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INTRODUCTION

The argument this paper presents is that
interventions disrupt the international
system, that they have generally prompt-
ed a partial or total dysfunction of world
and regional order and that their appear-
ance in world politics responds to a great
extent to the functional requirements of
power politics. It seems appropriate, then,
to refer to Wight’s views on the problem of
power in the world order: he examines it
by looking at the “balance of power” and
shows the importance of studying the key
difference between “balance of power”
and “pattern of power” to situate the
characteristics explaining the interludes
of international politics, for,

At the shallower level, it is the rule that

neighbouring states are usually enemies,

that common frontiers are usually disputed,

and that your natural ally is the Power in the

rear of your neighbour. Let us call this for

want of a better term, the conception of the

pattern of power.2

This enables us to generalize about
international politics in relation to their
geographical framework. On the other
hand, says Wight 

The idea of the balance of power involves a

higher degree of abstraction. It means thinking

of the powers less as pieces in a chessboard

than as weights in a pair of scales....The pat-

tern of power leads to considerations of strat-

egy; the balance of power leads to considera-

tions of military potential, diplomatic ini   tiative

and economic strength....To balance is to

compare weights....The word “balance” has

entirely lost its meaning of “equilibrium.”

There is less notion of stability, more of per-

petual change about it than in sense 1 [an

even distribution of power].3

In this vein, I will elaborate on a
framework that is likely to be of use for
the study of intervention in general and
U.S. intervention in Latin America in
particular.
Let me say that it is a historical fact
that U.S. policies and behaviour have
been consistent with a sense of mission
to be pursued through interventions using
the pretext of revolutions.4 Nonetheless,
the accomplishment of this pursuit of
supremacy required convincing tools for
the latter to be carried out. Hence, the sig-
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nificance of the following gen eral argu-
ment on the association between: a) an
important geopolitical posi tion; b) the
strong weight of “Americanism”5 as an
innovative tradition in the foreign-pol  icy
making process; c) using revolutions as
the main argument —in the context of
the bipolar U.S.-USSR confrontation— for

alertness insofar as the defence of nation al
interests was concerned; and d) the use
of interventions as deterrents against rev-
olutions or political changes in other
countries which have been considered,
particularly in the Interamerican context,
the main threat to national security.6

INTERVENTION AS A

UNIVERSAL OCCURRENCE

Intervention is universal. It has hap p ened
for centuries. When studying the differ-
ent approaches to intervention as a phe-
nomenon of the international system, it
should be understood that the theoreti-
cal framework for these theories corres -
ponds mainly to the dominant principles
of realism, which has permeated interna-
tional relations in the second half of the
twentieth century.7

Intervention is a component of a
dynam ic movement linked primarily to
the existence of nation-states ideally orga-

nized on the basis of understanding and
peaceful coexistence. It is also an interna-
tional phenomenon intrinsically linked to
the arrangements whereby the shares of
power and domination are disposed of in a
particular fashion by the fittest and, in
addi tion, most representative actors of the
international political system. 

Although intervention has particular
historical features, it has always been
related to the spatial allocation that both
geographical territories and human con-
glomerates have had, hence the impor-
tance of considering the configuration of
national boundaries in the understanding
of intervention as a political phenomenon.
Notably, however, interventions have
been the response to the need to estab-
lish the basis for certain directives used
in the process of arrangements made in
international politics. In this light, inter-
ventions must be understood as levellers
in the long and sometimes laborious
process of the constitution of the world
order. Interventions in their various forms
may precede different types of military
and political confrontations or may be
the result of disputes in certain regions
of the globe. 
And yet, the complex deployment
necessary for interventions covers differ-
ent types of diplomatic, material or
human capabilities, the components of

an elaborate rationale directing interven-
tion to a specific aim. However, an inter-
vention is also a process that helps to
explain the generally arbitrary configura-
tion of the world map, as well as the state
of affairs in which the different actors
become involved.

INTERVENTION AND

THE INTERNATIONAL SYSTEM

To understand interventions in the context
of the modern international system, it
seems appropriate to inquire into the
nature of the latter. In this respect, there
seem to be three dominant issues to con -
sid  er first: a) the international system puts
a priority on the separation of the “domestic”
and the “international”;8 b) inter ventions
take on importance be cause the choice in
international affairs has never been

between intervening and observing the sacred

principle of non-intervention. The choice

has always been between individual inter-

vention and collective intervention, or else

between the establishment of conditions in

which interventions will become less likely,

and living in conditions in which interven-

tion is more likely,9

and; c) the problem with intervention and
the key variable is, as Hoffmann states, in
the “nature of the international system.”10

U.S. INTERVENTION AND

AMERICAN NATIONAL INTEREST

Richard Nixon once said,
Mr. Khrushchev predicted that our grand-

children would live under Communism ....

It is a historical fact that U.S. policies and behaviour 

have been consistent with a sense of mission to be 

pursued through interventions using the pretext 

of revolutions. Nonetheless, the accomplishment of 

this pursuit of supremacy required convincing 

tools for the latter to be carried out. 
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And this is my answer to him. I do not say

that our grandchildren will live under capi-

talism. We prefer our system. But the very

essence of our belief is that we do not and

will not try to impose our system on anybody

else. We believe that you and all other peo-

ple on this earth should have the right to

choose the kind of economic or political sys-

tem which best fits your particular problems

without any foreign intervention.11

This might have easily been uttered by
an average progressive-liberal member of
the late 1950s U.S. foreign policy estab-
lishment. These were indeed the thoughts
of a powerful member of the American
political system, himself an essentially
conservative, fervently anticommunist
political figure, and, in 1968, candidate
for the presidency of the United States.
Richard Nixon’s words offer a clear
example of the many peculiarities (and
in some respects and contexts, contra-
dictions) that explain some of the routes
taken by U.S. foreign policy. At the same
time they offer a “situational” context of
analysis on the extent to which the U.S.
has historically exhibited its contradic-
tions in the making of foreign policy
decisions. Thus, they can be taken as an
appropriate tool and the ideal empirical
platform for continuing discussion of
intervention in an area of influence.12

In exploring the features of U.S. for-
eign policy, particularly when to a great
extent characterized by intervention, it
inevitably becomes important (given also
the relevance of drawing the proper dis-
tinctions in the Latin American case) to
resort to testimonies of this kind before
such a complex discussion can begin. As
shown in the Guatemalan intervention
in 1954, the U.S. interventionist impetus

has been a key feature of its foreign pol-
icy philosophy. This has been the case
whatever the country’s partial responsi-
bility for the subsequent relative decline
of most of the nations concerned and
whatever the many contradictory expla-
nations offered by leading figures in the
foreign policy decision making process.

The historical record acknowledges that
U.S. interventionism has led in most
cases to various kinds of authoritarian
forms of government. Moreover, these
interventions have resulted in a high
degree of structural pressure and rigidity
upon both the polity and state actors and
institutions, quite apart from the pres-
sure on the economies of the countries
involved. 
This feature has been remarkable,
playing an important role in the long-
term crises that some countries in Latin
America have faced. Though the United
States has performed a relatively influen-
tial role in this process, U.S. interven-
tionism has inflicted severe pressure
upon the target countries’ long-standing
difficulties in achieving political progress
and economic development. It is not the
purpose here to take the U.S. indiscrim-
inately to task as the single actor respon-
sible for all the misery in Latin America.
The problem is much more complex
than that. Accordingly, one of the main

concerns is to make a case of a country,
such as the U.S., which was clever enough
to utilize the existing contradictions
inherited from colonial times, such as
despotism, anti-democratic structures
and economic weakness, to the benefit
of its very particular strategic pursuits.
To a certain extent the United States

enjoyed the fortune of being an extraor-
dinary great power next to a collectivity
of weak neighbours to the south.13

POLITICAL FEATURES

AND FOREIGN POLICY

THE INEVITABILITY OF DETERRENCE?

It is my argument in this study that (over
and above the specific international real-
ities and constraints that explain foreign
policy and which I try to discuss here)
there is always a cultural-political ele-
ment which explains why U.S. foreign
policy resorts to deterrence for its legit-
imatization. In this light, it is my assump-
tion that the foreign policy of a great
power always needs to ensure that the
national interest in a continental area of
influence is reinforced by means of deter-
rence.14 Furthermore, a foreign policy of
deterrence represents the best way to
establish from the very outset the condi-
tions and the extent to which certain

The historical record acknowledges that U.S. interventionism has 

led in most cases to various kinds of authoritarian forms 

of government. To a certain extent the United States enjoyed 

the fortune of being an extraordinary great power next to a 

collectivity of weak neighbours to the south.
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partne’s behaviour may be tolerated.
Typically such policy results in interven-
tions of the most diverse types, the most
important of which are those in which
force is used to settle disagreements and
disputes, whatever their nature.
Beyond examining both the theoreti-
cal and systemic characteristics of inter-

vention, particularly in the case of Latin
America, it is important to elaborate fur-
ther on the number of arguments con-
cerning the relationship between the his-
torical national character and the polit ical
behaviour of the United States in foreign
affairs.15 I argue that the most salient fea-
ture of U.S. geopolitics and ide ology and,
hence, of its political behaviour in for-
eign policy, has been intolerance. This
feature of the U.S. character was best pro -
moted by Attorney General Tom Clark,
who in his 1948 address to the Cathedral
Club of Brooklyn, New York, stated that
“those who do not believe in the ideolo-
gy of the United States shall not be
allowed to stay in the United States.”16

For his part Walter Lippmann
claimed that, “a nation, divided irrecon-
cilably on ‘principle,’ each party believing
itself pure white and the other pitch
black, cannot govern itself.”17

This is only one part of the social
complexity of the United States, which is
often still expressed in U.S. domestic

politics. Although it is not the purpose of
this work to measure the degree of social
polarization of the country’s political foun -
dations, Lippmann’s remarks nevertheless
should be stressed when talking about
the United States’ political heritage.
The ideological blessing that U.S. for-
eign policy needed from the main

domestic ideological input of the U.S.,
“Americanism”, was decisive in that it
developed strong shields of protective
principles around the foreign policy mak-
ing process. From 1945 onward, U.S. for -
eign policy could be portrayed and seen
as strong and legitimate in that —and only
in that— it reflected “American values,”
each of which would require a whole
gamut of policy were foreign policy to be
coherent. Does any nation’s foreign poli-
cy reflect national values? Whatever the
case, what I want to emphasise here is,
in the first place, the importance of the
very creation of a national tradition in
foreign affairs: from 1945 onward, the
U.S. was able to impose its interests in
the name of the defence of all the values
which represented and were represented
by the “American tradition”; and, second ly,
“American interests” were imposed on other
actors’ foreign policy traditions. “Amer -
 i ca nism” as a national tradition became,
both in Europe and in the so-called
Western Hemisphere the doctrinary fab-

ric that would become the dominant
(and paternalistic) feature in world
affairs. This came to reflect on the rules
imposed upon the Western world as a
result of bipolarity. Moreover, this tradi-
tion would appear as a unique and com-
pelling avenue by means of which the
U.S.’s hegemonic position could and
would be achieved. In some respects,
the Western tradition has been marked
since the mid-1940s by such a climate,
and it seems likely to remain so until the
end of this century. As Beloff has said,
“The United States ... intervened or
attempted to intervene in the internal
affairs of other states under the guise of
the slogan, ‘making the world safe for
democracy’.”18

Simultaneously, to some extent these
values, unlike those in some other devel-
oped nations, have been the reason for
the injection of intolerance into the U.S.
political tradition. It is with this in mind
that Lipset states, 

The historical evidence ... indicates that, as

compared to the citizens of a number of

other countries, especially Great Britain and

Scandinavia, Americans are not a tolerant

people....One important factor affecting this

lack of tolerance in American life is the

basic strain of Protestant puritanical morali-

ty which has always existed in this country.

Americans believe that there is a funda-

mental difference between right and wrong,

that right must be supported, and that

wrong must be suppressed, that error and

evil have no rights against the truth. This

propensity to see life in terms of all black

and all white is most evident, perhaps most

disastrous, in the area of foreign policy,

where allies and enemies cannot be grey,

but must be black or white.19

“Americanism” as a national tradition became, both in Europe 

and in the so-called Western Hemisphere the 

doctrinary fabric that would become the dominant 

(and paternalistic) feature in world affairs. This came 

to reflect on the rules imposed upon 

the Western world as a result of bipolarity.
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In light of this view, I suggest that, as
a political creed, “Americanism” has turned,
quite conveniently, into an essen tial ideo-
logical component of the U.S. political
consciousness, “much like Socialism,
Communism or Fascism.”20

However, it must be stressed that, for
better or for worse for the foreign policy
framework of this nation, Americanism
has been the backbone of the U.S. for-
eign policy project. Consequently it has
been an essential feature in the overall
definition of U.S. national interest, whose
main expression is found in the interna-
tional system, most particularly the
Interamerican system.
Given, then, the struggle to produce a
national foreign policy, it is essential to
consider the cultural and political cir-
cumstances that precede foreign policy
decisions. According to Bell, 

There has been little evidence that American

foreign policy is guided by a sense of histor-

ical time and an accurate assessment of

social forces....Foreign policy has foundered

because every administration has had diffi-

culty in defining a national interest, morally

rooted, whose policies can be realistically tai-

lored to the capacities and constraints imposed

by the actualities of world power.... Amer icans

have rarely known how to sweat it out, to

wait, to calculate in historical terms, to learn

that “action” cannot easily reverse social drifts

whose courses were charted long ago.21
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