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Abstract

Conventional approaches to hegemony emphasize elements of coercion and exclusion, char-
acteristics that do not adequately explain the operation of the growing number of regional
projects or the style of emerging-power foreign policy. This article develops the concept
of consensual hegemony, explaining how a structure can be articulated, disseminated and
maintained without relying on force to recruit the participation of other actors. The central
idea is the construction of a structural vision, or hegemony, that specifically includes the
nominally subordinate, engaging in a process of dialogue and interaction that causes the
subordinate parties to appropriate and absorb the substance and requisites of the hegemony
as their own. The utility of consensual hegemony as an analytical device, especially for the
study of regionalism and emerging market power foreign policy, is outlined with reference
to Brazil’s post-Cold War foreign policy, demonstrating both how a consensual hegemony
might be pursued and where the limits to its ideas-based nature lie.
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The concept that will be elaborated in these pages and then given an initial applic-
ation to Brazil’s post-Cold War foreign policy is consensual hegemony. Elements
of leadership explicit in early discussions of hegemony and implicit in subsequent
international relations and international political economy literature combine with
the potential power of ideas to provide a method of understanding how a regionally
predominant, but not dominant, state such as Brazil might seek to push a regional
or international system in a given direction. Where realist, neorealist and neoliberal
institutionalist approaches to hegemony privilege its coercive underpinnings, the
consensual approach draws on Gramscian suggestions that a hegemony gains its
strength through consent, not the latent threat of imposition. In this context Brazil
emerges as an interesting illustrative case study because it highlights how a state
with limited military and economic power capabilities might attempt to leverage
its idea-generating capacity to construct a vision of the regional system and quietly
obtain the active acquiescence of other regional states to a hegemonic project.
Consensual hegemony is particularly useful for explicating the dynamics behind
consensus ‘creation’, something Brazilian diplomats highlight as one of their
institutional strengths. It was also a critical part of regionalist strategies pursued
by Itamaraty (the common shorthand name for Brazil’s foreign ministry) during
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the Cardoso years and globally during the Lula presidency. Embedded within the
‘creation’ of consensus is the notion that Itamaraty brought other countries to accept a
position or participate in projects that might have been greeted with some scepticism,
suggesting power or influence. The reality in Brazilian foreign policy is that power
was rarely directly applied or explicitly visible; influence was instead sought by
disseminating ideas or by attempting to create situations where it became implicitly
too costly for other countries to deviate extensively from the Brazilian position. The
coercive element is implicit, coming in the costs and lost opportunities attendant on
exclusion from the project. Consensual hegemony — an oblique application of pres-
sure or the advance creation of conditions that would make a future policy appear a
self-interested move by other countries — comes into play here, allowing Itamaraty
to mask consistent efforts to structure continental relations and organizations in a
manner decidedly in Brazil’s interests.

The argument is not that Brazil succeeded in creating a consensual hegemony,
but that the concept is useful for understanding the leadership strategy of an emerging
middle power state. A more important theoretical angle comes from Brazil’s ultimate
failure to form a stable consensual hegemony in South America, offering two valuable
lessons for students of international relations and the foreign policy of developing
areas. First, it establishes the limitations of ideas as a currency for the conduct of
foreign policy. Second, and conversely, it demonstrates that the very attempt to form
a consensual hegemony offers the leading state gains that can compensate for an
ultimate failure in the larger project; the non-dominating nature of consensual hege-
mony allows for a series of shifts in the nature of regional relations that at least
partially embeds the leading state’s interests.

The article is divided into two main parts, shifting progressively from the intensely
theoretical to the decidedly more empirical. In the first part the concept of con-
sensual hegemony will be the focus with only general allusions to its manifestation
in Brazilian foreign policy. The second part will reverse this pattern, surveying major
events in Brazil’s post-Cold War foreign policy to illustrate how consensual hege-
mony can be used to understand a country’s regional interactions. There is no inten-
tion to offer a comprehensive treatment of Brazil’s post-Cold War foreign policy in
the limited space available here.?Rather, the main ambition is to establish consensual
hegemony as a viable construct and then offer an initial application of the concept
to the Brazilian case in order to provide a deeper theoretical basis for building on
the existing literature examining the country’s foreign policy.® Attention will first
be turned to hegemony, working through neorealist, neoliberal institutionalist and
Gramscian approaches to the concept, before setting out the concept of consensual
hegemony as an analytical tool for understanding Brazilian foreign policy. Reference
to the literature on the new regionalism will be used as a segue into an outline of the
ideas, economic and security aspects of the consensual hegemony project attributed
to Brazil, highlighting how the pursuit of consensual hegemony offers rewards that
compensate for a failure to attain it.
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Traditional conceptions of hegemony

Brazilian diplomats are extremely uncomfortable with any linkage of their country
to terms such as ‘hegemon’ or ‘hegemony’. Much of this concern is grounded in
the imprecision and vagueness that goes with the terms as well as their equation
with notions of coercion and domination in much of international relations
theory. Both Payne and Stein have pointed to the imprecision, noting that the
term ‘hegemony’ is rather more assumed than explicated, subject to an inadequate
scholarly conceptualization.* This lexicographical imprecision is partially explained
by neorealist treatment of the concept ‘hegemon’. Most of these works trace the
origins of ‘hegemony’ to a few key texts, chiefly Kindleberger’s analysis of the
Great Depression. Although the term ‘hegemony’ is not used, Kindleberger’s book
provides a foundation for the neorealists by presenting a concrete theoretical treat-
ment of the role of leadership in the international economy before and during the
Great Depression. The crucial point is Kindleberger’s general thesis that:

the international economic and monetary system needs leadership, a country that
is prepared, consciously or unconsciously, under some system of rules that it has
internalized, to set standards of conduct for other countries and to seek to get others
to follow them, to take on an undue share of the burdens of the system, and in
particular to take on its support in adversity by accepting redundant commodities,
maintaining a flow of investment capital, and discounting its paper.’

Kindleberger’s focus is overwhelmingly on economic factors, concluding with five
key functions a leader must assume, all of which involve various aspects of national
and international economic regulation.® As Payne notes, this analysis casts power
in terms of the material resources necessary for a hegemon to write and enforce the
rules of the international system. The implication that neorealist scholars draw from
this is that leadership is effectively about domination, suggesting that a leading state
must be militarily and economically more powerful than other states.” This is not
what Kindleberger was arguing. Indeed, he is clear that leadership and domination
are not the same thing.?

The narrow view of mainstream neorealism on hegemony is thus immedi-
ately problematic for Brazil and its South American context. Krasner notes that a
hegemonic system is ‘one in which there is a single state that is much larger and
more advanced than its trading partners’.’ It is a stretch to apply this definition to
Brazil. Knorr is more specific: hegemony is ‘coercive domination over formally
independent units’,'® a practice Brazil has studiously avoided. McKeown adds a
twist to the suggestion of latent dominance in Krasner’s reference: ‘the hegemonic
state is able to offer both bribes and threats’.!! Brazil could do this with its smaller
neighbours, and arguably has done so recently with Bolivia and Paraguay, but not
with countries such as Argentina, Colombia and Venezuela. Common to all of these
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approaches and central to Kindleberger’s discussion of leadership is the concept of
cost, something that until very recently Brazil has been manifestly unable to absorb
in any substantive manner due to internal economic uncertainty. Whether a state is
engaging in naked domination or assuming the ‘undue share of the burdens of the
system’ described by Kindleberger, the hegemon — the state erecting the hegemony —
must possess and expend power resources in order to maintain its position and pursue
its foreign policy.'?

The coercive focus remains in Gilpin’s concern with the wars created by the
rise and fall of hegemonic states. This preoccupation with dominance stands at the
centre of the major theoretical application of hegemony in mainstream schools of
international relations theory. The central hypothesis that Webb and Krasner identify
in hegemonic stability theory is that ‘international economic openness and stability
is most likely when there is a single dominant state’.!* Snidal offers a blunter defini-
tion that distinguishes between order and disorder, with the former being provided
by the coercive or benevolent leadership of a strongly dominant state.'* In both
cases the centrality of a leading state begins to break down on a sub-regional basis
in South America. While there is certainly a temptation to attribute this position to
the influential US, such a reading is a bit thin and dramatically overlooks the internal
political and economic dynamics that drove the military regime not only in Brazil,
but also in Argentina, Chile and Paraguay. The dominating factor was not so much
imposition from the US, but protection of elite interests and national integrity from
the socialist or communist threat.’> Shared ideas and world views as espoused in
Cardoso and Faletto’s dependency theory provide a greater explanatory angle than
disciplining suggestions of US external aggression and the threat, real or perceived,
of invasion.'®The coercive aspect actually at play in hegemony is subtler than domi-
nation, coming from a need by the elite to support and follow the predominant
hemispheric ideology if it is to retain access to the transnational networks necessary
to maintain its privilege.

Although there are two main visions of how the hegemonic order is provided in
mainstream international relations theory, in both instances the end goal is protection
and advancement of the economic interests of the dominant state. Scholars such as
Gilpin and Krasner take what might be termed a security or coercive approach to
hegemony, arguing that the dominant state links conceptions of national security to
the maintenance of a particular international economic order, forcing other states
to subscribe to and participate in the maintenance of that order. By contrast the
collected goods or benevolent conceptualization of Webb and Krasner as well as
Snidal draw heavily on the suggestions of leadership set out by Kindleberger, arguing
that it is the continued growth of the major actor and its ability to absorb costs, not
necessarily sustained domination, that is central to the maintenance of the system.
Collapse of the system comes from a decline in the capability or willingness of the
major actor to continue providing the necessary public goods.

Still, a certain degree of coercion may be necessary to ensure that states stick to
the rules of the system. The key is that coercion is not to the fore, and that when
it is manifest, it is often neither direct nor physical in nature. For illustration one
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need only look at the impact that a positive or negative IMF Article IV Consultation
report has on a country’s international financial standing. In a point that draws on this
reality and echoes Hirschman’s mercantilist argument about the commercial ante-
cedents of World War Two,!” Krasner suggests that a hegemonic state desires an open
economic system because it provides an opportunity to maximize the national interest
through the exploitation of economic, political and military predominance.'® While
this openness does offer benefits for all, as dependency theory suggests, the benefits
are distributed in an asymmetrical manner,' returning us again to the question of
how a leading state can maintain the hegemonic system that serves its interests.

Although the neoliberal institutionalist Keohane counters Gilpin with the argu-
ment that survival of another civilizational war has become questionable in an age
of nuclear weapons, he nevertheless recognizes that ‘powerful states seek to con-
struct international political economies that suit their interests and ideologies’.?
Keohane offers a relative downplaying of domination, emphasizing the formation
and elaboration of regimes as devices to entrench and recreate the conditions for a
continuation of the hegemonic order.?! This point is very close to Strange’s notion
of structural power, which sees a dominant state locking its long-term interests into
the very structure of the international system so that they remain protected when
the inevitable systemic redistribution of power takes place.??In a shift that opens space
for consideration of Brazil in some kind of a hegemonic role, a hegemon in the sense
of a domineering state is not strictly speaking critical for regime formation, but the
presence of a dominant state does greatly facilitate the process by slicing through
layers of competing national interests.?

Drawing on Gramscian hegemony

In part the problem with neorealist and neoliberal institutionalist approaches to
hegemony is that the theories seem to sideline the intrinsic nature and importance of
hegemony as a structure with an ‘ownership’ that may embrace a range of countries
that agree on a particular vision for the system. Kindleberger’s distinction between
domination and leadership is critical. Hegemony is considerably more complicated
than is sometimes suggested by mainstream neorealist and neoliberal institutionalist
approaches.” Indeed, Kindleberger’s emphasis on leadership points to the significance
of ideas for hegemony, phrased in his terms as the elaboration of a particular vision
for the international political economy. Ideas are not, of course, enough; a willingness
to devote resources — intellectual, economic and security — towards the construction,
implementation and dissemination of this vision is also needed. Significantly for
the Brazilian case, this approach opens major space for a creative and coordinating
actor to gather the support of other actors for the construction of a hegemony
without having to possess a clear level of economic or military dominance.

The implications of Kindleberger’s prioritization of leadership are not far from
the Gramscian definition of hegemony offered by Fontana: ‘the unity of knowledge
and action, ethics and politics, where such a unity, through its proliferation and
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concertization throughout society, becomes the way of life and the practice of the
popular masses’.? This sentiment is aptly translated directly to the realm of inter-
national affairs by Cox, who sees hegemony as existing when:

the dominant state creates an order based ideologically on a broad measure of
consent, functioning according to general principles that in fact ensure the con-
tinuing supremacy of the leading state or states and leading social classes but at the
same time offer some measure of prospect of satisfaction to the less powerful.?®

At the heart of a Gramscian conception is a vision that frames the neorealist and
neoliberal institutionalist domination in terms of co-option and cooperation, not
coercion. The argument is that if coercion must be exercised to maintain control,
the relationship is one of the domination Kindleberger decried, not the hegemony
or leadership he advocated.”

The innovation offered by Cox lies in the importance accorded to the central
actors, in this case the state. In the approaches advanced by such differing scholars
as Keohane, Gilpin, Krasner and Pedersen ideas become a device used to constrain
the actions of potential challengers, implying that a conceptualization of how the
global system operates must be imposed on other states by the dominant power. Cox
eschews this state-centric impositional analysis, positing that hegemony is not just
an order amongst states, but a ‘dominant mode of production which penetrates into
all countries and links into other subordinate modes of production’.”® Hegemony
is thus more than a concept applying solely to interstate political relations. It is an
all-embracing system ordering economic, political and social relations within and
between countries. While this overarching structure dictates the behaviour of states,
it does not necessarily express one state’s dominance at any particular given moment
in time, but can instead be a structure created through a consensual agreement
between multiple states led by a predominant state. It is this aspect that plays neatly
into the Brazilian diplomatic tradition of leading by providing ideas, suggestions,
draft negotiating texts and sustained, calm discussion of potentially contentious
topics. Space is opened for predominant states such as Brazil to launch hegemonic
projects on a regional basis or to use regional leadership as a lever to push on the
global hegemony.

In the hands of Gramsci, and subsequently Cox, the concept of hegemony acquires
a sense of power significantly more subtle than in the coercive suggestions outlined
above. As Gramsci noted:

The fact of hegemony undoubtedly presupposes that the interests and strivings
of the groups over which the hegemony will be exercised are taken account of,
that a certain balance of compromises be formed, that, in other words, the leading
group makes some sacrifices of an economico-corporative kind; but it is also
undoubted that these sacrifices and compromises cannot concern essentials,
since if the hegemony is ethico-political, it must also be economic, it must have
its foundations in the decisive function that the leading group exercises in the
decisive sphere of economic activity.”
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Unlike the situation described by Keohane, a Gramscian conception of hegemony
focuses more upon the very Brazilian diplomatic ideas of inclusion and co-option
rather than imposition. Emphasis is placed squarely upon the construction of a
consensual order where the dominant party or hegemon formulates a specific
conceptual-ization for the shape of economic, political and social relations. Arrighi
builds on this understanding, characterizing hegemony as an additional level of power
that a dominant state accumulates when it is able to articulate and implement an
ordering of the system that is perceived as being in the universal interest.*

The construction of a hegemonic system is thus not the expression of dominance
anathema to Brazilian diplomats. Instead, it effectively comes from the strength of
Itamaraty, being the product of discussion and negotiation about how affairs should
be ordered, bounded by the proviso that the fundamental economic interests of the
dominant group will not be compromised, which draws in dependency theory notions
of transnational class alliances and notions of implicit coercion through exclusion.*!
The dominant group will go to the extent of making minor or tangential sacrifices,
even in the economic realm, in order to co-opt the subordinate, creating a system of
political economy which subtly, yet indelibly, commits the subaltern to preserving
the hegemony for what at first glance may appear self-interested reasons.* It is not
the latent threat of coercion in the guise of domination that maintains the hege-
mony established by the dominant group, but the ‘ethico-political’ construct that
causes the subaltern to identify its self-interest with the perpetuation of the existing
hegemony.

Of course, there remains the question of how a potential leader such as Brazil
can gain the active consent of the led. Femia usefully observes that hegemony is at-
tained and maintained through a diffuse network of direct and indirect cognitive and
institutional structures. It is the ability, seen in Brazil’s repeated attempts at region
formation, of the dominant to systematize and induce the subordinate to internalize
an ideational approach to order that is the key to establishing hegemony.** A hegemon
must articulate its project in such a manner that subordinate groups willingly embrace
the core elements of the hegemonic order as being not only a shared set of interests,
but also a legitimate ordering of economic, political and social relations.** The con-
sequent psychological weight, conscious or subconscious, of the widespread per-
ception of the hegemon’s legitimacy creates an order undergirded by an agreement
on shared values, priorities and objectives so strong that the hegemony is able to not
only withstand assault from potentially disruptive elements, but also internalize and
subsume divergent positions in a manner that causes dissent to strengthen, rather
than weaken, the structure.®

Towards a non-domineering hegemony

A significant advantage of drawing on Gramsci is that it allows hegemony to be dis-
associated from a specific actor, establishing hegemony instead as a type of order that
includes the different actors and social groups within the system under examination.
In simple terms the hegemon might be likened to the role Brazil frequently attempts
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to adopt in multilateral discussions: the actor that formulates, organizes, implements
and manages the hegemony — the leader — working to ensure that other actors are
included in the project as active participants and cajoling those who are reluctant.

Here there is clearly room to return to something approaching the neorealist
view. Pedersen’s cooperative hegemony suggests that states make an assessment
of the larger international situation and reach an agreement about long-term goals
and priorities which they will seek to advance through cooperation. In effect, a new
pattern of interstate interaction is deliberately constructed by the participating govern-
ments, whether it be an initiative by smaller states to control a dominant state, or
an attempt by a larger state to prevent other countries from coming under the influ-
ence of a competing power.* An underlying suggestion in Pedersen’s argument is that
the sharing and discussion of ideas can replace Gilpin’s reliance on overwhelming
force as the basis for a regionally oriented hegemonic project. Although power-politics
is not absent, especially in the suggestion that the larger state seeking to create a
cooperative hegemony must absorb some of the associated costs, something more
subtle appears to be at work.?” Kindleberger’s emphasis on the need for a system of
rules to govern international relations combines with Wendt’s argument that notions
of order and anarchy in international relations are artificial social constructs,* pointing
in a general direction towards the Gramscian idea of hegemony as an overarching
project shared by the participating states that exists distinct from a hegemon. In
this light it becomes possible to view the new regionalism — a central device in Brazil’s
post-Cold War foreign policy — as evidence that states prefer order to anarchy, and
are willing, in neorealist terms, to needlessly subsume some elements of sovereignty
and equality to a marginally more powerful state in order to ensure a stable body of
rules and norms of conduct.

Consensual hegemony

While Pedersen’s theory of cooperative hegemony provides a valuable contribution
to understanding the formation and persistence of regional projects, it suffers from
the same weakness as other mainstream approaches to hegemony. Detail on the shifts
in power relations is not matched with a discussion of how the internal dynamics
of the cooperative hegemony operate on an observable basis. In this respect the con-
tinued reliance on a latent sense of coercion and the persistent need for a leading
state to absorb a significant quantity of the costs associated with the region leaves
unanswered the question of how states such as Brazil that are unwilling to assume the
highly visible costs of leadership might still instigate and lead a regional project.
Reflection on Gramsci’s approach to hegemony opens space to reconsider how
a cooperative hegemonic system might transmute into a consensual hegemony,
which decidedly places even the suggestion of domination and coercion deep in the
background. Resort to Gramsci allows hegemony to be disassociated from a specific
actor, establishing it instead as a type of order that includes the different actors
and social groups within the system under examination. The hegemon effectively
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becomes the actor that formulates, organizes and manages the hegemony, working
to ensure that other actors are included in the project as active participants and
assisting in the implementation of the project. While it is possible to return to a
neorealist view emphasizing the use of overt domination to establish hegemony,
this thinking suggests repression as a regional organizing device, a strategy that would
likely cause subaltern parties to look for an alternate order rather than consciously
working to defend the basis of their explicit subordination. A more apt description
of a hegemon is offered by Arrighi, who observes that, ‘a dominant state exercises
a hegemonic function if it leads the system of states in a desired direction, and in so
doing, is perceived as pursuing a universal interest’.* If we recall Kindleberger, the
critical verb deployed by Arrighi is ‘to lead’, which while imbuing the mixture of
force and consent Cox sees in hegemony,* implies a privileging of ideas by em-
phasizing the creation of common positions and the articulation of a shared project
rather than forcing compliance from others.

A blending of Kindleberger’s ‘collected goods’ approach to hegemony with
Gramscian thought makes it clear that the hegemon, or the framer of the hege-
monic project, must be prepared and be in a position to provide some of the ‘goods’
necessary to initiate a hegemony. The deviation from the neorealist and neoliberal
institutionalist approaches comes in the role that the leader must play after the
hegemony is formed. In an extension of Pedersen’s model, consensual hegemony
sees the hegemonic project ultimately transcending the interests of a particular
actor, evolving into a structure amenable to the core interests of the participating
groups. While the hegemony will certainly advance some interests more readily
and abundantly than others, particularly those of the state that initiated the project,
ownership of a consensual hegemony quickly becomes diffuse.

This brings a return to Arrighi’s point about the hegemon leading a system of
states in a desired direction and opens space for the use of ‘hegemonic’ language to
explain Brazilian foreign policy. The concentration is on the corralling and guiding of
participating states towards a shared goal — a South American space in the Brazilian
case — not the enforcement and imposition of an order. Gramsci’s discussion of
interaction between teacher and student makes clear that the relationship is more
one of equals than one which perpetuates an interaction of dominant and subaltern.
At first the teacher possesses knowledge, passing it on to the student. Gradually,
as the student becomes more adept and embedded in the teacher’s intellectual world,
this relationship changes until the teacher is learning as much, if not more, than the
student from the lessons.*!

A similar argument may be applied to international political economy. A would-
be consensual hegemon such as Brazil introduces an approach to organizing
transnational economic, political and social relations, followed shortly thereafter
by a discussion designed to include the aims and aspirations of potentially dis-
senting elements. While in the initial stages of this process the would-be consensual
hegemon may be required to do the majority of the innovating, in later stages it is
possible that other actors, having internalized and embraced the priorities and as-
pirations in question, may autonomously work to advance and entrench the nascent
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hegemonic order. Emphasis is on inclusive approaches to leadership, encouraging
active participation and contribution from nominally subordinate participants. The
remaining coercive element shifts from sanctions for non-compliance to the implicit
costs of non-participation or exclusion from the new order, which is in part the very
logic that drove the revival of regionalism in the late 1980s.%

In pure consensual hegemony subordination is to the collective project embracing
the participating states. Moreover, the criticality of participation from other states acts
as a brake on the forming state’s ability to use the initial articulation of the hegemony
as a device to boldly ensure that its interests are embedded within the structure to the
exclusion of potentially competing priorities. While elements of relative capability
and national power found in other approaches to hegemony remain important for
the launch of the hegemonic project, the significant point about consensual hegemony
for the study of international relations, and regionalism in particular, is that it is not
dependent upon the potential dominance of one state. Indeed, consensual hegemony
explicitly requires the active and willing engagement of other states, suggesting that
potential leaders need not have the level of dominance seen in neorealist and neo-
liberal institutionalist approaches. The shared nature of constructing and maintaining
the hegemony, the combining and intermingling of vested interests, means that the
provision of ‘goods’ needed for perpetuation of a particular order can, to a certain
extent, be collectivized.

The strength of the consensual hegemony thus comes to rest not just upon the
capacity to create and maintain order, but also in the project’s ability to aggregate
and advance the interests of participating states. Hegemony and hegemon become
separate entities: hegemony remains the constant, overarching structure, with the
role of hegemon shifting between the embraced states depending on which partici-
pant is best able to coordinate and advance a specific aspect of the project.

Brazil as consensual hegemon

While it would be a stretch to claim that Itamaraty consciously and deliberately
sought a hegemonic role in South America, the concept of consensual hegemony
is very useful for characterizing and explaining the pattern of Brazil’s continental
relations. The challenge that Brazilian foreign policy makers faced at the end of
the Cold War was how existing levels of autonomy and sovereignty could be main-
tained.*” In addition to coping with changes caused by the end of the bipolar global
order, the acceleration of globalization and US disengagement raised the prospect
that Brazil would become an isolated actor in the South. Alternatives were needed to
the traditional route of framing the country’s international insertion either in terms
of close approximation to the US or a version of third worldism. The solution that
was eventually reached was to advance what amounts to a sub-regional consensual
hegemony in the form of South America as a self-evident geopolitical and geo-
economic space distinct from the more diffuse idea of Latin America.*
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Discussions of the new regionalism are clear that region formation was a strat-
egy followed by states to prevent marginalization in the changing global political
economy.* The problem for a country with limited economic resources such as
Brazil is that successful region formation is greatly facilitated if one or two par-
ticipating states are willing to absorb a substantial portion of the costs of forming the
regional bloc,* something Brazil had demonstrated during the 1980s that it was both
unable and unwilling to do.*’ A similar pattern emerged in Mercosur, the Common
Market of the South comprised initially of Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay and Uruguay,
as well as an expansion of that bloc into the Community of South American Nations
(CASA), renamed UNASUR, or the Union Sudamericana, in 2007.® Matters reached
a head in 2005 during an Arab—South American leaders summit hosted by Brazilian
president Luiz In4cio Lula da Silva. Chile’s president Ricardo Lagos quietly absented
himself from the proceedings soon after they began with the quiet observation that
little of significance was likely to occur; Argentine president Nestor Kirchner stormed
away from the meeting room with loud complaints about Brazil’s unwillingness to
shoulder the costs of leading.*

Rather than resorting to the sort of overt and direct economic and security pres-
sure found in neorealist and neoliberal institutionalist approaches to hegemony as
the basis for forming a South American space, an indirect and consensual approach
was taken that drew on the interrelation of ideas, economic factors and overarching
security concerns. The imperative was not to subsume other regional states to
Brazilian will, but instead to cycle the region-forming process through Brazil and
position the country’s propositions and prerogatives as the central unifying factor of
a potential South American region. How Brazil went about this requires at least an
outline understanding of the sub-components of hegemony. As Payne has noted, the
closest that the international relations or international political economy literature
comes to a vivisection of hegemony is Strange’s model of structural power,>® which
will be modified here to provide three main ‘parts’ to hegemony: ideas, economics
and security.

The ‘ideas’ of the consensual hegemony

Because Brazil was either unwilling or unable to absorb the economic and security
costs of creating a hegemony, a different currency was needed to draw the other 12
continental countries to the South American project. Itamaraty’s response was to
extend its long-standing focus on sovereignty and autonomy to the continental
level, wrapping it around core regional concerns. The focus was thus placed on the
protection of democracy, the interpretation of liberal economics in a manner that
would facilitate rapid economic growth, and regionalized responses to the challenges
of globalization. These factors were woven together to present national develop-
ment and democratic consolidation as being not only mutually interdependent, but
also grounded in the regional and global context.’! Familiar arguments such as the
asymmetric nature of North—South trade remained in place, but with a qualitatively
different response. Where the traditional structuralist-inspired reaction had been to
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seek a form of autarkic economic development through inward-looking regional
development plans, initiatives that effectively collapsed into the protectionist policies
of import-substitution from the 1960s to 1970s, the regionalist vision proposed by
Brazil was grounded in the neostructuralist approach articulated in the 1990s by the
Santiago-based UN Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean.*

A new interpretation of the world was spun, with notions of dependency and
exploitation being replaced with concerns about the centripetal and centrifugal pres-
sures of globalization.>* In public policy terms the challenge was to ensure that the
socio-economic fabric of society was not torn asunder either by global competitive
pressures or by an inward-looking isolationist and nationalist response. The idea-
tional foundation of the consensual hegemony that Itamaraty presented in response
was to revive the regionalist movement in South America, but in a pragmatic manner
by expanding the Avanga Brasil programme to the whole of the continent. Borders
were to become ‘frontiers of cooperation’, not zones of separation. The substance of
this idea came at the 2000 Brasilia Summit of South American Presidents, where the
growth and economic structural sophistication precipitated by Mercosur was used as a
precedent for establishing the Initiative for the Integration of Regional Infrastructure
in South America (www.iirsa.org). At the core of IIRSA lies a network of energy,
transportation and ICT corridors linking the continent’s economic centres. While
the idea is to encourage enhanced interaction and growth along these corridors by
planning and in some cases building the necessary infrastructure as a stimulus, the
geography of South America also means that the resultant network of linkages will
resemble a spider’s web, with Brazil filling its centre.

Two ideas sit at the centre of regionalist projects such as Mercosur and IIRSA,
each explicitly working to advance what Itamaraty sees and sells as Brazil’s and the
wider region’s interests. The first can be condensed into a sense of collective economic
security and market magnetism. Building a South American project, particularly
through multilateral economic deals within South America, served two purposes.
First, as will be discussed later, it reformed regional economic geography in a way that
provided not only Brazilian, but also other regional, firms with sustainable markets
for value-added products. Second, it reshaped North—South relations, allowing the
participating countries to negotiate with Northern states on a more equal basis.>*
This was particularly important in the Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA)
negotiating process where Brazil was able to form and sustain a coalition advancing
a very different approach to hemispheric free trade than that advocated by the US.%
The expanded markets created by the regional initiatives worked as a magnet to at-
tract the FDI needed to revitalize regional industries, generate employment and bring
new production technology and processes.*® Both of these factors allowed for a more
cushioned opening to the global economy. For its part Brazil not only used the allure
of the internal Mercosur market as a lever to pursue a heterodox interpretation of
liberal economic policies,” including the maintenance of a 35 per cent bloc common
external tariff and the maintenance of state-owned and semi-privatized corporations,
but also as a platform to internationalize its industries as a stepping stone to global
competitiveness.
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The second idea — multilateralism — ties the developmentalist ethos of the region-
alist instruments back to the substance of consensual hegemony. In each case the
regional tools used to push a collectivized response to international pressures took
a multilateral form predicated on discussion and inclusion. Irrespective of Brazil’s
capacity to impose a particular interpretation or course of action through Mercosur,
CASA or [IRSA, Itamaraty deliberately sought to dispel suggestions that it had a
particularistic agenda by loudly pursuing a programme of consensus creation in
South America. In the case of responses to FTAA proposals and the evolution of
IIRSA the power Brazil exerted was through the proposition of the initial ideas and
the subsequent guiding of discussions.*® This pattern was later copied on the inter-
national stage, where Brazil positioned itself as one of the key actors in the WTO
Doha round negotiations by leading the G20 group of developing countries with
detailed, technical, ideas-based and inclusive position formation.>

The result was an ideational package that offered subscribing countries enhanced
international insertion into the global economy as well as overhauled physical infra-
structure with easier funding through agencies such as the Inter-America Development
Bank, Fonplata and, significantly, the Brazilian National Economic and Social
Development Bank (BNDES). For Brazil the costs were minor, consisting mostly of
the coordination of multilateral meetings and sustained dialogue designed to incul-
cate a ‘South America first’ vision throughout the continent. On a traditional power
analysis level the ideas aspect of the Brazilian consensual hegemony initiative can
at best be categorized as a partial success. But the analysis changes if consideration
is given to the advent of the Bolivarian Alternative for the Americas launched by
Venezuela’s Hugo Chavez. South America as an organizing construct and basis for
a consensual hegemony did gain considerable traction, leading to a competition be-
tween Brazil and Venezuela during Lula’s second presidential term to define what
exactly South America was about and how it should operate.

The ‘economics’ of consensual hegemony

The significant thing about the ideational basis of the regionalist thrust at the heart
of the Brazilian consensual hegemonic project was that it involved extremely little
in the way of direct economic costs for Brazil. Guarantees and costly commitments
were noticeable for their absence. Instead, regional groupings such as Mercosur
and the attempt to build upon IIRSA with CASA and later UNASUR emphasized
opportunities. Clearly, these options offered major contributions to Brazil’s eco-
nomic growth. For example, funding released by the BNDES for projects throughout
South America came with the rider that much of the money must be spent on Brazilian
goods and services, benefiting companies such as the Sdo Paulo-based construction
combine Odebrecht. But the inclusive element remained, with the proposed con-
sensual hegemonic project also providing access to affordable financing, expertise
and new technology that would not otherwise have been available.

The economic opportunities created also served to both strengthen and proble-
matize the South American consensual hegemonic project. Brazil used the expanded
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market of Mercosur to improve economies of scale and attract the expertise and new
technology needed to internationalize the national economy in a global direction,
resulting in record trade surpluses in 2004 and 2005. In contrast, Argentina, Paraguay
and Uruguay responded to Mercosur by sending even more exports to Brazil.®* The
development choices made by these countries effectively propagated a self-generated
dependency on the Brazilian market, which brought enormous economic shocks
when the Brazilian real was devalued in January 1999, automatically inflating the
price of goods from other bloc members by a factor of three.5

The concentration on the Brazilian market was at least tacitly encouraged by a
long-standing Brazilian policy of reorienting specific aspects of the country’s imports.
From the mid-1980s a clear decision was made to redress a soaring trade surplus
with Argentina by increasing wheat imports from that country. A similar pheno-
menon occurred in the energy sector, where a conscious decision was made to turn
energy dependency into an economic lever by sourcing electricity, gas and oil from
Argentina, Bolivia, Paraguay and Venezuela.> By the time energy self-sufficiency
in terms of reserves had been achieved at the end of the Cardoso presidency, supply
of the Brazilian market had become critical to the economies of Paraguay and Bolivia,
the latter receiving 24 per cent of tax revenue and 18 per cent of GDP in 2005 solely
from the activities of Brazil’s massive state oil company Petrobras.®* While less
marked, the pressures that Argentine industrialists faced with each hiccup in the
bilateral relationship with Brazil prompted sustained pressure in Buenos Aires to
ease persistent discord in the wake of the 1999 real devaluation.®

What gets overlooked in these macro-level statistics is the substance of the trade.
Where exports to the world were dominated by primary products, the patterns of
exchange pushed by Brazil’s regionalist thrust created large flows of value-added
products, with manufactured as a percentage of total exports to the continent often
being two to three times higher than to global markets.® Itamaraty was effectively
guiding a series of commercial fifth columns,® seeking to orient domestic interests
in other South American countries towards Brazil and the continent as a method
for bolstering the consensual project of South America as a distinct geopolitical
and geoeconomic space. Growing economic stability in Brazil deepened this policy
after 2001, with Brazilian FDI to the region growing steadily to include such major
acquisitions as Argentine breweries and oil companies. More significant was the role
of the BNDES EXIM export financing facility, which was combined with IIRSA
infrastructure projects to provide financing for work throughout the continent.

Again, there are deep cracks in the suggestion that Brazilian attempts at reorient-
ing continental economic activity to support the South American project were at
best only partially successful. Mercosur, the trade bloc at the heart of Brazil’s vision,
is riven with internal disputes, long lists of exceptions, very vocal complaints from
Paraguay and Uruguay about unfair treatment, and apparent moves by Uruguay to
disengage from the grouping and follow Chile’s model of unilateral opening. More
troubling is the reality of the region’s economic geography, which puts significant
physical barriers between the widely separated centres of economic activity.®’
Yet these same disputes also point to a marked degree of success in creating the
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economic basis of the consensual hegemony. After all, complaints about market
access and trade restrictions as seen in South America stem from disruptions to
trade flows. The importance of investment flows and financing as a device for
building the consensual hegemony is further underlined by the emerging competition
between Venezuela’s state oil company PDVSA and Brazil’s Petrobras for oil and
gas investment opportunities throughout the region. Chavez’s persistent attempts
to invest in any corporate or financial opportunity in South America as part of his
effort to give his statist ALBA (Alternativa Bolivariana para los Pueblos de Nuestra
América) vision wider traction over the Brazilian market-based approach again
points to a degree of solidity and substance in the notion of South America as a
distinct geopolitical and geoeconomic space.

The ‘security’ of consensual hegemony

Aversion to the fiscal costs of underwriting the economics of the South American
regional arrangements were also apparent on the security front. Fortunately for the
consensual hegemonic project emanating from Itamaraty, the security challenges
found in South America are very much of an internal nature; transnational armed
conflict is a rarity in the continent. The pattern of Brazilian conduct in the security
aspect of the consensual hegemony was largely one of forcefully defending the
critical norms of democracy and sovereignty, mostly through strong words. Actions,
particularly of the impositional variety, were in rather shorter supply, taking place
only when a failure to intervene would actively retard or collapse Brazil’s larger
foreign policy goals.®® In this respect the 1995 decision to arbitrate an end to the
Ecuador—Peru war is justified because the persistence of armed interstate conflict
within South America would have automatically precluded any notion of a viable
continental region.® The 2004 decision to lead the UN mission in Haiti follows a
similar logic. With the latest Haitian crisis taking place in the midst of UN Security
Council reform discussions, Brazil was all but forced to take a leadership role in a
hemispheric security crisis if its bid for a permanent UN Security Council seat were
to retain any credibility.

The cases of the Ecuador—Peru war and UN intervention in Haiti stood out as
exceptions. On the democratic preservation norm, a central requirement for mem-
bership in both Mercosur and CASA, decisive action was somewhat more tepid,
reflecting an active desire to avoid the sense of domination and coercion central to
mainstream approaches to hegemony. Indeed, whenever possible Brazil framed its
actions and reactions through collective bodies such as the Rio Group, Mercosur, the
OAS or CASA. In the 34 substantive democratic disruptions that took place in the
Americas between 1990 and 2006, Brazilian reaction only approached substantive
intervention in the case of Paraguay in 1996, when the country was threatened
with isolation if it left the democratic path,” and Bolivia in 2004 and 2005, when
Brazilian diplomats and presidential advisors constantly ferried between the two
countries to ensure that the gas supply to Brazil was not cut off.” The 2000 toppling
of Jamil Mahuad in Ecuador was met with almost total silence, and the questionable
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electoral procedures that returned Alberto Fujimori to office in Peru later that year
were accepted as being broadly legitimate. Indeed, in the Peruvian case Brazil went
so far as to actively block OAS attempts to censure the vote, arguing that it was an
internal matter discrete to Peru and that an extra-regional body should not have the
power to annul the ballot.”? Reaction to the 2002 coup against Hugo Chdvez appeared
forceful, but in reality amounted to little more than a call for the restoration of consti-
tutional order,” a statement that was issued first through the Rio Group before being
repeated by Cardoso and Brazil’s diplomats.

An absence of active intervention by Brazil in support of democracy should not
be confused with ambivalence to the survival of that form of governance. Brazil was
strongly committed to the idea of democracy as being the only legitimate form of
political organization, with the proviso that the institutional shape and operation of
a democracy is a matter for internal political debate, not external imposition.™ Indeed,
democracy and the preservation of democratic forms were effectively positioned as
the central security guarantees within the consensual hegemony of South America
as a distinct geopolitical and geoeconomic space. By consistently and strongly
demanding that sovereignty of democratic practices and wider national autonomy
be respected in South America Itamaraty was able to achieve two things. First, it was
able to provide an effective and sometimes troublesome brake on US activities in the
area, particularly with respect to narco-trafficking and guerrilla activity. While the
transnational nature of these issues was acknowledged, the solution was explicitly
framed in terms of the need for bilateral and multilateral cooperation stemming
from inclusive and respectful discussion. This made it clear that security operations
were the preserve of national governments, not supranational organizations or
extra-continental actors.” Second, the call for cooperation and a pooling of national
capacities that would see each country deal with internal issues on its own meant
that Brazil need not risk invoking nationalist responses from neighbouring countries
in response to possible extra-territorial operations of Brazilian police and military
forces. Moreover, Brazil would not have to pay for components of these cooperative
ventures that took place outside the national territory.

Conclusion

At the core of the consensual hegemonic project was an attempt to precipitate a
process of region formation in South America centred on Brazil, using the collected
strengths of the continent’s individual states as a platform to improve Brazilian
and South American insertion into the international system, thereby offering some
protection to national autonomy. The project was subtle in design and sweeping
in scope, seeking to unite such seemingly disparate issues as trade, physical infra-
structure integration, traditional security, democracy protection, new security issues
and international cooperation. When viewed from a neorealist or neoliberal insti-
tutionalist perspective the consensual hegemonic project was definitely of limited
success. It has been persistently criticized and attacked by South American leaders,
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with Brazil’s leading role in the venture at times coming in for particularly virulent
attack. But when viewed through the Gramsci-informed lens of this article the
interpretation changes. Brazil’s role in the consensual hegemonic project attributed
to Itamaraty has been consistently critiqued in terms of what exactly the structure of
South America is in geopolitical and geoeconomic terms. More to the point, as of the
writing of this article Venezuela’s Chavez was engaged in a sustained effort to wrest
directing control of the South American consensual hegemonic project away from
Brazil, using oil-funded realist tactics and fiery rhetoric as his lever.

In theoretical terms the Brazilian example outlined here is significant because it
gives credence to the suggestion set out in this article that a measure of hegemony
can be created without domination. The concept of consensual hegemony advanced
in this article minimizes the coercive aspects associated with domination, focusing
instead on a Gramsci-inspired vision that privileges the creation of consensus through
the constructive inclusion of potentially competing priorities and the shaping of
common positive outcomes. At the heart of the consensual hegemony approach
lies a lost element of disciplinary theory, namely a clear separation between the
concepts ‘hegemon’ and ‘hegemony’, which creates a lexicographical slippage in
the international relations and international political economy literature that has
sometimes resulted in hegemony being equated with a specific domineering actor.
By clearly identifying the hegemon as the actor that seeks to establish a particular
order, or hegemony, it becomes possible to view a hegemonic project as an inclusive
system that need not be predicated on the latent or explicit threat that one actor
will exercise domineering force. The inclusive approach inherent in consensual
hegemony opens new space for understanding how regionally important, but less-than-
dominant, countries such as Brazil can effectively fashion foreign policies designed
to advance national priorities on an international level by mobilizing region-wide
collective action. Indeed, it suggests that regional and global systems can be created
through the cooperation of a number of actors, with coordination of the project
switching from actor to actor as circumstances require. Such an approach opens
new space for understanding how emerging market countries are acting in the global
system, something arguably already evident in the WTO Doha round negotiations,
not just the South American case outlined here.
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