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1 The Changes in the International
System since 2000

Jorge I. Domínguez

In what way does the structure of the international system create oppor-
tunities and constraints that affect the foreign policies of states? What are
the key elements of the international system and what are the con-
sequences of fundamental changes in these elements for the international
behavior of states? How has the international system changed in the cur-
rent century and how do these changes mimic, or differ from, similar
major shifts in international system structure in the past?
In this chapter, I first characterize the major elements of three moments

of change in the structure of the international system over the past two
centuries in order to focus more sharply on the important features of the most
recent systemic changes. Then I examine five key features of the changes in
the international system in the twenty-first century. These are the oppor-
tunities created for Latin American states by the rise of China in world
markets; the enhanced capacities of Latin American states vis-à-vis major
powers and international financial institutions as a consequence of the
international commodity boom of the century’s first decade; the disruption
of the international system caused by U.S. foreign policy at the start of the
twenty-first century and the consequent endeavor to balance against U.S.
power; the breakdown in the inter-American ideological consensus that
had emerged in the 1990s, generating thereby wider normative hetero-
geneity in state behavior; and the intensified securitization of bilateral
relations with the United States, especially for states in Latin America’s
northern half.

Three International Systems Break Down

The Tsar of Russia never recovered … the dominant position which was
his at the moment of Napoleon’s abdication … He believed that he alone
among monarchs was the interpreter and champion of the principles of
Christian liberalism … [and] he imagined that the rocks of national
interest could in some way be melted … by the unguents of his volatile
benignity.1



So wrote Sir Harold Nicolson, diplomat and historian, in 1946 in order to
draw lessons for his times from the preceding most similar moment in the
history of restructurings of the international system, namely Europe in
1814. Upon Napoleon’s defeat:

� An anchor state of the international system had been thoroughly
defeated.

� A powerful empire had fragmented.
� The structure of the international system turned sharply asymmetrical,

to the benefit of the winning coalition.
� International history had been the history of national interest. Now,

that history had ended. The newly hegemonic coalition affirmed the
universal validity of its ideology as a basis for legitimacy, as the
standard to seek the compliance of others, and as a rationale to inter-
vene in the domestic affairs of other countries. This exercise of power
would be portrayed as benign and good even for the country targeted
for intervention.

� The behavior of the leading victorious power undermined its triumph
soon after victory. The volatility of the new leading power’s behavior
contributed to its loss of primacy.

At the end of World War I, the first three observations listed above
were also in evidence but, in the aftermath of the Bolshevik revolution,
there was no ideological consensus to follow that war to provide a new
ordering principle for the international system or justify consensual inter-
vention in the domestic affairs of other countries. The behavior of several
of the winning states did, however, contribute to their loss of influence
soon enough. The post-World War II world also differed from post-
Napoleonic Europe in that there was no one ideological consensus to
reorder the international system; instead, there would be two competing
ideologies, each to be deployed to justify cross-border interventions.
Nicolson wrote before the crystallization of the Cold War; thus, the split
of the post-World War II victorious coalition had yet to occur, but it soon
would. Nicolson’s 1946 resembled 1814, and 1991 resembled both.
In 1991, the Soviet Union had been thoroughly defeated, even though

no world war had preceded its defeat. The Soviet Union fragmented into
its hitherto constituent republics. The structure of the international system
turned sharply asymmetrical, to the benefit of a coalition led by the United
States. One difference from 1814 and from 1945, however, is that in 1991
the United States held undisputed primacy even within and above its own
coalition. In that sense, the salience of the United States at the start of
the 1990s was unparalleled in the history of the modern international
system.
As in 1814, the winning side affirmed the universal validity of its

hegemonic ideology as a basis for legitimacy, as the standard to seek the
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compliance of others, and as a rationale to intervene in the domestic affairs
of other countries. Francis Fukuyama’s The End of History and the Last Man2

argued that liberal democracy had triumphed and that there was no longer
a useful, laudable, or universally accepted alternative basis for domestic
political legitimacy. Concepts such as the “promotion of democracy,”
“humanitarian intervention,” or the “responsibility to protect” the victims
of violence or abuse sought to justify the deployment of force in the
internal affairs of other countries for the sake of a superior universally
applicable common good.
The changes in the international system generated a second ideological

shift as well. The collapse of communist regimes in East Central Europe
was important because it not only restructured the international system in
power terms but also propelled the triumph of liberal-democratic and
market-oriented ideologies onto the world stage with a force and persua-
siveness that they had not attained. These European countries had shaken
off the grip of the Soviet Union and had also embraced new ways of
thinking, justifying, and arranging their domestic economic and political
affairs. It was not just the triumphant hegemonic powers that supplied the
new liberal-democratic and market-oriented ideologies. It was also that
most states once subordinate to the Soviet Union demanded the appli-
cation and defense of those ideologies. In practical terms, all former
Warsaw Pact Soviet allies, other than the Soviet Union itself, plus the three
Baltic states once part of the U.S.S.R. became members of the European
Union.
The history of the quarter-century following the collapse of the Soviet

Union is the history of the unraveling of this international structure and
the U.S. claims to lead a consensual ideological hegemony. In this chapter,
I show, first, how these changes in the international system reshaped
international relations in the Americas in the 1990s. I then explore the
rebalancing of the international system and its consequent effect on inter-
national relations in the Americas that has occurred in the twenty-first
century. In particular, I examine the rise of China, one of whose effects was
to make it possible for the larger Latin American states to develop new
capacities for domestic and international activity. Next, I assess the U.S.
government’s undoing of its own international primacy. I then examine
two topics with more limited scope, namely the associated breakdown in
the ideological consensus regarding liberal-democratic constitutionalism
and pro-market economic policies within the Americas as well as the
securitization aspects of U.S.–Latin American relations.

The Reordering of the International System in the Americas
in the 1990s

The implications for the Americas of the collapse of the Soviet Union and
the end of the Cold War in Europe were immediate. The international and
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internal wars that had bedeviled Central America for nearly a generation
came to an end. Many factors converged to produce such outcomes, but one
was the stoppage of Soviet military, political, and economic support for
Cuba; Cuba’s economy collapsed in the early 1990s. The consequent
inability of Cuba or other Soviet allies to support their allies in Central
America created stronger incentives for peacemaking in Nicaragua, El
Salvador, and Guatemala. More generally, Cuba repatriated all its troops
from Angola, Ethiopia, and about a dozen other countries and lost the
military significance it had during the late years of the Cold War. Com-
munist parties in several Latin American countries dissolved or merged
into new parties born out of coalitions on the political left; these new
parties focused their attention on domestic matters.
The principal threat of intervention in the domestic affairs of Western

Hemisphere countries during the Cold War had come from the United
States, not the Soviet Union.3 U.S. troops during the Cold War invaded
the Dominican Republic, Grenada, and Panama; U.S.-sponsored forces
invaded Guatemala, Cuba, and Nicaragua.4 The United States successfully
supported domestic actors that overthrew several Latin American governments;
Cuba tried several times to back insurgents to overthrow governments but
Cuba succeeded in being on the winning side only in Nicaragua.
Freed from the demons of the Cold War – the fear of Soviet and Cuban

activities and of communists everywhere – the United States after 1991
became markedly less unilaterally interventionist everywhere in the
Americas outside Haiti. Therefore, the restructuring of the international
system restructured as well the system of international relations in the
Western Hemisphere. The U.S. triumph worldwide permitted U.S.
restraint with regard to its unilateral actions in the Americas.
Latin America’s transition to democratic political regimes began in

1978 in the Dominican Republic with the “soft” intervention of the U.S.
government to compel the incumbent president, Joaquín Balaguer, to
eschew election fraud and accept opposition victory. However, the demo-
cratic transitions that followed across South America in the 1980s occurred
independent of the U.S. Reagan administration, which had been rather
sympathetic to authoritarian regimes during its first term.5 The United
States came to play a pro-democracy role again with regard to Chile and
Paraguay, and it promoted liberal-democratic formulas as part of the set-
tlements in Central America. Yet the United States signed the North
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) without including a “demo-
cratic clause” – that is, at the founding the NAFTA members were not
required to have a consolidated liberal-democratic regime, and Mexico did
not. Overall, U.S. government intervention contributed to the triumph of
liberal-democratic politics in Latin America only in the smaller countries,
and in Chile where it was a late secondary, albeit positive factor.6 Not-
withstanding the various sources and paths, the liberal-democratic con-
sensus in Latin America at the start of the 1990s was widespread, deep,

4 Jorge I. Domínguez



and impressive outside Cuba and Mexico, with the latter already in the
throes of political change.
The restructuring of the international system contributed, with the

important assist of domestic factors in many countries, to the construction
of liberal-democratic hegemony in the early 1990s. The application of this
hegemonic ideology to regulate international relations in the Americas,
however, resulted from explicit governmental agreement. No longer would
the United States intervene unilaterally, except in 1994 and 2004 in
Haiti. There would be collective intervention instead. In 1991 in Santiago,
the members of the Organization of American States (OAS) agreed to
Resolution 1080, committing OAS member states to counter attempts to
overthrow democratic governments in the Americas. In December 1992,
OAS member states amended the OAS Charter through the Washington
Protocol to authorize, upon a vote of two-thirds of the OAS members in
the General Assembly, the suspension from the OAS of any government
that had seized power by force. In the language of the victorious hege-
monic states following the Congress of Vienna two centuries ago, this
would be a Holy Alliance to protect and promote democratic institutions and
practices. In 1992, only Mexico voted against amending the OAS Charter
on the grounds that it was wrong to authorize “supranational powers and
instruments for intervening in the internal affairs of our states,” although
other states also expressed reservations regarding the scope of this new
potential for intervention.7

OAS member states thus pierced the shield of nonintervention that their
predecessors had sought to construct during the preceding century. Col-
lective action to stop or reverse military coup attempts led to significant
intervention in the domestic affairs of several Latin American countries
during the 1990s, most notably the landing of U.S. troops in Haiti in
1994 to be replaced by a multilateral force, the successful countercoups in
Guatemala and Paraguay (the latter coup reversal thanks to the actions of
the Southern Common Market, MERCOSUR, plus the United States), and
the mitigation and intermittent monitoring of Peruvian domestic politics.
Collective action in the Americas took other forms convergent with this

restructured and ideologically liberal international system. Many Latin
American states became more active suppliers of United Nations peace-
keepers in different parts of the world. Especially noteworthy was the
establishment of the uninterrupted United Nations presence in Haiti.
Begun with 6,700 military personnel and 1,622 police officers in April
2004, ten years later there were still 5,165 military personnel and 2,466
police officers in Haiti. Throughout these years, U.N. forces had been
under Brazilian command; nine South American and three Central American
states had supplied forces for this operation in Haiti.8

There was also a renewed effort to establish minilateral regional inte-
gration agreements, with a more marked market-oriented economic con-
tent than such agreements had had in the 1960s. MERCOSUR,9 the

Changes in the International System since 2000 5



Central American Common Market, the Andean Community, and
NAFTA are the main examples. Parallel to the development of MERCOSUR,
southern South American states undertook to complete the delimitation of
land and maritime boundaries and reached political agreements that sig-
nificantly lowered the risk of militarized interstate disputes. Mediation by
Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and the United States brought about in 1998 a
boundary settlement between Ecuador and Peru, which has endured.
NAFTA has been the most successful among these in meeting its explicit
objectives; at the end of the twenty-first century’s first decade, NAFTA’s
level of intraregional trade was triple MERCOSUR’s, for example.10

One decade after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the primacy of the United
States had been barely challenged, the liberal-democratic and market-
oriented policies and ideological consensus remained regnant, and collective
action within the Americas remained the norm, effectively applied.

The Rise of China in World Markets

In the early twenty-first century, the first major shock to the international
system, including its structure in the Americas, was the rise of China.
China’s transformation since the end of the 1970s greatly improved the
well-being of many of its people. China would also go on to transform
world markets. Since the start of the twenty-first century, the increase in
China’s international trade affected all the Latin American countries
examined in this study, albeit in varying ways. China’s rise in world
markets (and its impact on Latin American trade) has been the most
enduring and most general of the international systemic changes thus far
in this century. China’s economic rise helps to explain the wider room for
maneuver in the international system and, more specifically, the Latin
American economic boom of the century’s first decade and the consequent
empowerment of Latin American states to carry out their preferred
domestic and foreign policies.
Between 1990 and 2000, on the eve of its accession to the World Trade

Organization (WTO) in 2001, China’s exports to the world increased from
$62.7 billion to $249.2 billion. In 2000, China exported $4.2 billion to,
and imported $5.1 billion from, Latin America.11 Massive Chinese imports
increased the global demand and raised thereby the worldwide price of
many commodities that Latin American countries exported. From 2000 to
2010, China’s share of world imports increased from 10 to 38 percent in
copper, 14 to 65 percent in iron ore, and 26 to 56 percent in soy.12 China
thereby created a powerful benign exogenous shock to propel the growth
of Latin American commodity exporters.
The data on Sino-Latin American trade between 2000 and 2014 appear

in Tables 1.1 and 1.2. From 2000 to 2007 – the eve of the world’s deep
economic recession – the absolute value of trade between China and these
Latin American countries increased nearly every year for every country.
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China’s share of the exports and imports of these countries shows slightly
more variation but a clearly increasing overall trend as well. These increa-
ses were dramatic across the board, most so for Brazil (iron ore and soy)
and Chile (copper) whose exports to China increased tenfold between 2000
and 2007, exceeding $10 billion in 2007. The impact of the 2008–2009
recession was sharp but short-lived. Imports from China fell for each of
these countries during the recession but, by 2010, imports from China
already exceeded the 2007 level for all these countries except Cuba.
Exports to China from Brazil, Mexico, and Peru continued to rise even
through the 2008–2009 recession years, but exports to China from the
other countries fell during the recession. By 2010, exports to China also
exceeded the 2007 level for all these countries except Cuba.
From the perspective of 2014, matters had changed. From 2013 to

2014, exports to China dropped for every country except Colombia; export
growth had already slowed down between 2011 and 2013 for Brazil,
Chile, Mexico, Peru, and Venezuela, and exports from Argentina and Cuba
to China had dropped during those years. In 2014, exports to China
still accounted for over 10 percent of total exports for all countries except
Argentina; in 2014, exports to China were nearly a quarter of Chile’s total
exports and 18 percent of Brazil’s. In 2014, China accounted for over 12
percent of the imports of all of these countries, with a high of 21
percent for Peru and nearly so for Chile. Imports from China to
Venezuela dropped between 2012 and 2013, the last available year.
Between 2013 and 2014, imports from China dropped for Argentina
and Chile, held steady for Brazil, rose slightly for Colombia and Peru,
and grew significantly only for Mexico. In 2013, the eight Latin American
countries in Table 1.1 exported nearly $102 billion to, and imported $159
billion from, China; Brazil alone exported to China 45 percent of the total
of these eight countries.
In this generally happy story, the main discordant note was in the relations

between China and Mexico. In 2014, Mexico’s bilateral deficit with China
was extremely large and still growing, explained mainly as part of the
strategy of Chinese companies to access the NAFTA market. Mexico had
been the last of the 141 members of the WTO to sign an agreement to
clear China’s admission to the WTO. Chinese competition turned out to be
real. By 2003, China replaced Mexico as the second most important sup-
plier of U.S. imports. By 2003, 85 percent of shoe manufacturers in
Mexico had shifted their operations to China. Sony, NEC, VTech, and
Kodak closed their Mexican operations and moved them to China, and 12
of Mexico’s 20 most important economic sectors that export to the United
States already faced some or substantial competition from Chinese expor-
ters.13 A decade later, for Mexico the most encouraging trend was the
sustained increase in labor costs in China (while labor costs remained
roughly constant in Mexico) such that by 2011 labor costs were approximately
the same in both countries.14
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China’s relations with Venezuela and Cuba provide some evidence that
political-ideological objectives may play some role in Chinese trade policy.
Sino-Cuban trade shows a Cuban bilateral trade deficit with China every
year. This trade deficit was narrow only in 2007; the deficit has widened
since 2011. In 2013, Cuba recorded the highest value of imports from
China in this century; its imports from China were three times the value of
its exports to China. China enables Cuba to defer payments for Chinese
exports. China’s tolerance for Cuban deficits is best explained as solidarity
with the only communist regime outside East Asia.15

Venezuela’s President Hugo Chávez spent a lot of time seeking to
strengthen Venezuela’s ties with China. In 2005, Chávez sharply pushed
up Venezuela’s imports from China and, in 2007, China finally began to
purchase more Venezuelan exports. A new leap in bilateral trade is evident
in 2011, which subsequently stabilized at this high level. In 2013, Vene-
zuela had become Latin America’s third largest exporter to China,
although on the side of imports (see Table 1.2) it exceeded only Cuba. In
effect, bilateral trade took time to catch up to political preferences but,
unlike in Sino-Cuban relations, there is no Chinese subsidy for Venezuela.
President Xi Jinping’s second Latin America tour in 2014 took him to a

summit meeting in Brazil with Russia, India, and South Africa, and gave
him an opportunity to formulate a comprehensive message regarding China’s
relations with Latin America. President Xi emphasized the significant
trade relations between China and various countries of the region, said
surprisingly little about Chinese investments there, emphasized coopera-
tive bilateral and multilateral relations within the existing international
order, made no mention of the United States, yet quietly celebrated the
fact and virtues of “global multipolarity.”16

China thus widened political opportunities for Latin American and
other countries on the world and regional stages, but it did so mainly
through trade-created prosperity, not by countering the United States in
Latin America – it would allow U.S. influence to implode on its own.
China’s trade importance for Latin America in this century has been
extraordinary. Despite evidence of a Latin American export growth slow-
down to China since 2011, the export and import levels have generally
held high and at near record levels.

Latin America’s Enhanced International Capacities
in the 2000s

Latin America’s good economic performance between 2000 and 2007
owed much to the rise of its trade with China. In this section, I illustrate
one way in which the new financial prosperity of the larger Latin American
states gave them a wider margin for independent international behavior,
thereby bringing home to the Americas the consequences of China’s
worldwide rise.
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From the end of the recession in 2003 to the start of the next recession
in 2008, Latin America’s aggregate gross domestic product (GDP) grew
between 4.6 and 6.1 percent every year. Argentina, Peru, and Venezuela grew
substantially above the Latin American median during those years, and
Colombia was also above the median. Cuba probably grew above the
median, but its GDP data is more difficult to interpret. Brazil, Chile, and the
aggregate of the Caribbean and Central America hugged the Latin American
median; Mexico lagged behind the median but still grew respectably. The
GDP of most Latin American countries fell in 2009 but, among the eight
countries included in this study, it continued to grow in Argentina,
Colombia, and Peru. Since 2010, with a couple of exceptions, the economies
of all Latin American countries have grown, though at a decelerating median
rate, falling from 5.9 percent to 2.6 percent between 2010 and 2013. The
deceleration has been most marked for Brazil, Mexico, and Venezuela.17

Because the economic growth of the century’s first decade resulted to a
large extent from an export boom, between 2001 and 2008 the international
financial position of most Latin American and Caribbean countries improved
substantially; for those years, the international reserves increased for all the
countries included in Table 1.3. Brazil’s international reserves more than quin-
tupled, Peru’s nearly quadrupled, those of Argentina and Venezuela tripled,
and those of Colombia and Mexico doubled. Following the 2008–2009
financial crisis, the international reserves of Brazil, Colombia, Mexico, and
Peru grew significantly, and Chile’s stabilized at a high level. Argentine
reserves fell slightly by 2011 and were cut significantly by 2014. Vene-
zuela lost 80 percent of its international reserves between 2008 and 2014.
Thanks to these trends, Latin American governments became financially

independent from support from the International Monetary Fund (IMF). As
Table 1.4 shows, Chile and Venezuela have not had to borrow from the IMF in
this century; Cuba never has. Brazil and Argentina have not required an
IMF agreement since 2002 and 2003 respectively, and each paid off their debt to
the IMF earlier than the formal expiration year reported in Table 1.4. Prior to
the outbreak of the 2008–2009 financial crisis, Mexico and Colombia had
also excellent international financial results. Among the countries in this
study, only Peru continued to depend on IMF financing, but Peru sailed
well through the troubles of 2008–2009. For the first time in a genera-
tion, during the century’s first decade the governments of the largest Latin
American countries set their economic policies as they deemed best. The
IMF had been relegated to the sidelines and, as a result, the U.S. govern-
ment could not influence Latin American economic policies through this
indirect route. (The 2008–2009 financial crisis sent Colombia and Mexico
back to the IMF for financial support, but the governments of these
countries already coordinated their foreign economic policies closely with
the United States.)
By greatly increasing the international revenues of most Latin American

countries, China contributed, albeit indirectly, to strengthening Latin
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American economies and thus the international capacity of Latin American
states. In the second half of the 2000s, Brazil came to play a new leading
role in South America thanks in part to its newly found international
financial independence. Similarly, Argentina became independent of the
IMF because, thanks to commodity exports to China, its economy grew
above 8 percent each and every year between 2003 and 2007 and again in
2010 and 2011. The late Hugo Chávez successfully projected his interna-
tional influence because Venezuela had a spectacular growth rate in the
middle years of the 2000s thanks to an oil price boom, which enabled him
to fund his supporters across Latin America and the Caribbean. During the
course of the century’s first decade, therefore, the foreign policies of Latin
American governments had become as independent as ever. China deserves
their thanks.
In the century’s second decade, however, Chávez’s influence waned, in

part because of the illness that would lead to his death, but also because
Venezuela’s international reserves plummeted. Similarly, in 2014 Argentina
became vulnerable to international private creditors for the first time in a
dozen years, at a time when its international reserves position had become
more precarious. The drop in their exports to China, alas, did not help.

Table 1.3 International Reserve Assets, Latin America and the Caribbean, 2001–2014
(billions of dollars)

Country 2001 2005 2008 2011 2014

Argentina 14.6 27.3 44.9 43.3 29.1

Brazil 35.6 53.3 192.9 350.4 361.1

Chile 14.4 16.9 23.1 41.9 40.4

Colombia 10.2 14.8 23.5 31.4 46.4

Costa Rica 1.3 2.3 3.8 4.8 7.2

Dominican Republic 1.1 1.9 2.7 4.1 4.8

El Salvador 1.6 1.7 2.5 2.2 2.4

Guatemala 2.3 3.7 4.5 5.8 7.1

Honduras 1.4 2.3 2.5 2.8 3.4

Jamaica 1.9 2.2 1.8 2.3 2.5

Mexico 44.8 74.1 95.1 144.2 191.1

Nicaragua 0.4 0.7 1.1 1.9 2.3

Peru 8.7 13.7 30.3 47.3 61.2

Trinidad and Tobago 1.9 5.0 9.4 10.4 11.9

Venezuela 9.7 24.5 33.7 10.6 7.0*

Source: International Monetary Fund, International Financial Statistics (IFS), accessed August
1, 2015, http://data.imf.org/?sk=5af07c1c-d823-404d-8fb1-d6a10f01b95f.

Note: *Data from September 2014.
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