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Ll\1 1 -· , '-•,.:. 
A RENAISS ANC E OF i?OWER POLITICS lfq LAH-Ni-.J\.rn-et\? 

Introduction 

Latin America is commonly and complacently regarded as a region with 

singularly low potential for interstate conflict. And, indeed, given the 

history of the area, particularly over the course of the past century, 

there would appear to be good reason for this reputation. The. mifitary 

establishments of Latin America have rema ined intimately involved in the 

political life of almost every regional actor and have frequently been 

preoccupied with popular unrest, guerrJl]a activities, coups d'etat and 

0 

the wider course of n3 tional development. In spite of this pattern, 

however, military expenditures have remained unusually low by world 

standards and the armed forces of the major Latin American nations have 
. 

not confronted one another militarily for nearly a century. 

It is important to recognize, however, that this unusual record is 

solj_dly grounded in a peculiar combination of geopolitical circumstances. 

And it is even more c Y.itical to appreciate that this se·t of circumstances 
\?"-V (,.,,,......j_ C .;. ,;. Cl. '-\, • 

is already well advanced in a process of rapid <.:"9lution. A steadily '-
( . 

accumulating body of ~vidence, in fact, seems to point toward a -~~{out1.d~ 

alternLion in the t ; aditional pattern of conduct. This change has been 

most 0
ma-,--.ifest in the i ,'tcreasing number of bellicose news .items emanating 

from Lati.n A.<t1er.'ica ifl recent times. During the past several years we have 

wlt~~sried j PeffdJ af 3cute crisis between Chile, Peru and Bolivia over 

hsiivi~h Pi~fenBiOns to regain access to the sea (1975-1976) and a near 

confrontation between Brazil and Argentina over disputed water rights in 



• • . .. 

the Parana Basin (1977). At present Venezuela is threatening to become 

involved in the growing tension between Costa Rica and Nicaragua while 

Argentina and Chile are poised uncomfortably near the brink of conflict 

over their disputed maritime boundary in the South. This pattern of 

incidents does not represent mere unhappy .coincidence -- but rather is 

indicative of significant changes in the nature of inter-Latin American 

r elations . 

The Traditional Latin Amedcan Security Environment 

powe r cen ters of lrJ(: ill , •,1 , lt"P !_!, t 11e r.1 \ l 1 i i.d l.,tt •J fr :.;m L,ne ,inot!ter by a 

d iffi cult geogr.1p l:il' :\1 1<..l ,: l lm:1t ic v:1vir,..,,1.,1('iit . 

s t a tes pus::; e ss 

?,.,.f,J,w!y 
ajv igor ous 

:ind independent 1r..1r i t: i 111e t 1·ad i l i n 11. l)1 1 1 lie· :-:,11 1t l1 Amc' ri ,:an continent 

11 !i II II r,fg I JO [S 

fr~m o n e an0ther. 

Jn ,,ddl cion l he ,.::; p ,1b iJit i,.~ t, L1 f ll' . 1 1,1,1 ·11 ot · t1, :-: li.1 Vt '. not. bt'~' n pa rticular1y 

C1 : n a i:1 l y Lhe o r;.;an i. zat ion-

2 



neighboring countries have, in general, been quite limited. These basic 

realities have been reinforced by the econrnnic and cultural perspectives 

of local societies -- which looked toward Europe, and later the United 

States, as their principal points of international contact. 

Naturally there have existed exceptions to these general propositions. 

And, in sp~te of the basic geopolitical impediments, there evolved during 

the first half century f ollowing independence an inc reasingly integrated 

subsystem featuring s ome measure of ba L1nre of power competition among 

prominent regional acto rs. In particular the two most powerful South 

American actors (Argentinn and Braz ·! l) f a cc,cl ench other across a disputed 

bo rde rland that w::is bot h desir\-,:'lb le and '!--,ni nf• nt 1y traversable. The result 

was a predictable pattt?rn of comr et-lt ion a nd -wa rf are (The P~ Wars of 

1825-1828 and 1839-1852) which resulted in a stalemate and the institution-

alization of the Ur uguayan buf f er state a s a cmnpromise. The rivalry 

continued, however, with each side seeking ~dva ntage over the other and 

the estab.lishruent of preµondenmt inf luc>11ce ove r the smaller border states. 

The two rivals managed to coo pera te, however, to su/ress the grandiose 
" 

and expan.sive ambitj ons of a P;1ragu.1y:.111 ,i i, : t :1Lor (The War of the Triple 

AJ.li ;mce, 1865-1870) nad pn~ve nl tlw eu10.r1; c•ncc of a thJ.rd power contender 

1.·n •. -..l .~ P
1

1~t '~nr: B~c.· --i,,. • ,. 1 ~ •-vf:t nf.! ... . , ., . . 

}!e-./f-i'iwh :l.i c~ t,n th~: Pacific coast th ",_ pn.~tcnsions of Lima to reunite the old 

,i~et~y~lty df Per u CJme irito inc rea s ing conflict with the eme rging power 

. 0 

San tiago (wh:fch did, in fact, deve~p'9,. a respectable 

maritime tradition) frustrated <ln intenJ c, rl un i on between Peru and Bolivia 

3 



(The War of the Confederation 1836-18 39) a nd defeated the two again 

(The War of the Paciflc, 1879-1883) --- annexing the entire coastline of 

Bolivia and the rich southern provinces of Peru as well, 

During this period the countri es of northern South and Central America 

played an insigificant role in the power politics of the region as a 

whole. After the dissolution of Gran Colombia in 1830, the weak successor 

states (Venezuela, Colombia and Ecua dor) remained severely plagued by 

domestic instability. Further to the north, Mexico was likewise so pre

occupied by domestic unrest (and its ultimately catastrophic rivalry 

with the United States ) that it only occasionally mustered the capacity 

to ineffectually in terfere in the chaotic affairs of the contentious 

Central American republics. 

,,. 
Thus between indep enden c.e and the ,jawn of t lw new century there occur__ed 

five major regional wa rs invoJ vi ng the pr incipa] La tin !llll.ericarr nations. 

'c:",,J~~J 
In addi tion leiJSe r disp uL cs , <..:onflictH wlth extr3- rep,lonal ~ and a 

number of war scares (most notably between Argentina and Chile over 

their hotly disputed border) contributed t o a climate of considerable 

agitation • t the inteJstate l evel . Since 1900, however, there has been 

:i.n e,;jden ce. a n.otalJfi\~ troJcration in this pattern of behavior. During this 

c~ntury 0nlJ tH~~m ~t11iificant military con flicts have disturbed tt~ 

r 1;;gt,.,-~rJ: ai'nh':hi1i'ce...:....:t-1?:~~ between very minor actors and one involvi ng a 

"mz,jor 1t>6~!ee'f i ii. lit i:J.; more than a police action against a much weaker 

1928-1938, tl1 1:.~ Soc cer War of 1969 and the 
' ' 

border war bet ween Peru and Ec uador tn 1941 r espectively.) 

4 



The relative absence of .lnterregion3l c onr Uct in this century can be 

uttributed to the a .Jdi tion of cena i n ne w factors to the more basic realities 

that tradition.'.ll.ly h .we served to mln inii ze tltP potential for conflict 

among Latin A:ner i can nations. In the Pl~ B.Jsin a reasonably satis-

factory balance of power continued t o ()lit :Jin be tween Rrazil and Argentina.. 

Meanwhile on the Paci.fie coast the? continuing milit.:iry superiority of Chile 

served to discour a~e P~ru and Bol ivia f r om efforts to recoup their losses. 

In addition there c~n be no Joub t that the inc r easing role· of the United 

States in hemispheric aff3irs 0xerr is0J a m0 J ~ r a ting influence upon region

al actors, In the wake of the First Wurld \htr tltc Jnfluence nn<l growing 

power of the Unit ed States p rogre ssive1 y Jlscourngcd the Latin American 

nations from resort to wnr . Possessing bot l1 an economic and a political 

interest in hemispheric stability, Washi nr, tnn nctively attempted to assuage 

and mediate regional conflict. The economic weight of the United States, 

its politic.al infltit.mcc and military ca pncity hecame cv~ critical 

to relations among its relativ~ly weak r egioonl neighburs. Few govern-

ments wished to fo1·ego the goodwill .:,f ../.1~ l ington through a ggressive conduct. 

; And even nations such as Argco t ln;1, which furiously resisted the spread 

of North American i n ! luence , did not desire to risk confrontation with a 

ne i~~hbor that m.:ght he directly support ed l;y the United States. 

Th~ Second World \·iar ultim.1tel y consolidated the inter-American system 

ahu etinance·d t.he powe r and prestige of tile United States. In addition 

during the subsequent Cold War epoch various regional elites sought U.S. 

5 



support in order to combat subversion of the region's social order by 

communist and other radic a l e lements. The disposition of the United 

States during the post-war period to disp erse considerable quantities 

of economic and military assistance (o r a l ternatively to undermine 

antagonistic regimes) also c ontributed to respect for the stabilizing 

policies of Washingt on. As a general rule, U.S. mi lita ry assistance 

(an area i n which it enj oyed .:1 nea r monopo l y ) "1DS distributed in such a 

way as to limit Latin American military capabilities and keep them 

balanced vis-a-vis potential antagonist s . As a result of this reinforcing 

interaction of basic geo poli.tj ca l real i ties a nd these more temporary 

international political circumstan ces, t he La tin American subsystem 

assumed a singularly pacific aspec t. 

The Changing Regional Security Environment 

1 f, indeed, the f.::i clv rs ennur.ierat t.' <.1 above pruv i de the basic explanation 

for the restraiP.cd rialure of s e c uri ty c-o mp c ti.t i. o i1 among Latin American 

states, t.h,i;n obse rvers of t he region o ught to b P well prepared for a 

m.:n ' .,l alter :i ti c n i n t\",c tr ad J ti0nal patt en, 0 1 conduct. For at least 

the l ci st decad~ therD ira s be en a cl ear nnd pr ogresslve erosion of all 
1 

·of 
1:: .e :ldenr:i£iee r. r)dei.·n.i:or s ...td intr~- reg iona l s e c.1iJplty contention. And 

a .l r: t--··· '. gh the 1.c:·: CH L <'.ni1s equcnce of this deve lopment--actual c onflict 

em:.ni;i lht~ South Aml:t .. :-i<.' s:-: states--has yet to materialize, there is already 

i:·l \•nlr-y a ill.ong f •~g ~--1 11:H fl c tor s wh ich conld well comprise its precursor. 

6 



It is recognized that there persist powerful inhibitory factors to 

the emergence of conflictual relationships among Latin American nations 

and that new barriers to such a c.levelopment are also in the process of 

evolution. Latin America , possesses a long tradition of aspirations 

toward cultural, political and economia community and a profound sense 

of psycho-cultural identity vis-a-vis ' the remainder of the world (most 

particularly the United States). Moreover, the exigencies of the develop

mental process would seem to impel concentration on domestic matters 

and an emphasis on cooperation of developing nations in their evolving 

relations with the industrialized world. Additionally, legal-moral 

strictures and the interests of residually powerful extra-regional 

actors (at least for the time be ing) argue against carrying interregional 

contention to extremes. It would be haz.,rdous, however, to assume that 

these cooperative imperatives will prevail and factors impelling rivalry 

and even conflict command careful attention. 

Outside the region the advent of detente and multipolarity and the 

qualified withdrawal of the United States from its overarching hemispheric 

role has provided the nations of Latin America with far greater latitude 

i.n the conduct of their foreign policies. For a variety of reasons 

Lat',, AI118ricA is ot'tc- area where the Soviet Union has eschewed heavy

handed suhverslve ~£forts for the past decade. The conservative Nixon 

and Foia Adminl~ t~~tions, progressively assuaged of their fears for 

hemt.spher:k ~16eu±-ity and preoccupied by events in other world areas, 

d0.in6r.si.:rat~d (wJt.H a few newsworthy but temporary exceptions) precious 

little interest in the course of Latin Americ a n events. The great 
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economic aid programs of the Kennedy Administration, already in the pro

cess of atrophy under Johnson's term, were brought to a rapid balt. 

And to the extent that the Republicans possessed a policy toward Latin 

America, it consisted of reliance on the regional influence of an emerging 

constellation of conservative military regimes in the context of the 

· Nixon Doctrine. 

Liberal American opinion, on the other hand, particularly as 

expressed through an i ncreasingly vocife rous Congress, tended to grate 

against the emerging pattern of Latin American realities. As prospects 

for democracy in Latin America dimmed during the late 1960s and early 

1970s with the emergence of an increasingly pervasive pattern of military 

dictatorships, growing criticism was voiced over the social policies 

and human rights records of these r egimes; As a corollary, the increasingly 

generalized desire of Latin American regimes for more modern military 

hardware to refurbish their modest arsenals encountered an unsympathetic 

reaction within the American legislature. By the late 1960s military 

aid had been sharply reduced, and onerous restrictions, both in rerms 

of the volume and quality of equipment that could be sold to Latin 

American nations, had been imposed by Congressional mandate. 

~,imultaneously, the pervasive regional influence of Washington 

Was b t! ing undermined by the definitive advent of the nations of ifestern 

Europe and Japan as credible economic alternatives to the United States. 

ny the end df the 1960s, the European Economic Community, as a collectivity, 

had already come to surpass the United States in terms of Lat i n American 
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trade a nd Japan had a lready shown i tself a s the region 1 s most dynamic 

new point of international economic interaction, Analogous trends were 

also visible in the realms of investm ent and t ec hnology transfer. 

In the intervening decade these ten<le ncies have persisted. And 

although U.S,-Latin American economi c r e l a tions have continued to grow 

in absolute terms, the degree of the region's economic dependence on 

Washi ng ton has steadily diminished . 

<1Ltert·d the cl1:1r,i- · t ,, , i'":t t. -~ ( ll i ! l l' Ila I \ ~ l : I ,I' ! I\ j \!:i( Ir i I' :t II · · n r· i •~ t i es . Ob-

v i ously there 1.·ot1L i nu \.\ L l \ '-'Xi,, l '. l' iu 11 . · . l . I~ j l' j !'-:')f•~ c,; , pi-t:",:-.eJ by th ,, 

ri go r s of unJe r,l,•v1.' i o 1,mc n r. 

,\mL• r il'.:i n n d t i,1 11,; 11.,.,, , . ;1111 1 .·11: ,11 · l •• !iv 1,, ·.iq· 1, •,I h _; i 11<· r casin)4lv l.:i r ge ;in d 

d v namlc moJ l.!rnized ~,.,, · i :1 l .· 1·,·t , ,r~ •. 

, :: t ,. ,dv p r o} lf cr .. l lo 11 of the 

e- . 
. ! ti<-": 1-i I ··, ,..., , · ; ~ 1 (' , , tl 1l' s:imv t i1,1<'

1 
i :1c rPasingJy s ophisticat ed 
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immeasurably enhanced the ability of the central governments to dire c t 

the nations' affairs. Similarly improved methods of revenue collection 

and greater control achieved over the activities of foreign enterpris es 

have provided these governments with the resources to prosecute their 

policies, 

Regional political institutions are also in the process of profound 

evolution, And although progress in this regard is considerably more 

ambiguous, there appears in evidence a certain amou~t of movement away 

from traditional elite group rule and/or ineffectual copies of North 

Atlantic institutions and toward autonomously derived systems, which, 

however unattractive, may be more capable of providing political 

stability and sound macro-developmental direction in the frequently 

harsh Latin America n environment. 

The growing level of Latin Ameri c.:rn capabilities has naturally 

spawned a proliferating range o f interests a nd an enhanced measure of 

self-assertiveness, which has substantially eroded the traditional 

nature of ties with the developed nations (most particularly, the 

United States) and impelled the emergence of a growing array of direct 

and sustainable conflicts of interest, 

The enhanced capabilities and augmented independence of the 

Latin American nations are certainly evident in the military sphere 

where the severance of tutelary security t i es, expanding military 

budgets and the acquisition of increasingly sophisticated armaments 

technology has wrought a substantial improvement in the traditionally 
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feeble military capabilities of regional ac tors . Military spending has 

_ only increased in proportion to the impressive growth of the regional 

CNP as a whole. And, in fact, it has declined perceptibly as a percentage 

of expenditure by the central governments of the region. 

In both absolute and relative terms, the result is not particularly 

impressive when measured against the patterns prevalent in the remainder 

of the international system. And, in fact, Latin America remains the 

world area devoting the lowest level of its resources to military affairs. 

Nevertheless, the impact withi n the Latin American system itself is to 

have made available, by traditional standards, truly impressive sums 

to the region's defense establishments. 

With increasing sums available and military governments at the hea d 

of most major Latin American nations, n strong desire to upgrade the 

effectiveness of the region's a rmed forces was quite predictable. All 

the more so since, in the mid 1960s, the military capabilities of the 

Latin American states were, objectively speaking , quite rudimentary 

in nature. With the exception of Cuba , the region's armed forces 

possessed only small numbers of antiquated hardware -- the great bulk 

of which were U.S. cas toff s of World Wa r II and Korean War vintage. 

No t even the more substantial states possessed so much as a single 

i modein jet fighter, battle tank or missile frigate. 

The emerging Latin American demand for modern ha rdware first 

manifested itself in modest requests to the United States. But as 

mentioned, these desires encountered a notably unsympathetic reaction. 
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As a result, the increasingly independent nations of the region simply 

began a rapid and portentous turn toward extrahemispheric sources of 

supply. Between 1%8 and 1973, the United States transferred no major 

modern weapons systems to Latin America, while the United Kingdom, France, 

West Germany, the Soviet Union and var a.01,1s other nations entered the 

regional arms market in force. 

It became increasingly obvious that the U.S. arms embargo on Latin 

America was not having the desired effect. And, in fact, it could well 

be argued that American withdrawa l from the market actually i ncreased 

regional arms acquisitions while costing the United States both revenue 

and political influence. By 1973, the American Congress in authorizing 

sales of F-5 fighters to six countries, indicated that it had recon

sidered the matter. And the United States has since resumed a respectable 

place in Latin American arms traffic. Washington cannot, however, hope to 

regain its formerly dominant position, either in terms of supply or 

influence over the regiona l arms balance. 

A closely related trend has been the development, on the part of 

the more technologically capable regional actors, of home-grown defense 

industries, This approach, to the extent thn t it is feasible, 11has 

the additional advantage of upgrading loca l technological capacity pro

viding domestic employment, defraying import costs, and bolstering 

national pride and independence," Substantial strides have been made 

along these lines, particularly by Argentina and Brazil. Both nations 

are now capable of supplying not only their needs in rudimentary war 
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materials such as transportation a nd communications equipment, small 

arms and munitions, but increa singly a wide variety of heavier and more 

sophisticated hardware. On their own or through licensing agreements 

(which almost invariably envisage the eventual nationalization of pro

duction) Brazil and Argentina now both' produce armored vehicles, light

fighter aircraft, modern naval craft and simple missile systems. 

The result of this reinforcing pattern 0£ developments has been 

the extirpation of Latin America's traditional arms supply relationship 

with the United States and the diversification of the residual dependency 

among a group of nations with no particular inhibitions about selling the 

Latin American nations any weapons for whi ch they can pay. On the con

trary. most extrahemispheric nations look upon the transfer of arms as 

extremely desirable transactions with considerable fallout in other 

economic areas and perhans in the political realm as well. 

In view of the volume and sophistication of arms acquired, it would 

be premature to speak of a Precipitous arms race in Latin America. But 

at the same time, it is clear that the new generation of hardware 

already in place and the trajectory established, frees the regional 

actors from previous constraints and confers upon them the ability 

to transcend traditional geographic obstacles and apply unprecedented 

levels of coercive force. 

These increasing capabilities, however, are not proceeding in 

accordance with traditional proportion. A-rid, in fact. the principal 
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power balances upon which regional stability has historically rested 

have been completely upset. In particular, the enormous increase in 

Brazilian capabilities has completely outstripped those of Argentina 

and there has emerged the soectre of a Brazilian threat to the remaining 

Spanish-American countries. On the Paci.fie coast. the comfortable 

Chilean superiority with respect to its traditional antagonists has 

completely evaporated and, in fact, Peru has acquired a clear superiority 

-- at least in terms of military hardware. In addition, Venezuela, 

with the support of petrodollars, is rapidly emerging as a new and 

unpredictable factor in the regional security balance. 

The Brazilian Imbalance 

During the course of the last decade the emergence of Brazil to a 

position of regional primacy is undoubtedly the most significant change 

in the traditional Latin American politico-security environment. The 

rise of Brazil in gener·a1 terms, so well documented elsewhere, has just 

as clearly been paralleled in the security sphere. Without any par

ticular strain, the spectactular growth of the Brazilian economy has 

permitted the diversion of resources sufficient to begin realization 

of the nation's long-latent military potential. 

Steady increases in military spending, commensurate with the growth 

of the economy as a whole, now allows Brazil to expend an amount broadly 

comparable to the remainder of South America combined. This trend 

permitted an across-the-board upgrading of the nation's militarv 

canabilities to a level which is at least qualitatively equivalent to 
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any of its regional neighbors. In the case of Brazil, qualitative parity 

combined with its inherent quantitative adv antages have combined to bring 

about a crrowin2 re2ional nrimacv in terms of conventional military 

capabilities. 

Thus far. the Brazilian authorities ·have exercised considerable 

restraint both in terms of accruing and apulying their militarv capa

bilities. But if occasional charges of "Brazilian imperialism" are as 

yet unfounded, contemporary Brazil i.s certainly a dynamic actor with 

an expanding range of interests beyond her borders. This development, 

in combination with traditional fears on the part of her Spanish

speaking neighbors, has given rise to a general trepidation which 

manifests itself in varying ways along the entire leng th of her exten

sive borders. 

Despite the apparently cooperative intent of Brazilian initiatives 

culminating ;in the recent advent of the Amazon :Pact, the nations sharing 

this enormous undeveloped area with Brazil remain extremely wary of her 

ultimate objectives. Natural population migration and the thrust of 

national development programs are establishing a steadily growing 

Brazilian presence in the Amazon Basin. The Amazon provinces of the 

Andean nations, in contrast, remain extremely underdeveloped and quite 

remote from their respective centers of national power, Substantial 

numbers of Portuguese-speaking settlers are already finding their wav 

across these ill-defined borders and economic currents in the entire 

region are tending to follow the immutable flow of the Amazon. These 
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trends are particularly disquieting to policymakers in Venezuela, 

Colombia, Peru and Bolivia, since they vividly recall the traditional 

method of Lusa-Brazilian expansionism. These issues remain latent 

at present, disguised in fact by the vacuous aspirations toward coopera

tion emb"odied in the Amazon Pact. Agreements of this nature. however, 

rarely withstand real conflicts of interest among the parties and tensions 

could quickly be activated by any number of issues. 

An active Brazilian presenc e is eve n more manifest among the 

smaller states along her southern frontier. Population movement and 

a swelling tide of economic activity in the areas of trade. investment 

and joint developmental ventures have already established an unprecedented 

level of Brazilian involvement in the affairs of Bolivia, Paraguay and 

Uruguay. In addition, a measure of political interdependence has been 

established in recent years as these conservative military regimes have 

leaned on the emerging Brazilian power for support both domestically 

and in international af f airs. 

The huge new hydroelectric complex currently under construction at 

Itaipu on the Brazilian-Paraguayan borde r is symbolic of the new level 

of Brazilian presence in the border states and of its potential fqr deep 

and unforeseeable political consequences, When completed in the early 

1980s, this new complex will be both the largest factor in the Paraguayan 

economy and an absolutely indispensable source of electric power for 

the burgeoning Brazilian industrial base. Although theoretically 

jointly owned, the preponderant Brazilian financial and technical role 
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a s well as the gross power imbalance h ct~c0 n tl1e two nations possesses 

obvious implications f or the futur e . Invo lvement of this kind provides 

Brazil with a critical stake in Paraguay's political and economic 

development. And with the kind of leverage it now possesses, it is 

almost inconceivable that Brazil would ' tolerate any developments grossly 

adverse to her interests. The same considerations apply, in different 

measures, to circumstances in both Bolivia and Uruguay. And within 

the border states there is clearly developing a general situation 

pregnant with the complications inherent in an emerging hegemonic role. 

The most critical and potentially volatile of . Brazil's emergence 

to regional nrimacv has been its impact on thP. tenor of rP.larions 

with its rraditional Argentine rival. HistorJcally, the greater 

sophistication of Argentina's economic, social and military institutions 

(together with the advantages of operating in a predominantly Hispanic 

regional environment) have been sufficient to balance off Brazil's 

greater geopolitical bulk and support pretensions to general regional 

leadership. In recent decades, however, Brazil's impressive develop

mental trajectory could hardly have contrasted more markedly with the 

poor performance of Argentina's political and economic institutions. 

And the result has been a complete upset in the broad parity of power 

that had characterized their relationship for at least a century. 
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In view of the traditionally tense r e lationship between the two 

governments, it is hardly surprising that this profound shift in the 

balance of power has given rise to serious s ecurity concerns on the part 

of Argentine policymakers (aggravated by the wound that this new situation 

inflicts on the legendary Argentine pride). Thus far, specific grist for 

this general concern has been generated principally by a progressive 

Brazilian penetration of the border states (in which Argentina had 

traditionally exercised the greater influ ence) and, more specifically, 

by the ongoing controversy over the uses put to the Parana River. 

Basically Buenos Aires contends that Brazilian developmental initiatives 

on the upper courses of the Parana River (centering on Itaipu) imperil 

the Argentine ability to utilize the lower reaches of this enormous 

river system for the same purposes. At a broader level, of course, the 

capacity and inclination of Brazil to pursue these initiatives regard-

less of Argentine objections graphically symbolizes the altered state 

of international politics in the Platine Basin. 

This situation is particularly critica l because, as adverse as 

trends have been, Argentina has not as yet lost broad comparability with 

Brazil in conventional military terms. Moreover, Argentina has maintained 

superiority in certain specific technological areas -- most notably in 

the military potential of its nuclear program. In fact, it is altogether 

probable that this program will soon yield an atomic veto power to 

counterbalance Brazil's escalating conventional advantage. 
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In the meantime, Argentine po licymakers have demonstrated that, even 

in their currently enfeebled state, they will not allow Brazilian pre

tensions to be carried too far. During the summer of 1977 the complete 

disinclination of Brasilia even to discuss its developmental plans with 

Buenos Aires nearly produced a serious rupture between the two governments. 

At that time, "purely technical" talks were arranged as a last minute 

face-saving device and have continued to th,:! pr esent. In practice, 

however, these discussions had little effect upon the momentum of Brazilian 

initiatives and mutual recriminations have predictably resurfaced in 

recent days. In the end, Brazilian policymakers do not really to push 

Argentina to any precipitous action. But, on the other hand, they have 

little intention of allowing Argentine desires to seriously interfere 

with realization of ambitions which they believe their interests dictate 

and their new-found capacities permit. Thus, the basic issues involved 

in the new nature of inter-Platine politics remain imperfectly resolved 

and uncomfortably balanced on the edge of potentially serious controversy. 

The Pacific Coast 

Meanwhile, on the Pacific Coast, it is t he very restoration of broad 

parity between traditional rivals that threatens regional stability. 

Over the course of the past decade, the historically-clear economic, 

political and military superiority of Chile has completely evaporated 

opening prospects for revival of bitter quarr els having their origins 

in that nation's expansionist past. 
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It is clear that Chilean -capabilities, re l ative to other Latin 

American states (most especially Argentina and Brazil) have been declining 

steadily for half a century. But it is only wjth the disastrous course 

of events in evidence since the a ccession of t he Allende Administration 

in 1971 that Chile has lost its unquestioned dominance of the Pacific 

Coast. 

The whipsaw of rad icalism and the h,:trsh military reaction of 1973 

bitterly polarized Chilean society and left tl1e nation's economy in ruins. 

Peru, meanwhile under a "military-socialist" government, after 1968 

experienced moderate rates of economic growth and much-needed social 

reform. Ultimately, the visionary economic policies of the Lima regime 

left Peru bankrupt and military rule discredited while Chile has recently 

experienced something of a revival. The net effect of the past decade, 

however, is the reestablishment of broad parity between the two old 

rivals. Moreover, the Peruvian military during its tenure lavished 

large sums on the armed forces and acquired a truly substantial arsenal 

by regional standards (acquired in large measure from the Soviet Union). 

Relations between Lima and Santiago are burdened by a legacy of 

deep bitterness and suspicion. And during this same critical transitional 

period, the relationship was complicated by Bolivia's vehement reassertion 

of its long-standing pretensions to secure renewed access to the sea. 

Of necessity, the satisfaction of any such claims could only be secured 

through Chilean concessions. On its own, Bolivia could not force a total 

satisfaction of its desires, and a "minimalist" settlement between La Paz 
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and Santiago would inevitably transgr ess on Lima's own claims. And any 

more substantial settlement could only b~ realized through the strongest 

PerQvian and Bolivian collusion against Chile. A combination to achieve 

such ends would almost certainly precipitate conflict. And for a period 

during 1975 and 1976, the aggrieved pair seemed on the verge of attempting 

to realize this unique opportunity to realize their ambitions. Since 

tha t time, Peruvian severe political and economic difficulties and a 

qualified renaissance of Chilean fortunes seem to have closed the door 

to temptation. But the basic grievances remain unresolved, and crisis 

could again be precipitated -- particularly shouid Chile be compromised 

by domestic or other foreign difficulties. 

In addition to the instability impelled by the interaction of tradi

tional rivalries and recent shifts in the local power balances, ideological 

discord contributes to a climate of heightened regional insecurity. 

Certainly the aggravating influenc e of ideological factors has declined 

substantially with the demise of Allende in Chile and the Peronist regime 

in Argentina. In fact, for a time, something approaching a philosophical 

c ormnunity of interest seemed to appear for a _time among the military 

regimes of the Southern Cone. 

A certain level of tension persists, however, between the democracies 

of the Caribbean .littoral on one hand, and the· conservative military 

governments of the Southern Cone and Central America on the other. 

Mexico, and a newly prominent'Venezuela, borne forward on the strength 

of markedly enhanced petroleum revenues, pr esently carry the liberal 
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banner i n Latin America . Bo t h governments hav e had a series of diplo

ma tic inc idents wi th v a r i ous harsh military governments, and Caracas 

in particular ha s become deeply embroiled i n the Nicaraguan-Costa Rica n 

border trouble s occasioned by the efforts of insurgents to overthrow the 

long-standing Somo za dictatorship. Nicaraguan incursions across th~ 

frontier of democra t i c, but substantially defenseless Costa Rica, have 

precipita t ed a defense agr e ement between that nation and Venezuela. 

And during a r. ecent crisis modern Venezuelan fighter aircraft were 

dispatched on a "training mission" to Costa Rica as a clear warning 

to the Somoza government. The degree o f Cuba n involvement i n the ant i 

Somoza insur gency is a l s o a h ighly volatil e issue within the region. 

And an even greater l ev e l of ideological dissention is latent in a 

region where liberal democracies, mil i tary dic tat orship and socialism 

of both indigenous and Marx ist origins uneasily coexist. 

Finally and predictably, new and particula ristic grievances are 

in increasing evidence as the scop e of interests of regional actors 

expand. Often these controversies f eature t raditional rivalries 

aggravated by disputes over economic issues, par t icularly access to 

increasingly scarce natura l r esources. Boliv-ian claims to renewed 

access to the sea (and any portion of Chile's mineral-rich northern 

provinces she or Peru could acquire) have a profound economic dimension 

as do the disputes, overt and latent, over use of the water resources 

of the Parana and Amazon Rivers. · 
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Figuring more prominently in the n ews during recent days has been 

the potentially volatile dispute between Chile and Argentina over the 

Beagle Channel. Continuing a long history of border problems between 

the two countries, the recent award of three disputed islets to Chile 

by an international tribunal was the ostensible precipitator of the 

crisis. In actual point of fact, however , it is the potential for a 

substantial expansion of Chilean claims in the Atlantic and in Antarctica 

based upon these awards that aroused Argentine ire. The result has been 

quite serious, and as of this writing actual conflict seems only pre

cluded by tenuous talks in progress and Argentina's desire not to be 

seen as an aggressor in terms of international l aw. As a result almost 

any untowar:d event at present could precipitate a conflict in this remote 

and unaccessible area. 

The abovementioned controversies are only the most presently news

worthy. And a host of others remain latent for the time being. And for 

the future a persistent border dispute between Ecuador and Peru, discord 

between Venezuela and Colombia over their potentially oil-rich maritime 

frontier, a Venezuelan-Brazilian rivalry in the Guyanas and the innumerable 

embroglios in Central America ought also to be taken into account. 
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t. 

Conclusion 

A host of indigenous and broader international trends are combining 

to transform the nature of the traditionally inert Latin American subsystem 

and undermine long-standing, pervasive confidence with respect to its 

inherently pacific nature. The historically weak and unstable "powers" 

of the region are evolving into moderately potent national actors, 

possessed increasingly of the resoarces and technology to apply significant 

levels of coercive force against one another. 

At the same time, dramatic alterations in -traditional regional 

power balances aggravated by long-standing national rivalries, ideological 

discord and a growing agenda of more part i cularistic grievances are 

combining to heighten intra-regional t e nsinn. This course of development 

is occurring within a subsystem which is progressively free of the . 

restraints which in past decades have been exercised from ' beyond its 

confines. 

The trends adduced in this article do not necessarily demonstrate 

the inevitability of dangerous arms races and, eventually war within 

Latin America. In fact, the pattern of security contention among 

regional actors remains moderate by world standards and there persist 

serious barriers to the development of truly conflictual relationsh :ips. 

These developments do suggest, however, that absence of conflict is now 

a question of will rather than capacity. The Latin American sub

system is now composed of a group of ever more c,'.'lpable and contentious 
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national actors. In other such systems, this state of affalrs has always 

yielded a flu id mixture of cooperation , c:o ntenti.on and even conflict. 

And, realistically, it should not be expected that the powers of Latin 

America will comport themselves either better or worse. 
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B-1 National security classified information [(b)(1) of the FOIA] 
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B-2 Release would disclose internal personnel rules and practices of an agency [(b)(2) of the FOIA] 
B-3 Release would violate a Federal statute [(b)(3) of the FOIA] 
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