
Chapter Six: Conclusion 

 This study has argued that -after the “leak incident” that strained the relations 

between the Chinese and Argentine governments- the high degree of complementariness 

of their economies could lead to a political rapprochement between the leaders of the two 

countries. Therefore, the original hypothesis consisted in verifying whether economic 

reasons could have positive effects in the political ties between the PRC and Argentina.  

However, and due to the relevance specific recent events have for the purposes of 

this study, the guiding hypothesis had to be broadened in order to include and analyze 

quite the opposite scenario: whether political stagnation could negatively influence 

economic relations, provoking a decrease in bilateral commercial exchanges. 

The analysis of the behavior of the Fernández de Kirchner administration -

examined throughout this study- demonstrates that such conducts clearly contradict the 

basic postulates of the Peripheral Realism theory this thesis is based upon. Indeed, the 

theoretical setting of this study explicitly describes the advantages and benefits that a 

peripheral country –such as Argentina- could obtain by adopting the foreign policy 

profile of a trading state, by which its economic development would be prioritized and 

encouraged. Such advantages become even clearer when considering that one of 

Argentina’s major trade partners happens to be a central state such as China.  

In spite of this, the international behavior adopted and the domestic policies 

implemented by both the previous and current Argentine administrations –which could be 

consider as one, since the current president happens to be married to the previous one- 

constitute an unequivocal symptom of the isolation in which the country has steadily 

been slipping into for the last few years. In a state of isolation, the question would be 

“whom to trade with?” 

This study has sought to demonstrate that, to a large extent, the logic –or, rather, the 

lack of it- behind the diverse trading strategies respectively adopted by the Chinese and 

Argentine governments –as well as their approaches towards economic and political 

integration- can be explained by the remarkable differences that exist between the Chinese 

leadership and its Argentine counterpart in fields such as international experience and 

qualifications, the degree of awareness of the role their countries play in the global stage 



and, specially, the diametrically different value the two governments put on trade and the 

policies they adopt with regard to it.   

 

Diversification of the productive offer 

A large majority of the interviewees that were contacted about a year ago –when 

things looked quite different that they do from the time being- had emphasized that 

Argentina had an urgent need to diversify its productive offer, in order to strengthen its 

commercial exchanges with the PRC and, at the same time, avoid becoming too 

dependent on commodities. As stated, such opinions were expressed in circumstances 

that happen to be quite different from the current ones.  

However, and since such diversification has not been encouraged nor promoted 

by the Argentine government, the country has not only become to rely even more upon its 

agricultural products, but also it has become almost exclusively dependent on a specific 

kind of grain: soy-beans.  

On this regard, in a survey conducted by the author in 2007, an Argentine scholar 

observed that “it is unrealistic to believe that we will be able to sell the Chinese soybeans, 

and soybeans only, for the rest of our lives”. In the same line of analysis, it was also 

pointed out the high proportion of the total exports that the soy beans and soy oils, the so-

called “oleaginous complex products represent 40% -soy beans- and 19% -soy oils” 1, 

and, when taking into consideration that oil represents 25,5% of the total exports to China, 

it is easy to conclude that –being about 85% of the offer concentrated in just soy and oil- 

“commodities occupy too large a proportion in the Argentine offer”.2 However, it is just 

fair to say that the supposedly needed modification in the exchange pattern does not seem 

to be something that bothers too much neither Brazil nor the United States, Argentina’s 

competitors with regard to trade with China.  

Considering the vast natural resources Argentina has, the products that China 

buys and that might experience an increase -although do not represent a significant part 

of current Argentine exports- are tobacco, wine, lemons, sunflower oils, leather, chicken 

                                                 
1 Gustavo Girado, “Macroeconomic Profile and Bilateral Commercial Relation”, conference organized by 
the Argentine-Chinese Chamber of Production, Industry and Commerce and the Asia & Argentina 
Foundation, attended by the author. Buenos Aires, August 15, 2007.  
2 Ibid.  



feet, frozen fish, paper, chemicals and mineral products.3  And, when considering the diet 

changes –consisting in the consumption of more protein and less based on cereals- that an 

increasing number of Chinese people are experiencing, together with the increasing 

strengthening of the purchasing power of a specific percentage of the population, 

Argentine beef seems to be a potentially exportable product.    

But this study will argue that the main problem is not only the lack of added value 

in the products that Argentina was selling, but rather the trading policies adopted 

themselves. If the Argentine governments do not adopt a series of urgent measures in 

order to catch up with the country’s competitors, there will be no space for Argentine 

products in the Chinese market.  

By contrast, it has been noted that ‘for Brazil’s part, strong trade and political 

links with China give the leftist government there a counterweight to the influence of the 

United States, and the two governments are working hard to solidify their ties” 4, which is 

certainly not the case here.  

Furthermore, it has been observed that “one of President Luiz Inácio Lula da 

Silva’s first big trips once he was in office was to China. He brought with him four 

hundred businesspeople, most from the farm sector,” 5  which explains that “Brazil 

agricultural exports tripled in 2003 to US$ 1.2 billion and were running well of ahead of 

that by mid-2004.”6  

Besides regional competition –or in top of it-, it has been pointed out that 

“Argentina doesn’t even exploit its advantages properly. It sells cheap products to China, 

but buys expensive ones in return”.7 Indeed, among the added-value products that China 

buys from Argentina are seamless steel pipes, pharmacy products, software and bovine 

genetic material.  

                                                 
3  Ernesto Fernández Taboada, “Commercial Opportunities with China,” conference organized by the 
Argentine-Chinese Chamber of Production, Industry and Commerce and the Asia & Argentina Foundation, 
attended by the author. Buenos Aires, August 15, 2007.  
4 Fishman, Ted.C., China, Inc.: How the Rise of the Next Superpower Challenges America and the World, p. 
143-144.   
5 Ibid.  
6 Ibid.  
7 Gustavo Girado, “Macroeconomic Profile and Bilateral Commercial Relation,”  ,” conference organized 
by the Argentine-Chinese Chamber of Production, Industry and Commerce and the Asia & Argentina 
Foundation, attended by the author. Buenos Aires, August 15, 2007.  



China exports to Argentina machinery, toys, computers, shoes and a good number 

of other products. But, with regard to Chinese products, it has been argued that Argentina 

is one of the countries that more protective barriers imposes on Chinese exports. 8  

However, since recognizing the “full market-economy” status of Beijing in 2004, anti-

dumping measures will be much harder to implement by the Argentine government.  

In such a context, it seems to be clear that Argentina does not lack products that 

should be more than enough in order to diversify the country’s productive offer. Rather, 

what exists is an unfortunate and conspicuous absence of political support, planning and 

encouragement of such diversification by the Argentine government.    

 

Trade-oriented vs. Isolationist Policies 

The previous observations regarding the need to diversify the productive offer of 

the country took for granted that the bilateral relation was, if anything, going to improve.  

However, the lack of qualifications of the current and previous Argentine administrations 

has turned out to be counterproductive for the foreign policy of the country to such an 

extent that today the problem could be considered as having obtained a diversified 

productive offer without other strategy than a hunch and being now suffering from the 

lack of markets where to sell those products.  

  The Argentine government seems not to be aware of the advantages that the 

adoption of the foreign policy profile of a trading state –as suggested by the theory this 

study is based upon- would provide the country with. As aforementioned, such a 

phenomenon seems to be a direct consequence of the isolationism that has characterized 

the previous and current Argentine administrations. The consequences of not changing 

such an isolationist attitude might be particularly grave when taking into consideration 

that, according to the predictions of the World Bank, China’s global food imports will be, 

by 2020, more than double the current ones.   

The obvious lack of a proper trading strategy of the Kirchner and the Fernández 

de Kirchner administrations has had severe consequences for Argentina in two 

completely opposite scenarios: 

                                                 
8 “El todo a cien de China e India,” El País, May 4, 2008. 
http://www.elpais.com/articulo/economia/todo/cien/China/India/elpepueconeg/20080504elpnegeco_1/Tes 
 



On the one hand, while trade with the PRC was taking place in relatively normal 

conditions, -which means, until March 2008- the disadvantages for the country consisted 

mainly in the fact that Argentina became highly dependent on Chinese demand of its 

products, especially commodities. As regard industrial products, Argentine industries 

were permanently worried for the threats of a Chinese invasion of cheap products such as 

textiles, shoes, toys and machines. It has astutely been pointed out that the increase that 

the sales of soy-beans and soy-derived products had been steadily experiencing –at least 

until recently- it was by no means the consequence of a deliberate and carefully weighed 

strategy specifically designed by the Argentine government to conquer the Asian markets, 

but rather it was exclusively provoked by the insatiable Chinese demand of soy beans and 

oil. 

On the other hand, when conditions changed and commercial exchanges with the 

PRC were affected by the exports block originated by the tax raise the government 

imposed farmers last March - when taxes on grain exports were raised via an economy-

ministry resolution and not by the Argentine Congress-, the government itself was 

severely affected by the lack of a proper trading strategy while, ironically, Argentina’s 

agricultural competitors and raw materials exporters –such as Brazil, including the recent 

and tremendously important oil reserves it has discovered, Australia and the United 

States9– benefited from it.  Indeed, and considering that in such an unfortunate case like 

the current global food crisis ‘food exporters, and countries where farmers are self 

sufficient, or net sellers, benefit’10, it can be said that the Argentine government decision 

could hardly be worse in content or in time. Due to the block of Argentine grain exports it 

provoked, the measure contributed to have less food available in the global market -with 

the subsequent increases in international prices, as it was pointed out by EU officials-11 

and it forced Chinese authorities to start looking for alternative sources to satisfy the PRC 

grain needs and the qualification of Argentina- by one of its largest trade partners- as 

                                                 
9 “No se exporta soja y lo aprovechan los Estados Unidos,” La Nación, May 7, 2008.   
http://www.lanacion.com.ar/politica/nota.asp?nota_id=998762 (accessed May 7, 2008).  
10 “The silent tsunami”, The Economist, April 19,  2008.   
11 “La UE dice que las retenciones traen escasez,” La Nación, May 7, 2008.  
http://www.lanacion.com.ar/politica/nota.asp?nota_id=1010385 (accesses May 7, 2008).  

http://www.lanacion.com.ar/politica/nota.asp?nota_id=998762
http://www.lanacion.com.ar/politica/nota.asp?nota_id=1010385


nothing less than a ‘non-reliable supplier’12, resulting in the loss of market niches that 

will be extremely hard to recover 

 

Closing the culture gap  

It should be mentioned that it has been astutely observed that “China is a 

civilization pretending to be a state”.13 Therefore, the complex implications that dealing 

with the Chinese leaders might have for any government in the world, as well as the 

precautions that should be taken when interacting with them should be clear enough for 

any country in the world considering entering into negotiations –in the improbable case 

such negotiations are not already in existence- with the PRC. Unfortunately, the 

consequences of not taking this into the proper consideration have become painfully clear 

as regards the Argentine case.   

 In remarks that have remained valid despite the changing economic and political 

circumstances –due, perhaps, to their social and cultural character-, the importance of 

promoting mutual understanding and trust through personal contact, as well as through 

the acknowledgment and acquisition of information of the differences in cultural and 

social traditions, values and habits should be re-emphasized.  

It has been astutely observed that the “while the vast distance between China and 

Latin America generates difficulties in transportation and mutual understanding, it also 

means that both parties have no serious conflicts of strategic and political interests”.14 

And it is precisely with regard to the need to improve mutual understanding that the 

academic sector becomes particularly relevant and could and should cooperate with the 

government of both countries.  

It is not surprising that the Chinese leadership might be puzzled by its Argentine 

counterpart. As aforementioned, the actions and reactions of the Argentine governments 

in office during the period analyzed in this study must be extremely difficult to 

understand and to predict. The main problem of the isolationist attitudes displayed by Mr. 

Kirchner does not happen no be Mr. Kirchner himself, but rather the political culture of 
                                                 
12 “China busca alternativas,” La Nación, May 30, 2008.   
http://www.lanacion.com.ar/politica/nota.asp?nota_id=1016918 (accessed May 30, 2008).  
13 Lucian W. Pye, “China: Erratic State, Frustrated Society,” Foreign Affairs, no. 4 (1990): 58.  
14 Joseph Y.S. Cheng, “Latin America in China's Contemporary Foreign Policy,” Journal of Contemporary 
Asia 36, no. 4 (2006): 500-529. 
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the people of Argentina. Indeed, it has been noted that “Argentine people liked the K 

[Kirchner’s] style,” which included the lack of interest in foreign affairs as well as the 

recurrent episodes in which Mr. Kirchner had gave his visitors a hard time. On this regard, 

during his time in office, President Kirchner had not only forced the Chinese delegation 

headed by President Hu to undergo the “leak incident,” but had been involved in other 

embarrassing situations, such as the time he arrived two hours late to a meeting with 

Russian President Vladimir Putin, or the occasion in which he ignored the scheduled 

appointment he had with Hewlett-Packard president Carly Fiorina –one of the most 

powerful business leaders in the United States-, and left her waiting outside the 

Presidential office for such a long time that forced Mrs. Fiorina to leave without meeting 

him. 15  And, as aforementioned, these kind of attitudes seemed to be liked by the 

Argentine people, who –disenchanted with the political class- believed –and still 

believes- such behavior reflects the authority and the charisma of the “caudillos”: 

provincial warlords that -having played an important role in the Independence war times 

were to remain key political figures in Argentine history.             

 

Tensions between Federal and Provincial Governments (II) 

The tensions and frictions between provincial and national governments meant 

that, so far, there has been no federal support for projects that are viable and, to a certain 

degree, can start functioning in the near future. For instance, the frustrating delay and 

lack of interest in solving the ‘paperwork’ jurisdiction problems that the freight train 

has –being the railroads under national jurisdiction along the territories of 14 provinces- 

means that a vital section of the Bi-Oceanic Corridor which constitutes one of the main 

goals of Zicosur can not be operated despite being in operating conditions. It also means 

that the regional products still have to be transported by trucks, when the train would 

equal 10 fully-loaded trucks16 while lowering the costs 2/ 3rds.17 The central and western 

products still can not reach the Chilean port of Mejillones, and the local producers are not 

being able yet to avoid the 3,000 kilometer detour to the ports of Rosario or Buenos Aires 
                                                 
15 Oppenheimer, Cuentos Chinos: el engaño de Washington, la mentira populista y la esperanza de 
América Latina, 170- 171.  
16 Dr. Ricardo N. Alonso, Mining Secretary of Salta province. Interview with, the author, Salta, Argentina, 
August 3, 2007. 
17 “Los camioneros dicen que con trenes tendrán menos trabajo,” El Tribuno, March 17, 2006, 16.   



to get to the Asian markets -the PRC among them- through the Chilean ports of the 

Pacific.  And it is just fair to remember that “distance has an extremely large influence on 

trade flows”18 and that, consequently, there is “a highly significant correlation between 

distance and transport costs”.19  

One can only imagine what the reactions of the Chinese-Argentine joint-venture 

that is in charge of operating the train might be, not to mention the comparison with the 

speed with which the project of the much more glamorous high-speed train was approved 

by the president.   

 

 Concluding Remarks 

A good number of efforts have been and are currently being made to try to 

normalize the damaged bilateral relation between the PRC and Argentina. Such 

endeavors have been undertaken mostly by local Chinese governments and their 

Argentine provincial counterparts and consist mainly in reciprocal official visits, the 

signing of agreements of cooperation and attempts to attract investments.  

By including Buenos Aires City as the only Latin American stop of the Olympic 

torch relay -being also the only Spanish-speaking city visited by it - the Chinese central 

government had a symbolical gesture of significant political connotations. Aware of the 

political implications of the torch’s arrival -and unwilling to undergo a situation similar 

to the protests that had taken place in London, Paris and San Francisco -the Argentine 

government responded by redoubling its efforts in preventing pro-Tibet demonstrations 

from taking place during the torch’s visit- and it succeeded.  

However, the Argentine government –which, logically, is in the weaker position 

and has much less bargaining power that its Chinese counterpart- will have to work much 

harder in trying to solve the problem it created, since isolated efforts can not, in any ways, 

considered to be enough, specially when taking into consideration that the last export-

taxing decisions the Argentine government has taken early this year turned out to have 

highly counterproductive consequences in both the domestic and the international arenas.  

                                                 
18 Barry Bosworth and Susan M. Collins, “United States-China Trade: where are the exports?” in Journal of 
Chinese Economic and Business Studies 6, no. 1 (February 2008): 16.  
19 Ibid.  



It is noteworthy that -in January this year, and as part of the Memorandum Of 

Understanding that both countries signed in 2004- President Fernández de Kirchner met 

the PRC Ambassador Gang Zeng in Argentina to sign the decree by which the Argentine 

state acquired railway-related materials from China. Could this be considered –along with 

the visits and other efforts undertaken- as an initial sign of incipient normalization in the 

bilateral relations? Would it be possible to argue that it represents the return to a stage in 

which the relation had not been so severely damaged as it currently is?  

Based in the data analyzed in this thesis, the actual answer would be negative. The 

Argentine government seems not to be aware of the benefits and advantages offered by 

deeper political and economic integration with China –or with the world, as a matter of 

fact-, and the aforementioned tax rises only strained the relation even more. Furthermore, 

Mrs. Kirchner –just like her husband- seems not to be aware of the basic postulates of 

Peripheral Realism: it would not be reasonable to expect the current administration to 

adopt the foreign policy profile of a trading state, nor to prioritize the welfare of its 

citizens by prioritizing the economic development of the country, nor to create the 

conditions that would allow it to benefit from the rise of China by reestablishing the 

political relations with it.  

The main difference between the PRC and Argentine governments seems to be 

the presence of a clear long-term strategic vision and country-project -in the first case- 

and the conspicuous absence of it -in the second one.    

The existing tensions between the federal and local governments, the lack of 

interest in attracting Chinese investments and, specially, the lack of a plan of promotions, 

marketing campaigns or cultural events to promote the country in the PRC –where 

Argentina is unknown to the large majority of people- and to attract Chinese tourists, 

together with the isolation in which the Kirchners have led the country into, are all factors 

that indicate that there are not signs of any changes in the current state of affairs.  

By the time the research for this thesis started to be conducted, it seemed possible 

that the Argentine government would finally adopt the foreign policy profile of a trading 

state. It seemed feasible that the new administration would realize the importance of 

being in good terms with one of the country’s largest trade partners and a major global 

player, and the potential benefits deeper integration would offer both countries. It was 



still reasonable to hope the Argentine government would stop underplaying the real 

significance of potentiality in world politics, and that it would realize that “all politics is 

about the future, and there is no doubt that China matters for the future”.20  

However, throughout this study, we have traced the origins of the deterioration of 

the bilateral relation, described its working, ascertained its real nature, we are now in 

position to indulge in a somewhat critical examination of the terms in which the relations 

between Argentina and the PRC will be shaped in the foreseeable future. It would be 

appropriate to argue that is the second scenario considered in the broadened hypothesis 

the one that seems will characterize the bilateral relation in years to come: economic 

complementariness between the two countries has not –so far, at least- lead to a political 

rapprochement, but, on the contrary, political stagnation seems likely to provoke a 

decrease in bilateral commercial exchanges.       

In the final analysis, I would state that the status quo does not seem to be viable 

and that it is absolutely stunning to witness that, while the previous administration of N. 

Kirchner could be charged of straining the political relations with its Chinese counterpart- 

the current one -instead of trying to benefit from the enormously attractive opportunities 

the PRC offers to Argentina- could indeed be accused of doing its best to ruin the 

economic ties with China. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
20 Buzan, “Conclusions: How and to whom does China matter?” in Does China Matter? A Reassessment: 
Essays in memory of Gerald Segal , ed. Barry Buzan and Rosemary Foot (London, UK: Routledge, 2004), 
164.   


