
Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

It is well known that the economy of the People’s Republic of China is one of the 

fastest growing economies in the world and that, “by almost any standard, China is an 

amazing economic success” 1 , since the PRC was “ a very backward country in the 

1970s”.  

It is also known –or, at least, firmly believed- that, if favorable conditions to Chinese 

economic growth were to remain as they currently are, or even to improve, the PRC 

might consequently become the largest economy in the world and a superpower in the 

near future. Indeed, it has been observed that “China is becoming a world power, and it 

will be the main economic, political and military rival of the United States by the year 

2020”.2 Therefore, it seems not to be a matter of “if”, but rather one of “when”, since 

predictions have been made regarding the fact that –and providing it does not happen at 

an earlier stage- “China’s economy is expected to catch up with and overtake that of the 

United Sates and Japan in the first half of the 21st century”.3

It is because of these reasons that the Chinese government -fully aware of the fact 

that economic growth increases political concerns, influence and importance- has spent 

considerable time trying to politically guarantee that relations with the resources-rich 

Third World countries – among them, Argentina- are to remain in good terms, in order to 

satisfy China’s voracious appetite by providing the natural resources that fuel the Chinese 

economic rise.  Indeed, it could be said that China is ravenous for such resources, and it 

has been observed that “Latin American economies are growing at their fastest pace in 

decades, thanks in large part to heavy Chinese demand for their resources”.4 This should 

certainly be good news for Argentina as well as for the other countries in the region, 

since that is to say that China demands what Latin American countries offer, and does so 

to such an extent that “a series of reports from the World Bank, the Inter-American 

Development Bank and the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
                                                 
1 Robert Devlin, “What does China Mean for Latin America?,” in Enter the Dragon? China’s Presence in 
Latin America, ed.Cynthia Arnson, Mark Mohr and Riordan Roett (Washington, DC: Woodrow Wilson 
International Center for Scholars), 10.  
2 Andrés Oppenheimer, Cuentos Chinos: el engaño de Washington, la mentira populista y la esperanza de 
América Latina (Buenos Aires: Editorial Sudamericana, 2005), 49.(translation by the author) 
3 Justin Yifu Lin; Fang Cai, and Zhou Li, The China Miracle: Development Strategy and Economic Reform 
(Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press, 2003), xxxiv.  
4 “A ravenous dragon,” The Economist, March 15th, 2008, 3. 



concluded that China’s emergence is beneficial”5 to the countries in the region, with ‘the 

Southern Cone and Andean nations as those who have been most positively affected”.6

On this regard, it has been noticed that in the 2004 Asia-Pacific Economic 

Cooperation summit that took place in Santiago, Chile, and after having visited Brazil 

and Argentina –thus, completing the so-called ABC trilogy- Chinese president Hu Jintao 

“signed 39 new cooperative agreements in a wide variety of fields and announced $100 

billion in investment commitments to the region, including $30 billion for Chile, 

Argentina and Brazil alone”.7   

It goes without saying that Argentina is, therefore, among the group of countries 

that are in the best position to supply China with a large variety of the raw materials and 

natural resources the Asian giant so desperately needs, as well as to benefit from the 

investments it is considering to make in Latin America, since “China’s entrance to the 

world stage as a net creditor has had important positive effects for Latin America”.8

It is due to these reasons that -and in spite of the fact that Argentina has 

traditionally been oriented to the Atlantic and, therefore, to Europe- it could be said that 

China does not longer represents the vaguely-known, remote and distant country it used 

to be considered as from the Argentine perspective. Indeed, things have undergone major 

changes since, not so many years ago -and despite the importance conferred by the fact of 

being the largest and the most populated continent in the world- “Asia was not within the 

scope of our [Argentina’s] cultural interest. The little that was known had already been 

through the European filter, which meant a European viewpoint and conception”.9 As 

stated, things have changed in Argentina, and it would be worth noticing that, only a few 

years after the Open Door policy was implemented in China by Deng Xiaoping, 

“Argentina slowly began to open to the world in the 1980s, and Asia started to gain a 

                                                 
5 “A special report on China’s quest for resources”, The Economist, March 15, 2008, 14.   
6  Kevin P. Gallagher and Roberto Porzecanski, “China Matters: China’s Economic Impact in Latin 
America,”Latin America Research Review 43, no.1 (2008): 187. 
7 R. Evan Ellis, “U.S. National Security Implications of Chinese Involvement in Latin America,” Strategic 
Studies Institute (2005): 4.  
8 Gallagher and  Porzecanski, Roberto, “China Matters: China’s Economic Impact in Latin America,” 189. 
9 Liliana García Daris, Korean Studies in Argentina, Korean Foundation (Internet Resources on Korean 
Studies), 1.  
http://www.kf.or.kr:8080/eng/information/information_03m.jsp (accessed August 18, 2007). 
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small space in the academic environment, though restricted mostly to trade and 

politics”.10  

The aforementioned point could be explained by the fact that the successive 

Argentine governments seemed to have finally realized that –being “an agricultural 

exporting”11 country, a leader exporter of soy, wheat, corn and beef that also exports 

petroleum and a large variety of mineral resources- Argentina was -and still is- in 

excellent position to supply the insatiable appetite for commodities of the Asian giant, a 

country that has started to enjoy of its “imminent superpower status”12 and that has been 

‘powered by the world’s most rapidly changing economy’13, taking into consideration 

that “reflecting a combination of population, growth, industrialization, and modernization, 

between 1978 and 2002, China’s gross domestic product grew at an average rate of 9.4 

percent”14, in what is commonly referred to as “the Chinese miracle”.15

Nowadays, the PRC constitutes one of Argentina’s major trade partners and as 

well as one of its top exports destinations – occupying the 4th position after Brazil, the 

United States and the European Union-, while, in 2006, Argentina ranked as China’s 4th 

Latin America trading partner.16 It would be pertinent to inquire why a country that has 

the 2nd largest economy in South America – second only to Brazil- only ranks 4th in terms 

of the commercial exchange China has with Latin America.  

 A plausible explanation for the different position Argentina occupies in the two 

rankings would be the fact that the relations between the PRC and Argentina constitute a 

rare case, if we were to take into consideration that, although economic exchanges 

between the two countries have been doing well and had increasingly been on the rise, it 
                                                 
10 Ibid., 2. 
11 Sylvia Ostry, “The Uruguay Round North-South Grand Bargain: Implications for Future Negotiations,” 
in The Political Economy of International Trade Law, ed. Kennedy, Daniel L. M. and Southwick, James D. 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 297.   
12“The downside of joining the superpower club”, Financial Times, May 14, 2008.  
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/6c477fb0-21c1-11dd-a50a-000077b07658,dwp_uuid=9511df10-6d6b-
11daa4df-0000779e2340.html (accessed May 14, 2008). 
13 Ted C. Fishman, China, Inc.: How the Rise of the Next Superpower Challenges America and the World 
(New York, NY: Scribner, 2005), 1.   
14 Evan Ellis, R. “U.S. National Security Implications of Chinese Involvement in Latin America,”1.  
15 Lin, Justin Yifu; Cai, Fang and Li, Zhou. 2003. The China Miracle: Development Strategy and Economic 
Reform (Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press) 
16 After Brazil, Mexico and Chile. See Jiang, Shixue. Recent Development of China’s Relations with Latin 
America. Beijing: Institute of Latin American Studies, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, 16. 
http://ilas.cass.cn/u/jiangshixue/%7BF561CD65-E0C6-4A97-9E5B-A1B884CAA80B%7D.pdf
(accessed March 21, 2008). 
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is a whole different story in political terms. This would -at least partially- be one of the 

reasons that explain how Argentina has precluded itself from benefiting from the Chinese 

approach to Latin American nations. It is just fair to point out that such approach has 

been characterized as “a win-win or non-zero sum cooperation in nature”.17  

It could be said that the current Chinese-Argentine political relation constitutes a 

curious exception, and one would be certainly tempted to ask how this might be so, at a 

time when the whole world is flirting with China and Chinese demand has been boosting 

Latin American exports in recent years. After all, it is the combination of the high prices 

of agricultural products in international markets and the even higher Chinese demand for 

Argentine products what has allowed Argentina to recover so rapidly from its 2001 

devastating economic crisis. On this regard, it should also be remembered that “when 

Argentina’s financial collapse rippled through South America’s Southern Cone, China 

quickly seized the chance to increase its stake in Argentina and Brazil”.18

The considerably high level of Argentine exports to China is the result of the 

numerous political and commercial agreements that the two countries have signed since 

establishing relations in 1972 –and even earlier, in spite of the absence of diplomatic ties-, 

a fact that makes the question of the warm-economic but cold-and-bitter political relation 

between them particularly intriguing.   

 

A puzzling relation 

More than intriguing, such an issue becomes confusing if considering that, only a 

few years ago and until 2004 –a particularly important year, for the purposes of this 

study-, reciprocal visits were regularly paid by the presidents, Foreign Ministers, Vice 

Premiers, Governors, Senators and other leading political figures from both countries. As 

a matter of fact, the last reciprocal State visits took place that year, when Argentine 

president Néstor Kirchner visited the PRC in June and his Chinese counterpart Hu Jintao 

                                                 
17 Teng, Chung-chian. Hu Jintao dingdao xiazhongzhi dui latingmeizhou waiwen guanxi de xinfangxiang 
(胡錦濤領導下中共對拉丁美洲外交關係的新方向-The New Direction of China’s Foreign Relations in Latin 
America Under Hu Administration) Peace Forum Website (February 2005): 1. 
http://wwww.peaceforum.org.tw/onweb.jsp?webno=3333333305&webitem_no=1152  
(accessed April 18, 2008).  
18 Stephen Johnson, “Balancing China’s Growing Influence in Latin America,” Backgrounder #1888, The 
Heritage Foundation, in Hsiang, Antonio C., “China Challenges US in Latin America,” Tamkang Journal 
of International Affairs XI, no.IV (2008): 136.   
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travelled to Argentina in November that year, on his way to the aforementioned APEC 

summit. The by-then good terms the political relation was in had as corollary the 

establishment and development of a “strategic-partnership” through the signing of a 

Memorandum of Understanding in trade and investment cooperation between the 

Argentine and Chinese governments. One of the main points included in that 

Memorandum was the granting of the full “market-economy” status to China by 

Argentina.  It has also been noted that “Hu Jintao offered $18 billion to Argentina to help 

forgive its national debt in exchange for Buenos Aires recognition of China as a “market 

economy”.”19 By recognizing such status, the former was among the first countries that 

agreed to recognize the latter as a “market-economy”, which happens to differ from the 

transitional status “from planned to market economy” that China was granted by the 

World Trade Organization in 2001.  

 The deterioration of the political relation happened almost simultaneously to the 

signing of these agreements. Roughly speaking, it could be said that what happened was 

that the Kirchner administration intentionally leaked inaccurate information regarding the 

figures that the Chinese government was supposed to be considering to invest in 

Argentina. Tactless remark: inexcusable in Chinese culture. Here lies the 

firs seed which, in time, grew into the present strained relation between the 

governments of the two countries.  

It goes without saying that, when knowing that their reputation was being put on 

display in Argentina while the Chinese delegation lead by Hu Jintao was still in Brazil, 

the Chinese government was forced to react rapidly. In Beijing, the spokesman of the 

Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Zhang Qiyue, made an statement saying that 

“officials of the Argentine government itself had already denied”20 the supposed Chinese 

investments in the country. Zhang was making reference to the comments of the 

Argentine president, who had said that ‘the whole issue was just a “novel” created by the 

media’21, the “novel” being the investment amount leaked to the press by his government 

                                                 
19 Ibid., 137. 
20 “Para Kirchner, fue una “novela,” ” Página 12, November 10, 2004. 
http://www.pagina12.com.ar/diario/elpais/1-43415.html (accessed November 10, 2004) 
21 “Para Kirchner, todo resulto una “novela” de los medios,”La Nación, November 10, 2004. 
http://www.lanacion.com.ar/652761 (accessed November 10, 2004) 
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and denied by the Chinese, in an out-of-time attempt to deny the information that the 

major Argentine newspapers –from all the ideological spectrum, conservative, liberal, 

center, right or left-oriented- had published as directly obtained from the Presidential 

Office.   

 The real reasons behind the Kirchner administration’s decision of leaking such 

news to the press were never made public and remain unclear at the time of writing. 

What –unfortunately– was crystal clear then -and has become even clearer with each 

passing day- is the fact that, as could have been predicted, such a leak provoked 

unnecessary discomfort and gratuitous uneasiness among the Chinese delegation, as well 

as it caused a reaction that, understandably, was far from being good. Such a regrettable 

incident is largely responsible for the bitterness that affected the political relation 

between the two governments to such an extent that, until today, it has not been possible 

to normalize it.  

It is noteworthy that there are signals of efforts being made in order to bring about 

improvements to the damaged bilateral relation. Although such endeavors have been 

undertaken mostly by local Chinese governments and their provincial Argentine 

counterparts –such as mutual official visits, signing of agreements of cooperation- and, to 

a lesser degree, by the central Chinese government –such as the inclusion of Buenos 

Aires as the only Latin American stop of the Olympic torch, being also the only Spanish-

speaking city visited by it- the efforts actually made by the national Argentine 

government –such as preventing pro-Tibet demonstrations from taking place during the 

torch’s visit- can not, unfortunately, considered to be enough, specially when considering 

that the last taxing-exports decisions it has taken early this year turned out to be highly 

counterproductive in terms of bilateral commercial exchange.   

 

Guiding Hypothesis 

It is in such a context that this study will try to verify whether it would be possible 

to consider as possible that the remarkably high level of economic complementariness 

between the two countries could provoke a political rapprochement between China and 

Argentina to be reached in the near future, due to the imperious need of political channels 



to smooth the existing and –until now, at least- strong economic ties, consequently 

paving the road for a potential increase on them.  

Furthermore, as research was being conducted, the broadening of the original 

hypothesis was considered highly convenient for the purposes of this study, in order to 

include on it the opposite scenario: the possibility of an eventual decrease in the 

commercial exchange between the two countries, due to the political stagnation that has 

characterized the bilateral relation in the last few years and that still exists at the time of 

writing.  

On this regard, and acknowledging the delicate condition in which the political 

relations with China are in, it should be mention that, as stated, a series of unfortunate 

decisions unilaterally taken by the Argentine government in the first quarter of 2008 have 

seriously jeopardized and negatively affected the commercial relations that Argentina has 

with the PRC.   

 

Variables 

 As regards the variables to be utilized, the political and economic agendas of 

both countries will be considered as independent variables, while the two governments’ 

foreign policies will constitute the dependent one. In addition to that, major political 

events –such as the Olympic Games-, the relationship between political figures, their 

attitudes and gestures towards each other, the regional geopolitical priorities of the two 

governments and other pertinent circumstances –such as the influential role played by 

Brazil in both the South American and global stage- will constitute the intervening 

variables of this study.   

 

Peripheral Realism as Theoretical Foundation 

The theoretical foundation this thesis will be based on is provided by chapter two. 

On this regard, it has to be mentioned that Peripheral Realism will be the theory to be 

adopted for the purposes of this study. Having being developed by the Argentine scholar 

Carlos Escudé, this theory offers the advantage of being based on local circumstances –

the relative absence of power and the vulnerability of weak states such as Argentina, for 

the purposes of this study- and it analyzes the structure of the interstate system as well as 



the different ways in which peripheral states are related to and interact with central, 

powerful states –China- providing a set of normative prescriptions peripheral states 

would benefit from if they were to be adopted.  

 

Methodology 

Methodologically speaking, this study relies mainly upon two different techniques 

for the collection of data: with regard to primary-data, several in-depth interviews have 

been conducted, the interviewees being scholars, government officials and businessmen. 

Secondary-data, the real skeleton of this thesis, has been obtained mainly from library 

research (books, e-journals, governmental documents -speeches by presidents, 

ambassadors, lawmakers, treaties, regulations-, magazines and, specially, newspapers, 

institutional publications –such as the ones belonging to the World Bank, International 

Monetary Fund, Inter-American Development Bank, Asian Development Bank, as well 

as to the Chinese-Argentine Chamber of Production, Industry and Commerce, etc.) A 

SOAS Master in Arts Thesis – “China’s Relations with Latin America 1970-1995”-, 

kindly provided by one of the interviewees, will also be examined.  

 

Chapters 

Having already stated what the first two chapters of this study will consist of, it 

should be pointed out that the third chapter of this thesis will provide the reader with an 

introductory backcloth that will be of useful reference with regard to the following 

chapters. Indeed, chapter three examines the relations between the PRC and Argentina 

even before diplomatic ties were established between the two countries and until the year 

1990, when China was undergoing a hard time due to the Tiananmen crackdown of 1989 

and Argentina was trying to recover from the economic crisis the country had been 

suffering from by that time.   

Chapter four will take as starting point the year 1990, when the first State visit to 

the PRC of Argentine President Menem took place, being –with such visit- the first 

Western head of state to visit China after the previous year crackdown in Tiananmen 

Square. Certainly, such a visit had political and economic motivations, since China was 

seen as a country that could help the Argentine government to overcome the 



hyperinflation it suffered in 1989-1990. The chapter analyses the Argentine political 

rapprochement with the PRC, the US and several other countries that took place those 

years, to end just before the 2004 State visit by Chinese President Hu Jintao to Argentina, 

in which the Argentine government recognized the ‘market-economy’ status of the PRC 

and almost simultaneously incurred into the leak of information episode that soured the 

bilateral relations for the first time in many years. 

Chapter five discusses the repercussions of the 2004 miscalculations in which the 

Argentine government incurred in and analyses the reasons why the negative 

consequences of such a regrettable incident are still being felt at the time of writing. This 

chapter will also examine the way in which -in spite of the state of strain in which the 

political relation has remained in following the ‘leak incident’- the commercial exchange 

between the two countries not only did not decrease but actually experienced a 

remarkable increase. In this line of analysis, the efforts conducted by Chinese –both local 

and central- and Argentine local governments with the aim to restore and improve the 

political relation will be examined in detail.  

Chapter six contains the major findings and the concluding remarks reached by 

this study. It is important to point out that the analysis of the 1990-2006 period made in 

this chapter would not be complete without the examination of a certain set of decisions 

that, having been very recently taken by the Argentine national government –in the first 

quarter of 2008- have seriously and negatively affected the economic bilateral relation.  

As a matter of fact, such decisions have done so to such an extent that they have 

been considered relevant enough as to broaden the original hypothesis in order to make a 

more comprehensive analysis of the state bilateral relations are currently in.  

The different regional integration policies and strategies adopted by the 

governments of both countries will be analyzed, taking into special consideration the 

different priorities that the Chinese central/ Argentine national governments have not 

only with regard to each other, but also regarding the local/provincial ones, as well as the 

role that Brazil plays in the regional stage, mainly as a competitor for both countries. 

Following this line of thought, Brazil competes with Argentina –with which constitutes 

the so-called ABC countries, along with Chile-, as a supplier of raw materials to the PRC 

and a touristic destination for Chinese group travelers. And with regard to China –with 



which it forms the BRIC group-, it does so as a rising power and one of the largest 

recipients of foreign investment. On this regard, it should be mentioned that the latter was 

‘the second-largest recipient of direct foreign investment’22 in 2001. Naturally, and in 

spite of the fact that these three countries might share similar views on regard to several 

issues, competition is expected to take place among those who share the same priorities 

and needs and have sometimes common, sometimes divergent interests.   

Having said all that, it only remains to mention that chapter six will be followed 

by the bibliography and appendices used in this study.    

 

 

 

 

                                                 
22 David Bachman, “New Leaders, New Foreign Policymaking Procedures?” in China after Jiang,  ed. 
Gang Lin and Xiaobo Hu (California: Standford University Press, 2003), 119. 


