
Chapter Two: Theoretical Framework 

As regards the theoretical foundation in which this study will be based on, it has 

to be mentioned that the two main books in which this work will rely upon are “Foreign 

Policy Theory in Menem’s Argentina” by Carlos Escudé (Escudé 1997) 1 , and 

“International Relations Theory and the Third World”, edited by Stephanie G. Neuman 

(Neuman 1997)2, in which special attention will be paid to Chapter 3 “An introduction to 

Peripheral Realism and Its Implications for the Interstate System: Argentina and the 

Cóndor II Missile Project”, also by C. Escudé.  

Due to their theoretical relevance for the purposes of this study, other works will 

be also taken into consideration, such as “The Rise of the Trading State: Commerce and 

Conquest in the Modern World” by Richard Rosecrance (Rosecrance 1986) 3 , and 

“Chinese Perspectives on International Relations: a Framework for Analysis” by Gerald 

Chan (Chan 1999). 4

 

Peripheral Realism 

In the first book mentioned above Escudé develops his Peripheral Realism theory, 

which analyzes the interstate system from the point of view of a peripheral state.  

At the very outset we may justly say that this adjective was chosen by Escudé to 

define his theory since it gives a clear idea of the way he considers the interstate system 

to be structured in: at the core of the system central states –powerful states, the great 

powers- are to be found, while in the outer parts of it there are peripheral states –which 

are weak, vulnerable and power-less.  

The Argentine scholar argues that the relevance of the latter has not been taken 

into the proper consideration, since peripheral states have been “explicitly left out of the 

theoretical analysis of the interstate system”5  by mainstream IR theories. Indeed, he 
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argues that “Mainstream International Relations Theory looks at the international order 

and disorder exclusively from the perspective of the “leading states”, thereby ignoring 

many essential factors”. 6  In the absence of a properly developed theory, this author 

claims that Peripheral Realism could fill the existing theoretical vacuum, adding the 

advantage of having being developed based on local circumstances, since “international 

relations theory has seldom been coined from the perspective of the weak but rather from 

that of the strong”.7 As unquestionable evidence of such a claim, Escudé reminds the 

reader that “in an article published in 1977, Stanley Hoffmann called international 

relations a “[North] American social science”’.8 Therefore, Escudé admits that “theories 

of international relations coined in the Anglo-American world should be ethnocentric is 

almost inevitable”. 9  On this regard, Gerald Chan seems to agree with Escudé, by 

claiming that “the dominance of American theorization of IR as an objective state of 

affairs’ and by arguing, later on, that ‘the cost of this dominance is, however, the stifling 

of indigenous developments in IR studies elsewhere”.10  

 Further developing his claim, Escudé continues by saying that, in certain and 

particular aspects, he finds “U.S. literature… ethnocentric to the point of theoretical 

insufficiency”. 11  But he explains that the ethnocentric character of mainstream 

International Relations theory is only part of the problem. The main aspect of it would be 

the lack of a critical examination of such theories to check “whether the assumptions of 

these theories were adaptable to local circumstances”12, since “a considerable body of 

evidence suggests that the ethnocentric quality of the international relations theory coined 

in the United States and elsewhere in the Anglo-American world, misread and ill-applied 

to the foreign policies of peripheral states, has sometimes seriously misguided Third 
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World governments”.13 On this regard, and considering than -more often than not- it is 

not the case that “the center knows what is good for the periphery”14, Escudé argues that 

“the need for a developmentalist approach to the study of international relations and 

foreign policy became increasingly clear in Argentina as the failure and 

counterproductive consequences of policies inspired by prestige and power-oriented 

objectives became more clear”.15 Therefore, our author seeks to “demonstrate why the 

existing theoretical literature, originating mainly from the United States and English-

speaking countries, is insufficient from a peripheral perspective”16, to say the least.   

 

The juridical inequality of states 

Escudé bases his classification of states in central and peripheral in the fact that 

states are not equal. To stress his point, Escudé claims that “the juridical equality of states 

was a juridical fiction until the signature and ratification of the United Nations Charter. 

Since that event, it is not even a fiction; with the inception of the Security Council, made 

up of five permanent members endowed with veto power, the charter establishes (for 

security matters) the principle of juridical inequality of the states”.17 In spite of this, 

Escudé admits that “there may be good diplomatic reasons for not hammering on the 

formal inequality that for many in the Third World is an unfortunate and disgraceful 

fact”.18  

It is clear, then, that Peripheral Realism does not and could not consider states as 

“like units”19,  but it rather claims that unequal states are precisely so because they do not 

only have different capabilities but also different functions. Consequently, Escudé 

distinguishes between states that command –the great powers- and states that do not –the 

peripheral ones-. This point is further explained by Escudé when he says that “there are 

three kinds of states: those that command, those that obey and rebel states”.20  Peripheral 
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states can, therefore, choose between either obeying the central states or rebelling against 

them.  

It goes without saying that, in such a context, the theory proposed by Peripheral 

Realism “converges with the realist insofar as it assumes a clear hierarchy of issues in 

which economic power replaces military force as the ultimate desideratum of the 

interstate politics of a peripheral state”.21 According to Escudé, this hierarchy exists not 

only with regard to issues –“led by trade and finance, by economic growth and 

development”- but also in the interstate system, since “it is more appropriate to say that 

the structure of the international system is characterized by an incipient and imperfect 

hierarchy than to say that it is characterized by anarchy”22 –understanding by “anarchy”  

“the absence of centralized authority”23- although “the structure of the interstate system 

is obviously neither a complete anarchy nor a fully developed hierarchy”.24

 

The center and the periphery 

So far so good. The reader is aware of the meaning and practical consequences of 

the inequality of states proclaimed by this author. But, what exactly should it be 

understood when the discussion is about states being either “central” or “peripheral”?  

According to Escudé, “central states” are “the states of countries in which the 

economies share significantly in the generation of cycles of expansion and contraction of 

the world economy”, and “their political predominance in the interstate system gives 

them a major role in the establishment of the written and unwritten rules of the system. In 

other words, a composite political and economic standard is applied in the definition of 

center and hence of periphery as well”.25

As terminological precision is always desirable, Escudé specifies that the 

adjective “peripheral” is being used in his theory to “describe all states that are neither 

permanent members of the UN Security Council nor economic superpowers such as 

Germany or Japan. The “periphery” includes both developed and underdeveloped 
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countries”. 26 Among the developed peripheral countries, Escudé includes what he calls 

“prosperous weak states” such as “Canada, Australia, the Netherlands, South Korea, 

Taiwan and Hong Kong” 27 , while he claims that ““Third World” is used for the 

underdeveloped periphery”.28  

Furthermore, “peripheral states” are characterized by this author as “the states of 

countries whose economies are, contrariwise, deeply affected by cycles of expansion and 

contraction of the world economy without sharing significantly in their generation; their 

position in the interstate system is such that they play a modest role in the establishment 

of the written rules of the system and practically no role at all in the establishment of the 

unwritten rules”. 29  

Originally, Escudé developed the Peripheral Realist theory having in mind the 

political rapprochement that took place between Argentina and the United States during 

the 1990s, under the Menem administration. It constituted an attempt to justify the 

advantages that a country like Argentina could obtain by adopting the foreign policy 

profile of a trading state. Predictably, and for the purposes of this study, the relations 

between a central state and a peripheral one and the consequences of their interactions 

will be used when referring to those between the People’s Republic of China and 

Argentina, respectively.   

On one hand we have China, which plays the role of a central state –and, as such, 

a great power- not only “driven by the quest for power”30 but that has indeed been 

defined as a state that “in many ways is already a great power”31, since it “possesses a 

large economy, territory, population and military, and also sits on United Nations 

Security Council as a permanent member”.32 However, not everybody seems to be so 

enthusiastic about the role China is playing in world affairs, and it has been pointed out 
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that, although “the Western press is full of stories these days on China’s arrival as a 

superpower”33, it has also been noted that “the West’s tendency to misread China dates 

back to the seventeenth century”.34 It is just fair to point out that “China is still some 

distance from qualifying as a superpower, but its potential to do so is nevertheless a 

serious and valid consideration in how it gets treated in the present”.35

On the other hand, and independently of the different views about China, we will 

find Argentina, “not a leading state but a distinctly peripheral one”36, since it is a state 

“relatively devoid of power resources”37  and, as such, characterized by the “relative 

absence of power”.38  

Since they have the perspective of the powerless, peripheral states should make 

“economic growth and development” 39  their primary interest and adopt a “citizen-

centric-perspective”.40 Escudé argues that Peripheral Realism can indeed be considered 

as a “developmentalist paradigm”41, since it would also indicate peripheral states “what 

are the most functional foreign policies for the growth and development”.42 Certainly, 

what has been just said applies to “obedient” peripheral states, since such states “tend to 

abide a citizen-centric rationality- that is, avoiding high costs or high risk foreign and 

defense policies in favor of the welfare of its citizens”.43  

 

The normative aspect of Peripheral Realism 

The observation of the rules of the games, set by the great powers, turns out to be 

clearly advantageous to peripheral states because “the type of weaker state likely to 

prosper in the present structure is a state that minds its own business, concentrates its 
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attention on trade and development, and abides by the rules of the game set by the great 

powers on interstate political matters that are beyond its scope. This is the sort of strategy 

adopted by Germany and Japan after their defeat in World War II”44, which was “a low 

interstate political profile with a concentration on trade and development”.45  

On this regard, and through the emphasis of the importance of the role a state’s 

citizenry plays or should play on its policies, Escudé considers that Peripheral Realism 

differs from mainstream international relations theory, since the latter “serves the state, 

not the individual”46. He also claims that, if not citizen-centric, the rationality adopted by 

peripheral states should, at least, be the “benign and wealth oriented”47  state-centric 

policy type. In particular, Escudé underlines that his theory is “quite at odds with the 

security rationale and the obsession with war that characterizes central realism”.48 As 

regards such obsession, our author considers it might be the consequence of the 

“intoxication with war and military power’49 that some of its theorists have suffered. On 

this regard, he adds that Peripheral Realism is a ‘corrective to, rather than an 

abandonment of, the realist paradigm”.50  

It is important to note that, when analyzing the second main stream of IR theory, 

this author sustains that Peripheral Realism is “more liberal than even the so- called 

liberal version of mainstream international theory, inasmuch as it avoids the implicit 

subordination of the individual to the state”.51  

 

Unequal states, different interests 

“Peripheral Realism focuses on the systemic constraints faced by the foreign 

policies of the peripheral states if it is assumed that their primary interest is economic 

growth and development”, says Escudé, immediately after arguing that “the peripheral 
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realist model rates the category of military security last or second to last”52, since “for the 

periphery, there is a hierarchy of policy preferences in which the economy takes 

precedence above politico-military-resources”.53 Finally, this author also states that “the 

hierarchy of issues is led by trade and finance, by economic growth and development. 

Peripheral Realism is, in a way (as has been stated), a return to a mercantilism of sorts”.54   

On this regard, it has been observed by Escudé that “a peripheral government 

should abstain from interstate power politics and devote itself to promoting local 

economic development instead… today’s world makes it possible, in varying degrees, for 

most states to adopt the foreign policy profile of a trading state”. 55  It would be 

convenient to remember that “even though states have traded extensively with one 

another (with and without restrictions) since before the sixteenth century, the theory of 

international relations has largely proceeded as if trading was unimportant. Boundaries, 

territory, sovereignty, independence, and military power have remained key concept”56, 

as well as that “the theory of international exchange and trade gives a basis for mutual 

cooperation and mutual benefit, and it applies to the essence of what states do day by day. 

When noticed, trading is dismissed as “low politics”, pejoratively contrasting it with the 

“high politics” of sovereignty, national interest, power and military force. However, it is 

possible for relationships among states to be entirely transformed or even reversed by the 

low politics of trade”.57 In this line of analysis, the positive influence that currently deep 

engagement in trading activities has in the political relations between China and 

Argentina becomes clear, as well as the need for both governments –and specially for the 

one of the weaker country- to protect and to promote trade and commerce between the 

two countries.  

The normative character of Peripheral Realism becomes evident not only because 

of the prescription it makes up about the adoption, by a peripheral state, of the foreign 

policy of a trading state, but also for the conducts it suggests such state should refrain 
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from adopting. On this regard, it prescribes that a peripheral state should: 

1) “abstain from interstate power politics and devote itself to promoting local 

economic development”58

2) it should also refrain from “costly idealistic interstate politics”59  

3) it would be specially important for it to avoid “risky confrontations with great 

powers when they engage in policies that are detrimental to universal good causes 

but do not affect the peripheral government’s material interests”60

4) such a state should also“abstain from unproductive political confrontations 

with great powers.” 61  This point happens to be of crucial relevance for the 

purposes of this study,  considering as such an ‘unproductive political 

confrontation’ the incident provoked by the previously mentioned leak of –

inaccurate- information from the Argentine government to the media, a 

regrettably illustrative example of what not to do.  

5) finally, a peripheral state should study “the possibility of alignment or      

bandwagoning with a dominant of hegemonic power or power coalition, which  

should be ‘the product of careful calculations of costs, benefits, and risks”.62

 

With regard to the last point aforementioned, Escudé claims that ‘decisions on 

alignment should be based on a set of considerations that include the following questions. 

Does the dominant power with which alignment is considered have competition in the 

weak state’s region? Will alignment generate costs or risks stemming from competing 

great powers? If so, can alignment be avoided without even greater costs or risks? Finally, 

can alignment produce benefits?”63

As it will be analyzed in the following chapters, the current Argentine 

administration should review the historical lessons of Argentina’s refusal, during the 

Cold War and almost until it ended, to align with the United States -by then one of the 

two great powers of the bipolar world- and the consequences such antagonism and 
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challenge of the U.S. had for the country, which costs that were too high for Argentina. 

Indeed, this was such a costly policy that, eventually, and although “the typical Argentine 

view towards the North Americans was a mixture of jealousy, suspicion and enmity”64, 

Argentina “dropped its posture of defiance of the international order and adopted the 

foreign policy of a trading state”.65  

Therefore, and just as it has been stated, it would be convenient for a peripheral 

state –such as Argentina- to adopt such a foreign policy- the one of a trading state-

prioritizing its economic development and the welfare of its citizenry, a policy that the 

peripheral state should combine with its alignment with a great power -China-, since 

“foreign policy can facilitate or jeopardize a country’s path to development but cannot 

generate development itself”. 66  Therefore, and in order to achieve development, 

bandwagoning would be a tactic that would be ‘beneficial to the weaker states that adopt 

it”. 67

 

An ideal foreign policy for an ideal type of state 

According to Escudé, Peripheral Realism would provide the “ideal type”68  of 

foreign policy that should be adopted by a trading state. Therefore, it can be said that 

Peripheral Realism would, as Escudé argues, “corresponds, in terms of its ideal foreign 

policy, Rosecrance’s trading state, in itself an ideal type of state”.69  

Just as Escudé did and as it was previously stated, Rosecrance notices the vacuum 

that exists in mainstream International Relations theory regarding foreign policies 

oriented to economic development, and he also points out the fact that the existing 

theories look down on both non-central states as well as on the role of trade among states, 

being these either central or peripheral ones indistinctly.   
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As Rosecrance argues, “even though states have traded extensively with one 

another (with and without restrictions) since before the sixteenth century, the theory of 

international relations has largely proceeded as if trading was unimportant. Boundaries, 

territory, sovereignty, independence, and military power have remained key concepts”.70 

Later on, the same author also says that “the theory of international exchange and trade 

gives a basis for mutual cooperation and mutual benefit, and it applies to the essence of 

what states do day by day. When noticed, trading is dismissed as “low politics”, 

pejoratively contrasting it with the “high politics” of sovereignty, national interest, power 

and military force. However, it is possible for relationships among states to be entirely 

transformed or even reversed by the low politics of trade”.71 It is precisely this “low 

politics of trade” what this study argues could break the political stagnation in which the 

relations between the Chinese and Argentine governments have been immersed in for the 

last few years and that persists to the present.  

 

Alignment and bandwagoning 

When, after decades of behaving in the opposite way, Argentina finally decided to 

drop its defiant posture and align with the U.S., alignment became “the policy that the 

Menem government… adopted, abandoning a long history of Argentine confrontations 

with the United States in intergovernmental forums.  The collapse of the Soviet Union 

removed the chance of retaliation from a competing great power. Furthermore, Argentina 

was coming out of hyperinflation and was sorely in need of confidence building and 

financial cooperation. The emergence of a new world order gave the weaker state the 

opportunity to make significative political favors to the regionally dominant power 

through alignment, thus increasing the probability of obtaining the latter’s cooperation 

for restoring the weaker state’s monetary stability and eventually its economic growth”.72 

In the same line of analysis, this study will attempt to demonstrate that the rise of China 

can be considered as the “emergent new world order” that would provide Argentina the 

possibility of aligning with it and, through cooperation with it, benefiting from it.  

On this regard, and in broader political terms, it is important to note that it has 
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been said that Latin America can contribute to China’s development with regard to the 

“struggle to fight against hegemony and build a new world order or a ‘harmonious 

world’ ”.73    

It has already been stated that peripheral states are characterized, by definition, by 

weaknesses and vulnerabilities, and it should now be recalled that it has been observed 

that “weak states are more likely to bandwagon than strong states- for two reasons: they 

are more vulnerable to pressure and they can do little to determine their own fates”.74

Escudé explains that the use of an alignment strategy by a peripheral state has a 

“protective objective”, since it seeks “to put a weaker state under the umbrella of a 

stronger one by siding with the stronger on certain specific issues that will not affect 

adversely the material interests of the weaker state and will not alienate it from 

significant segments of world public opinion. Such bandwagoning tactics, used with 

prudence and a careful calculation of costs and benefits, can be beneficial to the weaker 

states that adopt them, but the benefits that can thus accrue to them fall outside the logic 

of intergovernmental organization per se and are instead a part of the logic of alignment. 

It is almost inevitable that such bandwagoning tactics will be more attractive to leaders of 

relatively democratic countries with large middle classes. Such countries are politically 

more vulnerable to the domestic consequences of foreign policy confrontations, and they 

face greater domestic demands for development and welfare, than does the typical Third 

World country with a highly skewed income distribution and a limited citizen 

participation in politics”.75  

 

  An uncertain future 

Certainly, the possibility of bandwagoning with China has been dulled by the leak 

incident, having its negative consequences already been briefly described and being 

subject of deeper analysis in the following chapters. It is noteworthy that Argentina can 

not afford to remain in bad political terms with China, being the latter one of its most 
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important trade partners and specially taking into consideration that the commercial 

exchanges have steadily been on the rise. Needless to say, the Argentine government 

should refrain from irritating its Chinese counterpart, since it would be convenient for it 

to keep in mind that, as it has been astutely observed, “the powerful… have an awesome 

capacity to discriminate among states, bestow favor on some, and let others fall out of 

grace”. 76 Could the Argentine government led by the Kirchners afford to put Argentina 

in such a hazardous situation? 

In the specific case being analyzed here, the consequences of the bilateral 

relations turning sour could be reflected in several facts that will be examined later on, 

among which it could be mentioned the lack of meetings of high ranking officials, as well 

as in the absence of State visits in the presidential agendas. On this regard, an important 

signal about how things are going to be between the two governments will be provided 

by the agenda that current President, Mrs. Cristina Fernández de Kirchner, is to adopt 

with regard to the setting of her state visit to China. As she has been in office for just 

about half a year, patience will be required to have any news on this regard. However, it 

can be forecasted that the visit should take place sometime during 2009, since, by then, 

she will have already been in office for over a year. After all, she was expected “to 

devote more attention to foreign policy”77 than her husband did during his term in office, 

which is not to say much, as a matter of fact.   

After all, it is only fair to note that the previous Argentine administration is 

largely responsible for much of the political stagnation the two countries are currently 

undergoing. And this is so due to its own miscalculations and the lack of attention it paid 

to the country’s relations with the world, something that is somehow more 

understandable -but not, by any means, justifiable- when we take into consideration the 

‘aversion for the rest of the world’78 that Mr. Kirchner has, as well as the fact that he was 

born, lived in and governed Santa Cruz, a Patagonian province that happens to be further 

away from the main link Argentina has with the world -the capital city of Buenos Aires- 

than it is from Antarctica.  
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