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54Introduction

We deliver to our readers the 
fifth issue of Polítika – in 
Portuguese, Spanish and English 
– a joint publication by the João 
Mangabeira Foundation in 
Brazil and Humboldt university 
in Germany. In this issue, our 
central theme is that of 
international relations, which 
should come as no surprise: any 
careful observer can see the 
“tectonic plates” of the current 
world-system are in motion and 
ready to produce earthquakes.

There are multiple 
overlapping crises, which 
develop at different temporal 
levels. The extension of the 
economic crisis which began in 
2008 is only the most superficial 
and immediate one. At the 
bottom of the current tensions 
lies the secular dispute over 
hegemony between, the 
Western maritime powers that 
have been dominant in the 
modern world on the one hand, 
and the Asian terrestrial powers 
that have tried to regain their 
former relevance on the other.

This current issue presents the 
scenario for such a complex 
situation. We begin with the 
recent Brazilian foreign policy. 
antonio carlos lessa identifies 
antagonistic phases over the 
period in which the Workers’ 
Party exercised power, from the 
ambitious and even voluntarist 
diplomacy practiced by Lula to 
the paralysis and collapse in the 
international credibility of the 
Brazilian government under 
Dilma Rousseff.

The beginning of the great 
cycle of demand for commodities 
boosted the diplomatic activism 
of the Lula government, seen as 
an innovation in the 
international scenario. Brazil 
sought to play a leading role in 
multiple agendas that impacted 
many regions, and proposed 

reforms in important institutions, 
starting with the united Nations 
itself, and claiming a permanent 
seat on the Security Council. 
The government tried to create a 
joint South American project 
and simultaneously invested 
efforts in rebuilding the Brazilian 
presence in Africa – both cases 
boosting the interests of Brazilian 
business groups regionally.

Dilma Rousseff was 
responsible for the decline of 
these initiatives, as a new and 
more unfavourable international 
situation, as well as a gradual 
loss of the internal governability 
undermined the diplomatic 
capacity of the new PT 
government. Rousseff’s 
presidential diplomacy was an 
immense retrocession – if not 
for the fact that the president 
showed no interest in the 
foreign agenda of her own 
government.  

We continue our analysis 
with the international economic 
crisis, which fernando 
cardim de carvalho does not 
hesitate to qualify as being 
marked by depression: “The 
main characteristic of depression 
is not exactly the depth of the 
initial contraction, but the 
difficulty of the economy to 
resume the previous rhythm. 
[...] Economies in depression 
can retake growth, but with low 
and volatile rates and fragile 
configurations.”

After the severe crisis of 
2008, government actions 
avoided disaster like the 1929 
one, but this was not enough to 
put the developed economies 
back on track for sustainable 
growth. The current behaviour 
of these economies has been 
similar to what happened in the 
1930s, with nine years of slow 
and volatile growth. There are 
also austerity programs that 

integrate regressive strategies 
from the social point of view, 
associated with discourses on 
the brink of the nationalist 
authoritarianism. Cardim warns 
us that, from this point of view, 
the risks in the current world 
scenario are high.

Then we reach regional issues, 
beginning with Asia, as presented 
by Paulo Visentini. This is the 
great current enigma. Asia is 
home to the second and third 
largest national economies in the 
world (China and Japan); the 
two emerging powers (China 
and India); large demographic 
masses with high 
industrialization; high 
technological dynamism; agile 
development experiences; large 
companies and banks; and 
vigorous national States with 
nuclear power. It will be a major 
player in the new century.  

Asia is too big and too strong 
to be swallowed up (like Latin 
America), marginalized (like 
Africa) or defeated (like the 
former Soviet union) by the 
American order. But it has great 
limitations: Asia is home to large 
populations in a state of poverty 
and lives with important 
internal tensions of historical, 
national, ethnic and religious 
nature. until now, Asia has not 
been able to formulate a 
continental project. It is there in 
Asia that the main stage of the 
geopolitical chess between the 
united States and China – the 
greatest challenge to the 
international order – will prevail 
in the 21st century.

To write about Africa we 
invited célestin monga, the 
Cameroon-born economist, 
who is currently working for 
the African Development Bank. 
In the title of his article he 
warns us: “Whatever you have 
thought about Africa, think 

Renato Casagrande
President of the João 
Mangabeira Foundation
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again.” His first relevant remark says 
there are many Africas, since there are 
different historical trajectories, 
philosophical and cultural legacies, 
social structures, economic 
performance and administrative 
traditions among the 54 member States 
of the African union. Contrary to 
popular belief, the continent has almost 
thirty middle-income countries, and 
about 300 million people with 
significant purchasing power. 

“There is nothing intrinsically evil 
or shameful about Africa,” he says. 
“The continent has simply failed in 
building and sustaining the kind of 
inclusive industrial development that 
transforms societies from the low to the 
high income situation.” This finding is 
a starting point for a vigorous reflection 
about the contemporaneous Africa, 
with some optimism: “Africa can jump 
directly into the global economy by 
building industrial parks and export 
processing zones connected to world 
markets. It can leverage these areas to 
attract the light industry of the more 
advanced economies, as did the East 
Asian countries in the 1960s and China 
in the 1980s.”

The magazine continues with the 
Rodrigo Karmy Bolton from Chile, 
an expert on the Middle East. The 
region is the well-known birthplace of 
millennial civilizations; however, from 
a political standpoint, it is a very recent 
creation as a region, which resulted 
from decisions taken by the victorious 
countries of World War I, especially 
England and France, which 
disintegrated the Ottoman Empire 
(1299-1922) – the only Muslim power 
that challenged European hegemony in 
the modern world.

New countries, with their respective 
governments, were created by Europe. 
England invented Iraq and Jordan, 
mapped the rectilinear boundaries 
between Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, 
turned Egypt into a protectorate, and 
sheltered in Palestine a National Jewish 
Home, a predecessor of the State of 
Israel. France decided how Syria and 

Lebanon would be. Basically, most of 
the Arab world was divided between 
two families, who were supposed to 
inaugurate dynasties.

The changes, brought in from the 
outside, did not bring about stability. 
As a region, there remain not only 
intense border disputes and economic 
rivalries, but also much more 
fundamental issues, such as the very 
right to the existence of the political 
entities that comprise it. Wars of 
national survival are still the order of 
the day. There is no agreement at all 
on the rules of the game. The very 
belief in the legitimacy of secular 
national States – which might seem 
natural to us – is an alien belief in 
societies that for more than a thousand 
years have been organized by a sacred 
law that rules all the aspects of life, 
including politics.

Kenneth maxwell, one of the most 
well-known English-speaking 
“Brazilianists”, writes apprehensively 
about the uS situation and the possible 
impacts of Donald Trump’s 
government: “For the first time, the 
average citizen feels that his children 
will not enjoy a better life. There is an 
atmosphere of deep pessimism. [...] The 
situation of the working class resembles 
the conditions of the 1860s, which gave 
rise to Karl Marx. We are sailing 
towards very rough waters.” According 
to Maxwell, other outsiders can win 
elections in major countries.  

The new American president proposes 
a kind of counterrevolution opposed to 
globalization, with a language that draws 
on the deep roots of Midwestern 
populism, fuelled by the deep 
dissatisfaction with the status quo and 
rage against politicians, bankers and 
business leaders. It will be difficult to 
avoid the breakthrough of xenophobia.  

Concerns about Trump are also 
present in the two articles about the 
relations between Russia and the 
Western world: “Russia, the Western 
world and the return of Geopolitics”, by 
Janis Berzins, from Latvia, and “Diary 
of a Collapse: the external relations 

between the Russian Federation, the 
united States and the Western European 
States”, by Alexander Blankenagel, from 
Germany.

First of all, they remind us of the 
enormity of Russia, with a territory that 
goes from Europe to Japan, with 35 
official languages and 170 ethnic groups 
that form their own nationalities. After 
the unsuccessful neoliberal experience in 
the 1990s, the country re-encountered in 
Vladimir Putin the leader who represents 
its aspirations for stability and recognition 
as a great power. NATO’s expansion, 
which is now extended to many states 
bordering Russia; the bombing of Serbia 
without the uN authorization; the wars 
in Afghanistan and Iraq; the 
destabilization of Libya and other Arab 
countries; the revocation of the treaty of 
anti-ballistic missiles; and the unilateral 
creation by the united States of an 
anti-missile shield reinforced the image 
of an unreliable western world in the 
eyes of the Russian government.

The search for an identity, after the 
collapse of the Soviet union, led to a 
new strengthening of the State and the 
revaluation of the orthodox Christianity 
as a national religion. The idea of 
Russian singularity was restored: a 
European and Asian society at the same 
time, devoted to its sovereignty and the 
construction of a relatively autarkic 
position in the world.

Janis Berzins reminds us that 
Donald Trump defends negotiations 
from positions of power, in which the 
exceptional role of the united States is 
clear, while alexander Blankenagel 
speaks of a “total collapse of relations 
[between Russia and the western 
world], which can hardly be 
reversed.” They also mention 
increasing difficulties.    

Our challenge is to find the position 
of Brazil in this world where, as we 
said, the great “tectonic plates” – 
mainly  the united States, Russia, the 
European union andw China – collide 
with each other in unpredictable ways, 
keeping all the actors breathless, 
awaiting an earthquake.
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The election of Luís Inácio Lula 
da Silva as president of Brazil in 
2002 was one of the facts that most 
drew the attention of internation-
al public opinion to the country 
in many decades. After all, the rise 
to power of the legendary oppo-
sition leader within a normal elec-
toral process and a political agen-
da renewed by the adoption of 
economic commitments that 
placed him at the centre of the 
political spectrum not only de-
finitively marked the trajectory of 
the Workers Party (PT) itself, but 
leftist Brazil as well.

The power cycle of PT in Bra-
zil (2003-2016) inspires contra-
dictory evaluations of all kinds, 

depending on the agenda to be 
examined. The same certainly 
happens with the foreign policy 
implemented in the three and a 
half mandates. However, there is 
also an analytical challenge that is 
even more disturbing than the 
search for explanations for the up-
rising of the international agenda 
at the beginning of the Lula da 
Silva administration in 2003. It is 
the effort to understand the de-
cline, discontinuities and loss of 
eff iciency of the categories and 
concepts that had been presented 
as a model of international inser-
tion, which still happened in the 
unfinished government of Dilma 
Rousseff (2011-2016).

Antônio Carlos Lessa
Professor of the Institute of 
International Relations of the 
University of Brasília – UnB, editor-
in-chief of the Brazilian Journal of 
International Politics – RBPI and 
researcher of the National Council 
of Scientific and Technological 
Development – CNPq.

The foreign policy of the two governments of Lula da Silva was bold, 
ambitious and based on conceptually interesting ideas. The government 
collected important victories on its foreign agenda, but it also suffered 
serious defeats and abandoned projects halfway. During Dilma Rousseff’s 
term in office, the loss of confidence from economic agents, the backflow 
of foreign investors, the deterioration of the dialogue between State and 
society on strategic issues, and – reaching its limit – the very collapse of the 
government itself had little to do with the quality of or the challenges in 
foreign policy; but there is no doubt that they have definitely undermined 
the international credibility of the government. 

Brazilian Foreign Policy under the 

WorKers’ Party 
continuities, innovations and setbacks (2003-2016)

This work has as its general goal the analysis of 
the foreign policy strategies designed and imple-
mented between 2003 and 2016. It is understood 
that a foreign policy platform was created that joined 
the two moments of the PT’s cycle in power, with 
phases of construction and growth, peak and decline. 
The phase of gestation and conceptual elaboration 
is identified with the two governments of Lula da 
Silva – as well as its peak, when it demonstrated the 
ambition to convert it into a model of international 
insertion. The phase of decline and collapse is un-
equivocally related to the implementation of this 
project during the Rousseff government.  

There will be neither an exhaustive and detailed 
surveying of all the projects and coalitions in which 
Brazil has been involved, nor a wide range of themes 
in which innovation or retrogression can be found. 
The methodological criterion used for the valuation 
of certain events in the chain of this analysis is its 
relevance for the verification of the continuities in 
the foreign policy platforms of the last two decades, 
with particular interest for the governments of the 
PT cycle. 

Lula da Silva (2003-2010) and the  
era of great ambitions in foreign policy
The beginning of the Lula da Silva administration 
happens at a dramatic international moment. From 
the standpoint of higher international politics, the 
f irst months of the distant year 2003 would be the 
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f irst of the long cycle for the 
Workers’ Party in Brazil, which 
were marked by intense measures 
and dramatic gestures. The in-
vasion of Iraq, in a fulminating 
action supported by an interna-
tional coalition that gathered 
around the united States, sub-
scribed to the actions implement-
ed by the government of George 
W. Bush. More important than 
the fall of Saddam Hussein’s 
Ba’athist regime were the acts of 
public humiliation imposed by 
Washington’s diplomacy on the 
united Nations and the osten-
sible challenge to the condem-
nation of intensive and unilat-
eral use of force.

Greater politics demanded 
leaders who could offer more pos-
itive visions of the world’s great 
problems – which many believed 
were not limited to the global 
combat against terrorism. Per-
sonalities such as the then presi-
dent of France Jacques Chirac 
severely criticized the action and 
violent means employed by the 
united States to impose its vision 
of security and stability of the 
international system.  

In this perspective, the elec-
tion and subsequent start of Lu-
la da Silva’s administration in 
Brazil seemed to be the begin-
ning of a process of renewal for 
international politics, since the 
world at that time lacked new 
approaches, new leaderships and 
new agendas that could supplant 
the imperial visions of the inter-
national politics. And the foreign 
policy of the f irst PT govern-
ment started to be meticulously 
designed to match this global 
demand for legitimacy, initially 

based on the overexploitation of 
Lula da Silva’s international im-
age, and on the international cu-
riosity that his legendary f igure 
had inspired. The strategy that 
was designed, with many dan-
gerous tactical movements and 
uncertain results, made intense 
use of the presidential diploma-
cy, of the discourse of renovation 
and the demand for reform of 
the international politics and in-
stitutions, in order to grant them 
the necessary legitimacy (Amor-
im, 2010 ).

The strategy initially designed 
by the first Lula da Silva govern-
ment was consistently implement-
ed along the other two and a half 
mandates of the PT government, 
namely the second mandate of Lu-
la, and the one-and-a-half man-
dates of Dilma Rousseff. Indeed 
this repetition experienced oscil-
lations and some fatigue, since it 
was a very innovative formula that 
was excessively dependent on very 
favourable external factors and dy-
namics, as well as being based on 
the positive exploitation of the 
figurehead of the first mandate, 
who could not be taken full ad-
vantage of to deliver the same re-
sults for his successor. In any event, 
at the beginning of the PT cycle, 
the outline of ideas and practices 
planned for the foreign policy was 
conceptually interesting, and its 
evolution over the following years 
led to the conclusion that there 
was also a very large number of 
poorly understood tensions and a 
bad political calculation in many 
dimensions of foreign policy (Cer-
vo, 2010).

The conceptual innovations 
aligning the foreign policy strat-

egy to the time of reasonable do-
mestic economic stability by the 
end of Lula da Silva’s second man-
date in 2010 inspired the produc-
tion of hundreds of scientif ic pa-
pers and essays of all sorts that 
analysed its many facets. Lula da 
Silva’s two mandates also corre-
sponded to the new golden era 
of Brazilianism at the global lev-
el: there were many doctoral the-
ses and studies, books, collections 
and seminars produced on Brazil 
at this time, giving new strength 
and renewed interest in the coun-
try among centres of Latin Amer-
ican studies in European and 
American universities.

There are good reasons for 
this renewed interest in Brazil. 
In fact, the country experienced 
intense transformations over the 
last twenty-five years, with dra-
matic consequences for its eco-
nomic, social, political and inter-
national profile. The economic 
stability provided by the Real Plan 
– accomplished during the gov-
ernment of Fernando Henrique 
Cardoso (1995-2002) and con-
sistently pursued in the Lula da 
Silva administration by maintain-

ing the fundamentals of inf lation 
control – meant the beginning of 
the construction of a large con-
sumer market. For as much as 
there are current analyses on the 
intensity of the economic crisis 
due to the failure of the counter-
cyclical policies adopted by Dil-
ma Rousseff ’s government as of 
2011, the fact remains that the 
growth of the consumer market 
stalled and retreated. As a result, 
this deterioration of the funda-
mentals of the economy destroyed 
one of the most important inter-
national credentials of Brazil: the 
conf iguration of a large, mass 
consumer market.

Nevertheless, while it was 
possible to reap the benefits of 
economic stability, the continu-
ity in the management of the 
macroeconomic fundamentals 
was added to the beginning of a 
great cycle of growth in the in-
ternational demand for commod-
ities, strongly affected by the dy-
namism of China. This last phe-
nomenon, typical of the 2000s, 
provided extraordinary condi-
tions for the growth in sales of 
the primary-exporting countries. 
In the case of Brazil, it simpli-
f ied the policy of accumulating 
international reserves, which 
would also have positive conse-
quences for the country’s inter-
national image, allowing it to 
shed its traditional role as debtor 
for the f irst time. It also injected 
enough conf idence in Brazil, 
within the context of the global 
f inancial crisis of 2008, to de-
mand the reform of the Bretton 
Woods institutions. Both Lula 
da Silva and Rousseff pontif i-
cated on the failures of rich coun-

tries and preached lessons on the 
consequences of global deregu-
lation of f inancial markets.

Due to the growing impor-
tance of commodities on its ex-
port agenda, the Brazilian econ-
omy also experienced setbacks, a 
natural consequence of the in-
creasing weight of primary prod-
ucts, and therefore of natural 
deindustrialization. Moreover, 
such a reversal in the economy 
was widely criticized as one of 
the adverse effects of the growth 
of China’s importance on Brazil 
and, consequently, in the foreign 
policy of the governments of the 
PT cycle.

Multilateralism as a space 
for the great ambitions
In the perspective of the foreign 
policy strategies, more than in their 
tactical movements, there was a 
remarkable continuity in what was 
designed and carried out in the 
last twenty-five years. In addition 
to the consequences of the eco-
nomic stability, which may be the 
most consistent link between the 
1990s and the first decade of 2000 
(hence from the governments of 
Fernando Henrique Cardoso to 
those of Lula da Silva), the con-
figuration of an international pro-
f ile, increasingly assertive and 
more engaged on multiple agen-
das, is the factor that unites the 
two halves of that period. There 
has been a great difference in dip-
lomatic style since 2003, and also 
in the definition of some new pri-
orities, articulating diplomatic as-
sets that were being redefined and 
realigned under Cardoso, as in the 

case of the positions established 
around the negotiation strategies 
of international trade, environ-
ment, regional integration and in-
ternational security (Sousa, 2009).

In another direction, under Lu-
la da Silva there was a re-instru-
mentation of a categorization of 
ideas and concepts that had been 
traditional in Brazil’s internation-
al insertion – such as the very no-
tion of universalism. This perspec-
tive includes not only the ambition 
of giving Brazil conditions to be 
present in the discussions of the 
political, strategic and economic 
problems of the most diverse re-
gions of the world, but also a vari-
able related to the very expansion 
of the diplomatic network, the 
geographical universalism, with 
the dramatic increase in the num-
ber of positions and diplomatic 
representations.

The multilateralism had al-
ready become a central mode of 
operation, highly valued by Brazil 
from the beginning of the nine-
ties. At the beginning of the PT 
cycle, there was a new ambition 
related to the multilateral spaces, 
as would be seen with the imple-
mentation of what may be called 
the “great synthesis goal” of the 
foreign policy, i.e., the institu-
tional reform in general (as a de-
mand for the extension of its con-
ditions of legitimacy) and, of 
course, the claim of a permanent 
seat for Brazil in the Security 
Council of the united Nations.  

It would be possible to read 
and to frame a good part of the 
tactical movements implemented 
in the two governments of Lula 
da Silva within the perspective of 
this ambition, and some of them 

There was a great 
difference in the profile 
of diplomacy practiced 
between FHC and Lula. 
The latter tried to place 
Brazil as an agent 
with much broader 
negotiating capacity.
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can be mentioned: the acceptance 
of the command of the complex 
united Nations Stabilization 
Mission in Haiti (MINuSTAH) 
as of 2004; the role of discreet 
and benevolent protagonist for 
stability in South America; the 
search for international recogni-
tion of a specif ic, differentiated 
political and strategic weight; the 
intense expansion of the diplo-
matic network; and a policy of 
cooperation for development 
(Lessa, Couto & Farias, 2009). 
There were also more pictur-
esque episodes, in which the gov-
ernment may have sought  more 
immediate the prestige by dem-
onstrating its capacity for me-
diation, such as the negotiation 
around the Iranian nuclear pro-
gram (2010) – when it became 
clear that the country in fact did 
not have enough diplomatic 
weight to successfully handle 
larger operations without inspir-
ing mistrust (Mendes, 2015).

under Lula da Silva, the in-
tensity of Brazil in its search for 
a new profile in the internation-
al trade negotiations is perhaps 
one of the most interesting dos-
siers of the PT cycle. Indeed, af-
ter the World Trade Organiza-
tion Ministerial Conference of 
2003 in Cancún, Brazil began 
taking a leading role, consider-
ing that until that time the issues 
of the international trade and the 
cycles of trade liberalization had 
been decided by the united States 
and Europe, somewhat to the 
detriment of the interests of de-
veloping countries. Brazil’s ex-
ercise of the negotiating mandate 
during the Doha Round was 
committed, but also showed that 

the Brazilian government had 
believed too much in the suc-
cessful conclusion of the process 
– which in fact did not happen 
– as was seen in the great impasse 
and the paralysis of these nego-
tiations in 2008 (Visentini, 2010).  

By placing all bets on “over-
all” trade liberalization (i.e., new 
WTO commitments), the gov-
ernment of Lula da Silva sacri-
f iced the possibility of negotiat-
ing other processes, such as the 
controversial and complex agree-
ment for the establishment of the 
Free Trade Area of the Americas 
(FTAA), and also to put the ne-
gotiation of the agreement on the 
liberalization of trade relations 
between Mercosul and the Euro-
pean union on hold. In short, 
Brazil’s ambitions on the agenda 
of reconfiguring the geometry of 
international trade (as the coun-
try’s intentions had been summa-
rized, with some arrogance) that 
the results cannot be qualif ied 
otherwise: a gross error of strat-
egy, a complete frustration.

Another topic exhaustively 
elaborated in the multilateral cir-
cuit was the environmental agen-
da, developed differently and 
more realistically, considering 
the fact that it was also connect-
ed with the achievement of the 
great “meta-synthesis” of mak-
ing Brazil to be noted as an ac-
tor with differentiated political 
and negotiating capacities and, 
therefore, be taken as a natural 
member of the uN Security 
Council (Barros-Platiau, 2010).  

The agendas related to the 
environment in general and, 
more particularly, to climate 
change, were treated with grow-

ing enthusiasm by the Brazilian 
government, which had always 
sought to be an essential actor of 
central agendas of international 
politics – this does not mean, 
however, that Brazil’s commit-
ments have been well-imple-
mented domestically or that the 
country had taken the targets 
offered for the voluntary limita-
tions of greenhouse gas emissions 
levels seriously (Carvalho, 2012). 
In this sense, Lula da Silva’s per-
formance at the Copenhagen 
Summit, offering impressive 
emission control levels, was fol-
lowed by more limited engage-
ments – as seen in the Rio de 
Janeiro Conference in 2012 and 
even in the Paris Conference in 
December 2015 that f inally re-
placed the Kyoto Protocol. In 
this progression, Brazil oscillat-
ed between alignment with con-
servative powers and performing 
a creative leadership role, dem-
onstrating a strong capacity for 
articulation and proposition and 
abandoning the reactive and sec-
ondary role it had traditionally 
played in these scenarios (Inoue, 
2012; Viola & Basso, 2016).

Between old and  
new partnerships
Regarding bilateral relations, 
there was little noticeable change 
and only an incremental pattern 
was observed with respect to the 
policy profile as left by the Car-
doso government (Silva, 2015). 
Traditional bilateral relations with 
the united States and with the 
European group were preserved, 
despite the warnings and criti-
cisms of many who thought such 

relations would weaken in the 
face of the universalist impetus 
and the radical takes to the South 
in the early stages of foreign pol-
icy in the Lula da Silva govern-
ment. The traditional concept of 
strategic partnership was brought 
to the heart of the formulation of 
international strategy, and in the 
face of its brutal vulgarization, it 
was certainly corrupted. How-
ever, the government was not able 
to find another way to qualify 
this new universalism, nor was it 
able to lend some organicity and 
intelligibility to the fury of the 
disorganized growth among so 
many new bilateral projects, each 
one announcing itself more in-
novative and urgent than the oth-
ers (Lessa, 2010).

In spite of the expectation that 
the relationship between the Bra-

zil of Lula da Silva and the unit-
ed States of George W. Bush 
could deteriorate dramatically 
– considering the differences that 
the two governments (and also 
the two presidents) had about 
central themes of the interna-
tional agenda – contrary to what 
had been expected, the develop-
ment of creative relationship was 
noticeable, with neither impor-
tant innovations nor setbacks. 
Therefore, with regard to the 
Brazil-uS relations, the Lula da 
Silva government sailed calm wa-
ters, thanks to the massive effort 
undertaken by Cardoso’s diplo-
macy years before, regarding the 
normalization of the bilateral re-
lationship and the overcoming 
of the historical scenario of ten-
sion and typical deterioration 
(Pecequilo, 2010).

Contrary to widespread 
belief and due to their 
destabilizing effect, the rise 
of populist regimes on the 
continent generated more 
discomfort in Brazil than  
in the United States.
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Brazil’s relations with the Eu-
rope evolved under Lula da Sil-
va for a sophisticated arrange-
ment within the framework of 
the definition of the bilateral stra-
tegic partnership in 2007. As a 
result, the diplomacy of the Eu-
ropean union recognized Brazil 
as a partner endowed with spe-
cial economic and political 
weight, and therefore with con-
ditions for dialogue and bilater-
al cooperation naturally different 
from those used for the treatment 
of Latin America as a whole. The 
individual relations with Euro-
pean countries were already on 
the rise, with decisive increases 
from the mid-1990s, due to Bra-
zilian economic and political sta-
bility. Thus, the foreign policy 
of Lula da Silva built on f irm 
ground with the old continent.  

The uS government consid-
ered South America as a second-
ary zone, consistently with the 
pattern developed over the past 

decades, caring more directly 
about security issues, especially 
those that affect the dimension 
of its domestic security. This was 
the approach that prevailed be-
tween the 1980s and 2000 with 
regard to combating internation-
al drug traff icking. It was more 
important for Washington to rec-
ognize the stabilization and lead-
ership work that countries like 
Brazil played in the region, with-
out causing them greater con-
straints (Burges, 2015, Malamud, 
2011, Wehner, 2015).  

The foreign policy of the Lu-
la da Silva government estab-
lished action for continuity in 
South America, marked by prag-
matism and the consistent effort 
to boost the interests of the Bra-
zilian economic agents in the 
region. The definition of finance 
mechanisms for the Brazilian 
companies facilitated expansion 
to the economies of the region, 
providing exemplary conditions 

for a productive integration 
through entrepreneurship (Mer-
ke, 2015).  

It is a fact that the rise and 
consolidation of the left-wing 
populist regimes, as seen in the 
Hugo Chávez’s Venezuela, had 
destabilizing effects and frustrat-
ed the prospect of establishing 
and consolidating a stable polit-
ical space that was open to the 
economic competition. The ex-
tension of Bolivarianism to Bo-
livia and Ecuador, already as a 
set of political ideas that could 
support an ideology of hegemon-
ic contestation, caused more dis-
comfort to Lula da Silva’s Brazil 
than to the united States. How-
ever, the rise of Bolivarianism in 
Latin America was well managed 
by Lula da Silva, who tried to 
get the best from it to improve 
PT’s historical commitments 
with the progressive Latin Amer-
ican parties (Mesquita, 2016).  

The partnership with Argen-
tina, which experienced mo-
ments of tension after the deval-
uation of the Brazilian real (1999) 
and the beginning of the great 
economic crisis in the neighbour-
ing country, experienced politi-
cal ups and downs and went side-
ways in the economic dimension. 
President Nestor Kirchner (2003-
2007) was hostile to Lula da Sil-
va’s ambitions for prominence 
and regional leadership, and 
sought to counterbalance the 
Brazilian inf luence by approach-
ing Venezuela. On the other 
hand, the relationship with the 
government of its successor and 
political heir Cristina Fernandez 
(2007-2015) was considerably 
more positive, despite the fact 

that tensions grew in the area of 
economic cooperation, especial-
ly with respect to the path and 
destiny of Mercosul (M.G. Sa-
raiva, 2010).

From the perspective of the 
international strategy adopted, 
the Lula da Silva government 
could not f ind a different course 
for Mercosul in either of its two 
mandates. Thus, it tolerated the 
multiple and routine perforations 
of the Common External Tariff, 

from the both sides, helping to 
reduce the common market. At 
that time, the internal political 
debate in Brazil about the future 
of Mercosul and its shortcomings 
had been growing. Criticism 
from politically inf luential voic-
es increased, and they started to 
openly advocate the conversion 
of the great Brazilian-Argentine 
project into an ordinary free-
trade zone, giving back to the 
members the ability to negotiate 
trade agreements by themselves.

The Brazilian government 
was consistent in sponsoring new 
regional integration and initia-
tives of political cooperation. 
Thus, in the course of the 1990s 
during the Itamar Franco admin-
istration, the country took the 
open road with the launch of the 
South American Free Trade Ar-
ea (ALCSA, 1993) project, which 

would lead to convergence in a 
network of free-market agree-
ments of the Andean Commu-
nity and Mercosul. Cardoso’s di-
plomacy sponsored the launch of 
the South American Commu-
nity of Nations in 2000, a proj-
ect that was based on a combi-
nation of trade integration and 
political cooperation, but which 
succumbed to the Venezuelan 
criticism. This whole arrange-
ment was then replaced by the 

union of South American Na-
tions (unasur, 2008), with a 
much attenuated economic com-
ponent and intense focus on the 
mechanisms of stabilization and 
political cooperation. The Com-
munity of Latin American and 
Caribbean States (CELAC), in 
turn, was created in 2010 as the 
heir of the Rio Group and the 
Latin American and Caribbean 
Summit on Integration and De-
velopment, with the ambition of 
establishing a cooperation pro-
cess that could encompass the 
entire Latin American and Ca-
ribbean region (Briceño-Ruiz, 
2010; Gardini, 2011).

The reconstruction of the 
Brazilian presence in Africa is 
one of the most interesting move-
ments undertaken in the context 
of the Lula da Silva government’s 
foreign policy. Despite the fact 

that in the early 2000s there were 
elements pointing to the need for 
a rapid reorganization of Brazil’s 
policy for that continent, the Car-
doso government did not give 
the necessary attention to this 
issue. In the 1990s and until the 
beginning of the f irst PT gov-
ernment, Brazil’s African politics 
gained an undesirable cultural 
tone, dependent on variables un-
related to the political and eco-
nomic interests that tradition-
ally guided the country’s perfor-
mance in the continent.  

The resurgence of Africa in 
the foreign policy of the f irst PT 
government seems to be related 
to the need to rescue important 
mortgages pointed out by social 
movements, especially those de-
veloped inside the structure of 
the party as an expressive part of 
the Black movement itself. The 
party’s political program had 
been pointing out the need for 
Brazil to re-establish consistent 
action for the continent for years, 
which in a way legitimized the 
impetus and intensity with which 
the African politics developed 
thereafter (Saraiva JFS, 2010). 
The development cooperation 
policy up to the beginning of the 
PT cycle, considered inexpres-
sive and inconsistent, became ex-
uberant when understood as a 
valuable instrument of the coun-
try’s political action mainly in 
Africa and, to a lesser extent, in 
South America (Vaz, 2015 ; 
Dauvergne, 2012;).

In the public debate on for-
eign policy and international pol-
itics in general, attention was 
drawn since the beginning of the 
1990s to the need for Brazil to ag
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begin the construction of more 
consistent strategies for approach-
ing the regional powers, or “whale 
countries”, as China, Russia, and 
India had been called at that time 
– countries of great territorial ex-
tension and population mass, with 
increasing capacity for economic 
and political inf luence. This path 
had begun to be tracked by Car-
doso, and was intensely confirmed 
as a priority at the beginning of 
the PT cycle (Soares de Lima & 
Hirst, 2006).  

The growth of China’s pres-
ence in Brazil from the begin-
ning of the 2000s was spectacu-
lar, both in political-diplomatic 
terms and especially with regard 
to the economy. The Chinese 
investment f lows to the country 
took a prominent position, in a 
spectacular evolution, dethron-
ing the traditional positions of 
the united States and European 
countries – even though their 
stocks, which in 2010 stood at 

around 30 billion dollars, had 
not yet exceeded these tradition-
al economic presences. At the 
time, China reaching the posi-
tion of Brazil’s foremost trading 
partner was being prepared, and 
it f inally happen in 2013, over-
riding the volume of the trade 
f lows with the united States. 
Lula da Silva’s f irst major inter-
national mission was precisely 
the one held for China in 2004, 
to mark the 30th anniversary of 
the establishment of bilateral re-
lations. In his entourage, the 
President included the largest del-
egation of businessmen ever tak-
en abroad, with 300 economic 
groups represented.  

By the end of Lula da Silva’s 
second term, the launch of the 
BRIC group (Brazil, Russia, In-
dia and China - later extended 
to include South Africa in 2011) 
put the need to articulate the po-
litical cooperation efforts among 
the world’s largest emerging 
economies into perspective. The 
central topic that inspired this 
effort was that political inf luence 
over all plans of the internation-
al order would not be arranged 
according to economic weight. 
Brazil, specifically, had been test-
ing a similar group since 2003, 
involving India and South Af-
rica, known as the Group of 
Three, or the IBSA Forum. The 
BRICS group introduced itself 
with a very ambitious work agen-
da, which included the creation 
of a development bank and the 
adoption of a cooperation policy 
for its own development. How-
ever, much of this ambition 
cooled down with the confron-
tation of the economic reality 

brought by the general econom-
ic slowdown of the emerging 
markets (Stuenkel, 2016).

What worked and what 
did not work in PT’s 
international strategy
No foreign policy strategy was 
limited to the collection of bi-
lateral relationships and the per-
formance in multilateral spaces. 
Political groups in the exercise 
of power certainly try to mark 
their presence in the government 
through their own brands and 
building projects that make the 
international strategies designed 
and implemented unique. The 
foreign policy of the Lula da Sil-
va government sought to devel-
op innovative approaches to tra-
ditional themes on Brazil’s in-
ternational agenda or to central 
issues in the management of its 
own foreign policy and decision-
making process. The themes are 
subjects such as the ambition for 
a permanent seat in the Security 
Council, the call to reformulate 
international institutions in gen-
eral, as examined above. In this 
section, the four analysed themes 
are made unique in the foreign 
policy strategy adopted by the 
governments of the PT cycle, such 
as the new approaches to social 
issues (as the insertion of the fight 
against hunger), new energy di-
plomacy, the unusual complexity 
of the decision-making process 
and the intensity of the presiden-
tial diplomacy. The results were 
not always consistent...    

The f irst conceptually inter-
esting topic, albeit with a low 

capacity to agglutinate the inter-
national community, was that of 
the f ight against hunger. In this 
case, it seems that the ambition 
was to update the very tradition-
al Brazilian approach of vindi-
cating and fostering social con-
ditions to promote economic de-
velopment – which had always 
been seen (at least since the 1950s) 
as an essential instrument for 
building the stability of the in-
ternational system. Therefore, 
the government launched a test 
balloon which, unfortunately, 
has not gone very far. It became 
evident that this agenda had more 
appeal in the context of the do-
mestic political debate and in the 

reinvigoration of the social cre-
dentials of the PT government 
by ladling foreign policy with a 
discourse of a tangible agenda, 
immediately and directly con-
nected with the Brazilian social 
reality, but with no stature to be 
a strong idea-force for the coun-
try’s international performance.

The second theme that in-
spired internal attention and some 
foreign interest was the energy 
component added to the foreign 
policy. The development of ne-
gotiations with the united States 
in favour of establishing an in-
ternational market for ethanol 
by “commoditization” was re-
markable. At the time, the Bra-

zilian government was enthusi-
astic about alternative energy di-
plomacy, and the potential of 
renewable fuels emerged as a con-
stant item on the agenda of Lula’s 
trips and international events. 
The issue also lost signif icance, 
however, nearly disappearing 
from the political agenda with 
the discovery of the pre-salt oil 
reserves in 2006. This only add-
ed to the undesirable manipula-
tion of domestic fuel prices, used 
to stabilize inf lation rates and 
the consistent increase in the in-
ternational prices of sugar. These 
movements demonstrated the im-
possibility of a consistent policy 
aimed at increasing the produc-

Perhaps the use of Lula’s 

image was excessive. Despite 

intense presidential diplomacy, 

the fight against hunger failed 

to raise awareness or bring 

together the international 

community. And the emphasis 

on ethanol was reduced after 

the discovery of the pre-salt.
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tion and consumption of renew-
able fuels without the interven-
tion in prices and the determined 
support of the State, albeit in the 
form of subsidies.

The third intriguing aspect of 
the foreign policy implemented 
during the Lula da Silva adminis-
tration was the curious, unusual 
but successful balance established 
in the decision-making process. 
The relations between Itamaraty 
(The Foreign Office, with a curi-
ous shared command at the time 
between Foreign Minister Celso 
Amorim and Secretary-General 
Samuel Pinheiro Guimarães, who 
acted as the ideologue of foreign 
policy) and the Presidency of the 
Republic (which had as a mem-
ber of its diplomatic counsel Pro-
fessor Marco Aurelia Garcia, from 
PT’s historical background and 
long-identified with internation-
al issues, including the Interna-
tional Relations Secretariat of the 

party) were the object of the most 
intense curiosity of observers, for-
eign diplomats and international 
analysts. It was possible to notice 
in the apparently dicephalus com-
mand of the foreign policy a ten-
dency to weaken Itamaraty and 
to relativise its historical capacity, 
which did not actually happen. 

It seemed the perceptions of 
observers had been exaggerated 
in their conclusions, and in prac-
tice there was a successful divi-
sion of labour: the diplomatic 
counsel of the Presidency of the 
Republic was clearly responsible 
for advising the executive, and 
also for what could be called the 
“allegories of PT”, i.e., the festive 
side of the political and social 
movements, the convergence with 
the Forum of São Paulo, placing 
Garcia as a special ambassador for 
clearly secondary issues of gen-
eral foreign policy strategy, but 
nonetheless dear to the tradition-

al party militancy. Therefore, 
Garcia and his diplomatic advis-
ers worked as the depository of 
the party’s foreign policy con-
science, but apparently they had 
little or no inf luence on develop-
ing substantive dossiers or imple-
menting tactical strategy of for-
eign policy – which remained 
invariably managed by Itamaraty 
as they always have been.

The Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs under the Lula da Silva gov-
ernment was incredibly valued. 
Its budget was steadily increased, 
and also experienced a rapid ex-
pansion of staff, with the avail-
ability of hundreds of new dip-
lomats to be recruited beyond 
the traditional quota required for 
retirement replacement. This val-
uation had more practical mean-
ings, and Itamaraty under Lula 
da Silva also lived a moment of 
great decision-making and ad-
ministrative autonomy, beyond 

the usual. Indeed, diplomacy had 
been able to determine directions 
on the foreign policy platforms 
of presidents, who came to pow-
er completely deprived of ideas 
about what to do in this area, as 
well as about the correction of 
the approaches and intentions of 
other leaders who knew very well 
what they wanted to accomplish 
in their governments, but who 
had to adapt their projects to the 
reality of power and the inter-
national circumstances, not al-
ways consistently perceived.

With Lula da Silva, the con-
tradictory signs emitted by the 
apparent dicephalic formulation 
and implementation of the for-
eign policy were therefore only 
false alarms. Itamaraty benefited 
from this f irst part of the PT cy-
cle, with the salary valorisation 
of the diplomatic career and gain-
ing unprecedented material con-
ditions. One of the practical 
translations of this policy is the 
dramatic expansion of the dip-
lomatic network, with the open-
ing of 75 new positions, among 
new embassies, consulates and 
missions with international or-
ganizations, adding up to the 150 
existing units at the end of the 
Cardoso government.

The fourth important aspect 
of the foreign policy practices at 
this early stage of the PT cycle 
is the intense use of presidential 
diplomacy. In this respect, Lula 
da Silva was not really innova-
tive. On the contrary, his action 
takes place in a context of over-
engagement of the President of 
the Republic in matters of for-
eign policy – that is, of an ex-
tremely active presidential diplo-

macy. Foreign policy issues were 
well-addressed by the President 
of the Republic throughout Car-
doso’s two mandates, a person-
ality with an intellectual interest 
and a personal taste for interna-
tional affairs and diplomacy busi-
ness. It is worth mentioning that 
Cardoso had occupied the For-
eign Affairs position in the gov-
ernment of Itamar Franco (from 

October 1992 to May 1993), from 
where he was transferred to the 
command of the Ministry of Fi-
nance. Lula da Silva, in turn, 
seemed to have very well accept-
ed to be positioned as an impor-
tant asset of the designed foreign 
policy strategy by the diplomacy 
of his government.  

Itamaraty was able to efficient-
ly exploit Lula’s international im-
age to an extreme degree, man-
aging his international working 
missions to participate in summit 

meetings and State visits by giv-
ing differentiated meanings to the 
diplomatic language and a sense 
of urgency and priority to certain 
themes and relationships. Lula da 
Silva used 16% of his mandate in 
missions and trips abroad, while 
Cardoso spent 12% of his time in 
the Presidency on international 
trips. In the 470 days spent out-
side Brazil, Lula da Silva visited 
87 countries. From his total time 
travelling, 54 days were spent on 
missions in Africa, while Cardo-
so was there for only 13 days.  

However, the measures that 
translate the grandiloquence of 
the presidential diplomacy and 
the intensity of its use as an in-
strument of foreign policy do not 
hide the fact that the frequent, 
superlative and almost vulgarized 
use of the charismatic figure of 
Lula da Silva, in the relentless rep-
etition of State summits, interna-
tional travel and dramatic dem-
onstrations on issues of the inter-
national agenda may have been 
excessive and possibly counter-
productive. Itamaraty considered 
that the international curiosity 
for the figure of the President and 
the new load of legitimacy brought 
by him to certain themes and ap-
proaches greatly rewarded the un-
desirable risk of overexposure. As 
a result, no other Brazilian Head 
of State has ever had so much ex-
posure, or pontificated more and 
more emphatically about the 
problems of the international sys-
tem, such as development issues, 
the global economy, internation-
al security, crises and how to  
overcome them.  

The triumphal tone assumed 
by the foreign policy of the Lu-

Brazilian diplomacy 

began to support 

large companies, 

especially 

contractors seeking 

new contracts 

abroad, mainly  

in Africa and Latin 

America.
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la da Silva administration was 
celebrated with intensity by pub-
lic opinion, in a broader spec-
trum than the traditional audi-
ence of leftist political groups or 
the PT’s own militancy. The gov-
ernment gave special attention 
to the intensive engagement of 
certain strategic audiences in ma-
ny of the crucial tactical move-
ments of its foreign policy proj-
ect. This was the case of the na-
tional business sector, of all 
sectors of the economy, but es-
pecially of industry and agribusi-
ness. Entrepreneurs acquired 
privileged articulation and dia-
logue with the government, 
thereby becoming a tool for for-
eign policy strategy, and also put 
themselves at its service. The 
number of business delegations 
joining the President’s trips was 
increased. Lula da Silva very well 
accepted the integration of the 
work schedules with his trips for 
seminars of the bilateral cham-
bers of commerce; events related 
to the search for economic part-
nerships; roundtables and trade 
fairs; and other similar and com-
mon instruments of the “entre-
preneurial diplomacy “, which 
turned into a rule in the large 
Brazilian corporations. under 
Lula da Silva, entrepreneurial 
diplomacy was definitively add-
ed to the practice of the Brazil-
ian diplomacy.

The adoption of the polemic 
policy of “national champions”, 
which sought to qualify nation-
al business groups for the game 
of global competition in certain 
sectors, may have presented itself 
as one of the by-products of the 
international insertion model of 

the Logistic State (Cervo, 2010). 
According to this model, the 
State does not interfere in the 
corporate relations and private 
businesses, and does not get in-
volved in the exercise of the pre-
rogatives of the monopolist cap-
ital, correcting their distortions 
with a well-adjusted regulation. 
In this perspective, the State is 
not an entrepreneur, but seeks to 
create conditions for the inter-
national expansion of the na-
tional private capital.  

Thus, the “national champi-
ons” were added to the whole 
agenda of the traditional functions 
of diplomacy, as well as the spon-
sorship and support for the nego-
tiation of private contracts, when-
ever this involved mollifying dif-
f icult relations with foreign 
governments. This was the stan-
dard for contract negotiations in 
Africa for large contractors and 
for Vale in Bolivia, Venezuela, 
Ecuador, Cuba, and wherever the 
support of official agents and Bra-
zilian diplomacy was most need-
ed. A model of public-private re-
lationships was established, al-
though at times suspiciously and 
even insidiously transforming 
public agents into emissaries of 
large business groups. Thus, the 
international projection of the 
Brazilian companies – which sud-
denly turned into multinationals 
thanks to generous public financ-
ing at the basis of the policy to 
create national champions (espe-
cially the National Bank for Eco-
nomic and Social Development 
- BNDES) – was celebrated at the 
end of Lula Da Silva’s two man-
dates, as one of the most spectac-
ular results of their foreign policy. 

Rousseff and the era  
of the small ambitions 
in foreign policy  
(2011-2016)
The foreign policy designed and 
implemented in the two govern-
ments of Lula da Silva was bold, 
ambitious, and based in conceptu-
ally interesting ideas. Although the 
government collected important 
victories on its foreign agenda, it 
also suffered serious defeats and 
abandoned projects along the way, 
while trying to adjust the discourse 
with practice.  

The triumphal tone of the for-
eign policy during this first phase 
of the PT cycle in power perfectly 
translates the unhidden ambition of 
the ideologues at the time, who saw 
it transformed into a new model for 
Brazil in the global era, with its 
strategies for the international in-
sertion of a real political project that 
would have a long life. As with any 
foreign policy project drafted ur-
gently and with such intentions, the 
challenges remained not with those 
who planned it, but with those who 
have the responsibility of imple-
menting it. This was Dilma Rous-
seff ’s great challenge.  

Dilma Rousseff ’s first govern-
ment began in 2011, under inter-
national circumstances that were 
not as favourable as those of Lula da 
Silva during most time of his two 
mandates. In fact, the consequenc-
es of the economic crisis that began 
in 2008 f inally infected Brazil, 
which began to suffer rapidly and 
intensely with the economic slow-
down of the large consumer mar-
kets. It is possible to say that the 
signs of a future disaster were evi-
dent already at that initial moment 

of the crisis, and that any cautious 
operator should have started to take 
reasonable measures to prepare the 
Brazilian economy for what would 
come. The adoption of counter-
cyclical measures was not enough 
to contain the impacts of the inter-
national crisis that deepened month 
by month. By then it was also clear 
that the emerging countries would 
suffer intensely from the slowdown 
in the Chinese economy, and espe-
cially from the contraction in the 
global demand for commodities. 
Therefore, Rousseff took on an am-
bitious political project to manage 
the decline.  

The concept of relative decline 
was proposed to facilitate the un-
derstanding of the brutal inefficien-
cy of Rousseff ’s government in im-
plementing the “model” of foreign 

policy as left by Lula da Silva (Cer-
vo & Lessa, 2014). Within this con-
text, the global economic crisis is 
understood as an important but not 
determining factor explaining the 
erratic management of foreign pol-
icy during the second half of the 
PT cycle in power. The causes of 
the loss of efficiency are domestic, 
according to the conditions of po-
litical stability and the capacities of 
State management.  

Besides the changing interna-
tional scenario, what clearly repre-
sented the biggest problem in tran-
sition from the first to the second 
phase of the PT cycle for foreign 
policy strategy seems to be the fact 
that – as said by their critics – Rous-
seff Rousseff was not Lula da Silva. 
This means that besides depending 
on a favourable international sce-
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Dilma Rousseff imposed 
a bizarre weakening of 
Itamaraty, which started to 
operate with neither support 
nor autonomy. Diplomacy had 
never faced such disfavour  
in Brazilian history.
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nario, the foreign policy project was also 
based on Lula’s personal, multiple capac-
ities and ability to position himself as ref-
eree of his government’s international 
choices, and to manage the State mecha-
nisms capable of capturing social demands 
and boosting their movement. Of course 
these are not natural skills, but they can 
be emulated and imitated. And this cer-
tainly did not happen with Rousseff.  

Lula da Silva’s successor certainly does 
not have the charisma of her mentor, nor 
had she inspired international interest as 
a credible character in her own presiden-
tial diplomacy. However, it is known that 
presidential diplomacy is not limited to 
representation and is far from being aban-
doned in the dramatization of the diplo-
matic events. As a measure of interest, 
Rousseff ’s presidential diplomacy was a 
huge regression, since the President not 
only showed no interest in the foreign 
agenda of her government, but in a way 
confused the liturgy of the position with 
the dedication necessary to define direc-
tions and to the adjust the foreign policy 
project she inherited.

Rousseff was not shy about demon-
strating that the foreign policy disgusted 
her, as was everything else connected 
with this big agenda. She did not under-
stand that the time for formulation and 
implementation of foreign policy is dif-
ferent from that of any other public pol-
icy of her government, and she therefore 
did not understand why Itamaraty was 
not able to present quick results. For ex-
ample, during the visit of the President 
Barack Obama to Brazil in 2011, why 
was it impossible to obtain an unequivo-
cal demonstration of support for the coun-
try’s intention to take a permanent seat 
in the united Nations Security Council? 
Finally, President Rousseff seems to have 
never understood that the cause and ef-
fect relations in international politics and 
foreign policy do not obey the laws of 

physics – and worse, none of her advisors 
had the courage to explain her the fun-
damentals of diplomacy, or to inform that 
there is not a power in heaven or on Earth 
strong enough to impose the will and 
desire of Brazil upon the leader of the 
most powerful country in the world.

The most intense measure of presi-
dential disinterest was demonstrated in 
the bizarre weakening of Itamaraty, which 
had to operate in a very curious and un-
precedented political limbo. Despite the 
fact that Rousseff did not show any af-
fection for the themes of foreign policy, 
and she had repeatedly demonstrated that 
she would not occupy herself with them, 
Rousseff also did not give the necessary 
autonomy to leave diplomacy with its 
own devices to fully conduct the tactical 
movements of strategic foreign policy, 
hiding the disinterest of the President 
with the usual discretion. On the con-
trary, under Rousseff, the Ministry’s bud-
get was brutally reduced, and it got to 
know the unprecedented f lavour of dis-
dain from its leader. The President de-
nied Itamaraty time on her schedule even 
for the trivial functions of a Head of State, 
and over the course of her mandate there 
were countless chronicles of the foreign 
diplomats waiting for months for the cer-
emonies to deliver credentials. There has 
been nothing similar to the situations 
imposed by Rousseff on Itamaraty and 
diplomacy in all of Brazilian history.  

The small crises that ensued along her 
two mandates demonstrate that the Pres-
ident lost sight of the horizon of the am-
bitious international strategy implement-
ed by Lula da Silva. The conditions of 
the social dialogue were affected, and the 
government started to receive very in-
tense criticism on how many of the for-
eign policy dossiers were being errati-
cally conducted. Rousseff ’s Brazil was 
losing its capacity for initiative on many 
levels and gradually left aside the great 

ambitions inherited from the previous 
government. One notable case is the con-
troversial thesis of reformulating the unit-
ed Nations institutions and the claim for 
a permanent seat on the Security Coun-
cil, which had absorbed incredible dip-
lomatic energy and many scarce resourc-
es throughout the entire first phase of the 
PT cycle, but was then silenced without 
further explanation. In terms of concepts 
and ideas related to international strategy, 
the triumphalism of Lula’s foreign policy 
was in a short time converted into a poor-
ly resolved minimalism under Rousseff.  

As the effects of the economic crisis 
deepened domestically and the consumer 
market retracted, the most important in-
ternational credential of the emerging 
economy began to fade: the construction 
of a mass consumer market. Direct foreign 
investment shrank, the existence of a large 
and insoluble fiscal crisis became evident, 
and it was during Rousseff ’s first mandate 
that it had been pointed out as the great 
problem of the Brazilian economy.  

By impassively accepting the rise of 
Russia and China’s leadership in the 

BRICS group, Brazil became de-
pendant on interests and visions of 
international politics with which 
it had traditionally disagreed, and 
kept silent on issues such as the hu-
manitarian crisis caused by the war 
in Syria and the crisis in Crimea. 
The relations with China sudden-
ly became the priority, and the 
growth of its Brazilian prof ile 
caused perplexity among tradition-
al partners, as noted during the 
visit of the Premier Li Keqiang in 
May 2015, when investment agree-
ments close to the sum of 53 bil-
lion dollars were announced.

There was an inconsistent man-
agement of the institutional situa-
tion of Mercosur, and Paraguay 
was suspended in 2014, leading to 
the formalization of Venezuela’s 
admission. Moreover, with respect 
to Mercosur, which became even 
more heterogeneous with the ad-
mission of Venezuela, there was no 
progress in the negotiated search 
for solutions to the disabilities and 
perforations of the Common Ex-
ternal Tariff and the consequent 
weakening of the customs union.

Rousseff reduced the presiden-
tial stature, with a clumsy involve-
ment in minor crises, or overreact-
ing at times when the best posture 
would have been the perseverance 
of dialogue. The first episode was 
the diplomatic imbroglio caused by 
the transfer to Brazil of the Boliv-
ian senator Roger Pinto Molina in 
2013, which led to the dismissal of 
the chancellor Antônio Patriota. 
The second one was certainly the 
reaction to the denouncements of 
Edward Snowden, who in 2013 fa-
cilitated the publication of docu-
ments proving the espionage of the 
u.S. National Security Agency on 

the communication processes of the 
President herself, as well as those of 
several other Brazilian authorities. 
This last episode led to protest by 
postponing Rousseff ’s state visit 
scheduled a few months later. There 
is no doubt that the espionage of 
authorities of an allied country is 
unacceptable and should naturally 
arouse protests at the highest level, 
but the practical result of the reac-
tion of the Presidency used a tone 
far above the necessary to express 
effective complaints, it was not 
very pragmatic and affected the 
quality of the bilateral relationship 
with a central partner for Brazil 
for a few months. 

Conclusion
Many analysts have engaged in the 
affairs of Brazil, especially in the 
academic circles of the united States 
and Europe, synthesizing with a hard 
look at the scenario of the country 
during the governments of the PT 
cycle: everything from the rise of 
Lula to Rousseff ’s fall was well doc-
umented and translated by the cov-

ers of the Latin American editions 
of The Economist magazine.

The first of these editions, from 
November 2009, showed the statue 
of Christ the Redeemer taking off 
(“Brazil takes off”), according to 
the optimism translated from the 
balance sheets at the end of Lula da 
Silva’s two mandates. The second 
one, from September 2013, “Has 
Brazil blown it?” brings the same 
iconic figure of Christ the Redeem-
er with the propulsion system of the 
previous edition failing, pointing to 
the imminent fall and a fatal nose-
dive into Guanabara Bay.  This cov-
er, as the main story, ref lected the 
general perception that near the end 
of her first mandate Dilma Rousseff 
had apparently failed in keeping the 
model of management, the social 
dialogue and the foreign policy re-
ceived from her predecessor. The 
third edition, from April 2016, with 
the same theme but now showing 
the Christ the Redeemer holding a 
request for help, “The betrayal of 
Brazil” presented in its main article 
an evaluation of the great political 
and institutional crisis that divided 

The impeachment  
was seen by the world 
with relative normality 
and understood as  
a demonstration that 
Brazil has mature 
institutions. Corruption, 
violence and other 
factors, however, 
undermine the  
country’s image.
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the country and months later would lead 
to the impeachment of Dilma Rousseff.

Is it possible to assess the mistakes and 
success of the major foreign policy proj-
ects of the governments of the PT cycle 
within the same framework of The Econ-
omist? What was the weight of the po-
litical and institutional crisis on the dete-
rioration of Rousseff ’s foreign policy? It 
can be concluded from the cover stories 
that the international image of Brazil de-
teriorated intensely throughout Rousseff ’s 
second mandate and created doubts about 
the survival of the PT’s political project 
itself. This chronicle summarizes the loss 
of confidence from the economic agents, 
the retreat of the foreign investors, the 
deterioration of the dialogue between 
State and society regarding strategic is-
sues, and finally, the government’s col-
lapse itself. This process has little connec-
tion with the quality or the challenges of 
the foreign policy, but undoubtedly it 
forever undermined the international 
credibility of the government.  

The vulgarization of the corruption 
allegations involving the PT leaders and 
the supportive political parties for gov-
ernability put a short-expiration date la-
bel on Rousseff, her brevity increasing 
with the chain of new scandals and de-
nunciations. The impeachment of the 
President was the natural outcome of the 
political crisis, and was perceived inter-
nationally with relative normality and 
understood as a measure resulting from 
the maturity of Brazilian political insti-
tutions. However, it continues to have 
dramatic repercussions at the interna-
tional level, affecting Brazil’s interna-
tional credibility, as the major corruption 
scandal in world history, encompassing 
the critical situation of the public accounts, 
the apoplectic situation of health servic-
es, the eruption of the zica epidemics and 
similar diseases, and other dramas of the 
Brazilian reality. n
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The decade of 2010 compares with that of the 1930s inasmuch as major 
economic disasters were avoided – despite the violence of the 2008-
2009 financial crisis. However, avoiding disaster was not enough to put 
the developed economies back on the tracks of sustainable growth. The 
most rigorous reform measures were limited and did not focus on those 
responsible for the crisis, but rather on the usual suspects: workers and 
employees, who have paid for the newly reacquired stability with wage 
cuts and loss of benefits. Results from the sacrifices imposed on such 
large groups of the population have been scarce at best. The negative 
political reaction should come as no surprise – surprising is the fact that 
it took so long to get started.

Modern capitalist economies have been subject to 
two types of economic crises. In recessions, we see 
shallow output contractions and generally small 
increases in unemployment. Business f irms suffer 
a fall on their capacity occupancy rates and in their 
profits but typically do not go bankrupt so that a 
recovery is usually quick, sometimes so quick in 
fact that many people don’t even realize the econ-
omy went through a recession. A typical recession 
does not threaten economic, political or social 
structures. In fact, only in very special cases a re-
cession leaves any trace on the collective memory 
of a country. 

Depressions are a very different type of animal. 
Typically, they begin with a violent crash in one 
or more asset markets leading to extensive destruc-
tion of private wealth. The collapse of assets mar-
kets tend to be translated into a credit contraction 
which makes impossible for nonfinancial f irms to 
operate normally. In addition, wealth losses tend 
to reduce aggregate demand, submitting f irms to 
additional pressures. If allowed to go on unim-

peded, the crash may lead to sig-
nif icant falls in output and dra-
matic increases in unemployment. 

The most important charac-
teristic of a depression, however, 
is not so much the depth of the 
initial contraction as it is the dif-
f iculty for the economy to re-
cover its past pace. In other 
words, a depression lasts for a 
long time, even in the cases where 
the initial fall was attenuated by 
government policies. Depressed 
economies may resume growth, 
but at low and volatile rates and 
in fragile configurations where 
any shock, even the ones that 
would be considered insignif i-
cant under normal conditions, 
may threaten to take the econo-
my into a new period of contrac-
tion. The duration of the crisis 

and the depth of the losses tend 
to weaken economic, political 
and social structures, domestic 
and international. under these 
conditions, proposals to reform 
those structures may gain an ap-
pearance of plausibility and an 
audience they would not have 
otherwise. Extremist groups may 
become “mainstream” and their 
proposals to change the crum-
bling system may sound accept-
able even to generally reasonable 
people. The good news is that 
although recessions are very 
common, depressions are not. 
The bad news is that we seem to 
be living through one of those 
rare depressions. 

Of course, even those with 
only a perfunctory knowledge of 
the Great Depression of the 1930s 

will recognize many of its char-
acteristics in the stylization just 
offered, especially in the case of 
the united States but also of West-
ern and Central Europe. It is 
widely known that although the 
united States resumed growth in 
1933, when President Roosevelt 
was inaugurated and implement-
ed the f irst measures of what is 
known as the New Deal, growth 
was not suff icient to reach pre-
crisis output levels until the end 
of the decade. Moreover, it was 
interrupted by another serious 
contraction in 1937, exhibiting 
the patter that today is called a 
“double dip”. Other countries 
had more somber experiences, of 
which the Nazi takeover of com-
plete state power in 1934 is the 
most dramatic example.
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Many countries, including the 
most important economies in the 
world, the united States, the Eu-
ropean union and Japan, have 
behaved in the 2010s in ways that 
are quite similar to those of the 
1930s. The f inancial crash of 
2007/2008 was as serious, if not 
more, than the one experienced 
in 1929/1932. The depth of the 
crash on production and employ-
ment was contained in 2009 be-
fore it reached levels comparable 
to those of the early 1930s, but 
the period that followed it has 
been characterized by the same 
inability to recover pre-crisis 
growth paths. Some economists 
have chosen to call the fall in out-
put in 2008/2009 the Great Re-
cession, but this ignores the fact 
that the crisis was not ended in 
2009. It just changed into a pe-
riod in which growth remains 
low, volatile and the threat of a 
double (in some cases a triple) dip 
is always present. Some analysts 
have suggested to call the years 
since 2009 “the new normal” to 
emphasize how permanent low 
growth has become. It seems more 
adequate, however, to call the 
whole period the Great Depres-
sion of the 2010s. 1 

Depressions are slow-burning 
processes.  Many argue that the 
1930s depression only ended with 
World War II, which began in 
1939. Some call the war The Great 
“Keynesian” Experiment, when 
the uS government was allowed 
to pursue dramatic state-support-
ed increases in aggregate demand, 
wiping out the last remnants of 
unemployment. The world econ-
omy is now at the doorstep of the 
ninth year of post-crash sluggish 

and volatile growth and hopes of 
recovering sustainable growth are 
in fact receding rather than im-
proving. Besides, in 2016 and, 
possibly, 2017 fateful political 
changes may come to pass in some 
of the most advanced countries, 
including the united States. Sud-
denly, journalists, politicians and 
the academic community seem 
to realize the similarities (but al-
so the differences, of course) cur-
rent developments share with 
those of the 1930s. 

In the rest of this text we want 
to examine whether is not rea-
sonable or not to characterize the 
period since 2007 the great de-
pression of the 2010s by examin-
ing the behavior of the domestic 
economies of leading capitalist 
countries, the domestic policy 
strategies that were followed to 
cope with the f inancial crash and 
their consequences and the lon-
ger lasting economic and politi-
cal changes that resulted from 
that critical experience. 

1. A Stylized View  
of Depressions
If we take the 1930s as a tem-
plate, a depression develops in 
two phases. In the first, the econ-
omy suffers a violent crash, most 
likely initiated with a f inancial 
crisis that destroys a considerable 
fraction of the private sector’s 
wealth. Consumers and investors 
react to the wealth loss by reduc-
ing their spending. Naturally, 
this type of reaction, which looks 
quite natural for individual in-
vestors and households, may be 
fatal for the whole economy. 
Snowball effects of falling de-

mands, falling prof its, falling 
output, fal ling employment, 
which are all obviously connect-
ed take the economy into a slip-
pery slope toward the bottom. It 
is at this moment that the second 
phase begins. During a normal 
recession, the fall itself should 
contribute to a recovery. In a de-
pression, however, the economy 
seems too exhausted to do it. 
Losses may seem impossible to 
recover.2 The economy may then 
remain at or near the bottom for 
a long period of time.3

If a spontaneous recovery 
seems unlikely, one has to look 
outside the domestic economy 
for help. Maybe increasing net 
exports, that is, the excess of ex-
ports over imports, can offer a 
way to revive the economy. If 

the crisis is worldwide, however, 
it is an arithmetical fact that this 
solution cannot work for every-
body (for somebody to have a 
surplus, it is necessary that some-
body else shows a deficit). Since 
the 1930s, modern capitalist 
economies learned that demand 
management policies implement-
ed by the state may constitute a 
more promising alternative. That 
was the central message of the 
so-called Keynesian Revolution 
that showed its eff icacy during 
the “great Keynesian experi-
ment” of World War II. But im-
plementation of Keynesian meth-
ods of aggregate demand man-
agement may create problems of 
itself. It requires governments to 
expand their expenditures pre-
cisely at those moments in which 
their revenues reach their lowest 
volumes. Public debt may, and 
usually does, increase explosive-
ly for a while. A strong political 
opposition to such methods will 
probably emerge, pointing to the 
irresponsibility of political lead-
ers that spend more than the gov-
ernment collects as taxes. Appeals 
to ideas that are as simple as they 
are mistaken, like pointing to 
the false equivalence between 
the financial constraints that ap-
ply to households and to govern-
ments (“the government is just 
like a family”) tend to spread 
quickly among a population eas-
ily scared by the possibility of 
having to pay rising taxes in the 
future. If such fears cloud the ra-
tional examination of what is re-
ally at stake in these debates, gov-
ernments may be forced to retreat 
into trying to balance their ac-
counts precisely in the time when 

the opposite is required.4 Auster-
ity rises as the main “anti-crisis” 
alternative strategy to be pursued 
by governments. Seeking the 
will-o’-the-wisp of balanced 
budgets in the face of constantly 
decreasing tax revenues, govern-
ments end up prolonging the de-
pression (and eventually making 
it worse), rather than solving it.

One common misconception 
about a depression is the idea that 
aff licted economies simply stand 
still for its duration. This is not 
what in fact happened in the 
1930s and is not what is happen-
ing now. In a depression, a mea-
sure of recovery actually does 
take place. Growth, however, 
tends to remain low and volatile, 
its continuity always under threat, 
which may come from all points 
of the economic and political sys-
tems. A depressed economy may 
take a long time to reach its pre-
crisis output and employment lev-
els, let alone its pre-crisis growth 
path. Income and welfare gains 
painfully acquired for years be-
fore the crash may be lost, some 
of them forever, others requiring 
new and intense efforts to be re-
constructed.  Such consequenc-
es of depressions are never to be 
underestimated. 

under these conditions, it 
should not come as a surprise that 
profound changes may take place 
both in economic and political 
structures. Labor markets cannot 
but be profoundly affected by the 
rise of large-scale unemployment, 
for instance. Financial markets, 
where most the actual crashes have 
originated, are reshaped by regu-
lation as well as by market failures 
and reevaluation of risks. But also 

political structures are shaken. 
Power distribution is scrutinized, 
with the usually dominant social 
groups being questioned for their 
inability to prevent the wrecking 
of the economy. On the other ex-
treme of the social hierarchy, 
groups that are often marginalized 
are mobilized by demagogues and 
may become as inf luential as they 
are difficult to accommodate with-
in existing political structures. As 
the 1930s dramatically showed, 
changes may take a benef icial 
shape, as it happened in the unit-
ed States, with the election of Pres-
ident Franklin D. Roosevelt, of 
they may release the darkest im-
pulses of human nature as it hap-
pened in fascist movements, of 
which no one seem to have been 
worse than Nazism.

These developments are not 
foreordained. Depressions are too 
rare to allow us to build deter-
ministic models able to capture 
their complexity and predict how 
they end (in the absence of exog-
enous forces that may unexpect-
edly thwart the path followed by 
aff licted societies). The risks, how-
ever, were there in the 1930s and 
they may be showing, somewhat 
belatedly, in the late 2010s, with 
the threatening clouds that began 
accumulating in 2016, as we will 
discuss later.

2. Some Relevant Facts  
of the 2010s5 
A common dimension between 
the 1930s and the 2010s crises is 
its international spread. The fi-
nancial crashes that triggered the 
depression in both cases have been 
exhaustively examined in the lit-

Even in the 

most successful 

countries, the 

international system 

has not been able to 

return to the growth 

standards prior to 

the 2008 crisis. We 

are in a depression. 

We know neither 

when it will end 

nor do we know its 

effects very well.
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erature and we shall not repeat 
them again here. 6 One aspect that 
has been much less explored, how-
ever, is the second phase of the de-
pression, the difficulty to get back 
to pre-crisis levels of output and 
employment and the obvious in-
ability, even in the case of the most 
successful countries, to resume 
anything like past growth trends. 

Figure 1 shows the united 
States’ growth path before and 
after the crash. The financial crash 
originated in the American f i-

nancial markets by mid-2007, and 
spread out to the rest of the do-
mestic economy in 2008 and 
2009. In early 2009, newly-inau-
gurated President Obama ob-
tained Congress approval for an 
anti-crisis f iscal package worth 
about uS$ 800 billion. The val-
ue was widely considered to be 
too low a value to effectively fight 
the contractionary winds that 
were taking their toll in terms of 
output and employment7 and re-
cover and sustain growth. Nev-

ertheless, available evidence sug-
gests that the initiative was still 
large enough to put a f loor under 
the falling output, limiting the 
depth of the contraction much 
before it reached levels compa-
rable to those suffered in the 
1930s. At that time, more effec-
tive anti-crisis policies began to 
be adopted only after output and 
employment had already reached 
abysmal levels. 

The initial package was sup-
posed to be followed by other 

Figure 1 Real gross domestic product
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Figure 2 Index of real GDP levels – European Union, Eurozone and selected countries
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similar measures designed to ex-
pand demand and to accelerate 
the recovery. For varied reasons 
of a more political than econom-
ic nature, these additional mea-
sures never materialized. Once 
Democrats lost their majority in 
the Chamber of Representatives 
in 2011, it became all but impos-
sible to negotiate new fiscal ini-
tiatives in the face of Republican 
opposition. As a consequence, 
monetary policy had to bear the 
burden of trying to promote re-
covery single-handedly, by adopt-
ing the extraordinary measures 
that became collectively known 
as quantitative easing.8 

One can see in figure 1 that 
the pre-crisis level of output 
reached in 2008 was only recov-
ered by 2011. Moreover, although 
rates of growth, in average, seem 
comparable to those exhibited be-
fore the crisis (although being 
more volatile in the latter period), 
the path followed by output after 
the crisis is at a visibly lower level 
than before the crisis. Growth rates 
may be similar, but the fact re-
mains that had the economy con-
tinued to move along its past trend, 
output should be much higher than 
it actually is by now. 

The united States is, compar-
atively speaking, a success story in 
overcoming the worst of the cri-
sis. Figures 2 and 3 exhibit similar 
paths for the European union, the 
Eurozone and some selected na-
tional experiences. Figure 2 shows 
the evolution of output in the three 
largest economies of the Europe-
an union (excepting the united 
Kingdom), Germany, France and 
Italy, since 2004. Figure 3 shows 
the same for two of the economies 

that suffered larger losses from the 
crisis, Spain and Portugal.9

From figure 2 we learn that 
the worst of the crisis was felt in 
Western Europe in 2009, after 
the Lehman Brothers shock of 
November 2008. Not surpris-
ingly, given the size and inf lu-
ence of Germany on the econo-
mies of the two economic areas 
to which it belongs, the output 
path for all three largely coincide. 
France roughly follows those 
paths, but at a lower level. Italy 
runs far behind, its path even in-
cluding a “double dip”, that is, a 
second fall in output after a failed 
impulse to recovery. 

Germany, the best performer, 
took three years to reach the pre-
crisis output level: only in 2011 
real GDP equaled its 2008 value. 
France took longer: the 2008 re-
al GDP level was only reached in 
2012, and grew less quickly than 
Germany’s afterwards. Again, if 
one puts aside the Italian case, in 
which recovery is still to mate-
rialize, growth has become pos-
itive in the Eu and the Eurozone 
and in the two largest economies 
but in along lower output trend 
than before the crisis. 

Figure 3 illustrates the per-
formance of countries that were 
hit harder by the crisis. Spain and 
Portugal exemplify the plight of 
the crisis countries (except for 
Greece, which is a sort of outlier 
in terms of crisis intensity). Both 
countries, despite exhibiting 
some degree of recovery (stron-
ger in Spain than in Portugal) 
after reaching pit bottom in 2013, 
are still a long way from reach-
ing pre-crisis output levels, let 
alone surpassing them, even in 

the best future scenarios defined 
by not suffering new strong neg-
ative impacts from a still unstable 
world economy. 

If we look at the employment 
situation we see a similar picture.10  
Figure 4 shows the evolution of 
non-farm employment in the 
united States. Again, it took quite 
some time for employment to 
reach their pre-crisis peak but 
expansion seems to have been less 
volatile once it began growing 
again. In fact, growth of employ-
ment has been strong enough to 
absorb those workers that were 
stimulated to go back looking for 
jobs after spending some time out-
side the labor market, resulting 
in a fall of unemployment rates 
even with the increase in the 
numbers of those looking for jobs.

After the crisis,  
the three main 
nations of  
the Euro-zone 
experienced 
different trajectories: 
employment 
increased in 
Germany, France 
remained stagnant, 
and Italy is still 
trying to reverse its 
downfall after  
the collapse.
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Less favorable trends can be 
observed in Western Europe 
since the crash. As f igure 5 
shows, while employment in the 
European union f inally equaled 
its pre-crisis peak in 2014, in 
the Eurozone it was still con-
siderably behind that mark in 
2014, last number made avail-
able by Eurostat

Figure 6 shows that the three 
leading countries of the Eurozone 
showed distinct paths in the af-
termath of the crisis. While Ger-
many exhibited a more vigorous 

increase in employment, France 
seems to have stagnated and Ita-
ly is still to reverse the fall suf-
fered right after suffering the im-
pact of the crash. 

Finally, f igure 7 shows that 
the situation in Spain and Por-
tugal was still delicate (as in the 
case of Italy) by the end of 2014, 
with employment still subdued. 
The best news at that date (and 
there actually are indications of 
an improvement in the situation 
in 2015 and 2016) seemed to be 
that these economies had reached 

their lowest marks in terms of 
employment, from which point 
one would expect some stability, 
if not necessarily a strong reac-
tion in the near future).

At first sight, even if produc-
tion has expanded less than satis-
factorily, workers in advanced 
countries should perhaps be feel-
ing rather better than in 2009, 
given the apparent weakening of 
the threat of unemployment. How-
ever, as we will discuss later, dis-
content among workers in the 
united States and other countries, 

Figure 4 Total nonfarm employment - United States

150000

145000

140000

135000

130000

125000

120000

20
00

-0
2-

01

20
00

-1
1-

01

20
01

-0
8-

01

20
02

-0
5-

01

20
03

-0
2-

01

20
03

-1
1-

01

20
04

-0
8-

01

20
05

-0
5-

01

20
06

-0
2-

01

20
06

-1
1-

01

20
07

-0
8-

01

20
08

-0
5-

01

20
09

-0
2-

01

20
09

-1
1-

01

20
10

-0
8-

01

20
11

-0
5-

01

20
12

-0
2-

01

20
12

-1
1-

01

20
13

-0
8-

01

20
14

-0
5-

01

20
15

-0
2-

01

20
15

-1
1-

01

20
16

-0
8-

01

source: federal Reserve Bank of st Louis

120

115

110

105

100

95

90

85

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

source: eurostat

n spain     n Portugal

Figure 3 Index of real GDP levels – Spain and Portugal

Figure 5 Total Employment levels in Europe

source: eurostat
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Figure 6 Total employment levels in the three leading eurozone economies
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such as France or Italy, seems to 
run pretty high, higher than would 
be reasonable if all they were con-
cerned with was with taking peo-
ple out of forced idleness. 

The mystery is actually eas-
ily solved by Figure 8, showing 
the evolution of real median fam-
ily income in the united States. 
Two features of that evolution 
jump at the eye right away. First, 
the good old times before the 
crisis were really not that good 
for everybody. This is certainly 
not shocking or breaking news. 
It has been some time now that 
works like that of Thomas Pick-
etty called attention to the in-
crease in income concentration 
in the united States and other 
advanced countries. Looking at 
both f igures 5 and 8, we see that 
the increase in output showed in 
f igure 1 did not translate in im-
provements in quality of life for 
the American median family. 
There is no visible increasing 
trend in the family income se-

ries, at least since 2000. One 
would expect that impoverish-
ment caused by the crisis had to 
be ref lected in the fall in those 
incomes observed after 2007, but 
the period up to 2007 was a pe-
riod of expansion for the united 
States economy and even then at 
best stagnant median family in-
come showed that most workers 
derived little reward from the 
boom, even though they suffered 
harder during the contraction 
that followed it.

Why income concentration 
increased in the pace it did and 
for so long, and not only in the 
united States, is a complex phe-
nomenon that has to be exam-
ined in its own merits in a prop-
er place. This article is certainly 
not it. Some aspects of this pro-
cess need to be mentioned, how-
ever, at the very least because 
they became increasingly impor-
tant more recently when the 
plight of workers assumed center 
stage in the political process in 

many advanced countries, pro-
pelling extremist political lead-
ers to a position of prominence 
most people in the world would 
think to be completely unlikely 
even only a few years ago. 

There are many candidates 
to assume the place of main de-
terminant of the observed in-
crease in income concentration 
in advanced economies in recent 
years. unions lost most of their 
power to support wage levels in 
practically the whole set of de-
veloped countries. In some cas-
es, active anti-union policies 
were pursued, as in the united 
States under Ronald Reagan or 
the united Kingdom under Mar-
gareth Thatcher, sometimes to 
the point of involving acts of 
force, like the mass dismissal of 
air controllers by President Rea-
gan or the repression suffered by 
the coal miners union by Prime 
Minister Thatcher. In other cas-
es, unions lost their power be-
cause of changes in production 

processes themselves. Besides the 
old ghost of automation, which 
is widely believed to have made 
increasing numbers of workers 
redundant, there are other chang-
es in productive processes that 
push in the same direction, such 
as those that open new possibil-
ities of working from home, with 
f lexible times. The dispersion of 
workers certainly contributes to 
the fall in incentives to develop 
the solidarity among them that 
is needed to create strong unions. 

Other important changes 
happened in the increasing ap-
peal to regressive tax reforms. Re-
ducing the progressivity of taxes, 
or even reversing it, became a 
hallmark of “modern” policies, 
at least until the 2000s, not on-
ly among conservative political 
groups but also by more progres-
sive political parties, like the 
(Bill) Clinton democrats, in the 
united States, or Tony Blair’s 
new labor. Both seemed to have 
bought on the idea that tax pro-
gressivity had gone too far to be 
compatible with the incentives 
needed to expand production and 
investment in the private sector. 

Here is certainly not the place 
to properly explore such a dif-
ficult problem. In any case, prop-
erly advised or not, most people 
seemed to have become con-
vinced that the decisive turn to 
globalization in recent decades 
bore a large, perhaps the largest, 
responsibility for such develop-
ments. Globalization is blamed 
for income concentration in ad-
vanced countries, most particu-
larly in the united States, par-
ticularly because of the expan-
sion of international trade and 

the related problems created by 
outsourcing of production and 
increase in immigration. The in-
crease in international trade and 
the removal of barriers to free 
circulation of goods and (some) 

services would give domestic 
businesses the pretext they need-
ed to squeeze workers’ pay and 
benefits in order to increase their 
competitiveness. Since trade lib-
eralization opened the markets 
of advanced economies far more 
than it opened those of develop-
ing countries, workers in ad-
vanced countries had no alterna-
tive but to accept lower wages, 
less benefits and less inf luence 
on business decisions in order to 
keep their jobs. Although work-
ers in developing countries would 
most probably beg to differ, their 
counterparts in advanced econo-
mies tend to think that they have 
to bear the burden of unfair com-
petition from developing areas 

which leads to what is usually 
called a “race to the bottom” in 
terms of labor conditions.11 

Similar effects to reduce la-
bor compensation and benefits 
would also result from develop-
ments such as the incentives to 
domestic businesses in advanced 
countries to outsource their ac-
tivities to poorer countries where 
the cost of labor is lower, reduc-
ing the opportunities offered in 
those countries in the manufac-
turing sector where, historically, 
labor compensation had been the 
highest. As technical progress 
has simplif ied many of the tasks 
involved in manufactur ing 
goods, making them accessible 
even to less skilled workers at the 
same time in which workers in 
developing countries became 
better prepared to perform those 
tasks anyway, those jobs stopped 
being offered to advanced coun-
try workers and were switched 
to poorer areas. What was left to 
domestic workers were the low-
paid jobs in low-skill services, 
such as those in retail trade or in 
fast food shops. To the extent 
that immigration has increased 
at more or less the same time in 
most advanced countries (in part 
for independent reasons, like the 
spread of violent political and so-
cial conf licts in some regions, but 
also by pressing material needs in 
poorer areas), displaced workers 
in advanced countries tend to 
blame immigration for a large part 
of their problems, even though 
the evidence on which such views 
rely is widely known to be inad-
equate or downright nonexistent.    

Be it as it may, given the fact 
that unemployment is certainly 

Unemployment is 
not as crucial as 
it once was, but 
income has not kept 
pace with increased 
employment, 
which generates 
an accumulation 
of tensions with 
clear political 
repercussions.
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not as crucial a problem current-
ly as it was in 2009 or 2010, but 
incomes have not increased for 
a large share of the population 
pari passu with the increase in 
employment, one would expect 
political tensions to accumulate 
during the period. We will be 
back to this point later, in sec-
tions 5 and 6. 

 

3. Financial Markets  
After the Crash
When the f irst signs of distress 
emerged in the financial markets 
of the united States late in 2006, 
most analysts tended to discount 
their importance.12 Apparently 
confined to a very specif ic seg-
ment of the market for mortgage-
based securities, it seemed to 
strain anyone’s imagination the 
possibility that American author-
ities would be unable to contain 
its impacts and to prevent con-
tagion to other financial markets. 
In the same way, practically no-
body could believe that even in 
the remote possibility that larg-
er f inancial markets could really 
be hurt by problems like those, 
the united States federal govern-
ment would allow them to neg-
atively impact real activities. Af-
ter all, that was the country of 
Franklin Roosevelt. It was in-
conceivable that the lessons of 
the 1930s could have been lost 
on the authorities in charge by 
2007 and 2008. 

But the unthinkable did hap-
pen. In part, because the author-
ities in the united States and in 
other advanced countries seemed 
genuinely ignorant of some of 
the crucial channels of contagion 

among financial markets them-
selves and between them and the 
“real” economy. Governments 
of developed countries had cul-
tivated the f iction of eff icient, 
self-adjustable f inancial markets 
for so long before the crisis that 
they seemed to react to the ac-
cumulating problems of 2007 
and 2008 with shock and paral-
ysis. Many times, the authorities 
seemed to be genuinely surprised 
to f ind out how leveraged some 
f inancial institutions were and 
how fragile the position of the 
financial system was in late 2006. 
In addition, proper measures 
were not taken in time because 
the same authorities seemed un-
able to see the consequences of 
f inancial institutions’ policies as 
well as of their own policies.13 

By early 2009, it was already 
clear that the banking industries 
of countries like the united 
States, the united Kingdom, 
Switzerland and Germany, 
among others, had been brought 
down by the usual suspects: spec-
ulation, leverage and illiquidity. 
Financial institutions in general, 
and banks in particular, had made 
bets on highly speculative assets 
created by what is called securi-
tization, that is the creation of 
f inancial assets on the basis of 
expected returns of other f inan-
cial assets. Securitization may 
have some virtues but one of its 
most important features is to ob-
scure the actual risk profile of 
the assets underlying the securi-
ties that are traded between fi-
nancial institutions and between 
those and non-financial inves-
tors. The potential for unin-
formed speculation, or for im-

properly informed speculation, 
increases rapidly when risky as-
sets are subjected to such disguis-
ing processes. 

Attracted by high returns of-
fered by assets whose exposure 
to risks seemed to be limited, f i-
nancial institutions appealed to 
increasing leverage to increase 
their own gains. If one can use 
third parties’ money to buy f i-
nancial assets paying as interest 
less than they expect to gain, thus 
leveraging their bets, there is no 
limit to the amount of prof its 
they can actually earn. If, in ad-
dition, one can borrow through 
the issuance of short-term liabil-
ities to buy those assets, there is 
an additional gain to be obtained 
from the usual difference be-
tween short-term interest rates 
and the returns from longer-term 
assets (the former being usually 
lower than the latter). The prob-
lem, of course, is that more spec-
ulation means higher exposure 
to disappointments of expecta-
tions; higher leverage implies 
higher probabilities of bankrupt-
cy in case those disappointments 
actually take place; and illiquid-
ity means that issuing short-term 
liabilities requires the continuous 
accommodation by creditors of 
debtors’ requests for rollovers of 
their debts. In 2007 to 2008, all 
three threats materialized and 
the f inancial system, fragile as it 
was, collapsed.

Reforming the f inancial 
practices that had allowed such 
an increase in speculation, lever-
age and illiquidity was one the 
highest priorities for the heads 
of state and of government con-
gregated in the G 20, which met 

for the f irst time in late 2008 in 
Washington. Regulatory forums 
such as the Basle Committee for 
Banking Supervision and the Fi-
nancial Stability Forum, re-
named Financial Stability Board, 
had their membership enlarged 
to accommodate countries like 
Argentina, Brazil, Mexico, India 
and China, among others. A new 
Basle Agreement was rapidly 
produced to close loopholes in 
banking prudential regulation 
that had left the door open for 
banks to increase leverage and 

compromise the liquidity of their 
balance sheets. The Financial 
Stability Board, on its turn, de-
fined rules to increase the trans-
parency of f inancial dealings, 
particularly those related to se-
curitization and over-the-coun-
ter derivatives, by far the most 
obscure corner of modern finan-
cial systems.

Financial institutions, among 
them, prominently, banks, pro-
tested and contested practically 
every step proposed by such en-
tities. It is important to notice 

How the idea of fiscal austerity 
has endured is almost 
unbelievable: entrepreneurs are 
expected to increase production 
which has no demand while 
investing in new equipment that 
is not necessary. Why would 
they take such decisions?
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that the Basle Committee, the 
FSB, and other such forums, have 
no off icial status. Their propos-
als are accepted by individual 
countries at their own pleasure 
and to be translated into nation-
al legislation as they deem appro-
priate and to the extent each one 
considers necessary. Of course, 
moral suasion is exerted on those 
countries that try to circumvent 
prudential measures that are con-
sidered collectively needed, but 
this is the extent of the power of 
the BCBS or the FSB. 

By late 2w009 and early 2010, 
some of the rules already adopt-
ed or under discussion looked 
very rigorous. In time, however, 
many of them were diluted, be 
it through clarif ication and in-
terpretation issued by the origi-
nal proponents, or through the 
decision of domestic authorities 
when preparing their own ver-
sion of f inancial regulation to be 
legislated or adopted in their rule 
book. As the crisis was attenu-
ated, the urgency of the matter 
fell more and more. The need to 
stabilize f inancial systems was 
gradually replaced by the need 
to reactivate credit at the eyes of 
national authorities. As a result, 
the concern with too much ex-
posure was transformed into the 
concern with too little exposure, 
that is, too little willingness on 
the part of banks and other f i-
nancial institutions to resume 
lending and buying assets. This 
of course strengthened the hand 
of the banking sector which de-
manded more and more accom-
modation, to the point of raising 
doubts about how eff icient the 
new regulation would be in ac-

tually preventing new financial 
excesses.

There is no doubt though that 
some important measures were 
generally adopted. Controls on 
leverage and liquidity, a new un-
derstanding about the nature of 
the systemic risks created by the 
operation of f inancial markets 
and institutions and the realiza-
tion that even nonfinancial firms 
may be relevant participants of 
f inancial markets are likely to 
remain in the conscience of reg-
ulators and legislators in ad-
vanced countries, even as they 
actually move, as may be inevi-
table, to loose controls on the 
f inancial industry. 

4. The Rise of Austerity
A shared feature of the 1930s and 
the 2010s is the almost unbeliev-
able political resilience of the 
notion of f iscal austerity. Even 
the empirical evidence of dam-
ages it caused to crisis economies 
is discounted in hope that busi-
nessmen will be moved by those 
sacrif ices into expanding pro-
duction for which there is no 
demand and invest in new ma-
chines that are not needed. 

In its most recent incarnation, 
austerity policies followed the 
reasonably successful policies to 
stimulate demand adopted in the 
immediate aftermath of the f i-
nancial crisis. Those policies 
were obviously not successful in 
actual ly turning economies 
around, most of them being too 
timid to aspire to such an impact. 
But there is little doubt that they 
prevented the fall in activities 
from reaching the depths of the 

early 1930s. In fact, even the 
staunchest defenders of austerity 
policies, such as Germany’s Fi-
nance Minister Wolfgang Schäu-
ble, do not dispute the eff ica-
ciousness of the policies adopted 
in 2009. Schäuble proposed aus-
terity policies, including for Ger-
many itself, as the necessary fol-
low up to the intervention, to 
contain f iscal def icits and the 
increase in public debt generated 
by expansionary f iscal policies 
in 2009.

Many analysts have tried to 
explain why such a policy may 
be so attractive to so many peo-
ple, including many in the exer-
cise of executive power. Some 
defend the idea that it is all pure-
ly a sham. Dominant groups in 
society, the “capitalists”, seek to 
def lect the costs of the crises gen-
erated by their greedy search for 
profits by arguing in favor of the 
necessity of a collective effort to 
tighten belts in order to balance 
public accounts. Implicit in the 
idea is that the state, not private 
greed, was the real perpetrator 
of the faults that led to the crash. 
Appealing to simplistic notions 
of how economies operate, to 
popular prejudices and miscon-
ceptions and supported by a 
strong barrage of a largely servile 
press, austerity was not meant to 
be taken seriously. Clear-eyed 
analysts should denounce them 
for what they are: a simple in-
strument of domination.          

 There is obviously some scin-
tilla of truth behind this con-
spiracy theory of austerity. In all 
austerity experiences, the main 
burden of the strategy is in fact 
bore by workers and the middle 

classes, those who did not prof-
it from prosperity as much as 
businessmen, bankers, f inancial 
speculators and others. But this 
could hardly explain the strong 
political appeal of the central idea 
to an austerity strategy, that is, 
the notion that f iscal budgets 
should balance even during re-
cessions. Balanced budgets may 
be just a fetish but this is not a 
sufficient explanation for the du-
rability of the fetish even in the 
face of the heavy costs it inf licts 
on economies going through re-
cessions. 

As in the case of income con-
centration, this is also not the 
place to develop a full discus-
sion of f iscal austerity. Howev-

er, it is important to notice that 
modern views on austerity dif-
fer from the classical view es-
poused by the British Treasury 
in the 1920s and early 1930s in 
at least one signif icant respect. 
The British view of austerity 
was conservative in the strictest 
sense, meant to make sure that 
the state would not disturb the 
private economy. Austerity was 
defended because it looked like 
being the best way to minimize 
the impact of government op-
eration on markets. Likewise, 
controlling public debt helped 
to preserve the operational con-
ditions required by private f i-
nancial markets.

Modern views of austerity, 
in contrast, are explicitly an el-
ement of a socially-regressive 
reformist program. Austerity is 
advanced as a way to contain the 
state, to diminish its size and 
should be sought in parallel with 
the promotion of structural reforms. 
These reforms should be market-
friendly, believed to augment 
the ability of private markets to 
promote innovation and to re-
spond eff iciently to shocks. De-
regulation, privatization, tax 
simplif ication, control of mo-
nopolies and, above all, f lexibi-
lization of labor markets are the 
essential reforms that have to be 
coupled with austerity policies 
to create an environment propi-
tious to innovation and capital 
accumulation. The goal is to in-
crease competitiveness, that is, 
the ability to beat competitors 
in both local and international 
markets. In other words, auster-
ity is part of a strategy that trans-
lates into a zero-sum game, since 

increasing competitiveness is ulti-
mately a strategy to displace oth-
er producers. In this context, 
austerity reduces the size of the 
state apparatus and signals to pri-
vate businessman that there is 
nothing to fear from government 
proclivity to intervene in areas 
from which they believe it should 
remain absent.14 

5. The Political Backlash?
Germany’s Finance Minister 
Schäuble argued repeatedly that 
the positive effects of austerity, 
by inspiring conf idence among 
businessmen that governments 
would not meddle into their ac-
tivities would more than com-
pensate any eventual contrac-
tionary impact on aggregate de-
mand.15 But Minister Schäuble 
went beyond that argument by 
stating that the austerity poli-
cies demanded by the European 
Commission under pressure 
from a group of countries led 
by Germany were not in any 
way “draconian” as accused by 
its critics. The evidence for this 
attenuated push for austerity was 
that many of countries from 
which f iscal austerity was de-
manded still exhibited signif i-
cant f iscal def icits and public 
debt was still growing.

It does not require much ef-
fort to see that Mr Schäuble was 
being disingenuous. Deficits and 
public debt increase because of 
tough austerity policies, not in-
stead of them. It was because aus-
terity policies were effective in 
contracting output that tax rev-
enues fell and f iscal def icits 
bulged. And, of course, if f iscal 

Economic policies 

based on austerity 

are associated 

with regressive 

social programs, 

aiming to increase 

competitiveness. 

This creates a zero-

sum game, since 

the ultimate goal 

is to keep other 

producers out of  

the markets.
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deficits increased, public debt by 
definition had to increase. 

The combination between 
austerity policies that increased 
unemployment and reduced 
workers’ wages and benefits and 
structural reforms designed to 
increase f lexibility in labor mar-
kets, by making it easier, for in-
stance, to f ire employees in the 
hope that this would stimulate 
businesses to increase employ-
ment submitted workers in ad-
vanced countries to a double 
threat. Wages were being cut as 
a result of the increase in unem-
ployment at the same time that 
benef its and job stability were 
being curtailed as a central com-
ponent of “structural reforms” 
designed to create more com-
petitive business. Economic ex-
pansion would yield few gains to 
workers at f irst, but one day the 
benefits of faster growth, one can 
assume, would trickle down and 
improve their welfare.

The fact that even apparent im-
provements in the employment 
situation were not enough to sig-
nificantly improve the situation of 
a large number of families in ad-
vanced countries is the most im-
mediate explanation for the po-
litical developments that became 
more marked since 2013 or 2014. 
In Europe, the rise of right-wing 
authoritarian governments in the 
bosom of the European union it-
self has been most evident in east-
ern countries that used to belong 
to the “soviet block”. But the threat 
has spread to the countries in the 
West that maintained a more con-
sistent Democratic “tradition” in 
the post-World War II period. 
France, the Netherlands, and Ita-

ly have witnessed the rise of right-
wing populist groups that are dan-
gerously close to become the 
“mainstream” in incoming elec-
tions. In the united Kingdom, 
right-wing populism was strong 
enough to propose and win a ref-
erendum on leaving the Eu. 
Fringe extremist parties grow even 
in Germany, which seemed im-
mune to such movements until 
now. Smaller countries like Aus-
tria also showed how close they 
may be to a return to the extreme 
right regimes they maintained in 
the 1930s. More recently, the 
shocking election of Donald 
Trump to succeed President 
Obama added enormous uncer-
tainties as to the future of Western 
democracy.

What all these developments 
have in common? Apparently, not 
much, except for the explicit re-
jection of globalization and in-
ternational interdependence 
which have been dogmas in the 
West in the last decades.  If glo-
balization was the source of few 
benefits when economies pros-
pered, as illustrated in the evolu-
tion of real family incomes in the 
united States (figure 8, above), 
and it was the cause of the great 
losses suffered after the crisis, in 
wages, benefits and job security, 
nationalist rhetoric may become 
very effective to channel “anti-
establishment” feelings toward 
supporting authoritarian move-
ments. The wide support for iso-
lationist political groups among 
workers in the European union, 
and now also in the united States, 
seemed to belatedly reproduce the 
authoritarian wave that conquered 
Europe in the 1930s.  

6. Perspectives 

It may be a cliché to remark that 
the world is going through a pe-
riod of exceptionally high uncer-
tainty. Clichés do not become cli-
chés for no reason. They tend to 
distillate what is so obvious that 
does not need or deserve explicit 
justification. 

The 2010s contrasts favorably 
to the 1930s to the extent that 
major economic disasters were 
avoided despite the violence of 
the financial crash of 2008-2009. 
Avoiding a disaster, however, 
was not suff icient to place ad-
vanced economies back in the 
rails of sustained growth path. 
One can argue that avoiding di-
sasters eliminated or substantial-
ly attenuated the feeling that 
deep reforms were needed to try 
to correct past imbalances and 
effectively prevent new crises at 
least in the near and medium 
term future. Tougher reform 
measures were few and concen-
trated not on those responsible 
for the crisis but on the usual 
suspects, workers and employ-
ees, who paid for the newly-re-
acquired stability with wages cuts 
and benefit losses. And, what is 
certainly worse, the results of 
the sacrif ices imposed on large 
groups of the population were 
meagre at best. The surprise 
should not be caused by that a 
political backlash has begun, but 
that it took so long to begin.

One signif icant difference 
between the 1930s and the 2010s 
is that now among the possible 
developments in the mediate and 
immediate future one does not 
count communist uprisings any-

more. In fact, in the most ad-
vanced Western countries the 
future seems to be in dispute by 
fundamentally three groups, 
maybe four if we consider the 
possibility that present arrange-
ments survive the political tur-
bulence that is forming in the 
horizon and “mainstream” po-
litical groups show themselves 
capable of muddling through 
the diff iculties. Such a develop-
ment, however, seems ever less 
and less probable as new election 
results or vote-intention polls 
are made public.

The f irst group is a variation 
of the status quo, somewhat re-
juvenated by the large-scale im-
plementation of a wide array of 
structural reforms that will in-
crease competitiveness of indi-
vidual economies and will last 
as long as most of the partici-
pants in the international sys-
tem see a possibility of ending 
up among the winners of the 
game. This seems to be the core 
of Schäuble view of reformed 
capitalism, a system where work-
ers, in particular, are expected to 
give up many of the gains acquired 

The difference between the 
depression of the 1930s and 
that of 2010 is that communist 
revolutions are no longer 
expected. The future is being 
disputed by other groups. 
We cannot make many 
predictions from the current 
circumstances.
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notas

  1. Of course, such denomination stress-
es the extent of time in which output 
and employment seemed to stagnate 
or to grow slowly rather than the ini-
tial f inancial crash in much the same 
way that one speaks of the Great De-
pression of the 1930s despite the fact 
that the f inancial crash that origi-
nated the output contraction hap-
pened in 1929. 

 2. For instance, in a normal recession, 
f irms may witness an increase in idle 
capacity, that will be re-occupied 
when demand recovers. In contrast, 
if the crash was violent enough to 
cause numerous bankruptcies, there 
may be nobody left to react to the 
possibility of a revival in demand by 
increasing output and employment. 
.

 3. It was this inability to recover by it-
self that impressed so much theorists 
like John Maynard Keynes and Jo-
seph Schumpeter when they observed 
the behavior of the most advanced 
economies in the 1930s.

 4. Of course, if a crisis happens in a so-
ciety where there are good reasons 
to suspect the state to be engaged in 
shady deals to favor privileged groups, 
demand management is doomed, 
since any consideration of “abstract” 
eff iciency of a policy strategy will be 
dominated by the concern that argu-
ments are vitiated by the self-interest 
of political leaders and their cronies. 

 5. We will conf ine the discussion in 
this section to advanced economies. 
We will not, though, include Japan 
in the discussion, since its economy 
has been exhibiting a rather peculiar 
pattern of evolution since the early 
1990s. After a period of rapid growth, 
that generated intense speculation as 
to the possibility of Japan being on 
the verge of becoming the leading 
capitalist economy in the world, Ja-
pan got mired in its own depression, 
caused mostly by domestic reasons. 
When the 2008 crash took place, Ja-
pan was of course hit by the adverse 

shock, especially through its impacts 
on international trade, but the coun-
try, at that point, had already been 
struggling against stagnation forces 
for quite a long time.

 6. An excellent introduction to both 
historical episodes, emphasizing both 
their similarities and differences can 
be found in Barry Eichengreen’s Hall 
of Mirrors. The Great Depression, 
The Great Recessions and the uses 
and Misuses of History, Oxford and 
New York: Oxford university Press, 
2015.

 7. Besides including all kinds of mea-
sures that may have reduced the ef-
ficacy of the fiscal package as a whole, 
as a result of political negotiations 
with the Congress. 

 8. Quantitative easing is the set of pol-
icies that go beyond the simple ma-
nipulation of short term policy in-
terest rates that is the staple of mon-
etary policy under normal conditions. 
With QE, the central  bank tries to 
relieve f inancial markets directly, by 
standing ready to buy assets of pre-
def ined classes in order to increase 
their liquidity and, thus, reducing 
long term interest rates directly. The 
idea is that two objectives can be ob-
tained from QE. On the one hand, 
the liquidity increase should reduce 
fears of asset f iresales among inves-
tors, reducing the risks of acquiring 
assets of longer maturities, since the 
central bank would work as a “buy-
er of last resort”. On the other, the 
central bank hoped that the fall in 
long term interest rates would stim-
ulate investment in real capital assets. 
Success in reaching the f irst of those 
goals has been visibly more impres-
sive than with the second. 

 9. The case of Greece, of course, is al-
ready too well-known to deserve 
repetition here. 

10. In a deep crisis, it is better to look 
at total employment than at unem-
ployment rates. unemployment sur-
veys only count those who are ac-

tively, but unsuccessfully, looking for 
jobs in the survey period. Those who 
have been discouraged by the dire 
situation and gave up trying to f ind 
jobs are excluded from the calcula-
tion. under normal conditions, the 
procedure may be justif ied since one 
can argue that nobody is actually 
obliged to work if one does not want 
to or don’t think that compensation 
being offered by employers is attrac-
tive enough. In serious a crisis, on 
the other hand, it is obvious that most 
of the unemployed lost their jobs, 
instead of quitting them. Discour-
agement becomes an actually relevant 
reason to explain the number of un-
employed workers. under these con-
ditions, employment levels, although 
far from perfect, offer a better gauge. 
It is not a perfect index because it 
still mixes up different situations or 
ignores important aspects of the prob-
lem (in the treatment of part time 
and full time workers, for example, 
or the number of those who lost their 
jobs and had to accept other jobs at 
much lower compensation rates), but 
it is still superior to unemployment 
rates as an indicator of the stress in 
labor markets.  

11. Those unfavorable impacts of trade 
expansion on labor compensation and 
benef its would be compounded by 
the contractionary effects of f iscal 
austerity policies, pursued mostly in 
Western Europe, under the prodding 
by the German government. Auster-
ity narrows domestic markets, mak-
ing competition against foreign sup-
pliers more ferocious and forces f irms 
to search for foreign markets, which 
acts in the same direction.

12. In the interests of fairness and trans-
parency, I have to admit that the au-
thor of this paper was one of them.

13. The incredible confusion created by 
the uS Treasury Department when 
dealing with the Lehman Brothers 
case because of its concerns with mor-
al hazard is a telling example of mis-

placed attention to lesser problems 
while the world was preparing to 
collapse.   

14.Two succinct statements of modern 
austerity doctrine are offered by Min-
ister Schäuble himself in an op-ed 
article at the New York Times and a 
presentation in a symposium at Co-
lumbia university in April 15 and 
16, 2015. Both texts can be accessed 
from the Bundesf inanzministerium 
at: http://www.bundesf inanzminis-
terium.de/Content/EN/Reden/ 
2015/2015-04-15-columbia-univer-
sity.html and http://www.bundesf i-
nanzministerium.de/Content/EN/
Interviews/2015/2015-04-16-new-
york-times.html.   

15.  In fact, Schäuble doubted that these 
contractionary effects on demand 
were actually relevant. In any case, 
they would dissipate in the short term 
while confidence, for some reason, 
was supposed to be so long lasting 
that it would lead businessmen to in-
crease investments in long-lived 
equipment. Schäuble insisted that it 
was important to understand the psy-
chological aspects of an investment 
decision, attributing the thought to 
Ludwig Erhard, the f irst post war 
minister of the Economy who is gen-
erally considered to be the “father of 
the German miracle”. Of course, in 
Erhard’s case the point was not the 
choice of an anti-cyclical policy but 
to reject in the most categorical terms 
possible the East German “model” 
of command economy imposed by 
the Soviet occupants which seemed 
to be favored by some members of 
the opposition at the time. For Er-
hard view, one can read his 1963 col-
lection of speeches published by 
Princeton university Press under the 
title The Economics of Success. 

in the last decades in exchange 
for increased job security obtained 
not by legislative action but by 
competition. This view seemed 
stronger about two or three years 
ago, when a number of countries 
in the European union seemed 
to subscribe it. Since at least 2015 
one can see increasing discontent 
with the sacrif ices such a policy 
path entails.

The second alternative would 
in fact be a pot-pourri of political 
movements ranging from There-
sa May’s conservatives in the unit-
ed Kingdom to Marine Le Pen’s 
Front National in France, in which 
workers demands are at least par-
tially contemplated in an arrange-
ment that sacrifices globalization 
and international interdependence 
in favor of a nationalistic approach 
in which the free movement of 
goods and factors of production is 
curtailed. Such alternative could 
easily drift into forms of national-
ist authoritarianism in which 
scapegoats would be found to 
blame for eventual policy failures 
and shortcomings. 

The third alternative would 
include a variety of left-leaning 
groups that propose some kind 
of progressive reform of present 
arrangements. It could range 
from Bernie Sanders’ type of so-

cial democracy where workers’ 
rights would be widened and the 
welfare state extended to an ev-
er larger share of the population 
to groups like Podemos in Spain 
or the old Syriza in Greece. To 
make such alternatives viable, 
however, would certainly require 
some limitation of international 
competition or a change in those 
of its rules that creates the need 
to constantly reduce the cost of 
labor in the participating coun-
tries. Such a political group could 
probably be defined as favorable 
to cultural globalization but to 
be very cautious in its apprecia-
tion for economic integration. 

Of course, the most impor-
tant question at this moment has 
to be: where does Donald Trump 
f it? It is possible that when this 
article is actually published the 
answer to this question be al-
ready known. As it is being f in-
ished, most evidence points to 
the second of the alternative 
paths just listed, but it is still 
largely a speculation. Of course, 
whatever path the united States 
ends up following will be tre-
mendously important to deter-
mine the future of international 
relations, but there is not much 
that can be anticipated in the 
current circumstances. n
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From Japan to Pakistan, Eastern 
and Southern Asia is home to 
more than half the world’s pop-
ulation and several of the most 
ancient and solid civilizations. 
For five centuries the continen-
tal empires of the region were 
eclipsed by the maritime empires 
of the Western world. In the 
twentieth century, a process of 
multiple transformations started, 
boosting the socio-economic de-
velopment of the region and 
changing not only its position 
within the world system, but its 
very structure and essence.

During the last hundred years, 
Asia was affected by huge inter-
national events, such as the emer-
gence of Japan as a power in 1905, 
the Pacific War, the Chinese 
Revolution, and the wars of Ko-
rea, Indochina, and the Indian 
subcontinent. Significant strate-
gic, regional and global changes 
have also occurred, such as the 
Sino-Soviet split and the Sino-
American alliance, along with 
the emergence of the nuclear 
forces. A broad and diversified 
process of economic and politi-
cal modernization, both region-
ally and globally, was responsible 
for the recovery of the Asian na-
tions and the affirmation of sov-
ereignty characteristic of the 
Westphalian system.

Eastern Asia and, to a lesser 
extent, Southern Asia have been 
the regions of greatest economic 
dynamism in the world for the 
last four decades ( Japan, “Asian 
tigers”, China and India), which 
has produced a new configura-
tion in the regional and global 
power relations with the rise of 
new centres of power. This phe-
nomenon has not been assimi-
lated in all its dimension and com-
plexity. The process of the inter-
national insertion of the region 
is still often analysed from inad-
equate assumptions.

Asia is not a “bloc”. Although 
they are linked to the set of glob-
al transformations, the phenom-
ena in progress have peculiar 
forms. The continent contains sev-
eral power nuclei, which may con-
tain the foundations for a multi-
polar world system. It is possible 
to speculate about the gradual for-
mation of a large Eurasian space.

Japan has gradually ceased to 
be the driving force behind the 
region. China progressively 
emerged as an articulating pole, 
based on the economy and the 
rescue of its historical role. In 
Eastern and Southern Asia there 
are four large states in terms of 
territorial extent, population 
and/or size of GDP: China, In-
dia, Japan and Indonesia, as well 
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as other medium-sized ones. 
They can be arranged into two 
civilizational matrices, the Chi-
nese (Confucian) and the Indian. 
Japan belongs to the former. In-
donesia is a Muslim nation (the 
world’s largest in the number of 
followers), Malay, and, due to its 
Buddhist past, it holds societal 
traces of the Indian matrix.

From the geopolitical point 
of view, the continent was di-
vided during the Cold War. Ja-
pan was the centre of the eco-
nomic development in a subor-
dinate alliance with the united 
States. In the 1970s, however, 
there was the defeat of united 
States in the Southeast Asia, the 
Sino-American alliance (which 

allowed Beijing to occupy a per-
manent seat in the uN Security 
Council), and the development 
of the Asian Tigers ( Joyaux: 
1991). In the following decade, 
China launched its moderniza-
tion and development process. 
In the early 1990s, the Soviet 
union disappeared and the Cold 
War ended.  

As the “Asian walls” collapsed 
and the region re-established dis-
rupted flows, China emerged with 
irreversible growth and a rising 
international position, while Ja-
pan entered a long process of stag-
nation. Following this situation, 
India also started a cycle that has 
combined economic growth, in-
ternationalization, regional inte-

gration with the South Asian As-
sociation for Regional Coopera-
tion (SAARC) and recognition 
of its status as a nuclear power.  

Meanwhile, Southeast Asia, 
through the Association of the 
Southeast Asian Nations (ASE-
AN), achieved a successful inte-
gration and development process 
that brings together republics and 
monarchies, democracies and 
military regimes, capitalist and 
socialist models, developed and 
undeveloped States, both large 
and small. The reconstruction of 
the geopolitical space continues 
in the North-East Asia, despite 
the calculated and theatrical ten-
sions in the Korean peninsula 
and the stagnation of Japan. This 

movement covers the continent 
as a whole, through the Shang-
hai Cooperation Organization.

The Westphalian sovereignty 
postulates are nuanced by the 
Asian concepts of hierarchy and 
stability, in a systemic long-term 
view based on diplomacy (Kang: 
153, in Ikenberry and Mastand-
uno, 2003). Global capitalism 
driven by the socialist Chinese 
market economy has created 
Asian connections and conquered 
overseas markets. Moreover, in 
the frenzied search for energy 
sources and raw materials, the 
“five principles of peaceful co-
existence” have established new 
South-South cooperation axes, 
such as those of China and India 
with Africa, thereby changing 
the global balance and giving 
substance to a multi-polar system 
in formation.

The immediate impact  
of the end of the Cold  
War in Asia
At the end of the 1980s, with 
Soviet-American convergence 
during the perestroika, the united 
States became disinterested in 
the political-strategic alliance 
with China and the heterodoxy 
of the development models of the 
“tigers” and the “dragon”, which 
had hitherto been tolerated. The 
time when economic concessions 
were compensated by the polit-
ico-military gains had finished. 
The development of Eastern Asia 
was then seen by Washington as 
uncomfortable. It was to be dis-
jointed, reversing the trans-Pa-
cific economic flows, since Amer-
ica needed to generate trade sur-

pluses; hence, the pressures for 
the democratization of Korea, 
Taiwan and China, and the open-
ing of Japan, which were simul-
taneous processes.

The decline and, finally, the 
disintegration of the Soviet 
union caused the end of the Cold 
War and the bipolar system, 
opening a new era of uncertain-
ty in the construction of a new 
world order, in an environment 
marked by the intensification of 
the economic and technological 
competition. The phenomenon 
of globalization was increasing-
ly subjected to regionalization, 
that is, the formation of econom-
ic poles supported by suprana-
tional integration on a regional 
scale, with profound destabiliz-
ing effects on the periphery. In 
this scenario of world reorder-
ing, East Asia emerged as a new 
economic frontier, giving mean-
ing to the Braudelian concept of 
the world-economy whereby the 
Atlantic-centred was replaced by 
Pacific-cantered.

The Asian success, however, 
did have its counter-effects. Ma-
ny countries in the region, espe-
cially China, faced destabilizing 
trends as a result of the acceler-
ated growth and the introduc-
tion of market mechanisms in a 
society still marked by socialist 
forms in the socio-political 
sphere. The phenomena of in-
creased migration and demo-
graphics – of dizzying and cha-
otic urbanization – affected the 
entire region (except Japan), but 
it was particularly worrying in 
China (Wenquan: 2007).

In addition, Asia-Pacific de-
pends on the world market and 

is vulnerable to pressure from 
other countries or potential cri-
ses that disrupt the international 
trading and financial system. Fi-
nally, it should be noted that the 
Asian “block” does not exist as 
such, since it has not undergone 
in an institutionalized process of 
integration, such as the Europe-
an union and NAFTA. It is a set 
of economies articulated by a 
certain division of labour.

Moreover, the problems and 
prospects of the Asia-Pacific can-
not be assessed exclusively from 
an economic perspective. Re-
gional security raises a number 
of questions. China’s economic 
rise has boosted the growth and 
modernization of its military ca-
pabilities and broadened its po-
litical and diplomatic autonomy. 
This process has particularly 
worried the united States, which 
seeks to reassert its predominance 
at a cost much less than that of 
the Cold War and in an interna-
tional scenario of post-hegemon-
ic contours.

The cooperation between 
Russia and China has been 
intense in many areas, 
including the transfer of 
aerospace and military 
state-of-the-art technology. 
This cooperation — 
integrating Siberia with 
Asian dynamism — has 
great geopolitical impact.
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The reconfiguration of the 
Asian geopolitical space
Vietnam’s internal reforms to-
wards the market and external 
opening – while maintaining a 
political system based on the 
Marxism-Leninism – has brought 
the country closer to the Chinese 
example. Dramatically affected 
by the fall of the Soviet union, 
Vietnam re-established relations 
with China in 1992 and with the 
united States in 1995, rapidly 
integrating itself into the world 
economy thanks to investment 
legislation even more liberal than 
that of the Chinese. Washington 
explicitly approached the young-
est Asian Tiger candidate in or-
der to strengthen a group of 
countries that could counterbal-
ance China’s weight by exploit-
ing the Beijing-Hanoi dispute 
for the oil-rich Spratli Islands, 
located in the South China Sea. 
The same goes for India: anoth-
er old ally of the Soviet union, 
it is now integrated into the glob-
al economy and has been con-
sidered an alternative to China.

More than mere annexes of 
the Japanese economy, China and 
the Asian Tigers (first and sec-
ond generations) became ambi-
tious competitors, although their 
economies remain strongly in-
terdependent, as they do in rela-
tion to the American economy. 
On the other hand, Japan has 
undergone a long economic re-
cession and some political un-
certainty, but refuses to make 
neoliberal reforms. The lack of 
growth avoids confrontation with 
the united States (uehara: 2003). 
Yet, the united States seems to 

try pushing Japan away from 
multilateralism, bringing it clos-
er to regionalism (the “Pacific 
community”). The bilateral in-
terdependence of these countries 
would lead to the creation of the 
“nibibei” economy (an expres-
sion coined from the Japanese 
characters nihon, Japan and bei-
koku, the united States).

The evolution of Asia since the 
end of the Cold War and the disap-
pearance of the Soviet union was 
rapid and deep, generating a new 
reality that has not yet been con-
solidated. It is necessary to think of 
it in a broader context, since in re-
cent years its various constituent 
regions, which were compartmen-
talized, have been moving towards 
a fusion into a single strategic sce-
nario. In fact, the Asian continent 
underwent a series of divisions in 
the twentieth century. The forms 
and scope of these divisions have 
changed, but the problems persist. 
The Cold War tightened the bound-
aries between regions, such as the 
insular ring under American con-
trol, the socialist mainland (divided 
since the 1960s between the People’s 
Republic of China, Soviet Central 
Asia, and Siberia), the Indian sub-
continent influenced by neutralism 
(where India and Pakistan are per-
manent enemies), and Southeast 
Asia in conflict and dispute.

With the end of the Cold War, 
several Asian “walls” collapsed. 
Sino-Soviet normalization during 
Gorbachev’s perestroika deepened 
even further with the disintegra-
tion of the Soviet union at the 
end of 1991. Since then, coopera-
tion between Russia and China 
has been intense in the economic-
commercial, technological-mili-

tary, diplomatic and security re-
lated fields (Ball: 1996). The sale 
of sophisticated weaponry and the 
transfer of advanced technology 
in the aerospace and nuclear fields 
have been expressive. Regardless 
the possible changes that may oc-
cur in Russian domestic politics, 
such cooperation tends to persist, 
especially under the Western pres-
sure on Moscow about the dispute 
in ukraine since 2014.

The fall of the Sino-Soviet 
“wall”, on the other hand, has al-
so allowed Siberia to progressive-
ly integrate with the economic 
dynamism of Asia via the bilat-
eral cooperation with the social-
ism of the Chinese market. The 
implementation of a great number 
of joint-ventures, involving the 
most curious partnerships (for ex-
ample, Sino-South-Korean), is 
structurally transforming the eco-
nomic geography of the Siberian 
region and, consequently, the geo-
politics of Asia.  

The political normalization 
that followed the peace agreements 
of Cambodia in 1992 ended with 
the isolation of Indochina from 
the rest of South-East Asia. This 
new diplomatic-strategic dimen-
sion, associated with the econom-
ic dynamism of the region, led to 
the Sino-Vietnamese approach and 
the growing cooperation between 
Beijing and ASEAN. Although 
the media highlights the existence 
of “Chinese expansionism” in the 
region and exaggerates the Sprat-
li Islands dispute, the economic 
interests and the establishment of 
a permanent security dialogue 
have increased the cooperation 
between China and South-East 
Asia. Not only has the gap between 

Indochina and ASEAN disappeared, but also the 
Chinese economic and political relationship with 
the entire area has grown. Previously, the Indochi-
nese conflict had isolated the regional members.

The Indian subcontinent is another region with 
its own personal dynamics and specific interna-
tional insertion, which is only now beginning to 
be linked to the dynamism of Eastern Asia. India 
had been characterized as an economy based on 
import-substitution and self-centred industrialisa-
tion; furthermore, it was Moscow’s ally (i.e., anti-
Chinese) at the strategic level, despite maintaining 
neutrality and diplomacy of non-alignment, fo-
cused on the Third World. This projected India 
more into the scenario of the Indian Ocean than 
into Asia Pacific (Khurana: 2008). The collapse of 
the Soviet union; the economic rise of Eastern and 
South-East Asia; the effects of the economic glo-
balisation and the scientific and technological rev-
olution; the normalization of China’s relations with 
its neighbours; and the new threats to Indian se-
curity led New Delhi to open its economy and to 
outline something more than a simple modus viven-
di with China, thereby integrating itself into the 
Asian development cycle. Similar but more radical 
developments occurred with Myanmar, where the 
military junta has encouraged foreign investments 
and its insertion into the world economy, while 
consolidating an authoritarian regime with China’s 
political and economic support.

Almost simultaneously, the Asian geopolitical 
space has been further extended with the emergence 
of new States resulting from the break-up of the So-

With the presence in 

Afghanistan, the United States 

tries penetrate Central Asia, to 

have direct access to economic 

resources and to deter the region 

from becoming a contact zone 

between the Far East and Europe.
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viet union: Kazakhstan, uzbeki-
stan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and 
Turkmenistan. The former Sovi-
et Central Asia, with a privileged 
geographical position and im-
mense natural resources, includ-
ing gas and oil, initially remained 
dependent on Russia, but has 
achieved a position of balance be-
tween Moscow and Beijing with-
in the Shanghai Cooperation Or-
ganization.

This is one of the reasons for 
the American presence in the re-
gion since the Gulf War, in an at-
tempt to establish an entry to Cen-
tral Asia via Afghanistan. Wash-
ington seeks direct access to the 
economic resources of Central Asia 
and to prevent the region from 
becoming a kind of contact zone 
between Asia and Europe (via 
Russia). The reopening of the Silk 
Road – the former overland route 
between Europe and Asia from a 
time before navigation – is quite 
significant. Slowly, the political 
Asia has begun to identify itself 
with the geographic Asia and, even 
more important, the notion of Eur-
asia is progressively outlined.

The expansion of the Asian 
geopolitical scenario into the in-
terior of Eurasia expands its natu-
ral and industrial resources. How-
ever, the greater diversity brings 
new problems and tensions that 
affect both the nations of Asia and 
the united States. As a result, the 
former have been able to expand 
their economic and diplomatic ma-
noeuvring space, but the complex-
ity of the new reality being forged 
adds difficulties to a region un-
dergoing accelerated evolution – 
with all its implications. Further-
more, the region does not have its 

own collective security mecha-
nisms. An enlarged Asia, with 
more political actors and an econ-
omy that progressively turns in-
ward to its own continent, makes 
it difficult for the united States to 
control the political and econom-
ic evolution of the region.

A new Second World: 
market socialism
Another new reality needs to be 
taken into account when analys-
ing the Asian phenomenon. In the 
study of the strategic scenarios of 
the 1990s, some experts mention 
the formation of a “new Second 
World”, nucleated by China. In 
fact, as noted by the British po-
litical scientist Fred Halliday, un-
til 1989, 1.7 billion people lived 
in countries considered socialists. 
Even after the collapse of the So-
viet bloc, 1.3 billion people re-
mained in this situation. It is not 
a simple residual element. Thus, 
the “new Second World” experi-
ences a New Economic Policy 
(NEP)1 which, unlike the Soviet 
one, is not confined to one coun-
try, but is embedded in the world 
economy – where it has increas-
ing influence. In addition, it is 
developing an alternative para-
digm for the construction of a new 
multi-polar and non-hegemonic 
world order, with its own model 
of national and social develop-
ment, of security and governance.

As we have seen, this “new 
Second World”2 maintains a dis-
creet and subtle strategic coop-
eration with the “old Second 
World” and also has a less antag-
onistic relationship than one 
might think with the capitalist 

countries of Asia. The develop-
ment models and political regimes 
of the Asian countries present 
strong similarities and important 
common interests, whether they 
be formally capitalists or social-
ists. These “authoritarian” and 
“statist” political and economic 
models – according to the Anglo-
American perspective – are under 
pressure from the Western world, 
regarding human rights to the 
trade mechanisms.

There is yet another long-term 
factor associated with this phe-
nomenon. With the reincorpora-
tion of Hong Kong in 1997 and 
Macao in 1999, the colonial cycle 
ended for Asians, and which co-
incided with the economic rise 
of the region. Everyone knows 
that this would not have been 
possible without China – which 
is not to ignore the persistent in-
tra-Asian divergences. But now 
a common patrimony is being 
formed to be preserved. Observed 
from the perspective of classical 
geopolitics, it would not be ab-
surd to visualize that the conti-
nental mass, or heartland, defies 
the “world island.” Could this 
economy, increasingly centred on 
continental Asia and less on the 

Pacific Ocean, be able to threat-
en the hegemony of the Anglo-
Saxon economy centred on the 
great global maritime space?

A key element in answering 
this question is Japan’s future po-
sition. Considered a paradigm of 
the Asian development until re-
cently, Japan now stands at the 
crossroads of large and urgent 
decisions. Its economy has faced 
a long period of stagnation, the 
population is aging, the social 
consensus begins to show signs 
of exhaustion, and the political 
system organized in 1955 during 
the Cold War has begun collaps-
ing, demanding redefinitions that 
are still not yet clear. However, 
the point of the question lies pre-
cisely in the international poli-
tics, regarding the position To-
kyo needs to define: will it be 
part of the nichibei economy, that 
is, the eastern frontier of the 
American empire (the “Western-
ized Asians” according to the 
Huntington typology), or will it 
be the western border of Asia.

The Japanese economy has 
gradually turned towards the con-
tinent; regional security issues 
have forced the country to accept 
greater local involvement, as in 
the case of the Korean peninsula; 
and American pressures for Japan 
to fit into the new standard the 
“protective” uS-power seeks to 
implement in the world economy 
has led many statesmen and busi-
nessmen to advocate for greater 
autonomy of the nation, support-
ed by the continent. But Japan 
still depends significantly on the 
American market; dependent on 
security, it is tremendously vul-
nerable to diplomatic and military 

pressures; and it has encountered 
strong restrictions from the coun-
tries of the continent, since, un-
like Europe, the great issues that 
are the legacy of from the World 
War II are still unresolved.

The Korean peninsula is an-
other sensitive and important re-
gion in Asia, mainly due to pos-
sibility of reunification and a clos-
er economic association with the 
neighbouring regions, particular-
ly China. The economic crisis of 
the North Korean socialist regime 
has brought new dimensions to 
the regional game and it has co-
incided with the North American 
pressures for a greater opening of 
the South Korean economy. The 
two Koreas joined the uN in 1991. 
Even so, Pyongyang has used the 
nuclear issue, the calculated ten-
sion with South Korea and the 
risks that the collapse of the re-
gime could produce (especially 
after the death of Kim Il Sung) as 
a bargaining chip in negotiating a 
general agreement to end the iso-
lation of the country. Without sig-
nificantly changing the socio-eco-
nomic structure, the North Ko-
rean government has attracted 
foreign investment, establishing 
joint ventures and opening special 
economic zones in the region of 
the Tumen River, bordering Rus-
sia, in Sinuju, bordering China, 
and in Kaesong, near the demar-
cation line, all of them with South 
Korean investments.

Contradictory as it may seem, 
Japan and the united States notice 
the unlikely unification of the Ko-
reas as a possible source of new 
problems, depending on how it 
occurs. The South Korean devel-
opment has reached such a level 

that the country is now seen as a 
competitor by Japan. Moreover, it 
has taken its own path with its 
growing linkage to the Chinese 
economy since the reestablishment 
of relations between the two coun-
tries in 1992 – which does not 
please Washington. Besides, the 
unification of the peninsula would 
create a new regional power of 
reasonable demographic, econom-
ic and military dimensions (pos-
sibly also nuclear).

 

The adaptation of  
the Asian diplomacy  
of the United States
On a more general level, the situ-
ation in Asia presents a series of 
contradictions. Asian countries, in-
cluding China, remain in favour 
of maintaining the uS military 
presence in the region, as it ensures 
regional security at a reduced cost; 
and, in the case of Beijing, the 
American presence justifies an as-
sociation among Asians to contain 
the “hegemony” in the area. It is a 
defensive posture that to some ex-
tent legitimizes China in the view 
of its neighbours. The Asian na-
tions reject American economic 
pressures and political interference, 
for both the domestic and foreign 
affairs that are exactly the topics 
relevant to the White House, since 
its war power is used indirectly.

In order to avoid the emergence 
of autonomous power and devel-
opment in Asia, the united States 
has adopted many actions that fa-
vour a reasonable accommodation 
of the differences between Beijing 
and its neighbours. The united 
States has sought to establish a geo-
political fence around China, as 

Although a reference of Asian 
development for a long time, 
Japan stands at a crossroads, 
facing prolonged stagnation  
and a depletion of the internal 
social consensus. Its position  
is still unclear.
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evidenced by its agreements with 
Mongolia, Japan and India, as well 
as the support of separatism in Ti-
bet and Taiwan.

The united States also seem 
interested in providing India and 
Vietnam political and economic 
tools, as part of its strategy of 
isolating China and curbing its 
development by taking advan-
tage of the two countries’ rival-
ry over Beijing. However, Wash-
ington does not seem to take in-
to account that, like China, New 
Delhi and Hanoi strategically 
follow the so-called “five prin-
ciples of peaceful coexistence” 
and the ideology of Bandung. 
Although there are differences, 
these three important Asian 
countries have common long-
term interests. The evolution of 
their recent interrelationship 
seems set on this direction.

The return of geopolitics:
the emergence of the 
Eurasian heartland

According to many analysts, the 
emergence of Eurasia as a geo-po-
litical and geo-economic region is 
underway. Among the three major 
development centres of the North-
ern Hemisphere, there were always 
close ties across the Pacific and At-
lantic Oceans, linking the North 
American economy with those of 
Eastern Asia and Western Europe, 
respectively. Although Asia and Eu-
rope took different paths upon the 
end of the colonial system, the 
course has now begun to change. 
The eventual consolidation of a Eur-
asian space may affect the interna-
tional balance.

Russia, albeit an inferior partner 
if compared to the former Soviet 
union, has maintained an increas-

ing cooperation in particularly sen-
sitive fields with key Asian countries. 
Furthermore, Russia is the terres-
trial link to constitute a large Eur-
asian economic space. Since Evgue-
ni Primakov became prime minister, 
and especially since Vladimir Putin 
became president, Russia has reor-
ganized itself, restarting economic 
growth, partially regaining the mil-
itary capacity and developing a sig-
nificant diplomatic prominence.  

In addition to the strategic part-
nership established with China, both 
countries created with Central Asian 
States the group called “The Shang-
hai Five” (1996), later renamed the 
Shanghai Cooperation Organiza-
tion, when uzbekistan joined in 
2001.3 It is a diplomatic, economic 
and security agreement which orig-
inally covered China, Russia, Ka-
zakhstan, uzbekistan, Tajikistan 
and Kyrgyzstan, later including ma-

ny other associated States or observ-
ers. Central Asia has gas and oil re-
sources that are essential for the Chi-
nese development. Russia, in turn, 
became an energy (oil, gas, coal and 
uranium) and technological-mili-
tary power (aerospace, nuclear and 
missile industries, etc.).

Finally, important Asian coun-
tries have sought greater coopera-
tion with key Third World coun-
tries, particularly with the so-called 
emerging nations, such as the South-
ern African group, nucleated by 
South Africa, and with Mercosul, 
particularly Brazil. The Indian 
Ocean has thereby become a sort 
of link with the other nations of the 
South. The impact is still limited to 
the economic sphere, but the closer 
cooperation with these regions has 
a promising potential in the medi-
um- and long-terms, as well as a 
strategic element in the competition 
among the developed poles of the 
Northern Hemisphere. As the Asian 
pole is a developing area in general 
terms, there is a wide space to es-
tablish a strategic partnership with 
the emerging countries, capable of 
influencing the international order 
of the future. The triennial meet-
ings of the China-Africa Coopera-

tion Forum since 2006 have brought 
together more than fifty heads of 
State in Beijing and Africa, alter-
nately, carrying out a kind of Mar-
shall Plan for Africa, an example of 
China’s global prominence.

Asia and the geopolitics of 
the war against terrorism
After the September 11, 2001 at-
tacks, the united States unleashed 
the war against terrorism, which 
was the beginning of interven-
tion in Central and Western Asia. 
The foreign policy profile of the 
Bush and Obama governments 
for Asia was seen in the uS inva-
sion of Afghanistan and Iraq, the 
partial military presence in the 
Caucasus and in the former So-
viet republics of the Central Asia, 
as well as in the exploitation of 
the Korean crisis and the fight 
against terrorism in the stretch 
from the southern Philippines to 
Pakistan. The intention to intro-
duce a wedge in the geopolitical 
centre of Eurasia, hindering the 
physical integration of Russia with 
China, seems clear. China quiet-
ly denounces the strategic fence 
that Washington is trying to es-
tablish, and the threat upon Chi-
na’s access to Central Asian oil.

China played a discrete role 
at the time of the war against 
Iraq, avoiding polemics with the 
united States. Economic ex-
change with Washington is ad-
vantageous, and Beijing needs 
to maintain its economic growth 
for at least another decade. At 
the same time, China has been 
successful in increasingly involv-
ing its neighbours in its econom-
ic development process, while 

participating in the regional co-
operation initiatives, whether 
economic, political or security 
related, as in the case of ASEAN. 
Thus, China is becoming the 
centre of gravity of Asia, dis-
creetly participating in greater 
world diplomacy, prudently yet 
confidently. Furthermore, Chi-
na has strengthened cooperation 
with Africa, Latin America and 
the so-called BRICS since 2009. 
Together with some neighbour-
ing countries, China is forming 
a pole of power in an interna-
tional multi-polar system, man-
aged by a version of the uN, 
reshaped by the new balance of 
power to be formed. 

India and Southern Asia 
facing the reconfiguration 
of alliances
Another region with its own growth 
and global insertion dynamics is the 
Indian subcontinent. India had been 
characterized by its self-centred in-
dustrialization; and despite its neu-
tralist diplomacy, it had been an 
ally of Moscow on a strategic level 
(an anti-Chinese alliance). This sit-
uation ended in the late 1980s. In-
dia aimed to normalize relations 
with China, integrate with the Asian 
development cycle and solve the di-
lemma with Pakistan. In 1985 the 
South Asian Association for Re-
gional Cooperation (SAARC)4 was 
established, boosted in the 1990s by 
the accelerated development and the 
opening of the Indian economy, 
which became one of the world’s 
information technology poles 
(Chaudhury, 2006: 212). 

Moreover, India is a nuclear 
power (but not a signatory to the 

China became the 
centre of gravity 
of Asia, acting 
prudently and 
cautiously in greater 
world diplomacy, 
but with a large 
presence in Africa.
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Non-Proliferation Treaty). India 
aspires for membership in the uN 
Security Council; it produces mis-
siles and defends the notion of 
independence and national inter-
est. Although the Indian economy 
has solid and modern foundations, 
its modernity coexists with ar-
chaic caste systems and shocking 
poverty. However, since the be-
ginning of the 21st century, 150 
million Indians have left the pov-
erty bracket, according to the uN 
(in China, 350 million have also 
left poverty).

The traditional rivalry be-
tween India and Pakistan is re-
lated to their traumatic indepen-
dence in 1947, especially in rela-
tion to the region of Kashmir, 
which was divided. The tension 
between the two states, both nu-
clear-armed, with constant 
armed confrontations in the bor-
der region, has been a source of 
great concern, although there 
have been negotiations to nor-
malize relations since the start of 
the Afghan War in 2001.

The White House sought to 
cooperate with India as a way of 
building anti-Chinese alliances, 
exploiting the rivalries of both 
countries. Such a trend, outlined 
earlier in the Clinton adminis-
tration, was intensified during 
the early Bush administration. 
However, the September 11 at-
tacks and the fight against ter-
rorism completely changed the 
scenario. For the attack against 
Afghanistan and the neutraliza-
tion of terrorism, Pakistan was a 
strategic element.

This closer approximation of 
the united States with Pakistan 
and China did not prevent a 
change in American policy re-
lated to India, due to China’s 
growing power and the terrorist 
action in India. India became a 
counterpoint to these two other 
nations (Deepak: 2005). Further-
more, India itself, also under 
pressure from this external situ-
ation, increased the priority of 
its bilateral relations with the 
united States. In March 2006 
both countries concluded an 
agreement which culminated in 
the actual recognition of India’s 
nuclear status by Washington. 
An alliance was formed by unit-
ed States, Japan, Australia and 
India. The Indians have taken 
advantage of this situation, with-
out losing sight of their perma-
nent ties with their Asian neigh-
bours. Fidel Castro was asked by 
an American journalist if it was 
valid to resist to the American 
single-polarity, when “even In-
dia was already in the pocket of 
the united States”, and he re-
plied: “India is too big to fit in-
to anyone’s pocket.”

In 2008, the financial crisis 
in the united States broke out 
and it affected Europe. When 
President Obama took office in 
2009, there were three critical 
areas: economic (internal and 
external), the need to withdraw 
from the wars that were not won 
in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the 
new economic and political sta-
tus reached by the BRICs (Bra-
zil, Russia, India, China and lat-
er South Africa in December 
2010), a group that created its 
own agenda. The extension of 
the Afghan War into Pakistan 
and the American pressure on 
this country – culminating in 
Bin Laden’s obscure assassination 
on his territory in 2011 – result-
ed in great destabilization of this 
country and affected the Amer-
ican-Pakistani bilateral relations.

In this scenario, China gained 
even more projection, approach-
ing Pakistan and being courted 
by the united States to support 
the dollar and the recovery of 
the damaged economy of the 
OECD countries. The BRICs 
and Asia keep on having good 
rates of economic growth, while 
a stagnant Japan still suffers the 
huge effects of the mega-earth-
quake that generated a tsunami 
that swept north and produced 
an unprecedented nuclear crisis.

The economic crisis, far from 
improving, has threatened the 
whole world economy and dip-
lomatic stability. There is an on-
going campaign against Chinese 
exports – blamed as the villains 
of the crisis – instead of the ram-
pant financial speculation which 
marked the last three decades. 
New militarist trends also emerge 
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notes

1. The socialist economic policy based on the market, which was in force in the 

Soviet union between 1921 and 1927.

2. The concept of “new Second World” was presented in the study of macro-sce-

narios, conducted by the Secretariat of Strategic Affairs (SAE) of the Presidency 

of the Republic during the Fernando Henrique Cardoso administration.

3. India and Pakistan joined the Shanghai Cooperation Organization in 2016.

4. It is formed by India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Bhutan and Mal-

dives, with a population equivalent to China’s (one billion three hundred million 

inhabitants). Afghanistan joined in 2010.

at the global level, with the destabilization of the 
Arab countries, NATO’s intervention in Libya, 
civil wars in Syria and Yemen, as well as the ref-
ugee crisis in Europe and Turkey.

Asia Geopolitics Trends
In Asia’s geopolitics, China seeks to avoid dis-
closure of any intention of restoring the tax sys-
tem prevailing in the imperial era (Adshead, 2000: 
35). Even so, something similar has occurred on 
the economic field, although the role of Japan, 
Russia, India, the united States and the Shang-
hai Cooperation Organization (SCO) work as a 
political counterweight. China, the epicentre of 
the Asian geopolitics, has managed to consoli-
date its position through constant adaptations and 
flexible strategies (Kissinger: 2011).

The alliance with Russia is interesting, ex-
tending the region towards a Eurasian space, but 
it has its contradictions. There are synergies be-
tween the two countries, but there is also com-
petition and mistrust.

The biggest zone of tension has been the 
Southern China sea, a situation that may get 
worse due to the administration of Donald 
Trump. However, it seems that the new uS 
president will seek, rather than a confrontation 
with China, a new bilateral arrangement more 
favourable to the united States – hence, the 
great “friendship” with Vladimir Putin, which 
would reduce the strength of the Shanghai Co-
operation Organization.

On the other hand, the weight of the Chinese 
economy is the ultimate catalyst element of any 
geopolitical arrangement in Asia. Each zone of 
tension is managed separately, without being 
based on a singular, anti-Chinese scenario. De-
spite the attempts of the united States to fence 
off and forge alliances, the tendency has been to 
gradually organize Asian geopolitics into a single 
scenario, marking the return of the terrestrial 
powers, which limit the interference of the mar-
itime power in the region. It seems that the geo-
politics of Asia is based on different assumptions 
than those of the traditional geopolitics of An-
glo-Saxon powers from a century ago. n

Since it was recognized as 

a nuclear power, India has 

prioritized bilateral relations 

with the United States. India 

has taken advantage of this 

situation without losing sight of 

their permanent ties with their 

Asian neighbours.
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African countries are in a good position to capture low-

skilled jobs that have been released by successful middle-

income countries, which have been experiencing higher 

wages and losing competitiveness in many industries. 

Although the tendency is to disappear, there is still a very 

large quantity of this kind of employment that will have to 

be relocated. Africa can jump directly into the global 

economy by building industrial parks and export processing 

zones connected to world markets. It can leverage these 

zones to attract the lighter industry of more advanced 

economies, as did the Eastern Asian countries in the 1960s 

and China in the 1980s. 

AfricA 
Whatever you Thought,  
Think Again
The Dividends of Disappointment, Pain, and Shame
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1. Introduction 

Time is decidedly the great sculp-
tor, as Marguerite Yourcenar of-
ten conjectured. The past decades 
have been a succession of differ-
ent times for Africa. After the 
short-lived moment of optimism 
that followed the wave of decol-
onization and the independenc-
es in the early 1960s, the gen-
eral mood in Africa was long one 
of disappointments and despair. 
The political and economic news 
from the continent was not good, 
and the levels of shame and bit-
terness both within Africa and 
outside reached record levels. Po-
litical and economic misery fed 
each other and worsened the al-
ready poor reputation of the con-
tinent known to have been the 
cradle of humanity. 

The disappointments and pain 
were such that many African in-
tellectuals and leading policy-
makers took upon themselves to 
resurrect and endorse the worse 
racial clichés that were popular 
among colonial European re-
searchers about Africa ( Jones 
1960). Some wondered out loud 
whether Africa was simply re-
bellious to the very notion of 
economic development (Kabou 
1991). Others explored African 
“psyche” and “culture” to try to 
identify the germs of failure. 
Ngangbet (1984), a respectable 
former government minister 
from Chad, released an essay in 
1985 to recommend that his 
country be recolonized, and per-
haps, placed under the tutorship 
of the united Nations—perhaps 
he just felt that his fellow coun-
trymen were genetically not pre-

pared to rule an independent na-
tion in the modern world... 

In many places in Africa, life 
seemed like a horror movie: poor 
economic and social performance 
was compounded by dysfunction-
al polities and ugly violent con-
f licts. In Liberia, a political lead-
er named Prince Johnson could 
torture and mutilate former Pres-
ident Samuel Doe in front of tele-
vision cameras (Monga 2010). 
Not even Nelson Mandela’s lib-
eration from prison in 1990 ap-
peared to turn the tide. Mass trag-
edies kept occurring. The climac-
tic moment of this horror movie 
was the 1994 Rwanda genocide. 
It was perhaps the cataclysmic 
event that African societies need-
ed to f irmly establish break with 
a dark and shameful past. In a 
front cover story dated May 2000 
Africa was branded the “hope-
less” continent by the very inf lu-
ential Economist magazine.

Times started to change soon 
after that and the story changed 
too. Africa’s reputation began to 
improve. Future historians will 
sort out the arguments and ex-
plain whether the change was due 
to the resumption of economic 
growth fostered by high com-
modity prices and improved eco-
nomic management, better lead-
ership and stronger and more le-
gitimate social and political 
institutions, or whether it was the 
other way around—that is, a pos-
itive mood across the continent 
leading to better economic per-
formance. Regardless of the ex-
planation, it appeared clearly that 
the circulation of good ideas and 
knowledge was an essential en-
gine of change, as many people 

in Africa understood the need to 
embrace their own future.

And then came Barack Hus-
sein Obama. The news of his elec-
tion as the 44th President of the 
united States fused and sustained 
the already strong enthusiasm that 
many people in Africa felt about 
themselves. Suddenly it became 
even more fashionable again to 
be optimistic about Africa’s eco-
nomic prospects, and the poten-
tially important role it could play 
in the world. While some Black 
intellectuals in Africa and around 
the world celebrated Obama’s 
soaring rhetoric and the symbol-
ism of his life story, many derived 
a strong sense of collective pride 
from his ascension to the helm of 
global power. Expectations quick-
ly ran high, as people on the 
streets of African cities and vil-
lages saw in his triumph the long 

awaited evidence that the time of 
Africa had come…

Obama himself had never said 
anything remarkable about Af-
rica (or shown any particular in-
terest towards the continent) dur-
ing his campaign for the u.S. 
presidency. He was no more an 
“Africanist” than his political op-
ponents. Still, he was immedi-
ately hailed as the Savior, and cel-
ebrated as a mixture of Martin 
Luther King and Nelson Man-
dela. After all, he had won the 
Nobel Prize for Peace only months 
after becoming the u.S. Presi-
dent. Many Africans and Africa 
“experts” simply assumed that his 
Kenyan roots and obvious skin 
color would make him a natural 
champion of the continent on the 
world stage. In some ways, it was 

a shamelessly essentialist reading 
of history. But who cared? The 
entire planet was mesmerized that 
a “Black man” (whatever that 
meant) had managed to get into 
the White House…

Never aware of his alleged Af-
ricaness, Obama naturally could 
not meet the expectations of his 
African cousins, nieces and neph-
ews. He acted like any other tra-
ditional American President, 
bombing Libya without consult-
ing with African heads of States, 
closing his eyes or offering mili-
tary aid to several African dicta-
tors deemed “friends of the u.S.,” 
chasing suspected terrorists with 
drones wherever he could f ind 
them in the Sahelian desert of in 
the Horn of Africa, traveling rare-
ly to the continent—typically for 

short trips—mainly to lecture his 
African peers about their bad gov-
ernance manners, and in fact, 
showing more than benign ne-
glect and disdain for the conti-
nent’s affairs. In fact, the main 
motto and strategic pillar of his 
foreign policy was “Pivot to Asia,” 
which was understood in all cap-
ital cities from Rabat to Johan-
nesburg and from Dakar to Dji-
bouti as an “off icial” statement 
of neglect of Africa.   

Times have changed. It is now 
clear that Barack Obama could 
not do for Africa what the African 
themselves did not do. After all, 
several major African-American 
political leaders and hugely inf lu-
ential figures had dominated the 
global scene well before him, with-
out changing anything about the 

The Obama 

administration 

frustrated Africans, 

who expected much 

from him. This had a 

positive side: today, 

we know that our 

fate is in our hands. 

Africa is ready for 

development. 
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global perception of Africa, or its 
fate. The long list includes Martin 
Luther King or General Colin 
Powell, and some mythical, also 
shakers and movers such as music 
prodigies Michael Jackson and 
Prince, or basketball legends Mi-
chael Jordan and Lebron James. In 
fact, it is now widely believed that 
George W. Bush, the u.S. 43rd 
President, may have done much 
more to renew and strengthen 
u.S.-Africa relations that Obama-
the-African…

The reason no “Black” figure 
could lift Africa’s global image and 
reputation is simple: perception 
depends on (economic) perfor-
mance. Africa is still perceived as 

the poorest region of the world 
and the source of some of the main 
global threats. Fortunately, Barack 
Obama’s failure to “do something” 
for the continent where his father 
was born is actually forcing Afri-
can leaders and many people on 
the continent to realize that their 
fate is entirely in their hands—not 
in the hands of anyone in Amer-
ica or elsewhere in the world. In 
sum, Africa is now ready to reap 
the dividends of disappointment, 
pain, and shame.

This paper discusses Africa’s 
potential contribution to the 
world. It argues specifically that 
African industrialization is the 
most reliable driver for global 

prosperity and peace. under the 
right framework it would spur 
economic development on the 
continent, provide the much 
needed boost to aggregate de-
mand, and lift global growth 
while generating new employ-
ment opportunities in advanced 
and developing economies. 

The paper starts with the ob-
servation that there are actually 
many Africas. The African union 
currently counts 54 members 
states. These many countries have 
different historical trajectories, 
philosophical and cultural heri-
tages, economic structure, and 
administrative traditions. Their 
economic performances vary, as 

their gross domestic product 
(GDP) per capita in 2015 ranged 
from $ 250 in Malawi to $19,000 
in Equatorial Guinea, according 
to World Bank data. While war-
torn and conf lict-affected Afri-
can countries such as Libya or 
Burundi feature in the list worst 
performers in 2015, the conti-
nent also has some of the fastest-
growing economies in the world 
(Ivory Coast, Ethiopia, Rwanda, 
Tanzania, and Senegal). In fact, 
few commentators of global af-
fairs seem to have realized that 
Africa has nearly 30 middle-in-
come countries. The continent’s 
middle class is growing at a rap-
id pace and is estimated to some 
300 million people with decent 
purchasing power. 

Despite its diversity of eco-
nomic performances and expe-
riences, the extraordinary con-
tributions of Africa are still large-
ly unknown even to educated 
people in advanced countries. 
The general tone of internation-
al media coverage of Africa has 
improved in recent years (from 
the ignorant and bluntly racist 
headlines of a few decades ago 
to somewhat cautiously optimis-
tic comments). However, skep-
ticism or indifference still pre-
vails in major business circles. 
And Africa is still widely kept 
out of the international cenacles 
where global governance deci-
sions are made. Perhaps even 
worse: the continent that has pro-
duced Nelson Mandela is still 
rated in the collective imaginary 
of people, both in in the West 
and the East of the globe, as a 
repository of misery and pity. 
Well-meaning people in West-

ern countries rarely mobilize and 
hit the streets to celebrate any-
thing coming from Africa—they 
typically do so only to beg for 
more humanitarian aid to deal 
with crises, or to pressure their 
governments for debt forgiveness 
for poor countries. 

Yet, in an increasingly inter-
dependent world, Africa holds 
the keys to world peace and pros-
perity. The world is increasing-
ly independent—not only from 
an economic perspective but al-
so on political and security is-
sues. Mass migrations, terrorist 
threats, random violence, and 
global pandemics have shown 
that no country on earth could 
be rich and powerful enough to 
be safe in a world where there is 
too much suffering and despair. 
No boundary could protect ad-
vanced economies from the eco-
nomic, social, and political chal-
lenges experienced by people in 
poor countries.

The remainder of the paper is 
organized as follows: Section 2 
discusses the heavy costs of Af-
rica’s failure to industrialize and 
the inability of global leaders to 
observe that. Section 3 presents 
a general policy framework for 
engineering African industrial-
ization. Section 4 offers some con-
cluding thoughts.

2. Africa as the Main 
Source of Global Threats
Humanity is supposed to have 
made great strides in the devel-
opment of information technolo-
gies that connect people from all 
corners of the planet and allow 
them to relate to each other across 

real and imaginary boundaries. 
New forms of social media, which 
are continuously used in ways that 
nobody envisaged in their incep-
tion, are indeed helping shed light 
to the pain, suffering, and hope 
of all people—even those trapped 
in the most remote parts of the 
world. Yet, while these new chan-
nels of communications may have 
expanded the global stock of 
knowledge, they may not have 
stimulated true learning. Even 
today, the average person in Lat-
in America, the united States, in 
Europe or Asia, anyone who has 
never traveled to Africa and does 
not know much about the conti-
nent, would be profoundly misled 
by the headlines stories that even 
the most reputable traditional 
news sources and television pro-
grams devote to it.

News is normally bad news, 
the old saying goes. That is per-
haps why the inf inite positive 
dynamics that are ongoing in 
anyone of the 54 countries of 
Africa would not be found on 
the front pages of international 

Only bad news is 

published. Therefore, 

the positive dynamics of 

the 54 African countries 

are not included in 

international newscasts. 

It seems that we live in 

an eternal crisis.
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magazines or in primetime re-
ports of television channels. By 
contrast, each single political or 
economic problem occurring on 
the continent would be widely 
advertised as evidence of a region 
of the world in perpetual crisis—
making it the main source of 
global threats. Morocco and Tu-
nisia are reduced to places from 
where hordes of invaders willing 
to die try to cross the Mediter-
ranean Sea and become illegal 
migrants in Europe. Egypt, the 
birthplace of the world’s most 
sparkling civilizations, is de-
scribed as a country of Islamist 
Radicals. Nigeria, a dynamic 
country of 180 million people 
responsible of 30 percent of Af-
rica’s gross domestic product 
(GDP), is mainly talked about 
when there is a Boko Haram ter-
rorist attack. Rwanda is only re-
ferred to for the 1994 genocide, 
not for its spectacular economic 
growth since then. Ethiopia is 
not portrayed for its ongoing eco-
nomic structural transformation 
but for the political unrests that 
always mark such a challenging 
process. South Africa, Nelson 
Mandela’s home country, a place 
where the most daring social ex-
periments are taking place, is rel-
egated to the land of racism and 
violence. Senegal, the land that 
produced Cheikh Anta Diop and 
Leopold Sedar Senghor, is only 
mentioned in international news 
as an exotic former French col-
ony for second-class tourism. 
Cameroon, a country that has 
produced some of the most cre-
ative contemporary intellectuals 
and artists (Fabien Eboussi Bou-
laga, Jean-Marc Ela, Manu Diban-

go, Richard Bona, among others), 
is only depicted as a place where 
children play football (soccer) on 
the streets, all dreaming to be-
come the next Roger Milla or 
Samuel Eto’o… 

u.S. Medal of Freedom Win-
ner Tom Hank recently immor-
talized American natural heroism 
in a blockbuster Hollywood mov-
ie that depicts the Horn of Africa 
as a territory of pirates—full of 
the stereotypes the entire movie 
does not show a single African 
character that has an ounce of dig-
nity and humanity.1 Yes, Africa is 
still portrayed in many mainstream 
international media with shame-
ful generalizations and caricatures 
(see Figure 1).

It should be obvious to anyone 
that there is nothing intrinsically 
“bad” or “shameful” about Af-
rica. It just happens that the con-
tinent has failed to engineer and 
sustain the kind of inclusive in-
dustrial development that trans-
form societies from low- to high-
income status. It has been a failure 
of leadership, and a failure to make 
use of good ideas.

Prosperity is achieved in any 
country only when a country’s 
resources (human, natural, and 
capital) are shifted from subsis-
tence and informal activities in-
to high-productivity activities. 
The economic development of 
today’s industrialised countries 
was almost universally accom-
panied by an increase in agricul-
tural productivity in the early 
stages of development. Sustained 
economic development typical-
ly requires that agriculture, 
through higher productivity, 
provides food, labor, and even 

savings to the process of urban-
ization and industrialization. A 
dynamic agricultural sector rais-
es labor productivity in the rural 
economy, pulls up wages, and 
gradually eliminates the worst 
dimensions of absolute poverty.

Agricultural growth also stim-
ulates growth in non-farm sectors, 
thus driving structural transfor-
mation and industrialization pro-
cesses. The development of a com-
petitive industrial sector yields an 
even higher payoff. Economists 
have established at least since the 
early1960s that manufacturing has 
always played a larger role in total 
output in richer countries, and that 
countries with higher incomes are 
typically those with a substantial-
ly bigger economic contribution 
from the transport and machinery 

sectors. The countries that man-
age to pull out of poverty and get 
richer are those that are able to 
diversify away from agriculture 
and other traditional products.

Industrialization has always 
played a key role in growth ac-
celeration processes that are sus-
tained over time and eventually 
transform economies f rom 
“poor” to “rich.” In the early 
phases of modern economic 
growth, which started with the 
Industrial Revolution, manufac-
turing in particular played a larg-
er role in the total output of suc-
cessful countries and their high-
er incomes were associated with 
a substantially bigger role of 
transport and machinery sectors. 
Throughout the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, countries in 

North America, Western Europe 
and Asia were able to transform 
their economies from agrarian 
to industrial powers, which in-
cluded a rapidly growing servic-
es sector fueled in large part by 
the multiplier effect of manufac-
turing. As a result, they built 
prosperous middle classes and 
raised their standards of living.

Besides the generally much 
higher levels of productivity in 
industry (especially manufactur-
ing) than in traditional agriculture, 
the main reason for the growth in 
industrialisation is the fact that its 
potential is virtually unlimited, 
especially in an increasingly glo-
balised world. As agricultural or 
purely extractive activities expand, 
they usually face shortages of land, 
water or other resources. In con-

trast, manufacturing easily ben-
ef its from economies of scale: 
thanks to new inventions and tech-
nological development, and to 
changes in global trade rules, trans-
port and unit costs of production 
have declined substantially during 
the past decades, which also fa-
cilitates industrial development. 
Today, almost any small country 
can access the world market, find 
a particular niche, and establish 
itself as a global manufacturing 
place. For example, Qiaotou and 
Yiwu, two once small Chinese 
villages, have become powerhous-
es, producing more than two-
thirds of the world’s buttons and 
zippers, respectively!

Industrialization also pro-
motes inclusive development by 
expanding the f iscal space for 

African economies 

have undergone 

changes over the 

last 50 years, but 

this evolution has 

not replicated what 

occurred in other 

peripheral regions, 

such as Asia and 

Latin America. Part 

of the workforce 

moved to less 

productive sectors. 

Figure 1 Caricatures of Africa in Some Mainstream Western Media
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social investments. In such a con-
text f iscal revenues are likely to 
increase due to: exports of high-
er value added; rising profits of 
companies; and, better incomes 
earned by more productive and 
innovation labor force. Within 
the industrial sector, manufac-
turing has evolved and changed 
the dynamics of the world econ-
omy. Profound changes in geo-
political relations among world 
nations, the widespread growth 
of digital information, the de-
cline of transportation costs and 
the development of physical and 
financial infrastructure, comput-
erized manufacturing technolo-
gies, and the proliferation of bi-

lateral and multilateral trade 
agreements have contributed to 
the globalization of manufactur-
ing. These developments have 
permitted the decentralization 
of supply chains into indepen-
dent but coherent global net-
works that allow transnational 
f irms to locate various parts of 
their businesses in different plac-
es around the world. The cre-
ative design of products, the 
sourcing of materials and com-
ponents, and the manufacturing 
of products can now be done 
more cheaply and more efficient-
ly from virtually any region of 
the planet while f inal goods and 
services are customized and pack-

aged to satisfy the needs of cus-
tomers in faraway markets. 

The globalization of manufac-
turing has thus allowed developed 
economies to benefit from lower-
cost products driven by the lower 
wages used for production in de-
veloping countries such as China, 
India, Bangladesh, Costa Rica, 
Mexico, or Brazil while creating 
job and learning opportunities in 
these formally poor nations. The 
intensity of these exchanges has 
led to new forms of competition 
and co-dependency.2

Much of Africa has experi-
enced slow growth in average 
labor productivity in the agri-
cultural sector in independence, 

indicating that little structural 
transformation has taken place 
in this sector. As a result, record 
in terms of structural transfor-
mation in the last 50 years has 
been disappointing. It must be 
noted, however, that there are 
large heterogeneities within this 
group of countries. Some coun-
tries are today in a process of de-
industrialization while other 
could be characterized as never 
being industrialized. In fact, Af-
rican economies have evolved in 
the past half century, but the na-
ture of this change has gener-
ally not been the same as the one 
driving growth in other world 
regions: in Asian and Latin Amer-
ican countries labour has gener-
ally moved towards sectors with 
higher productivity, in Africa it 
has moved towards sectors with 
lower productivity. While farm-
ers have moved out of rural areas 
and the share of agriculture in 
employment and value added has 
dropped since the 1960s, the pri-
mary beneficiaries have been ur-
ban and often informal services 
rather than manufactures. Thus, 
the transformation of some of 
these economies has been to-
wards the wrong sectors. 

What happened?
Political leaders hoped to make 
Africa and other LDCs advanced 
economies immediately after in-
dependence. They generally ad-
opted a strategy to build up ad-
vanced capital- and technology-
intensive industries even though 
these countries were mainly 
agrarian economies. under these 
circumstances the government’s 
priority industries went against 

the economy’s comparative ad-
vantage. The government need-
ed to protect them by giving 
them monopoly positions and 
subsidizing them through vari-
ous price distortions, including 
suppressed interest rates, over-
valued exchange rates and so on. 
The price distortions created 
shortages and the government 
was obliged to use administra-
tive measures to mobilize and 
allocate resources directly to the 
non-viable f irms in the priority 
industries. Through those inter-
ventions the government was 
sometimes able to set up modern 
advanced industries, but the re-
sources were misallocated and 
the incentives repressed. Even-
tually economic performance was 

very poor. In the words of Lin 
(2012), haste made waste.

Successful development ex-
periences and lessons from eco-
nomic policy highlights the in-
dispensable facilitating role that 
the government must play to al-
low markets to work well, and 
potentially-competitive indus-
tries to grow.  First, no matter its 
success or failure, a pioneer f irm 
in industrial upgrading and di-
versif ication provides informa-
tion externalities to other f irms. 
If it fails, the f irm needs to bear 
all the costs of failure. If it suc-
ceeds, other competitive f irms 
will enter and the pioneer f irm 
will not be able to earn extra 
prof its. Due to the asymmetry 
between the cost of failure and 
the gain of success, a f irm’s in-
centive to be the pioneer will be 
low. A broad based intervention 
cannot solve the need for com-
pensating pioneer f irms.

Second, the required infra-
structure improvements are often 
industry-specific. The cut f lowers 
and textile industries require dif-
ferent infrastructure for their ex-
ports. Since a developing country’s 
fiscal resources and implementa-
tion capacity are limited, its gov-
ernment has to prioritize the in-
frastructure improvement accord-
ing to the targeted industries.

Third, to compete in the glo-
balized world, a new industry 
not only must align with the 
country’s comparative advantage 
so that its factor costs of produc-
tion can be at the lowest possible 
level, but also the industry needs 
to have the lowest possible trans-
action related costs.  Suppose a 
country’s infrastructure and busi-

Governments 

must facilitate 

developement so 

that markets can 

function properly 

and that potentially 

competitive 

companies can 

grow. There 

must be rewards 

for pioneering 

companies as well 

as investments in 

infrastructure. 
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ness environment are good and 
industrial upgrading and diver-
sif ication happen spontaneously. 
Without the government’s coor-
dination, f irms may enter into 
too many different industries that 
are all consistent with the coun-
try’s comparative advantage. As 
a result, most industries may not 
form large enough clusters in the 
country and may not be com-
petitive in the domestic and in-
ternational market. Only in the 
wake of many failures may a few 
clusters may emerge eventually. 
Such a “trial and error” is likely 
to be a long and costly process, re-
ducing the individual firms’ ex-
pected returns and incentives to 
upgrade or diversify to new indus-

tries. This in turn can slow down 
a country’s economic development.

Slower-than normal growth 
in Africa also ref lects missed op-
portunities for the world econ-
omy. Since the 2008 crisis, ag-
gregate demand has been weak 
in many advanced economies 
due to def lated balance sheets of 
households, deleveraging in the 
f inancial sector, widening stress 
in public balance sheets, and con-
strained f iscal options. These 
conditions have contributed to 
low growth prospects that have 
limited private investment, de-
spite historically low interest 
rates. The IMF has highlighted 
output gaps and a persistence of 
aggregate underperformance of 
the global economy in the range 
of 1.5–2.0 percent more than 
five years after the Great Reces-
sion. It now appears that growth 
in emerging market economies 
has now slowed. Given their col-
lective population size and their 
rising middle-class with substan-
tial purchasing power, Africa 
could valuably contribute to 
global growth if indeed they 
could follow credible industri-
alization strategies.

Third, demographic shifts of 
major proportion are also taking 
place, albeit differently among 
countries and unevenly across re-
gions. In some major economies, 
such as Japan and the Republic 
of Korea, the work force is de-
clining as a result of demograph-
ic and labor market factors. In 
others, like the united States, un-
deremployment (as seen in broad-
er labor force participation statis-
tics) is a drag on recovery, though 
some of the decline in labor force 

participation can be traced to the 
aging of the population. In Eu-
rope, labor market inf lexibility 
results in high youth unemploy-
ment, despite demographic trends 
that should favor greater employ-
ability for the young. And in de-
veloping economies, lack of job 
prospects, especially for young 
potential workers, produces ex-
cess labor that remains idle and 
is encouraging migration. The 
lack of industrialization in Africa 
is worsening this undesirable out-
come of spare capacity, unused 
labor, and low returns to capital.

Motivated by the need to pre-
serve sociopolitical stability, ma-
ny African governments have 
used public sector employment 
as a tool for social redistribution. 
Civil servants are thus often re-
cruited on the basis of education 
credentials—not on the basis of 
the country’s economic needs. 
Wages in the civil administra-
tion have often been based on 
seniority (not individual produc-
tivity or market conditions). Pub-
lic policies tend to reward edu-
cation degrees rather than pro-
ductivity, and labor laws are 
often adopted to extend these 
rules to the formal private sec-
tor. These policies are misguid-
ed attempts to provide employ-
ment in countries where it is seen 
as the main determinant of pov-
erty reduction. They ref lect the 
shortage of good jobs and the 
unpleasant facts of the African 
labor markets.

In Sub-Saharan Africa in par-
ticular, 70-90 percent of the la-
bor force is engaged in non-wage 
employment. About 80 percent 
of these non-wage jobs are in 

agriculture, 10 to 30 percent are in house-
hold or microenterprises (this primary 
employment only). About one-third of 
those outside the wage and salary sector 
typically report multiple economic ac-
tivities over the year - combining agri-
culture and non-agricultural enterprises. 
Almost all of the labor force participants 
in low income households are engaged in 
household-based activities – family farm-
ing, and very small non-farm enterprises, 
commonly called “informal enterprises” 
(Figure 2).  

The household enterprise sector gen-
erates the majority of new nonfarm jobs 
in most African countries, even during 
times of high economic growth (Fox and 
Gaal, 2008). Household survey data show 
that, for the past decades, the informal 
sector (non-farm) has been a growing 
source of employment for a large fraction 

of the African youth, but also for older 
workers trying to seize entrepreneurial 
opportunities. Its contribution to GDP 
and poverty reduction has been substan-
tial, and it has become a major point of 
entry into the labor market for many. For 
youth in large cities such as Addis-Aba-
ba, Lagos, Kinshasa, Abidjan, Douala, 
Nairobi, or Dar-es-Salaam, the informal 
sector is indeed the only viable option 
for making a modest living, even for those 
with secondary, vocational, and tertiary 
education, as the number of employers 
in the formal sector is limited and there 
is evidence of skills mismatch in the la-
bor market. 

It is not surprising that job creation 
policies have led to disappointing results: 
most Sub-Saharan African countries start-
ed liberalizing their economies in the 
1970s and 1980s and have implemented 

Figure 2 Distribution of primary employment in Sub-Saharan Africa (Percent)
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Almost all  
sub-Saharan 
African countries 
made liberalising 
economic reforms 
since the 1970s. 
Labour markets 
have not been 
regulated. Even so, 
formal employment 
has not grown. The 
population dynamics 
of the region makes 
it even more 
challenging.
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serious market reforms for sev-
eral decades. Labor market reg-
ulations were substantially re-
laxed to make f iring decisions 
by firms easier. While labor pro-
ductivity (measured as percent-
age growth of GDP per person 
employed) is reported to have 
increased from -5.3 in 1990-1992 
to 4.4 in 2005-2008, the employ-
ment to population ratios did not 
show much change: in 2008, it 
was still averaging 64 percent for 
the entire population (15 years 
and older), the same level ob-
served in 1991. For the youth 
(ages 15-24), it has declined 
slightly in that twenty-year pe-
riod, from 50 to 49 percent.3 
Clearly, the labor market reforms 
have not led to the creation of 
new formal sector employment 
opportunities.

The dynamics of population 
growth makes things even more 
challenging (Figure 3). With 
population growth projected to 
be 2.2 percent in the next 25 
years and about 2-3 million 
young people entering the labor 
force every year, Africa’s work-
force will grow by 11-14 million 
a year for the next couple of de-
cades. The African private sec-
tor faces the challenge of creat-
ing employment opportunities 
to absorb the youth bulge: about 
two-thirds of the Region’s pop-
ulation is under the age of 24 
and is underemployed—includ-
ing those with college and uni-
versity degrees. Most workers 
are trapped in very low produc-
tivity activities in subsistence ag-
riculture and the informal sec-
tor. Sub-Saharan Africa will have 
to generate large employment 

opportunities annually in order 
to accommodate the high rate 
of population growth.

Africa’s failure to industrial-
ize has implications not only for 
the continent but also for the 
global economy, and for world 
peace and stability. First, it pre-
vents large segments of the pop-
ulation from contributing to pro-
duction, and benef iting from 
economic growth, which creates 
inequality and various forms of 
social imbalances with potential 
political repercussions. In these 
cases, the economy tends to de-
pend to a very large extent on 
the creation of employment in 
the informal sector. Formal man-
ufacturing is typically the most 
dynamic sector, the main driver 
of technological development and 
innovation and a major engine 
of broader-sector productivity 
and economic growth. Prema-
ture deindustrialization thus con-
stitutes a serious threat to growth 
in developing countries.

The formidable challenges of 
the upcoming demographic tran-
sition makes it indispensable for 
Africa to create new sources of 
growth that also come with sub-
stantial creation of jobs. In ad-
dition, the slump in commodity 
prices and subsequent rapid de-
celeration of growth in a num-
ber of African countries since 
mid-2014 only underscores the 
significant reliance on commod-
ity revenues for growth and need 
to create new sources of growth 
going forward to ensure macro-
economic stability and durable 
and equitable growth. Failure to 
adopt policies for fostering struc-
tural transformation in poor coun-

tries has already been costly not 
just for these economies but al-
so for the global economy and 
for world peace, as poverty and 
joblessness in Africa are often 
associated with instability, con-
f licts, violence, vulnerability to 
disorderly mass migrations that 
exacerbate the economics fears 
and social anxieties in advanced 
economies.

3. Africa, the 
Indispensable Continent
Perhaps the biggest paradox of cur-
rent times is that many of the world’s 
major problems, which some attri-
bute to Africa’s inability to ignite 
and sustain economic growth and 
lift itself out of material poverty, 
can only be solved by engineering 

Global institutions, 

public or private, 

could organize the 

transfer of savings 

from developed 

countries to 

productive 

investment 

opportunities 

in low-income 

economies. 

However, this does 

not happen.
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economic prosperity in Africa. 
True, there will always be an un-
compressible amount of anxiety, 
political tensions, global unemploy-
ment, and economic uncertainty 
on a planet inhabited by congeni-
tally unsatisfied and unpredictable 
human beings. However, it is clear 
that Africa’s economic development 
would not only alleviate the pain 
and suffering of the more than 1 
billion people who currently live 
there but also contribute in many 
ways to the resolution of global pov-
erty that sustain violence, terror-
ism, and sociopolitical tensions, the 
mass-migrations of unskilled labor, 
and high levels of unemployment 
in some advanced countries—most 
notably in Europe.

To understand how that would 
be possible, one must step back from 
Africa’s specific problems, take a 
look at the global picture, and un-
derstand the strong and often over-
looked economic and sociopolitical 
linkages that exist among regions 
of the world—regardless of territo-
rial boundaries and cultures. Let’s 
imagine for a minute that a group 
of Martian macroeconomists are 
watching Planet Earth today, from 
afar. What would they see, from 
their macroeconomic perspective? 
They would probably be impressed 
by the pace of innovation and tech-
nological developments on Earth. 
But they would also be surprised 
by the discrepancies and inconsis-
tencies in the ways in which pros-
perity is distributed among the 
Earth population. Martian observ-
ers would probably wonder why 
some people have excess food, 
which they destroy every day, while 
others go to bed everyday hungry. 
They would also be puzzled at the 

fact that there is excess savings in 
some places of the world while oth-
ers are painfully lacking in invest-
ment. The savings-investment dis-
crepancy would be a particular mys-
tery to them. 

Why? Because 

n Excess savings is creating f inan-
cial and economic problems in 
rich countries on Planet Earth 
(problems such as too low inter-
est rates, which encourages and 
bad behavior by bankers taking 
too much risks to find returns and 
eventually creating financial bub-
bles that threatens the economic 
and social fabric of societies).

n  Investment deficits are weakening 
growth prospects and perpetuat-
ing economic and social misery in 
Africa and in developing regions 
of the world—problems that even-
tually lead to poverty, anger, and 
political instability.

Rich countries have excess 
savings. By contrast, poor coun-
tries have investment deficits that 
could be absorbed by the abun-
dant f inancial resources and 
knowledge from rich countries. 
The Martian macroeconomists 
would reach the logical conclu-
sion that Planet Earth would be 
a much better place if linkages 
and solidarities could be estab-
lished among humans who large-
ly share the same aspirations and 
goals, regardless of where they 
live. All governments want to 
create the optimal conditions for 
harmonious development that 
generate lasting prosperity and 
good name for their country so 

that their political leaders can 
stay in power as long as possible 
and enter history books with 
honors. Private sector people ev-
erywhere in the world want to 
make money and perhaps, con-
tribute to some good causes. In 
fact, they need to make money 
to remain in business. Civil so-
ciety organizations across the 
planet generally want to ensure 
good opportunities among all 
citizens and create social peace. 
All these major players and enti-
ties may be driven by different 
motives. But they all strive for 
the same objectives.

Why aren’t the harmonious 
economic and f inancial among 
economic agents around the 
world exchanges happening? 
Why was income per capita in 
Malawi in 2015 $350 while it 
was $102, 000 in Luxembourg, 
and the human community ap-
pears to accept it? If the world 
through its global public institu-
tions or through international 
private channels could organize 
the transfer of savings from ad-
vanced economies into produc-
tive investment opportunities in 
low-income economies (most no-
tably in Africa), the result would 
be a win-win for all countries 
on earth, rich and poor. Yet it is 
not happening. Because econom-
ic policymaking is still mainly 
conceived and implemented with 
national borders and national po-
litical constituencies as referenc-
es, the world is not reaping the 
potential dividends of interna-
tional cooperation. Martians 
watching Planet Earth from afar 
and not understanding the great 
mystery of national borders 

If we intend to reduce international tensions and 
conflicts, we must adopt a Global Agreement on the 
Industrialization of Africa. The advanced economies 
would also benefit from it, opening new fronts of 
productive investment.
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would be surprised that human 
beings suffer from economic 
problems that could easily be 
solved if only they could change 
their perspective.

The best policy framework to 
achieve global growth and shared 
prosperity (which are the newly 
set united Nations Goals for 
2030), reduce international ten-
sions and conf licts, and take Plan-
et Earth towards peace and secu-
rity, would be for the interna-
tional community to quickly 
adopt, perhaps through the G20, 
a Global Covenant for African 
industrialization.4 Such a vehicle 
would not only allow Africa to 
address its own major economic 
and sociopolitical problems and 
take its natural place in the world; 
it would also immediately pro-
vide advanced economies unprec-
edented opportunities to channel 
their excess savings into produc-
tive investment ventures, and al-
low them to create jobs in many 
industries within their own bor-
ders. ultimately, Africa would 
become an even larger new mar-
ket and contribute substantially 
to global demand. 

The importance of African 
industrialization as an engine of 
global economic growth and de-
velopment cannot be overempha-
sized. Industrial production cre-
ates job opportunities at higher 
skill levels, facilitates denser links 
across the services and agricul-
tural sectors, between rural and 
urban economies and between 
consumers, intermediates and 
capital goods industries. In addi-
tion, prices of manufactured ex-
ports are less volatile and less sus-
ceptible to long-term deteriora-

tion than those of primary goods, 
making them particularly strate-
gic in highly commodity-depen-
dent developing countries. Fur-
thermore, industrialization is a 
critical tool in employment gen-
eration, poverty eradication, and 
regional development policies. 
Industrialization can also spur 
technological advancement and 
innovation as well as productiv-
ity gains. Indeed, virtually all the 
successful countries and emerg-
ing ones recognized the critical 
role of industrialization driven 
by increased manufacturing share 
in GDP and actively supported 
their industries through targeted 
policies and appropriate invest-
ments in institutions.

Manufacturing typically has 
higher levels of productivity than 
other sector. It also provides spe-
cial opportunities for capital ac-
cumulation, spatial concentra-
tion, agglomeration economies 
and dynamic economies of scale. 
It plays a special role as a driver 
of technological change and pres-
ents many opportunities to for 
learning and upgrading, and its 
positive spillovers and linkages 
to the economy are typically 
stronger. As compared to other 
sectors manufacturing is partic-
ularly well suited to create direct 
and indirect jobs, better paid than 
in other sectors and typically with 
better working conditions. The 
generation of direct and indirect 
jobs in manufacturing and man-
ufacturing-related services leads 
to the inclusion of more people 
in the growth process. It also in-
creases average productivity, 
wages and family incomes, thus 
reducing poverty.

Africa and the less developed 
countries in other parts of the world 
(LDCs) had a population of more 
than 1.5 billion in 2015, represent-
ing more than 20 percent of world’s 
population. According to uN pro-
jections, this figure will double by 
2050, year in which this group of 
countries is expected to account 
for 30 percent of world’s popula-
tion. (See Table 1). Seventy per-
cent of Africa’s population is under 
the age of 30, and over eighty per-
cent of the workforce there is ei-
ther unemployed or engaged in 
informal and subsistence activities. 
unless rapid and sustained indus-
trial development takes place across 
the continent, the unemployment 
and underemployment problems 
there are likely to worsen in im-
mediate future unless. Failure to 
quickly achieve structural trans-
formation would then push work-

ers out from these regions and 
increase the number of migrants 
arriving to other regions of the 
world, especially Europe.

However, with appropriate 
policies, industrialization in Af-
rica and LDCs would spur growth 
and contribute to global demand. 
By raising productivity levels and 
creating formal sector employ-
ment, it would boost average in-
comes in these economies and 
raise domestic consumption in 

the context of rapidly-growing 
middle class and high demand 
for imported capital equipment. 
According to uNIDO research, 
for every point of increase in the 
share of manufacturing in GDP 
(within the relevant range for 
African and LDCs5), per capita 
investment would increase in 66 
dollars and per capita consump-
tion would increase in 190 dollars. 
This boost in investment and con-
sumption, in turn, will increase 

their requirements of imported 
capital and consumer goods from 
other regions of the world, most 
notably the G20 economies where 
most of Africa’s and LDCs’ im-
ports come from, as shown in 
Figure 3).

Increased production of cap-
ital and consumer goods in G20 
economies and in Africa and 
LDCs would also put into mo-
tion several multiplier effects, 
generating further demand for 

Note: Unweighted averages. The aggregate of Developing Economies includes Africa, Asia (excluding 

Japan), latin America and the Caribbean and oceania (excluding Australia and New Zealand).

Source: Elaboration based on UN Comtrade.
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Figure 4 Share of G20 economies in total imports of capital and consumption goods in Africa and LDCs. 2013

Africa can boost 

global growth — just 

as Asia did. Decent 

jobs would soften 

the socio-political 

tensions and 

reduce the risks 

of adherence to 

radical groups that 

threaten everyone’s 

safety.

2015 2030 2050

World 7,349,472 8,500,766 9,725,148

Africa 1,186,178 1,679,301 2,477,536

African lDCs 615,371 921,916 1,440,177

Africa non lDCs (SSA) 346,915 474,937 683,055

Africa non lDCs (NA) 223,892 282,448 354,304

Non Africa lDCs 338,786 403,778 456,744

lDCs 954,158 1,325,694 1,896,921

Africa and lDCs 1,524,965 2,083,079 2,934,280

Share in World Population 21% 25% 30%

Source: Author’s elaboration based on United Nations data. Probabilistic Population Projections based on the 

World Population Prospects: The 2015 revision. Population Division, DESA. http://esa.un.org/unpd/ppp/

Table 1 Population projections: World, Africa and LDCs, 2015-2050 (in thousands)
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intermediates inputs, augment-
ing incomes and increasing em-
ployment. uNIDO has conduct-
ed a simple simulations exercise 
to estimate the positive dynamics 
of industrial growth and its ef-
fects on the G20 economies. This 
exercise is based on multi-region-
al input-output techniques. It has 
been estimated that increasing 
the share of manufacturing in 
GDP in Africa and LDCs could 
lead to an aggregate positive 
shock in investment of about 485 
billion dollars, and to an increase 
in household consumption of 
about 1.400 billion dollars. 

using the same method it is 
also possible to estimates: a) the 
direct increase in G20 exports 
of consumer and capital goods 
to Africa and LDCs triggered by 
their industrialization; b) the in-
direct increase in production in 
G20 countries triggered by these 

augmented exports; and c) the 
indirect increase in production 
in G20 countries triggered by 
the augmented production in Af-
rica and LDCs needed for the 
domestic production of invest-
ment and consumer goods. Table 
2 provides the details.

The results of these simula-
tions suggest a very important 
positive impact of Africa and 
LDCs industrialization on G20 
economies. Direct exports of cap-
ital and consumption goods would 
increase by more than 92 billion 
dollars. More importantly, the 
indirect effects associated with 
this increase in exports (given all 
the domestic linkages between 
G20’s exporting sector and other 
domestic producers) would in-
crease G20’s production in other 
130 billion dollars. The most im-
portant effect, however, is related 
to the increase in the domestic 

production of consumer and cap-
ital goods inside Africa and LDCs 
and the multiplier effect that this 
would have on other parts of the 
world and, in particular, in the 
countries of the G20. The esti-
mations suggest a total increase 
of almost 315 billion dollars due 
to these indirect effects. In terms 
of job creation, the specif ied lev-
el of industrial development in 
Africa and LDCs industrialization 
(manufacturing representing 15 
percent of GDP) would generate 
7.5 million jobs in the G20 econ-
omies. This represents about 0.4 
percent of G20’s total employ-
ment in 2013.6

In the decades ahead, Africa 
and the LDCs could become ma-
jor contributors to and drivers of 
global growth, just as Asia has 
been. New opportunities for de-
cent jobs, especially for the youth 
in the Arab world and in Sub-

Saharan Africa, would alleviate 
socio-political tensions and mit-
igate the risks of seeing large num-
bers of disenfranchised youth 
joining radical militant groups 
and posing threats to global peace 
and security. Higher growth rates 
in Africa and LDCs would yield 
additional global benefits for the 
world. It would bring higher tax 
revenues—and less dependency 
on foreign aid—to many low-
income countries and would help 
improve their domestic health sys-
tems and strengthen their capac-
ity to handle and prevent the out-
breaks of diseases such as the Eb-
ola or the Zika crises, which are 
global threats.

4. Conclusion

In fine, it can be said that despite 
its sub-optimal global reputation, 
Africa is actually better positioned 
today to shape the course of hu-
man history than any other re-
gion of the world. It is a collec-
tive failure of vision and political 
courage that has led G20 country 
leaders to miss the opportunity 
to take the necessary actions that 
would have generated win-wins 
for advanced economies and low-
income countries. Having just 
wrapped up his two-term (8 
years) at the helm of the world 
most powerful country, Barack 
Obama bears some responsibility 

Investment Consumption Total

Direct exports from G20  

(million dollars)
28,538 63,586 92,123

Indirect effects of exports  

(million dollars)
45,805 85,841 131,647

Indirect effects of lDCs and Africa 

production increase (million dollars)
109,478 204,026 313,504

Total increase in production  

(million dollars)
183,821 353,453 537,274

Total increase in employment  

(thousands workers)
2,171 5,332 7,503

Note: Employment figures were calculated using sectoral employment data from Ilo WESo 2015. Direct employment requirement coefficients were calculated dividing 

sectoral employment of 2013 (as published in Ilo WESo 2015) by sectoral output of 2013 (as published in Eora). Employment increase in the last row of the table was 

then calculated multiplying these direct employment coefficients by the corresponding change in production, by sector and by country of the G20.

Tabela 2 Projected increase in G20’s production and employment due to Africa and LDCs industrialization.

Source: Simulations based on Eora multi-regional Input output Table, 2013. 

The governments of the G20 
countries failed in taking 
the necessary measures to 
generate common benefits. 
Former President Obama has 
some responsibility for the 
wasted chances, but maybe 
expectations surrounding him 
were exaggerated.
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Notes

1. The movie is Captain Philips by Paul Greengrass 
(2013). It is supposed to narrate the true story of 
Captain Richard Phillips and the 2009 hijack-
ing by Somali pirates of the uS-f lagged MV 
Maersk Alabama, the first American cargo ship 
to be hijacked in two hundred years.

2. In recent decades, innovation, technological 
developments and new sources of economic 
growth have led some economists to question 
whether manufacturing still matters. See Mon-
ga (2014) for a critical assessment of the argu-
ments in that debate.

3. Source: World Development Indicators.

4. The G20 Summit held in Guangzhou, China, 
in September 2015, wisely identif ied African 
industrialization as a major priority for the world. 
unfortunately it did not adopt any credible ac-
tion plan to make it happen.

5. The figure only considers countries with per 
capita incomes below 25.000 international dol-
lars of 2005 and manufacturing shares below 
25% of GDP.

6. It is important to stress some limitations of the 
approach used. (i) The simulations are based on 
the 2013 input-output tables of 2013. That is, 
assuming that the input-output relations (inter-
sectoral transactions) remain the same, even 
after projecting that the manufacturing share 
in GDP will increase to 15%. Taking into con-
sideration the changes in inter-sectoral relations 
brought by industrialization would certainly 
affect the results. This however, would require 
a re-estimation of each input-output table of 
Africa and the LDCs, which is beyond the scope 
of this simple exercise. (ii) The structure of 
consumption and investment in Africa and LDCs 
is assumed to remain equal to that of 2013. The 
only thing changed for the projections is the 
total amount of money channelled to invest-
ment and consumption. But the way in which 
this money is allocated in terms of the type of 
goods purchased (sectoral structure), the origin 
of the good (domestic or foreign) and the par-
ticular country from which imports originate, 
is kept constant (equal to what is published in 
Eora 2013). (iii) We did not estimate the effect 
that industrialization in Africa and LDCs might 
bring in terms of increased exports from these 
countries. In this exercise the focus was placed 
on global f inal demand and thus only domestic 
absorption was considered. (iv) There is no 

specif ication on the time frame in which all 
these impacts will take place. This will depend 
on the time needed to increase the current 
manufacturing shares of Africa and LDCs to 
the goal share of 15% of the GDP.
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of the missed chances. But ex-
pectations upon him may have 
been unfairly high—especially 
from many people in Africa who 
mistakenly thought he was one 
of them, and not just the Presi-
dent of the u.S.

Who knows? Perhaps the cold, 
brash, business-type relationships 
that Donald Trump, the new world 
leader, wows to bring to global 
affairs may help Africa and the 
world — even unwittingly. By 
seeing African countries without 
emotions and not as a region in 
need of pity, foreign aid, and lec-
tures on political and economic 
governance, the new u.S. Presi-
dent may end up establishing with 
the continent the normal, busi-
ness-type of relationships that can 
ignite the long awaited process of 
sustained economic and social 
transformation.

It is indeed necessary to draw 
lessons from economic history 
and the experience of other coun-

tries where structural change has 
involved a variety of industrial 
processes. The transformation of 
the world economy and the emer-
gence of large developing coun-
tries open up new possibilities 
for latecomers. African countries 
can accelerate the shift of labor 
from low-productivity jobs in 
agriculture and the informal sec-
tor to higher-productivity jobs 
in agro-industry, manufacturing 
or tradable services and achieve 
sustained growth and poverty 
reduction. But in order to do so, 
new and more strategic forms of 
industrial policies that avoid the 
pitfalls of the past must be de-
signed and implemented.

The economic success of large 
emerging countries such as Chi-
na, Vietnam, Indonesia or Brazil 
in the 2000s ref lects their evolv-
ing endowment structures and 
changing comparative advan-
tage. It is also stimulating new 
dynamics in the distribution of 
responsibilities in the global pro-
duction system: these newcom-
ers are now well positioned to 
increasingly produce many of 
the high-value-added goods that 
used to be the exclusive prerog-
ative of advanced economies. In 
order to remain successful, they 
must continue climbing the in-
dustrial and technological ladder 
and get more involved in capital-
intensive industries. At the same 
time, they will have to free up 
much of their current manufac-
turing space to low-income 
countries that could be more 
competitive in labor-intensive 
industries. The necessary relo-
cation of large parts of their sup-
ply chains in lower-production-

cost countries will affect the 
price of goods, employment pat-
terns, and wages everywhere 
(Spence 2011). 

African countries are well po-
sitioned to capture many of the 
low-skilled jobs that must be re-
linquished by successful middle-
income countries that are expe-
riencing higher-wages and losing 
competitiveness in many indus-
tries. While some of these jobs 
will disappear because of tech-
nological innovation and auto-
mation, a still very large number 
of them will have to be relocated. 
African countries can leap di-
rectly into the global economy 
by building industrial parks and 
export-processing zones linked 
to global markets. They can le-
verage these zones to attract light 
manufacturing from more ad-
vanced economies, as East Asian 
countries did in the 1960s and 
China did in the 1980s. By at-
tracting foreign investment and 
firms, even the poorest African 
countries can improve their trade 
logistics, increase the knowledge 
and skills of local entrepreneurs, 
gain the confidence of interna-
tional buyers, and gradually make 
local f irms competitive. This 
strategy is already being used with 
great success in Vietnam, Cambo-
dia, Bangladesh, Mauritius, Ethio-
pia, Rwanda, and other countries. 
And the strategy need not be lim-
ited to traditional manufacturing 
but can also include agriculture, 
the service sector, and other ac-
tivities. Africa is therefore well 
placed to save the global econo-
my. It is up to world leaders to 
put forth the policy framework 
to make it happen. n

Africa can help 

saving the global 

economy. It is up to 

the world leaders 

to develop the 

necessary policy 

framework to 

make that happen. 

Everyone will 

benefit from it.
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A nova geopolítica da Ásia após a Guerra Fria
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The resurrection of Ali
Untimely considerations about Syria

PolitiKa

The present essay delineates the process in which the Arab revolts took 
place in Syria and their almost immediate descent into civil war. The 
argument is sustained by a fragment of the poem Prologue to the Kings 
of Taifas History, by Adonis, whereby the figure of Ali constitutes the 
mode in which the poet contemplates the catastrophe regarding the 
oncoming “betrayal” as the history of the modern Arabic world. Thus, 
the present essay proposes two points: firstly, we contend that the 
Syrian Ba’ath had been derived from a process of “ethno-
confessionalisation” that configured its political efficacy, as Giorgio 
Agamben has called a “gubernatorial machine”; secondly, we contend 
– as Túnez does – that the revolts in Syria arose from an immolation that, 
as such, calls into question the sacrificial dispositive by which the Ba’ath 
Party’s gubernatorial machine is sustained.

“The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that 
the “emergency situation” in which we live is 
the rule. We must arrive at a concept of history 
which corresponds to this.”

WalTer Benjamin

AR
T 

PR
od

UC
Ti

on
/S

HU
TT

eR
ST

oC
K.

Co
m

shutterstock.com


Nº 5 _ MARCH 2017 PolitiKa

Rodrigo Karmy Bolton The resurrection of Ali: Untimely considerations about Syria

7978the war in syria

annihilate that “new era” that had 
seemed to commence with Pres-
ident Nasser. The dream had se-
duced with the scent of a rose, but 
was eternally buried at once. Yes-
terday’s revolutionaries became 
today’s technocrats; the revolu-
tionaries that promised unity end-
ed up the new taifa kings, disput-
ing miserable quotas of power in 
a geopolitically devastated and 
imaginarily defeated region. 

Adonis falters. Contemplate 
the image of his “country” and 
tries to cling to the last remains 
of his dwelling. The poem devel-
ops as a place of the said dwell-
ing, a poem that can no longer 
be a friend of history, but rather 
a cry of memory: the “children 
drag their entrails”, the image of 
the future has turned to the past, 
freedom has been exchanged for 
slavery, the promised emancipa-
tion brutally ended in new shack-
les, in the consolidation of impe-
rial geopolitics, regionally led by 
Israel and globally by the united 
States. But under the imperial 
cartography survives the dream-
like topology of the peoples, as a 
roughness that prevents the full 
coincidence of the cartographic 
program, the irreducibility of the 
oneiric dream as a life that defies, 
each time, the geopolitics of the 
devastation of dwelling.

“Me heriste de muerte, mataste 
mis canciones, / ¿eres revolución / o 
matadero? (…)” writes Adonis. The 
situation becomes undecidable. 
Revolution or slaughter, emanci-
pation or new slavery, the catas-
trophe of a new era, exhibits the 
complicity between the old lib-
erators with the new oppressors, 
the taifa kings have returned when 

everything seemed to conspire for 
them; Adonis projects the image 
of the past in the contest of the 
present: as in the ancient Al-An-
dalus in which the taifa kings ne-
gotiated with the Christian Cru-
saders to conspire against other 
taifas; unconditional reproduction 
of the taifas as a figure of the de-
feat of 1967. But the defeat has not 
been total. It never is. Whenever 
the situation resounds undecid-
able, it becomes impossible to com-
pletely resolve, the fragile geopo-
litical balance is always about to 
explode. Such a “possible”, that 
irreducible one that, despite the 
defeat, allows us to continue 
breathing in the middle of the oc-
cupation, is called Ali.

But Ali serves as a double name. 
On one hand, Ali is the name of 
Adonis (Ali Ahmad Said Esber), 
a personal footprint that marks the 
finitude of a story; on the other 
hand, Ali is the name of the fourth 
caliph of Shi’ah Islam who was 
killed once he had attempted to 
overthrow the Mekhi oligarchy 
and gave rise to the Muslim schism 
that divided the waters between 
Shiites and Sunnis. It is within this 
context that the poet (Adonis) and 
the defeated caliph (Ali), the speak-
er in the face of the consummate 
catastrophe, and the martyr who 
defied the oligarchy of his time, 
are in the same place of enuncia-
tion, in the same voice. Ali does 
not only resonate the personal ex-
perience of the poet or simply the 
religious history of the Arab and 
Islamic world, but rather the cross-
roads between them, their inter-
section: the self and history, the 
present and the past, entangled in 
the same writing.

Ali is the place where historic-
ity touches the winds of eternity, 
the f inite character of a man 
(Adonis) assumes the infinity of a 
spiritual force (Ali). The poet 
spreads words crossed by the mem-
ory of the fallen, singles his vers-
es in the light of the blood distrib-
uted, composes his works signed 
by the voice of the dead. In this 
light, Ali is projected as the name 
that brings with it the irreducibil-
ity of justice yet to come, a be-
trayal by his own peers, but a “spir-
itual” survival that keeps alive the 
martyrological intensity and his 
commitment to redemption. Ali 
is the image in which the present 
is condensed, which the poet sees 
at the moment when everything 
seems to have been broken down. 
In the worst of worlds, when hard-
ly anything like “world” can sur-
vive, Ali appears: the strength of 
the vanquished, the image that 
identifies Ali as a remnant to come.

“With his story of backstab-
bing murder” Ali finds a “house” 
in the midst of the invasion (the 

During World War I, 
England, France and 
Russia signed secret 
agreements about  
the future of the 
Middle East — contrary 
to the promise that  
the Arabs would 
achieve national
independence.

ali

This stanza beside is part of the poem entitled Pro-
logue to the Kings of Taifas History by Adonis, writ-
ten at the end of the 60s and beginning of the 70s. 
There are two keys elements to begin this analy-
sis: f irstly, the term taifa that Adonis uses in the 
title and which constitutes the backbone of the 
entire text cannot be overlooked – taifa refers to 
the sectarian division among warlords during the 
Andalusian epoch that Adonis taps to contemplate 
the present; secondly, the poem was written on 
the occasion of naksa, the “disaster” of 1967, when 
Israel smashed Egyptian forces invading the Sinai 
and dominated Palestinian territories (occupied 
until today), extending its reach to Golan in Syr-
ia, in what came to be known as the Six-Day War.

On the occasion, the nationalist-populist Arab 
discourse that – after years of Franco-British col-
onisation – had emerged with anti-imperialist 
strength, started its fatal debacle. The fall from 
grace was expressed in the note stricken from the 
1971 edition that precluded the version of the 1971 
poem (one year after the death of Gamal Abdel 
Nasser): “Hail Gamal Abdel Nasser, the first mod-
ern Arab leader who has made efforts to end the 
reign of taifa kings to begin a new era.”2 The naksa, 
and all that subsequently ensued, led Adonis to 
erase the dedication in which he hailed President 
Nasser for unifying the Arabs. Israel imposed its 
power; the Arab forces hurriedly retreated from 
the surprise attack. 

All the popular fronts whose movements led 
to the Free Officers Movement in 1952 – with 
enormous repercussions at the regional level and 
directly inf luencing the Iraqi Revolution (1958) 
and subsequently the Syrian Revolution (1963) – 
would remain truncated, shattered in history, torn 
from its roots in only six days.3 Although there 
were posterior conf licts for which Egypt ended 
up negotiating peace with Israel (the 1979 Camp 
David Accords mediated by Jimmy Carter), the 
nationalist-populist discourse was left shipwrecked 
and without return. The taifas, which could have 
been left behind, have remained. Israel had de-
stroyed the dream of the Arabs, as Adonis testif ies 
in his poem on the so-called naksa. 

The words of Adonis play on several levels. The 
“vacillation” of a man before the very image that 
exhibits the debacle of his country survives. If the 
Six-Day War signified naksa, it is because not only 
was there the defeat of the Arab forces but, more 
importantly, the destruction of the dream of eman-
cipation as expressed in the pan-Arab discourse led 
by the once President Gamal Abdel Nasser. The 
poem takes its place under the light of a break with 
the past, an inf lection point in the history that would 

“Vacilo, a cada instante te veo, país mío, 
en una imagen.
Ahora te llevo en mi frente, entre mi sangre
y mi muerte: ¿eres rosa
o sepultura?

Te veo, filas de niños que arrastran
sus entrañas, escuchan y obedecen,
se prosternan ante las cadenas, mudan
de piel con cada golpe de látigo…¿Rosa
o sepultura?

Me heriste de muerte, mataste mis canciones,  
¿eres revolución o matadero?
Vacilo, a cada instante te veo, país mío, 
En una imagen…

Ali, con su historia asesinada a cuestas,
Va preguntando a la luz de choza en choza: 

‘Me han dicho que tengo una casa
como mi casa en Jericó,
qu tengo hermanos en El Cairo,
que la frontera de Nazaret
está en La Meca.’

¿Cómo se ha transformado el conocimiento
en cadenas?
Y la distancia en fuego de asedio, en víctima?
¿Por eso rechaza mi rostro la historia?
¿Por eso no veo ningún sol árabe
en el horizonte?”1*
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Arabic term used by Adonis for 
“house” is bayt which has a tradi-
tion that identifies it as a dwelling 
rather than as a territory of polit-
ical-state sort): Jericho, Cairo, 
Nazareth, Mecca, borders domi-
nated by imperial cartography, but 
in its underworld still inhabited 
by Ali. And it is Ali, in his spiri-
tual wisdom, who, as a voice from 
the past, as a dweller of the Arabs, 
a guardian of his legacy, asks “from 
hut to hut”: “How has knowledge 
been transformed into chains?” 
Ali walks through the cities in-
vaded like a spirit, perhaps as the 
famous “angel of history” prob-
lematized by Walter Benjamin in 
his reference to the painting of 
Paul Klee.4 For Adonis, Ali is the 
voice of the past that bursts into 
the present, the “angel of history” 
that exhibits the “progress” of the 
revolution as a true “slaughter-
house” and asks why “knowledge” 
has ended up imprisoning.

The story bleeds in his spirit 
and is far from f inding some 
comfort within it. Ali does not 
f it into the catastrophe, but he 
stares at it in astonishment. As a 
f igure of one was murdered for 
“betrayal”, he came to express 
to the twentieth-century Arabs: 
betrayed by the Western powers 
that, once the Turkish-Ottoman 
Empire collapsed, they did not 
grant “national independence” 
to the Arabs who had fought for 
it, secretly drafting the famous 
Sykes-Picot accords; Betrayed by 
those same powers after 1948 
with the creation of the State of 
Israel and the impunity with 
which their permanent crimes 
have been treated; Betrayed by 
their own liberators who, by 

opening the national-popular 
discourse, ended up succumbing 
to the imperial premises. “Be-
trayal” suffered by the Arabs to-
day, as yesterday’s “betrayal” in-
stigated against Ali immediately 
after the death of the Prophet. 
When conceived under the sign 
of “betrayal”, the story turns out 
to be that of the taifa kings. The 
new set of taifa kings “rejects the 
face”, and no “Arabian sun” is 
visible on the horizon. The ca-
tastrophe has devastated. The 
hope over Nasser has dissipated; 
Israel has consummated its inva-
sion and, with it, the Arab dream 
has been, in part, crushed. The 
revolutionaries have agreed with 
the enemy, they have tried to 
normalize the relations and, with 
that, they have succumbed to the 
violence that has left them. Ali 
is the force that does not belong 
to them but that goes through 
them. As a word that carries with 
it the authentic message of the 
Prophet destined for insurrection 
against the powers of change, Ali 
is the image that keeps alive the 
dignity of a struggle, the sudden 
advent of the past traversing the 
contours of the present, which, 
in the transience of His coming, 
promises an encounter.

The Ba’ath
The catastrophe of the taifa kings 
is marked by the Sykes Picot 
agreements secretly drawn up by 
Britain, France and Russia on 
January 3, 1916 (under the same 
impulse as the Balfour Declara-
tion of 1917, which explicitly 
proclaimed the support of Great 
Britain to the creation of a “na-

tional Jewish home” in Pales-
tine), ratifying itself in 1920 
(Conference of San Remo) and 
the treaty of Lausanne (stipulat-
ed between December of 1922 
and July of 1923), in which the 
French- British rulers imposed 
their rule, establishing territo-
rial divisions and sharing the 
spoils of economic exploitation. 
The colonial configuration that 
began to function is that of the 
“mandate”: “(...) a kind of f idu-
ciary administration of the ter-
ritories (...)”.5 Warned of the “be-
trayal” instigated by the Western 
powers, British High Commis-
sioner McMahon had promised 
the Arabs a national independence 
that contradicted the plans drawn 
up by the Sykes-Picot accords. At 
the same time, Ali’s spirit entered 
the Arab streets, unleashing an 
innumerable set of revolts whose 
strength will lead years later to 
the costly process of independence 
and the set of resistances that oc-
curred to counter the permanent 
imperial siege.

In his letter of October 24, 1915 
(less than a year after the Sykes-
Picot accords), Sir Mc Mahon 
writes to King Hussein (King Fais-
al’s father who will lead the great 
revolt against Ottoman rule): “On 
behalf of the Government of Great 
Britain, I am authorized to give 
the following guarantees in re-
sponse to your letter. (1) Great 
Britain is prepared to recognize 
and support the independence of 
the Arabs in all the limits and 
boundaries proposed by the Sher-
if of Mecca (...).”6 The sons of Hus-
sein, Abdallah and Faisal will lead 
the revolt against Ottoman rule 
in exchange for the promise of 

national independence. Not sur-
prisingly, once the Sykes-Picot 
agreements (published in a news-
paper by the nascent uSSR in 
1917) became known, Arab streets 
ignited into a new cycle of revolts 
and that history – as seen by the 
Arabs and Adonis in his poem – 
would highlight this episode as 
the “betrayal” executed by the 
Western powers.

The Sykes-Picot accords 
would become the imperial no-
mos by which Great Britain re-
mained in commanded of Pales-
tine, Jordan and Iraq, while 
France divided “Greater Syria” 
as it was known under the for-
mer tutelage of the Turco-Otto-
man Empire, in Lebanon and Syr-
ia: “The dismemberment of 
Greater Syria was mainly the re-
sult of colonial policy. The 1916 
Sykes-Picot Agreement between 
Britain and France separated Leb-
anon, Jordan and Palestine from 
it, and the Balfour Declaration 
of 1917 led to the off icial Juda-
ization of the latter. Moreover, 
these ‘countries’ were now gov-
erned by distinct (and conf lict-
ing) colonial powers. The state 
of Syria, as we know it today, is 
in no way more than a ‘residual 
state’ of what remained of natu-
ral Syria after many of the outly-
ing areas went their own way.”7 
“Greater Syria” (Bilad Shams) 
was originally a region dominat-
ed by the Turkish-Ottoman Em-
pire, which divided it into four 
great provinces that were unified 
under the regime of the Ibrahim 
Pasha government in 1841 until 
the f irst decades of the twentieth 
century, when the troops of Ab-
dallah and Faisal - supported by 

Britain, as stated in the letter of 
Mc Mahon - would begin their 
definitive fall, announcing Arab 
national independence. Sykes-
Picot consummates the division 
of “Greater Syria”, not only di-
viding Syria from Lebanon, but 
leaving both territories under 
French mandate.

In the open interregnum be-
tween the Ottoman fall and the 
Franco-British rule, Arab troops 
arrived in Damascus in 1918 un-
der the leadership of Emir Faisal, 
who articulated a sort of inde-
pendent government, ratif ied by 
the Syrian National Congress in 
1919 and which ended up estab-
lishing one: ...) an organic law 
establishing the principle of na-
tional sovereignty and a federal 
parliamentary regime between 
Syria, Palestine, Transjordan and 
Lebanon (...)8, as had been orig-
inally configured in the “Great-
er Syria” under the Turkish-Ot-
toman Empire. However, the sov-
ereignty proclaimed by Faisal 
clashed with Franco-British in-

terests: taking advantage of the 
complete dissolution of the Ot-
toman-Turkish Empire, they for-
got the promises made to the 
Arabs and consummated their 
“betrayal”. under French-British 
pressure, the San Remo Confer-
ence of May 20, 1920 ratif ied the 
Sykes-Picot agreements, thus 
granting “mandates” to Great 
Britain in Palestine, Transjordan 
and Iraq; and to France, Syria 
and Lebanon.

The dream of Great Syria is 
relegated, but not defeated: the 
entry of the French troops into 
Syrian territory encountered great 
hostility from the Syrian popula-
tion, which, under the Emir Fais-
al, was grouped into a great na-
tionalist movement from which 
two intellectual letters derived that 
were decisive not only for Syrian 
nationalism, but for Arab nation-
alism in general: Michel Af laq and 
Salah Bitar, who elaborated a plu-
ralist nationalism of socialist de-
sign, the ideas of which crystallize 
in the constitution of the pan-Ar-
ab Ba’ath party [Resurrection], 
under the slogans “unity, freedom, 
socialism”: “The founding charter 
of the party affirmed that the Ar-
abs make up a single nation that 
has a universal and eternal mission 
aimed at promoting development 
and fostering harmony between 
States. The party considered fun-
damental freedoms of expression 
and faith, and emphasized the val-
ue of individuals. Its immediate 
objectives were the struggle against 
colonialism and the union of all 
Arab peoples. The party was pro-
claimed explicitly socialist and 
considered the economic patri-
mony owned by the nation, de-

With the advance 

of the Arab 

nationalism, France 

played the minority 

role, dividing 

Syria into tribal, 

confessional and 

ethnic identities, 

among others.
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spite defending the conservation 
of small private property, both 
agricultural and business.”9 The 
Ba’ath provided a myth histori-
cally articulated for the Arabs – 
as if the Ba’ath would update the 
myth of “Greater Syria” in the 
form of the myth of Arab social-
ist unity aimed at its struggle 
against Franco-British colonial-
ism. The strength of the Ba’ath 
consisted in giving a political out-
let to the nationalist struggles that 
permeated the Arab world at the 
time, challenging the new Fran-
co-British colonialism. 

With the nationalist insurrec-
tion operated by multiple fronts 
– among which is the Ba’ath with 
its vindication for unity to con-
front imperial opposition – France 
would divide the territory into 
three independent territories un-
der an ethno-confessional crite-
rion: “France, challenged by na-
tionalism, played the card of tribes 
and minorities, fragmenting 
Greater Syria into three autono-
mous territories, Syrian - Damas-
cus and Aleppo - the Druze and 
the Alawites. To the unifying and 
integrating discourse addressed to 
the Syrian population by the na-
tionalists, the French responded 
with a clever policy of division of 
the country into numerous terri-
torial entities based on ethnic, con-
fessional and tribal characteris-
tics.”10 Against the Orientalist dis-
course, so prevalent in the 
analyses of the region that attempts 
to explain the failure of the mod-
ern Arab state based on the “cul-
turalist” cleavage that emphasizes 
the supposed and millenarian sec-
tarian configuration of the Arab 
and Islamic world, one should re-

sort to this brief and tragic his-
tory, which shows that it was the 
Syrians who defended national 
unity and not the French who opt-
ed for sectarian division.

under the legitimacy of King 
Faisal, the Syrians vindicated 
Greater Syria against French co-
lonialism, which ended up eter-
nally dividing it. The recognition 
of Syrian national Independence 
in 1943, consolidated in 1946 un-
der parliamentary monarchism, 
was not conf igured based on 
Greater Syria, but rather, it was 
adopted along basic borderlines 
established by the Sykes-Picot 
Agreement that made Syria a vir-
tual “residual” state: it implied 
that modern Syria was, since its 
beginning, a Syria that had para-
doxically lost territory to gain ter-
ritory, furthering it away from the 
original national unity offered by 
the image of Greater Syria.

The triumph of Syrian inde-
pendence was, in turn, a relative 
disaster since it could only submit 
itself to the nomistic borders of 
Sykes-Picot. Perhaps the dream of 
Greater Syria will persist mythi-
cally in the future intentions of 
the Ba’ath for Arab unity; the 
height and fall will cross all the 
post-colonial period: “Arab uni-
ty”, wrote Af laq “is an ideal and 
a model. It is neither the result nor 
the consequence of struggle that 
directs the Arab people to fight 
for liberty and reach socialism; it 
is the new idea that should accom-
pany and direct the struggle.”11 
The key resides in the fact that 
upon conceiving Arab unity as the 
“new idea” that articulated the 
new Arab imaginarium in the line 
of statist-nationalist and would 

trigger the process that would lead 
the Arab countries to compose an 
interstate space without precedent 
in modern history. However, as 
witnessed in Adonis’s poem, after 
the encounters of 1967, such uni-
ty seem progressively truncated by 
Israeli hegemony and the impe-
rial terrain that substituted the 
Franco-British axis for the North 
American- Atlantic one, thereby 
opening a new chapter that would 
shipwreck the development of the 
old taifa kings. 

At times, great triumphs are 
great disasters. In 1963, the Ba’ath 
attain power by a series of 
Ba’athist attempts to get closer 
to Nasser’s Egypt, highlighted 
by the proclamation of February 
1, 1958, the united Arab Repub-
lic (uAR). With its capital in 
Cairo, Syria became the North-
ern Province, and Egypt, the 
Southern Province. The forma-
tion of the uAR became part of 
a new horizon out of the Cold 
War and the creation of Israel in 
1948, which introduced two im-
portant elements: on one hand, 
the strategic bet of the new en-
tity to seek support from the 
uSSR; and on the other hand, 
the concern of Washington and 
Tel Aviv, because uAR would 
form yet another platform for the 
expansion of communism and 
the Soviet sphere of inf luence in 
the Middle East. For Israel, it 
implied the possibility of Syria 
challenging its military hege-
mony. For the united States, the 
new state was a direct call to fight 
for zones of inf luence against the 
uSSR. In 1957, Washington had 
mobilized Turkish troops to the 

Syrian border. The Kremlin re-
sponded by accusing Washington 
of attempting to topple the Syr-
ian regime, as Nasser order troops 
to the border. This crisis impelled 
Syrians to consolidate uAR with 
Egypt, in order to diminish its 
vulnerability before the region-
al powers of Turkey and Israel, 
and the Western power of the 
united States.12 

The uAR, however, had its 
days counted. The Nasserist at-
tempt to co-opt the power space 
against the Syrians – imposing 
directives, omitting any refer-
ence to local conditions and de-
vouring the entire Syrian Ba’ath 
itself by forbidding the diversity 
of political parties (including the 
Ba’ath) to make them converge 
into the National union, con-
sidered the only party of the 
uAR mostly managed by Egyp-
tians – created frictions and in-
ternal dissensions that would rup-
ture a few years later. The uAR 
imposed state control of the econ-
omy, nationalizing companies 
and expropriating “large agri-
cultural holdings”.13 Finally, 
Nasser appointed Abdel Hakim 
as “proconsul” in Syria with the 
charge of reforming the Syrian 
Army and establishing a rigid po-
lice control that spread through-
out cities. Furthermore, there 
were some decisive legal changes: 
although the teaching of Islam 
had been allowed in schools, there 
was the def initive abolition of 
Islamic courts, and the Syrian 
and Egyptian Muslim Brother-
hoods were severely repressed, 
as was the case with the Com-
munist Party in Egypt, which 
was forced underground.14 Three 

years later everything exploded: 
on September 28, 1961 the Syr-
ians unleash a coup d’état that 
cuts off their relations with 
Egypt, and two years later the 
Ba’ath declared revolution, tak-
ing over Syrian state power. 
However, between the Syrian 
coup and seizure of power by the 
Ba’ath in Syria, there was an in-
terregnum: those most affected 
by the economic measures of na-
tionalization and agrarian reform 
imposed by the uAR (large land-
owners and the urban bourgeoi-
sie) welcomed the Syrian split, 
as did Jordan and Saudi Arabia 
that backed it.

On December 1st of the same 
year, elections were held. Nazim 
Al Qudsi was elected president 
and replaced Nasser (who had 
been invested as president of the 
uAR, to which Syria belonged). 
Qudsi reinstated relations with 
Washington and the World Bank, 
which provided significant loans 
in support of the Syrian econo-
my and encouraged the privati-
zation of companies that had 
been nationalized during the 
short circuit of the uAR, revert-
ing agrarian reform and opening 
the f ield for partisan plurality by 
legalizing political parties banned 
during the uAR. But the f ight-
ing did not cease: the Ba’athist 
military would not leave the new 
government unpunished. From 
its Military Committee, the clan-
destine Ba’ath Party prepared an 
assault. During the process, ev-
erything was stressed by putting 
into play of two conf licting ten-
dencies that converged at the 
Ba’ath Regional Congress held 
in 1966: on the one hand, sup-

In February 1958, the United 
Arab Republic was proclaimed, 
with Egypt and Syria forming a 
single country. The experience 
lasted until September 1961, 
when the Ba’ath Party became 
the Syrian state power.
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porters of liberal socialism (Af laq 
and Bitar) and, on the other 
hand, socialism that believed in 
a workers’ democracy led by Nur 
Al Din al-Attasi and other mil-
itary personnel, but ideologi-
cally conceived by Yasin Al 
Hafez. As Álvarez pointed out, 
it is a key point that the neo-
Ba’athist project had no social 
support, but only enjoyed mili-
tary support (consistent with the 
vision of some of its intellectuals 
who held the need to impose 
this revolution “from above” 
through a military coup).15 Here 
the re-foundation of the Ba’ath 
is played out, leaving behind the 
conception of its founders (Af laq 
and Bitar would be exiled in 
Iraq) and who decidedly drift 
towards a Marxist concept of 
Soviet (Stalinist) inspiration.

On February 23, 1966, a new 
coup d’état is led by Salah Yadid 
and a young aviation official called 
Hafez Al Assad, who catalysed and 
made triumphant the Ba’ath “left” 
, exiling Af laq and Bitar, and plac-
ing Attasi as president (an Attasi 
who was the only one known by 
the people among the new leaders 
and military). As well pointed out 
by Campanini, a “third phase” in 
the life of the Ba’ath emerges that 
is characterized by two key ele-
ments, one internal and the other 
external: the former, the progres-
sive predomination of religious 
minorities, the Alawite (to which 
Hafez Al Assad belonged) and the 
Druze, on the party, thereby pro-
foundly restructuring its Syrian 
management and its system of al-
lies; the latter, the increasingly 
Marxist discourse of Soviet f lair, 

vesting its Syrian management 
with a legitimacy that would lend 
it an anti-imperialist struggle of 
the Third World.16

The 1966 coup d’état, how-
ever, would not rectify the path 
of the economy nor institution-
alize a new restructuring of the 
elite. Therefore, the process 
seemed to head in the direction 
of the need for re-founding the 
Syrian state, which would begin 
a new course when Hafez Al 
Assad struck with a new coup 
d’état on November 16, 1970, 
establishing decisive economic 
reforms that permitted: “(…) the 
emergence of a new commercial 
bourgeoisie that, between the 
commerce of State and distribu-
tion, became an intermediary be-
tween foreign companies and 
state companies (…)”;17 in po-
litical terms, the restructuration 
implied the establishment of the 
Parliament in 1971, which was 
elected in 1973 for the f irst time, 
the creation of the National Pro-
gressive Front, a coalition that 
was the convergence between the 
Ba’ath Party and group of diverse 
political forces (the Syrian Com-
munist Party, the Arab Socialist 
union, among others) and the 
promulgation of the Constitution 
of 1973 that, together with the 
“referendum-plebiscite”, institu-
tionalised the coup of Al Assad, 
thereby making him president. 

Meanwhile, the Six-Day War 
unfolds in 1967, bringing with 
it enormous repercussions in re-
gional geopolitics and the trend 
of the Ba’ath to the regional lev-
el. It became the naksa by the 
very force of its happening that 
still sustains the present vision: 

“The year 1967”, poses Campanini, 
“should be considered a fundamental di-
viding line in the history of the Middle 
East.”18 The impact of 1967 must be mea-
sured by the progressive debacle that was 
the pan-Arab discourse. The project of 
the Ba’ath began to “nationalize” and 
Egypt became ever more pushed to sub-
mit itself to the imperialist will of the 
united States, culminating in 1979 when 
Egypt signed for peace with Israel with 
the Camp David Accords, and its nation-
alist army ends up co-opting to the North 
American forces until today: “These cease 
of hostility on June 10th resulted in an 
Arab annihilation, prostrated by the po-
litical-military defeat of unimagined pro-
portions, and Israel dominating over a 
notable extension of Arab lands that mul-
tiplied its own territory.”19 The Six-Day 
War would become the key factor to a 
series of regional consequences until to-
day: f irstly, the progressive debacle of 
Nasserism and pan-Arabia in general, 
which would begin to remain within na-
tional bounds and later in ethno-confes-
sionals of their respective Ba’ath parties, 
replacing Egyptian hegemony of the Ar-
ab world with the rising Saudi hegemony; 
secondly, the consolidation of the uS-
Israeli Alliance, and its inf luence of the 
North American power as a decisive po-
litical agent in Middle-Eastern geopoli-
tics that, in part, brought about a contin-
ued retrocession of the Soviet positions, 
for which it may be said that it was the 
beginning of the end of Cold War for the 
region; thirdly, there was the ideological-
intellectual defeat of the Arab world that 
had consequences: the f irst was the pro-
gressive fainting of the pan-Arab Project 
that had been promoted in previous years, 
from the Egyptian discourse and its en-
clave in the uAR; the second was the 
beginning of the a broader presence of 
Islamic-popular speech in Arab politics; 
the fourth was the freezing and atomiza-

tion of Israeli colonization in Palestine 
every time, imploding the pan-Arab leg-
acy, the question of Palestine stopped be-
ing a part of the old “Arab-Israeli war” 
(a bigger horizon in which were inscribed 
the battery of struggles for national lib-
eration) and pulverized into the current 
sintagma that has named the it the “Pal-
estinian-Israeli” conf lict. Such a name 
change implies, in fact, a decisive geopo-
litical turn for the Arab countries to pro-
gressively abandon the Palestinian ques-
tion at a regional level. 

Returning to the Syrian situation and 
the effects of the rupture with uAR and 
the severe consequences of the Six-Day 
War, the triumph of the Ba’athist forces 
resulted, in turn, with more oligarchisa-
tion: The political and economic restruc-
turation that had happened between 1963 
and 1970 ended up “tribalising” the Ba’ath, 
converting the former pan-Arab party 
into a new nationalist party.20 The rup-
ture with Egypt in 1961 and the process 
it triggered a posteriori were crucial to the 
internal mutation of the Syrian Ba’ath and 
its progressive pulverization. It is not with-
out reason that Campanini (in identify-
ing the confessionalisation of the third 
step of the Syrian Ba’ath), Ayubi (in de-
scribing the progressive “tribalization” 
of the regime) and Martín Muñoz (in 
indicating the way in which pan-Arabism 
ended up dominated by the Alawite “con-
fessional hegemony”) coincide in char-
acterizing the process denominated as 
“Ba’ath ethno-confessionalisation”, which 
entirely def ines the group of the new 
Syrian elite that emerged out of this pro-
cess that re-founded the Syrian state and 
that, in a certain way, is still apparent 
until today.21

It is important to point out, however, 
Ayubi’s enlightening observation of this 
process of economic reforms since the 
1980s (the infitah), an experiment with a 
complex process of liberalization. Ayubi 

The Six Day War in 
1967 was a turning 
point for the Middle 
East. The Arabs 
were devastated 
by a huge and 
unexpected 
defeat. The pan-
Arab discourse 
simmered down.
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explains how, since the 19080s, 
the policies of economic liberal-
ization arose from the backward-
ness of the sixth development 
plan, due to the deepening “for-
eign f inance” and the exponen-
tial increase of the Syrian debt. 

Although it was not that that 
made the regime opt for complete 
liberal reforms, it opened up space 
for it, establishing a policy of cuts 
on behalf of the State, which gave 
priority to “domestic and private” 
capital in the food, agriculture 
and tourism industries. Accord-
ing to Ayubi, this policy led to a 
paradox of an active private sec-
tor conducted by state bureau-
cracy: “(…) a situation arose in 
which there was a very active pri-
vate sector that still had to oper-
ate within the limits of meticu-
lous requirements, authorizations, 
permissions and licenses of the 
State. Thus, the bureaucratic 
bourgeoisie could not favour a 
complete privatisation that would 
deprive it of its advantages. (…) 
Complete privatization, on the 
contrary, has the political risk of 
returning to it prior preponder-
ance, which is currently restrict-
ed, to the Sunni commercial 
bourgeoisie, with its subsidiary 

military extension of the Muslim 
Brotherhood – a perspective that 
by no means pleases the manag-
ing elite.”22 Ayubi’s observation 
is of crucial importance, consid-
ering the events that have hap-
pened since 2011. In fact, accord-
ing to Ayubi, the Syrian process 
has wound up an intra-bourgeoi-
sie conf lict in which a faction of 
the state or bureaucratic bour-
geoisie is ever more restricted and 
unif ied under an ethno-confes-
sional identity under the Druze-
Alawite leadership that makes up 
the government and the army, 
respectively; on the other side, 
there is a Sunni majority whose 
business class demands more eco-
nomic liberalization. 

Ayubi’s observation shows the 
political problem in the situation 
that stems from the Syrian power 
structure: if the regime allows 
greater commercial liberty, it los-
es control over the said bourgeoi-
sie; however, if it maintains the 
current state of affairs, it curtails 
even more the commercial bour-
geoisie. Class conf lict happens in 
silence among the Syrian institu-
tions. The state oligarchical fac-
tion led by Assad should elaborate 
strategies to deal with the Sunni 
business faction (at times, a part 
of its class aligns with a branch of 
the Muslim Brotherhood whose 
political expression falls within a 
dictatorial context). 

That of the Syrian Ba’ath is a 
curious fate: trying to return to 
the Greater Syria of its Indepen-
dence from a “residual” state in 
1946-1949, then the institution-
alization of uAR together with 
Egypt in 1961 and freeing itself 
from internal struggles that end 

up tearing apart the process that 
descended into a coup d’état in 
1970 that restructured the Ba’ath 
Party led by Hafez Al Assad, who 
instilled a progressive “ethno-con-
fessionalisation” in the context of 
a political situation in which a busi-
ness faction of the majority Sunni 
bourgeoisie promoted an econom-
ic liberalisation, from which a stat-
ist Alawite faction that tends to a 
rigid bureaucratic system of the 
state: One bourgeoisie faction de-
prived of political power but full 
of economic power against a bour-
geoisie faction deprived of eco-
nomic power but with plenty of 
political power. 

Balances began to unfold and 
the process of infitah, promoted 
since the 1980s, increasingly pro-
moted an alliance between the 
two factions based on the Assad’s 
commercial, political and fam-
ily ties: “The fundamental ele-
ment of the relationship between 
the Assad regime and certain eco-
nomic elites is based on a tacit 
agreement by which power pro-
vides legal and political coverage 
to aff iliated oligarchies who en-
sure their f inancial and business 
support. Today, this alliance of 
interests is reinforced by mar-
riage bonds and joint business 
projects initiated by the new gen-
erations of the Assad family and 
the rest of the powerful political 
and military families and heirs 
of some of the most relevant for-
tunes in the country. A good ex-
ample is that of Bashar himself, 
married in 2001 to Asma Al-
Ajras, a banking management 
specialist belonging to a family 
of ancestry from Homs, a Sunni 
city par excellence.”23 Álvarez’s 

There is a tacit agreement 
between the Assad regime and 
some economic elites. Power 
provides legal and political 
protection to oligarchies in 
return for business support.

observation coincides with that 
of Ayubi by placing the two 
“bourgeois” factions into a stra-
tegic alliance. The state faction 
provides military and legal sup-
port to the commercial faction 
and, in turn, the latter gives large 
f inancial sums to the former. 

A process that could have 
been a debacle, with an open 
class conf lict, ended up as a vir-
tuous circle in which both fac-
tions have to feed each other, 
maintaining control of the State 
and its economy. Álvarez ob-
serves that such a system of alli-
ances can be seen in the son of 
Hafez Al Assad, who shores up 
his power in the year 2000 -- 
one month after the death of his 
father – when marries Asma Al-
Ajras, who belongs to the busi-
ness faction. The political and 
commercial faction f inds in the 
person of Bashar Al-Assad the 
strategic convergence in func-
tion of accepting the machine of 
state control. The “ethno-con-
fessionalisation” of the Ba’ath im-
plied a true oligarchisation of 
power, where the poem of Adon-
is again f inds a resonance: “rev-
olution or slaughter?” Everything 
seems to have been upset. The 
proletarian revolution gave way 
to a new transformation of re-
demption into a new form of 
imprisonment, a revolution that 
promised freedom to a process 
of oligarchy that ends up con-
solidating a dictatorial regime. 
A pan-Arab party promising na-
tional unity at the regional level 
becomes an ethno-confessional 
venue of a bourgeoisie divided 
and articulated at the same time, 
between a state and a commer-

cial faction, between a power 
that controls political power and 
another that controls the eco-
nomic power. In the perspective 
of the philosopher Giorgio 
Agamben, we could say that the 
dialectic between the state and 
the commercial faction constitute 
a true “governmental machine” 
that articulates and separates both 
sovereignty and government, 
thanks to the unconditional pro-
duction of signs of power (the 
forms of glorification as “praises, 
effective acclamations, and oth-
er performative signs”) that un-
fold liturgical images and per-
formances about Bashar Al-Assad 
at the level of “ideological state 
apparatuses” (schools, hospitals, 
public off ices, among others)24, 
impregnating neighbourhoods, 
corners and streets of the differ-
ent cities.25

The end of the Cold War 
brought key transformations to 
the Syrian regime. However, the 
process of Ba’athist “ethno-con-
fessionalisation” was further ac-
centuated by a tactical alliance 
with the united States in the 
1991 Gulf War: “The arrival in 
George Bush to the White House 
in 1989 favoured ties between 
The two countries. Against the 
hostile attitude of Reagan, who 
considered Syria a promoter of 
international terrorism, Bush saw 
Damascus as a centrepiece in the 
peace process and proposed a new 
framework for action and coop-
eration. On November 23, 1990, 
George Bush and Hafez Al Assad 
met in Geneva (...).”26 With this 
new framework, Syria strength-
ens its control over Lebanon with 

the support of the united States. 
Above all, Syria will play a key 
role during the Gulf War, pro-
viding military and logistical sup-
port for intervention in Iraq. The 
Syrians were trying to prevent 
the debacle of the socialist re-
publics of Eastern Europe, in-
gratiating themselves with the 
united States, the only world 
power that rose triumphant over 
the decomposition of the uSSR 
and consolidating its regime in 
the process of the said “ethno-
confessionalisation”. 

When Bashar Al-Assad came 
to power, however, there were 
rumours of promises of change 
that would not take place. On 
the one hand, the regime will be 
increasingly fragmented, thanks 
to the virtuous cycle between the 
commercial and state factions, 
while civil society would increas-
ingly demand key political re-
forms: f irst of all, the end of the 
state of emergency imposed since 
1963, which would become a slo-
gan repeated by in all the protests 
that began since that time, and 
which would constitute one of 
the core revolts in the Syria of 
2011. On September 27, 2000, 
the “Manifesto of the 99” is pub-
lished and signed by a diverse 
group of intellectuals, demand-
ing changes (among them the 
intellectual Burham Ghalioum 
and our poet, Adonis): “... our 
people may, as never before, take 
part in the present and future of 
Syria. Starting from this objec-
tive necessity and with the inten-
tion of assuring our national uni-
ty, believing that the future of 
our country cannot be dictated 
and as citizens of a republican 
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system where every person has 
the right to express himself free-
ly...”27 The manifesto calls for 
greater public freedoms, libera-
tion of political prisoners (return 
of exiles and deportees), freedom 
of assembly, press and expression, 
as well as liberation from the 
forms of permanent vigilance im-
posed by the regime against thou-
sands of its citizens. Faced with 
the demand of the “Manifesto of 
the 99”, the regime was entirely 
refractory: it closed ranks and 
initiated a process of imprison-
ment of members of civil society 
that had propitiated the Mani-
festo. Intellectuals, journalists and 
activists in general were perse-
cuted, exiled and, again, impris-
oned. The promised opening that 
should have come with Bashar 
Al-Assad did not arrive. How-
ever, on October 16, 2005, a dis-
sident system appeared again, 
with the Declaration of Damas-
cus, which held three central 
points: a democratic government, 
suppression of the laws of excep-
tion and full equality of rights to 
all citizens, regardless of their 
respective ethnic groups.28 From 
2000 to 2005, Syrian civil soci-
ety never tired from demanding 
changes from the regime. The 
internal tensions unleashed by 
the dissent of civil society, the 
international pressure of the 
united States of George W. Bush 
that, after the invasion of Iraq in 
2003, focused on Syria, and the 
endless protests in the Arab world 
against this invasion,29 made the 
regime increasingly close to a 
possible democratization: the vir-
tuous cycle between the econom-
ic faction and the state faction 

remained stable, at the price of 
excluding civil society that, since 
the Invasion of Iraq in 2003, had 
gradually begun to demand rad-
ical reforms from an entirely dic-
tatorial regime that could listen 
to nothing if not an affront to its 
pulverized system of power. 

revolt
Nothing seemed to anticipate 
them, and yet they burst into his-
tory. The Syria revolt began on 
January 26, 2011, when, follow-
ing the sting of Muhammad 
Bouazizi - the Tunisian greengro-
cer - a young man identified as 
Hasan Ali Akhle immolates him-
self in the town of Hasakha, north-
east of Syria, setting f ire to his 
entire body. The rumour expands: 
his immolation is an act directed 
against the regime. Two days lat-
er, a demonstration takes place in 
Raqqa against the murder of two 
soldiers of Kurdish origin. The 
protests begin to expand: on Feb-
ruary 4th a call is made to dem-
onstrate on Friday of the Wrath, 
but their attempts are suppressed 
by the regime’s security forces. 
Insurrection outbreaks remained 
timid. The revolt had not yet 
reached its outbreak (perhaps, be-
cause the regime did not finish 
crushing every square in which 
the images could be spilled). But 
it is on March 20th of the same 
year when a crowd set fire to the 
headquarters of the Ba’ath party 
in Deraa. The next day, the Syr-
ian army surrounds Deraa to crush 
the protests, but followers re-
mained and grew in force. 

On March 24th, the govern-
ment agrees to raise the salary of 

officials and review the decree of 
state of emergency in force since 
1963, which sends the signal that 
to protesters that the regime might 
be open to negotiation. On March 
26th, the protests arrive in Damas-
cus and many other cities. The se-
curity forces fired upon the crowd, 
leaving scores dead. The protests 
then cease momentarily, but re-
sume on the 29th of the same 
month, in spite of the regime’s pro-
posals. By April 4th, the protests 
in Deraa cease, as a result of the 
systematic violence triggered by 
security forces in which torture 
and massive arrests are implement-
ed, as well as firing upon the crowd: 
on April 8th, security forces killed 
more than 15 demonstrators. On 
April 13th, the Syrian army as-
saulted some villages to silence the 
protests, two days later (on the 15th) 
the dispute for the square was un-
leashed: thousands of Syrians dem-
onstrated in the streets of Damas-
cus, demanding freedom, while 
the security forces try to prevent 
them from reaching the main 
square of the city. The next day, 
Al-Assad states that the executive 
will rule in favour of repealing the 
state of emergency of 1963.

On April 18th, thousands de-
mand the resignation of President 
Al-Assad while celebrating the fu-
neral of eight protesters killed dur-
ing the protests. The next day, the 
Syrian government repeals the state 
of emergency that has been in force 
since 1963. But on April 22th, the 
“Great Friday” unleashes a huge 
number of demonstrators who, now 
without exception, demand the 
departure of Al-Assad. About 88 
protesters are killed by regime se-
curity forces.

On April 25th, Syrian tanks 
and soldiers take the city of De-
raa, sealing the border with Jor-
dan. For April 29, another “Fri-
day of Anger” opens a direct con-
f lict between the protests and the 
security forces, whose violence 
persists to the point of leaving 
more and more dead in the streets. 
At the beginning of May, thou-
sands of arrests are made in Da-
mascus and the city of Deraa is 
abandoned by the Army but kept 
closed for the next few weeks. 
The next day the Army takes the 
city of Banias by storm and a few 
days later the European union 
establishes sanctions against the 
regime (arms embargo and a pack-

age of sanctions); on May 11th 
tanks enter Homs, and for May 
13th, the Friday prayer opens a 
new coordinated protest between 
Homs, Damascus and Deraa.

Around May 17th, two mass 
graves are discovered in Deraa 
with more than 20 dead each; May 
19th Obama sends a message to 
the Syrian regime, condemning 
the deaths caused by Army repres-
sion. The next day a new “Friday 
of Anger” occurs and the regime’s 
troops open unconditional f ire in 
several cities (Homs, Daraya, Sana-
mein, and Boumakal). By May 
21st, security forces open f ire at a 
funeral in where dead demonstra-
tors were being buried in Nasra.

In Arabic, 
martyrdom [shahid] 
has the same root of 
attestation [shahada]. 
It designates a 
complete surrender 
to God, precisely 
what gave rise to 
the term Islam.
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On May 31st, President Bashar 
Al-Assad decrees an amnesty for 
political prisoners. On June 2nd, 
the opposition in exile organized 
a council of 31 members to pro-
mote the changes. On Friday of 
that week, demonstrators in 
Hama denounce a new massacre 
of more than 60 demonstrators 
killed by the army (Hama is key, 
because in the 80s it had already 
been bombarded by Hafez Al-
Assad against the Muslim Broth-
erhood faction). Between June 
7-9, Syrian refugees reach 2,400 
on the Turkish border. A great 
exodus begins to form out of the 

repression perpetrated by the re-
gime that has taken cities, assas-
sinated demonstrators, and ar-
rested thousands. While on June 
12, the Turkish authorities an-
nounce the arrival of more than 
4,000 Syrian refugees, Aleppo 
joins protests against the army 
siege of their city. By June 20, 
although Al-Assad denounces an 
international conspiracy to over-
throw the regime, he will open 
a national dialogue in order to 
discuss reforms. The next day, 
the regime announces the gen-
eral amnesty for all crimes com-
mitted during 2011 and several 

protests in its favour take place 
in different cities of the country. 
But on July 1st, protests against 
the regime are resumed in Hama, 
Deraa, Damascus and Aleppo, 
and the repression of the army 
against them is resumed. 

The regime’s response to re-
volt is repression. But how the 
revolt actualizes the gesture that 
Adonis had earlier proclaimed in 
a Prologue to a history of the 
taifa kings is decisive: the adora-
tion of the leader, produced en-
tirely by the gubernatorial ma-
chine of the regime, is rejected. 

The previously worshiped and 
praised Ba’ath party, the produc-
er of signs of power that allowed 
the subjection of the people, can 
no longer produce “glory” be-
cause the revolt has eliminated 
it. Ironically, the regime that was 
to counteract naksa became its 
most eloquent expression today. 
Thus, the naksa appears no lon-
ger as a historiographical datable 
fact, but as an event whose force 
still remains to reorder the plot 
of struggle and defeats. Here the 
regime’s response to revolt is ar-
ticulated: police and military re-
pression is inversely proportion-
al to its “glorious” degrees of pro-
duction30: “The ‘interpellating’ 
power of ideologies such as na-
tionalism and socialism is practi-
cally exhausted, and regimes are, 
in general, incapable of formu-
lating alternative interpellating 
ideologies and of building new 
blocks of power. (…) It is a crisis 
of pitting the State against civil 
society (…).”31 If nationalism and 
socialism lose their “interpellat-
ing power” (the power that, ac-
cording to Althusser, made pos-
sible a process of subjectivation), 
they open an abyss in its own 
bosom that ends up facing the 
State against civil society as seen 
in the recent the Arab revolts. 
The Syrian regime exhibits its 
emptiness – with an empty throne 
– because the ideology that sus-
tained it cannot produce new 
signs of power and therefore lacks 
any possibility of hegemonic con-
struction. The machine cannot 
produce more signs of power, or, 
if you will, its signs have become 
untimely because they belong to 
a horizon (that of the postcolo-

nial discourse of populist nation-
alism) of which there is only dust. 
The “ethno-confessionalisation” 
of the regime is nothing more 
than the suture of the machine 
that the revolt simply makes ex-
plicit and decides to erase: the 
signature of the Ba’ath does not 
hold; it is deleted as Adonis erased 
the dedication to Nasser. The 
hope in the leader as someone 
who can deactivate the taifa kings 
ends up succumbing to the cru-
dity of events. The hope placed 
in the leader has shifted: the im-
ages begin to write - to invent 
- another world to come. 

But this revolt had an event 
that ignited it and apparently has 
not yet been suff iciently thought 
out: like the Tunisian, the Syrian 
revolt began with the gesture of 
the immolation of the young 
Hasan Ali Akhle. What is im-
molation? In Arabic the term sha-
hid (martyrdom) is related to sha-
hada (attestation, a key term in 
Islam) and designates the mar-
tyriological force whose act is 
that of a complete abandonment 

to God ( just a “submission” ex-
clusively to God, which gives rise 
to Term “Islam”), a total detach-
ment that fractures and stresses 
any worldly institutionality. 
However, we do not assume the 
“culturalist” thesis, according to 
which the presence of immola-
tion in the revolt would be given 
“because” of Islamic culture ( just 
as the Orientalist discourse shows 
Islam as a “fanatic”, “warrior” 
and entirely “sacrif icial”). Po-
litical Islam assumes a martyrio-
logical aesthetic, as is the case of 
the thousands of jihadists who 
sacrif ice their lives every year for 
the supposed cause of God. The 
culturalist thesis provided by the 
orientalist discourse is entirely 
mistaken: although Islam - like 
Christianity in its times of per-
secution by the Roman Empire 
- carries with it a certain mar-
tyriological tradition, every year 
there are acts considered martyr-
dom by part of the Islamist mil-
itants as well as the nationalists, 
but none of them has been able 
to unleash a revolt. Moreover, I 
argue that the so-called “martyr-
dom” of the Islamists - which at 
present is only a true entertain-
ment industry - dispenses with 
immolation and affirms sacrifice. 
Are sacrifice and immolation two 
equivalent terms?32 unlike the 
culturalism thesis, I will hold an 
overtly political thesis that can 
be summarized in the following 
formula: immolation is not sac-
rif ice, the first explodes the body 
liberating the common from its 
political-state capture; the latter 
constitutes the properly sovereign 
device that, in capturing the com-
mon, assumes it on the basis of 

The immolation that 
caused the rebellion 
was singular, 
since those who 
practiced it were 
unknown; they 
were “anyone.” 
Their gesture 
revoked the order.

Ad
w

o/
SH

UT
Te

RS
To

CK
.C

om

shutterstock.com


Nº 5 _ MARCH 2017 PolitiKa

Rodrigo Karmy Bolton The resurrection of Ali: Untimely considerations about Syria

9392the war in syria

the telos it founds and retains as 
political-state order. Immolation 
will make state violence explode; 
sacrif ice, instead, will be its cor-
nerstone. Immolation will be a 
gesture that leads the sacrif icial 
device at its zero point, to its ab-
solute emptiness, since it neither 
founds nor conserves anything.33

Why did Assad’s police and 
military forces f ire upon those 
who attended the funerals of those 
killed in protests? What danger 
does the funeral of the dead in 
struggle entail? Our hypothesis 
is that the danger in the immola-
tion of Hasan Ali Akhle and at 
funerals lies in the awakening of 
the force that the poem of Adon-
is calls Ali, the restitution of the 
common as an irreducible power 
to the device of the regime. Bury-
ing the dead means burying 
“someone” who, being “nobody” 
(and “all” at once), challenge the 
“heroes” of the regime’s iconog-
raphy. The regime must prevent 
“anyone” from being remem-
bered, and that “anyone” f lood 
the memory of the people, be-
cause the regime must guarantee 
the exclusivity of the f igure of 
the leader (Bashar Al-Assad) 
whose word is f inal. Although 
the f igure of Bashar f looded ev-
ery corner, seeming to multiply 
across all neighbourhoods, it 
would be the immolation of those 
“nobodies” - in his martyrdom 
neither fathomable under the na-
tional signs nor admissible by the 
jihadi show industry - which has 
freed the common from its chains. 
The revolt is nourished by the 
memory of its fallen, the regime 
of the universality of its monu-
ments, the rebellion bury its dead 

because it understands that only 
thus would they be able to live 
next to them. The regime tries 
to make the dead disappear so 
that they never inhabit memory 
and that the people be “glorified” 
by the signs of the regime.

Immolation is not a sacrif ice 
or, rather, it is an upside down 
sacrif ice. Immolation is a sacri-
f ice that misses because it does 
not create or preserve order, but 
only challenges it – an inverted 
sacrif ice that, instead of founding 
a totem, revokes it. Immolation 
dispenses with every founding 
vocation because it opens up the 
common, frees the bodies of he-
gemonic discourse. The ancient 
martyrs died in the mouth of the 
anti-Christ to challenge sover-
eign power, deactivate their claim 
to sacredness and restore the com-
mon character of signs: “This rev-
olution,” writes the Egyptian po-
et Imam Mersal in a recent inter-
view, “changed something deep 
in words such as ‘patriotism’, ‘be-
longing’ and ‘citizenship’, which 
seemed to exist only in the speech-
es of Hosni Mubarak, and in the 
poems and songs of mediocre po-
ets and singers, or in national TV 
networks; words that have now 
become clear, washed from the 
ballast of the dictatorship.34 “The 
terms that had been captured by 
the regime and subtracted from 
common usage are desecrated to 
imagine otherwise. Immolation 
opens what the sacrif ice closes. 
Immolation brings the ardour of 
an irreducible martyrdom to the 
forms of glorif ication of post-co-
lonial (nationalist or Islamist) dis-
course. Immolation is an affront, 
a challenge to the regime, because 

it directly addresses the sacrif icial 
nucleus on which the signs of 
power are propped up. Immola-
tion seems to be an act whose 
challenge lies in burning the body 
itself to purify it of the evil that 
imprisons it, to “wash the ballast 
of the dictatorship” justly. The 
immolation of Bouazizi and Ali 
Akhle are forms of singular im-
molation precisely because those 
who execute it are great strang-
ers, they are “nobody”. All and 
nobody, at the same time, can 
exercise the act of purif ication 
more absolute that does not mean 
founding a pure order, but revok-
ing the established order, giving 
way to revolt.

If the revolt is an operator of 
the imagination, immolation con-
stitutes its threshold. Bouazizi or 
Ali Akhle is the image that con-
denses to the whole society, from 
which the society detaches itself 
of the power that captures it. 
Washing the words of the “ballast 
of dictatorship” implies a gesture 
of purif ication that is exactly the 
opposite of the purif ication car-
ried out by the regime’s forces: if 
the latter tend to produce a “pure” 
community, full and exempt from 
the “other” dissent, the revolt 
works in function of a purif ica-
tion of the common from its sov-
ereign capture and, therefore, in 
opening the hiatus of the common 
thing that condemns such power. 
For the sovereign power, the com-
mon refers to a subject; the revolt, 
the common is no more than an 
impersonal potential. Washing the 
words of the “ballast of dictator-
ship” implies immolation as a ges-
ture in which these words can ac-
quire new uses.

The revolt frees the common 
from power; the regime subsumes 
it to power. Immolation constitutes 
a kind of revolutionary asceticism 
that goes against the logic of capi-
tal: if the latter assumes the telos of 
infinite accumulation, revolt hap-
pens as expenditure without mea-
sure or calculation, without limit 
or strategy. Capital requires the 
sacrifice to develop accumulation, 
but the revolt challenges that sac-
rifice with an irreducible expense 
to any table of costs: did the pro-
testers in Deraa, Aleppo or Damas-
cus measure the costs of joining 
the protest against the regime? The 
revolt does not calculate, but imag-
ines, does not accumulate the ex-
propriated, but spends what it does 
not have. Immolation removes the 
“nobody” from the powers that 
hold them, the sacrif ice ends by 
founding a new sovereign order 
subsuming “nobody” to the cha-
risma of a leader. Strangely, in this 
case, the immolation that opened 
the intensity of the riots made all 
that was sacred into the profane, 
that everything that had been cap-
tured was entirely released.

In this light, should we say that 
the revolts have no “reason” and, 
in the face of classical reactionary 
criticism, affirm their “irrational” 
character? Far from it: riots bring 
a “reason” that Hamid Dabashi 
calls “aesthetics”: “It is precisely in 
those qualities,” says Dabashi, “the 
works in art (from Elia Suleiman’s 
cinema, to Mohsen Namjoo’s mu-
sic, to Mona Hatoum’s art, to 
Sun állah Ibrahim’s fiction) posit 
an aesthetic reason that works be-
yond ideological reasoning and 
speaks of a societal modernity that 
cannot be arrested, tortured, and 

murdered in the dungeons of any 
postcolonial tyranny.”35 In this 
sense, “aesthetic reason” is that 
which “(...) it just negates, ipso fac-
to, without pointing anywhere 
(...)”.36 Dabashi’s words are para-
mount: the “aesthetic reason” put 
into play in the riots is the “pure 
and simple denial” that does not 
“point to anything.” As such, it is 
an a-teleological “reason” and com-
pletely outside the sacrificial cut-
off horizon conceived by the “phi-
losophy of the history of capital” 
on which tied the postcolonial dis-
course.37 Every “post-colonial tyr-
anny” - the Syrian tyranny, above 
all - contemplates its own destruc-
tion in the face of an entirely new 
“reason” that only imagines, spends 
and detaches itself from the devic-
es that play by its capture. A poli-
cy exempt from state and a state 
exempt from politics would be the 
abyss opened by the revolt against 
the regime. There is no teleology 
that resists “aesthetic reason”, on-
ly the inappropriate appropriation 
of the common that lay captured.38 
The “aesthetic reason” opened by 
the revolt ends by “washing” the 
words woven under the “ballast of 
the dictatorship.”

The “aesthetic reason” of the 
revolt does not aim beyond itself; 
it only interrupts the suture that 
has established the regime be-
tween words and things, between 
letter and meaning. “Washing 
the ballast of dictatorship” means 
putting the restitution of signs 
to their imaginal force. As Mer-
sal indicates, in an instant the 
words become clear, pristine, as-
suming the common character 
that constitutes them. They are 
nobody’s, but everybody’s. They 

do not identify with a “subject 
supposed to know”. Immolation 
thereby works against the grain 
of sacrif ice, because by “wash-
ing” the words of the “ballast of 
the dictatorship”, it opens the 
threshold by which the people 
begin to learn a new language, 
giving new uses to those words 
that have been anchored by the 
strike of power: “All experience 
the epiphany of the same sym-
bols,” writes Furio Jesi, “the in-
dividual space of each one, dom-
inated by the personal symbols 
themselves, the refuge with re-
spect to the historical time that 
each f inds in its own symbology 
and in their individual mythol-
ogy are expanded and become 
the symbolic space common to 
the whole community, the ref-
uge with respect to historical 
time where a whole community 
finds an escape.”39 The revolt had 
no telos or any work: unleashed 
from immolation, it lacks van-
guard and happens like lightning 
in the shadow of a town. The 
immolation turns the sacrif ice 
and allows the myths to reach 

The rebellion was the 

resurrection of Ali, the 

instant that marked the 

end of the imperialist 

reason and its binomials 

included in the two great 

post-colonially oriented 

discourses.
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their historicity, that eternity f inds its 
time, that the signs captured by the lead-
er are “extended” to become those of 
“someone.” As a door that opens the imag-
ination, the Syrian revolt - and the Arab 
Revolt in general - was triggered by im-
molation because it was the gesture ca-
pable of desecrating the sacrif icial narra-
tive raised by the Ba’ath. Faced with the 
sacrif ice of the leader who says “I am here 
for you” - a sacrif ice that works as a “pas-
toral” device, because his sacrif ice oper-
ates for the “good” of the community - 
the “someone” says: “we do not want his 
service”. The immolation revokes the 
pastoral-sacrif icial dynamic exposed as a 
pillar of order. Revocation of the pasto-
ral-sacrificial dynamics thanks to the event 
of immolation that condenses the force 
that impregnates the signs with historic-
ity to turn them into what Jesi called a 
true symbology of revolt.40

The semiotic struggle leads the Syrian 
Army and its security forces to fear the 
spectre of the dead rather than the pres-
ence of the living. Massacring the crowd 
attending the funerals of those killed dur-
ing the protests carries with it the weight 
of a sacrificial operation aimed at remov-
ing the symbology of the revolt to replace them 
with those of the regime. The great Ba’athist 
liturgy seeks to fill the memory of its peo-
ple with its signs, but it cannot produce 
them. And then, faced with the imaginal 
sound of the revolt, it springs to make it 
disappear, propitiating its extermination: 
it not only needs to kill, but to extermi-
nate, that is, to make disappear the foot-
prints of the living, the traces of those who 
were and who were assassinated, besieged 
by the indiscriminate harassment of both 
the security forces and the army. To de-
stroy not only the living, but the echoes 
that, though dead, are bequeathed to the liv-
ing. And that legacy is the memory that in 
this scene becomes an active part of the 
struggle for common power, since it is filled 

with their “someones”. It is an impersonal, 
collective memory that does not belong to 
“someone”. Their dead are all those who 
fight against the regime, the dead who have 
protested and have exhibited the emptiness 
of their machine, who have indicated that 
behind them there is “no one.” Neither a 
leader nor a hero, behind the power there 
resides “nobody”, no subject, because there 
is no “behind”, but only f lows, surfaces, 
fields of force that define common life.

The exterminating logic of the regime 
knows that the living are not destroyed, 
but their dead are destroyed, that the “or-
der of things” will not be imposed if the 
people remember “somebody” instead of 
propitiating the liturgy on the “great men”, 
such as Bashar Al-Assad. The memory of 
the “somebody” by the ideologeme of the 
people in particular is where the semiot-
ic struggle in which the regime enters to 
re-establish the dynamics of the sacrificial 
device on which its state-national ideol-
ogy is based. That is why, despite Bashar 
Al-Assad’s revocation of the 1963 state of 
emergency and an invitation to dialogue 
with the “opposition”, demonstrators de-
manded his resignation. It is not a matter 
of promoting this or that reform, but of 
bringing down the whole of a regime. But 
by the term “regime” it is not simply Al-
Assad’s regime of “ethno-confessionali-
sation” but, as Dabashi has pointed out, it 
is the “regime of knowledge” articulated 
from the binomial characteristic of impe-
rial reason upon which the nomos of Sykes-
Picot was based: “us/them”, “friend/en-
emies”, “civilized/barbarians”, “dictators/
democrats”, “East/West”. The revolt was 
the resurrection of Ali, the moment that 
marks the end of imperial reason and its 
binomials, deployed in the two great post-
colonial discourses.41 A resurrection that, 
despite everything, is still valid because, 
as it was read on one of the walls of Cai-
ro: the revolution did not change the regime, 
but it changed the people.42 

n



Nº 5 _ FEBRUARY 2017

The Trump Epoch

97

The Trump Epoch is about to begin. What 
does his inauguration as the uS president 
tell us about the uS and its politics? What 
will be the impact, both on the united States 
and on America’s relationship with its allies, 
competitors and enemies? Many are con-
cerned at the prospect. Should they be?

Donald Trump’s election as the presi-
dent of the uSA sent shock waves around 
the world. It was certainly unanticipated 
by many observers who should at least have 
prepared for the eventuality. But evident-
ly they were not. This was mainly because 
the “Main Stream Media” (MSM), which 
Trump had attacked so vociferously 
throughout his campaign, had consistent-
ly held that his election was impossible. 

He was after all the ultimate outsider. 
He had never been taken seriously, much 
less accepted, by the “high priests” of the 
foreign policy establishment. In fact they 

had almost all of them signed a joint let-
ter declaring his total incapacity and un-
suitability to hold the highest off ice in 
the land. And his sexist, misanthropic, 
anti-immigrant diatribes, only served to 
confirm their opinion.

Despite being a New York billionaire 
developer, Donald Trump had never be 
accepted as a member of the Manhattan 
elite. Even his gaudy trump tower, en-
veloping as it does, that symbol of the 
New York establishment on Fifth Avenue, 
the headquarters building of Tiffany and 
Company, did not help. He was a from 
the outer boroughs, and in New York 
City terms this meant he could never 
make it into the rarif ied corridors of New 
York society. And he resents the fact. He 
is a billionaire from the outside, from the 
wrong side of the tracks as the saying goes, 
with a chip on his shoulder. 

Kenneth Maxwell
Director of the Brazilian 
Studies Program of the 
David Rockefeller Center for 
Latin American Studies at 
Harvard University

The world that Trump will inherit on January 20, 2017 is very complex and dangerous – more, 
perhaps, than at any other time since the end of World War II. The tectonic plates are in 
motion, and the future is more uncertain than ever. For the first time, the average citizen 
feels that his children will not enjoy a better life. There is an atmosphere of profound 
pessimism. Even the president of the Bank of England, Mark Carney, warned that the situation 
of the working class is similar to that the 1860s, the conditions of which gave rise to Karl 
Marx. We are sailing towards very rough waters. Avoiding xenophobia will be difficult. 
President Trump will face truly daunting challenges. 

Trump
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But the “Donald” knew some-
thing they did not. As a showman 
and a successful TV reality star, 
who has just completed 14 seasons 
as the boss on reality TV show 
“The Apprentice,” he understood 
that the world of communication 
had changed dramatically over the 
past decade, especially in the uS, 
but also elsewhere in the world, as 
a result of the rise of almost uni-
versal penetration of the internet, 
and the ability of anyone, any-
where, to get the news they chose 
to get, regardless of the filtering 
and interpretation of the editors 
and columnists of the establish-
ment newspapers and the major 
television networks

His attacks on the MSM be-
came one of his most popular 
rallying cries. His use of short, 
pungent “tweets” has also a de-
fining feature of his presidential 
campaign, as well as his late night 
preferred method of communi-
cation with the general public 
since he was elected. He uses the 
tweet rather than the traditional 
press conference, or giving spe-
cial access to preferred journal-
ists. In fact Trump prefers meth-
ods once used by Fiorello La 
Guardia, the legendary mayor of 
New York City, who used com-
ic strips to get his message across, 
or Franklin Roosevelt who used 
his f ireside chats, to directly 
communicate with the people. 
Trump uses his tweets for this 
same purpose. And like La Guar-
dia and Franklin Roosevelt, he 
does so without intermediaries 
or pundits or editors or journal-
ists interpreting what he says. 

Trump also knows how “truth” 
or “facts” in this new age of Inter-

net communication can be a very 
relative matter. His truth is often 
what he (currently) believes it is. 
He will not allow himself to be 
constrained by what he claims is 
the “censorship” of the “politi-
cal correctness “ of the MSM. 
Trump in his campaigning in 
effect turned his attacks on “po-
litical correctness” into a battle 
cry of the excluded, galvanizing 
the passionate support of those 
segments of society who had lost 
most over the past two decades 
of rampant globalization and 
stagnant and diminishing income 
and opportunities, especially in 
the so called “rust-belt” of the 
upper mid-west, where the old 
working class has seen their man-
ufacturing industries devastated, 
and their formally well paid and 
secure union jobs lost, as busi-
nesses moved their factories and 
operations to low wage Mexico. 

Trump’s attacks on free trade 
and on the North American free 
trade area (NAFTA), targeted 
one of the much touted achieve-
ments of the Clinton adminis-
tration when the deal was nego-
tiated and signed. His attacks on 
Mexico, and on Mexican immi-
grants, and his claim he would 
built a wall to keep illegal Mex-
ican immigrants out of the unit-
ed States, were his most success-
ful rallying calls. And of course 
in these attacks Hillary Clinton 
was the most vulnerable of tar-
gets. Just like another of “The 
Donald’s” early victims, Jeb 
Bush, the lacklustre heir appar-
ent to the Bush dynasty, Hillary 
Clinton was also an integral part 
of the other recent dynastic fam-
ily of American politics, the dy-

nasty of her husband and former 
president Billl Clinton, and she 
could never escape from the com-
promised legacy of the Clinton 
years in off ice, the sex scandals 
of his time in the Oval Office, 
and the subsequent money mak-
ing mania of Bill Clinton “in-
corporated” and the tangled in-
ternational operations of the 
Clinton Foundation. 

The e-mail “money-for- ac-
cess” allegations against Hillary 
Clinton, while she was serving 
as Barack Obama’s Secretary of 
State stuck. The involvement of 
the insatiably “sexting” former 
congressman Anthomy Weiner 
and his (now separated ) wife, 
Huma Abedin, who was also Hil-
ary Clinton”s closest advisers and 
friends, did not help. The cries 
of “lock her up” about Hilary 
Clinton were pure theatre at all 
his campaign stops. But they res-
onated with a disenchanted pub-
lic already deeply troubled by 
questions about her integrity and 
honesty. And the fact was that 
she represented more than any 
other candidate could have, the 
political status quo, which vot-
ers were finding increasingly dis-
tasteful, and were blaming for 
many of their present discontents.

The pollsters had also got it 
wrong. And for that they had no 
excuse. It was not as if they were 
without warning. The Brexit 
vote in the British referendum 
over Eu membership should have 
been signal that all was not right 
in the world of public opinion 
evaluation and prediction. But it 
was a lesson Trump very much 
saw. Trump invited Nigel Far-
age, who had invented the uK 

Independence Party (uKIP), and 
was the most effective campaign-
er for Britain to leave the Eu, to 
join him at his own campaign 
appearances. And after he was 
elected he met with Nigel Far-
age at Trump Tower in New York 
City and tweeted that he thought 
Farage would be an excellent new 
uK ambassador to the uSA.

Since Theresa May, the post-
referendum British prime min-
ister, had been eleventh on 
Trump’s call list after his victory, 
this did not go down well in 
Downing Street. The new post-
Brexit referendum British foreign 
secretary, the Trump-lite, clown 
like, equally hair-endowed, Bo-
ris Johnson, told the House of 
Commons, rather grumpily, that 
“the job was not vacant.” But the 
error of the opinion polls on both 
Brexit and on the potential for a 
Trump victory revealed that the 
disenchantment with the status 
quo extended also to what peo-
ple told the pollsters. 

Trump voters evidently lied 
to the pollsters. They did not tell 
them how in fact they were go-
ing to vote in Pennsylvania and 
in Michigan for example. An uBS 
survey post-election in the uSA 
of 1,200 of their American clients 
found that 36% of them, mainly 
well healed voters, did not tell 
their friends who they intended 
to support in order “to fend off 
arguments or to avoid judgment.” 
The anti-Trump satirical portray-
als on “Saturday Night Live” 
which have provoked tweet out-
bursts from the top f loor of Trump 
Tower in Manhattan, actually 
misses the point. The failure of 
the pollsters to accurately predict 

the outcomes of elections is in 
fact very significant, since it does 
not bode well for the ability of 
the opinion polls to predict the 
electoral outcomes in France, the 
Netherlands, or Italy, next year, 
where “non traditional” choices, 
like Farage and Trump may well 
be the new normal. And where 
Beppe Grillo, after the crushing 
defeat of Matteo Renzi in the 
Italian constitutional referendum 
has already celebrated the rise of 
the nationalist and populist anti 
establishment forces against what 
Grillo callers the conspiracy of 
“freemasons, huge banking 
groups and the Chinese.”

Trump of course also attacked 
the Chinese. And his post elec-
tion conversation with Tsai Ing-
wen, the president of Taiwan, 
uprooted an American policy of 
“deliberate ambiguity” with re-
spect to a “one China” policy 
and an unspoken “agreement to 
disagree” which had been in 
place since Jimmy Carter was 
president in 1979. And it is un-
likely that this call was an acci-
dent. Many of Trump’s hard-line 
supporters in the uS military 
and national security apparatus 
have been worried for some time 
about the aggressive behaviour 
of the Chinese in the South Chi-
na Sea, their construction of ar-
tificial islands in disputed waters, 
and their expansionist efforts in 
this sensitive and territorially dis-
puted region of the world. Trump 
has also already indicated he will 
withdraw the uS from the trans-
Pacif ic partnership negotiation 
(the TPP) in effect killing off one 
of the Obama administration’s 
major foreign policy initiatives. 

President Trump promised 

to “drain the swamp” from 

Washington, but among the new 

ministers are three billionaires 

who graduated at Goldman 

Sachs – the biggest symbol of 

Wall Street banking.
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or revel in bling. He is a show-
man. And his voters evidently 
did not object to his wealth. In 
fact they thought it made him 
free from the encumbrances or 
of the obligations to special in-
terests, unlike the Clintons. This 
should be a surprise to no one. 
He aims in fact to be unpredict-
able. But Trump also has to run 
a government. He has 4,000 
White House and executive 
branch positions to fill, including 
more than a 1000 that require 
senate confirmation. And all these 
individuals will have to go though 
FBI security clearance, political 
vetting and a review by the office 
of government ethics to avoid fi-
nancial conf licts. None of these 
processes will be speedy or un-
complicated. 

And the world Trump will 
inherit on January 20th 2017, is 
a very complicated and danger-
ous place. More so perhaps than 
at any time since the end of 
WW2. The tectonic plates are 
moving,. And the future is more 
uncertain than ever. The aver-
age citizen feels for the f irst time 
that their children will not enjoy 
a better life. There is mood of 
deep pessimism. Even the gov-
ernor of the Bank of England, 
Mark Carney, a Canadian, and 
another former Goldman Sachs 
banker, has warned that the con-
dition of the working class re-
sembles the conditions of the 
1860s which gave rise to Karl 
Marx. And says that excessive 
executive pay needs to curtailed. 
And the legitimate anger and di-
spaire of the forgotten victimes 
of globalisation must be attend-
ed to by political leaders. He 

points out that the proportion of 
wealth held by the richest 1% of 
Americans increased from 25% 
in 1990 to 40% in 2012, and that 
globally the share of wealth held 
by the richest 1% in the world 
rose from one-third in 2000 to 
one-half in 2010. And this strik-
ing inequality had led to “isola-
tion and detachmemt “ among 
those left behind by globalisation 
who suffered from “low wages, 
insecure employment, stateless 
corporations, and stricking in-
equalities.” He warmed for the 
societal risk of these “staggering 
wealth inequalities.” 

Meanwhile Russia is led by a 
determined and skillful and ruth-
less tactician, who does not hes-
itate to use force where it can be 
effective in Russia’s national in-
terests. China is growing in pow-
er with an increasingly important 
economic and political role in 
Africa and Latin America as well 
as in its immediate vicinity. The 
war in Syria continues unabated. 
The Israeli/Palestinian conf lict 
is unresolved. Trump also at-
tacked Muslims in his campaign, 
said he would deport convicted 
foreign felons, and severely tight-
en visa requirements. He criti-
cized the Iranian nuclear deal, 
also one of president Obama’s 
major negotiations. Cuba will 
also f ind a harder line form a 
Trump presidency. NATO allies 
are concerned with Trump’s calls 
for greater defense spending. And  
Europe is also facing more elec-
tions next year which could well 
see the right wing anti-Muslim 
anti-Eu nationalist and populist 
Marine Le Pen become the next 
president of France, and bring 

nationalist populist electoral suc-
cess in the Netherlands. And the 
Brexit negotiations will be at 
their tortuous beginnings. About 
one thing we can be absolutely 
certain: The populists have tak-
en support from both left and 
right. The old political left in 
Europe has been replaced by an 
anti-establishment ant-immi-
grant nationalist wave of voters 
which have in Britain abandoned 
the Labour Party to support 
Brexit, just as in the uSA the old 
working class blue collar solidly 
Democratic voters turned to vote 
for Donald Trump. And they tend 
to admire strong leaders. Even, 
like Trump, they admire Vladi-
mir Putin. We are headed for very 
choppy waters. Avoiding xeno-
phobia will be difficult. But one 
thing is absolutely certain. There 
are mighty challenges indeed 
ahead for president Trump. n

And already the value of the Mexican 
peso has gyrated widely in response to 
Trump’s victory.

Trump has promised to “make 
America great again” and no one 
should underestimate his desire to 
achieve this goal. His election is in this 
sense is a revolution in the making. 
Or perhaps more accurately it is a coun-
ter revolution against globalization 
which draws for its language on deep 
roots of mid western populism 
which always also had a radical 
agenda, often lost in its more 
racially charged language, 
just as it has been in 
Trump’s campaign rhet-
oric, and is powered by 
a deep frustration with 
the status quo, and 
anger at the politi-
cians and bankers and 
business leaders who 
have done so well 
over the past decade 
while the wages and 
living conditions and 
the future prospects of 
the average citizen has 
stagnated or declined. This 
was the root cause of the pro-
Brexit victory in the u.K. And 
it is also the prime cause of Trump’s 
decisive victory in the key battle-
ground states in the American presi-
dential elections.

It is too soon to say how all this 
will work out. But Trump has already 
indicated who he wants to lead his new 
administration. He wants retired ma-
rine general “mad dog” James Mattis 
to be his defence secretary. This will 
require a special waiver from congress 
to hold the off ice. But Mattis is ac-
cording to Trump a man in the spirit 
of General George Patten, the legend-
ary, hard charging, and very contro-

versial World War II commander. If 
he is confirmed he will be the f irst 
retired general to run the pentagon 
since George Marshall after the end 
of the Second World War. He wants 
Betsy DeVos to be his education sec-
retary. Former Goldman Sachs bank-
er and Hollywood movie producer, 

Steven Mnuchin, will be secretary of 
the treasury. And private equity mo-
gul Wilber Ross will become secretary 
of commerce. Both men have prom-
ised to push through Trump’s propos-
als to slash taxes, loosen bank regula-
tion, and to shake up trading relations 
with China and other trading partners. 
Ross rejected the “Protectionist” la-
bel. He said that “There’s trade, there’s 
sensible trade, and there’s dumb trade. 

We’ve been doing a lot of dumb trade. 
and that’s the part that that’s going to 
be f ixed.” Trump wants Elaine Chao 
as transport secretary. And for health 
secretary he wants Tom Price, a zeal-
ous critic of Obamacare, which was 
also one of Trump’s main targets dur-
ing the presidential campaign, and who 
wants to give e consumers more mar-
ket-led choices, a very popular posi-
tion among Congressional republicans 

who control both houses of the 
congress after the elections. 

Some observers have said 
it will be a cabinet that re-

sembles the “guilded age” 
of the late 19th century 
, an epoch of pluto-
cratic government so 
called by the great 
American. writer, 
Mark Twain. Trump 
said he would “drain 
the swamp” of Wash-
ington, but his ap-
pointees include thee 

fel low bil l ionaires. 
Many are alumni of 

Goldman Sachs, the ul-
timate bastion of Wall 

Street. Trump himself is 
thought to be worth about 

uS$3.7 Bn. Betsy DeVos, his nom-
ination to be education secretary, is 
the daughter in law of Richard DeVos, 
whose familty is worth uS$5.1 Bn. 
WIlber Ross , the nominee to be sec-
retary of comerce is worth uS$ 2.5 
Bn. Todd Rockets is deputy. Os the 
co-owner of the Chicago Cubs base-
ball team, and is worth uS$ 1.8 Bn. 
Elaine Chao, who is married to the 
republican senate majority leader, 
Mitch McConnell, is the daughter of 
a shipping magnate. But one ever 
claimed that Trump was poor, or that 
he did not appreciate gold furniture, 

Richer Americans 

own a growing 

share of the 

national income. 

The current 

social inequality 

is terrifying and 

carries very real 

risks. Trump will 

face situations of 

great complexity.
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With the collapse of the Soviet union and 
the end of the Cold War, many believed 
that the world was entering an extended 
period of peace. More, some authors such 
as Francis Fukuyama (1992) even an-
nounced the end of History, while Charles 
Krathammer (1991) declared the begin-
ning of the unipolar moment and the com-
plete supremacy of the united States over 
world affairs. In 2008, with the Georgia 
War, Russia announced that the unipolar 
moment is over while the Crimea’s an-
nexation is the symbol that Geopolitics is 
back, History did not end, and the uni-
polar moment was a short dream in His-
torical terms.

Russia a world in itself. It is a country 
with 35 different official languages. Over 
one hundred minority languages are spo-
ken in its territory. Its cultural diversity is 
very rich since it is inhabited by more than 
170 ethnic groups, which are considered 
nationalities (Gil-Robles 2005). Its terri-
tory stretches from Europe to Japan mak-
ing it a global actor. The idea of Russia as 
a great power is one of the most critical 
components of its foreign policy, although 
its capacity to project power is very much 
concentrated in the near abroad. As Leich-
tova (2016) argues, although it is a presi-
dential system, it can also be a semi-presi-
dential one; it is a member of the World 
Trade Organization, but much of its econ-
omy is dependent on state-owned compa-
nies; it has many characteristics of a demo-
cratic system, but is not democratic in West-
ern standards. 

The notion that the Transatlantic Com-
munity, especially the united States, is 
Russia’s main enemy, has been developing 
in Russia for some years. Albeit relatively 
marginal until about 2005, the idea that 
Russia is a victim of Western vested in-
terests which are being implemented and 
executed by the European union, multi-
lateral agencies and NATO, has been gain-
ing legitimacy, being gradually incorpo-
rated into Russian policymaking over the 
past ten years. It should be no surprise that 
Russia has been increasingly assertive in 
guaranteeing its interests, even using mil-
itary instruments It believes it has the right 
to do so, not only because the West alleg-
edly does the same, but because it is a great 
power, although historically it is a geopo-
litically insecure state.

Russia and the World
Russia has a sense of national inadequacy 
and an excessive preoccupation about the 
West not considering Russia’s interests in 
the international arena (Tsygankov and 
Tarver-Wahlquist 2009; Tsygankov 2012). 
In other words, Russia’s foreign policy 
choices are often determined by “whether 
or not the West’s international actions are 
perceived by Russian officials as accepting 
Russia as an equal and legitimate member 
of the world” (Tsygankov 2016: 1). Post-
Soviet Russia expected to be welcomed by 
the West as a new partner, thus establish-
ing a new world order (Baranovsky 2002). 
Since the West does not accept Russia as 

In Russia, many welcomed the election of Donald Trump as a possibility to normalize relations 
between the country and the Western world. This idea is based on the assumption that Trump will 
focus on domestic policy, reducing the role of the United States in the world. Trump does not see 
Russia as an opponent and mentioned the need to reach a mutually-beneficial agreement between 
the two countries. Although Trump’s foreign policy has many points in common with the Russian, 
the new American president is adept at negotiations from a position of strength, in which the 
United States is respected as “the” world superpower. Given Russia’s assertiveness, time will tell if 
such an agreement is possible between the two countries. 
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an equal partner, at least in the 
Russian perception, the result is 
a re-orientation of its identity 
from looking to the West towards 
traditional Russian values. His-
torically, Russia’s foreign policy 
can be divided into three groups 
determining the way the coun-
try behaved in the international 
system as a result of constructed 
images of the country and the 
external world: westernizers, 
statists, and civilizationists (Tsy-
gankov 2016).

Peter the Great was the first 
westernizer. He realized that the 
West had developed far superior 
technology and westernizing was 
a way to overwhelm Russia’s un-
derdevelopment. Liberal Western-
izers were identified with values 
such as constitutional freedom and 
political equality and the Tsar Al-
exander II even realigned Russia 
foreign policy from Germany to 
France and the united Kingdom 
to emulate these values in Russia. 
In the Soviet union, westernizers 
stood close to social democratic 
ideals. Gorbachev, for example, 
favored the idea that the uSSR 
had to become a democratic and 
human version of communism. 
His foreign policy endorsed the 
idea of mutual security with the 
West, introducing the idea of a 
common European home (Ibid.).

The collapse of the uSSR le-
gitimized Western Neoliberalism 
as the chief economic ideology. It 
became a panacea for all countries 
with the ten conclusions of the 
Washington Consensus as the new 
ten commandments. Much of 
Neoliberalism’s philosophical base 
comes from the economy ideol-
ogy developed by Milton Fried-

man and George Stigler from the 
university of Chicago’s School of 
Economics. As an ideology, it is 
more than just a set of prescrip-
tions of economic policy. Rather, 
it is an entire system of governance 
ref lecting a particular world view 
and morals built upon method-
ological individualism.

With the idea of no alternative, 
the Westernizers gained inf luence 
being able to considerably advance 
the idea that only by adopting a 
Western model Russia would be 
able to revert Soviet backward-
ness. Hence, Russia adopted a very 
radical neoliberal reform agenda 
although some authors as Rutland 
(2013) argue that the Neoliberal 
policies implemented in Russia 
were not exactly Neoliberal since 
they were considerably shaped by 
the private interests of the politi-
cal elite. The Russian financial 
crisis of 1998 and later the global 
crisis of 2008 together with the 
failure of Russian Neoliberalism 
to promote sustainable economic 
and social development resulted 
in the Russian people increasing-
ly negating its non-economic com-
ponents such as democracy and 
human rights.

Putin’s ascension to power on 
31 December 1999 represented 
the return of a more statist ap-
proach towards Russia’s foreign 
policy. Arguably, Statism has 
been the most popular foreign 
policy’s school in Russia (Tsy-
gankov 2012). It is centered in 
power and stability over freedom 
and democracy, whereas exter-
nal threats are the primary con-
cern for Russia’s security. Statism 
is not necessarily anti-West, but 
rather looks for its recognition 

and acceptance using economic 
power and military capabilities. 
For some, its intellectual origins 
are to be found in the policies of 
Prince Alexander Gorchakov, 
Alexander II foreign minister, 
known as “Concentration” or 
creating f lexible alliances and 
limiting Russia’s involvement in 
European affairs. Other, accen-
tuate Peter the Great’s military 
competitiveness arguing that it 
was the czar’s preoccupation with 
state security which made him 
closer to Europe (Ibid.).

During the Soviet union, 
Stalin and Brezhnev were stat-
ists. Stalin’s treaty of friendship 
with Nazi Germany and had the 
objective of isolating Russia from 
the World War II. Brezhnev’s 
policy of “correlation of forces” 
aimed to curb Western inf luence 
at the global level. Even the lib-
eral statists which supported Gor-
bachev’s reforms and believed in 
building a market economy and 
democracy were convinced that 
they should increase Russia’s 
great power status to deal with 
an increasing number of foreign 
threats at the global level. Stat-
ism defines Putin’s policies. At 
the same time, he took control 

over the social and political life, 
legislature, party building, re-
gions, electronic media, while at 
the same time supporting the 
post-Soviet political institutions 
and the process of economic lib-
eralization (Ibid.).

Civilizationists such as Alex-
ander Duguin consider Russia 
to be a special civilization, one 
that is unique and has the mis-
sion to spread Russian values 
around the globe. This idea be-
came attached to the notion of 
socialist internationalism and 
Lenin and Trotsky’s concept of 
global permanent socialist revo-
lution with Soviet Russia as the 
main center of power (Ibid.). Du-
gin’s Neo-Eurasianism is its most 
recent version. It considers Rus-
sia to be a land empire in per-
manent expansion being threat-
ened by the Atlantic Alliance, 
mostly the united States (Dugin 
2012). The consciousness of be-
ing part of a land empire formed 
the social and cultural base of 
the Russian nation, ref lecting 
six main points:

1. Conservatism;

2. Holism, meaning that the whole 
is more than the sum of the 
parts;

3. Collective anthropology (the 
people is more important than 
the individual);

4. Sacrifice;

5. Idealistic orientation;

6. Values of faithfulness, asceti-
cism, honor and loyalty (Ibid.)

Russia has the necessity to ex-
pand not only territorially, but 
spreading its culture, values, and 
form of political and social orga-
nization is the way to guarantee 
its security. New-Eurasianism 
“supplied Russia with the key to 
the geopolitical and also spiritual-
humanistic self-identity of the 
Russian nation and the spiritual 
secret of the Russian civilization, 
its teleology and the cornerstone 
of its principles” (Titarenko and 
Petrovsky 2016: 26. 

As a result, Russia has three 
paradigms of international poli-
cy regarding its search towards 
geopolitical self-identif ication 
(Baranovsky 2012): a European 
paradigm, in which Russia be-
longs to the West, an Asian par-
adigm, in which Russia is closer 
to Asia, and a Eurasian paradigm 
in which Russia is a special civ-
ilization following its ambitions 
and rules. In the f irst case, Rus-
sia would consider itself an in-
trinsic part of the European self. 
In this case, the Russian foreign 
policy would focus on joining 
the European union aiming to 
achieve a deep level of integra-
tion in European affairs and 
Westernization. At the same time, 
failing to reach this goal could 
generate political and psycho-
logical resentment of Russian be-
ing denied its rightful status quo 
in the European system (Ba-
ranovsky 2012).

In the case of the Asian para-
digm, the main point is the idea 
of Russia having to protect itself 
from West’s expansionism to be 
able to develop its potential as a 
sovereign country fully. There-
fore, being close to Europe and 

especially to the European union 
would result in the country expe-
riencing a process of subordinate 
development, what would result 
in a subordinate form of develop-
ment and status in the interna-
tional system. The third paradigm, 
Russia’s Eurasianism, is based on 
the idea of Russian being a special 
civilization as discussed before. It 
should follow its path of develop-
ment and Western expansionism 
might be considered a confronta-
tion to its natural rights and status 
quo. Since the collapse of the So-
viet union Russia’s relationship 
with Europe and in particular with 
the European union has been 
swinging among several the sev-
eral possible combinations of these 
paradigms. It has been notably dif-
ficult for the country to stay in 
one specific and straight path be-
cause of its European identity and 
its Eurasian History.  

Since the collapse of the So-
viet union, the way Russia sees 
its relationship with the West 
changed three times. First, from 
Soviet statism to Western Euro-
peanism. By the beginning of the 
1990s, there was a deep convic-
tion that Russia should choose the 
Western path. In this case, the 
primary motivation was not nec-
essarily to become an open and 
westernized country, but rather 
to reacquire the status of a mem-
ber of the international commu-
nity, one of the same stature as 
Germany or the united Kingdom. 
After the 1998 financial crisis and 
the failure of the Neoliberal pol-
icies to promote the promised 
level of economic and social de-
velopment, the appeal of the 
Western model faded. Russia is a 

The awareness of being part 

of an earthly empire formed 

the social and cultural basis of 

the Russian nation, shaping its 

values. The people are more 

important than the individual.
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vinced that the terms of its foreign 
debt restructuring were specially 
designed to weaken its economic 
power, thus its military capabili-
ties. Shutting down the military 
naval base of Cam Ranh, Viet-
nam, because of lacking resourc-
es for paying the lease is one ex-
ample. Putin understood that the 
relationship would not be smooth 
and that Russia cannot integrate 
with the West on its terms. Rus-
sia had to assert its economic and 
geopolitical interests as a mar-
ginal power rather than a partner.  
Democracy and values such as 
human rights and individual free-
dom are the pillars of the West-
ern political and social system. 
However, as Trenin (2007) ar-
gues, Russian leaders are con-
vinced that the observation of 
such values will not result in Rus-
sia being accepted as an equal 
partner and will weaken Russia’s 
ability to pursue its interests. 

Putin concluded that the West 
is dangerous and unpredictable. 
The Transatlantic Community, 
especially the united States, us-
es instruments of irregular war-
fare such NGO’s, multilateral 
institutions (IMF, World Bank), 
to destabilize Russia. Thus, the 
view that Russia consistently fac-
es threats from the outside be-
came mainstream. In the face of 
these threats, Russia considers 
itself a fragile country. Putin and 
those in his inner circle under-
stand that its economy is too de-
pendent on oil and gas. There is 
not enough energy for expan-
sion. At the same time, it is nec-
essary to maintain its regional 
inf luence by all means. Since 
there are many factors outside 

Russia’s control, Putin believes 
that external factors can affect 
internal, and can result in Rus-
sia’s crash. This explains why 
Russia is engaged in not letting 
ukraine be closer to the West.

The promotion of such values 
is considered by Russian leaders 
as an instrument of foreign pol-
icy which is ignored when suit-
ing the interests of the united 
States or the European union but 
used to contain Russia’s interests. 
For the Russian, the West cre-
ated a type of subversive weapon 
called “Westernization.” It is the 
imposition of a social system, eco-
nomics, ideology, culture, and 
way of life similar to the West 
in other countries. The objective 
is to discredit the local political 
and social system, resulting in 
population stratif ication into 
hostile groups, which are then 

supported by the united States 
and NATO (Nagorny and Shury-
gin 2013). Yevgeny Bazhanov, 
the rector of the Russia’s Diplo-
matic Academy, stated that “peo-
ple in power did not object to or 
even greeted the Western efforts 
to plant democratic values in 
Russia and teach the nation how 
to live in a “free state.” Today, 
this looks like an attempt to 
weaken power in Russia and to 
“force it to its knees”.” (Bazha-
nov 2013: 23).

The Afghanistan and Iraq 
Wars, like other American/NATO 
military interventions, made Pu-
tin conclude that the West is dan-
gerous and unpredictable. Besides, 
the Transatlantic Community, es-
pecially the united States, uses 
instruments of irregular warfare 
such as non-governmental orga-
nizations, multilateral institutions 
(IMF, World Bank), to destabilize 
Russia. Hence, the view that Rus-
sia continually faces threats from 
the outside became mainstream. 
In the face of these threats, Rus-
sia considers itself a fragile coun-
try. Putin and those in his inner 
circle understand that its economy 
is too dependent on oil and gas. 
There is not enough energy for ex-
pansion. At the same time, it is 
necessary to maintain its regional 
inf luence by all means. Since there 
are many factors outside Russia’s 
control, Putin believes that exter-
nal factors can affect internal, and 
can result in Russia’s crash. This 
explains why Russia is engaged in 
not letting ukraine be closer to the 
West. At the same time, Putin is 
convinced that defending his and 
his inner circle’s private interests 
and beliefs are tantamount for pro-

clear case where the failure of 
Neoliberal policies discredited 
the political and social aspects of 
the Western model, especially de-
mocracy, and human rights.

Putin’s election for President 
in 2000 consolidated the second 
swing, from Western European-
ism back to statism. In the very 
beginning of his first term, Vlad-
imir Putin already suggested that 
Russia should reassure its role in 
a multipolar world, one where 
one regime has no sovereignty. 
Nevertheless, he tried to develop 

friendly ties with the West, in par-
ticular with the united States, al-
though there were clear signs of 
deepening the Eurasian trend in 
the Russian foreign policy. Soon 
he understood that the relation-
ship would not be smooth. The 
u.S.-Russian Strategic Stability 
Cooperation Initiative of 2000 is 
one example. The document both 
President Bill Clinton and Vladi-
mir Putin signed was aimed to be 
a “constructive basis for strength-
ening trust between the two sides 
and for further development of 

agreed measures to enhance stra-
tegic stability and to counter the 
proliferation of weapons of mass 
destruction, missiles and missile 
technologies worldwide” (The 
White House, 2000).

However, the act on Russian-
American Confidence and Coop-
eration approved by the uS Con-
gress forbid the White House to 
restructure the Russia’s foreign 
debt, until closing a radio-elec-
tronic center in Lourdes, Cuba. 
Without options, Russia was 
forced to close it.3 Russia is con-

For Russians, the 

Western world 

created a kind of 

subversive weapon: 

“Westernization” 

that divides the 

population into 

hostile groups that 

then receive support 

from the United 

States and NATO.
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tecting Russia’s national interests. 
Thus, any attempt to make Russia 
more transparent, democratic, tol-
erant, is considered not only a per-
sonal attack against him and his al-
lies but against Russia as a state.

This vision reinforces the idea 
that Russia is a permanent victim 
of other powers, notably the West. 
Russia has been trying to present 
itself as a serious global player. In 
this sense, the Georgian war of 
2007, in a psychological perspec-
tive, served as a way to reassure 
the Russian internal public. It al-
so ref lects a clash of worldviews. 
On the one hand, the West tries 
to impose its model, one that is 
f lawed. NATO, the uSA, and the 
Eu’s moves are unilateral and dis-
regard the chain effects of their 
actions. For example, an Islamic 
dictatorship being substituted by 
fundamentalist regimes. On the 
other, Putin considers internation-
al development as a comprehensive 
process, with no place for values-
based politics.

Although it is not the turning 
point of Russia’s relationship with 
the West, Putin’s speech at the 
2007 Munich Security Confer-
ence certainly is the clearest ex-
pression of Russia being uncom-
fortable about Western unilateral-
ism. Putin’s main idea was that the 
post-Cold War unipolar world was 
a failure. Putin said without re-
serves that the West pointless en-
deavor to impose a unipolar mod-
el has created new conf licts by the 
unlimited use of force in interna-
tional relations. In his speech Pu-
tin augmented that the unilateral 
use of force by the West only 
spawned new conf licts, making 
the world less stable. He denounced 

the excessive use of force in the 
world, NATO’s provocative ex-
pansion, the West attempt to hi-
jack the Organization for Secu-
rity and Co-operation in Europe 
- OSCE, and urged new arms con-
trols (Putin 2007). 

With the beginning of Med-
vedev’s term as president, many 
believed that Russia would retake 
the process of Western-like re-
forms, swinging from Putin’s Stat-
ism and by then soft Eurasianism. 
This was a misconception of his 
positions since the notion that 
Russia can only develop in an in-
dependent way was already in-
grained in the mindset of the Rus-
sian political elite. Medvedev made 
it clear during a speech at a meet-
ing with German political, parlia-
mentary and civic leaders in Ber-
lin, June 5, 2008, when he called 
for a new European security ar-
chitecture. The speech was the 
base for a draft European security 
treaty published in 2009. The most 
important point was the rejection 
of the Transatlantic basis of the 
current Western security arrange-
ment as a reminiscence of the Cold 
War. He also stressed the idea that 
the OSCE and NATO were ob-
solete organizations and the ne-
cessity to have a common secu-
rity space from Vancouver to Vlad-
ivostok. All military actions would 
have to be approved by the unit-
ed Nations Security Council. In 
practical terms, Medvedev’s pro-
posal was an attempt to establish 
Russia’s as an equal player inf lu-
encing the security theater in its 
sphere of geopolitical interests. 
The second objective was to iso-
late the united Stated of the Eu-
ropean security space. The third 

goal was to keep the Eu, NATO, 
and the OSCE out of the decision-
making process, making impos-
sible for them to have any military 
initiative. Although Medvedev 
tried to modernize some aspects 
of Russian governance, Russia’s 
position towards Europe remained 
unchanged. Medvedev’s new se-
curity arrangement should be un-
derstood as a development of the 
point Putin made in Munich in 
the previous year. It failed since 
the West was extremely suspicious 
of Russia’s intentions after the 
Georgia War. 

It should not be a surprise that 
Putin’s third presidential term 
marks Russia acting more assertive 
to defend its interests, including 
using military power. At this mo-
ment, there is an artificial civiliza-
tional divorce with the West. This 
is the consequence of the lack of 
convergence among the strategic 
view of Europe, Russia, and the 
united States resulting in different 
levels of confrontation. In Europe’s 
case, this is aggravated by lacking 
convergence also at the internal 
level. Although Russia sees Europe 
as its most important partner in 
many areas, it considers that the 
spreading of Western values is part 
of a strategy of establishing neoco-
lonial relations by power. It is con-
vinced that, if the West is unable 
to achieve its objectives by instru-
ments of soft power, it will use mil-
itary force to overthrow established 
regimes imposing its puppet gov-
ernment in the end. It is unaccept-
able for Russia, which will heav-
ily fight to maintain not only its 
geopolitical inf luence but its inde-
pendence from external pressures 
on internal affairs.

This turn away from Europe 
may be even more profound than 
the Soviet one. As Karaganov 
(2015) argues, the Russian elite 
and society have been moving to-
wards state nationalism, Christi-
anity, and other old European val-
ues, at the same time Europeans 
have been distancing from them. 
As mentioned by Alexey Meshkov 
(2015), Russian deputy foreign 
minister, this is aggravated by the 
perception that the European 
union refuses to consider Russia’s 
interests, including on vital issues 
such as the ukrainian-Eu asso-
ciation agreement. Although Eu-
rope was taken by surprise by Rus-
sia’s hostile attitude towards 
ukraine, Meshkov argues that the 
European union ignored all ar-
guments to establish an Eu-
ukraine-Russia dialogue to con-
sider “the negative consequences 
of its adoption” (sic) (Meshkov 
2015). The result was Crimea’s 
annexation by Russia and the de-
stabilization of Eastern ukraine.

For most, a war within Euro-
pean borders in the XXI century, 
the post-modern one, was some-
thing unimaginable. Nevertheless, 
Russia has been preparing for three 
possible scenarios for military con-
f lict. First a major war with NA-
TO and Japan. Second, a region-

al border conf lict situation, i.e. 
disputed territories. Third, an in-
ternal military conf lict because of 
terrorism. It is not to believe that 
a direct military conf lict with NA-
TO in the short term is to expect. 
However, Russia has been facing 
severe pressure with the infringe-
ment of its strategic national in-
terests. NATO has wiped out both 
politically and militarily most of 
Russia’s natural potential allies. 
This can be exemplif ied by NA-
TO’s expansion into the former 
Warsaw Pact space. The mone-
tarist economic ideology imposed 
by the International Monetary 
Fund, the World Bank, and oth-
er multilateral organizations, not 
only had the objective to weak-
en the Russian society overall 
but resulted in underfunding the 
Armed Forces thus in operation-
al degradation (Nagorny & 
Shurygin 2013).

The solution is to create an 
alternative reality as military 
strategy, where the support for 
the strategic objectives of war by 
society in a country at war, in 
other words, the legitimization 
of war, is fundamental to achiev-
ing victory. In other words, the 
success of military campaigns in 
the form of armed conf licts and 
local wars is much dependent on 

The Russian elite and society have 
approached state nationalism, Christianity 
and other ancient European values,  
exactly when Europeans have been moving 
away from them. Now that distance  
may be increased.
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the relationship between military 
and non-military factors - the 
political, psychological, ideolog-
ical, and informational elements 
of the campaign - then on mili-
tary power as isolate variable 
(Chekinov & Bogdanov 2010).

Asymmetric warfare has the ob-
jective to avoid direct military op-
erations and interference in internal 
conf licts in other countries. There-
fore, as a result of the specificities 
of fighting weaker adversaries, the 
following strategy was predominant: 
employment of small, specially 
trained troops; preventive actions 
against irregular forces; propaganda 
among local populations the weak-
er enemy pretended to defend; mil-
itary and material support given to 
support groups in the country be-
ing attacked; scale-back of combat 
operations and employing non-mil-
itary methods to pressure the op-
ponent (Kremenyuk 2003). The 
Russian strategy is based on nine 
points (Nagorny & Shurygin 2013):

1.  Stimulation and support of 
armed actions by separatist 
groups with the objective of 
promoting chaos and territo-
rial disintegration;

2. Polarization between the elite 
and the society, resulting in a 
crisis of values followed by a 
process of reality orientation to 
Western values;

3. Demoralization of the armed 
forces and military elite;

4. Strategic controlled degrada-
tion of the socioeconomic situ-
ation;

5. Stimulation of a socio-political 
crisis;

6. Intensification of simultaneous 
forms and models of psycho-
logical warfare;

7. Incitement of mass panic, with 
the loss of confidence in the 
major government institutions;

8. Defamation of political leaders 
who are not aligned with Rus-
sia’s interests;

9. Annihilation of possibilities 
to form coalitions with for-
eign allies.

No campo, a discussão acima 
signif ica o emprego de armas 
não nucleares de alta precisão, 
junto com o apoio a grupos sub-
versivos e de reconhecimento. 
Os alvos estratégicos são aqueles 
que, ao serem destruídos, resul-
tarão em danos inaceitáveis para 
o país atacado. Entre eles se in-
cluem os principais sistemas de 
controle do governo e das forças 
armadas; grandes instalações in-
dustriais, de combustíveis e de 
energia; centrais e instalações de 
transportes (centrais ferroviárias, 
pontes, portos, aeroportos, tú-
neis etc.); objetos potencialmente 
perigosos (barragens de usinas 
hidrelétricas e usinas hidrelétri-
cas; unidades de processamento 
da indústria química; usinas nu-
cleares; depósitos de produtos 
tóxicos etc.) (Chekinov e Bog-
danov, 2010). O objetivo da Rús-
sia, portanto, é fazer o adversário 
compreender que poderá enfren-
tar uma catástrofe ambiental e 
sociopolítica e, em função disso, 

evitar o combate. A Rússia cer-
tamente continuará a usar essa 
estratégia para defender seus in-
teresses, o que signif ica que as 
relações com a Europa e os Es-
tados unidos continuarão a ser 
turbulentas.

Final Remarks
Russia has been actively de-

fending its interests, including 
using military power. This is the 
result of the incompatibility be-
tween Russia and the West’s stra-
tegic views regarding the geo-
political character of internation-
al relations, as a clear conf lict of 
interests as well. In Europe, the 
Russian strategy has been focus-
ing in stimulating the lack of con-
vergence towards common se-
curity interests by political 
means. This includes single-issue 
lobbies with divisive messages, 
well-funded fringe parties, Rus-
sia Today, think tanks, business 
lobbies, just to cite some. There-
fore, the objective is not neces-
sarily to gain direct support for 
Russia, but for Russia’s agenda, 
aiming to debase support for NA-
TO and the European union. In 
the f irst case, to remove Article 
5’s assurance. In the second, to 
weaken the geopolitical inf lu-
ence of the West. In other words, 
Russia uses democratic tools to 
f ight against democracy itself. 
The only way to deal with this 
sort of warfare is more democ-
racy. This means more neutral 
information, analysis, and edu-
cation. Politicians need to be 
more honest, transparent, and 
connected with ordinary people. 
Economic policy should also take 
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the interests of the population, and should not be 
merely designed to support the interests of the 
banking sector. unfortunately, even in Europe, it 
seems to be quite a diff icult task sometimes.

Russia’s strategy is based on exploiting the op-
ponent’s weaknesses (soft points) against him/
herself. Some argued that the Baltic region is the 
most important soft spot for European security. It 
is not. From the defense perspective, the misman-
agement of the European economy in the name 
of specif ic economic ideologies and the interests 
of the f inancial system is the most serious threat 
to the European security. It jeopardizes the legit-
imacy of the state (and of the European union) 
as a democratic institution because of the direct 
result of rising unemployment combined with low 
social security. An accurate indicator of this trend, 
for example, is the signif icant increase of Euros-
cepticism. Also, the increase in the popularity of 
nationalist and populist political parties with rad-
ical platforms.

Many in Russia welcomed Donald Trump’s 
election as President of the united States as a 
possibility for normalizing the relations between 
Russia and the West. This idea is based on the 
presupposition that Trump is going to be orient-
ed towards domestic politics, reducing the unites 
States’ role in the world. He does not consider 
Russia an adversary and has mentioned that it is 
necessary to f ind a mutually beneficial agreement 
with Russia (Trump 2016). Although Trump’s 
foreign policy shares many common points with 
the Russian such as the understanding that Amer-
ican actions in the Middle East, especially in Iraq, 
resulted in signif icant instability, Trump believes 
in negotiating from a position of strength (Trump 
2016), in which the united States is respected as 
“the” world’s superpower. With Russia assertive-
ness, it is to be seen if it will be possible for both 
countries to reach an agreement. Taking into 
consideration Russia’s interests in the near abroad, 
this probably means ukraine and Belarus are 
turning permanently into a gray buffer zone, 
while non-NATO members of the former So-
viet union and the Warsaw Pact will stay trapped 
in the Russian zone of inf luence with no choice 
towards the West. n
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1.Introduction

Relations between the Russian 
Federation and the Western 
world (i.e. mainly the united 
States and the Western Europe-
an States1) have reached a low 
point. Ref lecting in the politi-
cal, media and public opinion is 
the image created during the 
Cold War of the “villain” in the 
Eastern world with its expan-
sionist desires, aggressiveness and 
brutality represents a danger to 
the “civilized States” that must 
take decisive countermeasures. 
Actually, at f irst glance Russian 
politics really does not look good: 
the war in Georgia; the annexa-
tion of Crimea; the conf lict in 
eastern ukraine; the support to 
the Assad regime in the civil war 
in Syria; and hacking attacks dur-
ing the presidential election cam-
paign in the united States – ev-
erything makes the Russian Fed-
eration stand out as a prime 
example of villainy and trouble-
making. Furthermore, in the 
countryside little has remained 
of the democracy and the rule of 
law that the Russian Federation 
undertook after 1991: Russia is 
an authoritarian and corrupt 
state. A consequence of such in-

ternal policy is the apparently 
logical conclusion: whoever is 
authoritarian and corrupt in the 
internal policy can only be a vil-
lain in the foreign policy! How-
ever, a closer look raises ques-
tions2, but who has time for care-
ful analysis anyway? 

This was not always the case. 
In the 1990s, relations were close 
and cooperative, looking from the 
outside. There was the general de-
sire – or at least the politicians ex-
pressed themselves as if this was a 
general desire – to help the Rus-
sian Federation, which had been 
weakened by the chaos of trans-
formation in its difficult process 
of simultaneously creating democ-
racy and a rule of law on the one 
hand, and a system of private econ-
omy on the other (not to mention 
the need to find a new collective 
Russian identity). Financial sup-
port, aid programs4, close contact 
and exchange of experience made 
eventual expressions of friendship 
and solid relationships seem real. 
However, from the second half of 
the 1990s onward, Western Eu-
rope was the main agent in the 
search for closeness and friendship; 
the united States was more dis-
creet, but was also distant from 
the intensity of the economic re-

There has been a collapse that can hardly be reversed in the relations between 
the Russian Federation and the Western world. It was caused by both sides. 
The Western world missed a big chance: without NATO expansion, without the 
missile defence shield, without arrogant behaviour – especially from the United 
States – in the face of the Russian Federation, and without the inflated 
conviction of moral superiority, maybe the Russian Federation would have 
taken another course in the first decade of this millennium, both in the 
domestic and the foreign policies. 

Diary of a collapse 
External relations between the Russian Federation,  
the United States and the Western European States
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lations with Western European 
States. Inconveniences caused by 
the Russian policy were disregard-
ed as “transitional diff iculties”. 
The annoyance from the Russian 
side due to concrete policies of the 
united States or the Western Eu-
ropean States was believed to be 
neutralized by their own good in-
tentions and the awareness of be-
ing “the good guy” in the situa-
tion.  This is why the shock was 
so great when at some point after 
the turn of the millennium it be-
came suddenly clear that there 
were considerable problems in the 
reciprocal relations. The realiza-
tion that the Russian Federation 
had not develop as everyone imag-
ined (not to say, imposed) in the 
domestic scope was a scandalous. 
What had happened? I will try to 
answer this question by identify-
ing the essential stations of this 
collapse after the hopeful start in 
1991 and try to encounter a dif-
ferent role from that of the villain 
in the Russian policy.

2. The last 25 years:  
the honeymoon before 
the war of roses
The years of the 1990s were for 
the Russian Federation, (former-
ly the uSSR) a diff icult time not 
only due to the transformation 
of the State and the economy, 
but also because the Russian State 
was extremely poor for the gi-
gantic debts left by the Soviet 
union, the low price of the oil 
and the dysfunctional tax system, 
which should have ensured a sat-
isfactory fulf ilment of the state 
obligations; “it should have”, but 
the state obligations could not 

be and were not met to a con-
siderable extent. During the 
1990s, in fact since the begin-
ning of the transformation, the 
course that Russia should have 
taken and wanted to take was 
controversial even inside Russia: 
the elites who held power and a 
large part of the population want-
ed a State and a society similar 
to the Western example. Other 
parts of the elites and another 
large part of the population, re-
taking the 19th century histori-
cal conf lict between Westerners 
and defenders of the Russian 
path5, believed that Russia should 
pursue its own direction. In 1992, 
the foreign minister Kozyrev, 
extremely supportive for the 
West, warned that an overly hes-
itant aid and the arrogance of the 
West in the interaction with Rus-
sia would lead this country to 
following its own national path7. 
unfortunately, the warning has 
not been heard, as shown by NA-
TO’s eastward enlargement and 
the West’s disdainful behaviour 
with regard to Russia, especial-
ly the united States.

The enlargement of NATO
The enlargement of NATO is a 
process that illustrates very well 
the way the West openly insti-
gated a confrontation with the 
Russian Federation. It seems the 
united States was the driving 
force behind this process; and 
even if this is the case, the lack of 
resistance from the European 
countries was tragic, especially 
from the Federal Republic of Ger-
many, which, considering the 
proximity and history, should 
have had a greater understanding 

of Russian fears. In order to il-
lustrate the importance of this 
process for the Russian Federa-
tion, I would like to make a small 
comparison. What would the 
united States do if one of its 
neighbours, say Canada or Mex-
ico, established a defence alliance 
with a State considered a threat 
by the united States, for example, 
with the People’s Republic of 
China? We can f ind the answer 

in the Cuba Missiles Crisis, in the 
Pinochet coup in Chile and the 
countless attempts of the united 
States to impose its favour by any 
means necessary in Central and 
South America. The Monroe Doc-
trine, in the form of the “politics of 
containment,” proclaimed by the 
American president in 1947, which 
also targeted “deviant” South 
American States, has not been of-
ficially reversed until today.7 

Let us analyse first the stations 
of the eastward enlargement. We 
are not sure if the Western world 
offered any guarantees in return 
for the withdrawal of the Soviet 
troops from the Federative Re-
public of Germany after the re-
unif ication due to NATO’s east-
ward enlargement. What we do 
know is that Gorbačev received 
the (verbal) promise that no NA-
TO troops would be stationed in 

the east of the territory of the 
former GDR; we do not know 
whether this promise had any le-
gal value. In any case, no one felt 
obliged to respect such guaran-
tees: the cold and arrogant answer 
to any questioning was that 
Gorbačev could have asked for a 
written confirmation. The f irst 
step in early 1994 was NATO’s 
“Partnership for Peace” founda-
tion, the purpose of which was 
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ukraine – at the explicit exclu-
sion of the Russian Federation, 
according to the intentions of 
the founding members. At f irst, 
Russian reactions were negative; 
shortly afterwards, the foreign 
ministry expressed that it could 
accept joining this partnership15. 
In 2013, Croatia, for the time 
being as the last candidate, was 
accepted as a member of the Eu. 
Finally, in 2014 ukraine, Geor-
gia and Moldova became associ-
ate members of the Eu. In the 
case of ukraine, which had par-
ticularly close economic relations 
with Russia and wanted this 
country as a member of the Eur-
asian Economic union, it only 
became possible thanks to a coup 
d’état, which led to the separa-
tion/annexation of  Crimea and 
the civil war in eastern ukraine. 
In the same year, in response to 
the threat posed by the Russian 
aggressiveness, NATO created a 
rapid intervention force for East-
ern Europe.

The Russian Federation al-
ways made it clear to the West 
and NATO that it would con-
sider the enlargement of NATO 
to the East as an act of hostility, 
and that, in the face of the pro-
gressive collapse of the relations, 
not even a canon of common 
ground would prevent it from 
defending its interests. We have 
already mentioned some more 
informal statements. In 2001, Pu-
tin tried to solve the problem 
with ideas similar to those of Jel-
zin, asking about the possibility 
of an adhesion of the Russian 
Federation to NATO; despite a 
series of positive stances, the cor-
responding memo never left 

Powell’s desk, as Stent writes; in 
other words: the initiative was 
obstructed (not to say under-
mined).16 After that, the Russian 
dissatisfaction became increas-
ingly apparent. In July 2005, Pu-
tin declared – also in reaction to 
the so-called “Flower Revolu-
tions” in ukraine, Georgia and 
Kyrgyzstan – that in the future 
he would no longer allow for-
eign funding of NGOs17. In 2006, 
Putin announced in a speech to 
the nation the strengthening of 
the army and armament and the 
development of strategic weap-
ons. In February 2007, there was 
Putin’s famous speech at the Mu-
nich Security Conference18. Pu-
tin accused the united States of 
seeking “monopolar world dom-
ination” and “exceeding the lim-
its in almost every area.” He 
warned NATO against a “ram-
pant military employment.” The 
North Atlantic Alliance and the 
European union would be im-
posing their will on other coun-
tries and using violence, Putin 
said. The Russian president 
strongly criticized NATO’s east-
ward enlargement, since its mil-
itary infrastructure was extend-
ed “to our borders.” We can say 
with no exaggeration that this 
speech contained the clear mes-
sage that if NATO did not change 
or reverse its policy of expansion, 
the reciprocal relations would be 
different and confrontational. 
NATO’s reaction was marked by 
a peculiar blindness. No one re-
alized that the speech contained 
the clear message: go back or you 
are in for a surprise. Putin was 
accused of betraying the spirit of 
friendship and cooperation.19  

Subsequent events showed the 
Russians were serious. In 2008 
the Russo-Georgian war broke 
out: Georgia was destabilized; it 
lost the territories of Abkhazia 
and South Ossetia, which had 
wanted to separate for a long time, 
and was thereby disqualif ied as a 
candidate for the NATO mem-
bership due to the territorial con-
f licts. In September 2008, the 
tough “Principles of Russian De-
fence Policy 2020” were formu-
lated. In November 2011, Presi-
dent Medvedev made a sharp state-
ment against the missile shield 
planned by the united States. In 
2013 Gerassimov, the top com-
mander of the military forces, ap-
pealed for the country to prepare 
for a 21st century war. In the same 
year, the Russian Federation of-
fered political asylum to E. Snow-
don, an event of great political 
symbolic strength, which showed 
the level of deterioration of the 
relations between the Russian 
Federation and the united States. 
I have already mentioned Crimea 
and Eastern ukraine. 

The missile defence shield
NATO’s enlargement to the East 
was not the only point of conf lict 
in the military arena. The second 
bloody conf lict concerned Amer-
ican plans to create a missile de-
fence shield, announced in 2001 
by President Bush, which at the 
same time revoked the anti-bal-
listic missile treaty. The plan con-
sisted in positioning the respec-
tive facilities in the countries of 
Central Eastern Europe. And 
quickly some countries of central 
Eastern Europe, more specif ical-
ly Poland and the Czech Repub-

to provide an institutional frame-
work for a military cooperation 
between NATO and non-NATO 
countries; in June, the Russian 
Federation joined - nolens volens 
- the partnership. However, it 
was already expected this to be 
the f irst step towards an Eastern 
enlargement of NATO;8 Presi-
dent Jelzin warned the uS Pres-
ident Clinton of the danger of a 
cold war as a result of a NATO 
enlargement to the east in 1994.9  
The problem has remained on 
the agenda. In the 1990s, the Rus-
sian position oscillated between 
repudiation and the attempt to 
prevent the worst through par-
ticipation.10 The united States 
was the main agent to address the 
issue in a very peculiar way: since, 
according to the united States, 
there were no bad intentions be-
hind the NATO enlargement, it 
was necessary to convince the 
Russians that an eastward en-
largement of NATO would not 
be a threat to them11. In other 
words: no one bothered to sub-
ject the NATO enlargement pol-
icy to a review. They were all 
convinced that they would be able 
to persuade the Russians; I be-
lieve that there was also the gen-
eral – but veiled – consensus that 
there would be no problem if they 
could not be persuaded, since they 
were too weak to defend them-
selves in any effective way.

In any case, that could not 
have happened. In March 1999, 
Poland, the Czech Republic and 
Hungary became NATO mem-
bers; as if to demonstrate NATO’s 
peaceful intentions between 
March and June of that year, NA-
TO simply ignored Russia’s re-

peated reservations, bombarded 
Serbia under the pretext of a uN-
sanctioned “humanitarian mili-
tary intervention.” From the 
point of view of law of nations, 
this bombing, without explicit 
mandate of the uN, represented, 
at least according to the inter-
pretation of the law of the na-
tions until then, the law of na-
tions. It is clear that before and 
after this mission, many apolo-
gists defended this humanitarian 
intervention that was unsanc-
tioned by the uN, reinterpreting 
this violation of the law of na-
tions as an evolution of the law 
of the nations12. In November 
2002, Bulgaria, Romania, Lith-
uania, Latvia, Estonia, Slovenia 
and Slovakia were invited to start 
membership negotiations with 
NATO; the adhesion of these 
States took place in March 2004. 
As if to emphasize once again its 
innocuousness, the united States 
simultaneously started the second 
war against Iraq during this en-
largement process, once more 
violating the law of the nations. 
Still in February 2004, Putin in-
formed the American President 
that, according to conf irmed 
Russian information, Iraq did 
not own weapons of mass de-
struction. At its Bucharest sum-
mit in April 2008, NATO de-
cided to accept as new members 
Croatia, Albania and Kosovo and 
offered a concrete perspective of 
membership to Macedonia, Bos-
nia and Herzegovina and Mon-
tenegro. The membership of 
Georgia and ukraine was reject-
ed, although approved by the 
united States Congress in 2007, 
but it remained on the agenda as 

a future possibility and as a sword 
of Damocles suspended over the 
head of the Russian Federation.13 

At the same time Central-
Eastern European States were 
inducted, there was also an en-
largement of the Eu into these 
States. In May 2004, the three 
Baltic States, Estonia, Latvia and 
Lithuania, as well as Poland, the 
Czech Republic, Hungary, Slo-
venia and Slovakia became mem-
bers of the Eu14. In 2007, Ro-
mania and Bulgaria joined the 
Eu, albeit under strict conditions. 
In May 2009, based on a Polish 
and Swedish initiative and in re-
action to the Russo-Georgian 
war, the Eu created the “Eastern 
Association”, aiming at the eco-
nomic and political approxima-
tion of the former Soviet repub-
lics Armenia, Azerbaijan, Geor-
gia, Moldavia, Belarus and 
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lic, allowed the construction of 
these facilities (including missiles 
in the case of Poland) in their ter-
ritory. For the Russian Federa-
tion, given the operation of a mis-
sile defence shield, it would have 
nullif ied Russia’s nuclear deter-
rent capacity and suspended the 
balance of potential threat be-
tween the united States and the 
Russian Federation. As in the case 
of NATO’s eastward enlargement, 
the united States also tried to 
calm down the Russian Federa-
tion, saying that the defence shield 
would be aimed not at Russia but 
at attacks by villain-States and 
terrorists. However, this was un-
convincing due to the fact that 
neither the Muslim villain-States 
nor terrorists, Muslims or not, 
had nuclear weapons systems. At 
most, it would have made sense 
to build a missile defence shield 
around North Korea. After some 
back-and-forth negotiations and 
many Russian protests, threats20 
and, above all, the unexpected 
offer of a joint operation of the 
defence system with the Ameri-
cans, President Obama backed 
down and gave up the installation 
of the facility in Poland and the 
Czech Republic. However, this 
relaxation did not last long: in 
2012 the Russian president made 
it clear once again that he would 
not accept the erosion of Russia’s 
nuclear threat potential because 
of the missile defence shield and 
that he was working to take ap-
propriate countermeasures21; the 
Russian Chief of Staff even de-
clared in 2011 that in the case of 
the installation of the defence 
shield he would claim for himself 
the right to a preventive war.

Inclusion, exclusion and  
a humiliating infiltration  
of interests 
In addition to these policies, 
which (understandably) went 
against the Russian interests, 
there were also a series of events 
and occurrences in which the 
Americans and the Western 
world degraded the Russian Fed-
eration with their behaviour, im-
posing their national interests 
humiliatingly on Russia. This is 
of particular importance since 
we are now entering the critical 
question of a Russian trauma: 
not playing on the same level of 
the West, and therefore being 
treated with contempt, is a fear 
that haunts the Russian Federa-
tion as it haunted the Czarist 
Russia and the Soviet union.22 
To avoid any political disturbance 
with Russia must consider this 
peculiar Russian sensibility. In 
short, we may say that if we want-
ed to provoke them, we had cer-
tainly provoked them. A very 
illustrative example is President 
Obama’s statement after the an-
nexation of Crimea that Russia 
was a “regional power”.23 It is 
easy to f ind other examples in 
which, from Russia’s point of 
view, Western interests were im-
posed without respect for the dig-
nity of Russia. In 1994, the Rus-
sian Federation was forced to 
withdraw its troops from the Bal-
tic States, under pressure from 
the united States, which threat-
ened not to provide loans to Rus-
sia. In the same year, the Rus-
sians joined the “NATO part-
nership for peace”, even though 
they knew at the time that this 
par tnership would lead to 

NATO ś eastward enlargement. 
The ref lection repeatedly en-
couraged by the Russians about 
the possibility of a Russian mem-
bership of NATO – which would 
have meant a profound transfor-
mation of this entity – was nev-
er seriously considered. In the 
years 1996-1998, the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund granted 
loans to Russia worth 21.8 bil-
lion; and the World Bank loans 
worth $ 7.2 billion under the 
condition that the reforms be 
continued. If we compare these 
loans to the trillions granted dur-
ing the f inancial crisis of 2008, 
the linking of the concession of 
such small sums to such serious 
fundamental decisions regarding 
one’s own fate becomes a sym-
bolic slap in the face. The debts 
were paid in advance in January 
2006, which in Russian self-per-
ception meant the recovery of 
their sovereignty. With the be-
ginning of Bush’s presidency, the 
Russian Federation became, in 
administrative terms, one of 54 
Eurasian States; in the words of 
Strobe Talbott, object of a “stra-
tegic demotion of Russia itself”.24 

The numerous Russian pro-
tests against the bombing of Ser-
bia in the Kosovo war in 1999 
were simply ignored. The evident 
violation of the law of nations was 
minimized for the humanitarian 
purpose of the mission. The pro-
cedure reveals the general pattern 
of relations between the Russian 
Federation and the West/NATO/
the united States: decisions are 
imposed against Russian objec-
tions or protests, and when it was 
realized that Russian interests 
were being affected or that Rus-

sia could feel threatened, the West 
was satisf ied with a brief mention 
of their moral purity and consid-
ered the matter solved. Something 
similar occurred during the rec-
ognition of Kosovo’s independence 
in February 2008: Russian warn-
ings about the negative example 
for other unresolved minority con-
f licts were simply ignored. The 
Russian reaction with the recog-
nition of Abkhazia and South Os-
setia was pre-programmed25. The 
same goes for the Second Iraq War, 
to which Putin had explicitly 
warned Bush about the knowledge 
of the Russian secret service26. The 
NATO-Russia Council, estab-
lished in 2002 during the NATO 
summit in Rome, does not grant 

the Russian Federation the right 
of veto and thus allows it, by 28 
votes to 1, its permanent defeat 
by the majority. In June 2008, 
Medvedev, the newly elected 
president, suggested – in light of 
both NATO’s eastward enlarge-
ment and the installation of a new 
missile defence shield – a new 
European security architecture27. 
The suggestion was quickly re-
jected and without further dis-
cussion by the united States and 
the Western allies – that was in 
2008, when, as the German prov-
erb, despite the war between Rus-
sia and Georgia, the child had not 
even fallen into the well yet. Or, 
better said, he had not even ap-
proached it. 

Russia’s foreign policy 
underwent great 
changes. The country 
assumed for itself a 
mission in the world, 
concomitant to the 
democratic mission 
asserted by the United 
States. Something 
new came up.
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3. The Russian reaction: 
self-awareness and 
reorientation
The conflict with the Western world 
– with the Eu, Eu States and the 
united States – led to many funda-
mental changes in the Russian pol-
itics. Caused by the collapse of rela-
tions with the West, a new Russian 
politic became viable through the 
rise in the price of oil, which in the 
first decade of the new millennium 
offered the Russian Federation high 
profits and annual growth rates of 
10%28. What is “new” in the Rus-
sian politic? On the one hand, self-
perception and self-representation 
are fundamentally different when 
compared to the early 1990s, al-
though in line with historical pat-
terns and precursors. On the other 
hand, the orientation of the foreign 
policy also underwent fundamental 
changes. Both self-representation 
and foreign policy contain the no-
tion of a “mission” of Russia for the 
world, and thus corresponds to the 
democratic mission that the united 
States has intended to. This new 
orientation in the domestic and for-
eign spheres generated a new po-
litical style (very similar to that of 
the former Soviet union), as shown 
by the annexation of Crimea, the 
intervention in the conf lict in East-
ern ukraine and the participation 
of the Russian Federation in the 
civil war in Syria. Taboos were ig-
nored, since the opposite side also 
failed to respect its own taboos.

Self-perception and  
self-representation
In the early 1990s, the Russian 
Federation faced the task of find-
ing a new collective identity. From 

the historical point of view, since 
Peter the Great, the Russian col-
lective memory can only remem-
ber Russia as a great power. In the 
transition period, the question was 
whether Russia wanted to be a 
“great big power” or “a great nor-
mal power integrated into the 
Western world.” The second op-
tion would only have been accept-
able from the Russian point of 
view if this would have meant full 
equality. As we have shown, the 
West was unwilling to grant it. 
NATO’s enlargement, conducted 
without regard for Russian wish-
es and interests, the military in-
tervention against Serbia in the 
Kosovo conf lict, and the recogni-
tion of Kosovo’s independence, 
showed Russia that the West had 
no interest in hosting Russia in 
the community of the Western 
States and to grant it the status of 
equal rights in that community29. 
If in the 1990s Russia had not been 
so weak, cold peace would have 
been established not only after the 
turn of the millennium, but much 
earlier30. The variant “great West-
ern power” had to be discarded as 
part of the community of the 
Western states due to the course 
of events represented above.

So there remained only the 
traditional idea of great power 
and a collective identity compat-
ible with it31. However, the pre-
conditions were special: Russia 
is a unique case because it en-
compasses three cultural circles: 
Europe, Asia and Islam. There 
was also the diff icult situation 
after the collapse of the Soviet 
union: a “small Russia” re-
mained, deeply shaken by the 
process of economic, political 

and legal transformation. It also 
seemed important as (small) Rus-
sia not to be part of the commu-
nities of States in which Russia 
did not occupy the position of 
leader, in which it would be sub-
ject to the decisions of that com-
munity of States, that is, in which 
it was not supreme.

The search for what the new 
Russia potential started in the 
1990s under Jelzin. He asked a 
group of people from different 
sectors of the society to ref lect on 
the substance of the new Russia32. 
The search for a new Russian 
identity continued under Putin 
and Medvedev33. The “sovereign 
democracy”, conceived by V. 
Surkov was a f irst personal 
sketch34. It refers to a state that on 
the one hand is able to compete 
in all areas on an international 
level and which, on the other, is 
self-sufficient and does not de-
pend on anyone’s help. This “sov-
ereign democracy” is embedded 
in the revived myth of the unique-
ness of Russia and, as a result, of 
its special path: that of Russia as 
a European and Asian society. 
The autonomy of the “sovereign 
democracy” refers and function-
ally corresponds to the axiom-
atic characterization of Count S. 
S. uvarov in the 19th century: 
“Orthodoxy, autocracy, folklore 
[Volkstum]35.” At the heart of the 
sovereign democracy is sovereign-
ty and autarchy, but not democ-
racy at all. The conception dem-
onstrates the non-identity be-
tween the notions of Western and 
Russian democracy. It reveals the 
completely unconcerned manip-
ulation or falsification of symbols 
above all.

As a result of the growing 
tensions with the Western world, 
Russia’s self-conception became 
thornier. In its self-perception 
and its pretension, Russia became 
the guardian of the European 
culture, of that culture which 
the western European States were 
no longer able to preserve36. This 
gave the Russian Federation a 
“message to the world”, as had 
already been the case in the So-
viet union and as it is the case 
in the united States. This con-
servative preservation of culture 
had two sides. On the one hand, 
Russia saw itself and stood as a 
fort against decadence and lib-
erality with the consequence of 
a restriction of the citizens’ free-
dom.  The best-known example 
is certainly the way of treating a 
divergent sexual orientation: ho-
mosexuality may not be consid-

ered a crime, but the “propaga-
tion of non-traditional sexual 
orientations to minors” is pun-
ishable. Freedom of opinion was 
interpreted in a narrow sense and 
expressions of extreme opinions 
were punished, as shown by the 
punishment of the band “Pussy 
Riot” for its blasphemous pre-
sentation at the Cathedral of 
Christ the Saviour in February 
2012. Other examples are the 
prohibition of exhibitions, per-
formances of theatre or opera 
because of the violation of the 
personal rights of third parties, 
and often these third parties are 
institutions. This authoritarian-
ism of society and the State un-
der the banner of inalienable val-
ues was prepared by a state align-
ment and control of greater 
media during Putin’s f irst pres-
idency and was carried out by 
an increasing restriction of the 
fundamental political rights and 
through a very hard application 
of the recent legal possibilities, 
not to mention the arbitrary 
measures by authorities in law 
enforcement.

On the other hand, this new 
“self-conception” also had an ori-
entation and an international ef-
fect. The “sovereign indepen-
dence of the State” was a central 
element of this new self-under-
standing and conf licted with the 
human intervention and the ex-
port of democracy, perceived as 
a North American conspiracy in 
the shape of different colour rev-
olutions37. The great power of 
Russia was also seen on the in-
ternational level as a guardian of 
the democratic world order – the 
equal rights among States – in the 

face of the non-democratic dom-
ination of a single superpower.38 

The new self-conception as 
guardian of inalienable values is 
a counter-project to the concep-
tion of a Western, multicultural, 
very pluralistic and future-ori-
ented society. However, this does 
not apply to the self-understand-
ing as a great power. It is not au-
tomatically anti-Western, but 
formulates policy conceptions 
that compete with the Western 
policy conceptions39. The anti-
Western dynamic is a conse-
quence of the construction of a 
“Russian threat”, fed especially 
by the States of central Eastern 
Europe: Russia as the “barbar-
ian at the gates.” However, it 
must be said that Russia’s ruth-
less policy has provided enough 
material for it.40 

State and church or  
church of the state

In the 1990s, and especially during 
Putin’s presidency, the Russian state 
utilized another element of the 
Russian collective identity: the Or-
thodox Church. Relations between 
the Russian State and the Ortho-
dox Church were always very close. 
This is especially evident in the al-
ready mentioned characterization 
of the Tsarist State by Count uva-
rov: Orthodoxy, autocracy, folk-
lore. It is typical, for example, that 
the Crimean war had its beginning 
in conf licts over the protection of 
the sacred sites in Jerusalem, and 
the role of the Orthodox Church 
and the Russian State in this pro-
tection and use of the sacred sites.41 
The connections between the Rus-
sian State and the Orthodox church 

In the 1990s, a law 
formally established 
the special relations 
between the Russian 
State and the 
Orthodox Church, 
with reciprocal 
support. This Church 
was placed above 
the other religious 
communities, 
including other 
Christians.
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were re-established in the 1990s 
with the enactment of the Federal 
Law No. 125 - FZ “On Freedom 
of Conscience and Religious As-
sociations” of 1997, which legally 
consolidated a disastrous alliance 
between the Russian State and The 
Orthodox Church. The obligation 
of the Orthodox Church consisted 
and consists of the support to the 
State; that of the State in protect-
ing the privileges of the Orthodox 
churches, placing them above oth-
er religious communities, mainly 
the competing Christian religions.42 

These ties became even tighter 
since 1997 and especially under Pres-
idents Putin and Medvedev. All the 
State policies restricting freedom of 
opinion and pluralism are support-
ed by the Orthodox Church, and 
there are a number of examples in 
which the Orthodox Church was 
the repressive agent of the freedom 
of opinion. The most spectacular 
one is the aforementioned process 
against the “Pussy Riot” band and 
the draconian punishment of the 
members of the band43. The Ortho-
dox Church partially assumed the 
function of the communist ideol-
ogy44. In empirical terms, the Or-
thodox Church enjoys great respect 
and trust, but the majority of the 
population would never describe 
itself as religious people.45 

Failures in the foreign policy 
and territorial and content 
reorientation
Finally, the Russian Federation 
fundamentally reoriented itself 
in its foreign policy regarding 
both geography and content. It 
is evident that the orientation to-
wards the Eastern world existed 

from the beginning. After the 
dissolution of the Soviet union, 
the CIS was created, having fan-
tastic preconditions for a success-
ful supranational integration in 
purely theoretical terms, due to 
the high degree of economic in-
tegration and the extraordinary 
advantage of a common language. 
However, this was not the case: 
the former and now independent 
republics of the Soviet union em-
phasized their national autonomy, 
and CIS became a Soviet union 
liquidation society and a club of 
presidents, where they spontane-
ously decided about the areas of 
cooperation46. The causes were 
the national agenda of most States 
of the former Soviet union and 
the fear that a supranational as-
sociation aimed at a greater in-
tegration could subject these 
States to the inf luence of the Rus-
sian Federation’s economic pow-
er. Just as unrealistic as the CIS 
was the creation of the federative 
state of Belarus in 1997: the po-
litical calculation neither worked 
for the Russian Federation to in-
tegrate Belarus to the Russian 
Federation, nor for Belarus to 
take advantage of the Russian 
economic development while 
preserving autonomy.

Territorial reorientation 
towards the East
However, all these attempts were 
made at a time when friendly co-
operation with the Western world 
still seemed possible. A real geo-
graphic reorientation is the Eur-
asian Economic union, which 
aims to create a supranational in-
tegrative structure in the post-
Soviet space. The designation 

“Eurasian Economic union” re-
fers politically to an ideological-
philosophical concept developed 
in the 1920s by emigrants and it 
defines Russia not as an Euro-
pean State, but as that State whose 
natural place are the territories 
and steppes of the central Eur-
asian continental mass, as a cri-
terion for distinguishing between 
Europe on one side and Asian 
States on the other.47  Kazakhstan 
and its president N. Nazarbaev 
were the main adherents to this 
concept48. The members of the 
Eurasian Economic union are 
(currently) the Russian Federa-
tion, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyr-
gyzstan and Armenia. The eco-
nomic union was founded on Jan-
uary 1, 2015. The objectives are 
to create a customs union and 
economic policy coordination 
along the lines of the Eu. The 
starting point was the simultane-
ous creation of a customs union 
joining Belarus, Kazakhstan and 
the Russian Federation in 2010 
and the Eurasian Economic Com-
munity, also in 2010.49 Adhesion 
from other republics of the for-
mer Soviet union and also of 
other States (Mongolia) and, 
above all, non-States (Abkhazia, 
Transnistria, South Ossetia) seem 
possible. It is diff icult to say for 
the moment whether the Eur-
asian Economic union will re-
ally be transformed into a supra-
national structure similar to the 
Eu. The fundamental problem 
of the dominant inf luence of the 
Russian Federation and its he-
gemonic pretensions and inten-
tions remains, as shown by the 
reservations of the presidents of 
Belarus and Kazakhstan.50  

In addition to this union, there 
are other bilateral cooperations 
and agreements, which clearly 
demonstrate that the Russian Fed-
eration does not see its future in 
the relations with the Western 
world. We must f irst mention the 
Collective Security Organization, 
founded in 2002, with members 
of the Russian Federation, Be-

larus, Kazakhstan, Armenia, Kyr-
gyzstan and Tajikistan, which 
aims to protect and defend the 
security, sovereignty and territo-
rial integrity of member States. 
These states cooperate in the for-
eign policy, in the security poli-
cy, in the f ight against terrorism 
and in the “global accomplish-
ment of democracy on the basis 

of the general principles of the 
law of nations” (which seems quite 
doubtful due to the concrete 
member States). The Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization is very 
important, joining Russia, China, 
Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, uzbeki-
stan and Tajikistan; its goal is the 
comprehensive cooperation of the 
member States in many areas, 
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The “Russian world” 
is a significant 
conception for foreign 
policy and refers to 
a specific Russian 
issue: upon the end of 
the USSR, 25 million 
ethnic Russians 
began to live outside 
the borders of 
their country.
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Notes

1  Relations with the States of central Europe, i.e. with the 
post-World War II until 1991 States of the socialist bloc, have 
always been bad because of this “common” past.

2  A small example is the conf lict between NATO and the 
Russian Federation over the air safety over the Balkans: 
NATO, especially Secretary-General Stoltenberg, accuses 
the Russian Federation of having long instructed the Rus-
sian aircraft to turn off their transponder over the Baltic 
Sea, making them electronically invisible and a threat to 
air safety. However, NATO pilots also turn off their tran-
sponders, but no one talks about it. Putin suggested that 
both sides left their transponder always on over the Baltic 
Sea, but so far he has not received any response. See article 
in Spiegel # 50/2016, p. 50 s. 

3  I refer here to the Eu’s TACIS program, created in 1991, 
which between 1991 and 1999 granted EuR 4,226 million 
to the Eastern European countries. In 2007, the TACIS pro-
gram was incorporated to the European Neighborhood and 
Partnership Instrument (ENPI), the financing instrument 
of the European neighborhood policy, which provided € 11.2 
billion by 2013.

4  See, for example, Jelzin’s disappointment with the American 
and Western world politics. A. Stent, The Limits of Partner-
ship, 2014, p. 20.

5  See the concise representation from the standpoint of the 
Russian foreign policy in I. Zevelev, “The Russian World 
Boundaries: Russia’s National Identity Transformation and 
New Foreign Policy Doctrine,” in: Russia in Global Affairs, 
7. 6. 2014, http: / /eng.globalaffairs.ru/number/The-Rus-
sian-World-Boundaries-16707 (accessed December 25, 2016).

6  At the CSCE meeting in Stockholm on 12 December 1992, 
A. Kozyrev gave a speech in which he announced that, in 
certain cases, Russia would use violence against t he repub-
lics of the former Soviet union and that, analogously to the 
Monroe Doctrine, there was a post-imperial space around 
Russia, in which Russia had the right to defend its interests 
by all means. He accused NATO of invading “the backyard 
of Russia.” After leaving all the conference participants in a 
state of shock, he solved the enigma and stated that he had 
only intended to demonstrate what would happen if Jelzin 
and his reforms failed. Kozyrev’s special mood was famous. 
See the article at http://www.independent.co.uk/news/
world/europe/diplomats-shocked-by-kozyrev-ploy-1563641.
html, accessed December 17, 2016. From the current point 
of view, we can only confirm that he was correct at all points. 

7  See H. Meiertöns: Die Doktrinen U.S.-amerikanischer Sicher-
heitspolitik. Völkerrechtliche Bewertung und ihr Einf luss auf das 
Völkerrecht, 2006,

8  See the warnings of Sop€ak and Kokoškin at a symposium of 
the Körber Foundation in 1994 in St Petersburg.

from economy to science and cul-
ture. Finally, we should also men-
tion the BRICS: Brazil, Russia, 
India, China and South Africa. 
Although not territorial organi-
zation due to South Africa and 
Brazil, the founding of the BRICS 
Development Bank (New Devel-
opment Bank) in July 2014 shows 
that there is a clear agenda focused 
on a pluralization of the world 
f inancial system. There are also 
many bilateral treaties that reveal 
the reorientation of the Russian 
Federation towards the East51. It 
is interesting to note the pragma-
tism that the Russian Federation 
reveals in these ventures. With 
some of the “new” partners there 

were long-standing and unre-
solved conf licts, such as the con-
f lict with China over the border 
demarcation along the ussuri 
River or the conf lict with Japan 
about the Kuril Islands. The Chi-
na conf lict was contractually set-
tled in June 2005 and the solution 
for the issue of the Kuril Islands 
seems to be in progress.52 

Reorientation in terms of 
content: The “Russian world”
The “Russian world” is a signif-
icant sociological-cultural con-
ception for the foreign policy and 
refers to a specif ically Russian 
problem: after the dissolution of 
the Soviet union, 25 million eth-

nic Russians suddenly lived out-
side the Russian Federation. Rus-
sia, or rather, “being Russian” 
became a theme as a cultural con-
ception in this “Russian world”. 
The conception refers to repre-
sentations of the 19th century and 
was accepted by the politics at the 
beginning of the new millenni-
um: Russians who lived abroad 
should either be brought back or 
protected by the Russian Feder-
ation abroad if their welfare was 
threatened. The exact definition 
of a Russian living abroad re-
mained somewhat hazy. Accord-
ing to the broader interpretation, 
it would be anyone who is open 
and favourable to the Russian cul-
ture. In the philosophical under-
standing (G. Pavlovskij, S. 
€ernyšev et al.), the Russian world 
is even more expansive: Russia 
is seen as a specif ic civilization 
which, with its concise complex-
ity, permeability and powerful 
vocal and intellectual capacity, 
directed to all human beings, 
dominates all the other civiliza-
tions. Being Russian should not 
be a blood issue, but a common 
destiny. The goal is the peaceful 
reconstitution of the Russian 
identity and its reconnection with 
its past and diaspora. This would 
enable Russia to win the chal-
lenge of globalization.53 

The concept is as frilly or mys-
tical as the concept of “Eurasia”. 
It is not surprising that, especially 
after the annexation of Crimea, 
this concept has caused consider-
able concern among the neigh-
bours of the Russian Federation. 
All of them present, as a result of 
the Soviet policy of Russification, 
a considerable Russian population.

4. Conclusion

It appears to me to be very impor-
tant to understand, on the one hand, 
that the primitive Western equation 
“authoritarian and antidemocratic 
in domestic politics = aggressive 
and cruel in foreign policy” is not 
correct, since the inverse equation 
of “democratic in domestic politics 
= peaceful and non-aggressive in 
foreign policy” is not correct either, 
as well shown by the example of the 
united States. It is not a conf lict 
between good and evil, but among 
different political conceptions. I re-
fer once again to the divergent po-
litical views – the democratic ori-
entation of the Western world vs. 
Russia’s orientation for stability – in 
light of the Arab Spring54 (more-
over, of course, their own respec-
tive interests). And also the denial 
of a “sphere of special interests” of 
Russia - what the Russians call their 
“close exterior” – is not very use-
ful, especially when the Monroe 
Doctrine is essentially maintained 
with minor adaptations.55  

I can only conclude there is a 
total collapse in relations, which 
can hardly be reversed. This col-
lapse was caused by both sides. 
The West blew a really good 
chance: without NATO’s enlarge-
ment, without defence shield 
against missiles, without an arro-
gant behaviour from the Western 
world and especially from the 
united States to the Russian Fed-
eration and without the inf lated 
conviction of its moral superior-
ity, it is likely that the Russian 
Federation would have taken an-
other course in the first decade of 
this millennium, both in the do-
mestic and foreign policies. n
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We are not facing a 
conflict between good and 
evil, but among different 
conceptions of politics. 
While the West insists on 
democracy, the Russian 
Federation values,  
above all, stability.
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37 S. Stent, The Limits of Partnership (anotação 4), 
p. 97 ss.; Hill/Gaddy, Mr. Putin: Operative in 
the Kremlin (annotation 20), p. 305 ss.

38 Hill / Gaddy, Mr. Putin: Operative in the Krem-
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