 

the core assumption of structural realism regarding the predominant impact of the structure 
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of power in states’ international behaviour and includes domestic intervening variables to 

explain why countries in a similar position in the structure of power behave differently, as the 

translation of the systemic pressures to foreign policy is neither immediate nor perfect.  

I argue that this theoretical framework is particularly useful to explain the variation within the 

regional engagement strategies towards China for several reasons. As the description of the 

bilateral relations of each of the case studies shows, the predominant importance of the 

systemic variable becomes evident when comparing the exchanges of the two regional 

powers with China and all the rest of the region. In simple terms, even if a small country 

such as Uruguay wanted to establish a comprehensive engagement with China in the period 

of analysis, it would not have been able to do so due to systemic constraints: it is not an 

attractive country for the PRC in economic and political terms, and it does not have the state 

capacity required to use its autonomy to get closer to the main alternative leadership of the 

current order to that extent. The costs of this decision could be unbearable in the case of a 

negative reaction from the current leader of the order, the United States.  

The proposed NPP neoclassical realist model was tested in four case studies. It 

demonstrated the explanatory power of the domestic intervening variable (presidents’ 

perceptions of the US-led liberal order) for the incentives of the Latin American countries vis-

à-vis their engagement strategies towards China. This is particularly relevant to explain why 

countries in a similar position in the regional structure of power, facing similar systemic 

pressures and constraints, established different engagement strategies towards China. That 

is the case of Mexico and Brazil, two regional powers with opposed foreign policy behaviours 

towards China, and of Chile and Venezuela, second-order powers/small countries with a 

significantly different engagement strategies towards the PRC as well. 

To understand why countries in a similar position in the structure of power behave 

differently, NCR suggests looking inside the “black box” to identify the domestic intervening 

variable(s) that is(are) affecting the foreign policy decision-making processes. Considering 

the vast scholarship on Latin America’s presidentialism and foreign policy, which suggests 

that presidents are the predominant actor in the Latin American foreign policy decision-

making processes, I proposed as domestic intervening variable the “Latin American 

presidents’ perceptions of the US-led liberal order”, and particularly three elements of it: the 

order’s hierarchy, the US “leadership role” and the liberal economic order.  

I argued that presidents with a negative perception of the US-led liberal order would have an 

incentive to develop a comprehensive engagement strategy towards China, the main 

alternative leadership of the US-led liberal order. This is due to their dissatisfaction with the 



163 | P a g e  
 

current order, its hierarchy, its core principles and institutional framework, perceived as 

flawed, unfair to their countries and biased in favour of the developed world. Conversely, a 

president with a positive perception of the US-led liberal order would have an incentive to 

maintain the status quo, and to develop a limited engagement strategy towards the main 

challenger of the order.  

The “National Power and Perception” (NPP) model proposed in this thesis summarises the 

above arguments and assumptions. It proposes four types of Latin American engagement 

strategies towards China based on the interplay of the systemic and domestic Independent 

Variables included in the model: 

  

 

President’s perception of the US-led liberal order 

Positive Negative 

Position 
in the 

regional 
structure 
of power 

 
Regional 

power 

 
Limited (competitive-confrontational) 

 
Comprehensive (collaborative) 

Second-order 
power/small 

country 
Limited (cooperative) Multidimensional (cooperative) 

                     Source: Author. 

 

In the general hypothesis of this thesis I argued that the interplay of IVs created different 

incentives for the Latin American foreign policy behaviours towards China between 2001 and 

2016, described in one specific hypothesis for each combination. The analysis showed the 

explanatory power of the domestic intervening variable to explain the incentives of the Latin 

American countries vis-à-vis their engagement strategies towards China. The comparison of 

Mexico and Brazil provided insights about the explanatory power of the domestic intervening 

variable (Latin American presidents’ perceptions of the US-led liberal order) in their country’s 

engagement strategy towards China. It allowed me to control the structural IV as both 

countries are regional powers. The comparison of Chile and Venezuela allowed the same 

control of the systemic IV, as both countries are second-order powers/small countries.  

However, consistent with NCR, I demonstrated that the IV that ultimately explained the types 

of engagement strategies towards China between 2001 and 2016 (dependent variable) was 

the systemic variable, in this case their position in the regional structure of power. As this 

thesis shows, regional powers were able to translate the aforementioned incentives into 

foreign policy outcomes to a greater extent than second-order powers and small countries, 

as the case studies demonstrate (Fox’s Mexico vis-à-vis Lagos’ Chile, and Lula’s Brazil vis-

à-vis Chávez’s Venezuela).  
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The NPP neoclassical realist model was tested with four case studies. The findings suggest 

that it is a valid theoretical framework to explain the different types of Latin American 

engagement strategies towards China between 2001 and 2016. After this general 

assessment of the proposed theoretical model, I focused on the general and specific 

contribution of this thesis, and the validity and potential replicability of the theoretical model 

in other countries and periods of analysis. In terms of the general contribution of this thesis, I 

argued it is two-fold: first, it provides an original analysis of Sino–Latin American relations 

including multiple dimensions, to demonstrate and highlight the heterogenous character of 

the relations. It builds on a scholarship that has accurately described and explained the 

increasing role of China in the region and provides a comprehensive analysis of the 

engagement through a comparative study of four cases that I argue are representative of 

most of the types of Latin American engagement strategies towards China developed in the 

period of analysis. This is especially relevant to avoid misperceptions and 

misrepresentations of the relations.  

A common misrepresentation is the implicit treatment of the Sino–Latin American 

engagement as a bilateral relationship with two homogeneous actors: China and Latin 

America. In this thesis I provide evidence to demonstrate that Latin America is not a 

homogeneous actor, and that the region’s engagements with China are complex and 

heterogenous. I demonstrate this significant variation, which I argue should be 

acknowledged in any study that intends to provide a comprehensive and accurate 

explanation of Sino–Latin American relations. I also argued against the focus on the 

“strategic partnerships” that China has established in the region as an indicator of 

“relevance” or “comprehensiveness” of the engagements. At least in Latin America, these 

labels can be misleading. The strategic partnerships with China in the region include 

countries that, as this thesis has demonstrated, have significantly different engagements 

with China, such as Brazil and Chile. 

The second general contribution is theoretical. The NCR analysis developed in this thesis 

contributes to a growing scholarship that attempts to provide a theoretical explanation for the 

different engagements of the region with China, with an IR perspective that has not been 

applied to date. It is an attempt to provide a parsimonious theoretical model that was 

successfully tested in four typical cases. The “National Power and Perception” neoclassical 

realist model can be applied to the rest of the countries of the region between 2001 and 

2016. For instance, H4 could be tested in the cases of Bolivia and Ecuador under Evo 

Morales and Rafael Correa, respectively, as the characteristics of their governments, foreign 

policies and engagement strategies towards China are similar to the Venezuelan case 
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analysed in this thesis. H3 could be tested in Colombia and Perú as well, under the 

presidencies of Álvaro Uribe and Alan García (second term), which also developed 

comparable characteristics in terms of government and foreign policies with the Chilean 

case here analysed. 

The theoretical contribution of this thesis is not restricted to the analysis of Sino–Latin 

American relations. In future research the “National Power and Perception” model could be 

applied and tested to regions of the Global South. Africa and Asia share economic and 

geopolitical characteristics with Latin America (i.e. commodities exporters) and faced similar 

systemic constraints vis-à-vis the United States and China in the period of analysis. The 

economic engagement of these regions with China also presents comparable characteristics 

with the Sino–Latin American economic exchanges (Hung, 2018), and their engagements 

with China are asymmetric and heterogeneous as well (Ba, 2014; He, 2018; Moyo, 2016; 

Scobell, Ratner, & Beckley, 2014). If the model is to be applied and tested in these regions, 

however, some adjustments in the operationalisation of the systemic and domestic 

intervening variables are needed.  

The core assumption of the systemic IV of the “National Power and Perception” model 

relates to power capabilities, not to a particularity of Latin American countries. Hence, it 

could be applied to other regions with similar characteristics. The systemic assumption is 

that the country’s position in the regional structure of power is the factor that mostly 

influences their ability to translate incentives into foreign policy outcomes. African and Asian 

regional powers should have been able to translate the incentives towards foreign policy 

outcomes to a greater extent than second-order powers/small countries. Moreover, the 

difference in power capabilities could explain the level of assertiveness vis-à-vis the United 

States and China, and also, their economic and political “attractiveness” for the PRC. If 

applied to these regions, the systemic baseline of the NCR model needs to be adjusted to 

account for specific systemic constraints that affect the foreign policy options of the African 

and Asian countries analysed (i.e. US and China’s dynamic vis-à-vis the region).  

Regarding the domestic intervening variable, its operationalisation should be adjusted to 

account for differences in terms of the actor(s) responsible for the foreign policy decision-

making process of the African and Asian countries analysed. The “National Power and 

Perception” model proposed in this thesis assumes that the FPE (foreign policy executive) of 

Latin America is the president. Building on the vast scholarship on Latin American 

presidentialism and foreign policy, I argued that the president is the most important actor in 

the foreign policy decision-making process, and he or she is institutionally responsible for the 

foreign policy of the country.  
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This particular institutional arrangement could be different in the political systems of 

countries in the other regions of the Global South, and the NPP neoclassical realist model 

should account for this variation in the operationalisation of the FPE. The core assumption 

regarding the importance of the domestic intervening variable to explain the incentives of the 

countries’ engagement strategies towards China should still be valid in these regions, 

regardless of the composition of the FPE. Countries with negative FPE perceptions of the 

US-led liberal order should be prone to get closer to China, the main alternative leadership, 

to diversify their foreign policies and achieve more autonomy. Conversely, countries with 

positive FPE perceptions should be prone to limit their engagements with the challenger of 

the order, to maintain a close relationship with Washington and to preserve the status quo.  

Finally, the “National Power and Perception” model could also be applied in future research 

for the analysis of Sino–Latin American relations in the post-2016 period. To do this, the 

systemic variable should be adjusted to account for Donald Trump’s foreign policy towards 

Latin America. The Trump administration has mostly maintained the US policy towards the 

region since 2001. It has not provided a significant re-engagement strategy or policy. 

However, Trump’s (mostly rhetorical) contestation of China’s presence in the region has 

arguably added more systemic constraints to the Latin American countries’ foreign policies. 

Latin America regained focus since Trump’s presidential campaign, however not in terms of 

a renewed interest in re-engaging with the region. The aim is to reassert the US position, 

and to contest China’s growing influence in the region. 

Once in government the Trump administration adopted an assertive rhetoric towards Latin 

America, reminiscent of the Monroe Doctrine (Leiva, 2018). In several occasions since 2016, 

members of the Trump administration have warned and criticised the Latin American 

countries about their strengthening engagements with the PRC. In February 2018 former US 

Secretary of State Rex Tillerson warned about China’s increasing presence in the region. He 

argued that the PRC was using its economic statecraft to “pull the region into its orbit” and 

asked, “to what price?”. Tillerson finished the speech with the following revealing claims: 

“Latin America does not need new imperial powers that seek only to benefit their own people 

[…] China’s state-led model of development is reminiscent of the past. It doesn’t have to be 

this hemisphere’s future” (Brunnstrom, Spetalnick, & Herskovitz, 2018). 

Mike Pompeo, current Secretary of State, continued with the rhetoric of his predecessor 

during an official visit to Panama and Mexico in October 2018. In an interview in Mexico 

Pompeo stated that he had the chance to talk to the local media and “remind the entire 

region that when China comes calling, it’s not always to the good of your citizens”. He 

continued, and declared that when China shows up with “deals that seem to be too good to 
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be true it’s often the case that they, in fact, are” (A. King, 2018). In Panama, Pompeo warned 

the government about making deals with the PRC, stating that “state-owned enterprises 

show up in a way that is clearly not transparent, clearly not market-driven, and is designed 

not to benefit the people of Panama but rather to benefit the Chinese government” (A. King, 

2018). 

Secretary Pompeo has maintained this assertive stance. In April 2019, during a three-day 

visit to South America, Pompeo argued that China (and Russia) was “spreading disorder” in 

the region by supporting leaders such as Nicolás Maduro in Venezuela (Faries, 2019). 

Pompeo continued suggesting that when China does business in the region it “often injects 

corrosive capital into the economic bloodstream, giving life to corruption and eroding good 

governance” (Faries, 2019). As can be seen from the analysis, the rhetoric has become 

more assertive since the beginning of the escalation of the current US–China trade war in 

2018 (Burns, Ekblom, & Shalal, 2019), which directly affects Latin America as both countries 

are the main economic partners of the region. 

China’s response to the United States’ criticism of its presence in the region has been 

diplomatic and reactive. The PRC has maintained a cautious stance to avoid further 

confrontations with the United States. A good example of this is the PRC’s relations with 

Nicolás Maduro’s Venezuela. During Mike Pompeo’s visit to South America in April 2019 the 

Secretary of State aimed at China directly. He stated that there is a lesson to be learnt: 

“China and others are being hypocritical calling for non-intervention in Venezuela’s affairs. 

Their own financial interventions have helped destroy that country” (T. Phillips, 2019).  

The Chinese government reacted with a stronger rhetoric than usual. Lu Kang, China’s 

foreign ministry spokesman, responded with strong words to what he considered to be 

“slanderous” criticism, stating: “U.S. Secretary of State Pompeo, on China-Latin America 

relations, is wantonly slanderous, deliberately instigating, irresponsible, and unreasonable. 

We strongly oppose this”, adding that “for a long time, the United States has regarded Latin 

America as its own backyard, and pressured, threatened and even toppled other countries’ 

political regimes” (Martina & Zhou, 2019). The Chinese Ambassador to Chile, Xu Bu, was 

even more assertive, claiming that “Mr. Pompeo has lost his mind” (T. Phillips, 2019).  

Beside these assertive diplomatic responses, the PRC has maintained its support to 

Venezuela’s government in every dimension analysed in Chapter 6. However, as 

consequence of the deterioration of the political and economic situation in Venezuela, 

China’s support has consisted of renewals of loans (i.e. recent renewal of the 9 billion US 

dollars committed in 2014–2015) instead of the provision of new funding (Kaplan & Penfold, 
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2019). Moreover, beyond these diplomatic impasses, Xi Jinping’s China maintains the 

rhetoric of “non-intervention” to support Venezuela, calling for a “peaceful solution” of the 

crisis without foreign intervention (South China Morning Post, 2019). 

Donald Trump’s “antagonistic” approach towards the region vis-à-vis China has added 

systemic constraints that should be included in the operationalisation of the systemic IV of 

the NPP neoclassical realist model if applied to the period post-2016. The incentives should 

be similar, as the Trump administration has still not provided a re-engagement strategy or 

policy towards Latin America84, but the outcomes could vary as the costs for Latin American 

countries of strengthening their relations with China could be higher vis-à-vis their relations 

with the United States. 

To conclude, with the aforementioned adjustments future research can apply and test the 

“National Power and Perception” neoclassical realist model to other countries of Latin 

America between 2001 and 2016, to other regions of the Global South, and to the Sino–

Latin American relations for the post-2016 period. 

 

 
84 The recently announced “Growth in the Americas” initiative could potentially be a first step in a re-
engagement strategy. However, there is still no clarity about budget for its investment portfolio. As a 
consequence, it is not possible to assess its potential implications vis-à-vis the projection of the 
Chinese Belt and Road Initiative in the region yet. 
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