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PROLOGUE

Latin America: notes on
democratic resilience
Introduction to a collective effort
Latin America is suffering from a growing wave of leftist (Maduro, Ortega, Díaz
Canel) and right-wing (Bolsonaro, Bukele) authoritarian leaders. A confluence of
ideas, values, and practical agendas opposed to liberal democracy is
strengthening within Latin American political forces. In this context, global
autocracies

are

penetrating

the

region

with

illiberal

ideologies

and

disinformation agendas, seeking the erosion of democracy. This is the framework
in which we, from Gobierno y Análisis Político (GAPAC), with the support of our
local counterparts and allies, are promoting a project of democratic resilience
which both, this text and the workshops to which it contributes, are part.
The illiberal synergy between global autocracies and their Latin American allies is
amplifying the reach and presence of Beijing and the Kremlin in Latin America.
The enormous human and material resources of the Chinese Communist Party—
encompassing investments, credits, personnel training, and cultural propaganda
—serve to leverage that country's political elite’s agenda in our region, thus
seducing not only its traditional allies but also parties, businessmen, and
opinion-makers close to the liberal democratic orbit. Moreover, Russia's
relatively more developed and flexible media tools have given the country an
edge in Latin America. With the invasion of Ukraine, Russian media have
strengthened their presence as a source of disinformation in Latin America.
Although the direct presence of Russia in Latin American academia is less than
that of China (Russian cultural houses are not comparable to the Confucius
Institute), the illiberal affinity of Latin American academics with the official
Russian narrative is strong and influences public opinion. Today we see
"calculated ambiguity" (rather than clear condemnation or defense) as an
attitude present in various governments, parties, and parts of the public opinion
towards the aggression against Ukraine.

"The invasion is bad, but NATO expanded first," we are told. The same goes for
the reconcentration of power and the further closing of freedoms from Hong
Kong to Shanghai in Xi Jinping's China. "It's just that they are different, it's
another tradition and history," it is alleged. As if democracy (like authoritarianism)
were not a universal phenomenon, adaptable to cultures and contexts, capable of
flourishing in the West and the East, in the global North and South. This is
demonstrated, lest we forget, by Beijing's democratic neighbors: Taiwan, Japan,
and South Korea.
We have to know our problems. In Latin America, we have our deficits with
democracy (with its history and development) that are not the result of Chinese
or Russian influence. They, nonetheless, take advantage of cultural affinities,
institutional similarities, and social sympathies useful for their agendas. Though
the problem in the continent is not only global autocracies. Iran or Cuba, as well
as the illiberal networks of the political right (Libertarians) and left (Bolivarians),
are increasing their influence within Latin American societies and political
systems. In this scenario, the radical left possesses (at least for the moment) a
stronger influence in Latin American societies and political systems than the
illiberal right, and the democratic right and left in public institutions and debates,
and the cultural field. At the same time, conservative and libertarian movements
and ideas are growing, which distrust open and multicultural societies and
polarize pluralistic regimes.
It is important to act early and in a coordinated manner. When populist
governments (and especially authoritarian regimes) impose the logic of erosion,
suppression, and demolition of civic freedoms,1 it is necessary to combine
international denunciations and support with strategies of resistance and social
self-organization. Faced with the influence of China and Russia in Latin America,
we must resume the discussion on cultural influence, with attention and resources
similar to those we devote to the media. We must identify channels of
penetration of the illiberal narrative, build alternative networks of scholars, artists,
and influencers (especially young people) and regain influence in regional
academic spaces.

6

The political center must be strengthened by innovating.

The

training of activists and analysts, the articulation of citizen networks,
and conceptual, technological, and organizational innovation in favor
of democratic resilience are tasks in that direction. Latin American
civil society and academics need to question and put pressure on
Western democratic organizations (both European and American)
that currently support, with material or symbolic resources,
intellectuals, journalists, and academic organizations that disseminate
illiberal narratives in Latin America. Democratic public intellectuals
must intervene in the public scientific and cultural debate,
confronting autocratic power in Latin America in civic, mediatic,
academic, and other spaces.
Last but not least, if we do not solve the problems of social cohesion,
development, transparency, and the rule of law in our democracies,
they will be vulnerable to internal populism and the influence (be it
soft or hard) of foreign autocracies.

1

See https://letraslibres.com/politica/

supresion-erosion-demolicion-los-autoritaris
mos-contra-las-academias/
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Introduction
Understanding the world where we live and the challenges we face,
not only as global citizens but also as intellectuals, scholars, or
professionals, is a fundamental task in these changing circumstances.
It is a basic principle: you can only transform with efficacy the things
you know. This paper seeks to ruminate on this matter, introducing a
diagnosis of the deepening authoritarian processes present in Latin
America with special attention to its forms, protagonists, strengths,
and weaknesses, as well as identifying possible modes of resistance.
This text will not delve into questions of geopolitics, economics or
ideology understood as political philosophy. Rather, attention will be
centered around the innovative forms adopted by the attacks on
freedom and democracy: the instrumentation of practices and
mechanisms which previously served as the basis of people’s rights
and democratic societies around the globe. Keeping distance from
extremes and anachronisms, a good diagnosis of the current context
is mandatory. Especially, in the context of what we are experiencing
in the world of ideas, culture, science, academic debates, and the
institutions that arrange and produce this type of approach. That is
where much of the legitimacy of the political models in dispute that
shape our present and surely will do so in the future, is at stake.

1

Fernando Pedrosa completed his PhD. at
University of Salamanca (Spain). He is a
Political Science undergraduate Professor at
the University of Buenos Aires (UBA) where
he coordinates the Asia and Latin America
Studies Group at the Institute of Studies on
Latin America and the Caribbean (IEALCUBA). He teaches International Relations at
postgraduate level at Universidad del
Salvador (Argentina). He has been visiting
scholar at various universities in the
Americas, Europe and Asia. He is the
Director of the Asia/América Latina Journal.
Associate Researcher at Gobierno y Análisis
Político AC (GAPAC).
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China and the New Latin American
Authoritarianism
Given that authoritarianism in our region has a long tradition and
multiple causes, it is important to focus on those novel aspects which
have rebooted a wave thought to be under control after decades of
transitions and the end of the Cold War.2 Especially important to us is
how the renewed repertory of the authoritarian sectors is constructed
based on two phenomena. The first of these is the configuration of the
current geopolitical scene (exacerbated by the Russian attack on
Ukraine), with China’s dominant presence which has brought the issue
2

The 2022 Freedom House report is as

categorical as concerning: we live in a time of
global

expansion

of

authoritarian

governments. “Global freedom faces a dire
threat. Around the world, the enemies of

of communism back into the international public debate.
Although this debate has very different aspects to the Soviet era (for
instance the fact that China is both a capitalist and an oriental

self-

country), it is also true that political and ideological discourses revolve

government in which human rights are

around many of the topics of the 19th and 20th centuries: forced

liberal

democracy

—a

form

of

recognized and every individual is entitled to
equal treatment under law— are accelerating
their attacks”.

egalitarianism and omnipotent state power in the name of the
common good, which is presented as the solution to the
shortcomings of liberal democracy and its defense of individual

3

Lee. Eun-Jeung (1998) ¿Valores asiáticos

como ideal de civilización? Nueva Sociedad

Nro. 155 Mayo-Junio 1998, pp. 111-125.

freedom and people’s rights. In short, the old dilemma between
formal democracy vs. substantive democracy is reissued, this time
disguised under the supposed validity of certain “Asian values” and

A classic reference when reviewing this

various particularisms claiming that universally conceived human

matter is Ulrich Beck’s “¿What is globalization?”

rights would have no validity outside the territory of Western powers.3

4

Paidós, Barcelona, 1998.

It is hard to believe that bringing these issues back into the debate is
once again necessary more than twenty years into the 21st century.4
Directly linked to this first point, there is a second aspect: the
readjustment of Latin America’s authoritarian sectors under a new
narrative that serves the purpose of avoiding political exhaustion after
a moment of initial success with Hugo Chávez, Lula, Evo Morales, etc.
China’s presence and its aspirations to achieve global hegemony
opened up new hopes for these sectors in their permanent challenge
to pluralist and liberal systems. Such a model is now promoted by
Latin America’s authoritarian sectors, whose rationale views today’s
world as some kind of second round in the fight that ended with the
collapse of the Berlin Wall. Thus, two issues stand before us: the first is

10
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the Chinese project, and the second is the re-reading and use of this
project by its Latin American admirers. Both share many aspects,
some differences, and above all, a strong political link between the
elites of one region and the other. This is even more evident in the
field of culture and the academic and scientific world, a traditional
field where the left has historically been very consolidated.
If we interpret global debates through the Latin American lens, we
can observe how political practice in Latin America adopts hybrid
forms when compared to the core nodes of global geopolitical
conflict. In other words, the struggle for world domination has always
been mediated by elites, ideas, projects, and groups linked to local
traditions and interests. Therefore, political disputes in the region are
often incomprehensible to extra-regional actors or those seeking an
exact alignment between global geopolitical events and Latin
America. In this sense, it is necessary to point out that this diagnosis
does not imply that there are no confrontations in Latin America
linked to geopolitical disputes; on the contrary, they exist and are
quite intense. But they are intermingled with local disputes in ways
that produce unpredictable results, such as the Malvinas/Falklands
War in 1982.

lliberal Wave and Democratic Backsliding
Drawing a detailed map of the situation we are facing today is of the
utmost importance since we are in the midst of a wave of

5

authoritarian expansion. Just as the third wave of democratization

that:

extended across the globe in the 1980s and 1990s, today we are
experiencing an authoritarian counterwave, a return of authoritarian
regimes of various. Democracies are regressing and degrading, even
in countries that traditionally supported them the most.5 This has
been observed in Latin America since the 1990s, starting with what
Guillermo O’Donnell termed “delegative democracies”. But it later

The 2022 Freedom House report argues
In

countries

with

long-established

democracies, internal forces have exploited
the shortcomings in their systems, distorting
national politics to promote hatred, violence,
and unbridled power. Those countries that
have

struggled

in

the

space

between

democracy and authoritarianism, meanwhile,
are increasingly tilting toward the latter. The
global order is nearing a tipping point”.

affirmed itself more clearly with the advances of the so-called “21stcentury socialism” created around the figure of Hugo Chávez and the
Venezuelan oil boom.6

6

O’Donnell, Guillermo (1994). Delegative

Democracy, Journal of Democracy, Vol. 5, No.
1, 55-69.
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The authoritarian wave was far from being a passing summer merely
attributable to commodity prices. On the contrary, the Bolivarian
phenomenon gave new impetus to a whole series of illiberal
tendencies that were defeated, fragmented, and politically marginal,
but with intact aspirations to return to the forefront just like in the
1960s and 1970s. The COVID-19 pandemic provided, at the same
time, a phenomenal context to strengthen authoritarian practices of
control over society, and this movement encompassed every
authoritarian

political

and

intellectual

tradition.

Only

a

few

approached it critically. For the Illiberals, restriction policies were a
litmus test of just how much societies had internalized obedience to
the state, even in the face of absurd government decisions. Negative
consequences for those who dared to question and confront this line
of thought were severe.
The reflections that summon us today originate in a world that,
almost without exception, is moving backwards in terms of people’s
rights. But at the same time, we must admit that such an endeavor is
somewhat belated. It was more than two decades ago that a
phenomenal intellectual and political operation with Ernesto Laclau
being its most relevant referent spread and established itself,
building an ideological menu of political options that guided illiberal
sectors and offered them a friendly narrative linked to the region’s
traditions and roots. This new program merged a series of very
different traditions right-wing, left-wing, Catholic, Stalinist, indigenist,
communist and populist of different hues

which established a

pathway around a common axis with the State as a nodal space in
the face of a society that must follow submissively and uncritically.
The role of academic and intellectual elites and of a renewed brood
of mass media were crucial in installing this new set of values or
perhaps this old and renewed set of values in broad sectors of public
opinion. Unlike during the Cold War, when these groups were key in
the

construction

of

Western

soft

power

against

Soviet

authoritarianism today, we find that their symbolic dominance is
overwhelming and at the service of any attempt at this authoritarian
agenda, be it with Chavez, ɓorales, Vladimir Ćutin, the Iranian
ayatollahs, or the Chinese regime.
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the

construction

authoritarianism

of

Western

soft

power

against

Soviet

today, we find that their symbolic dominance is

overwhelming and at the service of any attempt at this authoritarian
agenda, be it with Chavez, orales, ̀ Vladimir utin, ̀ the Iranian
ayatollahs, or the Chinese regime.

The Fight Against Authoritarianism and the Chameleonic
Strategy
China’s presence (and to a lesser extent Russia’s) in the global order
has been used by illiberal political and intellectual sectors to
strengthen their own positions. This increased as China asserted its
power in the world and also defined an expansionist policy towards
Latin America sustained by significant resources. At this point, we
must detail how a kind of soft power was constructed

and used

with concepts strongly rooted in Latin America’s social imaginary; in
particular, focusing on those handled by the cultural, academic and
artistic elites. Such concepts had been to a large extent a
fundamental Western weapon in the definition of the Cold War
in the 20th century.7 Thus, such elites understood that they could
not cede to their
monopoly

over

rivals

(the

the narrative

liberal capitalist
of

world)

freedom, human

the

rights,

protection of the body, the environment and democracy. But
neither could they tolerate the universal content they possessed
at the hands of liberal traditions, even if these were often merely
nominal.
The sectors defeated in the Cold War, their heirs and others who had
not necessarily aligned themselves with the Soviet side but with
anti-American and illiberal traditions learned an intelligent lesson
from the past and the events that led to the fall of the Berlin Wall.
Authoritarian sectors of different political traditions, but all equally
opposed to an open and pluralistic society, chose an early strategy in

7

Armando Chaguaceda and Fernando

Pedrosa. “Entre la geopolı́tica y las ideas.
Reflexiones para una renovación democrática”,
Enfoque Nº 5, Fundación Konrad Adenauer,
Montevideo, 2021.

order to consolidate their power: to co-opt the cultural, academic,
sports, and scientific institutions linked to the states and civil society,
and then to take over spaces of symbolic production, linked to
education and training. From there, they undertook the task of
introducing the new narrative into society using considerable state
resources to position their referents and extend their agendas.
13
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Social concerns shared throughout a large part of the 20th century
became appropriated by some sectors that thus legitimized their
claims to power. Ideas and referents that enabled the defeat of
authoritarianism in the Cold War are today re-used to consolidate
illiberal ideas, projects, and leadership. In this way, they managed to
install notions that were inserted into the collective common sense, in
many cases relying on pre-existing knowledge. Today, for example,
“neoliberalism” is an explanatory category that eludes debate, and
identity issues have replaced personal human rights as a concern of
civil society organizations. The definition of “democracy” depends on
whether it involves a “friendly” leader or not, and environmentalism
ceased to be a set of alternative visions of economic development to
become another way of fighting capitalism.
While the non-authoritarian political elites underestimated the
weight of this soft power and the construction of social references
that

promoted

illiberal

if

not

anti-capitalist

ideas

,

the

authoritarian sectors did the opposite, and turned it into their main
weapon to avoid repeating the tactical errors of the Soviet years.
Following Ernesto Laclau’s manual to the letter, they articulated
demands,

victims,

and

discontents,

giving

them

voice

and

representation. And at the same time, they offered all of them a
reasonable explanation about the origin of their misfortunes: that
liberal democracy, republicanism, and capitalism were at the center of
all evils.
However, the use of human rights was not the product of a critical
review of what these groups thought in the past. There was no
genuine (albeit misguided) adoption of the classical liberal agenda.
On the contrary, it was all a purely tactical matter, like the chameleon
changing color according to the occasion.
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This is observable, above all, when all these rights and freedoms
concern other people who do not agree with the left and its

8

Pippa Norris (2021), “Cancel Culture: Myth

or Reality?”. Political Studies, 1–30, 2021.

repertoire of ideas. Therefore, at that moment, the liberal fervor of
their principles was abandoned. Thus, while demands, criticisms, and
claims are presented against right-wing or liberal governments, the
polar opposite is argued for those of China, Russia, Venezuela, or
Cuba.
The way to sustain the new illiberal ideology, especially in institutions
and intellectual life, was through an extorsive and prosecutorial policy
and strengthened by the use of the considerable resources that the
Bolivarian States and their allies possessed during the first decade of
the 21st century. When that came to an end, “the gold of Beijing”
seemed to be the new utopia of the authoritarian sectors. Those who
dared to question the authoritarian discursive construction were
canceled in the name of progressivism, human rights, and freedom.
This even managed to reverse historical positions in favor of
democracy and freedom in Western academic sectors, and even
among governments in the United States and Europe.8

Another

consequence of this was self-censorship, as the only way to achieve
professional promotion or resources.
In the sixties and seventies, supporters of authoritarianism were on
the margins of culture and academia. Today they are its referents,
and those of us who advocate a change of direction and proclaim a
universalization of people’s rights and democracies are the marginal
ones. The takeover of the legitimizing institutions of academic,
scientific, and cultural knowledge, and the construction of referents
that massively disseminated their values was key to achieving a
consensus around the new illiberal ideology present in institutions
that include the largest social science organizations in the region
(CLACSO, LASA), as well as in prestigious publications (Le Monde,
New Society) and pop art of mass consumption.

15
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What Can Be Done?
It is necessary to understand the situation faced by the advocates of
open societies because, otherwise, there is no possibility of setting
out to reverse it. Worse still, there is a danger of entering into
conflicts with an anachronistic and outdated map, which can only
lead us to the wrong places. We are at a time when the old leftist
authoritarianism is being renewed as a result of changes in the
geopolitical order. That is why we must once again fight for the
concepts of freedom, human rights, and democracy. We must
reanalyze the strategies of soft power (successful in the Cold War) to
build new networks of experts, politicians, intellectuals, activists, and
artists positioning themselves publicly to produce referents and
agendas that compete with those of the Illiberals.
It is imperative to convince financiers from Western countries of
causes linked to freedom to stop financing groups that go in the
opposite direction and to support new figures and proposals. Latin
America’s complexity sometimes causes groups working for freedom
to support authoritarian sectors.9 It is necessary to encourage and
articulate groups that study China, its traditions, and its expansion
strategies from an academic standpoint that is not contaminated by
propaganda.

9

For instance, the financial assistance to

CLACSO coming from Nordic countries.

It is important to take part in discussions in the media, question the
common sense of illiberalism, expose its contradictions, and criticize
its referents, no matter how famous or powerful they may be. It is
crucial to generate new spaces and symbolic goods of social interest,
but with diverse content, advocating something that should be the
renewed banner of work and debate: the demand for pluralism. The
intelligently constructed soft power, the commodity funds, and the
active use of the States to amplify the voices of historical illiberal
traditions existing in Latin America was a successful and lasting
cocktail. Nowadays reversing that is very difficult, but it is a task that
democracy advocates owe themselves. The global context provided
new strengths and resources (material and symbolic) to those who
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have been working for decades towards the establishment of closed
societies. .
The good news is that there are many more of us opposed to this
project than we believe, albeit fragmented and disjointed. Another
piece of good news is that many progressive illiberal consensuses are
in crisis, and today there is much more room than in previous
decades to build alternative positions, successfully, with larger
audiences and without fear of reprisals. Unfortunately, we are lagging
from the start.
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Democracy “With Chinese
Characteristics”? Debating A Myth
A rmando Chaguaceda 1 &
María Is abel P uerta 2

Introduction

1

Armando Chaguaceda graduated as a

political scientist at the University of La

China’s renewed protagonism in the economic, geopolitical, and
cultural arenas of the international stage renders the Chinese
Communist Party’s (CCP) discourse on democracy globally influential.
It resonates mainly among diverse political, intellectual, and business
elites, including those living in open Western societies and promoting
presumably superior alternatives to liberal democracy in terms of
performance or

values.3

Habana (Cuba) and as a historian at the
University of Veracruz (Mexico). He is a
researcher at Gobierno y Análisis Político AC
(GAPAC) and a country expert for the V-Dem
Project,

levels of personalization since the days of Mao Zedong. Civilian,
military, governmental and party functions have re-centralized in Xi
Jinping’s hands. The mechanisms built since Deng Xiaoping’s time
and safeguarding some level of pluralism and checks and balances in

in

the

study

of

in Latin America and Russia.
2

María Isabel Puerta Riera. Political

Scientist. PhD. in Social Sciences and Cultural
Studies

This is taking place when Chinese politics has reached the highest

specializing

democratization and autocratization processes

at

the

University

of

Carabobo

(Venezuela). Visiting Professor of Political
Science (U.S Government, State, and Local
Government, International Politics) at Valencia
College, Orlando, Florida. She taught Public
Management as an Associate Professor and
Chair of the Department at FaCES (University
of Carabobo, Venezuela) from 2000 to 2018.

the process of succession and interaction within the Party’s elite are

She is an Associate Researcher at Gobierno y

being revised. Moreover, at the same time, Beijing’s official discourse

Red de Politólogas.

diffuses concepts to combine the authoritarian design and praxis of
the Chinese political system with the idea of democracy.
This document puts forward a series of questions concerning the

Análsis Político AC (GAPAC) and a member of

3

Juan Pablo Cardenal El arte de hacer

amigos. Cómo el Partido Comunista chino
seduce a los partidos políticos en América
Latina, Diálogo Político, Montevideo, 2021.

topic at hand with no expectation of exhausting the discussion. Is
there a “Chinese model” of democracy, distinct and superior to the
liberal one? Can there be a democracy with a single party and an
almighty leader? Which is the political subject within the Chinese
model? Is democracy a universal phenomenon or only a western one?

19
“China and Latin America: authoritarian influence and democratic resilience"

Revising the Theory
To answer these questions, conceptual precision about the concepts
of democracy and its authoritarian opposites is imperative.
Democracy is a multidimensional concept. At its core, it is a political
regime: an order that institutionalizes values, practices, and rules
materializing people’s rights to participation, representation, and
deliberation of policies and the periodic renovation of officeholders.
However, the concept also involves a normative ideal that questions
power and hierarchy asymmetries within the social order, coupled
with a social movement that gathers different actors, struggles, and
democratic demands culminating in an expansion of democracy. This
is all part of democratization’s socio-historic process, with its stages,
goals, and outcomes.
Simultaneously, democracy expands its means (such as subjects,
institutions, and rights) and its ends (such as individual participation,
and collective self-government), regulating political coexistence.
Democracy is a regime that entails distributing power among
institutions open to competition between groups and agendas. It is a
regime where citizens must be able to publicly formulate and express
their political preferences reasonably —in the face of society and the
state— through individual or collective action; without such
expression of preferences being subject to discrimination, specifically
from officeholders. To this end, several rights and liberties must be
guaranteed. The freedoms of information, thought, expression,
association, and protest; the right to suffrage and fair competition in
elections, producing terms of office equally constrained by time and
law, and terms of office expressed in institutions capable of
subordinating government policy to people’s vote over other
expressions of citizen’s preferences.4

Neither of these things is

allowed by the much celebrated “consultative model” of the CCP.C
4

Robert Dahl, Poliarquía: participación
y oposición, Tecnos, Madrid, 1997.

On the other hand, autocracy refers to concentrated power, where
one person or elite monopolizes the government and imposes its
agenda on its subordinates. Just like democracy, authoritarianism can
also be understood in a multidimensional way. As a political order,
autocracy materializes in regimes that restrict political participation,

20
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newal of state powerholders. It reinforces hierarchy and power
asymmetries within the social order as a normative ideal. When
coupled with a social movement, autocracy finds expression in
subjects (such as leadership and bases) that restrict the existence and
autonomous action of the citizenry and privileges other types of
more passive, acclaiming, parochial, or, directly, submissive behavior.
All this occurs as part of a socio-historical process with stages, goals,
and outcomes, of systematic restriction of people’s right to be active
and equal, i.e., de facto and de jure protagonists of the political order
in which they live.

What Does the CCP Tell Us About Democracy?
The crisis of democracy has not remained free of questions
concerning the validity of the parameters implemented to measure
its efficiency.5

Nevertheless, the various representations of

democracy we can agree on coincide with some fundamental values,
such as those defined by Dahl, where the election of representatives
is combined with the right to participation under conditions of
fairness. Thus, we can find different democratic experiences
throughout their contemporary development, but there are no
discussions about the nature of democracy and its attributes.
Taking advantage of the regressive process that liberal democracy is
undergoing, we are witnessing a juncture where the discredit of the
model takes place not only in the distance between democratic
institutions and the people but also in the narrative coming from
authoritarian and anti-democratic regimes. At the end of 2021, U.S.
President Joseph R. Biden convened 111 countries at the Summit for

5

https://www.swissinfo.ch/spa/

cincuenta-sombras-de-democracia-esposible-medir-una-democracia-/46442826
6

https://www.state.gov/participant-list-

Democracy to discuss strategies for the strengthening and defense of

the-summit-for-democracy/ y https://

democracy against the rise of authoritarianism, the fight against

www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/

corruption, and the promotion of respect for human rights (White

democracy-summary-of-proceedings/

House,

2021).6

China’s response to the meeting was the release of

the official report entitled China: A Democracy That Works, where the
Asian power’s government presents its version of democracy in a
political marketing effort that was interpreted as a sign of protest due
to its exclusion from the democratic summit.7

statements-releases/2021/12/23/summit-for-

7

Ver China: Democracy That Works. The

State Council Information Office of the

People’s Republic of China, 2022 en https://

www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202112/04/WS61ab0795a310cdd39bc7957e.html
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The document has the characteristics of a discursive counter-offensive
and is presented as an outcry over the erroneous interpretation that
has been made of the Chinese democratic model. The text argues that
China has been making sustained efforts to consolidate its version of
democracy while stressing the failure of other democracies that have
been unable to provide for the welfare of their people. However, this
argument about what is conceived as democracy in China contrasts
with the historical experience of the model and the reality in China
itself. The political regime’s aspirations to persuade about a presumed
association between the idea of democracy and the Chinese political
regime lacks evidence, making the document seem more like a
propaganda effort disguised as a statement of principle.
At first glance, China is trying to define its version of democracy based
on the political system it has built. The crisis of de-democratization
has become an opportunity for authoritarian regimes to rewrite their
history. In the case of China, it is no longer a question of exporting the
idea or praxis of the proletarian revolution or imposing socialism as a
socio-political model, but of legitimizing an authoritarian regime
through competition, persuasion, and democratic erosion of the West.
The mission of contemporary authoritarian regimes is to convince
those liberal democracies that have failed and that illiberal regimes
embody true democracy. In this sense, the document is revealing,
because by insisting on the “comprehensive process of people’s
democracy,” the role of the CCP as the fundamental instrument of
social control is endorsed throughout the discourse. This is a
declaration of the supremacy of the Party over the people. The white
paper can be approached from three fundamental categories: (1) the
definition of the model, (2) the role of the Party, and (3) the
protagonism of the people.
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1. The Definition of the Model
In this recent document (a mixture of public diplomacy and
conceptual intent), the CCP presents democracy as an ideal and
common value of humanity that has always been cherished by it and
the Chinese people. In characterizing the current political regime, the
CCP reaffirms the people-Party dualism in its official rhetoric. It says:
“The people’s status as masters of the country is the essence of
people’s democracy.” Furthermore, since the 18th CCP National
Congress in 2012 (precisely the one marking the enthronement of Xi
Jinping), “the Party has developed people’s democracy throughout
the whole process as a key concept, and has strived to translate it, as
well as the relevant democratic values, into effective institutions and
concrete actions.”
“Chinese democracy” appeals to humanitarian values, essential to any
system of social organization, and such values are presented as a
cross-cutting element in the document. In its attempt to convince
bout the suitability of “Chinese democracy”, it is trying to void the
notion of contemporary democracy of its content, implying that the
Chinese model embodies true democracy. In contrast, liberal
democracies are corrupt and do not represent their true nature. It
attempts to rewrite the concept of democracy to suit China’s
autocratic regime, using adjectives to stress the “authenticity” and
“novelty” of the model. This regard points out that: “Integral people’s
democracy comprises process-oriented democracy with resultoriented

democracy,

procedural

democracy

with

substantive

democracy, direct democracy with indirect democracy, and popular
democracy with the will of the state. It is a model of socialist
democracy that embraces all aspects of the democratic process and
all sectors of society. It is a true democracy that works” (2021: 2). 2).
The document justifies this “fluid” approach by pointing out that
democracy should not be subject to standards because it is a flexible
process, built as it goes along. After all, it is not pre-established, and
what it is about is “democratic diversity.” This discursive ambiguity is
intentional because from this abstraction any institutional feature
makes sense in a model that is not “static” from a normative
standpoint. The document clarifies that it is a “popular democratic
“China and Latin America: authoritarian influence and democratic resilience"
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dictatorship”, where unity is built on the amalgam between
dictatorship and democracy.

2. The Role of the Party
Against the (precise) features of polyarchy, the discourse of China: A
Democracy That Works offers a sort of supermarket cart, full of noble
and multiple products. For this document, “to assess whether a
country’s political system is democratic and efficient is to observe
whether the succession of its leaders is orderly and in accordance
with the law; whether all people can manage state and social affairs
and economic and cultural enterprises in accordance with legal
provisions; whether the public can express their needs without
hindrance; whether all sectors can participate efficiently in the
political affairs of the country; whether national decision making can
be carried out rationally and democratically; whether prominent
people in all fields can be part of the national leadership and
administrative systems through fair competition; whether the ruling
party is in charge of the affairs of the country, and whether the
ruling party is in charge of the national leadership and administrative
systems through fair competition; whether the ruling party is in
charge of the state in accordance with the Constitution and the law;
and whether the exercise of power can be maintained under effective
restraint and supervision.”
However, this “Chinese democracy” is a construct of the CCP. The
Party is the pivot of life in China, and the entire social structure is built
based on Party intervention. The CCP is conceived as the executing
organ of all public policy, an apparatus for centralizing political
decisions. The document clarifies that there are no opposition parties
in China, so it is not a competitive democracy. In addition to the CCP,
eight “political parties” accompany it in a network of cooperation.
These parties serve two critical functions for the political regime. On
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the one hand, they allow the CCP to decentralize the function of
political-territorial control, which is a necessity in a country with more
than 1.4 billion inhabitants. On the other hand, they are intermediary
organizations of local and regional scope that serve as political and
social monitoring and control apparatus and report to the CCP. In
China, legitimacy comes from the CCP, which was endorsed in a
resolution issued by the Central Committee last November on the
historical scope of the Party.8 The expansionist goals of Party
mechanisms beyond the state enunciated in that statement are
emphasized in the White Paper.
Far from being a multiparty system, the hegemony of the CCP is
unquestionable, but it is not a party of the masses. On the contrary, it
is a party of elites if we follow the profile of its membership, which,
unlike democratic parties, depends on the approval of the Party
hierarchy in a process that can take years.9 The Party’s organization
contemplates a pyramidal structure10 where these elites have the real
decision-making power, above any other political institution, even
though it barely represents about 7% of its

population.11
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3. The Protagonism of the People
In theory, the people are at the heart of the model. The definition of
“masters of the country” places the people as the essential element of
“Chinese democracy”. However, in the discourse, it is also noted that
the realization of the welfare aspired by this democracy requires the
strengthening of the Party. Hence, the people end up being an
additional element of this pretension. The people are seen as a

china/2021-12-20/new-characteristics-chinese-socialism
10

Eleanor Albert, Lindsay Maizland &

Beina Xu, The Chinese Communist Party.
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/chinesecommunist-party
11

Partido Comunista de China: 5 gráficos

que muestran cómo pasó en 100 años de
ser una formación clandestina a gobernar

vehicle, but the ultimate goal is to strengthen the model through the

una cuarta parte de la población mundial.

Party, which is the actual axis of the system.

internacional-57673309.

https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-

In tune with that expanded and diffuse vision, in China: A Democracy
That Works we are told to judge democracy in terms of whether “the
people are truly the masters of the country; whether the people have
the right to vote and, more importantly, the right to participate
widely; whether they have been given verbal promises in elections
and, more importantly, how many of these promises are fulfilled after
the elections; whether there are established political procedures and
“China and Latin America: authoritarian influence and democratic resilience"
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and rules in state systems and laws and, more importantly, whether
these systems and laws are enforced; whether the rules and
procedures for the use of power are democratic; and, most
importantly, whether the use of power is subject to public scrutiny and
controls.” Voting, participation, consultation, administration, and
oversight are political processes of an undoubtedly potentially
democratic pedigree. Nevertheless, they are also compatible with wellinstitutionalized autocratic structures and processes.
The best approximation to the role of the people in the Chinese model
of democracy is the reference to a social construct that does not
recognize the value of its individuals, a clear allusion to the weaknesses
of liberal democracy. The insistence on the goodness of an overall
system where the Party, and not the people, is the protagonist and
decisive actor in the lives of more than a billion inhabitants, is the
recognition of the annulment of the people in the equation of power;
an equation where the function of the maximum leader is fundamental.

How Does the Leader Think?
The discourse on democracy of the CCP and its top leader, Xi
Jinping,12

is

inserted

in

a

specific

historical

context

of

opening, reform, innovation, adaptation, and modernization given
the learnings after the “painful lessons” of the Cultural Revolution.
It proposes to make “the necessary revisions,” to follow “closely the
steps of the times,” and to adapt to “the new requirements.”
However, to “dynamically and prudently promote the reform of
the political regime” is never an objective to reach. The repeated
presence of the term prudent is illustrative, which implies in
advance a restraint or limiting character of the horizon of the changes.
The official discourse of the CCP advocates for a consultative
democracy

within

the

framework

of

socialism

with

Chinese

characteristics. According to Xi: “To determine whether the people
12

See Xi Jinping’s writings in La

gobernación y administración de China, Tomos
1 y 2, Ediciones en Lenguas Extranjeras, Beijing.

enjoy democratic rights, it is necessary to check whether they have the
right to vote in elections and participate in daily political life. It is also
vital to check whether they have the right to participate in elections
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through democratic means and, at the same time, to make decisions,
administer and supervise through democratic means”. Consultative
democracy is defined by the leader as a “unique, exclusive and
original form of China’s socialist democratic politics” and in it “the
masses of the people are the key point of socialist consultative
democracy.” He emphasizes that “it is mainly at the grassroots that
decisions are made, and work is done concerning their interests.”
When talking about consultative democracy, it refers to “broadening
the channels of consultation,” carrying out “compact and efficient”
consultations, consulting with the people (regulating their contents
and procedures), “before making decisions and during the process of
carrying them out,” on the “important problems of socio-economic
development and practical problems related to the vital interests of
the masses” and “to solve the problems for which the people demand
solutions.” All of this always emphasizes the guiding role of the
Party’s leadership.
According to Xi, it is a matter of incorporating “the various demands
and claims of interests into the decision-making process.” However, it
is unclear how these opinions collected in the consultations will
influence them. In his discourse, we do not find clarity regarding the
concrete meaning and procedures of the consultations; there is talk
of decision-making and administration, but at the same time the
purely consultative character is emphasized. Furthermore, it is even
stated that the ultimate objective of consultations is “to achieve, as
far as possible, uniformity of opinions,” to build “consensus by
overcoming differences,” and “to reach a consensus.” The limit to the
acceptance of plurality in the search for consensus is set by the
leadership of the state and the Party.
It is striking how the consultations—always guided by the CCP—
represent the “unity between democracy and centralism.” The Party’s
leading role is affirmed while seeking to reconcile this with the
consultative dimension as a democratic principle. On the other hand,
there is recognition of the electoral dimension of democracy: at
several points, voting and elections are mentioned. However, the
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electoral element is also criticized, contrasting it with the
participatory element: “if its members have the right to vote, but not
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too broad participation, and they will only be awake when the voting
begins because when it is over, they will be asleep. This type of
democracy

is

a

formalist

democracy.

However,

this

broad

participation in the CCP model seems limited to consultation, which
would fall short of the liberal model.
In Xi’s rhetoric, the people are posited as “owners of the country,”
also as an entity that should receive “benefits for itself” (i.e., people as
something differentiated and external) and from which the
“participation of the people’s representatives” is selected. The
conditional invocation of the people “under the leadership of the
CCP” is repeated. In the same sense, the idea of the people is often
replaced by that of the masses. This is reflected in such phrases as
“orderly participation of the masses,” “tightening the links between
the Party and the popular masses,” and “self-government of the
masses at the grassroots level.” In any case, the Party’s leading role is
always affirmed: “as the leading nucleus in the mastery of the general
situation.”
It is argued that the “development of socialist democracy and the
improvement of socialist legality became an immovable basic
principle of the Party and the state.” However, it is striking that it
proposes the organic integration between the Party and the people
as a goal, something that would hardly be compatible with the idea
of recognition of social diversity. This goes hand in hand with the
value placed on the “materialization of prosperity, development and
lasting peace and order of the Party and the state.” In this line, it is
striking that Party and state are presented at the same level and that
order is postulated with the same weight as prosperity, development,
and peace.
Likewise, it is not gratuitous that a discourse glorifying unity
contemplates internal divergences with a negative assessment that
runs through the entire text. Moreover, “the evil of the different
political forces clinging to their opinions” is what consultative
democracy comes to solve. In such a way, the goals of building
consensus unitarily and that the Party leads in an orderly way, the
participation of the masses, through the organic integration between
28
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tical pluralism, constitutive of any society. In line with Xi’s Thought,
the official position of the CCP and the Chinese state stresses that socalled “people’s democracy” integrates “process-oriented democracy
with

result-oriented

democracy,

procedural

democracy

with

substantive democracy, direct democracy with indirect democracy,
and people’s democracy with the will of the state. It is a model of
socialist democracy that embraces all aspects of the democratic
process and all sectors of society”. And, alluding to the shortcomings
of liberal democracy, he exposes China as “a true democracy that
works.”
A “Cultural Problem”?
As the Chinese democratic and political theory expert, Sor-hoon Tan
has pointed out: “For those interested in better governance, asking
the question ‘why’ focuses attention on the word being used —to
describe the role of people, customs and practices, institutions—
before making a judgment on its (democratic) appropriateness.”13
This is why the idea that a predetermined view of the political
order corresponds to a people due to historical or cultural reasons
must be taken with caution. Confucianism is a crucial strand of
traditional

Chinese

thought.

Therefore,

including

“Confucian

democracy” in the “Chinese Democracy” category makes sense. In
addition

to

official CCP propaganda, specific public figures

(Canadian scholar Daniel Bell and businessman and influencer Eric
Li, among others) hold firmly that Confucianism is more meritocratic
than democratic.
However, many East Asian countries share a Confucian heritage,
interpreting and practicing it according to diverse and changing
cultural and historical circumstances. Indeed, perhaps “Confucian
democracy” itself would be a category that admits a diversity of
registers and interpretations. In the political theory of Confucian
democracy, there are values of freedom and equality compatible with
(wrongly) so-called Western conceptions. Sor-hoon Tan acknowledges
that “Xi Jinping portrays himself as a wise Confucian ruler. The CCP,
meanwhile, is cast as the guardian of Chinese culture for the sake of
the Chinese people.” However, she notes, “Different interpretations
under the notion of ‘Chinese democracy’ could challenge the CCP’s
hegemonic appropriation of Chinese culture and the meaning of
“China and Latin America: authoritarian influence and democratic resilience"
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democracy.”
Recognizing that cultural lenses influence the understanding of
democracy, she notes that despite different values, “liberal democracy
and Confucianism point to a common desire for a monopoly-free style
of policymaking She warns that Sun Yat-sen’s well-known “Three
Principles of the People” do not contain the term minzhu 民主, the
current standard Chinese translation of “democracy.” The historic
leader of Chinese democratic nationalism explicitly took European and
American democracies as a model, merging them with millennia-old
Chinese culture. Which, at present and recreated in Taiwan’s
constitutional order, presents Sun Yat-sen’s idea of “Chinese
democracy” supported by political institutions that differ significantly
from mainland China.
At its core, the discussion goes back to the conceptual rigor that the
Chinese stretch is trying to elude. It is not a question of reducing it to
a cultural problem, since the experiences of Taiwan, South Korea,
Japan, and other Asian nations where the Confucian legacy has been
present are stable democracies. Hong Kong was a democracy until
recently. To repeat culturalist justifications about an alleged
incompatibility of some nations and traditions with democracy is to lie.
To confuse the variety and experimentation admissible by the
universal democratic legacy to endorse any form of authoritarianism
—including that of the CCP— is dangerous. This debate presents a
dual opportunity to discuss the political and epistemological values of
democracy and makes it clear that conceptual stretches must be
pointed out and confronted with reality.
To a large extent, human history has been a story and process of
contestation between autocratic and democratic politics. The former is
based on the notion of power concentrated in a few hands—warlords
and cliques—and exercised in an unrestricted manner, under various
discourses (ideological, religious, technocratic) of legitimization and
control. The second one postulates that human power must be
somehow deconcentrated and controlled. A citizenry is empowered to
exercise collective self-government, electing and sanctioning its
authorities, and expressing itself in the public space. China, in its
30

millenary history, has not escaped this reality. Its legacy of ideas,
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elections, and civic manifestations is remarkable. Chinese thinkers and
officials contributed to the founding documents and acts of the United
Nations.

Coclusion
Just as no one can ignore that China is the most striking case of
accelerated economic development in human history—and that
this brought benefits to its population—so it is hardly honest to
assimilate that its regime meets, beyond specific grassroots election
processes and controlled exercises of public opinion, democratic
standards. It is one thing to critically review the foundations and
workings of any particular regime (U.S. democracy, for example, is
severely questioned today in academia itself and open societies)
and quite another to manipulate reality and the concepts with
which we explain it. Even if we consider that representative
democracies suffer, within general respect for the rule of law,
from

processes

of

corruption

(that

is inherent to the very

functioning of the system) and oligarchizing of power (with
minorities abusing the rules of the game to perpetuate their
privileges),

experience

tells

us

that

these

democracies

are

superior to regimes like that of the CCP with respect for the freedoms
and agency of their citizens and counterweights to the power of
the elites.
There are enormous epistemic and practical differences between the
universality

of

and democracy

legacies
are

and

universal,

conceptual

stretching.

discernible

Autocracy

phenomena,

whose

expressions and principles admit and take root in diverse sociocultural contexts. Moreover, this is where we should check whether
the nature of the Chinese

political

system

(with

a

Leninist

party, which excludes competition, pluralism, and citizen demand
for accountability to its highest authorities) allows the realization of
such high goals present in Xi Jinping’s democratic discourse. In this
sense, there is a wide gap between the formal rhetoric of China’s
political leadership and the practical achievements of its regime.
The democratic deficit of the CCP’s official discourse is not based
on the theoretical or empirical foundations of a particular vision
“China and Latin America: authoritarian influence and democratic resilience"
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of democracy, supposedly attentive to the historical, cultural, or ethnic
specificities of a millenary nation, but on the absence and distortion of
14
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We face a reality and a narrative14 that pose an additional challenge
to democracies in crisis. It is not only a matter of recovering lost
ground in terms of the protection of democratic institutions and
instruments, but also of counteracting a narrative anchored in
disinformation practices that are influencing the global perception of
the causes behind the deterioration of democracy.15
Just

as

totalitarianism

cannot

be

presented

as

a

product

of backwardness, since it emerged in one of the most advanced
nations of the West (Germany) and the cradle of the proletarian
revolution (Russia), democracy is not exclusive to a region, culture
or religion supposedly condemned by history to the supposed
eternity

of despotism. Today it is practiced by populations of

Confucian, Christian, Muslim, and even agnostic citizens. In places
where we thought it was culturally alien and absent—from Arab or
African tribes to Latin and Asian regions—it has been invoked time
and again over the last two centuries. Despite the seemingly
unbeatable power of kings, chieftains, and tyrants.
Democracy has withstood threats like the one posted today by the
CCP model. In the interwar period (1918-1939), many Western
intellectuals, seduced by totalitarianism, predicted the end of ailing
liberalism and the triumph of the party-state. During the Cold War, the
gambles of communism and peripheral nationalism were ultimately
overcome by the vitality, promise, and achievements of representative
democracy. Waves of democratization have always come when they
were not expected. This has been the case in the Chinese periphery in
recent decades. Nothing guarantees that the system and society led
by Xi Jinping have banished it forever from the DNA of its people.
There is also a powerful anthropological reason for not accepting the
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idea of the triumph of the Chinese model in that country and the
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world. People have several imperative and simultaneous needs that
affect their biological, psychological, and social processes. To the
demand for security, shelter, and food that an enlightened despot
can provide, we add basic, resilient, universal demands for agency
and freedom, incapable of existing without the free participation of
the people. Participation is absent in the enlightened and
modernizing despotism of a party like the CCP, accustomed to
speaking for its people while hijacking their voices.
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Chinese Influence Strategies
on Latin America
Max P ovse 1

China and “Good Imperialism”
DDuring the decade of the 2000s, the People’s Republic of China
(hereafter, simply referred to as China) turned its foreign policy
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an agreement between the warring factions at the top of the Party in
2012. Quickly, the new leader showed his true intentions and began a
process of profound revision that ended up disciplining the Chinese
officialdom to adopt his policies, and caused the demise of most of
the cadres strongly identified with either Liberalism or pure Marxism.
The internal purges diluted the power of the traditional leaders, Jiang
Zemin and Hu Jintao, and established the “Xi Jinping Thought” as the
official ideology of the Party and, by extension, of the Chinese state
and nation. The foundation of this “Thought” is nationalism in its
most classical conception, i.e., China’s current policy is no longer
guided primarily by an ideological commitment to Communism,
traditional Confucian values, or economic openness, but rather by the
goal of re-establishing the country as a power with global reach,
trying to replicate Imperial China’s rule over “everything under
heaven”.
These imperialist ambitions have produced an assertive imprint on
the country’s foreign policy, replacing the moderate and dialogueoriented postures of the leaders who succeeded Mao Zedong, with a
rigid, combative, and agitational discourse that seeks—on the one
hand, to make the Chinese enthusiastic about once again becoming
the power that rules the world impetuously and, on the other, to
instill fear in the rest of the countries, which are increasingly cautious
“China and Latin America: authoritarian influence and democratic resilience"
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about the actions of Asia’s giant. In the context of this grand strategy,
the Chinese government has designed a series of mechanisms to
project its power beyond its borders, ranging from benevolent
actions aimed at co-optation to outright military threats.
TTo implement these mechanisms, however, Xi is aware that he needs
to consolidate his power at home and abroad, so that his decisions
cannot be challenged, and thus, he can achieve the ultimate goal of
modifying the world order to fit his needs. This consolidation goes
hand in hand with two phenomena that can be empirically verified in
recent years. Firstly, as far as internal affairs are concerned, Xi has
deepened the totalitarian tendency of the regime to the point of
turning the Party-state into a sort of “Big Brother” that constantly
monitors and controls not only the actions but also the very opinions
of its citizens. This has been possible thanks to the development of
state-of-the-art technology, including facial and object recognition
systems using artificial intelligence, which, in turn, are combined with
the world’s most extensive network of surveillance cameras.
Secondly, China is playing a sort of “good cop, bad cop” game, that
is, in its self-perceived role as a hegemonic power, it offers its
economic services to “help” the countries of the Global South to
develop. It also contributes politically, shielding regimes challenged
for their ethical behavior on the international stage. However, it also
resorts to intimidation through diplomatic (and also military) means
when countries resist its “aid”. This is more than clear in the IndoPacific region, also known as “China’s backyard”, where, as such, it
behaves as if it were its territory, militarily intimidating not only
countries over which it has irredentist pretensions, such as Taiwan—
but also harassing neighbors from which it wishes to seize territory,
such as the littoral countries of the South China Sea, as well as India
and Japan, among others.
Even though these actions are outside any legal framework—and
flagrantly violate international regulations, Xi’s China is a Party-state
whose ethical foundation is “the end justifies the means”. In this
sense, for China to return to its status as an imperial power with
undisputed dominion over the known world, here are no limitations
36

on the mechanisms to be used and, therefore, all the tools—not only
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of the state but also of society—must be placed at the disposal of
nationalist goals. All this seems curiously justified in the eyes of the
CCP which, just as it justified in the past the massacres of the Great
Leap Forward, the Cultural Revolution, and Tiananmen Square, today
it justifies the genocide against the Uyghur people, intently following
the “20th Century Dictator’s Handbook”, which stipulates that the
more homogeneous society is, the easier it is to control it.

The Belt and Road Initiative or the New Promised
Land
In this context of assertive expansionist policies, China’s actions are
not limited to its immediate neighborhood, but its modus operandi is
replicated around the world, including in its antipode, Latin America.
Traditionally considered the “backyard” of the United States, Latin
American countries have a special significance for China, just as they
did for the Soviet Union and its successor, Russia. The fact is that
having allies in the region implies a double gain: on the one hand,
they gain a foothold in a foreign land, and on the other, they gain an
asset with which they can influence the vicinity, thus being able to
blackmail the United States.
To this end, China has already twice planned its overall strategy
towards Latin America: first through a White Paper in 2008, and then
through its reissue in 2016. While the language used in both cases is
similar (measured, optimistic, and propositional), the version overseen
by Xi places much more emphasis on the concept of “cooperation”.
Regardless, it mentions “China” more times than the region it is
supposed to address, as figure 1 shows. Although a priori the
lexicographical analysis does not yield conclusions that go beyond the
typical Chinese discourse on “mutual benefit”, it is by contrasting it
with the foreign policy carried out with Latin American countries, that
sheds light on the intention of the white paper. To this end, the role of
the mega-project that has marked Xi’s administration cannot be
overlooked.
37
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Figure 1
Word cloud from China’s 2016 Latin America White Paper

Source: own elaboration.

In this sense, Latin America became one of the axes of the Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI), an umbrella term that includes any economic,
political, social, or cultural project of China abroad. The name is not
accidental, as it evokes the historical trade route that linked China
with the West, today represented not only by Europe but also by the
New World. Thus, extending the New Silk Road to Latin America is
the natural prolongation of a project that seeks to revive past glories
in a complex and globalized present.
Graph 1
Goods’ trade flow with China in millions of nominal USD

Source: own elaboration based on the UN Comtrade database.
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However, BRI’s projects do not come alone: the trade in many cases
generates a deficit in the balances that drains currency reserves from
already

fragile

and

poorly-managed

economies;

the

direct

investments generate regional offices that answer to their Chinese
owners who, as obligated as they are, must subsequently report their
activities to the Party and, in extreme cases, grant it space to carry
out surveillance activities; the infrastructure investments, which have
generated debt traps around the world, have even more nefarious
effects in Latin America, as much of the contracting is done by
governments with little concern for the welfare of local communities
and the environment; likewise, the financial cooperation has plunged
countries such as Venezuela into such a strong monetary
dependence, that the country has had to pay in kind the debts
contracted at usurious rates with Chinese banks, while currency
swaps have only served to distract attention, as their effective use is
almost impossible to achieve, given the regulations imposed by the
People’s Bank of China.
Graph 2
Chinese FDI inflow in millions of nominal USD

Source: own elaboration based on the REDALC-China Monitor of
Chinese OFDI in Latin America and the Caribbean.
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However, all these harmful effects are far from being offset by the
benefits of a sustained increase in economic cooperation. Instead, as
Graphs 1, 2, 3, and 4 show, economic relations with China have
grown at a much slower pace, and have stagnated—or even
contracted in recent years. This is not only due to the general
slowdown in China’s economy (given that it has reached the status of
an upper-middle-income economy, and is thus moving into the
“middle-income trap”), but it also has to do with the pragmatism of
Chinese businessmen who, under pressure to demonstrate positive
numbers to their government, decide to withdraw from risky markets
—such as those in Latin America—especially as the populist leaders
that once guaranteed them exorbitant profits at the expense of their
states’ coffers, retreat.

Graph 3
Cost of infrastructure projects contracted to Chinese
companies in millions of nominal USD

Source: own elaboration based on the REDALC-China Monitor of Chinese
Infrastructure in Latin America and the Caribbean.
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In addition, China’s economic reality has caused it to withdraw into
itself, seeking to strengthen its domestic market, and the investments
in strategic resources in its territory and that of its unconditional
allies. Before this, the narrative of the “Chinese economic model” was
constructed as a system to be imitated, losing sight of the fact that
the “Asian miracle” of accelerated and sustained economic growth is
not an invention of the Chinese regime, but of the Asian democracies
that generated competitive conditions that consolidated robust
domestic markets. This is evident early on in Japan, in the traditional
Asian Tigers (South Korea, Hong Kong, Singapore, and Taiwan), and
also in the new Asian Tigers: the Philippines, Indonesia, Malaysia,
Thailand, and Vietnam, of which only the latter has a regime similar
to that of China.
Moreover, China is not Russia, and this implies that it is not willing to
sacrifice large sums of money to sustain failed political experiments.
This is seen in the reduction of sovereign loans to Latin American
countries in recent years by Chinese state-owned banks, which
function as the financial extension of the Party-state. A clear example
of this dynamic in our region is easily found in the extinction of loans
to Venezuela, once the Chinese government became aware of the
insolvency of the Madurista regime. In this sense, China has shown
the true nature of its strategic goals, since it has used sovereign loans
to generate economic dependence, and not as a bailout like other
financial assistance mechanisms contemplated in the United Nations
System. This occurs because, by becoming the sole creditor, the
Chinese regime can unilaterally impose its demands on the indebted
countries, which have no possibility of negotiation after signing the
agreements.
The extension of the data series supports this hypothesis since the
economic crisis triggered by the pandemic’s confinements produced
a generalized retraction of Chinese capital which, responding to the
pressures of the regime, was repatriated by private and state firms
alike, to avoid a negative growth figure in 2020 and the following
years. This phenomenon caused Latin American trade balances to
deteriorate, while Chinese indicators improved since their economic
recovery was driven by the exports of consumer goods, this time
without distinguishing whether the buyers were developed or deve“China and Latin America: authoritarian influence and democratic resilience"
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loping countries: the economic goals to sustain the epic of
“Chinese growth rates” are so important that their geopolitical
implications are relegated to a second place.

Graph 4
Amount lent by Chinese state-owned banks in
millions of nominal USD

Source: own elaboration based on the China-Latin America
Finance Database of the Inter-American Dialogue.
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This situation becomes even more evident when analyzing direct and
infrastructure investments—and even more so concerning sovereign
financing. Likewise, in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic, it is
worth mentioning the meager donations of medical equipment made
by China (that in many cases were in poor condition or even
unusable), and the usurious commercial operations with vaccines
from Chinese laboratories (which, curiously, are at the same time the
least effective and the most expensive ones on the market). Thus, it is
possible to appreciate that the storytelling around “China’s
unstoppable economic expansion”—constructed as a method of
salvation given the country’s generalized withdrawal into itself— falls
apart when confronted with empirical evidence. In this sense, the
pandemic has exposed the true meaning of the concept resonant in
Chinese diplomacy, which indicates that “China works for the
Community of Common Destiny”; perhaps, it would be more
appropriate to rephrase it as “the rest of humanity works communally
for the destiny of China”.

Extractivism and Extraterritoriality
The “every man for himself” policy adopted by China in the face of
adversity is not isolated, much less spontaneous. Proof of this is the
tactics of sovereignty erosion it constantly carries out in Latin
America. To mention a few examples, the Nicaragua canal project,
mining in Venezuela and oil exploitation in Ecuador and other
countries, the Espacio Lejano Station in Patagonia, the planned polar
logistics base in Tierra del Fuego, and unrestricted fishing in the
exclusive economic zones of countries in the region, are all evidence
of a logic that transcends mere anecdotes and is part of a systematic
plan to erode the sovereignty of countries perceived as too weak to
be able—or willing—to confront Chinese advances.
In this sense, two recurring characteristics of the Chinese strategy are
the extraction of natural resources with only the minimum guarantees
of sustainability (in the rare case where national, regional, or local
authorities benefiting from these activities demand them); and the
bid to achieve conditions of extraterritoriality in at-first-sight
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inoffensive activities. These mechanisms replicate the uses and
customs that the Party-state implements in Chinese territory, where
the exploitation of natural resources has no socio-environmental
safeguards whatsoever and is subject only to the will of the Partystate.
Thus, ventures in activities beneficial to the development of Latin
American countries, such as the oil, mining, and fishing industries, or
astronomical and polar research, degenerate into excuses to achieve
exceptionally flexible—and environmentally harmful—conditions of
exploitation, and to obtain unconstitutional powers of exclusive
access over parts of Latin American territory. This often occurs under
the sponsorship of local economic elites, that are more concerned
with improving their profits than with defending the democracy and
sovereignty of their countries.
In both cases, it is impossible to ignore the role of the People’s
Liberation Army (the Chinese armed forces), which through
exploitation or research contracts gains almost unrestricted access to
foreign sovereign territory, a move that not only plays in favor of
Chinese interests by demonstrating the impunity of their actions but
that at the same time directly compromises the national security of
the region. This latter danger is exacerbated by the acquisition of
Chinese surveillance systems by some Latin American governments,
in a context that, given the all-encompassing CCP’s control over the
armed forces and industrial complexes, any Chinese company—or
even individual—is made a potential intelligence agent for the Party.

Building Culturally-Subsidized Resilient
Authoritarianism
Faced with this increasingly complex scenario in the political and
economic relations between peripheral countries such as those of
Latin America, on the one hand, and powers such as China, on the
other, it is necessary to surpass the temptation of establishing
simplistic analyses that are limited to describing the proportions of
correspondence
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between

economic

cooperation

and

political

influence. As mentioned above, China does not hold a hegemonic
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position in economic terms in Latin America, and there are even
weaker correlations between trade balances, investments, loans, and
political regimes. The region has clear examples of full democracies
such as Chile, Uruguay, and Costa Rica that maintain very strong
economic relations with China, while authoritarian regimes such as
Venezuela or Cuba until a few years ago traded primarily with the
United States, and Nicaragua only established formal relations with
China a few months ago.
Instead, it is critical to highlight the impact of the more subtle
diplomatic tactics that China has been implementing for decades,
that range from promoting scholarships to requiring the opening of
Confucius Institutes within Latin American universities. Taking a closer
look at the effects of these seemingly harmless policies, it is possible
to discern the strategy of soft power (or, to be more precise, of sharp
power) that underlies them. This is evidenced not only by the success
of the student mobility proposals but also by subsequent benefits,
such as the formation of Chinese alumni associations, which play a
key role in the formulation of Chinese curricula in the region, always
with a laudatory perspective of the regime. In this sense, the incipient
Latin American sinology has relied on the financial contributions of
Chinese universities, both for the instruction of scholars and for their
career development in Latin America.
In this context, many of the scholars trained in China return to Latin
America as spokespersons about the wonders of the host country,
consciously or unconsciously contributing to the whitewashing of the
authoritarianism of the Communist regime. In this way, and while the
sinological environment continues to be limited and endogamous,
these discourses are constantly replicated and strengthened, to be
later transmitted to the new generations of Latin American
sinologists. In addition to the effect on the higher education system,
this phenomenon has an impact that goes beyond academic
esotericism and resonates in popular discourses, given the continued
fascination with the exoticism that echoes in mass media, according
to most of which, the only authoritative voices are those that have
received the approval of the Chinese Party-state.
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Finally, it is worth mentioning the imaginary that has been built in
social networks through the active intervention of the Chinese
bureaucratic-partisan apparatus, which actively influences members of
the diaspora through social networks such as Weibo and WeChat,
while it implements its strategy through more subtle tactics in the
general population through the rest of the social networks. Thus, the
continuous publication of commendatory content (that includes
cultural

demonstrations,

but

focuses

mainly

on

economic

achievements, and completely suppresses any reference to ethicalpolitical issues), has succeeded in shaping a certain level of public
opinion that identifies the Chinese regime with “economic progress
and the future”. In this way, the Party-state can legitimize the notion
that authoritarianism is a valid alternative path, and that traditional
notions of law and order are not only desirable but necessary to
achieve the ultimate goal of “a better life”, which is usually identified
only with material accumulation, to which end the suppression of
individual freedoms and guarantees can be condoned.
In this sense, aware that greater capital inflows are not enough to
upset the ethical-political ideology of Western societies in developing
countries, the cultural strategy in Latin America has been much more
effective. Thus, at the very least, the Party-state has managed to
establish an alternative discourse to the democratic one, which takes
refuge in cultural relativism to justify the atrocities of the regime,
arguing that as long as the “common good” is sought, any action
against individual liberties is justified. This opens the door to the
introduction of a second discourse: “if it works in China, it can work in
your country too”.
Thus, the appeal of the replicability of the Chinese development
model based on its political characteristics constitutes an attractive
discursive alternative for the Latin American middle classes, that are
disillusioned with corrupt governments and economic stagnation. The
notion that “the Chinese model works” has become the main
contribution of the CCP, not only to the authoritarian regimes already
in place but also—and perhaps more worryingly—to the populist
apprentices in democratic countries who, by replicating this discourse,
can attract voters disinterested in the proposals of the classical Latin
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American left.
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An Alternative World Power?
Up to this point, we have taken a bird’s-eye view of the relationship
that China has developed with Latin America in recent years based on
its interests, with special attention to the political, economic, and
cultural aspects. Nevertheless—and to the extent that we find
ourselves in an increasingly relational international system, that is to
say, one in which absolute terms and positions have lost relevance in
favor of the relative attitudes of the actors among themselves—it is
worth mentioning Latin America’s response to the changing scenario in
which the influence of the United States has waned, and that of the
revisionist powers has grown.
In this sense, the rhetoric of Chinese diplomacy has recently focused
on a dual strategy. On the one hand, diplomats stationed in the West
have become “warrior wolves” who have acquired unusual public
notoriety for a foreign service accustomed to ceremonial formalisms
and a role of neutrality. However, Xi’s “Thought” contemplates that
diplomacy should not only fulfill the function of representing the state
but also—and more importantly—of being the defender of the
Chinese model, particularly in the West. Thus, several prominent
diplomats have become partisan spokesmen in charge of pointing out
the shortcomings of Western democracies in the face of any
denunciation of the Chinese regime’s atrocities.
On the other hand, the brand-new White Paper on Democracy
gives senior diplomats a new objective: to defend the argument that
China is not only democratic but also more democratic than the West.
This dual strategy of attacking Western countries (particularly the
American and European ones), coupled with the rhetoric of a
“democratic China”, sets the

stage

for

a

passive-aggressive

foreign policy in charge of vituperating against the West, while
vindicating its achievements. Of course, this is not a uniquely
Chinese characteristic, but the distortion of the facts and concepts
to which this diplomacy has adapted suggests that China is not a
state with ambitions to be the new global superpower. Instead, it is a
country with a clear awareness of its faults, that feels cornered by the
accusations coming from abroad, and is therefore constructing a
narrative to which it can turn not only to excuse itself, but also to
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take refuge and, if possible, to persuade other that are on the
lookout for an excuse to vilify the traditional powers.
In this way, China poses itself as an alternative to the powers that
reminisce of sour episodes in Latin American history, from
colonialism to the Washington Consensus. Thus, uncritical use of the
collective memory functions as a tool of sharp power that appeals to
the Latin American left, but also to nationalist right-wing parties, and
especially to populist parties whose rhetoric is built around the
oppression of former times. In this sense, China is postulating itself as
a vindicator of human rights in the face of the Western powers that
once systematically violated them in the region.
But the resort to going back to the past is an indicator that Chinese
diplomacy no longer has many positive arguments with which to
attract Latin American leaders, nor to discredit the traditional powers,
that are nowadays more focused on their internal problems and on
making reparations to sustain their image, than on expanding their
influence over peripheral countries. Therefore, the postulation of
China as a “great responsible country that confronts the injustices of
other global powers focused only on satisfying their imperialist
tendencies” does not stand a thorough analysis, given that it is a
discourse based on an idealized self-image of a country that, as was
demonstrated above, is in truth much weaker in political and
economic terms than it publicizes.
China demonstrates thus, through its distorted presentation of
contemporaneity based purely on historical crimes, that it does not
intend to play the role of the benefactor of the countries of the
Global South with which it discursively presents itself. Instead, it seeks
to depose a Western-led global order and replace it with one of its
makings, based on the idealization of the historical system of
vassalage and suzerainty that positioned it at the center of the known
world. To this end, China employs the rhetorical tools that best
appeal to the countries that it considers little more than plunder.
It should be remembered that there is no such thing as a “benevolent
power”. Instead, there are only states with surplus resources that are
dedicated to the expansion of their influence. China does not escape
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this logic, and in the age of informatization, it makes use of the most
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valuable resource of all: the dissemination of sound bites. This is
evidenced by the propaganda of state media agencies such as Xinhua
and CGNTV, which in Latin America are expressly dedicated to
criticizing liberalism, highlighting instead the “goodness of the
Chinese model” fabricated by the official rhetoric, and the same time,
reproducing the discourses of the region’s authoritarian governments
under the false guise of neutrality.
From all this, it can be seen that China perceives itself as a power that
comes only to benefit the countries of the region, but this does not
hide its true desire to establish its hegemony over them. To this end,
it seeks to create the best scenario for an expanding authoritarian
regime: to have counterparts who are also authoritarian and that
share the disdain for the individual freedoms it finds so
uncomfortable in its own country. Given the dangers, this strategy
raises, only a coordinated defense by the different actors of Latin
American democracies can save them from falling into the trap the
Chinese Communist Party-state set to consolidate its power in the
region.
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