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Argentina and the United States

Some Reflections on Recent Developments

By Mark Falcoff


Quite recently I had a very revealing and rather unsettling experience. I met with 18 young Argentine professionals who were visiting the United States as part of a program sponsored by an important foundation. I’ve met with this group consistently for more than twenty years, and I’ve always found the exchanges stimulating. Competition for a place on trip, which takes the visitors to several regions of the United States as well as to Washington, is extremely rigorous. At the same time, the organizers try to make the group as plural as possible, both geographically and ideologically. 


This year was different. To be sure, it was diverse geographically—people came from many different parts of the country. It far less so ideologically: this year the group turned out to be almost unanimously hyper-nationalistic and furiously anti-American. To be sure, some of the criticisms I heard can be read any day of the week in U.S. media outlets like Harper’s, The Nation, or even the New York Times. But a good deal of what was said in our exchanges consisted of recycled legends, fantasies or gross exaggerations. What particularly struck me was the notion that U.S. policy was a seamless web from administration to administration, from historical period to historical period, with no attention at all to shifting contexts. For example, one person insisted that the United States had entered World War II for the sole and express purpose of achieving world domination (a view that Dr. Goebbels certainly would have shared!). Another opined that the United States had gone into Iraq “in search of its national identity”—as if, like Argentina, we were an immigrant melting pot that hadn’t quite melted yet. Yet another thought that the war in that country was launched “to distract attention from your insolvable problems.” (I couldn’t help thinking of General Galtieri’s expedition to the Malvinas.) One young woman seemed particularly indignant that the United States held up Chile as a model in both politics and economics, when after all, she said, “the United States installed a military dictatorship there and supported it for sixteen years.” (She had obviously never heard of the Carter administration or the Kennedy-Humphrey arms embargo, and seemed oblivious to the fact that the remark attributed to the U.S. government referred to its present government, which happens to be led by a Socialist.)


I cannot say that the exchange itself came as a total surprise to me—though I admit the depth of antagonism took me a bit aback. I should have been forewarned, since I had read of the return of anti-Americanism in Argentina in our own public prints. Moreover, having lived in that country thirty-five years ago and made many trips there since, I knew that anti-Americanism was the one sentiment that—if you scratch below the surface—has perennially united both right and left. The Menem years were obviously an exception to this rule and are not unrelated to the present situation, a point to which I shall return shortly.


To be sure, anti-Americanism is not a phenomenon restricted to Argentina—particularly in the present environment. Nonetheless, it possesses some special characteristics which I believe are well worth exploring. My point of departure here is a survey of more than a thousand households in Buenos Aires city and the national capital area carried out in February, 2004 by the Centro de Estudios Nueva Mayoría. Of twelve foreign nations respondents were asked to rank according to images (“positive, so-so, negative, don’t know”), the United States came in dead last. Whereas 72 percent have a positive image of Germany, 67 percent of Spain, 66 percent of Japan, 65 percent of Great Britain, 55 percent of France, only 21 percent offer some approval of the United States.  When the terms are reversed, the contrast is even more dramatic. Only four percent have a negative view of Germany; 28 percent of Spain, 22 percent of Japan, 21 percent of Great Britain, 36 percent of France—but fully 57 percent have a negative image of the United States. There are few ambiguities here; the country where Argentines “don’t know” with the highest score is Mexico (8 percent); the uncertainties for the rest hover between 2 and 5 percent. Only one percent of Argentines are reluctant to express an opinion on the subject of the United States.


That these days Argentines might feel unfriendly toward the United States is not in and of itself surprising. Without much specialized knowledge one could summon up at least three reasons. The first is that during the worst moments of the economic crisis in 2000-2001 the U.S. authorities made it embarrassingly clear that they were cutting the country loose of all financial aid. The second is that the Menem years were ones in which the economic model, heavy foreign borrowing, and an unrealistic decision to maintain parity with the dollar were associated with a strongly pro-U.S. foreign policy, one which was often characterized as “automatic alignment”, when not “carnal relations”. The fact that U.S. authorities and private bankers made a special point of praising the Menem (and Cavallo’s) stewardship of the economy—not to mention diplomatic gestures like awarding Argentina the status of an “extra-NATO” ally—all of this to some degree mortgaged the image of the United States in Argentina to the success or failure of Menem’s administration. The third is the Iraq war, to which the public—as indeed in many Western countries, not to mention other countries—was firmly opposed. 


Nonetheless, these facts do not fully explain the current situation, which is rich in contradictions. In the first place, since the Kirchner administration took office the United States government has been quite forthright in supporting Argentina at the International Monetary Fund, perhaps surprisingly so. What seems odd is not that the United States has not gotten much credit for this in Argentine public opinion so much as it is that those surveyed do not seem to hold it against Japan or Great Britain that they have lately rebelled against the U.S. position and now demanding more stringent conditions for further international public financing to Argentina. Or that Spain, whose government has taken to reading the Kirchner administration some very stern lessons, continues to enjoy so favorable an image. In the case of Spain, perhaps the favorable score reflects nothing more than the aspiration of many Argentines to move to that country, where they know economic and social conditions are so much better. But why Japan and Great Britain should get such a free pass is not clear.


Even when one turns to the Iraq war, things are not readily explained. To be sure, Argentina was neutral in both world wars and has historically favored noninvolvement or nonalignment in great power conflicts. Moreover, Argentine opinion could hardly be expected to differ much from that in other countries when there is a vast international consensus against the U.S. decision to go to war. Nonetheless, when one looks at a broad survey of public opinion across many nations, Argentina turns out to be not merely the Western country most opposed to the war (89 percent), not merely the Latin American country most opposed, but more opposed even than many predominantly Muslim countries or countries with large Muslim minorities (Bosnia and Herzegovina, 84 percent; Nigeria, 81 percent; Malaysia, 78 percent; Pakistan, 64 percent). Even stranger is the high score given to Great Britain in the previous image survey. After all, it is, the most forthright and important military ally of the United States in the Iraqi enterprise. Clearly there is something deeply personal about this issue. I think it is a rejection of the United States and all its works regardless of the merits (or lack of them) of any particular issue. 


It is intriguing to speculate how this widespread sentiment will play out in U.S.-Argentine relations. On the U.S. side it is reasonable to assume it will have but minimal impact. Most Americans have only the haziest notions about Argentina; probably not more than one in a hundred thousand could name its president, much less describe what he represents; it is not regarded as a major player in world affairs, and its very geographical remoteness tends to force it off the front pages of newspapers. On the Argentina side, doubtless the antagonism will make itself felt in diplomatic circles—votes in the United Nations, the Organization of American States, and relations with countries like Cuba. It will probably also influence Argentine approaches to such hemispheric initiatives as the Free Trade Area of the Americas. The same survey cited above also asked Argentines to express their views of this project; at present fully 73 percent are opposed (in dramatic contrast to 28 percent in April, 2001).  But as it happens there is rising opposition to such agreements in the United States, and all of the major Democratic candidates for the presidency this season have expressed doubts about NAFTA; some even favor renegotiating some of its provisions. If there is a change of administrations Argentina needn’t trouble itself about this project; even if there isn’t, Argentina is not likely to be invited to join it.


During the late years of World War II the Argentine novelist and essayist Manuel Gálvez wrote in the Catholic daily Pueblo, “nada nos une, todo nos separa de los Estados Unidos.” While that is probably not as true now as it was a half-century ago, given the influences of globalization and the Americanization of much of popular culture worldwide, the two countries are clearly embarked on different courses. In the future we will simply learn to live with our growing differences, and, hopefully, to respect them. 
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