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Stripped of superstitions and dark predictions, from reason and memory I invoke 

the wise spirits that inhabit these corridors. I would like to think that some echo still 

runs through these vaults, bringing us the meditations from the past centuries of that 

Emperor who chose these cloisters to look towards Europe and from Europe to the 

world; in order to contemplate the destiny of the orb from the simplicity of his 

bedroom, changing the sumptuous palaces and the wide avenues for the placid 

quietness of the meadow under the blue sky of Extremadura. 

I am not driven by nostalgia, but by the vocation to ask for advice from the 

past. To seek and scrutinise the lessons of history, which we stubbornly strive to ignore 

generation after generation. When one is twenty or thirty years old, one imagines the 

course of humanity as an ascending path, a linear and promising slope that leads ever 

further, towards horizons of greater welfare and progress. And then one realises that 

time sometimes spins on its axes, that progress sometimes draws circles and our 

peoples come face to face with their own spectre. Who would have thought that we 

would be discussing parallels with Europe in the 1930s or Latin America in the 1970s 

and 1980s today? Who would have thought that today we would be reiterating the 

need to defend gains that we took for granted, from multilateralism to democracy, 

from cooperation to the human rights system? And yet, here we are. 

So, I will first refer to time and its amazing way of shaking the branches of our 

present with past winds. No place is more conducive to such reflection than this 

venerable monastery. But if the sinuous march of humanity diminishes our yearning, 

the tenacity of solidarity restores our breath. This is why I express my deep gratitude 

 
1 Speech given at the course “The Challenge of Working Together: European Union-Latin America and 
the Caribbean Relations in the Face of Major Global Challenges”, within the panel “The framework of 
European Union - Latin America and the Caribbean relations in the current global context: institutions, 
instruments and mechanisms for cooperation". Monastery of Yuste, Extremadura, Spain, 20 July 2022. 
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to the European and Ibero-American Academy of Yuste Foundation, Euroamérica 

Foundation, EU-LAC Foundation and Guillermo Fernández Vara, President of the 

Regional Government of Extremadura, for the opportunity to join you. The adjective 

“old” has extraordinary energies when it accompanies the word “friend”. Old friends 

bring me closer to this meeting and so I reiterate my thanks to María Salvadora Ortiz, 

Ramón Jáuregui and so many people whom I have shared some distance along the path 

with over the decades. Thanks also to Enrique Barón Crespo and Cristina Manzano for 

the honour of sharing this panel and because I know that we are united by the same 

stubbornness: the love to fight. There are those who look at windmills and turn 

around. Others like us, on the other hand, redouble the onslaught, regardless of the 

odds. Defending ideals, pursuing hopes, exhausts us, frustrates us, angers us, but also 

saves us. Peace has been my obsession and it has also been my cane. It has given me 

nights of wakefulness and also the dream of those who daydream. 

Since I last travelled to Europe, the horror of a pandemic claimed tens of 

millions of lives around the world and brought humanity’s trot to a halt. And yet, the 

insane arms race continued on its rampant course, as if instead of oxygen tanks in 

hospitals there was a shortage of armoured tanks. For the first time in human history, 

in 2021 military spending exceeded two billion dollars (trillions in English), 0.7% more 

than in 2020 and 12% more than 10 years ago2. The United States and China account 

for more than half of the recorded spending, but on average countries spent nearly 

6% of their government spending on weapons. To put it in perspective, this is almost 

12 times more than the entire amount allocated to development aid, despite the 

records achieved in this area during the pandemic3. These figures do not yet take into 

account the Russian invasion of Ukraine, which has served as the scene for a 

tremendous deployment of the military industrial complex. There is no greater proof 

of the true commitment to the sustainable development agenda than the way in which 

 
2 https://www.sipri.orefpublications/2022/sipri-fact-sheets/trends-worid-militarv-expenditure-2021 
3 https://www.oecd.oryjdackovid-19-assistance-to-developing-countries-lifts-foreign-aid-in-2021-
oecd.htm 

https://www.sipri.orefpublications/2022/sipri-fact-sheets/trends-worid-militarv-expenditure-2021
https://www.oecd.oryjdackovid-19-assistance-to-developing-countries-lifts-foreign-aid-in-2021-oecd.htm/
https://www.oecd.oryjdackovid-19-assistance-to-developing-countries-lifts-foreign-aid-in-2021-oecd.htm/
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we allocate spending. If we want to evaluate the values of our governments, let us 

look not in speeches or proclamations, but in budgets. It is there that it is manifested 

that we continue courting the worst ghosts of the past, that we continue backing 

death, convinced that somehow, we protect life. 

I want to be very clear on this: by deploring the arms support for Ukraine, under 

no circumstances do I condone the atrocities committed by the Russian army, nor do 

I advocate an illusory policy of appeasement towards the regime of Vladimir Putin. 

But I do object to the idea that the only way is to continue sending artillery and 

ammunition until the last Ukrainian is able to fire them. Warmongering bias is a 

blindfold that prevents one from seeing any other solution or way out. Central America 

had to face the same bias 35 years ago in circumstances that evoke some of the same 

dilemmas. Then, as now, some countries served as pawns in global chess. Then, as 

now, the great powers fought proxy wars, beyond their borders. They put the guns, 

we put the dead. It is true that the Central American wars were civil wars, but one 

has to be very ignorant or very naïve to qualify them as purely internal conflicts: if 

one thing was clear in the immense military and financial flows that the United States 

and Russia sent month after month to the region, it was that it had very little to do 

with Nicaragua, Honduras, El Salvador or with Guatemala. 

Warmongering bias was one of the worst enemies of the Peace Plan negotiated 

by the Central American republics. Even in my own country, the first nation in the 

world to abolish its army, economic elites and media aligned themselves with the 

United States and advocated military escalation. As I have said on many occasions, in 

the peace negotiations I was always convinced that if we did not achieve a political 

solution sooner or later Costa Rica would be dragged into the conflict. In those days 

of so much pressure and so little certainty, Europe was an irreplaceable ally of Central 

America. The European nations one by one gave us their support and among them I 

will always be grateful for the support of Spain and its President Felipe González. 
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Spain was the elder sister who in the youth of its newly restored democracy always 

saw a David in Central America who could perhaps defeat Goliath... and in any case, 

it was worth the attempt. 

You will excuse me for this digression about the Ukrainian conflict, but I find it 

impossible to talk about Latin America and Europe without stressing the fact that as 

we speak we have an examination there of the values that unite us and that underlie 

all the institutionality that we have built over almost 80 years. We are failing that 

institutionality when we say that the only way out of today’s global challenges is to 

deepen the divisions between the world blocs, to arm ourselves more, to have less 

dialogue, to encourage hard power and think that everything else are mirages. It is 

true that international relations must be approached with a healthy dose of realism, 

but it is also true that interpreting the world only by force closes opportunities and 

turns war into a self-fulfilling prophecy. In human relations the immaterial matters, 

written and unwritten norms determine behaviours and draw the lines between what 

is acceptable and unacceptable, between what is conceivable and inconceivable. One 

of the main dangers that I see today is a revision of the rules that, for better or worse, 

ensured some global peace and stability during the last decades. Voices that spur the 

arms race and, even worse, the nuclear race resound, inviting us to lock ourselves 

back into the gigantic dilemma of the prisoner which we were trapped in during the 

second half of the 20th century. 

 This matters due to many reasons, but especially because we know that the 

confrontation between the United States and Russia is a rehearsal, a prelude to what 

will be the decisive conflict of the coming decades: the so-called Thucydides Trap 

that the United States and China are heading for. The world faces immense shared 

risks, including the climate crisis and the threat of sudden and massive events, such 

as a new pandemic. But even if divisions persist among countries over how to address 

these risks and how to distribute their costs, these are challenges that unite us as a 
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humanity. Competition between the United States and China, on the other hand, 

carries the risk of breaking us up, of dividing us again into blocs under slogans such as 

the West versus not the West, open societies versus closed societies, free market 

economies versus State-run capitalism. 

I do not intend to deny that these differences exist, but I would like to draw 

attention to the inevitability with which some of our countries react to the pressures 

that these divisions impose. For some, it is important to maintain equidistance, 

turning a blind eye to the suppression of freedoms and the political persecution with 

which the Chinese government controls its vast population. For others, there is no 

choice but to chant the increasingly confrontational rhetoric of the United States, a 

country on a worrisome anti-democratic drift that fervently seeks an enemy and 

enlists nations it considers, more than allies, an extension of their sphere of power in 

its crusade. This, of course, is nothing new: as early as 1821, John Quincy Adams 

outlined the philosophy of destiny to the future American Secretary of State, Henry 

Clay, in a letter where he stated: “it is unavoidable that the remainder of the 

continent shall be ours”. That arrogance of power, that eagerness for expansion and 

submission that we also see in the Russian regime today, is exactly what we must fight 

against. 

Our concern should not be to support a government, a power or even a bloc, 

but to defend principles; principles which may coincide with the position held by one 

party or another, but which are not defended due to the mere fact of associating with 

a specific actor, but because of their intrinsic quality. 

I am convinced that Europe and Latin America must be able to pursue their own 

star on this journey. Not only because of self-interest, but because that is determining 

for us to be able to contain and not accelerate tensions. It is no use to anybody for us 

to be mere loudspeakers amplifying a new bipolarity. I advocate that we be voices for 
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peace and dialogue. Voices for pluralism and democracy. Voices in favour of 

sustainable development and social inclusion. Voices in favour of greater economic 

cooperation from rich nations to the poorest. 

These are days when talking about peace exposes derision. Many brand one as 

innocent, others a fool or naïve. As if peace were always the obvious result, the easy 

answer or the consensus of the sensible! Peace always sails against the tide. It is not 

intuitive in a global scenario characterised by instability, uncertainty and 

competition. In fact, war is at the basis of the way the nation-state was formed, in 

Europe perhaps more than in any other region of the world. Borrowing Charles Tilly’s 

famous sentence: “war made the state and the state made war”. However, although 

this was the origin of our States, it need not be their destiny. Europe has also been 

the scenario of the most ambitious experiment to overcome that sentence: the 

European Union, which, with all its defects, is a poignant example of the ability of 

peoples to overcome their misgivings and to harmonise the defence of their 

sovereignty with the pursuit of common objectives under the same legal framework 

and public governance. 

Latin American integration is light years away from that threshold and it is 

obvious that it has been further weakened in recent years, but there is some 

agreement in our region on peace. I am referring to peace in the traditional sense, as 

opposed to war between armies and soldiers, since we know well that the crime and 

violence rates recorded in Latin America often place it at the level, or above, of places 

with active armed conflicts. However - depending on the argument - leaving aside the 

colossal regional challenge of citizen insecurity, in the international arena, Europe 

and Latin America can be voices that insist on diplomacy, on the political channelling 

of conflicts, on the search for equilibriums that accommodate new balances of power 

without necessarily reverting to weapons. I reiterate that this is not candour: it is 

sanity and counterweight to military pressure. 
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Now, I know from personal experience that peace is extinguished if it is not 

accompanied by a democratic institutionality capable of distributing power rather 

than concentrating it. The deepening of democracy is one of the great tasks pending 

in Latin America, where the third wave of democratisation bequeathed regimes that, 

in many cases, are barely electoral democracies, without the consolidation of a rule 

of law capable of regulating life with a minimum degree of efficiency and impartiality, 

and without the configuration of a system of checks and balances that vaccinates us 

against the authoritarian regressions that we are seeing in different countries of the 

region, including the Central American isthmus. As I have said on other occasions, to 

paraphrase a line from Octavio Paz: democracy in Latin America does not need wings, 

what it needs is to take root. The percentage of citizens who support democracy has 

been falling steadily. Even in the younger populations, people are increasingly 

becoming indifferent to the political system that governs them and instead celebrate 

openly authoritarian leadership. This, I believe, is the greatest risk facing the region 

today: a democratic erosion that does not use repression, but relies on popular support 

fed by disenchantment and fuelled by propaganda and disinformation machineries. 

In defending democracy, Europe can be an invaluable partner for Latin America, 

not only because of the moral authority it still preserves in this matter, but also 

because it understands the promotion of democracy in a way that is not 

interventionist, or conditional on its interests. I know well that there are several Latin 

American figures and governments that reject any mention of democracy by external 

actors, ill-concealing their illiberal practices under anti-imperialist discourses. But 

today I hope that Europe will redouble its commitment to freedom and pluralism, that 

it will not desist from forging alliances with those in Latin America who still defend 

the basic premises of democratic coexistence. 

Finally, I believe that our two regions can and must insist on the sustainable 

development and social inclusion agenda, even in the face of global complexity and 
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precisely because of it. This is closely related to the previous point, because the 

survival of democracy depends on its ability to bear fruit. The best advocate of 

democracy, its most eloquent advocate, is welfare; the welfare enjoyed by the 

greatest number of individuals in a community. That’s why inequality is poison for 

democratic health. That is why the concentration of perks and privileges, corruption 

and discrimination, end up undermining any institutional structure. 

It is ironic that the Sustainable Development Goals and the Paris Agreement 

were signed months before the events that marked the transition to a new era: Brexit 

and the election of Donald Trump. It’s ironic, but maybe it’s not random. That reversal 

reminds us that we never really reach “the end of history”. No balance is permanent. 

No agreement is immutable. Time and again we have to litigate dreams: the 

eradication of poverty and hunger, the universalisation of quality education and 

health, the elimination of racial and gender inequalities, sustainability and 

environmental protection, in short, it is up to us to litigate and relive a world that is 

fairer, greener, more equitable and less violent. That history is not finished, and 

although recent events discourage us, it is not the time to adjust goals, to make our 

ambitions more modest. The worst thing we can do now is to forget what we’ve been 

able to imagine. 

The last few years and particularly the last few months have been an appalling 

display of the arrogance of power, its imposition and its aggressiveness. Almost five 

hundred years ago, the most powerful man then wrote to his son: 

Y porque de las cosas que más a Dios 
encomiendo es la paz, sin la cual no puede 
ser bien servido, demás de los otros infinitos 
inconvenientes que trae la guerra y se siguen 
della debéis tener continuo cuidado y 
solicitud de obviarla por todas las vías y 
maneras posibles, y nunca entrar en ella sino 
forzadamente, y que Dios y el mundo sepan 
y vean que no podéis hacer menos4.  

And because of the things that I most entrust 
to God is peace, which He cannot be well 
served without, apart from the other infinite 
inconveniences that war brings along and 
derive from it you must be continually careful 
and solicitous to ignore it in all possible paths 
and ways, and never wage it except by force, 
and may God and the world know and see that 
you can do nothing else.  

 
4 https://www.cervantesvirtual.comibibihistoria/CarlosV/7 4 testamento.shtml 

https://www.cervantesvirtual.comibibihistoria/CarlosV/7
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This man, who commanded troops capable of subduing the world, renounced 

his station and retired here, in these premises, to reflect on good governance and, 

among other things, to reiterate the importance of peace to his son. May the humility 

of that gesture give us hope and remind us that the prodigy of humanity it is not 

strength, but reason. 
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