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Introduction
In a 1990 House of Commons debate, the MP Barry Porter, while welcoming
the aid given to El Salvador, asked Lynda Chalker, Minister for Overseas
Development: 'should we not take into account those countries that are
greater friends of the United Kingdom and especially, in West Africa, the
small, but very friendly country of Sierra Leone?' 1 Porter's opinion did not,
of course, represent the official position. However, it did typify a large
section of public perceptions throughout the country, which viewed Latin
America as secondary if not peripheral to the main concerns of British
foreign policy.
This is a view that has prevailed since 1945, if not since even before then.
Certainly, in the immediate post-war era Latin America did not feature in the
three interlocking 'circles' where Winston Churchill perceived Britain's
primary overseas interests to lie: the United States, the Commonwealth and
Europe, in that order. Some five decades later this order of priorities had
changed, with Europe finally taking the lead over both the cherished special
relationship with the United States and the beleaguered Commonwealth. 2 But
Latin America has remained very much on the periphery. Indeed the shortterm effects of the end of the Cold War in the late 1980s, which brought to
the fore new and more immediately pressing concerns in Eastern Europe and
the former USSR, seemed to reinforce the impression of Latin America as a
continent which had become increasingly marginalised from the mainstream
of not only British, but international concern generally. 3
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See, for example, Jorge G. Castaneda, 'Latin America and the end of
the Cold War', World Policy Journal, vol. 7, no. 3 (Summer 1990), p. 491.

It would seem, therefore, that any analysis of British-Latin American
relations in the 1990s must begin with an appreciation of the relatively low
and even declining priority accorded to the continent by different British
governments since 1945. Yet, as this paper will argue, developments since
the late 1980s somewhat contradict this impression. Global changes at both
the economic and political level, moves towards deeper integration in Europe
and the radical transformation of the international order brought about by the
end of the Cold War have fundamentally altered the context of British foreign
policy. 4 One result of this forced reordering of priorities has been a renewed
and growing interest towards Latin America. This mood has been reflected
in various official statements. In a 1988 speech optimistically entitled 'Latin
America and 1992: Hope in a time of change', Foreign Secretary Geoffrey
Howe promised that the 'period of neglect' was over, sentiments echoed two
years later by his successor Douglas Hurd who spoke of Latin America as 4 an
essential part of the new world order'. And early in 1994, Prime Minister
John Major suggested that after decades of 'relative decline' in the British
presence in Latin America, 'in the last few years things have begun to
change, and change quite dramatically'. 5
What lies behind this rhetoric? Has British diplomacy towards Latin
America really changed, and if so why, and in what ways? Has the 'rediscovery' of Latin America affected the old order of priorities, bringing in a
new sphere of interest? What, in short, does the future hold for British-Latin
American relations as we approach the end of the twentieth century? This
essay will attempt to sketch out an answer to these questions. In the first
section we propose briefly to look at the history of British-Latin American
relations since the 1930s to emphasise what is perhaps common knowledge:
the steady decline in the relationship, which reached its lowest point during
the war in the South Atlantic in 1982. Although this story has already been
told elsewhere, we summarise it here both to provide a backdrop and to
illustrate the contrasts with the later period. We will then turn to an
examination of the recent signs of revival. Using parliamentary records,
some official unpublished documents, newspaper publications, and other
secondary material, we will look at the evidence that points to a relative
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'Latin America and 1992: Hope in a time of change', Foreign
Secretary's speech at Canning House, 14 December 1988; and 'Latin America:
an essential part of the New World Order', Foreign Secretary's speech at
Canning House, 30 October 1990; 'The United Kingdom and Latin America',
Prime Minister's speech at Canning House, 10 March 1994.

renewal of Anglo-Latin American relationship in the past decade. 6 The last
section of the paper will consider the limitations of this revival before
speculating about the prospects for the long-term strengthening of British ties
with Latin America.

Between abandonment and indifference:
British-Latin American relations, 1930-1985
It has become a commonplace to speak of the gradual demise of British-Latin
American relations since the First World War, a process reinforced during
the 1930s by the effects of the Depression and then by the consequences of
the Second World War. 7 Yet there are a number of recent studies of British
imperialism that somewhat contradict the impression of an imperial system
in decline. For example, the imperial historians P.J. Cain and A.G. Hopkins
have argued that South America should be reintegrated into the study of
British imperialism in the period 1914-1939, which they characterise as 'a
new era of colonial ambitions', in which Great Britain sought to retain its
position as banker of the world. It is certainly true that, until the late 1930s,
South America remained an important trading partner for Britain, with
interests focused on Argentina, Brazil and, to a declining extent, Chile. 8
However, the nature of the relationship with Latin America overall remained
substantially different from that of Britain with other regions in the world.
Even if Britain did manage to retain considerable influence in the continent
in the inter-war period, despite rival claims by other powers, the Second
World War was to have the effect of accelerating what was a visible trend
towards a gradual and perhaps inevitable retreat from South America. The
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collapse of Britain's export trade and the liquidation of its overseas assets
during the war were decisive, as was the United States' effort to undermine
the British position. A succession of post-war economic crises further
ensured the speedy disintegration of Britain's position in Latin America,
ushering in a period of US hegemony. With US exports soaring, Britain's
share in the Latin American market had, by 1950, declined to half its pre-war
level. In subsequent decades it would decline even further. 9
To be sure, important commercial and financial interests remained. And
concerned individuals periodically argued the need for Britain to reassess its
attitudes towards the continent. Victor Perowne, head of the Foreign Office's
South American Department, was the author of a 1945 internal document
entitled 'The Importance of Latin America'. 10 One of Perowne's arguments
for a return to Latin America was the abundant availability of raw materials,
a point picked up some five years later by the MP Peter Smithers who argued
that 'the twin pillars of our policy towards Latin America should.. .be, first,
to endeavour to fortify the position of those Republics as members of the free
community of nations, and, second, to increase our trade and commerce with
them'. 1 1 Yet different governments seemed slow to act on such advice.
Part of the problem, as a 1952 British trade mission to five countries in the
region confirmed, was that the conditions prevailing in Latin American
markets in the post-war period were quite different from those to which
Britain had previously been accustomed. 12 Other industrialised countries like
West Germany and Japan were far more successful in restoring their Latin
American trade levels - so successful that Britain soon slipped from being the
region's third to its fourth most important trading partner. The findings of the
Crosland Mission may have led to 'a clearer understanding of trends which
were general throughout Latin America', 13 but this was not translated into
any effective policy that produced dividends in the short term. As one
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The impact of the Second World War is discussed in Bethell, 'Britain
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Latin America, pp. 222-5.
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of Commons (475), London, 1950, 2420.
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The trade mission, led by Brigadier W.H. Crosland, visited Venezuela,
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'Latin America', in Peter Calvocoressi (ed.), Survey of International Affairs
1953 (London, 1956), p. 363.
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speaker in a 1972 House of Lords debate on Latin America and the United
Kingdom lamented, 'by the 1950s...Britain had very little left in Latin
America, except immense good will'. 14
Arguably, even that 'good will' was in short supply: in Argentina the
nationalist regime of Peron was in place by 1946.15 Other South American
republics, quick to perceive the limited interest, as well as the greatly limited
capacity, of the British government in its dealings with them had turned
increasingly to the United States. There was little sympathy, furthermore, for
Britain's stern action in Georgetown in 1953,16 sounding a note of warning
not only about the future of British Guiana (Guyana) but also Britain's two
other remaining colonies in the region: the Falkland Islands and British
Honduras (Belize). The British Government, for its part, had other more
pressing concerns. As Lord Gore Booth, another speaker in the 1972 House
of Lords debate observed: 'with withdrawal from Empire, problems with
Eastern Europe, relations with Western Europe and all those other problems
crowding in on Ministers, week after week, year after year, it has been very
difficult to give Latin America the priority which many people would have
wished'. 17
There were, of course, a number of occasions on which Britain's generally
flagging interests in Latin America underwent at least a partial revival. The
interest aroused in Europe by the Cuban revolution, for example, occasioned
such a revival in the mid-1960s. While Britain did not entirely share the
United States's rather stark Cold-War vision of the world, nor its commitment to containing communism worldwide - as its reaction to events in Cuba
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See Earl Cowley's speech in 'Latin America and the United Kingdom',
Parliamentary Debates. Lords (327), London, 1972, p. 334.
15

See C. A. MacDonald, 'The United States, Britain and Argentina in the
Years immediately after the Second World W a r \ in G. di Telia and D. C. M.
Piatt (eds.), The Political Economy of Argentina, 1880-1946 (Basingstoke,
1986). For Peron's nationalist programme, and British reactions to it, see J. G.
Lomax (Overseas Economic Surveys), Argentina. Economic and Commercial
Conditions in the Argentine Republic (London, 1948). Concerns of Latin
American 'latent animosity' towards the United Kingdom were raised in an
address at Chatham House by J. A. Camacho in 1958; see his 'Latin America
and the English-speaking World', International Affairs, vol. 35, no. 1 (January
1959), pp. 24-32.
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Party. Pendle, 'Latin America', pp. 358-9.
17
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itself showed 18 - the Castro revolution nonetheless excited curiosity and
concern, and a desire to learn more about Latin American politics and
society.
As a result of this new-found curiosity a Committee 'to consider the
further development of Latin American studies in the Universities' was
created in 1962. The Committee, which was chaired by Dr J.H. Parry,
produced in August 1964 a lengthy report which found that: 'The state of
Latin American studies in British universities entirely fails to reflect the
economic, political and cultural importance of Latin America.' Its recommendations included inter alia the promotion of Spanish and Portuguese
language teaching at schools and universities and the establishment of Centres
of Latin American Studies at selected British universities where 'a tradition
of Latin American studies already exists'. 19 Five such centres were duly
created, forming the backbone of teaching and research on Latin America,
while a number of related developments also helped to raise the profile of
Latin America in Britain: the expansion in 1964 of Reuters' Latin American
press service, the introduction in 1967 of a Spanish language version of The
Economist, and the appearance in 1969 of the Journal of Latin American
Studies.20
Interest in the state of British-Latin American relations stemmed not only
from official quarters. Since the 1970s, a proliferation of different pressure
groups and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) were active in trying to
raise Latin America's profile in Britain and to expose pressing social,
economic and political problems in Latin American societies. 21
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Britain did not, for example follow the USA in imposing a trade
embargo on Cuba in 1960, nor did it subsequently attempt to constrain trade
relations. See David Thomas, 'The United States factor in British relations with
Latin America', in Bulmer-Thomas, Britain and Latin America, p. 70.
19

University Grants Committee, Report on the Committee on Latin
American Studies (London, 1964), pp. v, 1-2.
20

See also Gerald Martin, 'Britain's cultural relations with Latin
America', in Bulmer-Thomas, Britain and Latin America, pp. 35-6; Herbert
Goldhamer, The Foreign Powers in Latin America (Princeton, 1972), pp. 142-3.
21

The London-based Latin America Bureau, for example, was established
in 1977. Concerned with human rights and related social, political and economic
issues, it initiated a series of publications on Britain, and later Europe and Latin
America. These publications were designed to 'increase public awareness of the
continent', and to promote government policies which would 'assist and not
hinder the changes necessary in the political, economic and social structures of
Latin America'. See Britain and Latin America. Annual Review of British-Latin
American Relations (1978) (London, 1978 and 1979); and Europe and Latin

Alongside educational and cultural measures came a set of economic and
political initiatives reflecting also a desire on the part of the British
government to recover something of its former position in South America. In
1966, some thirteen years after the Crosland Mission had highlighted the
need for Britain to adjust its export policy to Latin America's requirements,
Foreign Secretary Sir Michael Stewart visited the region as part of the
Labour government's policy of promoting exports. Two years later, there
was a royal visit - by the Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh - to Brazil and
Chile, still recalled in old photographs in discreet hotels tucked away in
Chile's lake district. In 1972 there was evidence also of a renewed political
offensive, marked in January by the House of Lords debate on Latin America
and the United Kingdom, and in May by a seminar on Latin America
organised by the Foreign and Commonwealth Office at Lancaster House. The
latter, according to Robert Graham, marked the 'coming of age of Latin
America in official British thinking'. 22
Yet the results of the Lancaster House meeting, like those of the Latin
American offensive generally, did not meet expectations. As Sir Robert
Marett, a participant at the conference, observed, 'perhaps more significant
than what was actually said at this Conference was the eminence of the
speakers who addressed it'. 23 He went on 'what came out clearly from the
discussions was the firm determination of the Latin Americans to secure a
better deal for themselves in world trade'. The mood of economic nationalism
that had grown throughout the region since the Second World War - a mood
that was reflected at a collective level in the greater assertiveness displayed
by the Third World in different international fora 24 - was certainly one of
many obstacles that hindered the government's diplomatic and commercial
initiative. Also damaging were the consequences of the 1973 oil price rises.
Meanwhile with Britain focusing attention more firmly on the European
stage, efforts to improve trade links with the four most important economies
of the region, Argentina, Brazil, Mexico and Venezuela, petered out. The
displacement of Argentina from its position as Britain's most important Latin
American supplier - it first fell behind Venezuela, then behind Brazil and

America (London, 1980).
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Robert Graham, 'British policy towards Latin America', in BulmerThomas, Britain and Latin America, p. 59. For an official account of what at the
time appeared to be a renewed interest in Latin America, see Reference
Division, Central Office of Information (ed.), Gran Bretana y la America Latina
(London, 1972).
23

Sir Robert Marett, Latin America: British Trade and Investment
(London, 1973), pp. 226-7.
24

On this theme see Robert Gilpin, The Political Economy of International
Relations (Princeton, 1987), especially Chapter 7.

Chile also - was symptomatic of this general decline. Indeed, as Laurence
Whitehead notes, in the 1970s commercial interchange between the two areas
had, in relative terms, fallen 'to the lowest level since the days of Iberian
mercantilism'. 25 To many the situation seemed irreversible. In one study in
1973, Alec Nove pessimistically concluded: 'Plainly there is no likelihood of
Great Britain ever again becoming a major trading and investment partner for
Latin America.' 26 Subsequent developments would do nothing to contradict
this impression. Indeed the consequences of the Falklands War in 1982 and
the onset of the debt crisis added a decidedly negative image to British
perceptions of the continent, making the prospects for any new British-Latin
American relationship ever more distant.
Trade and investment figures for the period 1950-1986 provide the most
eloquent evidence of this steady decline. In 1950 the Latin American market
accounted for 7.1% of British exports, in 1970 3.5% and in 1986, a mere
1.4%. Similarly, Britain absorbed a sharply diminishing share of Latin
American exports: 7.8% in 1950, 3.7% in 1970 and 1.5% in 1986. With
regard to investments, between 1930 and 1962, Latin America's share of
Britain's total overseas investments fell dramatically from 35 % to 3.8 %. And
despite some fluctuation in the two following decades, the figure for the early
1980s was similar. Perhaps most striking was the change in the location of
British overseas investments: by 1981 not only the United States, Europe and
Canada, Australia and South Africa combined, but also Asia and Africa had
overtaken Latin America as the principal sites of UK overseas investment. 27
In the forty or so years between the end of the Second World War and the
end of the Cold War all the evidence suggests that Latin America had become
increasingly marginal to British interests. Despite the intermittent economic
and political initiatives of different governments and the urgent prompting of
concerned individuals, the pattern of relations in this period wavered between
abandonment and indifference. Only certain developments in the area of
cultural relations appeared to contradict this general trend, such as the
foundation in 1943 of the Hispanic and Luso-Brazilian Council - today
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Laurence Whitehead, 'Britain's Economic Relations with Latin
America', in J. Grunwald (ed.), Latin America in the International Economy
(Washington, 1978), p. 77.
26

Alec Nove, 'Great Britain and Latin American Economic Development', in V.L. Urquidi and R. Thorp (eds.), Latin America in the International
Economy (London, 1973), p. 77.
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See David Atkinson, 'Trade, aid and investment since 1950', in
Bulmer-Thomas, Britain and Latin America, pp. 104-17.

known as Canning House 28 - and the establishment of the different centres
of Latin American studies recommended by the Parry Report (see above).
Other institutions were to embark on similar ventures in the following years.
All this has amounted to an impressive academic infrastructure and stimulated
the research and training of an array of specialists in diverse fields of Latin
American studies. In a study on Britain's cultural relations with Latin
America, Gerald Martin noted that the 'volume and quality of research and
publication on Latin America... is remarkably high and stands comparison
with that from any comparable country'. 29 There were some very practical
limitations to this cultural and educational offensive, mainly of a financial
nature, and Victor Bulmer-Thomas draws the distinction between official
relations, maintained on a 'shoestring' budget, and unofficial relations which
were 'quite healthy'. 30 It is nonetheless somewhat paradoxical that Britain's
cultural and educational efforts to promote Latin American links came at a
time when its political and economic relationship had reached an all time low.
For a country involved in redefining its global interests there is no
necessary contradiction in retaining a strong cultural and intellectual interest
in areas where a physical presence has been all but abandoned. And there was
also a feeling, sometimes expressed in official as well as unofficial circles,
that Britain's moment in Latin America might return. Indeed, one of the
achievements of an institution like Canning House, whose original motivation
had been to re-establish some of Britain's traditional commercial links in
Latin America, has been 'to maintain interest in this field despite the failure
of government and industry to develop a constructive and continuing policy
towards British economic involvement in the continent'. 31
Such considerations aside, some distancing of Britain and Latin America
after 1930 was, in many respects, inevitable. Changes both at the domestic
and international level help to explain why the two took such widely
divergent paths. The Second World War and its consequences displaced
Britain from its great power status, drastically reducing its ability to act on
the broader international stage. Outside the United States and Europe, Britain
now focused more narrowly on the countries of the Commonwealth and the
Middle East, where a significant presence was retained East of Suez until the
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For a survey of the work and achievements of Canning House see
Nicholas Bowen, A History of Canning House (London, 1979).
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Gerald Martin, 'Britain's cultural relations with Latin America', in
Bulmer-Thomas, Britain and Latin America, pp. 27-51.
30

Victor Bulmer-Thomas, 'British relations with Latin America into the
1990s', in ibid, pp. 218-20.
31

Bowen, History of Canning House, p. 23.

