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1. Why Latin America?

Latin America offers a particularly relevant 
context for this discussion because its modern 
States were built upon highly diverse societies, 
while their political institutions were historically 
organised around the idea of a unified nation.

Shared experiences of colonisation, slavery, 
displacement and cultural resistance.

More than 800 Indigenous peoples/Significant 
Afro-descendant populations/Extensive cultural, 
linguistic and biological diversity

Cultural diversity from object of protection 
(UNESCO 2005, 2022) to democratic 
governance (Mondiacult 2022; UNESCO 2025).

Latin America - Changes of perspectives:

➔ Colonization - Independence - Autonomy - 
Decolonization - Innovation 

América Invertida (1943), Joaquín Torres García. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joaqu%C3%ADn_Torres_Garc%C3%ADa


2. Colonial Histories and the Construction of 
the Nation-State

Brazil, Mexico and other Latin American countries emerged 
from colonial rule through projects of political independence 
and national sovereignty.

The construction of sovereignty was largely based on three 
interconnected ideas:

One State, One Nation, One National Identity

➔ National identity became an important instrument for: 
Consolidating territorial unity, Strengthening political 
independence, Building public institutions, 
Distinguishing the new States from the former 
colonial powers, Creating common national narratives

EXCLUSIONS - However, these narratives often marginalised, 
assimilated or rendered invisible: Indigenous peoples, 
Afro-descendant communities, Local languages, Collective 
identities, Non-European systems of knowledge, Different 
forms of social and political organisation.



3. From National Homogeneity to Cultural 
Pluralism

The nation-state model was historically based on the assumption that political unity 
required cultural unity. Contemporary democratic constitutionalism increasingly 
challenges that assumption. The current transformation may be described as a 
movement:
From a homogeneous national identity ↓
To the recognition of culturally plural societies ↓
To intercultural constitutionalism ↓
And, in some countries, to plurinational States
Central question: Can a State preserve political unity without imposing cultural 
uniformity? The Latin American experience suggests that sovereignty and diversity do not 
have to be contradictory.



4. Democracy, Diversity and a New 
Understanding of the State

Contemporary discourses on democracy, human 
rights and cultural diversity have gradually opened 
national institutions to more plural understandings 
of society.

This transformation does not occur in the same 
way everywhere.

These models reflect different degrees and 
forms of recognition, autonomy, participation 
and institutional pluralism.

Different constitutional models coexist in Latin America:

               Brazil: Recognition of a plural society

              Mexico: Recognition of a pluricultural nation

              Ecuador: Constitutional interculturality and   
Plurinational statehood

              Bolivia: Plurinational statehood



6. Cultural Diversity 
as a Human Right

UNESCO Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity, 2001

“Cultural diversity is as necessary for humankind as biodiversity is for nature.”

Official document: https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000127162 

The Declaration connects cultural diversity with:

Human dignity
Human rights
Creativity
Social cohesion
International solidarity

UNESCO Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of 
Cultural Expressions, 2005

The Convention recognises the sovereign right of States to formulate and 
implement cultural policies while also promoting participation, international 
cooperation and the diversity of cultural expressions.

Official document: https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000142919 

These instruments help redefine culture as a field of rights and public policy, 
rather than merely a symbolic expression of national identity.

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000127162
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000142919


7. From Heritage Protection to Participatory 
Governance

The international understanding of culture has evolved:

Heritage ↓
Cultural rights ↓
Participation ↓
Shared governance

What should be protected? ↓
Who has the authority to identify, interpret and govern cultural heritage? ↓
Who participates in the decisions concerning culture? ↓

Participatory governance requires public institutions to recognise communities not merely as 
beneficiaries or informants, but as legitimate actors in cultural decision-making.



8. Cultural Diplomacy in Transition

Traditional cultural diplomacy was often connected to 
the international projection of a unified national image.

Its objectives included:

● Promoting national culture abroad
● Strengthening a country’s international reputation
● Consolidating a coherent national identity
● Supporting foreign-policy interests
● Presenting selected cultural symbols as 

representative of the nation

In States shaped by colonialism and strong 
nation-building projects, cultural diplomacy frequently 
reproduced official narratives about national identity.

Contemporary transformation

As States recognise their internal diversity, cultural 
diplomacy must also change. It can no longer present 
culture only as a homogeneous national product.

It must increasingly represent:

● Multiple histories/stories
● Indigenous and Afro-descendant cultures
● Regional identities
● Minority languages
● Contemporary cultural expressions
● Different forms of cultural belonging



9. Cultural 
Diplomacy as Public 
Policy

Cultural diplomacy is not only a collection of international cultural events.

It is also a form of public policy.

It is shaped by:

● Constitutional principles
● Cultural legislation
● Institutional priorities
● Public funding
● Diplomatic practices
● Selection and representation mechanisms
● Relationships between the State and cultural communities

When the constitutional understanding of the nation changes, the content and 
methods of cultural diplomacy must also change.

The recognition of a plural or plurinational society affects:

● Who represents the country abroad
● Which cultural expressions receive public support
● How national identity is narrated
● Whether communities participate in international cultural initiatives
● How cultural heritage is used in foreign relations



10. Cultural Diplomacy as Advocacy

Contemporary cultural diplomacy can function as 
advocacy for:

● Cultural rights
● Diversity
● Recognition
● Participation
● Protection of cultural heritage
● Intercultural dialogue
● International cooperation

It can connect:

● Governments
● International organisations
● Museums
● Universities
● Communities
● Cultural practitioners
● Civil society

Cultural diplomacy becomes democratic when it 
creates space not only for the State to speak, but 
also for different cultural actors to participate.



11. Constitutional 
Recognition as a 
Turning Point

Across Latin America, constitutional reforms have progressively 
challenged the idea that national unity requires cultural homogeneity.

Different constitutional responses emerged:

● Brazil: Plural society within a unified nation-state (Constitution of 
1988, Article 215, §1 and 216)

● Mexico: Pluricultural nation (Constitution 1917, Rev 2026, Article 2) 

● Ecuador: Intercultural and plurinational state (Constitution 2008, 
Rev 2021, Article 1) 

● Bolivia: Plurinational communitarian state (Constitution 2009, 
Article 1) 

These models differ, but share a common movement from the invisibility 
of diversity:
→ to its legal recognition
→ to demands for participation in public decision-making

The constitutional recognition of diversity transforms culture from a 
symbol of identity into a matter of rights and governance.



12. From Cultural Heritage to Cultural Rights

This constitutional transformation is reflected in international and domestic cultural policies.

The focus progressively shifts:

Heritage↓
Cultural Diversity↓
Cultural Rights↓
Participation↓
Shared Governance

UNESCO's 2003 and 2005 Conventions reinforce this transition by recognising communities not 
merely as beneficiaries of protection, but as actors in safeguarding and cultural policy.



13. Cultural 
Diplomacy after 
Constitutional 
Pluralism

If States are constitutionally plural, cultural diplomacy 
cannot continue to represent culture as a single 
national narrative.

Participatory cultural diplomacy requires:

➔ community involvement
➔ multiple narratives
➔ intercultural dialogue
➔ shared authority
➔ equitable distribution of visibility and benefits

The movement is from representation:
→ to participation
→ to co-creation

CULTURAL DIPLOMACY BASED ON CULTURAL 
RIGHTS



14. From Constitutional Recognition to Diplomatic 
Innovation

Cultural diversity has changed not only who is protected by the State, but also who speaks, what is claimed, and which agendas Latin 
America brings to global governance.

How Cultural Diversity Reshapes Latin America's International Agenda

Transformation Illustrative Example

Representation Brazil – Indigenous leader Fernanda Kaingáng participated in WIPO negotiations on Traditional Knowledge and 
Traditional Cultural Expressions, contributing to the Indigenous Caucus and influencing international 
norm-making.

Restitution Mexico – Cultural diplomacy increasingly focuses on the repatriation of Indigenous and archaeological heritage, 
transforming restitution into an instrument of cultural justice and international cooperation.

Plurinational Diplomacy Bolivia – The concept of “Diplomacy of Peoples” projects Indigenous worldviews and plurinational governance 
into multilateral forums, particularly within the UN system.

Intercultural Constitutionalism Ecuador – The international promotion of Buen Vivir and the Rights of Nature incorporates Indigenous concepts 
into global debates on development, sustainability and cultural rights.



15. Final Considerations and Perspectives 
for Further Analysis

The Latin American experience demonstrates that 
cultural diversity is a right capable of transforming 
governance and diplomacy.

In this sense, Latin American cultural diplomacy 
increasingly functions as a form of advocacy for:

● cultural diversity,
● cultural rights,
● heritage protection,
● community participation,
● intercultural dialogue.

A Contribution in Times of Crisis

At a moment when traditional State-centred models face 
growing challenges of legitimacy, Latin America offers 
important innovations:

● plurinational governance,
● intercultural constitutionalism,
● collective rights,
● participatory representation.

These experiences do not eliminate conflict or 
asymmetries of power. Rather, they open diplomatic 
spaces to a greater plurality of actors, voices and 
knowledge systems.
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helena.macedo@itamaraty.gov.br

Anna Bella Geiger, 'Am. Latina', 1977, coleção da artista 


