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ABSTRACT:
Which is the relationship between defense 

policy and foreign policy? How does defense 
policy influence foreign policy? The investiga-
tion is based on both questions. After a review 
of Argentinian literature analyzing the link be-
tween these policies, the article presents a new 
way of approaching the relationship between 
national defense and foreign policy based on 
the geopolitical concept of “axial point”. In this 
sense, the research suggests that, unlike tradi-
tional interpretations that place national defense 
as a secondary and complementary sphere to 
foreign policy, it is possible to argue that the 
former has a strong impact and influence on the 

latter. To empirically illustrate this new way of 
seeing the relationship between both policies, 
the article analyzes –using qualitative methodol-
ogy linked to a single case study and based on 
the analysis of official documents and literature 
from that period– the bilateral relationship be-
tween Argentina and Chile, taking as central 
point of the analysis the Beagle Channel Conflict 
and considering the channel as an axial point. 
The paper concludes by showing how the case 
study illustrates the way in which defense policy 
impacts and influences foreign policy. 
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RESUMEN:
¿Cuál es la relación entre la política de defen-

sa y la política exterior? ¿De qué forma la po-
lítica de defensa influye en la política exterior? 
El trabajo se desarrolla en función de ambos 
interrogantes. Luego de presentar una revisión 
de la literatura que analiza la vinculación entre 
dichas políticas, el trabajo presenta una nueva 
forma de aproximarse conceptualmente al tipo 
de relación que tiene la defensa nacional con la 
política exterior a partir del concepto geopolítico 
de “punto axial”. En tal sentido, la investigación 
sugiere que, a diferencia de las interpretaciones 
tradicionales que colocan a la defensa nacional 
como un ámbito secundario y complementario a 
la política exterior, es posible argumentar que la 
primera tiene un fuerte impacto en la segunda. 
Para ilustrar empíricamente esta nueva forma de 
ver la relación entre ambas políticas, el artículo 

analiza –utilizando una metodología cualitativa 
vinculada al estudio de caso único y basada en 
análisis de documentos oficiales y literatura de 
dicho período– la relación bilateral entre Ar-
gentina y Chile tomando como punto central de 
análisis al Conflicto del Canal Beagle visto como 
un punto axial. El trabajo finaliza argumentando 
que el caso de estudio evidencia la forma en la 
que la política de defensa impacta en la política 
exterior.

Palabras clave: Argentina; Chile; Geopolíti-
ca, política de defensa; política exterior; puntos 
axiales

I. Introduction
The relationship between defense policy and foreign policy has traditionally 
been analyzed in Argentinean literature considering that the former is subor-
dinate to the latter. This analytical orientation has led to the fact that, in these 
studies, national defense policy is studied not based on its own characteristics 
but on how its design can contribute to achieving the State’s foreign policy 
objectives. In other words, these works do not consider the strategic particula-
rities of defense policy, linked to the recognition of strategic assets to defend, 
the possible ways to defend them, the identification of threats, and the analysis 
of regional and international scenarios. By not considering these elements of 
national defense, a key aspect of the political link between defense and foreign 
policy remains virtually unexplored: the way in which foreign policy is impac-
ted by defense policy.

Thus, this article reviews the existing studies on the defense-foreign policy re-
lationship in Argentina and problematizes the current analytical approaches. 
By entering in this theoretical discussion, it seeks to complement the present 
literature by revaluing the particularities of national defense, especially around 
the strategic assets that a State seeks to protect through the design of defense 
policy, whose articulation becomes apprehensible through the conceptual pro-
posal of the so-called “axial points” (Barreto, 2020). Consequently, the corners-
tone of the work lies in the normative assumption that the consideration of the 
strategic aspects of national defense is a necessary condition to reflect –from 
an unconventional point of view– the relationship between defense and foreign 
policy. Therefore, exploring alternative visions regarding how defense policy 
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and foreign policy are combined also implies highlighting a dimension of the 
literature on national defense that has not been studied yet. Specifically, this 
issue is linked to the strategic aspect of defense policy (Magnani and Barre-
to, 2020; Magnani, 2021) and inquiries about the strategic features of national 
defense policy, including the definition of the strategic assets, the design of the 
military instrument, the identification of external threats, and the analysis of 
the regional and international context.

Likewise, this approach to national defense implies contributing, in a secondary 
way, to the hierarchization of the discussion regarding the foundations of natio-
nal defense (Battaglino, 2015). That is, it seeks to contribute to the discussion 
that deals with the question related to “the reasons why countries allocate more 
or less resources to their armed forces” (Battaglino, 2015: 207). In this way, 
highlighting the relevance of defense policy in its relationship with foreign po-
licy implies investigating the importance of national defense for the State based 
on its defense objectives, its international insertion strategy, and its link with 
other areas of government like the field of foreign policy.

The cornerstone of the article is the argument that defense policy can impact fo-
reign policy insofar contributes to changing perceptions regarding which actors 
are threatening and, consequently, by influencing the definitions of the external 
concerns that the State must consider when designing its foreign policy. To em-
pirically illustrate this reasoning, the bilateral relations between Argentina and 
Chile are analyzed during the territorial dispute for the sovereignty of the Pic-
ton, Nueva and Lennox islands of the Beagle Channel, with special emphasis 
on the 1970s decade. In methodological terms, a single case study is carried out 
and qualitative techniques linked to synchronous historical-descriptive analy-
sis are used –based on Argentine documentary material– to analyze the link 
between defense policy and foreign policy presented in the theoretical section. 
The case study falls within what Lijphart includes in his typology as a deviant 
case study, where “the case is designed based on its theoretical importance. It 
is selected because it deviates from the trend foreseen in a previous theory or 
generalization” (Lijphart, 1971: 691-693). Therefore, the objective of the article 
is to reevaluate the traditional conceptualization of foreign and defense policy 
by analyzing the Argentine-Chilean bilateral relations regarding the territorial 
dispute for the sovereignty of the islands of the Beagle Channel. In addition, 
this article considers the limitations of the single case study, where the external 
validity and the possibility of generalizing are put aside, giving priority to the 
new insights that can only be obtained by the study of a specific case. Hence, 
it follows from this reasoning that the results of this investigation are limited 
in scope to this case. However, the conclusion of the article contributes to the 
general debate in Argentine literature related to how the relationship between 



106

Enero • Junio • 2022
Ezequiel Magnani y  

Maximiliano Luis Barreto

Revista 95.1

foreign and defense policy should be studied and it problematizes the currently 
dominant views.

The article continues as follows. In the next section, a review of the existing 
literature related to the study of the connection between defense policy and 
foreign policy is carried out. Subsequently, a new way of considering the rela-
tionship between defense policy and foreign policy is presented based on the 
introduction of the concept of “axial point”. Then, the case corresponding to the 
evolution of the bilateral relationship between Argentina and Chile is illustra-
ted as a function of the resolution of the dispute over the islands of the Beagle 
Channel to account, in empirical terms, for the convenience of applying the 
new theoretical framework that suggests a new way of conceptualizing the rela-
tionship between defense policy and foreign policy. Finally, the last section de-
velops the implications that the analysis of the case has for the debate regarding 
the link between national defense and foreign policy.

II. The place of defense and foreign policy in the 
literature
Studies on the relationship between foreign policy and national defense policy 
are scarce. In general terms, the studies that have investigated the link between 
defense policy and foreign policy have focused on evaluating the way in which 
defense policy contributes, in a secondary way, to achieving foreign policy ob-
jectives. This implicates moving aside from the analysis of the process in which 
foreign policy is transformed as a function of changes in defense policy, espe-
cially, considering the definition of external state actors that constitute a threat 
to the interests of the State.

The first generation of these proposals emerged during the 90s, a decade in 
which Argentina saw a transformation in its military instrument, both in terms 
of the consolidation of the “basic consensus”4 and the use of the Armed Forces 
by the political leadership. The need to find a role for the military instrument in 
a national scenario still plagued by the urgency of strengthening the democratic 
government system allowed for in-depth studies related to national defense. 
Thus, the new studies inquired about the role of national defense vis-à-vis fo-
reign policy objectives and the way in which defense policy could contribute 

4 The concept “basic consensus” was first used by the academic Marcelo Saín (2000). It refers to the 
agreement of the Argentinian political bodyregarding national defense establishing that there should 
be (1) a clear distinction between national defense and internal security, (2) a strict political command 
of the armed forces, and (3) a termination of conflict hypothesis with neighboring States.
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to achieving them (Tokatlián, and Pardo, 1990; Russell, 1992a, 1992b, 1992c, 
Paradiso, 1993; Tokatlián and Caravajal, 1995; Tokatlián and Russell, 1998).

At the beginning of the 21st century, it is possible to identify a second genera-
tion of studies that specifically focused on analyzing the relationship between 
defense policy and foreign policy. Although these studies cannot be considered 
as belonging to a uniform line of research, they all have in common the interest 
in establishing connections between both policies with aiming to evaluate the 
way in which they were articulated and individually affected by this link. 

Eissa (2013) is considered a pioneer in this field. The author analyses the nature 
of the relationship between defense policy and foreign policy, establishing that 
the guidelines of the first are reflected in the second. This assertion is empirica-
lly illustrated from an analysis of Argentine foreign policy considering the main 
guidelines of the “basic consensus”. 

The mention of this relationship is made in a later article by the same author, 
where he emphasizes that the link between the two policies constitutes a self-
dimension –the international one– of defense policy (Eissa, 2017). Then, there 
is a second generation. In this generation, it is possible to identify those articles 
that inquire about how the design of defense policy contributes to achieving 
the objectives of the international insertion of a given country. These articles 
explore the way in which foreign and defense policy complement each other to 
achieve the international objectives of the State. 

Meanwhile, Calderón (2018) addresses, from an intermestic perspective, the 
changes in defense policy that occurred in Argentina from the Macri adminis-
tration a period where this policy went from a strong subregional commitment 
to relative globalism. Here, the defense policy was executed jointly with a fore-
ign policy that aimed to bandwagon Western-developed countries, which im-
plied a progressive distancing from its traditional South American partners. 

In the same path, Busso and Barreto (2020) investigate the role of defense po-
licy during the period 2003-2019 and the changes it had after the arrival of the 
Macri administration. During the analyzed period, the authors conclude that fo-
reign policy had a strong influence on defense policy. Therefore, defense policy 
was rearranged to the objectives of international insertion and to the country’s 
development model. Thus, defense policy is approached from its international 
dimension, implying an analysis of those aspects of the defense policy that can 
contribute to the objectives of international insertion and development of the 
country. In this sense, the methodology of the article includes the analysis of 
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documents signed by Argentina with other States in matters of security and 
defense and projects related to regional cooperation in that area.

In this framework, an incipient third generation of studies can be identified. 
This research reflects about the way in which a certain foreign policy orienta-
tion impacts key factors of the national defense of a State, contributing to the 
change in the strategic orientation of that policy. Battaglino (2019) advances in 
this line by empirically showing how the guidelines and foreign policy prefe-
rences of the Macri administration impacted the perception of threats from the 
Argentine State and the choice of the military instruments used by the State to 
repel these threats. 

Based on the identification of Argentina’s approach to the United States in in-
ternational issues and by using the Copenhagen School approach, Battaglino 
(2019) analyzes the way in which the use of discursive mechanisms by the Ma-
cri administration impacted the perception and construction of new threats. 
This author also reflects on how these mechanisms influenced the mobilization 
of resources and the state agencies in charge of dealing with them. 

Frenkel (2020) is identified within this generation of works. Based on the use 
of the two possible logics –autonomy/acquiescence– of international insertion 
identified by Russell and Tokatlián (2013), he illustrates the impact that the 
acquiescent logic of international insertion during the Macri administration 
had in the participation of Argentina in the South American Defense Council of 
South American Union (Unasur for the Spanish acronym). 

Magnani and Altieri (2020), for instance, also use these insertion logics to re-
flect on the change in Brazil’s defense policy after the impeachment of Dilma 
Rousseff. In this case, the authors argue that after the political trial, Brazil’s 
foreign policy was strongly marked by a rapprochement to the United States 
in matters of defense and international security affecting its defense policy re-
garding the identification of the regional scenario and the perception of threats.

Thus, this article aims to generate a new approach to the link between defense 
and foreign policy, emphasizing the way in which the former can also impact 
the latter. Likewise, the research complements these studies by shedding light 
on the way defense policy can modify key elements of the relationship between 
two or more States related to changes in the perception of the other (e.g., pas-
sing through a logic of enmity/rivalry to another of amity) (Wendt, 1999). In 
this way, giving preponderance to defense policy, particularly, focusing on the 
redefinition of external threats, implies attention on aspects scarcely covered 
in the literature but with specific impact on the foreign policy of the States. In 



Defense policy shaping foreign policy. An  
alternative interpretation through the study of the 
Argentine-Chilean RELATIONS

109

Revista 95.1

methodological terms, defense policy is placed as an independent variable 
that impacts, facilitating or hindering, foreign policy and the type of relation-
ship between two States. Therefore, foreign policy is established as a depen-
dent variable.

In this research, the axial points are framed as part of the national defense lite-
rature that studies those strategic issues. If we consider the strategic dimension 
of defense policy as the aspect of defense policy “where the leaders of a State 
determine as their main objective the preservation of certain national assets and 
establish the most optimal way to do so in consideration of the external threats 
perceived and the identified regional and international scenario” (Magnani, 
2021), it is possible to establish that the axial points introduced in this article 
are placed within the first point regarding the national assets that a State seeks 
to protect. 

Therefore, the utilization of the axial points approach as a theoretical tool (Ba-
rreto, 2020) constitutes a contribution to the studies of national defense by 
allowing to inquire about the most elementary factor in defense policy: ma-
terial and objective strategic assets that are within a sovereign territory and 
that the States seek to protect. In this context, the axial points entail a strate-
gic aspect of national defense; and it is because of them that the relationship 
between defense policy and foreign policy can be analyzed in a different and 
non-subordinated way.

III. Defense policy and foreign policy: a non-hie-
rarchical relationship
Although defense policy is analytically separable from foreign policy, it should 
not be forgotten that the priority of foreign policy in this analysis responds to 
theoretical and methodological preference or research convenience. Therefore, 
if one appears subordinate to the other is the consequence of a certain decision. 
Considering that, from a legal perspective, it can be argued that defense poli-
cy should be channeled within the limits and guidelines of foreign policy (for 
example, it is evident that an agent of the Defense Ministry cannot meet with an 
interlocutor not authorized by foreign policy). 

Nevertheless, this does not mean that the relationship among them is comple-
tely rigid, and it follows an absolute degree of structure.  It is also evident that 
the defense agency can persuade foreign policy officials about the relevance 
of the meeting with an interlocutor that was not authorized at the first time. In 
this case, it would be defense policy that would be shaping the preferences of 
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foreign policy decision-makers, a situation that empirically escapes the resear-
cher when using a defense policy subordination theoretical approach.

Considering that point, one might ask how useful it is to argue that defense 
policy is subordinated to foreign policy. This does not mean validating a nor-
mative aspiration that defense policy should shape foreign policy, but it is worth 
asking why the present literature does not contemplate this reverse situation. 
If a large amount of literature focuses on the study of domestic constraints of 
foreign policy (Van Klaveren, 1992; Soares de Lima, 1994; Lasagna, 1995; Ro-
senau, 2006; Busso et al, 2016), one might ask for a second question, in terms 
of causality or affectation, related to the difference between the influence of the 
domestic constraints on foreign policy and the influence of defense policy on 
foreign policy. 

Furthermore, in a scenario in which it is increasingly common for a ministry 
or secretariat to have de jure or de facto an area reserved for world affairs 
(“mini-chancelleries”) or where it is observed how the Ministry of Economy 
compete with the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (Tokatlián and Merke, 2014: 
264), why the literature does not inquire about the impacts of defense policy 
on foreign policy?

The hierarchy between both policies is not philosophically discernible for two 
reasons. First, considering the State as a monolithic actor, it is observed that 
both are –at the most general level– equal tools of foreign behavior. That means 
the moment in which the covenanters abdicate their will and capacity, strength, 
and instruments of self-protection and concentrate them monopolistically in 
the State (Saint Pierre, 2012: 42). Second, more specifically, they derive from 
the distinction –which is a consequence of the pact– between a domestic spa-
ce (within the State) and an external one (where the State coexists with other 
units) and besides from the nature of the violence that corresponds to each. In 
this context, both are public policies that are preferably related to the external 
environment where there are other sovereign units coexisting with the State and 
where it is contractually lawful to use defensive and lethal violence5. Conside-
ring these arguments, a hierarchical relationship between both policies is not 
clearly discernible:

a) It could be argued that defense policy appears to have an instrumental 
role and, therefore, it should be subordinate to foreign policy. This is only 

5 Internally, the nature of violence is protective and ordering since the foundation of the pact is the 
protection and security of the subject (Saint Pierre, 2012: 42).
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justifiable with a reductionist vision of defense associated only with mo-
ments of high levels of pugnacity and violence.

It could be argued that foreign policy appears subordinate to defense policy sin-
ce issues related to violence are agreed upon in the pact. This is only justifiable 
by holding that violence is the rule and that foreign policy corresponds to small 
moments of peace, restricting it most of the time. 

In short, this fictional argument states that both are constituted –without a hie-
rarchy between them– from the same foundations and sheds light on the nature 
of social construction that public policies have, changing throughout the history 
of the Nation-State. Then, it is convenient to think about feedback or interwea-
ving between both policies and try to avoid sharp analytical separations. All 
this by acknowledging that there is a certain legal priority in each country. Both 
policies start from the same point that is the State, so both are subsidiaries of it, 
and they are deployed considering its objectives.

At this point, it is evident that those readings that consider such public policies 
as exogenously determined do not seem to be convenient. Although in the fic-
tion of the pact, both policies appear related to the demarcation of the external 
environment, it was observed that their reason for being is found in the subjects 
who have made the pact. On a practical level, this means that defense and fore-
ign policy agents have the same material to work on. For this reason, the exter-
nal projection of these policies must not occur in a dissociated manner. On the 
contrary, it is necessary that foreign policy planning emerges from a process of 
feedback process among them. Both policies can be seen as tools that comple-
ment each other and work in a coordinated manner. 

IV. The axial points in the defense policy-foreign 
policy relationship
Two issues summarize the affirmations above: a) there is no natural hierarchy 
between defense policy and foreign policy (except for the legal ordering of each 
State6) and b) it is evident that there is a founding connection between both and 
the domestic sphere. This leads to avoid studying the relationship between them 
by subordinating defense policy to foreign policy. Also, it allows to attend to the 
characteristics of the defense policy by its own features and not only based on 
how its design can contribute to achieving the State’s foreign policy objectives.

6 If it exists, it responds to a social construction.
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Considering these premises, it is possible to ask three questions: How is this 
relationship crystallized in order to be understood? How is the universe of ele-
ments regarding these policies organized? Which tool shows the crossroads bet-
ween defense policy and foreign policy?

The article proposal is framed in the previous discussion regarding the foun-
dations of national defense (Battaglino, 2015). The formulation considers the 
founding relationship that exists between the domestic level and defense policy 
and foreign policy, while considering that the total definition of both is obtained 
by including the external level in the analysis. The proposal is analyzed from 
an International Relations perspective in which the external scenario is always 
discernible (Castaño, 2003) not only as a contextual element (simple scenario in 
which the country is framed) but as a key element in the definition. 

In a theoretical sequence, the starting point is the construction of a conceptual 
framework that allows a systematic inclusion of different elements of the do-
mestic setting in which both policies are based in order to consider the external 
scenario afterward.

The starting point is given by the concept of geopolitical factor, the smallest 
particle in the outlined conceptual framework and linked to a set of circum-
stances or conditions. Often, these factors are classified as a) stable geopolitical 
factors: for example, a particular physical structure (suppose a mighty river); 
and b) variable geopolitical factors: infrastructure (dam facilities). When the 
factors are grouped together, they constitute a “strategic asset” (following the 
example, a hydroelectric complex: river plus the utilization facility). Here, the 
strategic nature is not intrinsic to the asset but belongs to a larger conglomera-
te (e.g., the Argentine Interconnection System, SADI) which entails an “axial 
point”7 of the Argentine defense system. That is a strategic axis or node for the 
defense of the country.

As the defense policy and foreign policy, the definition of the axial point relies 
on external variables: the SADI, as an axial point, acquires its strategic fullness 
when it is understood as a conglomerate to defend from “others” that are in the 
outer world, an external threat whose definition is intrinsic to the defense poli-
cy (Magnani, 2021). Indeed, the axial point provides support for the crossover 
between defense policy and foreign policy. Both policies based their existence 
and affirm their identity by being the channels in which the State is linked with 

7 For more details on the definition of an axial point see: Barreto, Maximiliano (2020), “El sistema de 
defensa argentino. Aportes de la Geopolítica y las Relaciones Internacionales para su conceptualiza-
ción”, en Magnani, Ezequiel y Barreto, Maximiliano (eds.) Puntos Axiales del Sistema de Defensa 
Argentino, Rosario: UNR Editora, pp. 21-34.
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the regional and international sphere. The axial point is defined as a concept 
impregnated by this dichotomy and whose characteristics are of interest to both 
public policies.

Image Nº 1. Representation of axial points

Source: Own elaboration 

V. Redefinition of threats in defense policy and 
reconfiguration of foreign policy interests: 
Argentina in the dispute over the Beagle Channel
Relations between Argentina and Chile until the resolution of the dispute over 
the sovereignty of the Nueva, Lennox and Picton Islands of the Beagle Chan-
nel in 1984 (Image Nº 2) were historically characterized, mostly, by recurrent 
diplomatic tensions and military crises due to their differences regarding terri-
torial delimitation and the mutual distrust. Just after the signing of the Tratado 
de Paz y Amistad (translated as Treaty of Peace and Friendship) in November 
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1984 (Cancillería Argentina, 1984) that both States started to move away from 
the relationship patterns characterized by enmity and towards bilateral relations 
characterized by the absence of threat perceptions and greater certainty regar-
ding intentions and interests of each other.

Therefore, it is possible to argue that just until the signing of the Tratado de 
Paz y Amistad in 1984, which had a strong and positive impact on the improve-
ment of the bilateral relations of both countries (Church, 2008), the relationship 
between Argentina and Chile was defined as having a high level of pugnacity 
because of the conflicts related to the definition of the territorial delimitation 
between them. The main territorial dispute was linked to the so-called “Beagle 
Conflict”, that is, the impossibility of reaching an agreement regarding the so-
vereignty of the Nueva, Picton and Lennox Islands.

Image Nº 2. Picton, Lennox and Nueva, Islands of the Beagle Channel with 
their sovereignty in dispute until 1984

Source: Own elaboration

Although the dispute over the sovereignty of the Beagle Channel Islands led to 
several tensions throughout bilateral history, the period of greatest conflict took 
place during the 1970s decade (Villar Gertner, 2014). The conflict starts after 
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the fall of the colonial order due to the gaps left by Spanish legislation and the 
lack of Argentine and Chilean presence in the southern zone (Lacoste, 2005: 
68). Despite both countries having signed in 1855 a treaty that recognized the 
validity of the principle of uti possidetis iuris of 1810 as a general criterion to 
establish the limits of both jurisdictions, it was not clear which were the miles-
tones that, in the territory, supposed the international division. In fact, in those 
days, both countries were very far from the Beagle area in terms of effective 
and real sovereignty. Furthermore, Viceroyalty documentation did not include 
definitions of the Southern limits and lacked related cartography (2005: 69).

Since 1855 agreements and disagreements occurred. A following treaty, signed 
in 1881, despite clarifying the Argentine jurisdiction over some sectors of the 
Patagonia region and the Chilean rights over the Estrecho de Magallanes and 
Cabo de Hornos (Cape Horn), sowed the seeds of future conflict: the route of 
the Beagle channel was not specified and, therefore, there were no explicit re-
ferences on the sovereignty of the islands. The Article 3 of this treaty indicated 
that “(...) all the islands south of the ´Beagle´ Channel up to Cape Horn and tho-
se wests of Tierra del Fuego will belong to Chile” (Cancillería Argentina, 1881). 
The main issue of the problem was about the axis of the canal and if it continued 
along the entire southern coast of the island of Tierra del Fuego.

In 1893 an Additional and Clarifying Protocol was signed establishing the bi-
oceanic principle8. Despite its aim of shedding light on dark spots on the bilate-
ral border, this principle added complexity since the location of two of the three 
islands and the projection of the respective Maritime spaces were in tension 
with it: Isla Nueva and Lennox were Atlantic.

In this context, according to Escudé and Cisneros (2000), in 1904 the conflict 
had its starting point when Argentina began to maintain that the Beagle Chan-
nel encircled Navarino Island, leaving the Picton, Nueva and Lennox islands 
to the east; this thesis was not accepted by Chile who continued to affirm that 
the course of the canal was parallel to the southern coast of Tierra del Fuego. 
From that time there would be numerous ideas and turns again, without esta-
blishing major changes in positions. However, towards the 1960s, the paralysis 
of innovative positions stopped with the emergence of the Chilean thesis of the 
“dry coast”: the border line of the canal would pass through the coast and not 
through the middle line as Argentina argued (Capeleti and Orso, 2016: 79).

8 This principle established the exclusivity of Argentina to the Atlantic Ocean and Chile to the Pacific 
Ocean, neither of the two countries being able to claim sovereignty in the other ocean (Capeletti and 
Orso, 2016: 78).
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In this framework, the dispute over the three islands of the Beagle Channel 
reached the 1970s, being one of the biggest unsolved problems in matters of 
national defense for both States (Guglialmelli, 1979; Otamendi, 2018). Likewi-
se, this dispute went through its most critical period in the second half of the 
decade (1975-1979), which coincided with the management of the Argentine 
and Chilean State by two undemocratic military governments and with the high 
possibility of a warlike confrontation between both States in December of 1978. 
However, the 1970s began with the intention of Buenos Aires and Santiago 
to resolve the dispute illustrated in the bilateral request for arbitration to the 
British government in 1971 (Manzano Iturra, 2014), which would receive the 
ruling of an arbitration court led by five judges of the International Court of Jus-
tice –which had to accept or reject it without making modifications– appointed 
by consensus of Argentina and Chile. 

This arbitration process took place in 1977, being February 18 the day on which 
the arbitration court ruling was known and on May 2 of the same year the 
arbitration award was made by Queen Elizabeth II. The final decision of the 
award established “i) That the Picton, Nueva and Lennox islands belong to the 
Republic of Chile, together with the islets and rocks immediately adjacent to 
them” (British Crown, 1977). This arbitration award, a product of the will of 
both States to reach a diplomatic compromise, far from resolving the conflict, 
intensified the disputes between both States. It is interesting to mention that the 
Court based its ruling in the textual interpretation of the Treaty of 1881. The-
refore, the Protocol of 1893 and the Pacts of 1902 were neglected as well as the 
bioceanic principle (Lanús, 1984).

V. a) The area of the Beagle Channel as an axial point

By 1978, the Beagle Channel zone was configured by the Argentine and Chi-
lean de facto governments as an axis with the highest hierarchy in the defense 
agenda of each country. The fundamental difference in the position of both 
governments, identifying the components of an axial point, relies on the sovere-
ignty of a set of stable factors (the Nueva, Lennox and Picton islands, the Beagle 
Channel, other subsidiary water courses and even the Atlantic Ocean; all of 
them with their geographical and physiographic characteristics, etc.) and varia-
ble factors (low population density, economic activities, possible gold deposits, 
facilities such as guard posts, an aerodrome, administrative structures, etc.).

It is evident that these factors were not important per se, instead their signifi-
cance was the geopolitical influence that they generated on the capitals of these 
States (Buenos Aires and Santiago). This influence was an element involved in 



Defense policy shaping foreign policy. An  
alternative interpretation through the study of the 
Argentine-Chilean RELATIONS

117

Revista 95.1

the process of “geopolitization” of such factors. According to Atencio (1983: 
138), “geopolitization” refers to the assessment of the geopolitical influences 
and the determination of the actions and political measures that are convenient 
for a State to adopt because of them. For both governments, the assessment of 
the factors involved in the axial point of the Beagle Channel was fed by va-
rious long-standing milestones, some of them more cooperative and other times 
more conflictive, but with mutual mistrust prevailing and exacerbated during 
the 1970s. 

Within this process of geopolitical appreciation, another feature is visualized 
in the definition of the nature of every axial point, and it makes it relevant to 
the disciplinary approach from International Relations: the factors are geopo-
litically relevant given the existence of “others” outside national borders: Chi-
le and Argentina, respectively. Likewise, another instance of geopolitical ap-
preciation is linked to the connection between various axial points: although 
the axial points act differently, they are integrated and are not independent of 
the defense system. 

In this context, it is evident that because of the geographical characteristics of 
the Beagle Channel, in Argentina’s geopolitical appreciation, its proximity to 
the axial point of the Malvinas Islands or the Argentine Antarctic Sector played 
an important role, all this considering also the threat of an eventual strategic 
projection of Chile to the Atlantic Ocean (Gulglialmelli, 1979).

This scenario highlights political definitions regarding which part of the natio-
nal territory is important for each State and who is the potential threat (the main 
concern of defense policy) that contribute to shaping foreign actions. On the 
Argentine side, before the unfavorable award of 1977, within the Government, 
three tendencies appeared: the army and the navy, which rejected entirely the 
decision of the Court. Also, some sectors of the Foreign Ministry, “the modera-
tes”, argued that the recitals of the award should be rejected, but the operative 
section can be accepted. Finally, the most benevolent position was represented 
by the Legal Counsel that considered accepting the ruling. 

The toughest sector prevailed, and Argentina declared the ruling invalid on 
January 25, 1978, which was announced to de facto Chilean president Augusto 
Pinochet by the Argentine de facto president Rafael Videla in a meeting that 
both leaders held in El Plumerillo, Mendoza. It is observed, then, that a defen-
se policy actor contributed to changing perceptions about the outcome of the 
award and, consequently, to redefining the external concerns of the Argentine 
State when designing its foreign policy. This foreign policy conditioning situa-
tion was crystallized in numerous events. To illustrate this, it is valid to mention 
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the submission of secret telegrams by the Argentine Foreign Ministry to its 
ambassadors abroad indicating that they will report to the governments where 
they were based that Argentina was in a situation of war with Chile. 

With a very high impact, this conditioning situation led the country to break 
a long tradition of foreign policy regarding the respect of international com-
mitments (Lacoste, 2004). The vindication of the bi-oceanic principle supported 
by a particular defense actor was an element that impacted the foreign policy.

This bilateral tension was fueled by the movement of Argentine reserves, troops, 
and equipment. Meanwhile, Chile established Decree 416 “Straight Baselines” 
a few days after the arbitration award was known. This Decree indicated that 
the territorial Sea and the Exclusive Economic Zone of the country should be 
calculated based on Chilean sovereignty over the territories specified in the 
award. Argentina, in line with the unilateral nullity of the arbitration award, 
vigorously rejected that decree arguing that Chile was seeking to question the 
Cape Horn meridian as the boundary between the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, 
as a result the country was able to question the bioceanic principle, among other 
issues (Guglialmelli, 1979: 256).

In this scenario, both States were involved in a territorial dispute that, although 
it was dealt through diplomatic channels, was key for their national defense, 
with actions in the field of defense that shaped foreign actions. The two coun-
tries tried to obtain sovereignty over the islands of the Beagle Channel to im-
prove their defensive position in the region and avoid the potential expansionist 
intentions of the rival. In other words, both States had the objective of main-
taining control and majority sovereign presence in the Beagle Channel, as a 
priority axial point for both of them (Barreto, 2020). In this line, the objective 
linked to maintaining control of the channel’s islands meant that each State 
was perceived by the other as a threat, which is typical in the field of national 
defense (Battaglino, 2015; Magnani, 2021). From the Argentine side, this per-
ception of threat and these irreconcilable objectives linked to the control of the 
islands in question led state officials of the de facto government to elaborate an 
operation aimed at taking sovereign control of the islands. This military plan 
was named “Operation Sovereignty”9 and it was intended to be executed on 
December 22, 1978 (Otamendi, 2018).

9 This operation included a planning that considered military maneuvers on “several continental fronts, 
with areas of responsibility that corresponded to the three armed forces, which would engage in 
different complementary and simultaneous maneuvers in the south, center and north of the country” 
(Otamendi, 2018: 37).
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On the day defined for the operation, the intervention of the Holy See succeeded 
in canceling it even though the tactical divers were ready to begin amphibious 
operations. The papal mediation lasted from the end of 1978 until its resolution 
in 1984 with the signing of the Treaty of Peace and Friendship. This can be 
analyzed in four stages, depending on the changes that occurred in each cou-
ntry during the negotiations (Laudy, 2000), such as the return to democracy 
in Argentina. With respect to the 1984 treaty, it marked the end of a territorial 
dispute that almost led –6 years earlier– both states to war. 

In other words, the Treaty of Peace and Friendship between Argentina and Chi-
le10 was the legal crystallization of the end of the defense problem that Chile 
represented for Argentina and that the latter represented for the former. The 
resolution of this conflict (threats, protection of referent objects, and deploy-
ment of offensive and/or deterrent means) linked to a critical axial point within 
the scope of national defense allowed progress in other areas of the bilateral 
agenda, such as the construction of mutual trust mechanisms and increased 
commercial exchange.

The reorientation of the armed forces in relation to the conflict hypothesis led to 
a change in the pattern of foreign ties for Argentina. The hypothesis of conflict 
with neighbors and their redirection, for example, to the development of actions 
within the framework of the United Nations and the dispatch of units to the 
Persian Gulf and Yugoslavia notably decreased tensions with Chile (Lacoste, 
2003: 382-383), evidencing how defense policy can operate in the design of 
foreign policy.

In 1991, a few years after the settlement of the dispute over the Beagle, the 
“Santiago Commitment” was signed within the framework of the Organization 
of American States, an agreement that was a sign of the will of the participating 
countries to advance in the elimination of conflict hypotheses, the construction 
of confidence measures, the defense of democracy and the commitment to dee-
pen civil control over military instruments and defense policies. This change in 
mutual relationship patterns was strongly complemented by the signing of the 
Economic Complementation Agreement between Argentina and Chile in 1990. 
This Treaty involved the construction of a gas pipeline connecting Neuquén 
with Santiago de Chile. Then, by 1991, both countries managed to triple their 

10 Especially as regards the seventh article of the Treaty, where the maritime delimitation of both States 
is clearly established. In this sense, although Chile managed to maintain the sovereignty of the dis-
puted islands of the Beagle Channel, the agreement specified that the oceanic principle remained in 
force and that Chile could not claim territorial sea for 11 miles and the Exclusive Economic Zone for 
200 miles to the East.
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bilateral trade (Brooke, 1994), as a result, contributing to the increase of both, 
confidence and the costs of an armed conflict if happens.

The bilateral relationship between both States progressed more towards the 
coordination of policies in multiple thematic areas, leaving aside the possibility 
of a warlike confrontation as an instrument to resolve political disputes. This 
ability to agree, reduce uncertainty, build trust and coordinate policies found 
its maximum expression in the Maipú Accords11 of 2009, where annual inter-
ministerial meetings were scheduled between all the cabinet ministers of the 
governments of both countries.

VI. Final thoughts
Along the previous lines, a set of theoretical and empirical arguments were pre-
sented with the aim of addressing the relationship between defense policy and 
foreign policy from an unconventional point of view. That is, without establishing 
hierarchies between both public policies or, more specifically, without subordi-
nating defense policy to foreign policy. The analysis made from reviewing the 
specialized literature showed that this objective would allow us to take a step 
further in the study of the characteristics of the national defense policy and it 
contributes to the hierarchization of the discussion regarding the foundations of 
national defense (Battaglino, 2015).

Thus, the absence of hierarchy in the relationship between both public policies 
was highlighted by considering both as philosophical subsidiaries of the same 
socio-state framework. In this setting, the concept “axial point” was used to 
represent a framework in which both defense and foreign policy have their rai-
son d’être. Of course, this does not mean approaching a position that considers 
them endogenously determined; on the contrary, the axial point reaches its full 
configuration by taking into account several considerations coming from the 
external environment.

The development of the article supported the argument that defense policy can 
impact foreign policy to the extent that it contributes to changing perceptions 

11 The Maipú Accords, officially Tratado de Maipú de Integración y cooperación entre la República de 
Chile y la República Argentina, is a bilateral treaty that seeks to foster and reinforce the integration 
of both States in the cultural, social, commercial, economic, and political fields. In order to achieve 
that goal, the treaty establishes annual inter-ministerial meetings. In addition, to reinforcing the idea 
of the positive bilateral relations between both countries, the treaty mentions that it complements the 
Tratado de Paz y Amistad entre Argentina y Chile signed in 1984, which is known as the one that 
ended completely the territorial disputes between both States. 
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regarding which actors are threatening and consequently redefining the exter-
nal concerns that States have when designing their foreign policy. 

The 1970s in Argentina and Chile were characterized by a dispute regarding the 
sovereignty of three islands in the Beagle Channel, becoming one of the biggest 
unresolved problems in matters of national defense for both States. This dispute 
led them to establish a relationship based on a logic of enmity/rivalry (Wendt, 
1999). The resolution of the sovereignty problem in 1984 with the Treaty of 
Peace and Friendship, implied modifications in various factors related to the na-
tional defense of the Argentine State (threats, protection of referent objects, and 
deployment of offensive and/or deterrent means), part of a critical axial point 
within the governmental scope of the Ministry of Defense. The fundamental 
issue is that this was a necessary condition for the beginning of another type 
of bilateral relation increasing the mechanisms of mutual trust or commercial 
exchange, among others. 

Since the resolution of the dispute, the logic of friendship has prevailed in the 
bilateral bond. Although the agenda was notably diversified and defense issues 
are part of a broad thematic list, due to the Southern condition of both countries 
and the growing challenges that geographic space presents for the future. The 
defense agenda can influence and promote cooperative bilateral relations within 
the framework of various joint activities that allow us to think of a network of 
stable and variable geopolitical factors that are geopolitically appreciated by 
Buenos Aires and Santiago as an axial point of binational features. Both States 
and their citizens have an austral destination and, therefore, the need to locate 
axial points in that area. Facing the challenges together may be a way to get 
higher profits in a context of potential geopolitical tensions to come (Manzano 
Iturra, 2021).
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