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TRANSCRIPTION 
María Isabel Puerta: Welcome to this final panel on Shark Power 
and Academy Global Perspectives and American Scenarios. Today 
we have our third and final panel. It's called Influential Autocracies in 
Open Societies.
Today we have the great pleasure of welcoming Thomas Kent who is 
the former director of Radio Free Europe. He is an expert on Russian 
politics and Russian influence on media. We also have Juan Pablo 
Cardenal who is associate researcher at CADAL. Also, with us, is 
Orçun Selçuk, who is visiting assistant professor at Luther College in 
Iowa, he is an expert on polarizing populism and Turkey and Latin 
America are some of his research interests. And to complete this 
panel is Moisés Garduño García, professor at UNAM in Mexico and 
an expert on Iranian politics. This is our final panel on Shark Power 
and Academy.
We are really interested in having this conversation. Each one of our 
speakers will have between 15 and 20 minutes. After all these 
presentations, we will have a Q&A part, and we are going to keep a 
close eye on the chat box for any of your questions. So, without 
anything else, let's just begin. We're going to start with Thomas Kent. 

Thomas Kent: Les doy los buenos días, damas y caballeros, desde 
Nueva York. Desgraciadamente, mi español no es tan bueno como 
debería serlo, por lo tanto, les haré mis comentarios en inglés.
For the past couple of years, I've been talking to more than 160 
specialists in a dozen countries for my research into Russian 
information with the focus on the best responses to Russian 
information operations in Europe, Africa and Latin America. I did 
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research in Argentina and Colombia and talked with academics and 
journalists in several other Latin American countries as well.
One conclusion I reached early in my research is that there's nothing 
inherent in democratic values, or even true facts, that makes it 
inevitable, that they will triumph in the so-called marketplace of ideas. 
I think a lot of people believe that somehow democratic values, 
ultimately, just have to win by some automatic means. But in the 
information conflict, we cannot depend on some ultimate 
epistemological justice to guarantee that democratic values triumph. 
Ultimately, much depends on the faith that we have in our values, and 
the effort we devote to promoting them.
I'm going to share today some of my thoughts about Russian 
information operations, and its influence in general in Latin America 
and I will be very glad to hear your comments, your perspectives and 
your corrections to what I've come up with. Russian attention to Latin 
America has been episodic during the Cold War. Latin America fits 
into the general Russian tendency to encourage left wing movements 
including armed movements worldwide. Of course, Latin America did 
not need Russia to have left wing points of view, it had its own leftist 
forces. The pink tide or giro a la izquierda in the 1990s, and early this 
century, came at a time when Russia was relatively inactive in 
international affairs, preoccupied with issues at home.
Under Vladimir Putin, Russia has resumed influence activities far 
from home, including in Latin America, Africa, and elsewhere. It 
doesn't have the economic strength, and the unquestioned 
superpower status that the Soviet Union had. The GNP of Russia is 
somewhere between those of Brazil and Italy. Its population level is 
stagnant. Its skilled workers are continually leaving the country for 
opportunities elsewhere.
But in Latin America, it is tried to leverage the strength that it has, 
using quite often, information operations to advance its political goals, 
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especially support for Venezuela and Cuba. They have been trying to 
forge military relationships, usually arm deals with as many countries 
in Latin America as possible, and as many trade agreements as 
possible. These are often ways for Russia to get around US and 
European trade sanctions.
Russia is not really in much of a position these days to subsidize 
trade deals. They have to be mutually advantageous. Among many of 
the most lucrative deals from Russia standpoint, are, of course, in the 
energy and mineral sectors. The question that always comes up is if 
Moscow look at Latin America as a continent in itself, or through the 
prism of its relationships with the United States. Certainly, Russia 
would say that it seeks nothing but totally normal state relationships 
and mutual advantage with the countries of Latin America. It has a 
long history in Latin America. So, I think they would reject very much 
the idea that their relationships in Latin America are just a way to put 
pressure on the United States. However, it's also true that in recent 
years Russia has been convinced that the United States is plotting 
against it in its own backyard. It blames the 2014 Ukrainian revolution 
on the United States. It has not recovered from the incorporation of 
most countries in East Europe, and most countries now at the 
Balkans into NATO.
So, given that situation, one can imagine, certainly, that Russia sees 
Latin America as a place to threaten US interests, and distract 
American attention from activity elsewhere in the world.
Russia certainly needs some new allies in Latin America with the 
Nicolás Maduro government under heavy pressure and Evo Morales 
gone from power. I'm very interested to hear from the other 
participants here, what do you think the Russians and the Americans 
can expect from Luis Arce in Bolivia.
In any case, Russia has deployed in Latin America many of the 
influence tools that it uses elsewhere. It has RT en español, Sputnik 
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Noticias. It engages in heavy social network activity, some of it quite 
visible, some of it rather clandestine and unattributed. It seems to 
spike this social network activity during protests in countries where 
there's strong opposition to the Maduro government during protests 
late last year, for example, in Chile, Bolivia, Ecuador, Peru and 
Colombia.
And in Latin America, as we see in other regions, Russia is pretty 
content to deal with any potential ally. They're not that ideological 
these days. So, if it makes sense, they can make common cause with 
leftists. If it makes sense in a given country or situation, they can 
make common cause with Catholic conservatives, or wherever it can 
find sympathetic forces.
Russia has a lot of assets advantages in building influence in Latin 
America. Certainly, there's been a long suspicion there of the United 
States, wherever it is, Russia, isn't the United States. Of course, 
China isn't the United States either, and has a lot more money than 
Russia does. So, US sentiments, or sentiments in favor of balancing 
relationship, shall we say, with the United States and other parts of 
the world, probably benefit Beijing, more than they benefit Moscow.
Latin American countries feel very little heat or trouble from Russia. 
I'm very worried of being dragged into a conflict between the United 
States and Western Europe, on one hand and Moscow on the other.
So, if Russia offers something that serves their purposes, Latin 
American companies and countries are happy to take it without 
wanting to take some US-European hostile position to Russia. Latin 
American countries had long and bloody experience during the Cold 
War with coups and proxy wars that stemmed from the US Soviet 
struggle, and they have nothing to gain from a new round of that.
Several Latin American countries, as you know, did not support UN 
Resolution 68/262, in 2014, condemning Russia over its invasion of 
Ukraine. I think you have a lot of Latin American countries, this is just 
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something. This whole thing is saying they rather just keep out of. 
Judging by surveys, negative feelings about Russia are not universal 
in Latin America. Certainly, just for long historical purposes, for long 
historical reasons, or the way education is working, a lot of people do 
feel that Russia is a dictatorial country, but in a 2017 survey that I 
saw, 30% of Latin Americans agreed that Russia respects personal 
freedom, and only a quarter of Latin Americans think Russia is a 
major threat to their countries. And there is a 2018 World Cup, the 
large numbers of Latin America who went to the 2018 World Cup in 
Russia found it a nice place. Russia can be a nice place for foreign 
visitors.
According to Professor Chaguaceda, Kremlin media present Russia 
as an alternative of order and development, in line with Latin 
American interests, as opposed to an imperialistic and decadent 
West, as the Russians would put it. Latin Americans may not be 
certain that Russia is a society they really want to aspire to. But, you 
know, if you look at CNN, and I assume that CNN en español is 
something like CNN in English, you don't see a very pretty picture of 
the United States either. Lots of people have their doubts about 
American society as well.
Somebody told me that one of the reasons that Turkish soap operas 
are so popular now in Latin America, is that the American ones just 
have so much sex and so much violence, and the Turkish soap 
operas are more about love and emotion and that´s more what 
people in Latin America are looking for.
The Russians are very active on social networks in Latin America, but 
what they do, can get easily lost among all the other chaos in Latin 
American social networks from many other actors, including domestic 
actors. So, it doesn't necessarily stand out, and Latin America is not 
like the United States, where everything that Russia does winds up 
on the front page of The Washington Post. From the distance of Latin 
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America, Russia is just not something that everybody thinks about 
every day.
And all this presents problems in countering Russian influence and in 
trying to build democratic country as democratic societies in general. 
Traditionally pro-democracy forces and pro-democracy parties have 
looked for a political center. But many countries in Latin America, 
don't have a political center, because they have leftist and rightist 
views of democracy that are so different. Russia can take advantage 
of both, left and right, and pro-democracy actors have to navigate 
between these extremes, trying to find some measure of support for 
true facts and rational dialogue, and cannot be quite as flexible as 
Russia, because the pro-democracy actors have principles that they 
cannot compromise. The media, which is a strong counterweight of 
question this information is under pressure in Latin America as it is 
everywhere else.
Traditionally, the media has been the strongest bulwark for 
democratic government to at least a rational discussion. But media 
face financial problems. When they publish something that's false, 
even unintentionally, or antagonize readers in some other way, 
people flee to more fringe news sources or just exchanging 
misinformation and disinformation on WhatsApp. We're seeing that in 
the United States, people are tending to leave more established news 
sources and go to places where they can find content that is more in 
line with their personal views.
But there are some positives in efforts to advance democracy. 
Surveys show that most people in Latin American countries still 
believe that democracy is the best form of government. The overall 
percentage of citizens (from a 2018 to 2019 survey) saying that they 
prefer democracy, declined from 68%, in 2004 to 58% in 2018 to 
2019. But you can hope that in most countries that tends to reflect 
discontent with the current government, not with democracy in 
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general. I assume most people in Latin America do not dream of a 
military dictatorship or a surveillance society. Another positive against 
any overbearing moves by Russia is that Russia really needs France. 
Russia has sort of fallen out of love with subsidizing guerilla armies 
and wants to have good relations at state level with as many 
countries as possible.
China wants stability in Latin America too. So, given its desire for 
normal state to state relations, and its limited economic strength, this 
can rebound to the benefit of stronger Latin American governments 
and their dealings with Russia. They really have no need to be afraid 
of Russia, and they can feel free to call them out when their actions 
go over the line, because Russia, at the moment, may need Latin 
America, more than Latin America needs Russia.
I hope that in the course of our conversation today, we'll talk a bit 
about ways of countering anti-democracy narratives, whether they 
come from Russia or elsewhere. I'd like to hear from others on the 
panel about the state of civil society organizations in Latin America, 
their strengths and weakness in advocating for democracy. There's 
been an encouraging growth of fact-checking organizations in 
Russia, organized under the umbrella of news organizations or civil 
society groups. There are, I think, 42 fact-checking organizations now 
in Latin America, some of them extremely active. 
I'm looking forward to have a conversation on that, and my other 
questions for you, that perhaps you'd be interested in and addressing 
is, as I said, about the future of Bolivia. I'm also curious the degree to 
which US government media like the Voice of America have a 
footprint in Latin America or do not. We always talk about RT en 
español and Sputnik Noticias, but what about La voz de América.
I will stop there, and thank you for the opportunity to participate.
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María Isabel Puerta: Thank you so much for that great start for our 
panel today. So, we now have Juan Pablo Cardenal. 

Juan Pablo Cardenal: Hello, good afternoon. Thank you very much 
for the invitation and allow me to share my experience on China. Let 
me start with a very small disclaimer, if I may, in the sense that I'm 
going to be talking about China. I have to say I was based in China 
for 10 years, I have done field research in around 40 countries in the 
last decade, following China's footprint and trying to understand how 
China goes global, and the impact on local populations. But, having 
said that, it's always a challenge to discuss about China, even more if 
it is in 15 minutes.
I'm going to do that effort but I want to point out that I don't have 
answers for everything. I might be wrong in something because, of 
course, my points of views on China are based on my experience 
from having lived there for so long, and also on my perspective of the 
world.

Having said that, and focusing on China and Latin America, I think it's 
quite relevant to understand, that around less than 20 years ago, 
China was a secondary player in the region.
In the last 20 years or so, it has become the main player, or at least 
the main player for many of the Latin American countries in terms of 
trade, investments, loans, infrastructure projects, etc. This has given 
China already a lot of political influence because of its economic 
presence.
However, I think that China has gone global, and it is a big player, 
almost in any region in the world. This is something that China has, 
and this is something that is not going to change. So, I think what is 
relevant these days is not only China's global economic presence, 
which is important, but how China is trying to gain political influence. 
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And this is something that is very clear since Xi Jinping came to 
power in 2013. I would say, since 2015, more or less, they have a 
very clear, so-called soft sharp power strategy. I would argue that is a 
global strategy, but of course China is very good at adapting locally, 
and in Latin America, which is the region that I've been following the 
most, they have a very clear strategy on how to gain political 
influence. Why is China doing that? I have a few reasons why China 
is engaged in such a thing.
I'm going to explain exactly what is this soft power strategy all about, 
but it is important to have in mind why do China and the Communist 
Party have this kind of strategy. The first reason is to push China's 
foreign policy objectives and interests, the second one is the purpose 
to legitimize the Communist Party, both domestically and 
internationally. Another reason is to gain support for the CCP of the 
world that are relevant, and that we will probably have time to discuss 
about later on. It's irrelevant in the sense that China has already done 
some projects like The Belt and Road Initiative, which is a huge 
global economic project to create a trade corridor around the world. 
But of course, it's also with those financial institutions that have been 
created that are controlled by Beijing. It's a way of laying the 
foundation for a new alternative world order.
I think it's relevant to link this soft power strategy with the fact that 
China wants to promote its views of the world, the CCP views of the 
world. Also relevant is the more general purpose of having friends 
and allies worldwide. I would put that in the context of the asymmetric 
relationship that China has with most countries in the region, and of 
course, promoting China's values and, eventually, lay a foundation of 
a new world order. So, how does China push this kind of strategy?
Basically, through two means. One is through institutional 
cooperation, or institutional engagement. And let me point out that 
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this is something that is happening globally, so it's geographically, it is 
all over the world, but also, it's happening through different sectors.
When I say institutional engagement, or cooperation I'm talking about 
the academia, I'm talking about the media, I'm talking about political 
parties. So, how do they engage?
For instance, with the media, they are trying, and they've succeeded 
in some countries to close deals with media groups for content 
sharing and for producing content for televisions.
That, of course, they say it is joint cooperation, joint productions, but 
it's all paid by Beijing, and all the narratives include the CCP and 
China's narratives. As Thomas was saying, with the pressure of the 
media, almost everywhere, this kind of offer is working very well 
because China is getting all this for free. In the sphere of academia, 
it's very clear with the creation of the Confucius institutes. There are 
around 500 around the world, with more than 1000 classrooms; in the 
region over 40 Confucius institutes and over 20 classrooms. So, this 
is already quite relevant because they are, as everybody knows, 
institutions that are hosted by local universities.
It is a bit different from the British Institute or the Instituto Cervantes 
or the Alliance Française. But also, they are closing academic deals 
with different academic institutions throughout the region. The fact 
that the Chinese are financing all of those deals for investigation, for 
research, works very well.
With political parties, let me give you one figure: The Communist 
Party. But let me tell you, by the way, that since the 19th National 
Congress of the Chinese Communist Party in 2017, the Communist 
Party was given extra power and some extra resources. And in that 
sense, now it's even more clear that the Party is in charge. I mean, 
sometimes we focus very much on the State, but we need to 
understand that the State is subordinate to the Party.
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And in that sense in terms of foreign affairs, the Party is clearly 
guiding China's foreign affairs and China's foreign affairs agenda. 
China is already doing around 40 interaction events with foreign 
political parties worldwide, per year.
And also, this is quite outstanding. They've invited to one of the last 
meetings in Beijing in Shenzhen, over 300 representatives of over 
100 political parties of all over the world. Invited by China, invited by 
the party.
There were a few days where they ended up signing some kind of 
joint declaration. Everything paid by the party. This is something that 
helped to legitimize the CCP worldwide and the views of the CCP. So, 
money in this sense, works very well in this strategy. 
Then, the second thing is what has been called the elite capture. 
China identifies in most of the countries where they invest, the people 
that are locally influential: opinion leaders, scholars, politicians, 
former diplomats. What they do, Basically, is invite them to China and 
they show them the beautiful China, they fly in business class, they 
stay in five-star hotels, they take them to the Party headquarters, they 
take them to a meeting in Huawei or in Alibaba, they take them to the 
Great Wall with the hospitality that the Chinese have and are great 
on.
And they are able to see the country through the eyes of the party. 
And this is relevant and I think a key factor is the fact that China is 
investing all those resources and this money to capture those elites in 
combination with the lack of knowledge that everyone has in the 
world, but specifically in Latin America, regarding what China is, 
China's history and China's political system.
I think it works very well for China's objectives. And what is 
happening, basically, is that many of those people that are engaged 
with the Chinese have become, informally, ambassadors of the 
Chinese cause. So, they are supporters of the Chinese view and they 
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do that in their own country when they come back, through their 
public speeches or public statements or through the op-eds that they 
write. I've been with many of those elites interviewing them. You can 
always hear, and this is quite relevant I would say, this echo of those 
leads being quite impressed with China's modernization of the last 40 
years and they put it as a proof.
Somehow, that development without democracy is possible. This is, 
of course, China's transition from Maoism to wreck capitalism. It is 
always shown as a proof of this, but also, you have all those numbers 
of the Chinese miracle having grown at a 9% rate in the last three 
and a half decades.
But then, you also have things like how China was the only big 
economy that was able to pass through the 2008 crisis relatively 
untouched. And now with the pandemic is happening something 
exactly quite similar. 
I have something else that I wanted to mention, but I can save it for 
later, which is basically, and this is something that many people have 
asked me when I talk about this: in what sense, what the Chinese are 
doing is different from the soft power of the other Western countries? 
Let me say something just to finish, soft power, according to the 
classic term of Joseph Nye, is about persuasion and about attraction, 
convincing others through those means. And I'm not saying that the 
strategy that China has, does not have elements of soft power. It 
does. The problem is that it's all different from the Western soft 
power. This soft power becomes sharp power because it's not 
benign. All those values that are embedded in the Chinese 
authoritarian system can be seen when China develops or deploys 
this strategy, this soft power strategy enlightening Latin America and 
elsewhere. I think I will leave it there and maybe I have the option to 
delve into this, later on.
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María Isabel Puerta: Now it's Orçun Selçuk´s turn, so the floor is all 
yours.
 
Orçun Selçuk: Thank you for the invitation. I'm a visiting assistant 
professor at Luther College in Iowa. Just a disclaimer, my main area 
of research is not Turkish-American relations, but I do study various 
competitive teams between Turkey and Latin America.
I'm currently working on my book on Polarizing Populism in Turkey, 
Venezuela and Ecuador. There is an autocratization component on 
my research. Another line of my research has to do with Turkish 
Airlines, and how Turkey is using Turkish Airlines as a soft power tool 
around the world.
This presentation, in that sense, will be at the intersection of my 
current book project as well as my previous research on Turkish 
foreign policy, soft power, and Turkey´s opening to different areas 
including the Middle East, the African continent, as well as Latin 
America.
I will first talk about outline the things I'm going to be focusing on. 
Then I'm going to go through each section, one by one. I'll first briefly 
talk about Turkey´s opening to Latin America and what that means. 
And then I will focus on the diplomatic relations between Turkey and 
Latin American countries, and then on commercial aspects of Turkey
´s opening to Latin America, and cultural issues. I also want to 
address the theme that other speakers have been focusing on, which 
is, I think, autocracy promotion.
Before I start, the sections I want to make or perform my thesis that 
Turkey´s opening to Latin America is less about autocracy promotion, 
and it's more about developing diplomatic, commercial and cultural 
relationship. That is mainly because Turkey`s geographical distance 
is in a lack of capacity to fully engage Latin America in an 
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authoritarian or autocratic form. I will elaborate that more in my 
presentation.
When you focus on Latin America, when you talk about Latin America 
in the Turkish context, the first thing that obviously comes up is the 
limited relations due to the geographical distance. As you know, 
Turkey is located in the intersection of the Middle East, Caucuses, 
Southern Europe and the Balkans. It is pretty far from Latin America 
or South America, Central America or any sub region you want to 
focus on. In the Latin American context, we have this phenomenon of 
“los turcos”. Latin American context is mainly Christian Arabs that 
migrated from the Ottoman Empire to various Latin American 
countries. So, in that sense, in the Latin American context, being 
Turkish, (turco) has been of daily usage. But that has actually nothing 
to do with contemporary Turkey, mainly Arabs, Jewish, Armenians, 
that migrated to Latin American countries like Brazil, Argentina during 
the Ottoman period.
But that is what the Ottoman Empire had been doing, some attempts 
to form diplomatic relations with the region, but they were mainly 
limited because of the geographical distance.
During the Cold War period, Turkey, as you know, was in the NATO 
Alliance, it was bordering the Soviet Union. So, it was very much 
preoccupied with defending the so-called free world against the 
communist aggression, against the Soviet Union.
It was one of the most important countries within the NATO Alliance, 
because its geographical proximity. In that sense, anti-communism 
was a main ideology in Turkey but, at the same time, the leftist 
intellectuals in Turkey put a lot of emphasis, or develop interest in 
Latin American revolutions, like the Cuban Revolution or the 
Sandinistas in Nicaragua. And there were also in Turkey during the 
Cold War, several urban guerrilla movements, similar to Tupamaros 
in Uruguay, or Montoneros in Argentina. So, as there were in similar 
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to Latin American instances, Turkey also had urban guerilla 
moments, which also let the military takeovers. Even though Turkey 
and Latin America did not have direct close relationship, during this 
period, in the Cold War context, they shared the rise of radical 
student movements and the pro-American military, basically 
suppressing and oppressing these movements and governing as a 
military regime. In that sense, Turkey had similarities with countries 
like Chile, Argentina, Uruguay, Brazil, in terms of having military 
regimes governing in the 1970s and 1980s in the height of the Cold 
War.
The other issue that got Turkey's interest during the Cold War, is the 
recognition of the Armenian genocide by some Latin American 
countries. In fact, Uruguay was the first country in the world, in 1965, 
that recognized the Armenian genocide, which is one of the main 
pillars of Turkish foreign policy to lobby against the efforts of the 
Armenian diaspora, living in different parts of the world including Latin 
America, but also places like France, California, where the Armenian 
diaspora has been very strong. That has been other interest of 
Turkey when it comes to Latin America. But I would argue that in the 
Turkish public perception, Latin America was mainly proceeded from 
a cultural perspective. That's why I put the picture of Madonna with 
Fidel Castro, because Turkey, basically through sports, through 
music, through Brazilian soap operas, had perceived Latin America 
more cultural rather than political. A lot of people followed Maradona, 
a lot of people follow Pelé, support Brazil, Argentina, maybe they 
followed a couple of beauty pageants, but they didn't really focus on 
Latin America as a political region to develop political relationships. 
But this did change in the post-Cold War period once Turkey realized 
that it doesn't have to perform foreign policy just based on being pro-
US, even though it was a NATO member, even though it wanted to 
become an EU member. Turkish foreign policy before the rise of 
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Erdoğan in the 1990s developed this multi-dimensional foreign policy 
strategy, meaning Turkey shouldn't just be a Western oriented 
country, meaning pro-European, pro-American, but it should also 
discover Central Asia, should discover Africa and should discover 
Latin America. The Turkish opening to Latin America, came in this 
context of post-Cold War, setting to move beyond just being a NATO 
ally, just beyond being a UE candidate.
In this context, in 1998, Turkey adopted the first action plan towards 
Latin America and the Caribbean. This was before the ruling Justice 
and Development Party came to power. I want to emphasize that, 
because I don't want people to have the assumption that Turkey 
discovered Latin America, all of a sudden. Before Erdoğan, Turkey 
had some plan. But in 2006, Turkey declared the year as the year of 
Latin America and the Caribbean.
Just to give you some context, 2005 was the year of Africa, which 
basically shows Turkey´s willingness to engage other regions than 
Western Europe, North America. But basically, to position itself as a 
global player that has its diplomatic presence and commercial 
presence, cultural presence around the world. So, since 2006, and 
especially since 2010, in the last decade or so, Turkey has increased 
its number of embassies. For example, in 2010, Turkey only had 6 
embassies in the region. Right now, it has 17 diplomatic 
representations. I think 16 embassies and one Consulate General in 
São Paulo, in Brazil. Currently, also Turkey is in the process of 
opening new embassies in Uruguay and El Salvador.
Turkey is in other words, engaging Latin America, more and more, by 
opening new embassies by developing more diplomatic relations. But 
this is also nothing exceptional, is similar to the presentation on 
China. This is part of a global strategy. Turkey, actually, is in a very 
high ranking. If I'm not mistaken, after the five permanent 
representatives of the United Nations Security Council, Turkey is one 
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of the leading countries when it comes to the number of diplomatic 
representations in Africa, in Latin America. This is part of a broader 
strategy of investing in embassies in multiple capital cities around the 
world.
The other aspect of this is, basically, high level diplomatic visits. Here 
in the picture you see Turkish Foreign Minister and the Bolivian 
Foreign Minister in Ankara, in the office of the Turkish Foreign 
Minister. In the 2010s, for example, Turkey was visited by Latin 
American leaders as Dilma Rousseff, Christina Fernández de 
Kitchener, Rafael Correa, Sebastián Piñera, Juan Manuel Santos, 
Peña Nieto, so which means Turkey is not just engaging as a left- or 
right-wing actor. Turkey is engaging a broad variety of actors in Latin 
America. As Erdoğan became president in 2014, and when he was 
Prime Minister before, he visited Cuba, Colombia and Mexico. In 
2016 he went to Chile, Peru, Ecuador. And as you know, as most of 
you are familiar, he has been also to Venezuela, since the 
development of relations between him and Nicolás Maduro.
In other words, Turkey's engagements with the region has a 
diplomatic opening, which has the embassies, as well as high level 
visits, obviously, really linked to this Turkey increasingly engaging 
regional organizations like the Organization of American States, 
SICA, MERCOSUR, CARICOM.
In that sense, Turkey is fully trying to develop relationships not only 
bilaterally but also multilaterally. But one aspect of Turkey´s 
engagement with Latin America, relatively unknown, not directly 
under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, but originally under the Prime 
Ministry office and then the Turkish presidency, is the Turkish 
Cooperation and Coordination Agency, which between 2008 and 
2018, has carried out 172 projects in Latin America that include 
education, healthcare, agriculture and infrastructure. And during the 
COVID-19 crisis also Turkey donated medical aid to countries like 
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Paraguay, Venezuela, Haiti and the Dominican Republic. In that 
sense, it's not just embassies as much as counselors, but it's also 
through humanitarian and developmental aid that Turkey is engaging 
the region. Here I included some pictures, on the upper left you'll see, 
Turkey helping a Colombian school, basically Afro-Colombian 
students are getting help after a flood incident in Colombia. Their 
school is getting some school supplies, donation of Turkey.
I also included a chart here: 172 projects, 15 healthcare, 34 
education, agriculture. In other words, Turkey not only engages in a 
more diplomatic way, but also through foreign aid, through 
developmentally engaging Latin American people, not only 
governments throughout the region. TIKA has two main offices in 
Mexico City and in Bogota, which are linked to this engagement in 
Central America as well as South America. 
To talk about the commercial aspects of Turkey´s opening to Latin 
America, there has been an increasing trade volume in recent years. 
In 2000, the beginning of the millennium, Turkey's trade volume with 
the region was $808 million, in 2008 this reached $11.8 billion.
So, Turkey is basically multiplying his trade volume with Latin 
America. Latin America is not Turkey's main trading partner, it's not 
indispensable for Turkey, but it is definitely a region to diversify 
Turkey in a portfolio, to encourage Turkish businessmen, to engage 
in commercial activities around the world. And this is not anything 
unique to Latin America but this also happens in Africa, this also 
happens in the Balkans. 
Among these trading partners Brazil, Colombia and Mexico are the 
top: 3 billion, Brazil, Colombia 1.7, Mexico 1.3.
Whenever Erdoğan travels to a country he establishes a business 
forum so Turkish and let's say Paraguay, business people start 
relations. Turkish Airlines starts new flights. Currently Turkish Airlines 
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flights to São Paulo, Buenos Aires, Havana, Caracas, Mexico City, 
Cancun and Panama City, as well as Bogota, in the region.
One aspect of Turkey's engagement with Latin America commercially, 
is the G20. As you know, Turkey is a member of G20 and it prioritizes 
relationship with other G20 members in the region, including Brazil, 
Argentina and Mexico, also large economies that will have a diverse 
portfolio for Turkey.
Thomas mentioned in his presentation, the cultural aspect, the 
popularity of Turkish telenovelas or soap operas. For us is definitely 
one aspect of Turkey´s engagement with Latin America which even 
makes people give Turkish names like Önür to their children in Latin 
America, which has become, more and more, a cultural way to 
engage the region. This is linked to the increasing number of Latin 
American tourists in Turkey, because people watch Turkish 
telenovelas and there is availability of Turkish Airlines flies. More 
people are coming to Turkey from Latin America. 
The other way Turkey engages to Latin America is through Muslims 
in Latin America so Turkey is basically positioning itself as one of the 
leaders of the Muslim world. And then there is also sports 
ambassadors, Latin American sports players, athletes, playing in 
Turkey. In the picture here, you'll see Radamel Falcao and Fernando 
Muslera. Falco is from Colombia, he plays for Galatasaray and 
Muslera is the Uruguayan goalkeeper playing in Galatasaray. There 
are other sports players like Ecuadorian Enner Valencia, and Jose 
Sosa. There is also the Peruvian, Cueva. So, there's all sorts of 
cultural interactions going on at the sports level. Also, Turkish people 
watch Latin American stories like Narcos, which is very popular in 
Turkey. So, a lot of people watch Pablo Escobar in Colombia, which 
is a negative portrayal of Colombians but, at the same time, shows 
increasing interest in the region.
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I want to address the autocracy promotion of Turkey´s relations with 
Latin América and I'm happy to also elaborate this in the Q&A. I 
would argue that in this broader framework Turkey's relationship with 
Venezuela has been more pragmatic than ideological. One is socialist 
and the other is an Islamist leader. They just bonded after the 2016 
coup attempt in Turkey because Maduro was one of the first leaders 
who condemned the coup in
Turkey. And Erdoğan mistrust in the United States and getting closer 
relationship with Russia, basically helped Turkish as well in the 
rapprochement. But I will say this is rather not an autocracy 
promotion, but more of a pragmatic partnership which definitely gives 
a lifeline to the Venezuelan regime.
But I don't think it's the main reason why the Venezuelan regime is 
alive and surviving. I think the Turkish support is rather 
complimentary to other actors like China and Russia, as well as 
Cuba, which I think are the main actors that are helping Maduro to 
stay alive. The Venezuelan relationship as well as Turkey's opening 
to Latin America has to be balanced within Turkish relationship with 
the US and Russia.
Whenever Turkey gets closer to the United States we should expect 
Turkey to take a distant approach to Maduro, distant approach to 
Venezuela. But whenever Turkey gets closer, and Erdoğan gets 
closer to Putin then we should expect closer and more pronounced 
relationship with Venezuela. I think Turkey, overall, emphasizes soft 
power tools in the region.
It has limited ability to project hard power beyond the Middle East and 
North Africa, and the overall goal of Turkey´s opening to Africa, Latin 
America is to boost Turkey sensuality attraction and image, rather 
than promoting an autocratic way of life or politics. 
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María Isabel Puerta: Okay. Our next and final speaker will be Moises 
Garduño. 

Moises Garduño: Thank you very much. First of all, I want to thank 
Dr. Chaguaceda for the invitation. It is a very good panel, also every 
single talk that you have done this morning.
Talking about Iran and Latin America is very difficult because it is 
important in terms of methodology, going one by one. It's not the 
same talking about Iran and Venezuela´s relations that, for example, 
Iran and Mexico´s relations. It's very difficult because the landscape 
changes a lot in terms of relations, in terms of temporality, and in 
terms of intentions. What I want to do this morning is just to propose 
a general panoramic about these relations, talking about the public 
discourse of Iranian politics, through mass media, and in a specific 
way about HISPANTV, which is the most important tool in terms of 
sharp power that Iran has implemented in Latin America from some 
years ago.
But before talking about this, I would like to point out the theory. Is it 
important to talk about sharp power now in politics? Yes, because we 
have a paradox.
The paradox is that the democratization offers a space in which mass 
media from authoritarianism or from authoritarian regimes can 
include themselves in the struggle for audience in the global public 
sphere. So, this is the paradox: democratization in the global decision 
processes opens this space for autocratic mass media. And talking 
about what many authors like Manuel Castells, for example, have 
said about power and communication, we have to say that power is in 
the mind. And in the digital age in which we are, it's very important for 
every single government around the world, in order to have a very 
good image of itself in the public sphere. Mass media, internet and 
global networks are the most important tools, not only to persuade, 
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as my colleagues were saying, but also to seduce the image of the 
country in the public sphere.
According to Castells seducing with very single morality an image of 
myself, is going to be a very useful tool to govern and to be accepted 
by others (talking about this lack of knowledge about the authoritarian 
regimes in Asia from Latin America). The images of Middle East 
countries in Latin America, used to be very exotic, very far from Latin 
America, not only geographically but also ideologically stigmatized as 
terrorists, fanatics, criminals, mainly from the 9/11 events.
And now, these regimes in the Middle East have to fight this image, 
not only in American and European audiences, but also in Latin 
America. So, we have a statement from my dear colleague and friend 
Hamid Dabashi who used to say that if you want to criticize American 
politics, you have to watch Russia TV. If you want to criticize Russia, 
you have to watch CNN. If you want to criticize Iran you have to 
watch Al Arabiya, and you want to criticize Saudi Arabia, you have to 
watch Press TV.
This is more or less the way in which these mass media work right 
now, the struggle for audience around the globe. Talking about Iran 
and its public discourse, we have to distinguish between the public 
discourse inside Iran and the public discourse outside Iran. In terms 
of inside politics or domestic politics, we have to mention at least four 
elements: Mahdism is one of the most cultural ideology inside 
politics, in which the Iranian regime wants to control what people 
believe about the Mahdi. Mahdi and the state apparatus can be 
united in the public discourse in Iran considering the confidence of 
Iranian people who believe in the Mahdi as one of the most important 
support from the regime.
Another important element in the public sphere for the Iranian 
discourse is the chaos in the Middle East, a kind of state of fear, in 
which the people in Iran are usually hearing in the radio, or in TV, that 
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if you don't want to be with the government, you have to look at 
what's happening in Syria, what's happening in Iraq, what is 
happening in Yemen. And if you don't want to be like they are in 
Yemen, Syria, Libya, you have to be obedient with the government, 
and you have to contain all of this kind of crisis that we have inside 
the country (specifically the economic crisis). Another element of the 
public discourse is the use of anti-imperialism and anti-Zionism with a 
nationalist element in Iran.
Anti-American politics are evident in the murals in their main streets 
in cities like Tehran. In Valiasr Avenue you have a big picture of what 
is fashionable about anti American politics, considering the heritage 
of the Iraq War.
And this is a very good element to persuade people that revolution is 
alive in Iran. Those three elements are very important to justify the 
role of the most important political actor in the domestic politics in 
Iran, which is the Pasdaran: The Revolutionary Guard. The 
Revolutionary Guard controls economy, security, communications, 
and now is controlling cultural politics inside the country. And 
considering these three elements in the public discourse in Iran, we 
can consider that is all of these elements justify Pasdaran politics. 
But what happens outside Iran? The public discourse changes in 
terms of the global public sphere. The main elements that I want to 
share with you, in order to try to understand this tool can be, for 
example, the nuclear program. Trying to shape the nuclear program 
is a peaceful tool in order to break even more democracy in the 
Middle East, and the balance of power between Iran and Israel, and 
not as a quest for a nuclear bomb, an anti-Saudi, anti-Israel and anti-
Zionist discourse, also for outside pro-European consensus, pro-
China discourse, and also to make another paradox in terms of public 
discourse which is the most pro-democratic international system. Not 
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these universalist pro-Huntington, pro-American, pro-Germany 
around the world, but a kind of pluralism in the international system.
One month ago, Minister Javad Zarif offered a three days conference 
in the University of Teheran talking about the New World Order. And 
one point that he made emphasis in was the liberalism in which every 
single country in the international system has to have, a role in the 
democratization and in this new perception. This is a kind of public 
discourse in Iran in terms of foreign affairs. And in Latin America, in a 
very specific way, we have the tool of HISPANTV and Press TV as 
the main elements to produce this discourse in Latin American 
audiences. And now, in Latin America we have some other elements 
that change in comparison with what we have in Europe or in other 
parts of the world, the overstate of American mistakes in global 
politics, the support of protests against pro-American governments in 
Latin America, a kind of speech against American intervention, 
American heritage in Latin America, and, of course, the soccer, that in 
Latin America can be a very smart and useful tool for sharp power in 
terms of politics.
So, in terms of academia, which is a really important topic, on the 
contrary to what Juan Pablo was mentioning in China about the 
strategy of China to locate very important elites to produce and 
reproduce thise Chinese discourse, in the case of Iran in Latin 
America, they take young scholars, with any experience about 
politics, but who are in the quest for one space in the public sphere, 
in the “commentocracy”, in the programs, in the global sphere, for 
whom an interview in the mass media is very important. So, this is the 
kind of people that, in my point of view, Iran, Press TV and 
HISPANTV are looking for, in order to produce a counterbalance to 
these classic speakers in the public sphere, the classic images that 
we have in CNN, in other mass media with many years of experience 
in Latin America. And this is a strategy in which Iran is trying to play a 
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very good role challenging the classical influencers in the TV and now 
in Internet. 
Maybe another element in terms of academy is the goal that Iran 
have in Latin America, which is the insertion of Iranian institutions in 
Latin America. This is an important strategy that Iran is making in 
Africa, for example. In Africa, Iran is spending billions of dollars 
providing free social services through hospitals, running 
infrastructures in social justice, Islamic schools, seminars, and other 
kind of financial help. But, Tehran, in the middle of this strategy is 
trying to increase the effort of some clerics in Iran, some Islamic 
institutions like the Islamic Azad University in Africa, like for example, 
the Al-Mustafa University which is one of the most important 
universities in Iran, to make some connections in Africa. I think one of 
the most important strategy in Latin America is something similar, but 
not in all of the states, not only in the governance. The main strategy 
is implemented in Venezuela. For example, the kind of connections 
between Iran and Venezuela are very high, not only in commercial 
ways and trade, but also in intelligence, in oil research. And now, in 
terms of cultural view is very important to keep in mind this strategy to 
make connections with these institutions in order to produce more 
sharp power. 
But we also have a very important issue inside Iran. Iran is not only 
the regime of the public discourse. Iran is a very important country, 
with many intellectuals in the diaspora, and inside Iran, discussing 
this kind of topics out of universities, in public spaces, in cafes, in 
very important meetings, in private spaces also. And the production 
of knowledge of these kinds of intellectuals is very important in order 
to make the counterbalance of the public discourse in Iran.
I call this anti-academia discourse inside Iran. And these kinds of 
discussions are very high leveled. They promote important scientific 
articles, scientific papers in very important journals around the world 
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with no real names. The level of discussion is very high. This is also 
another part of the Iranian academia and the strategies of public 
discourse that we have to follow in the next year in order to make 
critique and self-critique of this kind of experiences that we have in 
Iran. Thank you very much again for the invitation.
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is a Civil Society Organization (CSO) specialized in analysis, 
political advice and citizen training and advocacy. Its main 
alliances and field of action are located in Latin America. His 
lines of work focus on citizen training and strengthening civil 
society organizations; analysis, advice and government 
planning - with an emphasis on locals levels - and assistance 
and research on democracy and human rights issues.

28



29


	Transcription

