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Abstract: Latin America is at a crossroads. Its efforts to integrate are undergoing significant chan-
ges. In this light, integration has been regarded as a wicked problem. Contra convention, such 
approach suggests that wicked problems, being social problems, may have an indefinite number 
of solutions. This article builds on that argument and, in order to make it workable, proposes grid-
group cultural theory as a framework to reduce its complexity while taking its inherent plurality 
seriously. In brief, this theory focuses on how individual decision-making is influenced by the 
collective (group) or by institutions (grid). The combination of these two dimensions provides four 
rationalities, ways of life, or worldviews: hierarchy, individualism, egalitarianism, and fatalism. 
Latin American integration initiatives can be found within this limited diversity scheme to address 
this wicked problem and hint at appropriate solutions, clumsy ones. They require the inclusion of 
all rationalities in constructive dialogue seeking not to leave them worse off. 
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América Latina en una encrucijada: teoría cultural para abordar 
el problema perverso de la integración regional con soluciones 
torpes

Resumen: América Latina se encuentra en una encrucijada. Sus esfuerzos por integrarse están 
experimentando cambios significativos. Desde esta perspectiva, la integración se ha considerado 
como un problema perverso. Contrario a las normas, este enfoque sugiere que los problemas 
perversos, que son problemas sociales, pueden tener un número indefinido de soluciones. Este 
artículo se fundamenta en ese argumento y, para hacerlo viable, propone la teoría cultural del 
riesgo como marco para reducir su complejidad mientras toma con seriedad su pluralidad inhe-
rente. En resumen, esta teoría se centra en cómo la toma de decisiones individual se ve influencia-
da por el colectivo (grupo) o por las instituciones (red). La combinación de estas dos dimensiones 
genera cuatro racionalidades, formas de vida o visiones del mundo: jerarquía, individualismo, 
igualitarismo y fatalismo. Las iniciativas de integración latinoamericana se pueden situar en este 
esquema de diversidad limitada para tratar este problema perverso y sugerir soluciones apro-
piadas, soluciones torpes. Estas requieren la inclusión de todas las racionalidades en un diálogo 
constructivo que busque no empeorarlas. 

Palabras clave: América Latina; integración regional; racionalidades plurales; teoría cultural del ries-
go; problemas perversos; soluciones torpes.

A América Latina em uma encruzilhada: teoria cultural para 
abordar o problema perverso da integração regional com soluções 
inábeis

Resumo: A América Latina se encontra em uma encruzilhada. Seus esforços por se integrar estão 
experimentando mudanças significativas. Sob essa perspectiva, a integração tem sido considerada 
como um problema perverso. Ao contrário das normas, esta abordagem sugere que os problemas 
perversos, que são problemas sociais, possam ter um número indefinido de soluções. Este artigo 
está fundamentado nesse argumento e, para torná-lo viável, propõe a teoria cultural do risco como 
referencial para reduzir sua complexidade enquanto leva a sério sua pluralidade inerente. Em resumo, 
essa teoria se foca em como a tomada de decisões individual se vê influenciada pelo coletivo (grupo) 
ou pelas instituições (rede). A combinação dessas duas dimensões gera quatro raciocínios, formas 
de vida ou visões de mundo: hierarquia, individualismo, igualitarismo e fatalismo. As iniciativas de in-
tegração latino-americana podem estar situadas nesse esquema de diversidade limitada para tratar 
esse problema perverso e sugerir soluções apropriadas, soluções inábeis. Estas requerem a inclusão 
de todos os raciocínios em um diálogo construtivo que procura não as tornar piores. 

Palavras-chave: América Latina; integração regional; racionalidades plurais; teoria cultural do risco; 
problemas perversos; soluções inábeis.
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Introduction

Latin American integration is at a cros-
sroads. States seem to question current 
initiatives while still acknowledging re-
gional integration as relevant. Some 
countries have changed their minds 
regarding some mechanisms (e.g. of 
late, almost all states parties to una-
sur have questioned this mechanism 
and Colombia as well as Ecuador have 
announced its decision to leave it, 
and the latter has also distanced itself 
from alba), some others are seeking 
membership in quite different ones 
(Ecuador has expressed its interest in 
becoming a member of the Pacific 
Alliance), and others have supported a 
new integration initiative (Chile’s pro-
sur proposal launched in March 2019). 
These events suggest a modification 
regarding their interpretation of what 
regional integration is and ought to be. 
These movements mark an important 
moment for Latin American integra-
tion, potentially a breaking point, be-
cause these mechanisms are as strong 
as the number of state parties and their 
commitment. Thus, the reshuffling ta-

king place signals a reconsideration of 
the notion of the problem that regional 
integration poses and, consequently, 
its solutions. In this context, discussing 
regional integration seems more perti-
nent than ever and doing it in terms 
that highlight its inherent pluralism is 
not only necessary but urgent.

Regional integration has been studied 
and described in a variety of ways by 
the literature. One recent approach 
has been the argument, made in this 
forum in the first issue of 2018, su-
ggesting that it is a ‘wicked problem’ 
(Garcés, 2018). In brief, the argument 
suggests that Latin American integra-
tion is not only an attempt to solve to 
a problem, as a policy usually seeks to 
be, but it is itself a problem, being de-
fined as the mismatch between reality 
and expectations or, in other words, 
the discrepancy between what it is and 
what it ought to be (Garcés, 2018). 

The wicked problem argument, based 
on the planning literature, sought to 
show that Latin American integration 
initiatives not only fail to meet ori-
ginal expectations (as stated in their 
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founding treaties) but also follow a 
decalogue that gave them the honor 
of bearing that title. The ten conside-
rations, quoted from Garcés (2018, 
pp. 101-113), can be summarized as 
follows (for an elaboration the reader 
is invited to read the full article):

1.	 There is no definitive formulation of 
a wicked problem.

2.	 Wicked problems have no stopping 
rule.

3.	 Solutions to wicked problems are 
not true or false, but good or bad.

4.	 There is neither an immediate nor 
ultimate test of a solution to a wic-
ked problem.

5.	 Every solution to a wicked problem 
is a ’one-shot-operation’; because 
there is no opportunity to learn by 
trial-and-error, every attempt cou-
nts significantly.

6.	 Wicked problems do not have an 
enumerable (or an exhaustively 
describable) set of potential solu-
tions, nor is there a well-described 
set of permissible operations that 
may be incorporated into the plan.

7.	 Every wicked problem is essentially 
unique.

8.	 Every wicked problem can be con-
sidered to be a symptom of another 
problem.

9.	 The existence of a discrepancy re-
presenting a wicked problem can 
be explained in numerous ways. 
The choice of explanation deter-
mines the nature of the problem’s 
resolution.

10.	The problem solver has no right to 
be wrong.

In the aforementioned article, these 
conditions separate ‘tame’ problems 
from ‘wicked’ ones. In a nutshell, the 
difference lies on the complexity that 
the latter entail compared to the for-
mer. Whereas tame problems can be 
precisely defined, allowing for one 
and only one right definition that can 
be exactly expressed, also leading 
them to have one right solution that is 
exactly expressed as well, wicked pro-
blems challenge the very possibility of 
a unique clear-cut definition and, con-
sequently, reject only one precise and 
exact solution. Put differently, while 
tame problems lend themselves to ele-
gant solutions, wicked ones seem to 
require the opposite, i.e. clumsy ones 
(Verweij et al., 2006).

Presumably, the difference can be roo-
ted, at least to an extent, in the philo-
sophical tradition with which problems 
are approached. While tame problems 
seem to conform to the positivist tem-
plate and its pursuit of ‘the truth’ and 
certainty, wicked problems seem loca-
ted within the interpretivist framework 
and its attention to different meanings 
and interpretations of the same pheno-
menon (whether problem or solution). 

In this sense, this article elaborates on 
the call for plurality that wicked pro-
blems entail with focus on Latin Ame-
rican integration. At the same time, 
it also recognizes that this plurality in 
and of itself can be a problem. It turns 
out to be problematic because from 
this perspective, at the extreme, the-
re could be as many interpretations as 
observers of the phenomenon, which 



37
Latin America at a Crossroads: A Cultural Theory to Address the Wicked Problem of Regional 
Integration with Clumsy Solutions

Revista de Relaciones Internacionales, Estrategia y Seguridad   ■  Vol. 14(2) 

would make any attempt to define a 
problem and provide resolutions vir-
tually unworkable. Hence, Latin Ame-
rican integration could have a virtually 
indefinite number of meanings. The 
sheer amount of notions of the pro-
blem, solutions, and ways to address it 
quickly appear daunting enough so as 
to demotivate such enterprise. 

Against this backdrop, the aim of 
this article is to further the argument 
in favor of a workable plurality using 
an analytical tool that can harness its 
potential while making it tractable in 
order to address the wicked problem 
of Latin American integration. The 
instrument advanced for such under-
taking is grid-group cultural theory. 
This framework focuses on individual 
freedom of choice and the dimensions 
that influence it, namely, grid (externa-
lly imposed prescriptions) and group 
(group affiliation effect). These are 
best understood as a matter of degree. 
Their combination (as in a coordinate 
axis) produces four distinct and irre-
ducible worldviews, ways of life or ra-
tionalities: individualistic, hierarchical, 
egalitarian, and fatalistic. Each world-
view provides a different understan-
ding of the same phenomenon. In this 
case, this means four distinct notions 
of regional integration. In particular, 
each rationality holds a distinct notion 
of what the literature regards as essen-
tially contested concepts1, which un-
dergird those ideas about integration. 

Importantly, the ways of life that make 
up this typology are mutually exclusive 
and jointly exhaustive. This means that 
this framework encompasses all possi-
ble rationalities, giving order to the va-
luable complexity of wicked problems 
and making it much more plausible to 
solve them. Consequently, it is accep-
ted that Latin American integration is 
indeed a wicked problem and it is ar-
gued that grid-group cultural theory is a 
framework to provide clumsy solutions. 

In order to elaborate that argument this 
article is structured in four sections. 
The first introduces grid-group cultural 
theory with an emphasis on the notions 
of human nature, control, organization 
and agency derived from each ratio-
nality or worldview. Building on these 
ideas, the second section suggests what 
cooperation, conflict and integration 
mean for each way of life and employs 
these insights to study Latin American 
integration. It does so by placing what 
are arguably some of the major regional 
integration initiatives on the coordinate 
axis made by combining the theory’s 
dimensions. The third section elabora-
tes on the issue of a clumsy solution to 
the wicked problem of Latin American 
Integration and discusses what it would 
entail, in light of the analysis carried 
out. The last section concludes. Note, 
therefore, that the aim of this essay is 
not to provide one additional definition 
of regional integration with any conclu-
sive aspirations, nor is it to adhere to an 

1	 Essentially contested concepts are those for which there is no agreed upon definition and probably there 
will not be one. They depend strictly on the ideology, or the overarching set of ideas, from which they are 
defined (see Freeden, 1996).
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established one. Instead, highlighting 
plurality, the purpose is to make a small 
contribution to the literature by iden-
tifying the definitions that may be as-
sociated with each rationality. Finally, 
note as well that, as in the aforementio-
ned article (i.e. Garcés, 2018), although 
the argument can be elaborated for 
each regional integration mechanism, 
for the purposes of this article, Latin 
American integration is studied as one 
phenomenon, as one wicked problem.

Grid-Group Cultural Theory

Grid-group cultural theory (gg) offers a 
functionalist approach to the study of 
socio-cultural viability2 (Thompson et 
al., 1990). It adheres to a rather inter-
pretivist or constructivist philosophy of 
science. As such, it builds on the as-
sumption that although there is an ob-
jective world, we always approach it 
from a prejudiced perspective. Conse-
quently, that world is always perceived 
from a vantage point, and the latter is 
socially constructed. These constitute 
the worldviews that guide our percep-
tion of the world, construct the mea-
ning we have of it, and contribute to 
our making sense of it (Bell, 1997). 

Perhaps its most important concepts 
are cultural bias and social relations. 
The first refers simply to shared values 
and systems of beliefs. The second de-
notes what can be conceived as the ta-

pestry of interpersonal relations, which 
make up ways of life. Turning back to 
the idea of sociocultural viability, gg su-
ggests that the viability of each way of 
life hinges on the interaction between 
cultural bias and social arrangement, 
an interaction that can be mutually re-
inforcing (Thompson et al., 1990). Put 
otherwise, those who subscribe to a gi-
ven way of life sustain it and maintain 
it by acting and behaving according to 
the corresponding shared values and 
beliefs. The latter, in turn, legitimize 
their social arrangements. 

gg cultural theory has been so bap-
tized due to the two dimensions on 
which it focuses, namely, grid and 
group. From this perspective individual 
human freedom is at the locus of at-
tention. Nevertheless, it is approached 
as embedded within a social context. 
Thus, the main interest is to study how 
individual choices are influenced by 
society. Therefore, according to it, the-
re is a constant interaction between 
the individual and their context, or 
the agent and the structure. The varia-
tion in this sociality (Thompson et al., 
1990) or human organization (Hood, 
1998) can be adequately captured by 
two dimensions: grid and group. 

Regarding grid, it denotes external 
prescriptions. As such, it refers to the 
extent to which choices made by indi-
viduals are restricted by prescriptions 

2	 Grid-group cultural theory is a child of anthropology (see e.g. Douglas in Bell, 1997). However, it has been 
used to great effect in social studies more widely (see e.g. Thompson, 2003; Thompson & Ellis, 1998; 
Thompson et al., 1990). Moreover, it has proven quite insightful in certain disciplines such as international 
relations (see e.g. Verweij, 2011) and public policy (see e.g. Hood, 1998).
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external to them. There is a straight-
forward trade-off in this dynamic. The 
less the externally imposed prescrip-
tions, the more that the individual’s 
life is up for grabs (Lockhart, 1998; 
Thompson et al., 1990;). In other 
words, the deeper and wider the so-
cial impositions, the more restrictions 
on people and, therefore, the less indi-
vidual freedom of choice. 

Apropos of group, it signifies collective 
affiliation. In this sense, this dimension 
refers to the degree to which indivi-
duals are included within bounded 
units. This means that an individual’s 
freedom of choice is negatively asso-

ciated with the extent of members-
hip in a given group. Put simply, the 
greater the embeddedness of the in-
dividual within a group, the more the 
individual choice is determined by the 
collective (Lockhart, 1998; Thompson 
et al., 1990).

Combining these two dimensions 
produces four distinct and irreduci-
ble ways of life. This is a typology of 
worldviews. Thus, they are mutually 
exclusive and jointly exhaustive (Figu-
re 1). The resulting ways of life, located 
in each quadrant, are fatalism, hierar-
chy, egalitarianism, and individualism3 
(Thompson et al., 1990). 

Figure 1. Four Rationalities, Worldviews or Ways of Life in grid-Group Cultural Theory. Source: Douglas in 
Bell (1997)

3	 There is another way of life that is generated, the hermit. However, this worldview is not included in the 
analysis since by definition this rationality opts out of social life in toto (Thompson et al., 1990). Due to the 
fact that integration, by definition as well, involves social interaction, elaborating on the hermit is deemed 
unnecessary for present purposes.
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Ways of life can also be considered as 
rationalities. This is so because what 
is deemed ‘rational’ is determined by 
each particular way of life (Bell, 1997). 
This is, of course, consistent with the 
interpretivist position (Hollis, 1994; 
Hollis & Smith, 1990). Moreover, these 
rationalities are interdependent since 
the survival of one hinges, to a certain 
extent, on the existence of the others 
(Thompson et al., 1990). 

Interdependence among the four ratio-
nalities is particularly relevant because 
it can provide an account of change. 
Even though each way of life is viable, 
following the process mentioned ear-
lier, they are not isolated but permea-
ted and constantly being challenged by 
new events in the world, the percep-
tions constructed of them, the values 
and beliefs inducing the latter and the 
behaviors they lead to. Therefore, the 
extent of their existence is subject to 
change (Thompson et al., 1990). How 
does change take place? Change is 
dependent on surprise. Surprise is the 
“mismatch between expectations and 
reality” (Garcés, 2015, p. 96). Whene-
ver there is enough evidence of surpri-
se, or whenever a given way of life fails 
to match reality with original expecta-
tions enough times, people are likely 
to change their preferred way of life to 
one that bridges the gap between ex-
pectation and reality more consistently 
(Thompson et al., 1990). 

Interestingly, the concept of surprise is 
defined in the same terms as the con-
cept of problem. To be sure, a cha-
llenge could be raised as to whether 

a positive surprise, when reality ex-
ceeds expectations, can be conside-
red problematic. For the purposes of 
this article, even positive surprises are 
problematic because, good as they 
may be, they still fail to comply with 
predictions and aspirations, and the 
ultimate thing of value here, i.e. the ul-
timate ‘good’, is to provide some sen-
se of certainty. Thus, positive as well 
as negative surprises are problematic. 
Accordingly, whether surprise and pro-
blem can be considered as synonyms 
per se or not, for the current purpo-
ses, the implication is the same, to wit, 
they cause change. 

The implication of the notion of change 
is that there is zero-sum game among 
rationalities. Certainly, this is because 
there is a limited number of people for 
whose preference they are competing. 
Thus, the loss of one rationality is the 
gain of another and change in all di-
rections is possible (Thompson et al., 
1990).

Importantly, these four rationalities 
should be considered as ‘ideal ty-
pes’ (Altman & Baruch, 1998; Coyle, 
1994;). These are to be understood as 
‘pure forms’ that cannot be found as 
such in reality, nor do they reflect the 
‘true content’ of history (Käsler, 1988). 
In this sense, they are rather heuristic 
devises created in order to facilitate 
the grasp of complexity by giving the 
multiplicity of individual phenomena 
some order and evaluate whether, and 
the extent to which, they conform to 
one or the other. Hence, these can be 
regarded as four extreme positions in 
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two continua or spectrums, allowing 
for considerable variation between 
each antipode. 

Consequently, from this perspective, 
the combination of grid and group 
dimensions generates four quadrants, 
each having a distinct notion regar-
ding what can be regarded as essen-
tially contested concepts (Freeden, 
1996) and fundamental themes. Due 
to the fact that regional integration 
deals with themes such as conflict and 
cooperation and both are intrinsica-
lly related to human nature, in what 
follows an exploration is carried out 
concerning the meaning that each ra-
tionality gives to human nature. Hu-
man nature becomes important in this 
argument because notions of the hu-
man being and their agency establish 
the foundation about the relationship 
and dynamics with others, in society. 
Regional integration is just that, at the 
international level (Figure 2). Moreo-
ver, scrutinizing human nature invol-
ves discussing human’s preferences 
regarding social arrangements, and 
“[p]references are formed from the 
most basic desire of human beings—
how we wish to live with other people 
and others to live with us” (Thompson 
et al., 1990, p. 57). 

Hierarchical rationality: All about 
the system

The first rationality is located at high 
grid and high group. The hierarchi-
cal social system is characterized by a 
relatively wider and deeper external 

prescription and a relatively stronger 
group membership. Therefore, the 
freedom of choice that individuals 
can enjoy is restricted on both dimen-
sions. On the one hand, their choices 
are determined by the group to which 
they are affiliated. On the other, they 
are also regulated by the self-imposed 
external prescription, which can be 
best illustrated by the specialization of 
roles. Both controls are required since 
human nature is considered as inhe-
rently flawed but at the same time as 
redeemable if regulated by institutions 
that can create certainty and, thus, 
confidence (Thompson, 2003). From 
this perspective, therefore, laws and 
regulations are necessary in order to 
reduce uncertainty in human beha-
vior and the possibility of sub-optimal 
choices. Those institutions are best 
illustrated by the creation of specific 
roles that are assigned to individuals, 
dictating the breadth and depth of 
their agency. Those regulations are 
prescribed by those wielding autho-
rity, which are located in the higher 
ranks. Accordingly, this rationality re-
gards an organization as a ’ladder of 
authority’ (Hood, 1998). Controls ser-
ve to manipulate those in lower ranks 
and maintain the status quo. Should 
internal conflict emerge, this system 
has a few instruments to ensure the 
survival of the system, such as “upgra-
ding, shifting sideways, downgrading, 
resegregating, redefining” (Douglas, 
1982, p. 206). Regardless of the spe-
cific strategy, the overall framework 
to exercise control for hierarchists is 
oversight (Hood, 1998). 
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Individualist rationality: All about 
the agent

The second rationality is located at 
low grid and low group. Since the-
re is virtually no group affiliation and 
no externally imposed prescriptions, 
the individualist social arrangement 
offers the most freedom of choice, 
one that is for all intents and purpo-
ses unrestricted. As such, should the-
re be any restrictions, they are merely 
conjunctural and always subject to 
negotiation (Thompson & Ellis, 1998). 
From this perspective, humans are “in-
herently self-seeking and atomistic” 
(Thompson, 2003). The absence of an 
authority makes the system anarchical 
and paves the way to the emergence 
of self-authority, making this a self-
help system. Therefore, competition 
is the mechanism for effective con-
trol (Hood, 1998). In this sense, the 
individualist’s freedom from control 
by others facilitates their attempts to 
control others, making the size of his 
following the measure of this success 
(Douglas, 1982). “Individuals are left 
to their own devices in a survival-of-
the-fittest competition-ruled world” 
(Garcés, 2015, p. 98). Consequently, 
the mechanism per excellence to 
reach optimal arrangements is the 
market. Markets are the ones able to 
self-organize and reach equilibriums 
when all individuals are out for them-
selves, constituting the space where a 
trial-and-error approach to life takes 
place (Thompson, 2003). As a result, 

from an individualist perspective, orga-
nizations are an ’arena’ (Hood, 1998).

Egalitarian rationality: The group 
above the one

The third rationality is found at the in-
tersection of low grid and high group. 
This means that the egalitarian way of 
life is characterized by extraordinarily 
strong group membership and rather 
narrow or superficial external prescrip-
tions, if any. As a result, roles within 
the collective are far from specific, if 
defined at all, leaving individual choi-
ces to the determination of the group. 
Human nature, for those who subscri-
be to this way of life, is inherently as-
sociated with caring and sharing, only 
corrupted by inegalitarian institutions 
(Thompson, 2003). In this sense, egali-
tarians construct the group as opposed 
to ‘the other’ and against institutions 
that pose a threat to equality (i.e. hie-
rarchies and markets). Within the co-
llective, absent role differentiation, 
human relationships turn ambiguous 
(Douglas, 1982) and there is a relati-
ve increase in uncertainty. The state 
of anarchy induces decision-making 
to take place by consensus, making 
conflict resolution laborious and re-
sorting to the exclusion of members as 
the solution (Thompson & Ellis, 1998), 
particularly in the case of dissidence. 
In the absence of authority, the me-
chanism to verify and assess the ful-
filment of commitments is mutuality 
(Hood, 1998). It is no surprise, there-
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fore, that these groups are likely to be 
small (Douglas, 1982). Because of the 
above, from an egalitarian worldview, 
organizations are considered as “colle-
gial’ (Hood, 1998). 

Fatalistic rationality 

The fourth and final rationality is made 
up of high grid and low group. As such, 
the fatalist social arrangement is de-
termined by a weak group member-
ship and a wide and deep presence 
of external prescriptions. While the 
individual freedom of choice does 
not depend on the group, it does de-
pend on the classification established 
by the social system (Douglas, 1982). 
However, that classification is made by 

someone. Since fatalists are simply sub-
ject to it and not their makers, they do 
not belong to the group wielding the 
power of institution-making4; i.e. they 
are rule-takers, not rule-makers. Accor-
ding to this way of life, human nature 
is seen as “fickle and untrustworthy” 
(Thompson, 2003). Hence, contrived 
randomness is the control mechanism 
used for those pertaining to this way 
of life (Hood, 1998). Given the fact 
that fatalists see their freedom of choi-
ce restricted externally, limited against 
their will, never with their consent, the 
world is regarded as uncertain and so 
are people. Therefore, the world is un-
predictable, and individuals see them-
selves as ineffectual; regardless of their 
efforts their goals are unlikely to be ac-
complished. So, it is best not to even 

4	 This situation shows the aforementioned interdependence of ways of life.

Figure 2. Human Nature According to Grid-Group Cultural Theory’s Four Rationalities. Source: The author



44 P. Gracés Velástegui 

Revista de Relaciones Internacionales, Estrategia y Seguridad   ■  Vol. 14(2) 

try. Thus, for fatalists, organizations are 
’gaming machines’ (Hood, 1998).

Four worldviews of integration 

As stated above, the case for wicked 
problems builds on an interpreti-
vist epistemology. As can perhaps be 
gathered from the above, gg cultural 
theory embraces it as well. This means 
that, from this perspective, important 

concepts, particularly those essentially 
contested ones, have different mea-
nings and interpretations depending 
on their worldview. For current purpo-
ses, this is especially salient in the case 
of the identification of a problem and 
its (re)solutions. Therefore, in order to 
suggest how regional integration is in-
terpreted by (what it means for) each 
way of life, this section discusses two 
concepts inherently relevant to inter-
national relations, to wit, conflict and 

Figure 3. Integration, Conflict and Cooperation from Four Rationalities or Worldviews. Source: The author

cooperation (Nye & Welch, 2014). A 
summary of this discussion, illustrated 
in the respective quadrants, is presen-
ted in Figure 3.

Additionally, building on the con-
ceptual elaboration, this section in-
troduces Latin American regional 
integration projects and places them 
within the gg cultural theory scheme. 

The analysis is based on the current 
state of affairs of these initiatives. That 
is, it is informed by their current regu-
lations, structure, decisions and some 
of the other latest relevant events as-
sociated with them. Therefore, the 
insights gained from this exercise are 
certainly subject to change as these 
initiatives themselves change. Impor-
tantly, this analysis does not study all 
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Latin American regional integration 
efforts exhaustively, neither does it 
scrutinize them profoundly as it does 
not need to do so. For the purposes 
of the argument, suffice it to explore 
what are arguably the main integra-
tion mechanisms in the region and 
their central characteristics in order to 

illustrate where some of the most re-
levant notions of regional integration 
are likely to be located (on the four 
worldview quadrants), on the basis of 
their dominant rationality5. Moreo-
ver, since all mechanisms are likely to 
have all worldviews, placements are 
carried out based on a relative crite-

Figure 4. Latin American Integration Seen Through gg Cultural Theory. Source: The author

5	 Perhaps one notable project that is missing from this analysis is celac. This omission is purposeful since the 
jury is still out on whether it is an integration initiative (e.g. Preciado & Florido, 2013) or something else 
(e.g. Valdez, 2013).

rion; that is, by identifying whether 
each integration system adheres more 
to one than to the others. As in the 
case of the conceptual discussion, an 
illustration is provided in Figure 4.

Hierarchical 

Integration, for hierarchists, is an op-
portunity to bring order to an otherwi-

se anarchical international system. 
From this perspective, that order is 
brought in terms of the specialization 
of tasks and responsibilities given to 
member states. Moreover, within the 
system, there has to be an authority to 
create the institutions ruling it. So, it 
also represents an opportunity to seize 
power by becoming the authority that 
imposes that order (and imposes its 
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own sense or notion of ‘order’). In this 
sense, order is regarded as everything 
being in its right place (from the pers-
pective of those in power). The source 
of conflict, in this worldview, is things 
out of place (Thompson et al., 1990). 
The latter are considered as threats to 
the status quo, which are caused by 
contamination from below.

In this sense, integration mechanisms 
adhering to this perspective present 
law-abiding nations that have, to 
different extents, self-imposed ins-
titutions in order to tackle certain 
issues. Therefore, given its ability to 
harmonize interactions and reduce 
uncertainty, the system is privileged 
above all else. Accordingly, all ac-
tion, including cooperation, is seen 
as useful if it observes established ins-
titutions and, as such, contributes to 
the status quo. Moreover, authority 
is present at every stratum and legi-
timate as long as it comes from abo-
ve. Whether from above or below, 
attempts to challenge the established 
authority are regarded as a threat to 
the system, as things out of place, and 
therefore produces conflict. Hierar-
chical systems have a wide range of 
well-categorized tools to deal with 
such challenges (Douglas, 1982). 

In order to identify those Latin Ame-
rican projects that can be associated 
with this rationality it is necessary to 
look at their internal organizational 
scheme. The more complex the struc-
ture of the integration mechanism, 
the more likely it is to answer to hig-
her specialization. In this sense, those 

initiatives that have institutionalized 
bodies and entities to deal with spe-
cific aspects show a higher degree of 
specialization than those who have not 
done so. Integration mechanisms that 
have incorporated Tribunals or Courts 
for conflict resolution and Parliaments 
or Legislatures for regulation making 
are some of the most relevant exam-
ples; others include commissions, ins-
titutes and similar entities dedicated 
exclusively to fulfil a specific function. 
Hence, perhaps the most noteworthy 
examples in the region are the Com-
mon Market of the South (mercosur), 
the Andean Community of Nations 
(can) and the Central American In-
tegration System (sica). All of these 
mechanisms have transformed their 
structures incorporating further for-
mal specialization by institutionalizing 
bodies in charge of fulfilling very well-
defined mandates. In this sense, the 
mercosur has a functioning Permanent 
Review Court as well as the mercosur 
Parliament (mercosur, 2016; Quijano, 
2011), can has the Andean Parliament 
and the Justice Tribunal of the Andean 
Community (can, 2018; can -General 
Secretariat, 2009), and sica has the 
Central American Parliament and the 
Central American Court of Justice (sela, 
2014; sica, 2018).

Individualistic 

Individualists regard integration as un-
necessary. The international system is 
an arena, where everything is up for 
grabs and competition governs. In sim-
ple words, it is an anarchical system 
and so it should be. Within such arran-



47
Latin America at a Crossroads: A Cultural Theory to Address the Wicked Problem of Regional 
Integration with Clumsy Solutions

Revista de Relaciones Internacionales, Estrategia y Seguridad   ■  Vol. 14(2) 

gement, the benefits of any endeavor 
go the most cunning players. There-
fore, rewards are based on individual 
skill and merit, not specific roles pre-
determined by someone else. In the 
absence of a central authority, conflict 
is a constant possibility since each sta-
te can do as it pleases, exercising its 
virtually limitless autonomy. The enjo-
yment of this freedom in a well-regula-
ted market can induce individualists to 
engage in associations showing hierar-
chical features (Lockhart, 1998). Even 
in those arrangements, however, there 
is a primacy of the individual, where 
loyalties lie in relation to the indivi-
dual, not to the system.

In this context, survival becomes the 
main issue and cooperation can be 
tolerable to the extent that it provi-
des an additional tool to guarantee 
one’s existence and further one’s 
goals. Thus, any cooperation at all is 
self-interested. As such, integration 
initiatives are spheres where power is 
sought and exerted both horizontally 
and vertically. Vertically, they provide 
a legitimized field for negotiation and 
bargaining that can generate relation-
ships of domination with like-minded 
states and even potential competitors. 
Horizontally, since they can contribute 
to the consolidation of one’s power, 
they can neutralize that of potential 
and actual competitors. In this way, 
although opposed to external authori-
ty, individualists can favor integration 
when there is an opportunity to be the 
authority themselves. However, un-
der these conditions, authority is con-
junctural and so are allegiances. 

Perhaps the most evident regional inte-
gration efforts are those affiliated to the 
classic trade-based integration initiati-
ve. These projects, best portrayed by 
Bela Balassa’s theory (1961a, 1961b), 
seek to widen and deepen the reach of 
the free market at the international le-
vel. Thus, those integration initiatives in 
Latin America subscribing to this model 
are to be located within this worldview. 
Two caveats are pertinent presently. 
First, current integration mechanisms 
are unlikely to focus exclusively on trade 
but incorporate other dimensions. The-
refore, what matters is the dispropor-
tionate focus that trade receives within 
them relative to other aspects. Second, 
it is worth mentioning that various ini-
tiatives were originally conceived solely, 
or primarily, in economic terms (e.g. the 
Andean Community and mercosur) but 
they have distanced themselves from 
that one-dimensional approach and 
have incorporated social, cultural, envi-
ronmental and other dimensions. Thus, 
in this brief exploration, their current 
shape is taken into consideration. In 
this sense, perhaps the best illustrations 
of Latin American integration initiatives 
are the Pacific Partnership and the Latin 
American Integration Association (aladi) 
(aladi, 2018; cepal, 2012). Leaving so-
mewhat the region and looking nor-
thwards, the integration effort that best 
epitomizes this worldview is the nafta 
(Arenas-García, 2012) (as of October 
2018, rebranded as usmca). 

Egalitarian 

From an egalitarian perspective, re-
gional integration is an opportunity 
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to project their rationality or way of 
life over the system and potentially 
generate a more equal state of affairs 
in an international system dominated 
by other ways of life. Egalitarian in-
tegration mechanisms are, therefore, 
characterized by consensus in deci-
sion-making, not by imposed gover-
ning rules. The latter are considered 
as misguided attempts by hierarchical 
and individualist influences located 
outside the collective. Such efforts are 
fought against with determination see-
king to consolidate even further the 
cohesion of the group, nurturing an 
identity built in contrast to ‘the other’ 
(ways of life) (Thompson et al., 1990). 
Conflict usually raises when the threat 
comes from within and questions 
equality. Should this happen, egalita-
rian initiatives prefer dialogue and, in 
extreme cases, resort to exclusion of 
threatening members. 

Egalitarian integration arrangements, 
therefore, are made up of nations 
that consider themselves equals and 
behave that way. There is a notorious 
absence of authority, as any effort in 
that sense threatens equality. This si-
tuation makes decision making more 
cumbersome as consensus is required. 
Even though those decisions may take 
longer, they are also likely to be taken 
with more conviction. To be sure, this 
does not guarantee decisions to last 
longer, since convictions are political, 
and heads of government are only 
temporary. Nevertheless, conviction 
is likely to make commitments more 
forceful, creating thereby a path on 
which future decisions may be depen-

dent. Cooperation, therefore, is not a 
matter of negotiation and bargaining, 
a tit-for-tat, but rather a demonstration 
of solidarity among equals. Because of 
these characteristics, egalitarian arran-
gements are often small and, therefo-
re, usually found within wider systems 
like markets and hierarchies, in oppo-
sition to which their identity is genera-
ted and consolidated. 

From all the Latin American inte-
gration mechanisms, perhaps those 
most associated with this worldview 
are the Bolivarian Alliance for the 
Peoples of our America (alba) and the 
Union of South American Nations 
(unasur). This does not necessarily 
have to do with the decision-making 
procedures within their organs, as 
consensus is also adopted in other 
initiatives such as mercosur. Instead, 
what identifies alba and unasur with 
an egalitarian rationality is the soli-
darity expressed in their founding 
treaties and their efforts to shorten 
the distance between bigger and 
smaller states (Bernal-Meza, 2013; 
Couriel & Moreira, 2013; Espinosa 
2013; Regueiro & Barzaga, 2012). As 
suggested by gg cultural theory, the-
se mechanisms were conceived and 
have developed an identity by diffe-
rentiating themselves from those ba-
sed on trade and the free market (or 
‘the other’). In fact, unasur and alba 
were explicitly born from the ashes 
of the Free Trade Area of the Ame-
ricas (ftaa), which sought to expand 
nafta’s market-based and individua-
list rationality to the whole region 
but never saw the light of day. 
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Fatalistic

A fatalist rationality sees regional in-
tegration as one more instance from 
which some states exert power over 
others. Fatalists are the latter, never 
the former. Those in control domina-
te the system and establish the rules 
governing the mechanism. Fatalists 
see themselves as rule-takers, not ru-
le-makers. Nevertheless, they are re-
signed to this fact and accept it as an 
inevitability. Those who govern them 
are states adhering to individualist or 
hierarchist rationalities and, as such, 
they are actively pursuing and exer-
ting power. In this context, there is 
no intention to change the state of 
affairs, no interest in gaining power, 
and no attempt to play a different 
role. Since others have the power, 
they are merely subject to their will. 
This makes the international system 
unpredictable for them and any effort 
to change it is likely to deliver unex-
pected and damaging consequences. 
Since the agency of fatalists is virtua-
lly absent, they do not experience 
conflict. Conflict is a thing of those 
either wielding power or in search 
of it. Hence, conflict is likely to take 
place whenever agency is exerted in 
general, and when it seeks to modify 
the status quo in particular.

For fatalists, cooperation is also inexis-
tent. There is no point in cooperating 
because that means taking risks, which 
are not likely to pay off (Thompson et 
al., 1990) since they lack the power 
to make things happen. To reiterate, 
things happen to fatalists. Because of 

all this, integration is a futile effort to 
them, and it would not be their ini-
tiative. They have little to gain from it 
since, for them, it really is one more 
mechanism for others to exert power 
over them. Thus, if they engage in it 
is because they feel compelled to do 
so and see no other choice. Conse-
quently, fatalists do not necessarily 
have one integration mechanism re-
presenting them but are likely to be 
found in many, perhaps all, regional 
integration initiatives, particularly 
among those groups relatively disem-
powered. 

This last insight is of the utmost impor-
tance. It highlights the fact that within 
one integration system not all mem-
bers share the same worldview. The 
implication is that multiple notions of 
integration are competing within the 
same mechanism, reflecting all ratio-
nalities constantly competing with one 
another. This undergirds the proposi-
tion with which this article started, that 
Latin American integration is a pro-
blem and a wicked one at that. The 
consequences of this plurality within 
each Latin American integration me-
chanism is discussed next.

Plural rationalities, wicked problems 
and clumsy solutions

gg cultural theory “(…) acknowledges 
that our world, nations and cultures, in 
themselves, are pluralists” (Apheltha-
ler & Domicone, 2008, p. 48). This 
means that it is quite likely for there to 
be more than one culture within one 
integration system, even though one 
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dominates it6. In fact, there is more 
than one culture within one nation. 
Arguably, these are represented by the 
always competing rationalities from 
which people choose periodically in 
democratic nations to reflect their pre-
ferences domestically and internatio-
nally, when they elect governments. 
Since memberships, decisions and ac-
tions taken within integration systems 
reflect the position of member states, 
and the latter, in turn, are led by de-
mocratically elected governments (at 
least in Latin America), integration sys-
tems are influenced, to an extent, by 
the worldview of those in office at any 
given moment in time. Consequently, 
the effect of different and changing in-
terpretations of what regional integra-
tion is and ought to be can be attested 
in at least two aspects: membership 
and policy. 

Regarding membership, even at a 
point in time, a state abides by their 
rationality only imperfectly or, in other 
words, although they may have one 
dominant rationality, they have others 
as well. The fact that different states 
are members of different integration 
initiatives, each showing a distinct 
worldview shows that member sta-
tes have competing notions of inte-
gration. It could be argued that this 
may also ensue due to the fact that 
they, at different times, have subscri-
bed to different worldviews (different  
governments have endorsed different 

notions of integration). And, should 
this be the case, multiple membership, 
rather than a sign of multiple rationali-
ties, points to the difficulties of leaving 
one integration mechanism due to 
the commitments acquired and path 
dependency. This line of argument, 
plausible as it may seem should not 
be overstated, especially in light of the 
fact that some states have indeed done 
so and have left integration initiatives. 
Such instances could constitute evi-
dence of both the dominance of one 
rationality over the others at any given 
time and the change in the shaping of 
rationalities and worldviews, leading 
to it. Telling examples are the depar-
ture of Chile and Venezuela from the 
can and, more recently, the announ-
ced departure of Colombia and Ecua-
dor from unasur, and the distancing of 
Ecuador from alba. 

Apropos of policy, change in rationa-
lities within an integration system can 
also be observed in changes regarding 
its structure, purpose, decisions and 
actions. Latin America has also expe-
rienced this kind of change in its inte-
gration initiatives. One example could 
be the changes within the can in order 
to revamp it (Arenas-García, 2012). 
Another example could be the chan-
ges within mercosur. Although initially 
incorporated with economic aims, to 
create a common market (mercosur, 
1991), in time it expanded its scope 

6	 This, in fact, has been regarded as positive, “(…) grid-group theorists argue that large-scale, long-lived 
societies are ’multi-cultural’ in the sense of containing substantial but varying portions of each of the four 
cultures” (Lockhart, 1998, p. 116).
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so as to include social aspects such as 
education, health and migration . 

Whether with the departure of a 
member state or modifications within 
the integration mechanism, it seems 
fair to say that change answers to a 
perceived surprise or problem by the 
dominant rationality in member sta-
tes or within the initiative itself. These 
events have arguably happened when 
the mismatch between what is and 
what ought to be is big enough. gg 
cultural theory explains such change 
in terms of a change in the shaping of 
rationalities, particularly via a change 
in the dominant one. This is because 
rationalities are constantly competing 
with one another and seeking to per-
suade more people, enough so as to 
establish their worldview (Thompson 
et al., 1990). “Cultural theory assumes 
that these same four forms of organi-
zing and perceiving are interacting 
—forever merging, splitting and re-
combining— in unpredictable ways 
at each conceivable level of social or-
ganization. Thus, four straightforward 
organizational principles can result in 
an endlessly changing, infinitely varied 
and complex social world” (Verweij, 
2011, p. 38).

So far so wicked. The argument so far 
has managed to better organize some 
of the different current worldviews re-
garding Latin American integration, re-
ducing thereby some of its complexity, 
but it remains a wicked problem. That 
is, it remains an ill-defined problem 
lacking one definitive solution and ha-
ving conjunctural resolutions since “[s]

ocial problems are never solved. At 
best they are only re-solved–over and 
over again” (Rittel & Webber, 1973, p. 
160). In this sense, according to the 
literature, contrary to tame problems, 
which can be solved by ‘elegant’ solu-
tions, wicked ones like Latin American 
integration can only be addressed by 
‘clumsy’ solutions. 

Clumsy solutions respect the plurality 
inherent in social (wicked) problems. 
Since these problems are perceived 
from different worldviews, which make 
sense out of them, clumsy solutions 
seek to understand the various inter-
pretations and cater for the four ways 
of life. Arguably this already hints at the 
most fundamental difference between 
tame and wicked problems. While the 
former sees problems as clear-cut, uni-
quely and precisely defined and objec-
tive, therefore requiring one exact and 
definitive solution, the latter regards 
problems as dependent on the world-
view of those perceiving it, subject to 
interpretation, thus potentially deman-
ding multiple solutions. From a philo-
sophy of science perspective, the first 
may be associated with positivism and 
the second with interpretivism. This in-
sight can prove valuable when seeking 
to address wicked problems. 

A clumsy solution is one that incorpo-
rates the interpretations of all ways of 
life, respecting thereby their current 
structure. Hence, clumsy solutions 
“[…] are creative, flexible mixes of 
four ways of organizing, perceiving 
and justifying that satisfy the adherents 
to some ways of life more than other 
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courses of actions, while leaving no ac-
tor worse off” (Verweij et al., 2006, p. 
840). 

Clumsy solutions, by seeking to unders-
tand all views instead of talking past 
each other, recognize as essential con-
testation that which seems irreconcila-
ble contradiction (Verweij et al., 2006). 
Accordingly, the locus of attention for 
clumsy solutions is necessarily twofold: 
in the ends and the means. On the one 
hand, they pay due attention to the 
effectiveness of results. On the other, 
it also cares for the legitimacy of the 
process to obtain them. Consequently, 
the arrangement that integration ought 
to take in order to overcome the cha-
llenge of ever changing multiple ratio-
nalities has to be both fluid as well as 
contingent, making it thereby ‘clumsy’ 
(Verweij, 2011; Verweij & Thompson, 
1998).

In light of the above, clumsy solutions 
are plural and conjunctural. There 
may be more than one clumsy solu-
tion at any given moment and some-
times none may exist (Verweij et al., 
2006). When there are options, they 
tackle the wicked problem for the time 
being, settling the issue only tempora-
rily. As can be gathered from this dis-
cussion, the interpretation of wicked 
problems depends on the dominant 
rationality and shaping of worldviews 
at a given moment. Since these arran-
gements are subject to change, so are 
clumsy solutions.

Importantly, clumsy solutions do not 
entail a relativist or an ‘anything goes’ 

approach to problem (re)solving. Not 
just any blend of rationalities or ways of 
life can be, regardless of any conside-
ration, seen as a clumsy solution. The 
nature and quality of the engagement 
among rationalities as well as their in-
teraction in producing the solution is 
of importance as well (Verweij et al., 
2006). Hence, a solution, to be clum-
sy, has to at the very least: i) engage all 
rationalities; ii) harness their dialogue 
in a constructive fashion; iii) contribute 
to address the social problem; and, iv) 
do not leave any worldview worse off. 
Therefore, there is no map to follow 
in order to fix the wicked problem of 
Latin American integration but if these 
insights are duly considered, there may 
just be a compass to point towards 
clumsy solutions. 

Conclusion

Latin America seems to be currently 
undergoing a transformation. At the 
international level, rather dramatic 
changes have been taking place. One 
telling example is the issue of regional 
integration. Some initiatives have lost 
the interest of state parties and others 
seem to have benefitted from this si-
tuation. In 2018, almost all state parties 
to unasur have expressed their concern 
regarding the mechanism and Colom-
bia has already announced its departu-
re, while Ecuador did the same in early 
2019. The latter has also distanced itself 
from alba and, almost simultaneously, 
has sought membership in the Pacific 
Alliance, which denotes a quite diffe-
rent (perhaps even antithetical) idea of 
what regional integration means. Fina-
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lly, in the wake of these restructuring, 
there is also the announcement of a 
new initiative: prosur, supported by 
seven countries (Chile, Colombia, Ar-
gentina, Brazil, Ecuador, Paraguay and 
Peru). These events suggest a shift on 
the notion of integration, of what it is 
and what it ought to be. 

Thus, ideas about regional integration 
matter. Depending on the interpreta-
tions given to the notion of integration, 
different goals are set, and different 
policies enacted. The situation illus-
trated by alba, unasur and the Pacific 
Alliance is potentially exacerbated by 
the inclusion of other mechanisms 
such as mercosur, aladi, can, sica, etc. 
This diversity in notions regarding Latin 
American integration increases when 
studying it historically since they have 
undergone significant changes from 
their inception to the current state of 
affairs. This makes it a problem in and 
of itself, but not any problem, a wicked 
problem (Garcés, 2018). 

That Latin American integration can be 
usefully treated as a wicked problem is 
not a new argument. In fact, that case 
was made in this very forum in 2018 
(Garcés 2018). In brief, wicked pro-
blems are mostly social problems and 
are characterized by being ill-defined 
without one precise and definitive so-
lution. As such, they entail the difficul-
ty of potentially presenting as many 
definitions and solutions as observers. 
Hence, this essay has not aimed to 
provide one additional definition of 
regional integration with any conclusi-
ve aspirations nor to adhere to an esta-

blished one. This article has sought to 
build on that contribution by providing 
a framework to make wicked problems 
more tractable. In this sense, it has ar-
gued in favor of gg cultural theory. This 
framework focuses on individual free-
dom of choice and the dimensions that 
influence it; to wit, grid (external im-
posed prescriptions) and group (group 
affiliation effect), which take place as 
a matter of degree. Their combination 
produces four distinct and irreducible 
worldviews, ways of life, or rationali-
ties: individualistic, hierarchical, egali-
tarian, and fatalistic. These are ‘pure’ 
positions or ‘ideal types’ and each one 
provides a different understanding of 
contestable concepts, including the 
idea of regional integration. 

Hence, the argument presented here 
has fleshed out those interpretations 
and illustrated them by locating re-
gional integration initiatives that ar-
guably adhere to them. Thus, from a 
hierarchical perspective, integration 
is an instrument to bring some order 
to the chaos that is the anarchical 
international system by dint of spe-
cialization of functional roles. In this 
sense, mercosur, can and sica can be 
considered adequate examples. An 
individualist rationality sees integra-
tion as unnecessary unless it put to the 
service of a well-functioning market. 
Regional projects based on free tra-
de such as aladi, the Pacific Alliance 
and nafta fall within this category. The 
egalitarian worldview, in turn, regards 
integration as an opportunity to foster 
collective action based on solidarity. 
Perhaps the initiatives that illustrate this  
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positions best are unasur and alba. Fi-
nally, for the fatalist way of life integra-
tion is nothing more than one more 
scheme for others to exert control over 
them. There is no illustration for this 
worldview because of its nature, but 
adherents to this way of life are likely 
to be found in all of the others.

This discussion hints to three impor-
tant characteristics: coexistence, com-
petition and change. Since these are 
ideal types, no integration mechanism 
is solely hierarchist, individualist, ega-
litarian, or fatalist. Regardless of the 
dominant rationality in the integration 
system at any given moment, there is 
likely to be member states that subs-
cribe to different ones. Moreover, ra-
tionalities or worldviews are always 
competing with each other in a zero-
sum game. The loss of adherents of one 
way of life means the gain of another. 
Telling examples of this is the transition 
of Ecuador from an alba supporter to a 
potentially Pacific Alliance member or 
the distancing of countries from una-
sur and their support of prosur. Finally, 
and in light of the above, both the do-
minant rationality of a system and the 
shaping of worldviews within it are sub-
ject to change. When there is sufficient 
discrepancy between expectations 
and reality, a different arrangement is 
likely to emerge. Presumably, the afo-
rementioned changes in the region 
answer to this mismatch, as countries 
have perceived that some mechanisms 
provide more certainty (less surprise) 
better than others (in fact, criticism co-
ming from many states against unasur 
is that it has failed to meet its goals). 

Therefore, any analysis, such as the 
one presented here, is necessarily tem-
porary, valid only as long as the current 
arrangement endures. The rather dras-
tic changes that have taken place in 
late 2018 and early 2019 so suggest.

Furthermore, and as a consequence 
of the above, potential solutions are 
also diverse and conjunctural, that is, 
they are clumsy. Clumsy solutions are 
alternatives that address a wicked pro-
blem, taking into consideration all re-
levant worldviews, harnessing them in 
constructive dialogue and not leaving 
any way of life worse off. The impli-
cations are fourfold. First, clumsy solu-
tions are concerned with the results as 
well as with the process that delivers 
them. Second, there may be various 
clumsy solutions to a wicked problem 
at a time and sometimes there may be 
none. Third, clumsy solutions should 
not be associated with ‘relativism’ or 
‘anything goes’ as they must meet, at 
least, the aforementioned criteria. Fi-
nally, to reiterate, because of the abo-
ve, clumsy solutions only (re)solve the 
issue for the time being. Under diffe-
rent circumstances, different arrange-
ments of ways of life, a different clumsy 
solution may be warranted. 

This analysis has considered Latin 
American integration itself as a wic-
ked problem and, thus, it has studied 
it directly from a grid-group gg cultu-
ral theoretical perspective. It has used 
a heuristic crossroads of sorts to tackle 
the Latin American figurative crossro-
ads. The aim has been to shed fur-
ther light on the issue and provide an  
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approach that takes the inherent plu-
rality in wicked problems seriously, 
rather than to provide a solution. The-
refore, even though the picture is not 
completely in focus, contours seem to 
be sufficiently differentiated. 

What is the shape Latin American in-
tegration should take? Since it is a 
wicked problem, that is a question for 
debate in the public sphere. In that 
fruitful undertaking, this essay has 
sought to provide a small academic 
contribution. Some interesting insights 
have been gained from this exercise 
signaling promising directions of travel 
so as to further what seems like a ne-
cessary and urgent discussion. Perhaps 
the most evident way forward, just as 
in the argument regarding Latin Ame-
rican integration as a wicked problem, 
is realizing that each integration me-
chanism can be studied individually 
in order to identify the current arran-
gement of rationalities within it, so as 
to take one more step forward towards 
clumsy solutions.
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