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Abstract

Regional integration in Latin America has experienced different periods of politicization. The most recent goes back to
the 2000s and is related to the domestic political changes resulting from the so-called ‘left turn’ which sought alterna-
tive economic and development policies to neoliberalism as the state regained centrality. These transformations led to a
broad process of politicization of regionalism which changed the terms of the debate surrounding whether regional inte-
gration and free trade are the only way for these countries to integrate regionally and internationally. Analyses have thus
underscored the postliberal character of this phase of regionalism as reflected in the greater weight of social and political
agendas at the expense of economic and trade issues. The Common Market of the South (MERCOSUR) was no exception
to this trend. However, in 2010 the bloc rather surprisingly agreed to relaunch negotiations with the European Union (EU).
Why did MERCOSUR decide to resume these negotiations—stalled since 2004—in a context of high politicization of re-
gional integration? This article argues that internal politicization did not lead to a paralysis of the international agenda.
Moreover, internal politicization, coupled with external pressures and the demand for group-to-group negotiations by the
EU, drove and supported the conduct of international negotiations. In so doing, this article also contests the idea that
after the 2000s, MERCOSUR moved inexorably towards a postliberal model, thus rejecting any trade component. Findings
suggest that these accounts may have overemphasized change and underestimated continuities in regional integration
dynamics as the case of the external agenda shows.
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1. Introduction

International and regional governance are depicted as in-
creasingly politicized. From a regional perspective, the
case of the European Union (EU) arguably dominates
this research agenda. In the case of the Common Market
of the South (MERCOSUR), as is the case with regional
integration projects in Latin America, where expecta-
tions are always high but resources scarce, politicization
seems to be the order of the day. Yet, academic inter-
est has been minimal until recently. Politicization has

been discussed in relation to trade negotiations, espe-
cially in the context of the multitier strategy of trade
liberalization deployed in the region in the late 1990s
and early 2000s (Bianculli, 2017; von Biilow, 2010). More
recently, analyses have investigated cycles of politiciza-
tion and depoliticization of regional processes (Dabene,
2012). Focus has also been on how politicization affects
democracy and legitimacy (Ribeiro Hoffmann, 2015) and
parliaments (Mallmann & Dri, 2011). Again, and in con-
trast to the proliferation of debates on EU politicization
and trade negotiations (Garcia-Duran, Eliasson, & Costa,
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2020; Meunier & Czesana, 2019; Poletti & De Bievre,
2020; Young, 2019) and external relations more broadly
(Costa, 2019), these topics have hardly been discussed in
the case of MERCOSUR.

This article aims to contribute to the literature by fo-
cusing on the external dimension of MERCOSUR. More
specifically, the article explores why MERCOSUR decided
to relaunch its interregional negotiations with the EU in
a context of high politicization of regional cooperation.
While politicization remains a rather ambiguous concept
(de Wilde, 2011), this thematic issue builds on the notion
of politicization as an ‘increase in polarization of opin-
ions, interests, or values and the extent to which they are
publicly advanced towards the process of policy formula-
tion’ (de Wilde, 2011, p. 560). Operationally, there is a
consensus in the literature that this definition subsumes
three observable sub-processes: salience, actor expan-
sion, and polarization. Politicization hence implies rising
awareness of an issue, mobilization by a wider array of
actors, and increasing polarization of the stances taken
by such actors (Hutter, Grande, & Kriesi, 2016). Building
on these insights, but also on those provided by the re-
gionalism literature, in this article | will argue that the
degree of politicization is influenced by two elements.
First, the degree of consensus between member states
on the regional model of development and integration;
and secondly, the degree of satisfaction and support of
business and civil society to the regional model of de-
velopment and integration. In operational terms, these
translate into intergovernmental conflict and discrepan-
cies over institutional and policy developments at the
regional level, such as economic asymmetries and dis-
tributive issues, enlargement and association processes,
as well as into activism and demands by business and
civil society organizations, including economic, participa-
tory, and social issues, correspondingly. Empirically, | fo-
cus on a paradigmatic case of interregionalism: the EU
and MERCOSUR negotiations for an association agree-
ment. After 20 years of on-off negotiations, the EU and
MERCOSUR recently reached a political agreement on a
trade deal in June 2019, making the present moment an
appropriate time to evaluate whether and how politiciza-
tion affected the relaunch of negotiations in 2010, which
in time led to this agreement.

Regional integration in Latin America has experi-
enced different periods of politicization. Starting in the
2000s, the region underwent domestic political changes
resulting from the so-called ‘left turn’ that sought alter-
native economic and development policies to neoliber-
alism as the state regained centrality. These transforma-
tions led to a broad process of politicization of region-
alism that changed the terms of the debate surround-
ing whether regional integration as free trade is the only
way for these countries to integrate regionally and inter-
nationally. MERCOSUR was no exception to this trend.
Already in 2003, the debate over the balance between
trade and social and political objectives resulted in the re-
launch of MERCOSUR, which was to lend greater weight

to political and social agendas, including the creation of a
regional parliament and the establishment of the first dis-
tributive policy. Three years later, divergences over the
accession of Venezuela quickly led to the politicization of
regional cooperation once again.

Given the above gap in the literature and the re-
newed interest in trade negotiations and politicization,
this article investigates a rather puzzling question: Why
did MERCOSUR decide to resume negotiations with
the EU—stalled since 2004—in a context of high in-
ternal politicization? In so doing, it aims to contribute
to a greater understanding of the implications of the
tensions between internal and external agendas in re-
gional projects. The article will thus argue that in 2010
MERCOSUR faced several challenges, including discrep-
ancies as to the regional model of development and ten-
sions between member states over the profound asym-
metries which gave the most powerful partners an unim-
peded capacity for unilateralism, together with increas-
ing salience and criticism from both business and civil
society actors. Yet, this still did not discourage the re-
launch of negotiations with the EU nor did it prevent
further negotiations. While politicization and differences
persisted internally, the negotiation with the EU served
as a ‘glue’ bridging internal differences between mem-
ber states and thus allowing the bloc to act jointly on the
external front. Finally, this finding suggests that postlib-
eral accounts underscoring the increasing preponder-
ance of the political and social dimensions of MERCOSUR
may have overlooked differences across policy areas,
overemphasized change, and underestimated continu-
ities in regional integration dynamics as the external
agenda shows.

Methodologically, this is a case study research, seek-
ing to provide an in-depth review of the process of the re-
launch of negotiations between MERCOSUR and the EU
in 2010. Case studies are appropriate when ‘why’ ques-
tions are posed as these require ‘the tracing of opera-
tional processes over time’ (Yin, 2018, p. 10). In all, this
process can be better studied qualitatively by focusing
on the internal dynamics between MERCOSUR member
states and the increasing polarization within the bloc to
then assess why negotiations with the EU were still re-
launched. The final purpose is not to generalize the em-
pirical findings of this case but rather to understand the
ways in which internal politicization relates to the exter-
nal dimension of regional blocs in all its complexity, con-
text, and richness; all of which is relevant given the lack
of similar studies. The empirical narrative is based on
the qualitative method of data collection and analysis, in-
cluding a combination of documentary sources, i.e., sec-
ondary literature, official documents, reports, and news-
papers accounts.

The article proceeds as follows: The next section
discusses the literature on regional cooperation and
politicization in Latin America and introduces the argu-
ment. The third section presents an analytical narrative.
In 2010, MERCOSUR was still undergoing high internal
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politicization, which included discrepancies among mem-
ber states over asymmetries and enlargement as well as
increasing criticism from various economic and social ac-
tors. Yet, and rather counterintuitively, MERCOSUR re-
sumed negotiations with the EU showing that internal
politicization did not correlate with international paraly-
sis. On the contrary, internal politicization, coupled with
external pressures and the demands for group-to-group
negotiations from the EU, drove and supported the con-
duct of international negotiations. The final section con-
cludes by discussing the main insights and the broader
theoretical and empirical implications of this work.

2. Analysing Regional Integration and Politicization in
Latin America

The politicization of regional integration and cooperation
has been the focus of classical scholars who considered
the politicization of integration issues as one of the pos-
sible causes for the failure of regionalism and regional
cooperation (Nye, 1965). Politicization has also been de-
fined as leading to more integration: taken as the process
through which actors agree to deal with issues ‘initially
considered “technical” or “non-controversial”’, politiciza-
tion leads actors ‘to upgrade common interests, and in
the process, delegate more authority to the centre’ (Haas
& Schmitter, 1964, p. 707). However, this does not hold
for regionalism and politicization in Latin America. In fact,
Dabéne has recently contested these assumptions based
on a different definition of politicization, which focuses
on ‘the actors’ will to achieve a collective political goal
through economic integration’ (2012, p. 41). Moreover,
whereas high levels of politicization correlate with the in-
tention to recreate and promote further regional cooper-
ation, in the case of Latin America, politicization does not
necessarily lead to authority transfer or the ceding of na-
tional autonomy; regional organizations remain strictly
intergovernmental. Yet, changes may be introduced to
upgrade common interests, including democratic consol-
idation or crisis resolution, and the participation of non-
state actors. Based on these elements, Dabéne (2012)
goes on to identify cycles of politicization, depoliticiza-
tion, and repolicization to show that the degree of politi-
cization is positively related to the dynamism of regional
processes. Doctor points in this same direction, when ar-
guing that politicization in MERCOSUR has not resulted
in increasing sovereignty cession. However, to the ex-
tent that starting in the 2000s, ‘any shifts were likely
to be informed by societal and market actors’ chang-
ing assessments of the possible benefits of the regional-
isation process,’ then bottom-up societal-led initiatives
could promote deeper integration (Doctor, 2013, p. 537).
Finally, when examining the impact of politicization on
legitimacy, Ribeiro Hoffmann (2015) claims that whereas
MERCOSUR has experienced different phases and peaks
of politicization, these have not triggered comprehen-
sive discussions of the bloc’s legitimacy. MERCOSUR has
also been depicted as having reached a peak of politiciza-

tion through the creation of the MERCOSUR Parliament
(PARLASUR; Mallmann & Dri, 2011).

When looking into the conditions under which politi-
cization is more likely to occur in regional projects in Latin
America, studies have underscored three driving forces:
the level of consensus among member states; the pres-
sures and challenges coming from the activities of oppo-
sition parties; as well as from business and civil society or-
ganizations (Ribeiro Hoffmann, 2015). In a rather similar
vein, a change of government in member states and the
level of discontent within the business sector during peri-
ods of economic policy change are also factors that may
contribute to politicization (Hirst, 1996). Whereas stud-
ies dealing with regional cooperation and politicization
in Latin America have remained scarce until recently, few
attempts have developed comprehensive theoretical or
empirical accounts of politicization in regional coopera-
tion and its implications for external trade negotiations.

Trade is a contentious issue and has thus featured
in national, regional, and international politics through-
out the history of the modern international system. Yet,
starting in the 1980s, and more strongly with the ad-
vent of the so-called new trade agenda, the shaping of
trade policies has raised the stakes and elicited responses
from a wider set of societal actors. The mass protests
in Seattle (1999) and Cancun (2003) against the World
Trade Organization embody this increasing politicization
of trade. Yet, these global mobilizations were preceded
by the launch and strong agitation and mobilization of
the Hemispheric Social Alliance during the Summit of the
Americas in Santiago in 1998. Labour and social move-
ments came together under this transnational coalition
to expose the perils of increased liberalization and to
increase awareness of the need to address these ex-
ternal challenges as portrayed by the Free Trade Area
of the Americas (FTAA). Certainly, the broad and deep
scope of North—South trade negotiations, i.e., bridging
developing and industrialized countries, elicited a vari-
ety of collective strategies and trade politics. However,
confrontational strategies were more strongly used after
the launch of the FTAA and were practically negligible in
the context of trade negotiations with the EU. Despite
promoting similar economic and regulatory trade agen-
das, long years of intensive collaboration and cooper-
ation preceded negotiations with the EU in line with
the idea of this bloc as a civilian and normative power
(Bianculli, 2017). As aresult of these transformations, the
trade arena became multifaceted and politically and so-
cially challenging in Latin America, where countries had
immersed themselves in a rapid process of trade liber-
alization and deregulation after 50 years of sealed mar-
kets. Concomitantly, the political dynamics of interna-
tional trade in the region, which had remained rather ne-
glected in studies of international political economy un-
til then, gained centrality and scholars intended to move
beyond the dominance of models inspired by and de-
signed to account for trade politics in the United States
and to a lesser extent in the EU and Canada (see among
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others, Bianculli, 2017; Lengyel & Ventura-Dias, 2004;
Tussie, 2003).

Similarly, the literature on the external dimension
of regional integration has remained minimal even if
one of the characteristics of the new or open regional-
ism of the 1990s was the development of an external
agenda. Contrary to the old regionalism, this new wave
of regional cooperation was mainly conceived as a trade
centred enterprise and as a mechanism to strengthen
the bargaining power of member countries and thus as-
sure their successful insertion into the global economy
(Bianculli, 2016). The centrality of the external dimen-
sion would then lead to a common external policy, ‘at
least as a reaction to third-country demands’ (Torrent,
2003, p. 126).

Studies looking into the external dimension of
MERCOSUR have argued that apart from establishing a
link between the internal and external agendas, external
negotiations have progressively formed the ‘glue’ bind-
ing member countries together, providing incentives
for the resolution of their competing interests (Phillips,
2003). This especially holds for EU-MERCOSUR group-to-
group negotiations; if signed, the agreement could sup-
port further consolidation of the bloc (Rios & Doctor,
2004; Santander, 2005). Yet, a second vision has con-
tended that rather than functioning as a unifying ele-
ment, the external agenda evidences the limits of the in-
ternal agenda of the bloc, and thus works merely as a
‘flight forward,” an evasive action which does not really
strengthen MERCOSUR (Carranza, 2006, p. 809). Finally,
Doctor (2015) presents and discusses a third view, mostly
evident among policymakers though weakly developed
in the literature (Malamud, 2005; Oelsner, 2013), which
claims that the external agenda has, in fact, added more
topics and initiatives to the internal agenda, thus strain-
ing the regional process of integration.

This article argues that still in 2010 the external
agenda worked again as the much-needed glue or uni-
fying element that MERCOSUR required to go on de-
spite the politicization of the bloc and the increas-
ing challenges the regional integration process faced.
Additionally, and contrary to the idea that cycles of politi-
cization may trigger reform and further institutionaliza-
tion, this does not seem to hold for the external agenda.
This may be explained by the intergovernmental charac-
ter of decision making in MERCOSUR, which is exacer-
bated in the case of the external agenda where the issues
invoked may involve significant national sensitivities and
where presidents, especially those holding the rotating
(pro tempore) presidency, become key protagonists and
gain great international visibility (Tallberg, 2010).

3. MERCOSUR, Politicization, and External Relations

MERCOSUR was part of the ambitious strategy of trade
liberalization through regional, interregional, and multi-
lateral agreements pursued by countries in the Southern
Cone starting in the 1990s.

Set up in 1991, MERCOSUR marked the transition
from state-led policies and a cautious approach to re-
gional integration, to market-oriented agendas and a
more open and wide-ranging strategy of regional trade
liberalization. MERCOSUR’s main objective, as estab-
lished by the four founding members—Argentina, Brazil,
Paraguay, and Uruguay—was hence to create a common
market while also pursuing ‘economic development with
social justice’ in the region (MERCOSUR, 1991). Twenty
years after its creation, MERCOSUR was ranked as one
of the regional projects ‘that have reached the greatest
level of formal accomplishment after the EU’ (Malamud
& Schmitter, 2011, p. 135). However, while even today
much remains to be done, especially considering that the
development of the common market and the customs
union is still incomplete, MERCOSUR has also pursued
regional cooperation in a wide array of policy areas, in-
cluding human rights, social policies, education and cul-
ture, health, gender, migration, and tourism, among oth-
ers, though with varying levels of accomplishment.

Over the years since its inception, MERCOSUR has
undergone cycles of politicization and depoliticization
(Dabéne, 2012) and has also gone through peaks of politi-
cization (Ribeiro Hoffmann, 2015). As argued in the case
of the EU, the politicization of MERCOSUR can be charac-
terized by ‘a patchwork of politicizing moments’ (Hutter
etal., 2016, p. 283) rather than by a uniform and increas-
ing trend pattern. Politicization intensified or reached a
peak during institutional and policy-related events at the
regional and the national levels.

The first years of the bloc did not give rise to
any major controversies. Moreover, during the first half
of the 1990s, MERCOSUR made notable achievements.
First, this period was defined by a strong alignment
between the domestic policies and the regional ob-
jectives of the two largest member states: Argentina
and Brazil. Secondly, economic gains were considerable:
The share of intra-MERCOSUR exports rose from 9 to
25% from 1990-1998 while annual foreign direct in-
vestment inflows reached over USS$ 50 billion by 1999
(Inter-American Development Bank, 1999). Finally, in
1994, the Protocol of Ouro Preto established the in-
stitutional structure of MERCOSUR, which remained
strictly intergovernmental while decision-making pro-
cesses were based on consensus. This Protocol also in-
troduced a relevant institutional novelty by setting up
two bodies intended to assure citizen representation:
The Joint Parliamentary Commission and the Economic
and Social Consultative Forum, which was to work as the
‘representative body of the economic and social sectors,’
(MERCOSUR, 1994, Art. 28) i.e., business and labour.
Even if these mechanisms were limited, MERCOSUR re-
mained mostly out of the spotlight of wider societal in-
terests. Labour and civil society organizations’ agenda
focused on domestic issues, i.e., labour reform and the
impact on salaries, employment, and working condi-
tions, as well as on democracy, respectively. By the
mid-1990s, these actors started debating the labour, so-
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cial, and environmental problems arising from integra-
tion; yet, regional networks, including the Southern Cone
Coordinator of Central Trade Unions, viewed MERCOSUR
as a mechanism to strengthen social and environmen-
tal standards and regulations (Botto, 2004). Similarly,
as intra-bloc trade and investment grew, business de-
vised new regional forms of interest representation
(Schelhase, 2010).

The increasing awareness of societal actors coincided
with a crowded internal agenda. The 1996 democratic cri-
sis in Paraguay, a coup against the elected president, trig-
gered a process of politicization. The remaining member
states, under the leadership of Argentina and Brazil, pro-
vided an immediate diplomatic response that turned out
to be crucial in resolving the crisis. Two years later, the
Protocol of Ushuaia—an analogous democratic clause,
the first in the region—formalized MERCOSUR’s commit-
ment to democracy.

This internal politicization did not affect the exter-
nal trade agenda. Free trade agreements with a focus
on trade in goods were signed on a bilateral basis with
Bolivia and Chile as early as 1996. In fact, since 1994,
MERCOSUR maintained an active and ambitious external
agenda, and the bloc succeeded in projecting itself inter-
nationally. MERCOSUR was conceived as an instrument
to increase the presence and bargaining power of mem-
ber countries in the international arena (MERCOSUR,
1991). More specifically, the founding treaty established
that the creation of the common market entailed some
common actions, including ‘the adoption of a com-
mon trade policy in relation to third states or group-
ing of states, and the coordination of positions in re-
gional and international commercial economic forums’
(MERCOSUR, 1991, Art. 1). Moreover, states then com-
mitted ‘to coordinate their positions in the external trade
negotiations undertaken during the transition period’
(MERCOSUR, 1991, Art. 8). These commitments led to
the creation of various mechanisms, including the es-
tablishment of common criteria for the negotiation of
regional and international negotiations and the adop-
tion of a most-favoured-nation clause (Zelicovich, 2015),
which required that any advantage or privilege, i.e., re-
duced tariffs, granted to another nation had to be ac-
corded to all member countries. In fact, the joint reduc-
tion of most-favoured-nation tariffs and the reduction of
intra-area preferential tariffs accounts for the enormous
initial success of MERCOSUR (Estevadeordal, Goto, &
Saez, 2000). From a decision-making perspective, these
innovations would imply celebrating meetings between
MERCOSUR partners or member states instructing their
delegations to strengthen the coordination of positions
and joint actions on these matters.

In 1994, the Protocol of Ouro Preto further enhanced
these commitments by establishing MERCOSUR'’s inter-
national legal personality, which falls on the Common
Market Council (CMC)—the highest decision-making
power; thus, allowing the bloc to represent the four
member states in regional and international negotia-

tions. Different decisions and resolutions issued by in-
ternal decision-making bodies would then set the guide-
lines for the coordination of positions and joint ac-
tion of member states, including the creation of an
Ad Hoc Group of External Relations within the Common
Market Group (CMG), the MERCOSUR executive body
(MERCOSUR, 1995b, N2 34/95). This was to deepen
the common external agenda, especially in terms of
MERCOSUR relations with third countries, groupings of
countries, and international organizations, thus reinforc-
ing coordination mechanisms between technical teams
in member countries to articulate policies and concrete
joint actions. Yet, the external representation of the bloc
would rely on the rotating (pro tempore) presidency.

In the mid-1990s and early 2000s, the bloc’s ex-
ternal agenda was especially marked by the negotia-
tion of asymmetric or North—South agreements; namely,
the United States-led process for the establishment of
an FTAA from Alaska to Tierra del Fuego launched in
1998 and which finally collapsed in 2005, and the ne-
gotiations with the EU. These negotiations turned out
to be particularly challenging for MERCOSUR external
dynamics given that they involved not only the reduc-
tion or elimination of tariffs and other non-tariff barri-
ers on the trade of goods and services but also deeper
issues that had become difficult to negotiate at the
World Trade Organization, namely, investment rules, in-
tellectual property rights, and government procurement,
among others. Interregional negotiations with the EU
were especially relevant in this respect.

The EU-MERCOSUR relationship is based on the
Interregional Framework for Agreement (EMFICA)
signed in 1995 to promote an Interregional Association
Agreement founded on three pillars: trade liberalization,
political dialogue, and cooperation. MERCOSUR would
then set the mechanisms to coordinate joint actions be-
tween member states’ experts and technical specialists
while delegating the negotiation of the EMFICA to the
CMG (MERCOSUR, 1995a, N2 5/95). After many years of
intense and legally driven relations across the Atlantic,
trade negotiations were launched in 1999. Negotiations
with the EU would prompt MERCOSUR to speak with
a single voice. Building on MERCOSUR guidelines but
also on an EU requisite, member countries had to find
a common regional position before sitting at the inter-
regional table. Negotiations would thus assume a bloc
format, ruling out negotiating on an individual country
basis. This requirement had a double effect. From an
internal dimension, it triggered a learning by doing pro-
cess among member countries, as they had to ‘learn’ to
harmonize their national positions. Additionally, given
the breadth and depth of the agendas under negotia-
tion, MERCOSUR countries were to discuss regulatory
and policy standards and norms that were not part yet
of their regional agenda, i.e., government procurement
and services. And from an external dimension, this learn-
ing process transferred to other negotiations, including
those of the FTAA despite the United States’ initial resis-
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tance to this bloc format (Botto & Bianculli, 2011). After
15 rounds, negotiations were abandoned in 2004 due to
differences over the trade agenda, which covered not
only industrial and agricultural goods but also services,
government procurement, intellectual property rights,
customs and trade facilitation, as well as technical bar-
riers to trade, mainly in manufactured goods, services,
and agriculture; it would take a hiatus of six years for
negotiations to be re-launched.

By the mid-2000s, MERCOSUR had already consol-
idated its negotiation dynamics based on the elabora-
tion of each country’s national position according to their
interests and priorities (both defensive and offensive),
which would then be circulated among the four mem-
ber states to harmonize and prepare the final MERCOSUR
document to be presented at a later time to the negoti-
ating counterpart (Botto & Bianculli, 2011).

4. MERCOSUR, Politicization, and yet Negotiations
with the EU

4.1. MERCOSUR and a New Long Cycle of Politicization

In 1999, internal politicization was high again, and
MERCOSUR faced a ‘terminal crisis.” Tensions between
Argentina and Brazil peaked after the abrupt devalua-
tion of the Brazilian currency in January 1999. As a re-
sult, a series of trade disputes and a fall in intra-group
trade put MERCOSUR at risk. In late 2001, another cri-
sis shook the regional process when Argentina suffered
an extraordinary economic, political, and social break-
down. What had been proclaimed as the demise of
MERCOSUR, in fact, gave the bloc a new lease of life. In
all, the 1998-2002 cycle of politicization crisis revealed
two different regional responses. Whereas the turmaoil
highlighted the economic limitations of the bloc, regional
developments underscored the relevance of the political
dimension of MERCOSUR. Both economic shocks were
followed by efforts to relaunch the project: The Buenos
Aires Agenda in 2000 and the Buenos Aires Consensus
in 2003. Whereas the Buenos Aires Agenda, which in-
cluded, inter alia, the creation of a more transnational
and permanent dispute settlement mechanism (Arnold
& Rittberger, 2013), was scarcely implemented, by mid-
2003, the convergence between Argentina and Brazil
was reinforced by a certain shared socio-political affin-
ity between the two left-oriented presidents: Néstor
Kirchner and Lula da Silva. Both leaders campaigned on
platforms of scepticism toward the value of economic
and trade liberalisation, and of the need for alternative
political, economic, and development policies at the do-
mestic level where the state was to play a central role.
This resonated at the regional level.

A normative consensus emerged among MERCOSUR
member states regarding the need to replace the em-
phasis on economic and trade liberalization by strength-
ening cooperation in monetary, financial, and energy is-
sues (Motta Veiga & Rios, 2007), as well as in the politi-

cal, social, and productive (i.e., regional industrialization)
dimensions of regionalism. Yet, structural challenges to
further integration became evident. First, the significant
economic asymmetries among partners, i.e., between
Brazil and other members, and in relation to the two
smallest members, Uruguay and Paraguay, made it dif-
ficult to respond effectively to the bloc’s crises and to
deepen integration. In 2005, analysts warned of a seri-
ous danger of MERCOSUR'’s collapse (‘Mercosur: Peligro
de derrumbe,” 2005). Secondly, although initially, it was
an elite and state-led project, in time the bloc gradu-
ally began to experience a growing projection within so-
ciety and faced increasing demands from business and
civil society. On the one hand, business was strongly
demanding deeper economic coordination, measures to
counterbalance structural imbalances and asymmetries,
and the promotion of productive integration. A strong
questioning of MERCOSUR resonated among industrial-
ists in Argentina and Brazil. Civil society, on the other
hand, demanded greater participation and transparency
in MERCOSUR decision-making processes. In all, free
trade negotiations, mainly North—-South processes, had
triggered a learning process in NGOs and transnational
networks, who would now redirect their attention to-
wards MERCOSUR (Botto, 2015). From an internal per-
spective, this politicization resulted in MERCOSUR be-
ing institutionally transformed in several ways. The first
redistributive policy was created through the Fund for
MERCOSUR Structural Convergence in 2004, followed
by the upgrade of the Joint Parliamentary Commission
into a regional parliament—PARLASUR—in 2005. With
the creation of PARLASUR, the number of actors in-
volved in the regional public debate expanded, leading
in principle to more politicization. Other relevant trans-
formations included the creation of the program ‘We
are MERCOSUR’ and the MERCOSUR Social Summits to
strengthen the role and participation of civil society, as
well as of the Council of Ministers of Social Development
in 2005, and the MERCOSUR Social Institute in 2007 to
further enhance the formulation of regional social poli-
cies. Whereas these various measures helped to con-
tain the increasing polarization of MERCOSUR, this would
peak with the accession of Venezuela. Having been
an associate member since 2004, Venezuela asked for
full membership in 2005 and finally signed the acces-
sion protocol with the four founding members in 2006.
MERCOSUR thus undertook its first enlargement. Yet, the
dynamics of this issue’s politicization would remain re-
markably similar. Ratification by national congresses in
Brazil and Paraguay lingered because of domestic oppo-
sition, while business in Argentina and Brazil vocally op-
posed the accession of Venezuela.

The external dimension received a strong institu-
tional push within the 2000 relaunch of MERCOSUR. The
CMC issued a decision on the need to enhance the ex-
ternal relations of MERCOSUR through the development
of a common external trade policy and the commitment
of member states to negotiate trade agreements jointly
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(MERCOSUR, 2000, N2 32/00). Based on this renewed
regional approach to external relations, MERCOSUR cre-
ated a Negotiating Group made up of full-time negotia-
tors on behalf of each member state and under the lead-
ership of a coordinator. The main objective was to de-
fine a common negotiation platform, in which bilateral
negotiations should be prioritized, starting with those
with the EU and the United States (MERCOSUR, 2001,
Ne 08/01). While relevant, these institutional develop-
ments did not alter the intergovernmental character of
the MERCOSUR decision-making process. Moreover, the
rotating (pro tempore) presidency would still be the main
responsible for the external agenda of the bloc and inter-
national negotiations.

During the early years of the 21st century,
MERCOSUR led an active external agenda. The strong
normative consensus on the model of develop-
ment seems to account for the South-South agree-
ments signed with Mexico (2002), Morocco and India
(2004), and Peru (2005), and the three Economic
Complementation Agreements established with the
Andean Community in 2004. Similarly, 2005 stood out
as the year when the FTAA collapsed because of its unan-
imous rejection by MERCOSUR countries together with
Bolivia and Venezuela, among other factors. However,
the internal reorientation of the agenda away from trade
liberalization and open regionalism did not lead to a for-
mal rejection of negotiation and agreements with de-
veloped, industrialized countries (Motta Veiga & Rios,
2019, p. 12).

4.2. Giving Negotiations with the EU a New Chance

The suspension of trade negotiations between
MERCOSUR and the EU in 2004 did not bring about a
break in the interregional relations. These continued
through ministerial and technical meetings that ratified
the mutual interest in the reopening of negotiations
while strengthening political dialogue and technical and
financial cooperation in diverse policy sectors, i.e., trade
facilitation, sanitary harmonization, and education, for a
total amount of 50 million Euros to be executed between
2007 and 2013. In May 2008, during the Fifth Summit be-
tween the EU, Latin America, and the Caribbean, the EU
and MERCOSUR renewed their commitment to strength-
ening cooperation in projects of mutual interest, includ-
ing infrastructure, renewable energy sources, science
and technology, and their political and economic re-
lations, i.e., the successful conclusion of the associa-
tion agreement (Council of the European Union, 2008).
This was followed by two informal meetings in 2009
where EU and MERCOSUR negotiators exchanged views
on their positions, especially those of mutual interest,
to recommend to the member states of both regional
organizations the resumption of negotiations in view
of the presidential meeting scheduled within the Latin
American and the Caribbean—EU Summit for May 2010
under Spain’s EU Presidency. Based on these discussions,

in the MERCOSUR Summit that took place in December
2009 in Montevideo, the Argentine President, Cristina
Fernandez, announced that as coming pro tempore pres-
ident of MERCOSUR, she would promote an agreement
between the bloc and the EU, which was one of the most
relevant challenges of MERCOSUR, while calling for the
collaboration of the Brazilian president to achieve this
agreement (‘Cristina Kirchner pidié una discusion pro-
funda,’ 2009; ‘Cristina y Zapatero anunciaron,” 2009).

Finally, in May 2010, both sides renewed ‘their com-
mitment to strive for a conclusion of the negotiations
without delay’ (Council of the European Union, 2010).

These calls, however, were made in a regional con-
text marked by the politicization of MERCOSUR while
the model of regional integration was undergoing seri-
ous criticism and challenges from within. First, tensions
between Argentina and Brazil in the commercial and eco-
nomic spheres because of trade disputes and the ex-
istence of asymmetries within the bloc hampered the
deepening of the regional project (‘Las asimetrias den-
tro del bloque, 2008). Friction was also evident with
the smaller partners of the bloc. Uruguay was very vo-
cal in expressing that MERCOSUR was undergoing a crit-
ical phase as the bloc lacked political and economic co-
ordination. This turned out to be especially serious at
a time when other regional projects were surging and
gaining strength as it was the case of the Union of South
American Nations (Rebossio, 2011). Secondly, criticisms
were abound at that time due to the internal differences
and the small number of free trade agreements con-
cluded by MERCOSUR, which by then mainly included
those with Southern partners and Israel. Finally, the ac-
cession of Venezuela was still subject to strong criti-
cism and opposition. Ratification by the Paraguayan na-
tional congress yet lingered in 2010 as the President,
Fernando Lugo, withdrew the request from Venezuela
to join MERCOSUR from the Congress, as he questioned
whether the Venezuelan government was democratic
(‘Lugo vuelve a frenar, 2010).

Despite this context, MERCOSUR decided to relaunch
the negotiations with the EU. These negotiations offered
a window of opportunity for the bloc to appear coherent
and unified. In other words, the negotiation again acted
as glue within the bloc. This is illustrated by the decision
of Argentina and Brazil, the two larger members of the
bloc, to overlook the difficulties and tensions between
them and to move forward and secure the interregional
agreement (Gualdoni & Gonzalez, 2010).

Negotiations with the EU were expected to improve
the image of MERCOSUR (Rebossio, 2010). In so doing,
the bloc was also consistent with one of the main ob-
jectives set in 1991: Regional integration should help in-
crease these countries’ bargaining power in the interna-
tional arena. By then, a joint and common foreign policy
and the diversification of external relations was expected
to contribute to reducing internal imbalances (Gualdoni
& Gonzalez, 2010). Similarly, while strengthening re-
gional cooperation and integration policies, an agree-
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ment with the EU would give a response to those criti-
cisms that portrayed MERCOSUR as being paralyzed or
weakened. Moreover, international agreements should
not be taken as a reciprocal limitation of autonomy,
but as a means to facilitate access to a particular set
of otherwise unattainable international public goods, as
put by Eduardo Sigal, former Argentine Sub-Secretary of
Economic Integration for Latin America and MERCOSUR
(Sigal, 2010).

Secondly, and regarding the conflictual process of ac-
cession of Venezuela, business in Argentina and Brazil
vocally opposed the accession. The Argentina Industrial
Union (UIA), the main industrial chamber, asked the
national government to revise the decision to accept
Venezuela as full member given that this country’s
economic policies were in direct contradiction with
those of MERCOSUR as shown by the nationalization of
MERCOSUR companies, i.e., Techint. Similar criticisms
were expressed by other business chambers and as-
sociations, including exporters and metallurgic indus-
tries. Further measures undertaken by business asso-
ciations included a meeting with opposition parties in
the national Congress and an extraordinary meeting of
the MERCOSUR Industrial Council after contacting their
counterparts in Brazil and Uruguay. From the Argentine
perspective, this ended the honeymoon between the
Kirchner administration and the industrialists (Olivera,
2009). Thus, an agreement with the EU would satisfy
some of the industrialists’ demands not only in Argentina
but also in Brazil, bringing both administrations closer
to these sectors. Additionally, the EU made clear that
Venezuela would not be part of the negotiation process.
Certainly, this was not in the interest of Venezuela given
the strong anti-capitalist approach to regional integra-
tion as illustrated by the creation and leadership of the
Bolivarian Alliance of the Americas.

Finally, the relaunch of this negotiation process was
made possible by the leadership and image of the pres-
idents, especially those holding the rotating (pro tem-
pore) presidency. Certainly, the interregional negotiation
process gave the presidents greater visibility at the in-
ternational level. In the case of Argentina, the admin-
istration was able to use the agreement with the EU
as an international success and thus, improve its image,
which had deteriorated due to the increase in protection-
ist measures adopted by Argentina (‘La ilusion de libre
comercio,’ 2010). This country was not only blocking im-
ports from its regional partners but also from the EU and
from all over the world (‘La UE exige a Argentina,’ 2010).
Brazil, under the lead of Lula, was also interested in mak-
ing up for lost time and to move quickly towards an agree-
ment with the EU before the presidential elections to
be held early in 2011. More specifically, he highlighted
that he would use his MERCOSUR pro tempore presi-
dency to leave the complex interregional trade agree-
ment threaded before leaving office in December 2010
(Bardn, 2010). In this respect, Lula’s position differed
from the candidate who was then presented as his suc-

cessor who had already underscored that Brazil should
negotiate free trade agreements on its own, irrespective
of MERCOSUR commitments since Brazil was vastly bet-
ter positioned to further economic negotiations with the
EU than its regional partners (Arias, 2010). These decla-
rations were a source of concern for Argentina as well.

In all, in 2010 the external agenda provided the glue
that held MERCOSUR together. As the strong consensus
on the model of regional development that character-
ized the initial years of the 21st century started to di-
lute, differences and asymmetries emerged among mem-
ber states while facing the criticism of societal actors,
mainly business. Negotiations with the EU allowed mem-
ber states to define and agree on common interests, pref-
erences, and goals. Moreover, signing the interregional
agreement with the EU actually improved the internal
and external image of the bloc; thus, providing motiva-
tion to move forward with the agreement. During this
process, presidents played a key role. This is explained
by the intergovernmental character of MERCOSUR, but
also by the ‘power of the chair, i.e., the rotating (pro tem-
pore) presidency, that gives formal leaders greater room
for manoeuvre and are thus more capable to influence
negotiations (Tallberg, 2010).

5. Conclusions

This article has examined the relationship between the
internal politicization of regional cooperation and exter-
nal relations through the analysis of MERCOSUR and the
relaunch of the negotiation process with the EU in 2010.
Certainly, MERCOSUR has gone through different cycles
of politicisation. Both domestic and regional institutional
and policy factors account for these cycles. The politi-
cization of the bloc during the 2000s, mainly expressed
through the priority given to the political and social agen-
das, became diluted in time as tensions between mem-
ber states due to asymmetries and protectionism, the ac-
cession of Venezuela, and the increasing demands from
economic and social actors put MERCOSUR to the test
once again. This initiated a long period of politicization
reaching a peak between 2004 and 2006. Yet, some of
the main factors persisted and were evident in May 2010
when the bloc restarted free trade negotiations with
the EU.

Internal politicization has not negatively affected
MERCOSUR’s main approach to its international relations
and negotiations but rather reinforced its capacity to
act as a negotiating bloc, presenting common proposals
and positions in the different negotiations. Furthermore,
even in 2000 in the context of what was perceived as the
end of the bloc because of the severe crisis and politi-
cization what was underway, MERCOSUR issued a reso-
lution to reassert its commitment to negotiate as a bloc.
Limited institutional changes were also introduced. In all
cases, including the relaunch of negotiations with the EU
in 2010, the external agenda has served as the glue to
keep the bloc functioning as one even when facing chal-
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lenges on the internal front. This may be explained by
the intergovernmental character of decision making in
MERCOSUR, which is exacerbated in the case of the ex-
ternal agenda where the issues invoked may involve sig-
nificant national sensitivities and where presidents, es-
pecially those holding the pro tempore presidency gain
great international visibility and leadership.

The international activism of MERCOSUR has re-
mained constant throughout its almost 30 years of his-
tory despite its politicization cycles. In the 1990s, the
agenda moved from South—South agreements to asym-
metric agreements, where the EU assumed a very impor-
tant place. During the 2000s, South—South agreements
were pursued with extra-regional countries, i.e., Egypt
(2010), and bloc to bloc agreements as in the case of
the Southern Africa Customs Union (2008). In 2010, the
EU was again back on the agenda; in fact, it never left.
Furthermore, and despite the reorientation of the bloc
towards a more developmentalist model, the interna-
tional agenda did not vary substantially. There was no for-
mal contestation of asymmetric or North—South agree-
ments mostly pursued within the new or open regional-
ism paradigm.

This last insight speaks to the literature that mainly
describes regionalism in Latin America as occurring in
waves, and which in so doing, tends to overempha-
sise change and underestimate continuity. While studies
have underscored that since the 2000s, Latin America,
and especially South America had moved towards a new
phase of regionalism, away from what had been the
main tenets of the neoliberal creed of the 1990s, in
this case, negotiations with the EU were not openly
contested. Furthermore, internal politicization did not
affect the external agenda; rather, the external pres-
sures from the group-to-group negotiations, as required
by the EU, caused internal politicization to actually
drive and support the pursuit and conduct of interna-
tional negotiations.

Finally, this insight brings the question of whether
and how there may be variation in the effects and out-
comes of the process of internal politicization across pol-
icy areas as recent research on the EU has shown (see
among others, Biermann, Guérin, Jagdhuber, Rittberger,
& Weiss, 2019; Boérzel & Risse, 2018; Schimmelfennig,
2018). Whereas this article has found that internal politi-
cization does not translate into international paralysis,
but rather can reinforce and support the external agenda
of regional blocs, further research could explore whether
and how this holds for other policy areas. This is of rele-
vance for both the literature on politicization and com-
parative regionalism.
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