
Chapter Three: The Initial Stages of PRC-Argentina Relations 

It is the purpose of this chapter to analyze the political and economic relations 

between the PRC and Argentina until the year 1990. In order to provide the reader with 

an appropriate background to understand the historical trends of the bilateral relation, the 

present chapter will also briefly examine the Chinese approach to Latin America in 

general and, particularly, the different ways in which Argentina and the PRC related to 

and interacted with each other, both in the years signed by the absence of formal 

diplomatic ties -that is to say, starting from the founding of the People’s Republic of 

China and until 1971-1972- as well as in the period following the establishment of 

official diplomatic relations and until 1990.    

 

Not first-sight love 

For several years, Latin American countries were not considered as being of much 

relevance in terms of the PRC’s foreign policy. As a matter of fact, the Chinese 

government showed only a limited interest in the region, not only because of the large 

geographical distance at which it was located, but mostly because such location -more 

than remote from a Chinese perspective- resulted in the region naturally falling within the 

U.S. sphere of influence. Indeed, the Chinese conception of Latin America was that of “a 

region that was the back-yard (houyuan) of the United States”1, while “Latin American 

states viewed China as a distant power of little direct consequence to the region”.2

Furthermore, besides of being somewhat indifferent to the PRC, the region as a 

whole could have even been considered as “unfriendly” towards Beijing’s Communist 

regime, since “most Latin American nations had satisfactory relations with the Republic 

of China government on Taiwan and generally followed the Cold War policies of the 

United States toward the PRC”.3 On this regard, it has been observed that “all Latin 
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American governments… seemed to collaborate with the United States, and because they 

denied Beijing a seat in the United Nations, they were seen as pawns of U.S. imperialism 

and therefore worthy targets of future revolutions”.4

Such attitude towards the PRC would explain President Mao Zedong’s promotion 

of revolutionary actions against the established governments in the region and his claims 

that the PRC could provide “the Chinese model to the Latin American left to “liberate” 

their countries… through violent upheaval”5 , which, at the same time, would create 

“discord in the backyard of the United States, the leading imperialist power”.6   

The question of whether the Chinese lack of interest in the region was a 

consequence of the absence of diplomatic ties with Latin American countries or if, on the 

contrary, such an absence was actually the result of this lack of interest exceeds the scope 

of this study, in which it will only be claimed that, until the 1960s, “for Chinese policy, 

Latin American nations have ranked a distant third in priority, after those in Asia and 

Africa –and relations with all Third World countries have been of lower priority than 

relations with the industrial world”.7  

The fact of being located in a region that was not a priority for Beijing would 

mainly explain why the first contacts between the Chinese and the Argentine 

governments only took place about a decade after the founding of the PRC. 

Indeed it was just in 1959 that the first efforts to engage in trade exchanges8 with 

Argentina were made by the Chinese government, in spite of the fact that Argentina had 

been considered, for the previous half century, as “the most prosperous economy in South 

America –accounting for around half continental output and overseas trade- and by far 

the most industrialized”9, the reason why -specifically at the early 1950s- “Argentina was 
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still the largest economy in Latin America, accounting for one-quarter of continental 

GDP and significantly bigger than either Brazil or Mexico”.10

However, it was not until the early 1960s that –in spite of the absence of 

diplomatic ties, and, indeed, many years before diplomatic relations were officially 

established between the two countries- relatively small trade exchanges began to take 

place between them. At least partially, it can be argued that these exchanges were a result 

of the failure of the Argentine government in its attempt to secure a preferential trade 

agreement for its products with the European Economic Union, which had been formed 

in 1960. As it was soon to become evident, the EEC was trying to achieve agricultural 

self-sufficiency and, therefore, the Argentine government started looking for other 

markets. It found them at the other side of the world, and it was then considered in 

Argentina that “the main export successes came in the mid 1960s with the opening of 

trade with China and the Soviet Union” 11  Indeed, this would be a decade in which 

“increased trade with China”12 was to be seen. In 1962, the government of the PRC 

decided to buy wheat, beef and barley from Argentina, in amounts that were to gradually 

increased. It is no coincidence that such a decision was taken by Beijing at that specific 

time, since 1962 was the first year of “a period of readjustment after the Great Leap 

Forward”.13The decision was an attempt to counter the tremendously grave consequences 

of the Great Leap movement, during which “food production was greatly reduced”14 and 

“over 25 million people died”15, in what was to be known as the “greatest famine the 

world has ever known”.16  

Several Chinese contacts with Argentina’s National Grain Committee took place 

in the following years, and in 1964 a three-year agreement to buy wheat was signed by a 

Chinese mission with the Argentine committee. The amounts of grain being sold to the 

Chinese varied from one year to another, starting at several hundred thousand tons until 
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reaching a 1,000,000 tons sale in late 1965.17   It was in this year that the Political 

Secretary of the Communist Vanguard of Argentina –a certain Mr. Elías Seman- was 

invited to visit the PRC, in which arguably constituted one of the signs that demonstrated 

that “the Chinese leaders were very much interested in the improvement of commercial, 

diplomatic and cultural relations with Argentina”.18  

It is noteworthy that it was also in the 1960s that Beijing -who “had vied for 

leadership of the Third World nations and… publicly supported Third World causes”19 

since the mid 1950s- proclaimed that China itself was a “Third World country”. 

Almost simultaneously to such proclamation, Argentina’s “foreign policy stance 

became more consciously “Third World” in orientation. Distinct from a Peronist flirtation 

with the Non-Aligned Movement, the language of policy placed the country (and Latin 

America) in the underdeveloped world alongside Asia. Argentina might be located in the 

West but comparisons with Asia were now more appropriate than with the North Atlantic 

economies”.20  

However, and in spite of the Chinese announcement, it should be mentioned here 

that it has been noted that “even though China frequently proclaimed its common identity 

with other developing countries, it steadfastly refused to join such Third World 

organizations as the Non-Aligned Movement, the Group of 77 in the United Nations, or 

OPEC, either during the Maoist era or subsequently”.21

 Naturally, after getting involved with Argentina and other Latin American 

developing countries -which started being considered as potential suppliers –in economic 

terms- and allies -in political ones-, the PRC government felt the need to fulfill the 

vacuum of knowledge that existed with regard to the countries belonging to that part of 

the world, in order to further nurture and develop the nascent relations. On this regard, it 

has been noted that “if China’s Latin American policy in the 1960s was ideologically 
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motivated, it was more politically motivated thereafter”.22 Therefore, it was also during 

the 1960s that a number of Chinese academic institutions –such as Beijing University and 

Fudan University- started offering courses about Latin America.23 Indeed “not until 1961 

was an Institute of Latin American Studies (ILAS) established in Beijing, under the 

Liaison Department of the Chinese Communist Party”.24 It was also in the early 1960s -

and in spite of the fact that Argentina had had diplomatic relations with the Republic of 

China since 1945- that the government of the PRC also sponsored the establishment of 

the so-called “Sino-Argentine Friendship Association” and the so-called ‘Sino-Argentine 

Cultural Association’ in Buenos Aires.25 In 1967, the “Center for Oriental Studies” of the 

Argentine Universidad del Salvador's -founded by Rev. Father Dr. Ismael Quiles, S.J.- 

was promoted to the status of School. Three decades later, in 1997, the name of its 

founder was to be adopted as the school denomination.26

By the early 1970s, Beijing -which had already begun working on its reinsertion 

in the world- started working more actively in its attempts to achieve broader diplomatic 

recognition, and, by so doing, normalizing its relations with major powers –very 

influential, but very few by definition- and with Third World countries –important 

because of numerous- to be found in Asia, Africa and Latin America.  

It would be convenient to remember that, by the end of 1970, only 58 countries27, 

including Chile –the first South American country to establish diplomatic ties with the 

PRC-28 had diplomatic relations with the PRC.  
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The Chinese diplomatic efforts were to find substantial support in two major 

events that took place in the next few years: the United Nations General Assembly 

Resolution 2758 of 1971, and the 1972 U.S. president Richard Nixon’s visit to the PRC, a 

direct consequence of the ending of the enmity between China and the United States. 

Nixon’s visit provided remarkable help to the PRC in its attempts to obtain official 

recognition by a significant proportion of the international community, since several 

countries considered it the initial stage of the Sino-US rapprochement that was going to 

take place in subsequent years. Indeed, it has been noted that “the signing of the Shanghai 

Communiqué on February 28 that year signified that the two countries were committed to 

seek the establishment of diplomatic relations on the principle of one China. Implicit in 

the communiqué was an American commitment that the Taiwan issue would be settled 

peacefully by the Chinese themselves”.29  In fact, it was not until the late 1970s that 

relations between these two countries were to be normalized, since the United States was 

one of the countries that decided not to shift their diplomatic recognition from the ROC 

to the PRC, at least not immediately.  

But, when examining in further detail the first event mentioned ut supra -the UN 

General Assembly resolution 2758, commonly known as the “China representation 

question” and passed in October 1971- it has to be remembered that it was this resolution 

by which the PRC rights were restored to it and its representatives recognized as the only 

legitimate representatives of China. At the same time, it provoked the representatives of 

the Republic of China’s government on Taiwan – ironically, being the ROC itself one of 

the founding member-states of the United Nations - to be expelled from the place they 

had in the organization. 

It has to be mentioned here that, despite this resolution, certain countries decided 

to maintain diplomatic ties with the ROC rather than switching their recognition to the 

PRC, a decision that, in the case of most Central American -and only one South 

American- countries, remains firm.30  
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Goodbye, China. Hello… China?  

Interestingly, when Resolution 2758 was about to be voted by the Member States 

of the UN General Assembly, Argentina abstained. Such abstention took place in spite of 

the fact that the Argentine government –by then headed by de-facto President Alejandro 

A. Lanusse- had already made public its intentions of working on and improving the 

Argentine relations with Beijing, as well as its intention of formally establishing 

diplomatic relations with the PRC. “Military President Lanusse realized that in order to 

broaden Argentina’s diplomatic options, the legacy of refusing to develop relations with 

progressive, radical or Communist countries was disadvantageous to Argentina’s 

independence and economic growth”.31  

Therefore, on February 16, 1972 -only a few days before Nixon’s visit to China-, 

the governments of Argentina and the PRC established diplomatic relations, and, on 

February 19th, issued a “joint communiqué” in which the establishment of diplomatic 

relations between the two countries was announced.  

The communiqué said that “relations with China were part of a general policy of 

non-alignment and ideological pluralism”32, and that, “out of respect for the territorial 

integrity of states, Argentina was recognizing PRC sovereignty on Taiwan”.33   

In spite of the terms and the content of the communiqué, it has been pointed out 

said that “Argentina was unwilling to sever its diplomatic relations with the Republic of 

China”34, as well as that this would be the reason why “it was not until May 1972 that the 

two sides exchanged their “ambassadors”.35 What it is no matter of discussion is that, the 

same year, the Republic of China closed its embassy and replaced it with the so-called 

“Taiwan Trade Office”, which, in 1995, was to be renamed “Taipei Trade and Cultural 

Office in Argentina”.36
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 A tit for tat 

   In what could be simply called a trade-off, and having obtained the Argentine 

recognition of its sovereignty on Taiwan, the PRC government recognized “Argentina’s 

claim to a 200-mile territorial sea and purchased 500,000 tons of wheat”37 on October 

1972. Once again, the PRC was buying Argentine agricultural products, but this time 

under the umbrella of being the negotiations carried between governments that mutually 

recognized each other.  

With regard to the Chinese recognition of the Argentine claim, it has been 

observed that “the 200-nautical-mile limit was actually part of and coordinated with a 

more general policy, that of economic independence for Latin America and other Third 

World countries”.38

For the purposes of this study, and in order to highlight the relevance that 

commercial exchanges between the two countries were going to have in the following 

decades, it is just fair to point out that it has been astutely noted that “the wheat purchase 

set the tone for Chinese relations with Argentina. A November 1973 agreement provided 

for the sale of 100,000 to 1 million tons of wheat annually for three years. In May 1974 

the Chinese bought 500,000 tons of corn. Argentine offers of manufactured products 

aroused no interest”.39 Indeed, it was in 1973 that, “when the Peronists were brought to 

power for the third time, Sino Argentine ties intensified, as part of Peron’s “Third 

Position” doctrine –a kind of non-aligned foreign policy orientation- which sought to 

develop contacts with the Socialist bloc countries”.40

 In spite of these precedents, it is noteworthy that the website of the PRC’s 

Embassy in Argentina mentions 1977 as the year in which the two governments signed 

their first commercial agreement –without specifying its nature- and 1978 as the year in 

which two more agreements –on maritime transport and scientific and technological 

cooperation- were signed.41  
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It is particularly intriguing the fact that the agreements with the Communist 

government of the PRC were signed by Argentina’s military junta, which was in power 

since the 1976 military coup, the same year the Cultural Revolution –“a euphemism for a 

civil war”42- and the life of Chairman Mao came to an end. As regards the environment 

in which the coup took place, it as been astutely observed that “the widespread violence 

that occurred in Argentina prior to the March 1975 coup and the savage paranoia of the 

military and its allies led them to the diagnosis that the entire “social body”, even its most 

microscopic “tissues”, had been “infected by “subversion’. (I suspect that few times in 

history the far right has used and abused its characteristic organic metaphors like it did 

during those years.) According to them, “chaos,” “subversion,” and the dissolution were 

to be found not only, or so much, in the macro-arenas of politics and in the actions of 

guerrilla organizations; this sickness also existed in every corner and niche of society, 

from where it had nourished the more visible “symptoms” found in the macro-arenas. 

Based on this diagnosis, a microscopic “cure” was formulated, directed at penetrating all 

the layers of society and “reorganizing” them in such a way that the central goal of the 

rulers would be guaranteed forever –that the authority of those who had, in every micro-

context, both the right and the obligation to rule would never again be “subverted.” ”43 

Not surprisingly, having been characterized in such terms, the junta was strongly 

suspected of being linked to the far-right organization “Triple A” –“A.A.A.”, standing for 

“Argentine Anti-Communist Alliance”- which had been set up, in the early 1970s, by 

José López Rega, minister for social welfare during president Juan D. Perón’s third and 

last presidency.44  

Whether the commercial agreements between the two governments were a 

consequence of the swift –from Maoist ideology to Deng’s pragmatism- that had taken 

place in the PRC after Mao’s death, or not, it can be considered as matter of discussion. 

However, it is just fair to note that Deng Xiaoping, who had emerged “in 1977 as the 
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dominant figure among pragmatists in the leadership”45 , only “became the leader in 

1978”.46

 

Opening the doors 

By the end of the 1970s, with Deng already consolidated in power, the People’s 

Republic of China adopted the so-called “Open Door” policy, which has been defined as 

being “more relevant than the collapse of the Soviet Union or the fall of the Berlin 

Wall”47, extremely important and significant events that would take place more than a 

decade later.   

What is commonly stressed, whenever the different aspects of this policy are 

discussed, are mainly its economic aspects, which happens to make sense considering 

that, nowadays, and besides the political and diplomatic dimensions it has, “much of 

China’s interest in Latin America - especially in South America- is economically 

motivated”. 48  Despite this observation has been recently formulated, one would be 

certainly tempted to argue that economic motivations were precisely what the Chinese 

government had in mind, when, about half a century ago, it started demanding Latin 

American agricultural products.  

It should be briefly mentioned that the Argentine military government lost the –

real or eventual- possibility of facilitating trade with the PRC and other Asian countries 

by eventually gaining -or peacefully negotiating with Chile- Argentine access to the 

Pacific, and, therefore, to the Asian markets.  

Indeed, in April 1977, Argentina and Chile came close to war over a dispute over 

three small islands on the Beagle Channel that were –in strategic terms- extremely 

important, since they provide direct access to both the Atlantic and the Pacific Ocean. 

Queen Elizabeth II of United Kingdom ratified the arbitrator’s award for the dispute over 

the Beagle Channel between Argentina and Chile, which “was unacceptable to Argentina 

as Chile would have appropriated fish and oil resources at that time under Argentine 
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control and increased its influence over Antarctica”.49 Therefore, in 1978 “war almost 

broke out with Chile”50, which was also under a military government. Indeed, it “was 

appeared inevitable until Papal intervention was secured”. 51  The three islands were 

awarded to Chile, and it has been said that this “loss” “encouraged disgruntled sections of 

the armed forces to pursue a more active campaign to recover the Falklands in order to 

redeem military honour- as well as to bolster a regime under increasing domestic 

pressure”.52 As it will soon be analyzed, it could be said that the Falklands/Malvinas war 

helped to secure the China-Argentina ties.  

Finally, it should be mentioned that during 1979 Argentina’s relations “with 

Brazil, which included a nuclear race, were tense”53, but eventually the level of tension 

between the two countries decreased and eventually led to a political rapprochement 

between them. In the same year, the PRC obtained the United States’ recognition and 

normalization of diplomatic relations.    

 

State Visits (I) 

After the signing of the aforementioned trade and cooperation agreements in 1977 

and 1978, the Argentine de-facto President Jorge R. Videla -in power since the coup 

d’etat of 1976- visited China in 1980, in what constituted the first State visit of an 

Argentine head of state to the PRC, and during it an “Agreement on Economic 

Cooperation”54 was signed by the governments of the two countries. It is interesting to 

point out that this visit took place the same year that Deng granted the southern city of 

Shenzhen the honor of being the first Special Economic Zone (SEZ) in the PRC, in an 

attempt to benefit from the geographical proximity between Shenzhen and the British 

colony of Hong Kong and attract the colony’s money, industries, business and know- 
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how.  Only 17 years later, Hong Kong was going to be granted the “Special 

Administrative Region” status, upon being transferred from British to Chinese control.  

The Argentine-Chinese rapprochement caused a noise in the backyard that did not 

please the United States, although –as previously stated- they had established official 

diplomatic ties with the PRC just the year before.  

As a response to it, and in what can be considered a movement to prevent losing 

its influence over Latin American countries -following a ‘divide et impera’ logic- the 

United States -under the Carter administration- “decreased its level of support for 

authoritarian governments and promoted democracy and the protection of human 

rights”55, and responded to lobbying against human rights abuses in Argentina, abuses 

that certainly were taking place and that had been tolerated by the U.S. in the name of the 

fight against Communism until then.   

It is no secret that human rights always constitute a sensitive issue and a political 

wild card that is not to be mentioned when business is going smoothly but that can be 

played whenever things are not going the way one would like them to. Despite any 

genuine interest in such an issue, it certainly cannot be denied that the Sino-Argentine 

rapprochement could have well represented a threat to the U.S. interests, in the sense that 

Argentina was a potential competitor for U.S. agricultural products in the Chinese market.  

In response to Washington’s movement, Argentina “intensified bilateral relations 

with the Soviet bloc. A delegation was sent to the 1981 Belgrade Assembly of Non-

Aligned Countries and a commercial pact was signed with Beijing –a cynical exercise in 

realpolitik that convinced few but that confirmed the opportunism and lack of 

consistency in official thinking and the increasingly marginal position of the country in 

the global system”.56  

 

An unnecessary war. A vital democracy. A significant support 

As it has already been mentioned, 1982 was the year in which the military-led 

Argentine government decided to invade “the disputed Falkland/Malvinas islands, which 

had been under British rule since 1833; in doing so, the Argentine state found itself in a 
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losing war against the United Kingdom in which the United States sided, predictably, 

with the latter.”57  It could be said that it only an Argentine general turned into the 

country’s ruler could believe he had a chance in challenging somebody who was going to 

be helped by the Americans and whose nickname happened to be nothing less than “the 

Iron Lady.” But, as Jorge Luis Borges -one of the most distinguished Argentine writers- 

once stated, “the military mind is not complex.” The British obligation towards the 

Americans for their help regarding the Falklands/Malvinas was to be later regarded by 

British Primer Minister Margaret Thatcher as “a personal matter of honor” when U.S. 

President Reagan decided -with British support- to raid Tripoli in an attempt to try to get 

rid of Gaddafi.58   

But it was with regard to the Argentine-British conflict –defined as the 

“unnecessary war,” certainly, by Escudé- that “China first made no statement on the 

episode and finally urged a negotiated settlement, abstaining on the British resolution at 

the United Nations”.59 It was a clear sign that, starting from this year, Peking was to start 

frequently reiterating its “support for South-South cooperation”. 60  However, such a 

behavior by the Chinese government was not going to interfere with the talks that, later 

on, Chinese Premier Zhao Ziyang was going to hold with British Prime Minister M. 

Thatcher with regard to the handover of Hong Kong and that were to be known as the 

Joint Sino-British Declaration of 1984.  

   But it was in 1983, a year before the declaration on Hong Kong, and the year 

after the Chinese abstention on Falkland/Malvinas, that Argentine people regained 

democracy, when the military government finally stepped down. Due to the 

aforementioned abstention, Argentina’s relation with the PRC seemed to improve and an 

agreement of cooperation in nuclear issues was signed by the PRC and the new 

democratically-elected Argentine governments.  

It is important to point out the significant and relevant role that nuclear energy 

had always had in the PRC-Argentina relations, and further talks regarding this issue 
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would take place about two decades later, during Chinese President Hu Jintao’s 2004 

visit to Argentina.  

The following year, 1984, the Foreign Minister of the PRC, Wu Xueqian –who 

was, by the time, one of the PRC officials who had traveled more widely61, a feature that 

is relevant for the purposes of this study, as it will be seen later when analyzing the 

differences between the current Argentine and Chinese leaderships- visited Argentina and 

signed a cultural covenant. It is noteworthy to mention that it has been said that “perhaps 

Deng's most glorious year was 1984, when he reached 80 years of age. China's food 

supply hit 400 million tons of grain, making the nation self-sufficient in food”.62 The 

same year, an agreement with the British government to return Hong Kong to Chinese 

control thirteen years later -in 1997- was successfully negotiated by Deng. Curiously, the 

year that was agreed for the handover of the former British colony coincided with the 

year Deng was going to die.   

Early in 1985, Mr. Wu’s Argentine counterpart – Minister of Foreign Affairs 

Dante Caputo- signed an “agreement of cooperation for the peaceful use of nuclear 

energy”63 while visiting Beijing. As stated, nuclear energy is an issue that had always 

been present in the bilateral relation.  

Later that year, Premier Zhao –one of Deng’s “most trusted supporter of the 

reforms in the late 1970s and 1980s”64, and who, years later, being the General Secretary 

of the CCP and one of the “reformers” which pursued “a conciliatory approach towards 

the students occupying Tiananmen Square” 65  against Li Peng’s “conservatives”, was 

going to be replaced by Jiang Zemin- travelled to South America and visited Argentina 

and other South American countries -Brazil, Colombia and Venezuela.  
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During his trip, Premier Zhao announced the so-called “Four Principles for 

Relations between China and Latin America” –namely, peace and friendship, mutual 

support, equality and mutual benefit and attainment of common progress. It would be 

convenient for the current Argentine administration to review these principles, specially 

the one mentioned last, since it emphasizes the need that existed then and currently exists 

of achieving common progress.  

It should also be mentioned here that it was also in 1985 that the PRC government 

decided to establish the China National Latin America Trading Corporation. Predictably, 

the Chinese government chose Brazil to be the country in which the headquarters of the 

newly-established corporation were to be located. Being the largest, one of the richest 

and by far the most populated South American country, Brazil had, for many years, been 

“considered a slumbering giant” 66 , a conception that was similar to the one China 

enjoyed by the time and which has radically changed –with regard to both of them-  by 

the time this study is being written.  

A few years later, in 1988, the “conservative” 67  Chinese president Yang 

Shangkun –who, in 1993, was to be replaced by Jiang as president of the PRC, after 

being labeled -alongside his “half-brother”68 Yang Baibing- as Jiang’s “rivals” in 1992- 

invited Argentine President Raúl R. Alfonsín –who was the first democratically-elected 

president Argentina had since the 1976 military coup d’état- to visit the PRC, in which 

constituted the second State visit paid by an Argentine head of state to China.  Several 

agreements were signed during President Alfonsín’s visit, regarding Antarctica, 

aeronautics research, animal quarantine and sanitary cooperation. As it can be seen, 

bilateral relations were improving rapidly, and the two countries were to become much 

more closely tied in years to come.  
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