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Hemispheric Reconfigurations in Northern Amazonia: The ‘Three Guianas’  

Amid Regional Change and Brazilian Hegemony 

 

Abstract: Regional and hemispheric reconfigurations in Latin America and the 
Caribbean are increasingly mediated by Brazilian power, and the engagement of 
Guyana, Suriname and French Guiana with this emerging context is intriguing. They 
are tentatively moving away from a Caribbean region with which they are culturally 
contiguous, towards a South American continent in which they are geographically 
located. This is partly a reflection of the gradual opening up of the Northern 
Amazonian space that they share collectively, and with Venezuela and Brazil. These 
processes are occurring as cause and effect of Brazil’s emergence as a regional – and 
even regionally hegemonic – power. With reference to wider debates on regionalism 
and hegemony, we analyse the uncertain consequences of these shifts. 

 

On 29th November 2010, Guyana, a small, English-speaking country on the north-eastern coast 

of South America, hosted the fourth summit of the new regional movement, the Union of 

South American Nations (UNASUR). This in itself was remarkable. Yet that day was significant 

in other respects, too. First, it witnessed the coming together of major Latin American 

Presidents – Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva of Brazil, Cristina Fernández de Kirchner of Argentina, 

Rafael Correa of Ecuador, Juan Manuel Santos of Colombia, and the late Hugo Chávez of 

Venezuela – many of them long-serving leaders with large personalities and deep reservoirs of 

influence. Second, the location of the meeting in Georgetown, and the fact that it was taken so 

seriously by the key players, suggested two things: that Guyana has now become more a South 

American country than a Caribbean one; and that UNASUR itself is emerging as the vehicle for 

a radically different kind of regionalism, something which has been reinforced by the group’s 

increasing institutionalisation, along with the scope and ambition of its remit.1 Finally, the 

event encompassed two scenes reflecting the end of eras: the surprising, yet historic, embrace 

between Santos and Chávez, underlining, perhaps, a break in hostilities between their 

respective countries in a new context of Latin American unity; and one of Lula’s final speeches 

as President before leaving office, in which he painted a vivid picture of his own country’s 

dramatic growth and expansion over his two terms, along with the demonstrable increase in 

power Brazil now has to shape regional and international agendas. Indeed, what was 

particularly striking to anyone present was the size of the Brazilian delegation. In a room that 

held barely a couple of hundred people, Lula was flanked by dozens of technical and political 

personnel; the other leaders, by contrast, had small teams of just a handful each.   

 

One of the most salient features of contemporary political change in Latin America and the 

Caribbean, then, is the emergence of Brazil as an increasingly influential power. At the same 

time, the significance of this process is generally poorly understood. This is particularly so 

given that the ‘rise’ of Brazil – along with its wider consequences for regional politics and 

diplomacy, new modes and models of development, or indeed, its place within the broader re-

ordering of global North-South relations – is accompanied by a range of other concomitant 

shifts within the Western hemisphere. These include especially – but are not limited to – the 

creation of new mechanisms of regional co-operation, like UNASUR, that appear to be 
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intensifying just as long-standing institutions of integrated governance seem to be undergoing 

a process of ‘dis’-integration. 

 

For Guyana and its two closest neighbours – Suriname and French Guiana – these changes 

pose fascinating challenges. This is because these ‘Three Guianas’ are simultaneously 

Caribbean and Latin American countries apart: they are socially, economically, culturally and 

politically contiguous with an island Caribbean region from which they are geographically 

isolated; yet they are physically tied to a continent from which they have long been culturally 

and linguistically alienated, in large measure because of the enormous barrier that the Amazon 

rainforest has historically represented. However, these boundaries are now beginning to break 

down, as a whole series of processes begin to make themselves felt, complicating the Guianas’ 

relationship with each other, the wider Caribbean, and Latin America as a whole.2 

 

As a consequence, not only do broader reconfigurations in what we might term ‘Northern 

Amazonia’ – that is, the enormous and often contested zone with fuzzy boundaries that is 

shared by the three territories, along with Brazil and Venezuela – carry interesting political 

implications for the Guianas themselves, but looking at these shifts through the prism of this 

unique space can also tell us more than a simple analysis of either regional change in general, 

or indeed the ‘rise of Brazil’ in particular, can alone. Such a discussion thus represents the core 

agenda of this article. We begin by engaging briefly with two distinct theoretical debates: 

questions of regionalism and regionalisation, and then issues of hegemony. By reflecting on – 

and attempting to link these two disparate discussions – we shape the conceptual tools that 

underpin the subsequent substantive sections of the paper. The first of these discusses the 

structural dimensions of the problem. Specifically, it offers a historical and contextual account 

of regionalisation in the Caribbean and South America, and outlines how newly emergent 

patterns of hemispheric integration appear to be accompanied by simultaneous processes of 

dis-integration, each carrying a range of consequences for Guyana, Suriname, and French 

Guiana. The subsequent two sections deal with the agential side of the issue. They focus 

specifically on Brazil’s emergence, the policy agendas driving its increasing influence in the 

wider region, and, in turn, the kinds of responses generated on the part of the Three Guianas, 

along with the consequences for them of the new regional environment. The conclusion ends 

by reflecting on the wider implications for how we should understand regionalism and 

hegemony, both practically and theoretically, in South America and the Caribbean and beyond. 

 

Regionalism and Hegemony 

 

At its most basic, the concept of regionalism refers to the conscious bringing together of 

different states and societies underpinned by a perceived need to pool resources and face 

external challenges collectively. As Payne and Gamble have suggested, ‘regionalism is a state-

led or states-led project designed to reorganize a particular regional space along defined 

economic and political lines’.3 Yet beyond this, there is much disagreement. Concepts like 

‘region, regional cooperation, regional integration, regionalism, regionalisation and region-

building’ are, as Hettne notes, essentially ‘moving targets’.4 This has led many to become 
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disillusioned with definitional debates, but this, Hettne argues, is not a problem since a region 

is not something that occurs naturally; it is consciously constructed – both politically and 

ideationally – and therefore its definition is subject to political contestation.5 

 

Debates pertaining to regionalism have developed significantly in recent years, partly as a 

reflection of the widespread proliferation of regional movements globally. However, as both 

the rationale for regionalism has changed over time, along with perceptions of it, the nature of 

both the phenomenon itself and the way it is understood have also evolved. Until the early 

2000s, a distinction was generally drawn between the so-called ‘Old’ and ‘New’ regionalisms.6 

The former is generally seen to be attendant with the study of integration in the European 

context, and focused primarily on inter-state bargains underpinned by the analytical categories 

prevalent in conventional International Relations (IR). In the context of the Cold War, this was 

an altogether more defensive, security-focused agenda. By contrast, after a lull in interest, the 

1980s and 1990s saw a resurgence in the study of regions, and this came in tandem with the 

apparent rise in integration movements which sought to develop external-facing structures 

while liberalising their markets internally. This was driven in large measure by the acceptance 

of neoliberal norms, and the belief that market integration on a regional scale would leave 

groups of countries better able to deal with the exigencies of globalisation. This was a 

surprising conversion on the part of often-marginalised countries and their elites that had 

traditionally been suspicious of global market integration and the promise of neoliberal 

reform.7 Moreover, not only was the New Regionalism fundamentally about managing 

globalisation, but its ‘multidimensional, multi-actor, and multilevel character – or in short, 

complexity – was what distinguished it’.8 

 

This in turn has shifted debates about regionalism in four main ways that are of particular 

concern to us here. Ideologies of regionalism in the 1980s and 1990s were largely based on 

neoliberal assumptions that emphasise how increased internal liberalisation should, over time, 

lead to economic convergence via the efficient redistribution of resources and the creation of 

trade complementarities, or in political terms, greater autonomy to negotiate internationally 

via the pooling of sovereignty. Yet this has not occurred in many places, including the 

Caribbean, where structural asymmetries and accentuated levels of economic divergence are 

increasingly evident. Consequently, as liberalisation has not delivered the expected gains, 

much of the political will has drained from the traditional integration process – such as the 

‘pausing’ of the Caribbean Single Market and Economy (CSME) – and actors have looked 

elsewhere for alternatives.9  

 

Second, much of the literature, drawing – whether explicitly or implicitly – on constructivist 

insights, emphasises the socially and ideationally constructed nature of regions: although they 

are traditionally thought of as being communities of states underpinned by formal institutions 

– and, in many cases, this is exactly what they are – there is normally much more taking place. 

Recognising this has many analytical consequences. One is that simply looking at the formal 

constitution of a region – the extent of its institutions or legal mechanisms – emphasises form 

over content; simply because it exists constitutionally, it does not automatically follow that it 
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either operates effectively or, crucially, that key actors perceive that it does. As such, we may 

well miss more important deeper dynamics, including the decay of institutions and their 

ultimate decline. We also neglect the more diffuse elements of regional projects, of which one 

is the increased importance of non-state actors in constituting and driving forward more 

informal processes of integration (Brazilian migration to the Guianas being a good example). 

 

Third, the sheer complexity of contemporary regionalism – in terms of both the number of 

regional projects, and wide variety of actors with a stake in them – is quantitatively and 

qualitatively different to previous eras. We have more regions today, with different rationales, 

operating at different levels, and many societies (or parts of societies) are enmeshed within 

them in highly complex, overlapping ways. Moreover, as some rise and others decline, the role 

that these regions play in the consciousness of key actors or the wider population waxes and 

wanes too. One particularly important effect is the way in which regionalism has, to some 

extent, become de-territorialised. Traditionally, regions encompassed groups with relatively 

fixed identities. For example, the Caribbean Community (CARICOM) was, at least in part, 

originally based on a particular shared understanding of (Anglophone) West Indianism, 

although in recent years that has been lost amidst the emergence of more insular identities, in 

part explaining the relative decline of the institution.10 However, today, regionness does not 

need to be geographically fixed: increasingly, such entities take many different forms, and 

overlap simultaneously within – and beyond – the same geographical space.  

 

In Latin America and the Caribbean, Riggirozzi has shown how two distinct institutions – the 

Venezuela-led Bolivarian Alliance for the Peoples of our America (ALBA) and UNASUR – have 

both evolved separately, encompassing a different but overlapping membership, with distinct 

ideological rationales.11 Yet what they both have in common is an attempt to create new inter-

subjective identities by encompassing a wider membership beyond the traditional, Hispanic 

and Lusophone societies of Latin America, and also post-neoliberal or post-hegemonic projects 

that are about much more than simply trade liberalisation. Although she does not fully reject 

economic considerations, Riggirozzi argues that ‘the terms of regional integration are being 

redefined as regional projects offer substantially divergent visions of what Latin Americanness 

should mean and how integration projects should respond to current challenges of global 

political economy’.12 In a similar vein, Emerson emphasizes the contestation that is at the heart 

of regional development in Latin America. This in turn is shaped by the meanings that key 

actors share regarding the nature and purpose of regionalism, and this ‘not only shapes their 

respective interests and identities, but also refashions the inter-subjective realm itself’.13 In 

practice, then, the very perceptions of the region are changing. This can refer to form – in that 

territories like the Guianas are increasingly being incorporated into a continent from which 

they have traditionally been alienated14– but it can also refer to substance, which, in many 

ways is far more interesting and important, since the inter-subjective understandings that are 

shared by regional actors, especially those within Guyana, Suriname and French Guiana also 

change as their mental regional landscape is increasingly reconfigured by their engagement 

with Latin America in general, and Brazil in particular. 
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This brings us to the question of hegemony, for contemporary regional developments in Latin 

America are not shaped without the deployment of power, and, in particular, Brazilian power. 

As a concept, hegemony is traditionally associated with the United States (US). In conventional 

Realist thought in IR, it refers to the capacity of a key state to fundamentally shape the rules of 

world order. This is crucial: hegemony is not simply a question of raw power, or of being the 

most powerful state; it is about being able to both determine the rules of the game, and enjoy 

the acquiescence of other key states, with hegemonic power refracted through key global 

institutions. A major preoccupation of many analysts in IR and International Political Economy 

(IPE) has been the extent to which the relative decline of the US – which, although it remains 

the most powerful state, cannot reshape world order in its own image in the way it did in 1945 

– implies that a degree of instability may subsequently ensue as challengers like China 

continue to upset the balance of power in the international system. 

 

This issue does not primarily concern us here, since it refers to a wider debate about 

hegemony and world order playing out elsewhere.15 What is of interest, though, is the concept 

of hegemony itself, and, in particular, the idea of a ‘regional’ hegemon. Does this help us 

better understand the behaviour of Brazil in contemporary South America? In traditional 

realist terms, a regional hegemon is one which is able to dominate a particular space, advance 

regulations and rules in that space, and perhaps enjoy the benefits – and tribute – of its power 

from other states.16 In the past, the US has dominated the continent, and American initiatives 

have prevailed. However, the recent turn towards domestic-driven arrangements challenges 

this, and suggests that US power, in tandem with reconfigurations in the form and substance 

of its global power, may not be as salient as once was the case. Yet to what extent are regional 

institutions constructed in Brazil’s image, and with what consequences, and does the notion of 

regional hegemony help us to better understand what is going on? It will be impossible to 

answer fully all of these questions in this paper, but four key points are worth noting at this 

juncture.  

 

First, Brazil’s role cannot simply be measured in the kind of language of raw material power 

that has historically accompanied debates about hegemony. If Brazil’s increased influence over 

the region in general – and the Northern Amazonian space in particular – is anything, it results 

from the deployment of a subtle form of power, which is not necessarily always state-based, 

wielded by numerous actors and forces, and it not always easy to grasp. This is very much the 

kind of ‘soft power’ that Joseph Nye has written about extensively.17 Indeed, as Soreanu 

Pecequilo and Alves do Carmo have noted, ‘both cooperation and power projection are viewed 

as purposes in the country’s foreign policy agenda as a regional and global player’.18 Second, 

Brazilian influence is likely to be uneven: the way it manifests itself in the building of regional 

arrangements, economic investment, formal diplomacy, and, of course, more diffuse processes 

like migration of Brazilians and the attendant cultural expansionism, all play out in distinct and 

complex ways. In this sense, the effects of Brazil’s attempts at ‘consensual hegemony’ are 

often ambivalent, ambiguous and partial: it has remained detached from certain regional 

developments, like ALBA, therefore acquiescing to alternative ideological arrangements rather 

than challenging them; it has been extremely active in forcing the pace of integration in others, 
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such as the Southern Common Market (MERCOSUR); and underpinning most regional activity 

has been a firm preference for leading in areas that help it achieve its global ambitions, such as 

permanent membership of the UN Security Council.19 What is interesting about its pick-and-

mix approach to its neighbourhood is that no other Latin American country has sought to 

challenge it: this is, as Schenoni suggests, potentially surprising since it has both helped render 

Brazil’s regional rise more successful than might otherwise have been the case, and, in turn, 

allowed it to further position itself as an emerging global power relatively free from local 

antagonism or competition.20 Of course, we might reasonably speculate that such 

acquiescence actually evinces the fact of its nascent hegemonic influence within the regional 

space. 

 

Third, the consequences of Brazilian power for broader challenges to neoliberal norms are also 

likely to be contradictory. As Ban has argued in relation to the country’s own development, it 

‘is neither a local replica of the Washington Consensus, nor a revolutionary departure’ from 

it.21 The consequence of this is that, as the country is still charting its own development course 

in an experimental way, its external agenda will be intrinsically complex, with diffuse 

implications for other states within its sphere of influence. This is partly a reflection of what 

Dauvergne and Farias call its emergence as a ‘global development power’.22 Brazil’s internal 

and external orientations are increasingly and deeply entwined with each other: it is therefore 

guided by an outward approach that advocates and pursues development for the Global South 

as a whole, yet because this is partly a reflection of its own as-yet unfinished novel domestic 

developmental policy experiments, the intellectual, political and diplomatic consistency 

between the two is not always entirely clear. When combined with the two previous insights, 

Brazil’s emerging regional hegemony can therefore be seen as both nascent and still unfolding: 

we can find clues as to its character and effects, but we cannot yet attribute to them the level 

of coherence that we might normally expect of a truly hegemonic power. Indeed, in a world 

where excessively state-centric understandings of hegemony are arguably not that useful 

anyway, it is perhaps even implausible that this would ever be the case (not to mention 

problematically teleological). Finally, tying all of this together, Brazil’s evolving influence 

necessarily implies different things for different parts of the region. From the perspective of 

the Three Guianas, this will be quite particular. As a result, they provide both a fascinating 

prism through which to analyse new patterns of regional change in Latin America, and a 

distinctive one. It is to this empirical discussion that we now turn.  

 

New Patterns of Regional (Dis-) Integration in Latin America and the Caribbean 

 

The Three Guianas occupy a notably ambiguous position within what are increasingly complex 

processes of regional change. Although at present the process is subtle – and even almost 

imperceptible - they are gradually becoming disengaged from a Caribbean region with which 

they share a historical and cultural affinity, while simultaneously deepening their ties with new 

alliances in Latin America. This is largely a reflection of the changing pace of integration across 

the two overlapping regions: Caribbean mechanisms are in decline while new arrangements 

located on the continent are proceeding at a ferocious pace. But it is also a function of both 
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their unique geographical location between the Amazon rainforest and the Atlantic Ocean—

both of which are traditionally significant barriers to cross-border engagement, but which in 

the case of the former, has become more permeable – and their ties with Brazil that are 

becoming progressively more important. We deal with the question of Brazil in a subsequent 

section; as a prelude, we substantiate the claim regarding emergent patterns of regional 

integration and dis-integration, and discuss how the Guianas fit into these configurations. 

 

All three territories are considered to be contiguous with the wider Caribbean because of their 

similar social structures and a broadly shared history of colonialism. Although French Guiana 

did not experience sugar slavery in quite the same way as its neighbours and the wider region, 

all three were essentially implicated in the same colonial processes that shaped the island 

Caribbean. Under colonial rule, efforts were made – particularly by the British – to bring 

separate territories together, but British Guiana (as Guyana then was) stood alone. 

Geographical apartness, the size of the territory compared to neighbouring islands, Indo-

Guyanese concerns about associating with largely Afro-Caribbean nations, and later tensions 

with the British over independence (attained in 1966) were all factors that limited Guyana’s 

engagement. However, once independence was achieved, Guyana set aside its previous 

concerns and its role within the Caribbean became more influential – first within the Caribbean 

Free Trade Association (CARIFTA) and later within CARICOM. Overall, however, CARICOM’s 

progress towards deeper integration has been disappointing: since 2011, the key component 

of neoliberal-era integration, the Caribbean Single Market and Economy (CSME) has been 

effectively dead in the water, and the sense is of an increasingly terminal pattern of decline. 

Further, as one of few countries with goods and natural resources to sell, Guyana has become 

frustrated by the limited level of intra-Caribbean trade: despite talk of the need for deeper 

integration and the potential benefits that could accrue (Stabroek News, July 1, 2013), the 

importance of CARICOM to Guyana is not as great as it once was, or indeed as it could be if 

there were genuine commitment to the integration process. 

 

In officially Dutch-speaking Suriname, meanwhile, formal engagement with Caribbean regional 

institutions has been more recent and more hesitant, largely because of the different 

historical, cultural, and linguistic influences of the country. Suriname was the first non-

Anglophone country to join CARICOM (in 1995; it had been an observer since 1982), but the 

move was not universally welcomed. Supporters felt it was important in advancing the 

decolonization process, reducing dependence on The Netherlands, and improving 

competitiveness and access to international donor financing, but many in the local business 

class were worried about greater economic liberalisation and competition.23 Indeed, the 

impact of membership has been mixed: according to the Inter-American Development Bank 

(IDB), Suriname’s macro-economic environment has stabilised, but a number of barriers in 

trade, labour markets, financial services, and other sectors remain.24 In addition, because 

Suriname is not part of the Commonwealth it remains somewhat distant from the region as a 

whole. From Suriname’s perspective the main advantage of belonging to CARICOM is not its 

market, but rather membership itself which enhances the country’s place on the regional 

stage, as well as providing a stable link to the European Union (EU). 
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Meanwhile, the position of French Guiana is quite different to its neighbours, with only a very 

limited level of integration with the wider Caribbean. This has a lot to do with its status: as a 

French Département d’Outre-Mer or French Overseas Department (DOM) its key institutional, 

financial and trading relationships are with France and the EU more broadly. It is also much 

smaller in population terms – a third the size of Guyana, and half that of Suriname – but it also 

much wealthier, with GDP per-capita four or five times higher, due to metropolitan subsidies 

and its status, essentially, as an offshore centre for European space exploration (echoing its 

colonial history as an offshore penal colony). Links with neighbours are therefore minimal: 

there are no direct flights to independent islands, and even connections to Martinique and 

Guadeloupe, the other DOM in the Eastern Caribbean, are limited.  

 

So, overall, Guyana has the strongest ties to the Caribbean, and has established itself as an 

important actor in West Indian politics and diplomacy. Suriname’s influence has grown in 

recent years but barriers of both language and politics – not least the questionable governance 

of President, and former military dictator, Desiré Delano (‘Desi’) Bouterse – remain that 

prevent its full integration, while French Guiana is almost entirely separate. However, the 

glacial pace of integration within CARICOM has meant that even Guyana is wondering whether 

the region remains the best forum to further its interests. 

 

These doubts come at a time when both Guyana and Suriname are engaging actively on the 

continent, with UNASUR, the Community of Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC) and 

MERCOSUR. The first two groupings – and particularly UNASUR – have the greatest potential 

for cooperation. Established in 2008, UNASUR has an explicit mandate to bring the region 

closer together, primarily via infrastructural development. Other initiatives include creating a 

single market by the end of the decade; promoting regional security; improving local 

competitiveness; free movement of people and a common passport; and, increasingly, 

attempts to ameliorate access to social goods such as healthcare.25 Because of its clear policy 

agenda, ambitious attempts to transcend narrow neoliberal regional settlements of the past, a 

deepening institutional structure, and substantial funds supporting it, it is quite plausible that 

UNASUR’s evident attractiveness will lead to it becoming the primary regional interlocutor for 

Guyana and Suriname. As for CELAC (inaugurated in 2011) there has been much discussion 

about it becoming the future driver of a more intense process of hemispheric, as opposed to 

simply regional, integration.26 However, so far little has been achieved: there is no central 

organising agenda or series of themes underpinning its purpose beyond vague ‘political 

dialogue’, nor is there even a permanent secretariat. In 2013, the Caribbean secured a seat as 

the fourth member of CELAC’s governing ‘Troika’, to be occupied by whichever country holds 

CARICOM’s rotating presidency; it remains to be seen whether this will fall prey to the 

infighting that has traditionally blighted attempts to achieve a common Caribbean position on 

even the most simple of issues. For both organisations, then, the potential is undoubtedly 

there, although time will have to pass before a real South American future for Guyana and 

Suriname becomes fully apparent. 
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For French Guiana, regional isolation continues: neither the territory itself nor France enjoys 

membership of UNASUR or CELAC, both of which have sought to transcend ‘imperialist’ 

relationships, also consciously excluding the US. Paris has nonetheless tried to afford local 

actors in the DOM more leeway to engage in diplomacy with regional states and institutions.27 

It is the Association of Caribbean States (ACS) in which this has moved furthest, but arguably 

this institution has the most to lose from the development of CELAC undermining its rationale. 

In any case, French Guiana has not really taken advantage of these opportunities, unlike 

Guadeloupe and Martinique which have gained Associate Membership of both the ACS the 

Organisation of Eastern Caribbean States (OECS) and are seeking a similar status within 

CARICOM. Reticence on the part of French Guiana is due to: differences in the nature and 

desires of the local political class in Cayenne versus Fort-de-France (Martinique) and Basse-

Terre (Guadeloupe); relative differences of importance in the roles played by the DOM within 

France’s own strategic global assessment; and relatedly, the fact that French Guiana borders 

Brazil, which, as will be shown is an infinitely more critical diplomatic partner for Paris than 

other regional groupings in the Caribbean. 

 

In terms of the Guianas’ bi-lateral relations in South America, Venezuela has been a key 

partner – although again this does not really apply to French Guiana. The economic 

relationship, particularly the PetroCaribe initiative, has been very important. PetroCaribe was 

launched in 2005 and provides budgetary and development support to a number of countries 

in Latin America and the Caribbean, along with cheap oil for which only a percentage has to be 

paid up front, with the remainder transferred into a soft loan. The full cost of the oil can then 

be deferred for a period of 25 years at a concessionary interest rate of around one percent.28 

Guyana joined PetroCaribe back in 2005 and receives about 50 percent of its oil supplies via 

the arrangement. There have been several related benefits, including the cancellation of some 

of Guyana’s debt and a more general growth in trade flows. Suriname has also benefitted from 

its PetroCaribe link. Corrales and Penfold estimated that total Venezuelan aid to Suriname in 

2006 was somewhere between one hundred and three hundred million US dollars.29 However 

there are real concerns about the program’s sustainability, in part because of Venezuela’s 

economic problems and the weakening position of President Nicolas Maduro. Also, the recent 

reigniting of the long-term border dispute between Guyana and Venezuela over the former’s 

claim to five-eighths of Guyana, comprising all lands west of the Essequibo River, which are 

rich in natural resources, as well its exclusive maritime zone, has seriously strained relations; 

and although Venezuela has strengthened ties with Suriname in an attempt to offset the 

problems with Guyana, the underlying vulnerability of the economic model which Venezuela 

sustains is clear to see.  

 

In sum, the broad overlapping regional space between the Caribbean and Latin America is 

today in a state of flux. New arrangements are emerging in the latter just as existing ones 

stagnate in the former, and continental change is progressively encompassing, if not all Three 

Guianas then certainly Guyana and Suriname, and therefore reshaping the broader Amazonian 

space that they share with Brazil and Venezuela. This is hardly surprising: the ambition of 

UNASUR, in particular, and the more dynamic and rewarding forms of cooperation that it 
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portends is of a different order to the unmet expectations, for Guyana, and the degree of 

suspicion and linguistic difference, on the part of Suriname – which came late to membership – 

that has characterised their relations with CARICOM. However, casting a long shadow over the 

contours of these developments is the emerging regional hegemon, Brazil. For the Guianas, its 

role, both formal and informal, is crucial; it is to such a discussion that we now turn. 

 

Brazilian Hegemony in Latin America? 

 

Brazil’s foreign policy towards its neighbours first came into strong focus at the beginning of 

the 20th century during the tenure of Baron of Rio Branco as head of the Ministry of External 

Relations (1902-1912). He emphasised good relations, but there was also recognition that 

Brazil should not be seen to be taking a leading role and that Brazilian interests were 

somewhat different to those in Hispanic Latin America.30 As Burges suggests, ‘Brazil lacks a 

history of conquest or imperial domination’.31 Within this framework of ideas an entente 

cordiale policy with Argentina and Chile was developed, which later evolved into a Pacifist 

Treaty, also known as the ABC Treaty, between the three countries.32 Although the agreement 

broke down in 1923, the ideas of ‘Pan-Americanism’ with Brazil as a pro-active interlocutor 

continued to be important over the next two decades culminating in the creation of the 

Organisation of American States (OAS) in 1948. Brazil’s relations with Latin America gained 

new prominence with Operation Pan America in 1958, which led to the establishment of the 

IDB. Two years later, the Latin American Free Trade Association was created, but for Brazil this 

was of limited benefit due to it focusing heavily on domestic economic development through 

Import-Substitution Industrialisation (ISI), and the later inward-looking nature of the military 

governments that ruled Brazil between 1964 and 1985. Indeed, in contrast to much of the 

wider region – and Argentina, notably – the specific nature of Brazil’s experiment with ISI is 

considered to be a large part of the explanation for its subsequent economic success in the 

contemporary period. 

 

With respect to post-colonial Guyana and Suriname this meant that Brazil not only monitored 

the emergence of leftist nationalist governments but was also wary of US (and English or 

Dutch) interference.33 Since the return of democracy, there has certainly been a refocusing on 

the regional dimension of Brazilian foreign policy, but it has neither been clear nor 

consistent.34 Parallels can be drawn with earlier attitudes that Brazil should be cautious in 

taking an obviously leading role. The country’s foreign ministry (Itamaraty) has made 

significant efforts to strengthen Brazil’s credibility in foreign-policy making but has been wary 

of pushing for a dominant role.35 The watch-word for Brazil remains multilateralism, and 

perhaps more particularly ‘reciprocal multilateralism’. As Cervo argues, the concept involves 

two presuppositions: ‘the existence of rules to govern the international order, without which 

the power disparity will prevail in favor of the great powers; and the joint formulation of these 

rules, so that they will not favor the interests of some to the detriment of the interests of 

others’.36 These ideas appear to undermine the legitimacy of hegemonic leadership, and they 

apply equally to Brazil as any other country. Further, there is only limited evidence to suggest 
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that other countries are prepared to embrace Brazil as the leading force in the region (with 

acquiescence of rivals another key determinant of hegemony). 

 

In order to provide a greater degree of foreign policy coherence at the regional level, Brazil has 

over the last two decades or so placed more emphasis on South America, as opposed to Latin 

America as a whole. This marginalises Mexico and a number of other countries with close ties 

to the US, and in turn provides Brazil with a group of regional partners that share similar views 

on a range of domestic and international issues. Within this narrower regional context 

Itamaraty has promoted Brazil as the hub of the continent.37 This began under the presidency 

of Fernando Cardoso and was later extended by Lula who greatly increased Brazil’s diplomatic 

representation in South America, even though38 not all embassies were fully staffed.39 

Argentina, for good or ill, has always been the key partner, but regional initiatives like 

MERCOSUR, UNASUR, and the Integration of the Regional Infrastructure of South America 

(IIRSA), which will be considered below, are important. As Burges suggests ‘the goal is to make 

South America a vibrant market for Brazilian products and a source for the energy resources 

that the country’s economy needs’.40 The importance of South America is already clear in that 

around 80 percent of Brazil’s foreign direct investment (FDI) is concentrated there.41 

 

However, even this focus on South America has been undermined by several factors. First, 

Lula’s South-South Strategy (prioritising Africa and Asia) diluted the relative importance of 

South America.42 Second, the fractious and differentiated nature of South American politics 

with countries such as Colombia (via the Pacific Alliance bloc), Venezuela, Bolivia, as well as 

Argentina promoting their influence and interests means that Brazil is not ‘the undisputed 

leader or representative of the continent’.43 Third, Brazil is apprehensive about ‘sacrificing its 

national economic autonomy to regional formats’.44 Fourth, bilateral relations are often 

preferred. Fifth, it is not clear that ‘the nation is willing to be responsible for the burdens of 

the leadership for the process of regional integration’.45 One element of this, as Burges notes, 

is that Brazil has shown ‘its unwillingness to engage in sustained expenditure to gain 

leadership of other countries’.46 Sixth, since Dilma Rousseff became president in 2011 there 

has been ‘a waning in the political dimension of Brazil’s approach to the region’.47  

 

Overall, Rousseff’s Presidency has been marked by continuity with Lula’s agenda. As 

Dauvergne and Farias note, its vision has increasingly moved well beyond just Latin – or even 

South – America to the Global South as a whole. Brazil is, they argue, ‘focusing on forming and 

leading coalitions of developing states to strengthen shared values and normative 

commitments’.48 Indeed, in a series of speeches throughout her first term, Rousseff continually 

reiterated her support for: multilateral solutions to global problems; the unity of the Global 

South, with Brazil playing a key mediating role that allowed it to cut a distinctive path between 

the developing world and the North; a continued commitment to the development of the 

poorer parts of the world; and, indeed, to a deepening of South American integration free 

from external interference. However, as a report by the Council on Hemispheric Affairs noted 

as she acceded to power, there were a series of emerging contradictions facing the country: its 

nascent hegemony within South America, and, indeed, the desire of its policy elite to begin 



12 
 

shaping global agendas more forcefully were both constrained to some extent by problems of 

border security and wider geopolitical instability in the region as a whole.49 As a consequence, 

Rousseff has sought to develop an active agenda of outward diplomatic expansion – for 

example, by hosting the 2014 BRICS Summit and emphasizing the importance of both the 

grouping and Brazil’s role within it – while also engaging in an arguably more ideological 

foreign policy than her predecessor, in the sense that she has remained silent about 

destabilizing developments elsewhere in the region (such as the increasingly painful 

dénouement of the Chavez/Maduro experiment in Venezuela), or, indeed, globally (such as 

Russia’s intervention in Crimea). She has also been weighed down early in her second term by 

the Petrobras corruption scandal: this clouded her 2014 re-election campaign,50 and coincided 

with a marked slowing down of Brazil’s economy as the growth rate, after a decade of 

expansion ended when the growth rate collapsed to 0.1 per cent. 

 

In sum, while regional integration remains important for Brazil, including within the context of 

promoting its economic development via trade and investment, the country’s approach is 

constrained by its own circumspection and self-interest on the one hand and complex regional 

– and even global - dynamics on the other. As will be seen in the next section, the wider 

approach to South American integration on the part of Brazil has important ramifications for 

the Three Guianas – and the Amazonian space – now and in the future. 

 

Brazil and the Reshaping of Northern Amazonia 

 

The emerging relationship between the Guianas and an increasingly influential Brazil embodies 

formal material and diplomatic dimensions, as well as more diffuse, informal ones. At present, 

their consequences are not fully understood: this is partly due to the fact that the processes of 

change are relatively novel, aided by both Brazilian expansion and rapid resource-led growth in 

the Guianas, better links, and the increasing permeability of an Amazon rainforest which was 

traditionally a largely impenetrable barrier. Moreover, the relationship is developing in an 

experimental and tentative fashion: different elements can have simultaneously positive and 

negative consequences for Guyana, Suriname and French Guiana individually, and they are 

even potentially becoming locked into a competitive race with each other for Brazilian 

investment. The most pressing worry, particularly in Georgetown and Paramaribo (the capital 

of Suriname), is that something of a silent colonization may occur as these trends intensify. In 

this section we explore these shifts by focusing on three interlinked issues: intensified 

diplomacy, both historically and in the present; infrastructural development; and increased 

migration. 

 

Ties between Brazil and the Guianas were first established after the former’s development of 

the Amazon Basin in the late 1960s. The primary focus at that time was on Guyana, which had 

just secured its independence, and its territorial dispute with Venezuela. Brazil was concerned 

about the potential instability the dispute might cause and consequently strengthened 

relations with Guyana. This culminated in the joint Brazil-Guyana Commission for Economic 

Cooperation in 1971.51 However, Guyana’s move towards ‘Cooperative Socialism’ under Forbes 
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Burnham and Guyana’s wariness of getting too close to Brazil’s military regime meant that 

relations cooled. Brazil’s anxiety over leftist policies was later seen in relation to the military 

regime of Desi Bouterse in Suriname. Brazilian Minister of External Relations Ramiro Saravia 

Guerreiro considered the presence of Cuban advisors in Suriname (along with the December 

1982 murders of 15 prominent critics of the Bouterse regime) as direct threats to Brazil’s 

security.52 In response, Brazil used ‘both the carrot and the stick’ to encourage Suriname to 

move away from Cuba and moderate its rhetoric.53 It sent troops to the Suriname border, but 

also in April 1983 General Danilo Venturini, Brazil’s Minister for Land Affairs, unexpectedly 

visited Paramaribo and promised to equip and train the Surinamese National Army. Later that 

year several economic cooperation agreements were signed between the two governments.54 

A similar rapprochement was happening with Guyana – prompted by Guyana’s worsening 

economic situation and the decision of Brazil’s military regime to return the country to civilian 

rule.55 

 

In more recent times bilateral relations have been generally more positive. As was mentioned 

previously, Brazil has been developing strategic partnerships with other countries of the South 

and strengthening its position in the Western Hemisphere. As Montoute argues ‘economic 

diplomacy is … the main thrust of Brazilian foreign policy, pushing them to search for new 

markets, additional energy supplies and diversification of trade partners’.56 For Guyana, better 

relations could provide a tremendous fillip to its economy. In an attempt to expand economic 

links a number of initiatives have been taken. For example, in 2003 a partial abolition of visas 

was agreed; in 2009 a new border-crossing was established when a bridge was built over the 

Takutu River; also in 2009 the Guyana/Brazil Frontier Committee was created to enhance 

relations of the frontier regions; and in February 2013 a joint Working Infrastructure Group 

met for the first time to discuss a series of projects to aid economic integration, including 

hydropower sites in the Middle and Upper Mazaruni and upgrading the important Linden-

Lethem road that links the Brazilian communities of the State of Roraima and Western 

Amazonas with Guyana. Progress on these projects has been slow, and indeed some of these 

have been talked about for many years. Nevertheless, in August 2014, Brazil once again 

committed both politically and economically to them.57  

 

Relations between Suriname and Brazil have also intensified in recent years – a high point 

being the visit of President Lula to Suriname in December 2004. Afterwards, high-level bilateral 

contacts have resulted in treaties on agriculture, education, public health care, infrastructure, 

and defence and security.58 In November 2012, Suriname’s Foreign Minister Winston Lackin 

opened the Consulate of Suriname in Belém, with jurisdiction over the states of Pará, Amapá, 

Amazonas and Maranhão.59 For French Guiana, as with Guyana, improving transportation links 

has been important. Indeed, French Guiana was the first of the Guianas to announce the 

building of a land border to Brazil in 1997. After many delays it was completed in 2011, and 

commissioned in 2013.60 As Jacobs notes, the connection between Saint-Georges-de-l’Oyapock 

and Oiapoque on the two sides of the river represents not only ‘the first road link between 

France and Brazil’ but also ‘the first overland connection between the European Union and the 

Americas’.61 Moreover, Cayenne’s relationship with Brazil is unusual in that it is largely 
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overshadowed by high politics with Paris: in particular, the two countries have significant 

cooperation agreements in the fields of defence and arms procurement, intensified by a large 

defence pact signed between Presidents Lula and Sarkozy in 2008. 

 

Less official, but probably even more important, are the relations between Brazil and the Three 

Guianas in relation to population movements across borders. The lack of border security 

makes it easy for Brazilians to move to the Guianas. The estimates of Brazilians living in 

Suriname vary widely: from 4,000 to 40,000, and these can change quite rapidly. Scholars and 

government officials estimate that two thirds of a total of 20,000 miners are garimpeiros from 

Brazil or other South American or Caribbean countries; many of them stay for only a few 

months).  In Paramaribo, a few communities near the city centre have developed into a 

‘Brazilian neighbourhood’, locally known as ‘Klein Belem’ (Little Belem or Belenzinho). The 

Suriname census of 2004 stated that at most 23,000 Brazilians were living in Suriname, out of a 

total population of around half a million. According to Jose Cardoso Neto, president of the 

Cooperation of Garimpeiros in Suriname, there were approximately 13,000 Brazilians, mostly 

men, in Suriname at the time of the census. Cardoso Neto explained that most of these men 

came without their families and stayed for two months on average.62 He added that ‘a sizable 

number of Brazilian women have married a Surinamese man, thus making them Surinamese 

nationals’.63 Mining not only attracts garimpeiros, but also shop, bar, and brothel owners, sex 

workers, cooks, and commercial gold buyers.64 Surprisingly, the 2012 census reported that 0.9 

percent of the population consisted of Brazilian nationals (2,902 people) but this figure surely 

understates the everyday population since large numbers of people will be either transient or 

undocumented.65 Soon after his re-election in May 2015, President Bouterse announced that 

the country was in recession.66 The worldwide drop in the price of oil and gold has had a 

tremendous effect in an economy largely based on the exploitation of natural resources. A 

related question, therefore, is how this economic downturn will affect the gold industry and 

the migration of Brazilian garimpeiros, also given the fact that the Brazilian economy is 

experiencing a downturn as well. 

 

The easy movement across borders is not a new phenomenon in the region as Amerindians, 

and to a lesser degree Maroons, traditionally have moved across the contagious areas of the 

Guianas, Brazil, and Venezuela.67 A new development is the growing Brazilian cultural 

influence: in the late 1990s, satellite dishes began to appear in the interior, enabling Brazilians 

but also local residents to watch Brazilian television.68 Also new is that the Brazilian immigrants 

do not form a community anymore, like the ‘old’ immigrants from China, India, or Indonesia 

who settled previously. Rather, the Brazilians form a network ‘to emphasise the relatively 

feeble and instrumental character of the ties they maintain with one another’.69 The influx of 

garimpeiros and accompanying Chinese and Brazilian small businesspeople has transformed 

the social structure and culture of the interior, which has long been populated primarily by 

Indigenous peoples and Maroons. Despite collaboration between Brazilians and Maroon small-

scale gold miners,70 the new situation provokes conflict and in 2009 even a major outbreak of 

violence. In the village of Papatam Kondre, the murder of a Maroon by a Brazilian, which arose 

from a personal dispute over a debt ‘for smuggling Brazilians,’ led to arson of shops, a hotel, 
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houses and cars, assault, rape, and robbery (including in the neighbouring small town of 

Albina), by ‘hundreds’ of Maroons. The mayhem resulted in the death of a Brazilian, thirteen 

wounded and twenty official charges of rape. More than one hundred Brazilians and Chinese 

were evacuated to Paramaribo. Almost a year later, four Maroons were convicted to jail terms 

ranging from one to four years.71 

 

There is also the flow of Brazilians into Guyana especially into the gold and diamond mining 

industries, and increasingly into the establishment of nightclubs and restaurants in 

Georgetown. In total approximately 70,000 Brazilians live in Guyana, about nine per cent of 

the population.72 The presence of illegal Brazilians is a continuing concern. For example, in 

2001 Guyana’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs embarked on a (short-lived) ‘regularisation 

campaign’ aimed at arresting Brazilians illegally living in the country; while in 2009 the Guyana 

Gold and Diamond Miners Association asked the government to take action against illegal 

Brazilian miners who were allegedly having a negative impact – both economically and 

environmentally – on the industry. There have also been broader concerns about drug and gun 

smuggling across the border. However the authorities of each country have never addressed 

these concerns in any systematic way. French Guiana has also experienced a massive influx of 

foreign migrants, and, although good data is hard to come by, there could be as many as 

15,000 Brazilians mining gold in French Guiana today. This new demographic reality has caused 

a social, economic and political crisis. The influx of migrants in a shrinking economy with a high 

level of unemployment has led to socioeconomic tensions, conflict and even violence, 

particularly regarding illegal migrants, the majority being Brazilians. The growing migrant 

population also has an impact on state finances as the population increase demands major 

investments in public services, such as health care and education.73  

 

Despite these quite significant formal and informal ties, gaps in the present relationships 

remain. One example is the lack of an all-weather road from the Takutu Bridge to Guyana’s 

coast. As Sanders argues ‘until the […] road is constructed, Brazil still cannot use Guyana 

effectively for transporting exports from its northern region’.74 Further, trade flows are 

relatively small at about two per cent of Guyana’s total trade.75 For Suriname, Brazil is not 

among its seven most important export or import partners.76 Indeed, in a report published in 

March 2014 by the EU-funded Caribbean Export, it was argued that both Guyana and Suriname 

are failing to take advantage of trade opportunities with Brazil – largely because many of their 

most competitive products are not included within existing agreements, and that major 

infrastructural deficiencies (high energy costs and poor road systems) remain in place. Further, 

the report noted ‘private sector apathy’ and that most stakeholders had indicated that 

previous initiatives to boost trade ties with Brazil had ‘little credibility’. In short, it was felt that 

there was a general lack of public sector commitment to follow through on already agreed 

plans.77 Meanwhile, relations between French Guiana and Brazil are to some extent 

constrained because they are overlaid by the ‘high politics’ of diplomacy between Paris and 

Brasilia. The two countries, in fact, have a formal strategic alliance and France has been a vocal 

advocate of Brazil’s attempt to secure a permanent seat on the UN Security Council. One 



16 
 

source of tension, though, remains the (security of the) highly porous borders of the Amazon 

rainforest. 

 

As well as the bilateral links, multilateral links incorporating Brazil and the Three Guianas are 

growing in importance. An early example of this was in 1978 when the Amazon Cooperation 

Treaty (ACT) came into force. Eight countries (Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Guyana, Peru, 

Suriname, and Venezuela) committed themselves to the development of the interior: the 

exploitation of raw materials and the building of physical infrastructural projects. The plan was 

to establish or improve land, water, air, and telecommunication links.78 Later sustainability of 

the Amazon forests became a focal point. According to the countries involved, the Pact was a 

platform for joint discussions and projects and consequently a key step in continental 

integration. In 1995, the Amazon Cooperation Treaty Organization (ACTO) was created to 

support the Treaty, and a permanent secretariat was established in Brasilia in 2002. 

 

An even more important influence on infrastructural development is IIRSA, which is currently 

under the auspices of UNASUR and its Infrastructure and Planning Council (COSIPLAN). IIRSA is 

a continental initiative by South American governments launched in 2000 and a vital 

geopolitical concern for Brazil.79 It aims to encourage ‘open regionalism’ and to ‘strengthen a 

comprehensive insertion of South America in world markets’.80 It does this by promoting 

projects in the sectors of transportation, energy and telecommunications, as well as regulatory 

measures to improve how these services are provided.81 The IIRSA Strategic Vision 2020 

identifies nine development hubs, of which the Guianese Shield Hub has the most impact on 

development in the Guianas. The Guianese Shield Hub intends to link the Guianas with Brazil 

and Venezuela by developing key route-ways between the five countries. So, for example, the 

Arco Norte road project will create a link between Manaus and Boa Vista in northern Brazil, 

the capitals of the Three Guianas, and Amapá at the mouth of the Amazon River. While, next 

to the existing link between Boa Vista and Caracas, a new route is planned between the 

Venezuelan town of Ciudad Guyana and the mining town of Linden in Guyana and Paramaribo. 

Further, a range of infrastructure projects are being designed, including new hydro-electric 

power schemes, high voltage transmission lines, and industrial plants. Thus, these 

development plans will contribute to the integration of the three countries with the rest of the 

continent and will open the least affected stretches of the Amazonian rainforest to economic 

development. As Van Dijck argues, ‘IIRSA’s potential impact on the region’s economic 

geography may be significant through its stimulus to investment, production, and trade. The 

Initiative may even induce the rise of new centres of economic gravity in the region’.82 

However, there are clearly also risks of such development. In his analysis Van Dijck considers 

particularly the ‘spatial impact of roads’ and how an expanding road network could exacerbate 

deforestation; a large problem already across the Guianas.  Ultimately Van Dijck argues that 

‘the overall impact of new roads on development is hard to assess ex ante’.83 Thus 

IIRSA/COSIPLAN could bring about dramatic changes to the Guianas and their relationship with 

Brazil more generally. However, as we have seen rhetoric often exceeds reality, and time will 

only tell whether there is the necessary commitment and proper planning to fulfil the 

Initiative’s promise. 
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Conclusion 

 

We began this article by focusing on Guyana’s hosting of the 2010 UNASUR summit and the 

symbolism of this event; Suriname repeated the feat three years later. So it is clear from these 

acts of summitry that Guyana and Suriname are establishing an important presence beyond 

the Caribbean and into South America (although their smaller neighbour, French Guiana, less 

so). By drawing on the concepts of regionalism and hegemony, we have sought to show, firstly, 

how significant regional reconfigurations – whether through the rise of formal projects like 

UNASUR or CELAC, or via more subtle and diffuse perceptions on the part of key actors 

regarding the reshaping of regional spaces – are underway in Latin America and the Caribbean, 

and, secondly, that these are driven, in often ambiguous ways, by the distinctive character of 

Brazilian power and influence. Moreover, the Northern Amazonian space provides a unique 

and fascinating location in which to view these processes of change, which are occurring at a 

rapid pace with, as-yet, unknown implications. 

 

But what is known? Empirically, the paper has sought to show that, amidst the decay of pre-

existing regional projects in the Caribbean, and the emergence of their more dynamic 

counterparts in Latin America, at least two of the Three Guianas are increasingly moving 

towards a continental destiny. Nonetheless, this process is far from finished or assured. Brazil’s 

role in the Amazonian space that it shares with the Guianas is complex and at times contested, 

due to the numerous stakeholders that are involved and the consequent interlacing of official 

and more diffuse ways of exerting influence.84 Further, there are mixed views of Brazil in the 

three territories. Many believe that closer ties with Brazil will precipitate significant economic 

growth and development; while others fear that Brazil will come to dominate their economic 

networks, migration patterns, and infrastructural connections. So the verdict is still open as to 

whether Guyana, Suriname, and French Guiana will benefit unequivocally from the evolving 

hemispheric reconfigurations and Brazil’s geographical proximity, but what is clear is that 

these countries are at the centre of some very interesting and potentially very important 

processes of regional and hemispheric change that could revolutionize the way they are seen 

within both South America and the Caribbean. 
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