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Regional security in South America cannot be explained simply by considering balance of power or security-community gov-
ernance mechanisms. In this article, we present and discuss a hybrid security-governance approach for talking about gov-
ernance security in the Americas, particularly, South America. We hypothesize that there exists a new security-governance
configuration in which the traditional governance mechanisms—balance of power and security community—are not mu-
tually exclusive, but overlap and coexist, leading to the emergence of a regional hybrid security architecture. Beyond
explaining the reasons and causes for the overlap between security community and balance of power, we show the hy-
brid nature of regional security governance and point out how taking the hybridity conceptual approach fills the gaps
within current research. We first offer a critique of two leading approaches to thinking about security in the Americas
(balancing and security communities). Next, we show how the overlapping configurations in South America’s regional se-
curity governance happen, testing Adler and Greve’s (2009, “When Security Community Meets Balance of Power: Over-
lapping Regional Mechanisms of Security Governance.” Review of International Studies 35[S1]: 59–84) framework against
historical evidence. Last, we provide evidence of a hybrid security governance in the region. We complement our analysis with
qualitative data from interviews with scholars, political, diplomatic, and military actors conducted in various countries across
the region. Our contribution is a significant step toward understanding how security-governance formations come about in
non-Western regions of the world, privileging its specificities. More importantly, we offer a novel angle to escape straitjacket
hypotheses to security governance grounded in Western hegemonic ideal types, which have focus either on balance of power
or on security-community models.

La sécurité régionale en Amérique du Sud ne peut être expliquée seulement par les mécanismes de gouvernance d’équilibre
des forces ou de communauté de sécurité. Dans cet article, nous présentons et discutons une approche hybride de la gouver-
nance de la sécurité pour comprendre cette gouvernance sur le continent américain, en particulier en Amérique du Sud. Nous
émettons l’hypothése qu’il existe une nouvelle configuration de la gouvernance de la sécurité dans laquelle les mécanismes
de gouvernance traditionnels—équilibre des forces et communauté de sécurité—ne sont pas mutuellement exclusifs mais se
chevauchent et coexistent, menant à l’émergence d’une architecture hybride de la sécurité régionale. En plus d’expliquer
les raisons et les causes du chevauchement entre communauté de sécurité et équilibre des forces, nous montrons la nature
hybride de la gouvernance régionale de la sécurité et mettons en évidence comment l’approche conceptuelle par hybridité
comble les lacunes des recherches existantes. Nous commençons par une critique des deux principales approches de réflex-
ion sur la sécurité en Amérique (équilibre et communautés de sécurité). Ensuite, nous montrons comment les configurations
de chevauchement interviennent dans la gouvernance régionale de la sécurité en Amérique du Sud en confrontant le cadre
d’Adler et Greve (2009) à des preuves historiques. Enfin, nous fournissons des preuves d’une gouvernance hybride de la sécu-
rité dans la région. Nous complétons notre analyse par des données qualitatives issues d’entretiens avec des chercheurs et des
acteurs politiques, diplomatiques et militaires qui ont été menés dans divers pays de la région. Notre contribution est un pas
important vers une compréhension de la façon dont la gouvernance de la sécurité se construit dans les régions non occiden-
tales du monde en soulignant ses spécificités. Plus important encore, nous offrons un nouvel angle permettant d’échapper
aux hypothéses de gouvernance de la sécurité fondées sur les idéaux-types hégémoniques occidentaux qui se concentrent soit
sur l’équilibre des forces, soit sur les modéles de communauté de sécurité.

El tema de la seguridad regional en América del Sur no puede explicarse simplemente analizando el equilibrio de poder o los
mecanismos de gobernanza de comunidad de seguridad. En este artículo, se presenta y analiza un enfoque de gobernanza de
seguridad híbrido que replantea la seguridad en América Latina, en particular, en América del Sur. Nuestra hipótesis sustenta
la existencia de una nueva configuración de gobernanza regional de seguridad en la que los mecanismos tradicionales de
gobernanza (equilibrio de poder y comunidad de seguridad) no se excluyen, sino que se superponen y coexisten, dando
lugar a la aparición de una arquitectura de seguridad híbrida regional. Este artículo investiga las razones y las causas de la
superposición entre la comunidad de seguridad y el equilibrio de poder, así como la naturaleza híbrida de la gobernanza
de la seguridad regional destacando como el enfoque conceptual de la hibridez cubre las lagunas de la investigación actual.
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2 Going beyond Security Community and Balance of Power

De esta manera, primero ofrecemos una crítica de dos enfoques principales que piensan la seguridad en Latinoamérica
(equilibrio de poder y comunidades de seguridad). Segundo, se indica cómo se producen las configuraciones superpuestas
en la gobernanza de la seguridad regional de América del Sur, poniendo a prueba el marco teórico de Adler y Greve (2009)
cuando contrastado con la evidencia histórica. Por último, se presentan evidencias de la gobernanza de seguridad híbrida
en la región. Complementamos nuestro análisis con datos cualitativos procedentes de entrevistas con académicos y actores
políticos, diplomáticos y militares realizadas en varios países de la región. Nuestra contribución es un paso significativo para
entender cómo surgen los procesos de gobernanza de la seguridad en regiones no occidentales del mundo, privilegiando sus
particularidades. Sobre todo, ofrecemos una perspectiva novedosa que avanza más allá de las hipótesis sobre la gobernanza
de la seguridad basadas en los tipos ideales hegemónicos occidentales, los cuáles se centran en el equilibrio de poder o en los
modelos de comunidades de seguridad.

Although a burgeoning literature on regional security gover-
nance has started to explore more systematically the dynam-
ics on why and how mechanisms of balance of power and se-
curity community overlap across non-Western regions (e.g.,
Khoo 2015; Bagayoko, Eboe, and Luckham 2016; Feraru
2018; Cannon and Donelli 2020), scant attention has been
paid to Latin and, more specifically, South America. Prior
to the 1980s, scholarship characterized South America’s se-
curity governance as dominated by hard power–balancing
discourses and practices—the result of trenchant historic
geopolitical rivalries (e.g., Argentina and Brazil, Bolivia and
Chile, or El Salvador and Honduras; Barletta and Trinku-
nas 2004; Martin 2006). In contrast, from the 1990s on-
ward, security community–oriented practices and narratives
emerged and developed, leading some analysts to state the
end of balance of power configurations in South America
(Hurrell 1998). Moreover, the absence of relevant interstate
wars in the region over the twentieth century and the consol-
idation of the strong sociability ties in the regional security-
governance architecture accentuated the confidence on
procedural and operational mechanisms to manage and re-
solve conflicts across the region.

By and large, there are theoretical and empirical rea-
sons 85 to believe that the underlying rationale of secu-
rity governance in South America is couched solely neither
on balance of power nor on security-community discourse
and practices. Beyond the prevalent exclusion or overlap-
ping (Adler and Greve 2009) frameworks to explain security
governance across the region, recent research has argued
that these are not mutually exclusive and, in fact, have been
formed and exist in a hybrid form (Villa, Chagas-Bastos, and
Braga 2019; Villa, Braga, and Ferreira 2021).

In this article, we present and discuss a hybrid security-
governance approach for talking about governance security
in the Americas, particularly South America. We hypothesize
that there exists a new security-governance configuration in
which the traditional governance mechanisms—balance of
power and security community—are not mutually exclusive,
but overlap and coexist, leading to the emergence of a re-
gional hybrid security architecture.

Our contribution is a significant step toward understand-
ing how security-governance formations come about in non-
Western regions of the world, privileging its specificities.
Also, it is a much-needed step toward a broadly framing of
hybridity within security studies and IR theory replication
testing. More importantly, we offer a novel angle to escape
straitjacket hypotheses to security governance grounded in
Western hegemonic ideal types, which have focused either
on balance of power or on security-community models.

The paper is structured in three parts. We first offer a
critique of two leading approaches to thinking about se-
curity in the Americas (balancing and security communi-
ties). Next, we show how the overlapping configurations
in South America’s regional security governance happen,
testing Adler and Greve’s (2009) framework against histor-

ical evidence. Last, we provide evidence of a hybrid secu-
rity governance in the region, in which traditional gover-
nance mechanisms coexist, overlap, and intertwine—all at
the same time.

Framing Security-Governance Mechanisms

The concepts of balance of power and security community
have been constantly instrumentalized to address security
dynamics in South America, particularly when emphasiz-
ing the emergence of security-community practices in the
region or, at least, in the Southern Cone. Security communi-
ties are conceptualized as transnational regions comprising
sovereign states whose people maintain the expectation
that the members of the community will not fight each
other physically and will seek conflict resolution by peaceful
means. This might occur in two different ways. On the one
hand, there is a “tightly coupled” security community, which
shows a strong tendency toward cooperation commitments,
a high level of military integration, coordination in internal
security, shared forms of governance and decision-making
rules, and free movement of people. On the other hand,
security communities assume a “loosely coupled” fashion: a
less institutionalized and intense form of security commu-
nity in which the absence of war between member states
remains even in remote forms (Adler 1997; Adler and
Barnett 1998).

The emergence of security-community narratives and
practices in South America is associated with three fac-
tors that represent the core of more broad Latin Amer-
ican modes of managing interstate interactions: First, a
strong legalist conciliation culture in the region (Kacowicz
2005; Burges and Chagas-Bastos 2016; Kacowicz and Mares
2016); second, the institutionalization of a democratic iden-
tity across the Western Hemisphere that has led to long-term
commitments, indicating a set of behaviors different from
those realism would predict (Barletta and Trinkunas 2004);
and third, the role of diplomacy as the natural practice to
exclude violence as a political tool and how actors institu-
tionalize reassurance as opposed to deterrence. The indivis-
ible and comprehensive characters of cooperative security are
the natural practices of security communities (Merke 2015;
Burges and Chagas-Bastos 2016).

Actors that collectively constitute security communities
align consciously with common projects, turning security
governance into a day-by-day practice of peace. For instance,
a senior Latin American diplomat (Guatemalan Diplomat
2019) recently pointed out that “the balance of power was
never really present in the region. The realist paradigm
of relations and major geopolitical conflicts belong to the
realm of the great powers.” The roles played by diplo-
matic practices based on concertación and cordialidad moved
the ultima ratio of politics toward a negotiated solution
instead of the use of violence (Burges and Chagas-Bastos
2016). This also includes a disposition toward expanding the
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RA FA E L VI L L A E T A L. 3

security community through explicit or implicit socializa-
tion, joint defense training and exercising, policy coor-
dination, unfortified borders, and the implementation of
confidence-building measures (CBMs; e.g., military cooper-
ation, joint planning and exercises, intelligence exchanges,
revision of army doctrines from traditional war-fighting to
post-conflict reconstruction).

The long absence of interstate armed conflict and the
continuous institutionalization of security-community prac-
tices, however, do not account for the multiple instances in
which states in the region instrumentalized the potential (or
actual) use of force in their relations. Neorealist-oriented
analysts, for instance, pointed out that secondary regional
powers, such as Argentina, attempted to counter Brazil’s
rise and regional prominence by increasing their own
capabilities through internal balancing or soft balancing
(Flemes 2010; Schenoni 2014; Flemes and Wehner 2015;
Friedman and Long 2015). Yet, little research has addressed
the discussion in terms of hard balancing or militarized ten-
sions in the region (Runza 2008; Guimarães and Almeida
2018). Although the meaning of balance of power remains
theoretically contested (Paul 2004), mainstream literature
adopted a systemic approach. The central premise is that
balancing behavior is a product of perceived hegemonic
threat in the regional or international systems. Balance of
power as a mechanism of security governance rests on the
“availability of war [. . .] as an order-sustaining or creating
tool” (Adler and Greve 2009, 67), with an underlying
concept of power predominantly couched on material and
coercive capabilities.

Some scholars have also considered the differences be-
tween soft- and hard-balancing behaviors. Soft balancing
does not directly challenge the military preponderance of
a global or regional military power. It uses, instead, nonmili-
tary instruments to delay, frustrate, or undermine unilateral
policies of a predominant power (Pape 2005). Flemes and
Wehner (2015) observed that soft balancing as a foreign pol-
icy strategy is a rational decision for a secondary power in
its relations to regional great powers in those spaces where
competitive patterns have replaced rivalry interactions, as in
South America. The purpose of soft balancing is to even out
or ameliorate the existing asymmetric distribution of power
and to frustrate the powerful actor’s achievement of foreign
policy goals by increasing its costs of action (Paul 2004; Pape
2005). Hard-balancing definitions tend to be more consen-
sual, as they relate to the traditional notions of power and
responses to power imbalances within regional and interna-
tional systems, such as alliance formation (external balanc-
ing; Walt 1987) and/or the state’s investment in its own ca-
pabilities (i.e., internal balancing, Beckley 2010). The gen-
eral aim is to include potential threats in the configurations
of systemic power equilibrium and toward system stability.1
Some analysts describe how nonmilitary tools have been
used to sidestep unilateral policies of superpowers using
soft-balancing strategies—in particular, via economic state-
craft, diplomacy, and international institutions (Pape 2005).

When Security Community Meets Balance of Power

Adler and Greve (2009, 64–5) proposed an analytical
framework to understand and explain how distinct secu-
rity practices and discourses may influence the stability of
regional political orders and governance challenges. On

1 Balance of power behavior may include deterrence, military planning, and
institutional building to monitor the distribution of military capabilities, among
others (see Nexon 2009).

their view, security governance is “a system of rule conceived
by individual and corporate actors aiming at coordinating,
managing, and regulating their collective existence in re-
sponse to threats to their physical and ontological security,”
in which the underlying mechanisms are a “more or less,
clearly delineated set of rules, norms and practices, and in-
stitutions that coordinate security relations between actors
in the international system.” Unlike others (see Kaufman,
Little, and Wohlforth 2007), the authors do not conceive
balance of power and security-community practices as mutu-
ally exclusive, and they open space to conceptualize the ex-
istence of an overlap between both practices that are based
on a mixture of discourses and evolving institutional appa-
ratuses. The idea of an overlap allows for an analytical angle
that captures the systemic transition between distinct secu-
rity orders, from balance of power to security community
and vice versa. The overlap happens because “different or-
ders, and in particular the security systems of governance
on which they are based (such as balance of power and se-
curity community), often coexist in political discourse and
practice” (Adler and Greve 2009, 59). As an analytical tool,
the existence of an overlap between security mechanisms in-
dicates that one security-governance system transitions into
another and, at the end, a more robust and peaceful order
would emerge, based on the security-community rationale.
To characterize such processes, they present four dimen-
sions in which security-governance mechanisms overlap: (1)
temporal/evolutionary, (2) functional, (3) spatial, and (4)
relational.

The temporal/evolutionary overlap approach considers that
security orders vary or develop over time, generating com-
munitarian practices, without completely erasing practices
and discourses of balance of power. As such, one set of insti-
tutions, mechanisms, norms, or ideas does not fully replace
another—they rather coexist. A temporal/evolutionary
overlap is observed when old practices and mechanisms
have not completely disappeared, and emerging mecha-
nisms have not entirely been consolidated. The new prac-
tices and mechanisms of the security community may still
be only partly institutionalized. Finally, the return to, or con-
tinued relevance of, balance of power thinking may be con-
ditioned by the strength or weakness of the rising security-
community mechanism (Adler and Greve 2009, 73).

Security mechanisms and practices may also overlap
across their functional sectors or domains. They represent
the plurality of perceptions, practices, courses of action, and
choices on security issues that can be made across different
parts of the foreign policy, military, and civil bureaucracies.
It would be expected from defense and military actors to
perform more pronounced balance of power discourses and
practices than diplomats. It would also be expected of the
diplomatic corps—or the part of the bureaucracy responsi-
ble for foreign policy—to engage more fully with the prac-
tices and discourses of security community (Adler and Greve
2009, 76).

The third dimension refers to the geographic space in which
security-governance mechanisms develop (Adler and Greve
2009, 78). It comprises the different defined regions that
exhibit several conceptions of security order. This means
that, within a single region, there may be in one segment
a strong trend toward community-security practices and
in another segment a tendency to privilege stronger bal-
ance of power practices. The authors argue that the rea-
son for such an overlap can be that one segment might
have not been entirely exposed to security-community prac-
tices for the same amount of time as other segments of the
region.
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4 Going beyond Security Community and Balance of Power

The fourth dimension comprises the relational aspects
of overlapping configurations. It is not linked directly to
the location of the actors themselves but to their secu-
rity relations to one another in each geographic space,
for example, the Greek–Turkish relationship within the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) alliance. Two
actors who maintain conflicting security relations over
a historic period may have cooperative relations on a
specific security issue that affects their relations. These
interactions, in general, happen in a forum or medi-
ated by a third party, and practices and institutionalized
norms then start to be oriented by a logic of security
community.

South American Security-Governance Hybrid Features

Unresolved territorial disputes2 over South American
history produced deeply rooted conflict patterns that bore
implicit assumptions on the other’s malign intentions
(Centeno 2002; Schenoni et al. 2020). Such disputes, how-
ever, created limited incentives among elites to solve long-
standing conflicts via violent means because interstate con-
flicts were not seen as sufficiently intense to generate
perceptions of existential threats. As a direct outcome, the
possibility of choosing between balance of power or security-
community behaviors remained standard practice across the
different levels of decision-making involved in the region’s
security governance.

Balance of power, as hinted above, is seen as the provider
of order to political systems where rational mistrust pre-
dominates, that is, through rational risk-taking calculations
considering others’ behaviors. Recent research, however,
has raised doubts over the alleged thesis that balance of
power practices has disappeared from the region since the
1980s (Barletta and Trinkunas 2004; Martin 2006).

Burgeoning scholarship observes both the continued
presence of balance of power and developed security-
community practices, suggesting that there is an overlap
between balance of power (soft and hard), security com-
munity, and conflict formation mechanisms (Battaglino
2012; Mares 2012). It further suggests that security gov-
ernance in South America from the 2000s onward has
been driven by hybrid security governance, that is, the out-
come of a continuous overlap between balance of power
and security-community practices (Villa, Chagas-Bastos, and
Braga 2019). Such hybridity, a marked characteristic of Latin
American international thought (Tickner 2008; Chagas-
Bastos 2018, 2021), develops from the practical needs and
the possible means to face systemic and regional contingen-
cies across the region. This means that hybridity in security
governance is born from the evolutionary and coconstitu-
tive process of different (and overlapping) practices and
discourses over time, space, function, and relations (Villa,
Chagas-Bastos, and Braga 2019; see also Krause 2012). Also,
hybridity is born in those moments in history in which
some new practices and discourses do not fully replace old

2 The low level of major interstate conflicts over the last 150 years reinforces
the idea of emerging security community practices in South America. Only two
conflicts in the region escalated to militarized aggressions during the second half
of the twentieth century: The Football War, between El Salvador and Honduras
in 1969, and the Cenepa War, between Ecuador and Peru in 1995. If we consider
extraregional powers, we must also count the Falklands/Malvinas War between
Argentina and the United Kingdom in 1982. In this context, some scholars ar-
gue that the resort of war is a declining institution in South America even when
possibilities of the use of violence are not entirely discarded, but some territo-
rial disputes—for example, between Colombia and Venezuela, Bolivia and Chile,
Chile and Peru, and Colombia and Nicaragua— are still in play in the region
(Burges and Chagas-Bastos 2016; Mares 2017).

ones, in which neither security community nor balance of
power overlapping and intertwining security-governance ra-
tionales, discourses, and practices prevail.

A hybrid security governance displays practices and dis-
courses that bear a mixture of features of both balance
of power and security community, not only a mere over-
lap between each governance system. Novel forms emerge
leading to a myriad of possible combinations, for instance,
hard-toned discourses and the creation of trust mechanisms
via third parties as observed in Chile–Bolivia’s relations (as
we develop later in the article). That is, unlike the clearly
defined expectations of mechanism balance of power or
security governance, hybrid security governance entails a
complex and nonlinear phenomenon that does not have
a predefined end-state. It is continuously (re)defined, even
though we may be able to trace back its origins (see Villa,
Chagas-Bastos, and Braga 2019; Villa, Braga, and Ferreira
2021).

It explains why, for instance, even though a variable evolu-
tion of community-building institutions has emerged since
the 1980s, and South American states have engaged in
numerous CBMs, the sustainability of security-community
practices is still not consolidated. The continued relevance
of soft or hard balance of power logic and how it plays
itself out in practice in each of these cases may be con-
ditioned by the strengths (or weaknesses) of the rising
security-community mechanisms. Also, hybridity offers an al-
ternative analytical framework to address systemic changes
in South America security governance. Last, the concept of
hybridity opens the space for new possibilities while ana-
lyzing regional security governance, in which we must con-
sider issues such as the rise of transnational non-state ac-
tors, transnational criminality, increasing inequalities within
and between regional states, and the complex forms of
social and political violence affecting all levels of security
governance.

The Overlapping of Security-Governance Mechanisms
in South America

We next analyze the security-governance configurations that
have emerged in South America since the 2000s, consid-
ering how this set of mechanisms has evolved over the last
two decades. We gather our evidence from South Amer-
ica’s security-governance discourses and practices from the
1980s onward, observing how resilient power-balancing re-
sponses have contributed to (weakening or strengthening)
the consolidation of security-community mechanisms in the
region. What is more, we complement our analysis with qual-
itative data from interviews with scholars, political, diplo-
matic, and military actors conducted in various countries
across the region between September 2019 and March 2020.
We pay special attention in our interviews to civil and mili-
tary sources with a profile of experience in “military diplo-
macy”, that is, individuals with experience in both military
and diplomatic affairs.

Temporal/evolutionary Dimension

Security community–related mechanisms in South America
first took form in the 1980s when balance of power was
still the “dominant game in town.” The Peace and Friend-
ship Treaty between Argentina and Chile, in 1984, can be
set as its starting point, and other mechanisms contributed
to a deepening, particularly with the signature of the Cruz
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RA FA E L VI L L A E T A L. 5

del Sur Agreement in 2006.3 Argentina–Brazil advanced
these early regional security community–oriented practices
in 1985 with the Brazilian–Argentine agreement on nu-
clear materials and technology, which further evolved to the
South American Defence Council in 2008. It is also note-
worthy that even in an uncoordinated manner, in the 1990s,
Brazil and Argentina adhered to the Treaty on the Non-
Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, putting an end to the mil-
itary purposes of their nuclear programs (see Mallea, Spek-
tor, and Wheeler 2015).

Regional integration arrangements across the region
(e.g., the Andean Community and Mercosur) have intro-
duced “democracy clauses” (for a review, see Genna and
Hiroi 2015) that conditioned regional—and, more broadly,
systemic—socialization to the promise of members to abide
by democratic political competition and practices, leading
to delegitimization of practices based on security dilem-
mas (Barletta and Trinkunas 2004). A variety of deterrence-
based behaviors, however, can still be observed over the first
two decades of the twentieth-first century, ranging from the
concentration of weapons at disputed border zones (e.g.,
Chile–Peru) to highly militarized tensions (e.g., between
Ecuador, Colombia, and Venezuela; see Mares 2017).

Even though balance of power-oriented practices has
been delegitimized in many ways, residual behaviors of con-
flict remain. Active tensions and aggressive behaviors have
come from the most authoritarian countries in the region.
In multiple instances, for instance, Venezuela made moves
on the Essequibo area in Guyana, even putting pressure on
Suriname. Both drew very strong responses from Brazil and
extremely clear signals that Caracas should stop. Moreover,
the tensions between Chile and Bolivia come down to a
requirement for posturing and positioning under interna-
tional law so that Chile does not cede position and Bolivia
could maintain a claim through the International Court of
Justice.

Over time, however, historical conditions challenged
the consolidation of security community–oriented prac-
tices and institutions in the region. Although many CBMs
are reported each year to the Organization of American
States (OAS), and several multilateral or bilateral institu-
tions have emerged—potentially increasing trust between
South American states—they were built without entirely
replacing the older balance of power-discursive layers and
practices between South American states. Neither the new
security-community governance mechanisms have become
hegemonic nor the old order that dictated the balance of
power died.

Functional Dimension

Adler and Greve argue that the coexistence of balance of
power and security-community systems organizing security
governance in a region could not only be the product of
state or governmental will but also be the product of differ-
ent preferences of political elites, diplomatic corps, armed
forces, and even subnational grassroot groups. The over-
lap is a result of the different strategies of national interest
groups and bureaucracies that, according to their functions,
chose to act under distinct security rationales, which may re-
late to power-balancing or security-community mechanisms.

This is true for security-governance mechanisms varying
across different parts of the foreign policy and military

3 In the Cruz del Sur Agreement, a Binational Force was organized for fu-
ture joint troop deployments to United Nations (UN) peacekeeping missions
(Wachholtz and Alves 2018).

bureaucracies in the region. Most military institutions ad-
here to the logic of balance of power and realpolitik to-
ward regional security order. In contrast, other parts of
the bureaucracy—especially diplomatic corps—have deeply
internalized the logic of security community in their dis-
course and practices (Flemes and Radseck 2010). Nelson
Jobim (2020), former Brazilian Defence Minister, points out
that “military commanders at the Brazilian Army Command
and General Staff College [. . .] work with hypotheses of
war. They formulate these hypotheses, including [. . .] ex-
ercises that are done annually based on the possibilities of
war. [For instance] hypotheses of invasion of Venezuela etc.
[. . .] There is a chance for everything.” His statement sheds
light on how different parts of the bureaucracies (in particu-
lar, the armed forces) adopt different policy-making choices
and how, by the nature of being war professionals, military
could be more inclined to choose, or continue to main-
tain, discourses and practices based on balance of power.4 In
contrast, an example of a discourse related to the security-
community rationale is given by Celso Amorim (2015)5: “the
Brazilian strategy towards South America is strongly cooper-
ative. Then, will the concept of anarchy be appropriate to
describe the relationship between our states? (Which work
collectively under the sign of the integration?). The concept
of security community seems to me to be more appropriate
to the reality and, above all, to the goals we have in South
America.”

Border defense, the purchases of sophisticated weapons
for defensive purposes, and the exchange of strong nation-
alist overtones seem more predictable to be expected from
senior members of the South American military corps. Still,
it is remarkable that the hard-toned discourses linked to bal-
ance of power rationales appeared in the declarations of
Chile and Peru’s military commanders, within rising ten-
sions between both countries over the 2000s. The Chilean
Ministry of Defence announced in December 2005 the pur-
chase of second-hand F-16 fighter jets from the Netherlands.
In December 2010, Chile received eighteen aircraft. That
was sufficient for aggressive statements from Chilean and Pe-
ruvian Air Force commanders. Ricardo Ortega, Chilean Air
General, stated that “we do not intend to hit anyone. The
concept of deterrence says: do not mess with me because I
hit those who bother me hard. To those who are looking at
us, all those around us, they know that we are able to hit
hard. It is better to leave us alone” (Agência Estado 2002;
El Mostrador 2005; Perú21 2010). The commander of the
Peruvian Air Forces, Air General Carlos Samamé Quiñones
replied in the same tone: “[w]e hit twice more. The one that
hits me, I hit [him] twice. And if I have to sacrifice myself, I
am going to sacrifice myself. I have no more [options left]”
(Europa Press 2010). Despite the use of multilateral com-
munitarian measures through mechanisms, the hard tone of
the discourse between military actors from Chile and Peru
exposed a background of hostile relations inconsistent with
the practices and discourse of security community adopted
in regional organizations, such as the Unasur or Andean
Community.

We expect that security thinking and practices from for-
eign policy-making bureaucracies closely associated with
security-community discourses, and balance of power ideas

4 To illustrate, in September 2020, at the peak of political tensions between
Brazil and Venezuela, the Brazilian Army spent BRL six million to simulate an
invasion war game in the Amazon. The Brazilian military created a war scenario in
which an alleged “Red” country (perhaps Venezuela?) invaded a “Blue” country,
and it was necessary to expel the invaders (Sassine 2020).

5 Former Brazil’s Foreign Affairs (between 2003 and 2010) and Defence (be-
tween 2011 and 2015) Minister.
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6 Going beyond Security Community and Balance of Power

and practices to be more pronounced in the military es-
tablishment. There is no automatic socialization, however,
on either mechanism for foreign policy or military institu-
tions. In some cases, some security community–oriented dis-
courses and practices could be incorporated and socialized
in the military and defense corporations even when histori-
cal fragments of balance of power did not disappear entirely.

These processes of internalization and socialization of
security-community mechanisms inside military corpora-
tions appear in the speech of one of the most famous Brazil-
ian military officials, Divisional General Carlos Alberto dos
Santos Cruz (2020), former United Nations (UN) peace-
keeper force commander in Haiti and Congo, who stated
that “the hypothesis of war [in South America] has lost a
little strength, not only because of the awareness of other
countries that it is not a good deal, but also because of the
multilateral mechanisms interfere a lot. When you see the
risk of conflict, you also see 550 the movement of the OAS
or the United Nations. So, you see the countries’ posture,
with no economic interest in the conflict; also, because of
the interference of multilateral mechanisms. ” Santos Cruz
provides evidence of a perception that a functional overlap
cannot be predetermined by the political or military nature
of the actors. It complicates an initial perception that South
American military corps tend to automatically favor the bal-
ance of power logic.

Spatial Dimension

Adler and Greve note that different geographical regions
exhibit different conceptions of security governance and, by
consequence, how the spatial dimension of overlap between
balance of power and security-community mechanisms is
expressed. According to them, in North America, there is
a pluralistic security community among Canada, Mexico,
and the United States, which was partly institutionalized by
the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). In a
similar vein, in South America, the Southern Cone has re-
cently evolved into a pluralistic security community, which
includes Argentina and Brazil, the two regional powers,
along with minor partners such as Paraguay and Uruguay
(Hurrell 1998). Argentina and Brazil’s abandonment of a
nuclear power race (between 1985 and 1991) and their re-
placement of an economic competition by integration ini-
tiatives through the Mercosur (in 1992) also account for the
most outstanding practical changes in the transition from
power-balancing to security community–oriented dynamics
in the region.

Despite the incorporation of the OAS in post-Cold War
multiple security community–building practices, it is not yet
possible to consider the existence of a hemispheric emerg-
ing security community. The CBMs submitted to the OAS—
in compliance with resolution AG/RES 2398 (XXXVIII-
O/08) regarding 2016—account for long-standing historic
conflicts, particularly in the Northern Andes. For instance,
in 2008, Venezuela and Colombia came close to a state
of war because Hugo Chávez supported Rafael Correa’s
Ecuador’s protests when the Colombian Army invaded the
Ecuadorian territory to capture and kill guerrilla men of
the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC). In
2012, however, Colombia invited Venezuela to participate as
an international observer in the negotiations that led to the
peace agreements between the Colombian government and
the FARC in 2016.

Relational Dimension

A relational overlap happens either when two or more
states that historically have engaged with power–balance

relations in a region review their conflicting relationship
or when third parties6 act as mediators (e.g., another state
or an international organization) to stimulate behaviors of
a security-community relationship. In South America, typi-
cal balance of power practices and speeches—more specifi-
cally, hard balancing—appears in bilateral relations between
states, such as the recent militarized declarations between
Colombia and Venezuela, Venezuela and Guyana, and Chile
and Peru. These conflict-forming relationships, however,
are reconfigured at the regional or systemic levels in cooper-
ative discourses and practices of security communities. For
instance, Chile and Peru reached a historic agreement in
2014 on the territorial delimitation of maritime areas in the
Pacific through the mediation of the International Court
of Justice despite the heated discourse militaries that both
countries often exchange (BBC News 2014).

The Pacific War in the late-nineteenth century between
Bolivia and Chile cut off Bolivia’s access to the Atlantic and
posed a deep scar in Bolivia’s national memory. As a result,
the countries have broken diplomatic relations since the late
1970s, still have frictions, and have not yet developed de-
pendable expectations of peaceful change. Although both
countries practiced various CBMs over the early 2000s,7 they
maintain a latent state of conflict, which from time to time
gives place to harsh diplomatic or military statements. As a
commander of the Bolivian navy pointed out that “with Ar-
gentina, Brazil, Peru, and Venezuela we practise all [ongo-
ing] confidence measures, we have a lot of exchange with
[military] academies in those countries. Even with Spain.
With Chile, we have none. We do not trust them!” (Bolivian
Navy Commissioned Officer 2019). Bolivia and Chile, how-
ever, mutually accepted the democratic clauses established
by regional organizations, such as the Unasur and the An-
dean Community, and even hemispheric ones, such as those
proposed by the OAS. Likewise, Venezuela and Guyana re-
ciprocally mobilized troops on their borders in 2015 and
2018, because of historical tensions based on territorial
claims. Both countries, however, maintained the Venezue-
lan territorial claims on diplomatic grounds, which were me-
diated by the representative of the UN Secretary General
(Radio Voice of America 2015; Huancavilca 2018).

Beyond the Overlapping Framework

We apply in this final section the concept of hybridity to re-
gional security governance to overcome the limitations that
Adler and Greve’s framework faces. Beyond explaining the
reasons and causes for the overlap between security com-
munity and balance of power, we show the hybrid nature
of regional security governance and point out how taking
the hybridity conceptual approach fills the gaps within their
framework.

Two relevant issues deserve further attention. Adler and
Greve assume a state-centered approach by focusing on state
actors’ preferences for conflict management and resolution.
Also, the framework is suited to explain security-governance
mechanisms based on hard balancing but has less

6 Regarding these third parties, states with a history of balance of power prac-
tices are expected to align with speeches or practices related to security commu-
nity mechanisms.

7 The confidence-building measures announced by both countries included:
(1) the destruction of antipersonnel mines that Chile disseminated along the bor-
der with Bolivia during the Pinochet dictatorship years, (2) the training of several
Bolivian soldiers (in Chile) in anti-landmine activity, (3) the exchange of Bolivian
students in Chilean military academies, and (4) permanent consultation mecha-
nisms and antidrug cooperation efforts.
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explanatory power when examining behavior expressed un-
der the form of soft balancing, as in South America.

Secondary regional powers, such as Argentina, Chile, and
Mexico, have undertaken soft-balancing strategies and re-
organized their alliances (external balancing) to counter-
balance Brazil’s predominance in South America (Gómez-
Mera 2013; Flemes and Wehner 2015). For instance,
Argentina used a soft-balancing approach by refusing to sup-
port Brazil’s quest for a permanent seat on the United Na-
tions Security Council (UNSC). When the discussion about
the extension of permanent members of the UNSC re-
opened in the 1990s, the same intentional balancing—
with the support of Mexico—was crafted by Argentina, aim-
ing again at promoting a soft-balancing approach against
Brazil’s intention of occupying a potential permanent seat
in the organization.

The most recent intergovernmental effort to form an
alternative community-building institution in the region,
for example, Unasur, has experienced a process of agony
and disintegration since 2014. The evolution of security-
community practices does not suggest that the weakening of
institutions, such as Unasur, or the persisting balance power
dynamics entails a return to harsh deterrence practices. A
temporal overlap does not lead to a full return of past con-
figurations, given that it occurs under present conditions.

As hinted above, although loosely oriented community-
security discourses and practices have been socialized, ves-
tiges of conflict hypotheses remain entrenched in defense
bureaucracies. This means that community-security prac-
tices are only partially socialized between military actors,
and balance of power discourses and practices have not dis-
appeared from their minds and hearts. The functional di-
mension does not strictly fit the South American case, where
some more cosmopolitan military sectors tend to internal-
ize community practices and discourses more than hard bal-
ance of power ones. Perhaps military personnel with more
cosmopolitan views of the world and more experience in
international conflict mediation—such as General Santos
Cruz—can have different perceptions than the ones held
by military fellows who have made their careers limited to
national contexts. They would be, therefore, more likely to
think about regional security orders in terms of balance of
power.

We argue that generations of politicians, military,
and bureaucratic corps that were socialized within
(re)democratization practices across Latin America, or
in the various attempts to build regional integration insti-
tutions (e.g., Mercosur, Andean Community, Unasur, Com-
munity of Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC)),
do not rationalize deterrence-based practices under the
same conditions as the generations preceding them, even
if such practices continue to exist as per the evidence
showed above. Furthermore, the armed forces in countries
such as Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and Peru offer training
programs to their peers across the region. For example, the
Brazilian Army Command and General Staff College offers
yearly training programs to other Latin American countries,
which end up creating bridges among military personnel
and mitigating images of past geopolitical rivalries.

As pointed out by Amorim (2020), the behaviors toward
the international system are based on deterrence practices,
whereas the same practices focusing on the region are based
on cooperation. The evolving political conditions since the
1980s (such as democracy, institutional integration, and hu-
man rights accountability) have worked as channels to fil-
ter, structure, or even contain power-balancing discourses
and practices. The former Secretary-General of the South

American School of Defence, Antonio Jorge Ramalho
(2020), observes that the relational dimension of security
governance in the region follows a prevalent trend of “over-
coming conflicts through negotiation and diplomacy. The
exception may be the cases between Venezuela and Colom-
bia, and Venezuela and Guyana.” This means that South
American countries build community security–oriented in-
stitutions and norms at the regional level but replicate in
their bilateral relations the history of security dilemmas that
evolved from unresolved territorial conflicts.

Our findings suggest that the primary reason for a spa-
tial hybrid feature lies at suspicions maintained by histori-
cal territorial conflicts. This is particularly true for decision-
makers in the Andean subregion who also invest less in
practicing CBMs. Adler and Greve’s argument on the ex-
posure to security-community practices fails to consider the
nuances the region exhibits. We suggest that in the relational
dimension practices and discourses on security community
between South America countries happen at the regional
and systemic levels mediated by regional and UN system or-
ganizations.

Furthermore, Adler and Greve argue that the reason for
such an overlap could be that the region might have not
been exposed to security-community practices for the same
amount of time than other regions. On one hand, the long
history of sociability and norms diffusion toward peaceful
conflict resolution in Latin American security-governance
architecture has accentuated the confidence in procedural
and operational mechanisms (Kacowicz 1998, 2005). How-
ever, this has not been entirely true across South Amer-
ica. Countries in the Northern Andes present markedly tra-
ditional behaviors of conflict formation (i.e., tendencies
to balance of power practices), which coupled with the
strong activities of non-state violent groups—such as guer-
rilla groups, paramilitaries, and drug traffickers—have had
an impact on the loosely institutionalization and practice of
CBMs. Villa and Weiffen (2014) note that commitment lev-
els with CBMs are stronger in the Southern Cone than in the
Andean region, giving rise to differential patterns of evolu-
tion in military forces in both regions (see also Hirst 2003).
In the end, the hybrid approach might explain why mecha-
nisms of a loosely pluralistic security community could rise
in the Southern part of South America in the 1990s after
years of predominant balance of power behavior.

Likewise, it would be difficult to apply the same spatial
dimension to South America as a whole. When classic prob-
lems of information asymmetry, poor communication, and
even the low-level institutionalization of CBMs among re-
gional actors are in place, the conditions for the resurgence
of distrust, fueling false representations and security dilem-
mas, are back to the stage. The Andes presents an inter-
esting case. In its Northern subregion, the spatial hybrid
feature exhibits security-governance mechanism oriented
with stronger balance of power influences, whereas in its
Southern region, these influences are less hard-toned. To a
greater or lesser extent, however, security-community mech-
anisms are present across both different security complexes.

Ecuador and Peru still have remnant hard feelings from
the 1995 Cenepa War and eventually revive speeches based
on security dilemmas. For instance, in 2017, on the cele-
bration of the 22nd anniversary of the conflict, the Ecuado-
rian Defense Minister, Ricardo Patiño Aroca, after mention-
ing each one of the Ecuadorean soldiers killed, stated that
“[h]ere are the names of the national heroes that we have
promised never to forget, the honour achieved in combat
in Cenepa” (Ecuador 2017). All this happens though both
countries have shared and been historically aligned with
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8 Going beyond Security Community and Balance of Power

the US antidrug policy and security approach toward Latin
America (Villa, Rodrigues, and Chagas-Bastos 2015). For in-
stance, Ecuador recently even offered to the United States
logistical facilities in the Galápagos islands due to its strate-
gic position for operations and fight against drug traffick-
ing. Peru followed the same path (América Economía 2018;
Voice of America 2019).

Finally, the framework Adler and Greve propose, al-
though in some of its dimensions, particularly the functional
one, points out to the formation of diversified preferences
for one or another security-governance model (balance of
power or security community) depending on the profiles
of bureaucracies (diplomatic or military). In South Amer-
ica, however, the application of this framework remains
state-centric, overlooking the fact that the main security dy-
namics in the region revolve around non-state actors, such
as the Criminal Bands (BACRIM) in Colombia8 and the
First Command of the Capital (PCC) in Brazil. The rise of
transnational and non-state-based security threats adds an-
other layer of complexity to the international relations in
the region. The interaction between social violence levels
perpetrated by non-state and transnational actors and inter-
state security dynamics across the region can also condition
security governance mechanism. Non-state actors produce
security dynamics and their own governance rules, espe-
cially in border areas (Kacowicz, Lacovsky, and Wajner 2020;
Villa, Braga, and Ferreira 2021). Moreover, an asymmet-
ric balancing derivative of interstate-level interactions and
state versus non-state interactions may arise (Paul 2004). It
could include the use of insurgency or terrorism by a weaker
state to mitigate the power of a relatively stronger adver-
sary. For instance, Venezuela often accuses Colombia of us-
ing paramilitary groups, FARC dissidents, and mercenaries
to either undermine its border defences or create domestic
instability.

Some of the main tensions of the last two decades be-
tween South American countries—as in the Andes, for
example—have been produced not by state armies but
by the intervention of irregular non-state actors. The ten-
sions originated by these actors are not contemplated in
the state-centric premise Adler and Greve originally take.
For example, as mentioned earlier, the 2008 crisis between
Colombia and Ecuador was caused because of the long-
standing conflict between the Colombian state and the
FARC guerrilla. By the same token, in May 2021, eight
Venezuelan military personnel were kidnapped by a FARC
splinter group after the Venezuelan government carried
out one of the largest military operations in decades to
fight these irregular groups in the Apure region, on the
Colombian border. It displaced thousands of people and
killed sixteen Venezuelan military personnel (Singer 2021;
Venezuela 2021).

Concluding Remarks

In this article, we addressed the dimensions and underlying
rationale of hybrid regional security governance in South
America. We show how overlapping institutions, norms, and
ideas while following distinct rationales may develop into
hybrid configurations across the region. We moved beyond
Adler and Greve’s framework by proposing that the analysis
for non-Western regions should examine the hybrid forms
of security governance. We observe that loosely institutional-
ized security-community practices have not consistently de-

8 The dissident groups of the FARC and other guerrilla groups that have not
yet been reintegrated to civil life and moved to criminal activities.

veloped over time in South America or have not been sus-
tained in the long run. Cooperative security and defense
institutions appeared over time across the region, even
though they are fragile and unstable or quickly disappear.
In turn, the remaining segments of discourse and prac-
tices of balance of power have been mitigated but still co-
exist with the fragile practices and institutions of security
communities.

In general, the overlap between balance of power and
security community happens when territorial disputes,
militarized discourses, and hard and soft balance of power
behaviors occur during periods where cooperation and
trust-building processes are also taking place. Nevertheless,
we showed evidence that both rationales and associated
practices in regional security governance have overlapped
and intertwined, assuming hybrid configurations. On
the one side, low-intensity security dilemmas have not
disappeared from the practices and discourses of South
American countries. On the other side, the socialization of
mechanisms of self-restraint and nonintervention has re-
sulted in the institutionalization of mechanisms for conflict
resolution.

Future research should investigate historical and present
conditions in which the overlapping and hybrid practices
and mechanisms of security governance develop. These may
focus, for example, on the inclusion of new actors in prac-
tices and narratives of security governance, such as non-state
armed groups, including the emerging transnational orga-
nized crime and how it has influenced the strategical be-
havior of state actors within South and Latin America. Also,
researchers may study the perceptions of regional security
orders by military and national political groups and how
their behavior towards security governance are reflected on
or feedback into them. Last, a promising research agenda
can also be found on the investigation on how the hybrid
dynamics in security governance might cause tension with
democratic peace framework.
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