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Sharp Power: Rising Authoritarian Influence

INTRODUCTION In late 2016, during a visit to Peru by Chinese President Xi Jinping, China 
released a new policy paper on Latin America and the Caribbean. It was a timely moment to do 
so, given the political changes across the continent: political instability and economic recession 
in Brazil, turmoil in Venezuela, prospects of change regarding the region’s relationship with 
Cuba, and political alternation in both Peru and Argentina, among other events. However, new 
motivations had surfaced, too. While China is becoming increasingly active in the region, the 
operating environment for the Chinese government seems to be more challenging than in  
the past. 

Despite regional elites’ calls for further economic engagement with China, a few critical voices 
in Latin America have begun to raise concerns about asymmetric trade relationships, the terms 
of Chinese loans, and the labor conditions and environmental impact of Chinese projects. 
Although these voices remain in the minority and often do not receive much visibility, it is per-
haps for this reason that the policy paper emphasizes the series of initiatives that Beijing has 
put forward since 2013 to strengthen China’s relations and cooperation with the region. More 
plainly, it lays out a comprehensive strategy of cooperation across multiple sectors and themes, 
including high-level exchanges in the political arena, media, academia, and other fields.1 

According to the policy document, China aims to “promote the construction of a new type of 
international relations with win-win cooperation at the core.” To achieve this goal, money and 
economic enticement are no longer China’s only tools. Beijing has now officially established 
its own version of soft power,2 which emanates from its undemocratic system and rests on its 
ability to shape the viewpoints of others through co-optation and persuasion. In the minds 
of China’s top political leadership, this subtle approach not only aims to correct the negative 
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perceptions that stem from the country’s meteoric, global rise. It is also designed to counteract 
what the Chinese leaders would argue is a Western hegemonic discourse of values intended to 
promote the West’s interests and project a negative image of China.3 

One of China’s most powerful soft power tools in Latin America is people- 
to-people exchange, a kind of public diplomacy that plays a central role 
in China’s regional objectives. This approach is essentially based on two 
actions: cooperation between institutions and personal exchanges. Such 
engagement reaches almost anyone deemed influential in local societ-
ies: from journalists, scholars, diplomats, and students to entrepreneurs, 
politicians, and future leaders in all fields. Xi reinforced this strategy in 
late 2016 when he declared, after being awarded the Grand-Cross Medal 
of Honor of the Peruvian Congress, that China would expand the number of 
training opportunities of various kinds to 10,000 Latin Americans in  
the coming three years.4 

Together with Beijing’s attempts to project an image of itself as an accom-
modating power that shares similar development and modernization goals 
with the developing world, this soft power approach has enabled China to 
earn the sympathies of political elites across Latin America.5 The perception 
among these enthusiastic political elites that China would make an attrac-

tive partner rests primarily on its economic development over the past four decades, its ability 
to weather the global financial crisis virtually untouched, and its ever-growing influence in the 
international arena. The prospect that China can provide economic opportunities that other inter-
national partners cannot offer, along with the United States’ diminishing presence in the region, 
is also a decisive factor behind Beijing’s new, fresh, and friendly image in Latin America.

With this favorable context, Beijing’s people-to-people diplomacy is proving effective at building 
strong, personal relationships with mostly young, influential individuals across Latin America, in-
cluding in Peru and Argentina. Beijing’s success stems largely from repeatedly inviting these peo-
ple on free-of-charge trips to China for a variety of purposes: to take part in trainings, to participate 
in events and academic or exchange programs, and to meet counterparts. If the motivation behind 
this approach is to draw such prominent people to Beijing’s cause, it appears to be working.

The Chinese-style warm welcome, the carefully selected tours that include visits to sites with 
symbolic historical and cultural significance, and ad hoc friendly discourse delivered by the 
Chinese hosts can have hypnotic effects on their foreign guests. The aim of such efforts is for 
these visitors to return home with a fundamentally benign idea of the nature of the Chinese 
regime. For those with limited prior knowledge of China, this flattery and over-the-top hospital-
ity can cloud their perception of the complexity of China’s political system. One attendee on 
several of these trips interviewed by the author described being given extra pocket money for 
personal spending on the otherwise all-expenses-paid trip.6 Enticing participants to promote a 
positive message about China at home underlies Beijing’s extensive investments. 

Not all such initiatives involve bringing foreigners to China. The Chinese government’s strategy 
is to actively push its influence in Latin America, exporting programs and activities that broadly 
target culture and education, on the one hand, and focus on individuals in institutions, academia, 
and the media on the other. Some of China’s most relevant soft power initiatives take place at 
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the regional level, which may be a matter of simple efficiency. This trend has become increas-
ingly evident since 2013, just after Xi assumed office, but it really gained speed in early 2015 
with the first ministerial meeting of the China–CELAC Forum,7 held in Beijing. Through this 
annual gathering of high-level Chinese and Latin American officials, Beijing can leverage more 
agenda-setting power with regard to the region than it has been able to achieve within the more 
traditional inter-American institutions, where China’s participation is more marginal. 

With China playing a lead organizing role, the Forum adopted a cooperation plan for 2015–19 
that outlines China’s anticipated public diplomacy activities in Latin America. In addition to 
initiatives in up to 13 other fields, it conceives of action in three areas linked to the shaping of 
public perceptions. In media, it calls for broad coverage agreements in radio, television, and 
cinema, as well as active cooperation to promote exchanges, trainings, and joint journalistic 
work. In academia and education, China has pledged to intensify cooperation, trainings and ex-
changes, investigative projects, and the development of human resources with national educa-
tional institutions and think tanks, as well as to increase the number of scholarships available 
for Latin American students to study in China. As a result of this plan, bilateral cultural cooper-
ation and exchange have gone from being sporadic to institutionalized. 

Culture
Under the framework of the China–CELAC Forum, 2016 was designated the “China–Latin America 
Year of Cultural Exchange.” Chinese official rhetoric labeled this initiative as “the biggest event 
ever to be organized between China and Latin America since the foundation of the People’s  
Republic.” More than one hundred activities were planned between March and November 
across the region and in China: These included an opening ceremony with more than one 
hundred artists in Beijing, a Latin American music festival in China, the publication in Latin 
America of 32 novels and poetry books by contemporary Chinese authors, a closing ceremony 
in Lima, Peru, and a number of smaller art, cinema, and music exhibitions in several coun-
tries. Chinese pianist Lang Lang, who was named the initiative’s ambassador, toured Argentina 
and Chile—perhaps the most high-profile activity in the whole program.

Despite what looks like a two-way cultural exchange, a closer examination of the extensive 
agenda and its implementation suggest that it was primarily organized and carried out by the 
Chinese Ministry of Culture. Many of the programmed events took place in China, and their 
coverage in the Latin American media was for the most part scarce. Activities that were an-
nounced with great fanfare in fact sometimes lacked substance or failed to attract a significant 
audience. As a result, the Year of Cultural Exchange had less impact than expected in  
Latin America—if that was ever the intention of the Chinese organizers. On the contrary, the 
event appears to have served the Chinese regime’s purposes by reframing the bilateral relation-
ship with a benign, cultural façade that goes beyond trade and the economy.

From this author’s analysis of Chinese media narratives about the initiative and its calendar  
of events, the Year of Cultural Exchange and its agenda seem designed to emphasize and 
promote China’s overall regional agenda. Media reports were full of allusions to the importance 
of friendship and continuously referred to the role of culture for “mutual understanding” as a 
means to “reduce the distance between the two [regions]” and “consolidate a base for devel-
opment.” In this sense, the China–Latin America Year of Cultural Exchange was highlighted 
as an example of brotherhood between millennia-old civilizations, as well as “an example of 
harmonious coexistence between cultures.” 
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What the nature of this program suggests is that the year-long event was primarily designed 
to reach Latin American political elites, rather than the general public. The initiative repre-
sented a significant effort by Beijing to go beyond offering the region’s leadership more than 
just access to investment and economic resources, but reflected an effort to deepen friendship 
between the region and China.

Education
With regard to education, Confucius Institutes play an increasing role in China’s soft power 
efforts in Latin America. There are currently 39 institutes and 19 Confucius classrooms in 
20 countries across the region. Globally, there are a total of 512 institutes and 1,074 class-
rooms located around the world. Demand in the Latin American centers appears to be growing 
steadily: According to administrators who oversee China’s Confucius programs around the 
region, there are currently more than 100,000 students enrolled in the different language  
programs across Latin America, while more than one million people participate in the insti-
tutes’ cultural activities and workshops each year.8 

The University of Buenos Aires’ Confucius Institute in Argentina illustrates this trend. It was 
created in 2008, but it was not until 2013 that the number of students picked up significantly. 
The number of Chinese-language students has doubled to 2,000, not including another 600 
who attend courses on Chinese culture. The Argentine institute, which teaches 5,500 hours of 
Chinese language every year, claims to be one of the more successful Confucius Institutes in 
the world in terms of the number of students. In the institute’s view, this achievement is related 
to three factors: growing interest in China, the strengthening of diplomatic relations between 
the two countries, and a high-flying local communications campaign on social networks.9

The Confucius Institutes’ growing relevance in Latin America is also 
connected to the founding of a regional headquarters in Santiago, Chile 
in 2014—one of only three regional centers that China has established 
overseas. Whereas the regional center in Washington, D.C. is said to focus 
on public relations and lobbying and the London center coordinates  
the publication of materials, the Confucius Institute Regional Center for  
Latin America (CRICAL, in Spanish) is assigned the task of organizing and 
implementing joint cultural activities in cooperation with the national in-
stitutes.10 Run by only three people, it also organizes trainings for teachers 
and, more generally, “plays a strategic role in the process of deepening the 
relationship between China and Latin America.”

During the two-and-a-half years since CRICAL’s establishment, it has been 
active on two fronts. It coordinates methodology trainings for teachers 
throughout the year, in which some 30 regional attendees typically take 
part. With the approval of the Confucius Institute headquarters in Beijing, 
known as Hanban, CRICAL also arranges and finances visits to the region 
by well-known Chinese economists, writers, filmmakers, and other artists 

including dance, opera, theatre, and martial arts groups. Thanks to this initiative, Chinese 
writers of all genres whose work has been translated into Spanish are able to tour Latin America 
periodically. With CRICAL support, they introduce their work in the region, participate in round-
tables with local writers, and give lectures to students and the public. The writers have gone 
from having a minor audience in the region to becoming visible in the local media.
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China has also significantly increased public funding for international scholarships, particularly 
for students of developing nations. Chinese official figures estimate that 377,000 foreigners 
studied in China in 2014, up from 84,000 a decade earlier. Furthermore, the Chinese govern-
ment plans to raise that figure to 500,000 by 2020.11 In addition, under the China–CELAC 
2015–19 cooperation plan, Beijing is investing heavily in people-to-people educational ex-
changes. Through this framework, China has officially offered to Latin American youth 6,000 
government scholarships, 6,000 internships, and 400 on-the-job opportunities in China for that 
period.12 Scholarships are generally offered by the Chinese government, Confucius Institutes, or 
a large number of Chinese universities, typically in five academic categories: Chinese-language 
studies, research projects, and graduate, master’s, or postgraduate studies.

Concurrently with China’s growing presence in Latin America, interest in Spanish language and 
Hispanic culture in China has also skyrocketed during recent years. Spanish language depart-
ments in Chinese universities have jumped from 12 in 2000 to more than 80 in 2015, while the 
number of Hispanic-studies students has increased from 500 to 15,000 in that same time span.13

Media
In 2016, China reinforced the importance of media cooperation in the China–Latin America 
relationship. During the China–Latin America Media Leaders’ Summit, which was held at the 
Santiago, Chile headquarters of the UN Economic Commission for Latin America and the  
Caribbean, Xi confirmed China’s intention to bring regional media exchanges and cooperation 
to a new level. The declared aim was to “show the world a more authentic and vibrant China” 
where Latin American counterparts “jointly voice opinions on world peace and development 
and other major issues.” 

The Chinese president was unambiguous during his speech about Beijing’s interest in culti-
vating closer ties with Latin American media. Since the number of Latin American journalists 
based in China is still minimal, he encouraged regional media to open bureaus in the country, 
offering “better conditions for their work” as an incentive. More importantly, to influence per-
ceptions about China among regional reporters and opinion leaders, Xi also announced  
China’s commitment to train 500 Latin American journalists in the next five years. 



NATIONAL ENDOWMENT FOR DEMOCRACY |  INTERNATIONAL FORUM FOR DEMOCRATIC STUDIES31

CHAPTER I
China in Latin America

“Training” is a word that can be easily misinterpreted. In the Western world, it would typically 
mean bringing someone to a certain standard of proficiency, and would probably be academic 
in nature. However, in China, media trainings are in actuality free public-relations trips to 
China that follow a conveniently pro-government agenda. As mentioned above, Beijing is clearly 
active with people-to-people diplomacy, and such efforts in the media sector are central to the 
Chinese soft power strategy. Therefore, China’s intent to “train” hundreds of Latin American 
journalists in the years to come is probably best understood as a way of exposing influential 
opinion makers to Beijing’s propaganda.

The event in Santiago represented the public, official unveiling of such efforts. The Chinese 
government paid for the travel expenses of more than 80 Latin American media representatives, 
including high-ranking news editors. Among them were journalists from El Comercio, Peru’s 
most influential newspaper; the Peruvian news agency Andina; and Peru’s official state newspa-
per, Diario Oficial El Peruano. At least two top executives from Argentine public television also 
attended the event. Representing two dozen Chinese media counterparts, Cai Mingzhao, head 
of the Xinhua news agency, announced that Xinhua was “ready to invite a number of journalists 
and media publishers every year to cooperate with us and to conduct interviews and exchanges 
in China.”14 

China’s proposal was well-received all around. Speeches made by Latin American media exec-
utives and other high-level participants during the event were generally accommodating to the 
Chinese regime, despite the fact that China ranked 176th out of 180 countries in the 2016 
World Press Freedom Index published by Reporters Without Borders. According to the account 
of a journalist who attended the event, “behind the applause was the certainty that some  
media want to be financed by China.” In effect, the event turned out to be a marketplace for  
Chinese-produced media content: “The Chinese offered everything. It was like a bazaar be-
cause, at the end of the day, what they want is to become partners so that they can place their 
[reporting] materials [in the Latin American media market]. Content is the key for them.”15 

Academia and Think Tanks
Under the China–CELAC Forum’s cooperation plan, Beijing committed to train 1,000 young 
Latin American leaders by 2024. The core idea behind this ten-year Bridge to the Future  
exchange program is to engage with the region’s future leaders, inviting them to take part in 
two-week trainings and workshops in China at a rate of approximately 100 individuals per year. 
The program is designed to engage with young emerging leaders who will belong to the elites 
of the fields in which they are involved—primarily academia, politics, business, media, and the 
cultural and social fields. The program’s foremost objective is to build a network of young lead-
ers who might eventually emerge as “friendship envoys” between China and Latin America.16 

According to interviews with Bridge to the Future participants, the training is organized by the 
All-China Youth Federation, which represents 52 youth organizations that are headed by the 
Communist Youth League of China. The program in China is typically divided into three parts. 
A theoretical section consists of lectures and discussions about China’s politics, economy, 
culture, history, foreign relations, as well as the Chinese Communist Party’s history and orga-
nization. The practical part includes visits to historical sites, government headquarters, and 
Chinese companies and entities that do business in or cooperate with Latin America. Such 
visits involve meetings with high-ranking officials as far up as China’s vice president—which 
demonstrates Beijing’s commitment to these exchange programs. And third, after the trainings,  
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attendees are encouraged to maintain their network by joining a virtual community, as well as 
through unscheduled offline activities.

Bridge to the Future has held four trainings since 2015 with the attendance of roughly 200 
young Latin Americans, including a number from Central American countries that do not enjoy 
formal diplomatic relations with Beijing (and therefore recognize Taiwan). Simultaneously, a 
less formal platform for dialogue made up of young scholars, researchers, and students of both 
regions has also been active since 2015 through academic exchange initiatives such as the 
Academic Dialogue between China and Latin America. The Community of Chinese and  
Latin American Studies (CECLA, in Spanish), which sponsors this project, claims that over  
500 Chinese and Latin American members have joined CECLA since its foundation, many of 
them through WeChat, a popular Chinese social networking platform.17

In 2017, Bridge to the Future merged with the Academic Dialogue initiative. Chinese and  
Latin American professionals under forty working in international relations research, media, 
social development, or economic exchanges, among other fields, were invited to apply. Twenty- 
five candidates each from Latin America and China were chosen after submitting papers on 
Chinese–Latin American cooperation and integration. The Latin American participants were first 
invited to participate in the Academic Dialogue, and later to join the two-week Bridge to the 
Future training—where all expenses were covered. According to the initiative, the papers will be 
published in the Latin American Studies journal, China Today, and Global Finance magazine.

China also aims to strengthen the exchange of experiences and knowledge 
between research institutes through the China–Latin America Think Tanks 
Forum, which was created in 2010 and was later integrated into the  
China –CELAC Forum in 2015. Three forums have been held so far, with at-
tendance between 100–160 participants, including senior academics, former 
Latin American political leaders, ambassadors and senior diplomats, jour-
nalists, and businessmen. The Forum was organized by the Chinese People’s 
Institute of Foreign Affairs and the China Institute of International Studies.18

Since 2012, China has also organized a regional China–Latin America 
High-Level Academic Forum. With the sponsorship of the Chinese Academy 
of Social Sciences’ Institute of Latin American Studies, and the participa-
tion of several other institutions including Confucius Institutes, there  
have been five forums held to date, the most recent being in Argentina in  
November 2016. The Forum is typically a three-day meeting between 
scholars of Chinese studies or international relations from regional univer-
sities and institutions. The Chinese ambassador to Argentina was invited to 
speak during the fifth forum.

People-to-People Diplomacy Initiatives
In China’s strategy of people-to-people diplomacy, there is a very significant factor to bear 
in mind: the Chinese actors that undertake such initiatives to connect with elites abroad 
are not independent from the state, even when they appear to be part of civil society. Nor 
are these activities merely the types of programs that might be typically organized as the 
sole initiative of any particular government agency or entity within the Chinese bureaucracy. 
Instead, people-to-people diplomacy reflects a far-reaching strategy in which different state 
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entities and government agencies, together with the Chinese Communist Party, are jointly  
involved. This is a good indication of the variety of efforts that the Chinese regime puts  
behind this strategy.

This factor is even more relevant when one considers how Latin American elites perceive the 
Chinese actors that are behind such efforts. Given that in most democratic countries, friend-
ship associations, media outlets, universities, think tanks, and other research institutions 
have a certain degree of independence, many Latin Americans assume there is no associa-
tion between Chinese organizations and the state. The Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, 
Chinese universities, and the overseas Chinese friendship associations are all good exam-
ples. Even the official Xinhua news agency, or the national or provincial legislative exchange 
delegations that actively engage with their Latin American peers, are sometimes thought to 
operate independently from the state—if they are not equated with their institutional coun-
terparts in democracies.

This is a misconception that needs to be clarified. Most, if not all, of the Chinese entities that 
engage with their peers abroad unequivocally serve national party goals—either by following 
official or unofficial guidelines, or by avoiding taking positions that might violate Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP) guidelines or jeopardize the regime’s goals. In practice, this means 
that elites in Latin America may mistakenly perceive Chinese friendship associations as merely 
a part of civil society. They may be also tempted to think that the Chinese official media are 
fairly independent and simply offer an alternative version of events. Or, they may consider that 
Chinese academic institutions are comparable to any other from abroad. If that were the case, 
why are sensitive issues like China’s human rights crackdown, the 1989 Tiananmen massacre, 
or the persecution of ethnic and religious minorities never debated?

The answer is clear. No matter how independent, persuasive, or flattering a Chinese counter-
part may be, how innocuous the Chinese entities may seem (in the forms of friendship as-
sociations, universities, think tanks, and overseas exchange associations), or how peripheral 
these entities are in relation to the party-state structure (ie: Confucius Institutes, students 
associations): In one way or another, they all row in the same direction. As is the case with 
Beijing’s qiaowu strategy to manage the overseas Chinese, which is further explained in the 
Peru section of this report, they are all part of the same influence efforts.19 Given that this 
aspect of the Chinese regime’s strategy appears to escape the notice of most elites in  
Latin America, people-to-people diplomacy with Chinese characteristics appears to be  
working very well in China’s favor.

An example of such ostensibly benign engagement is the China–Latin America People-to-People  
Friendship Forum, which held biennial meetings since it was established in 2007 before it was 
integrated into the China–CELAC Forum. Simultaneously, the first China–Latin America local 
governments cooperation forum, which focuses on local level engagement, was held in Novem-
ber 2016. The main organizer is the Chinese People’s Association for Friendship with Foreign 
Countries, a national organization “engaged in people-to-people diplomacy” that aims to “make  
friends and deepen friendship in the international community on behalf of the Chinese people.”20 

If Chinese state and government agencies happen to be very active in people-to-people diplo-
macy, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) is even more so. Evidence of the importance that 
Beijing gives to the party’s leading role in engaging both on an institution-to-institution and 
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people-to-people basis with Latin America is the fact that two of eight sub-forums within the 
China–CELAC Forum framework are devoted to exchange among political parties and young  
political leaders. Guided by the CCP and the Communist Youth League of China, Latin American 
regional party cadres and representatives of dozens of regional political parties of all ideolo-
gies are regularly invited on free-of-charge training trips and party-to-party exchanges  
in China. 

This has contributed to the building up of a “large friendship and cooperation network,”  
as it is commonly framed by Chinese official rhetoric. In 2015, the International Liaison 
Department of the CCP Central Committee received 250 participants in 16 different groups. 
For the period from 2016 to 2020, this department has committed to inviting another 1,200 
regional cadres to visit China.21 In such a political climate of consensus, a 2016 joint dec-
laration between the Chinese and Latin American political parties noted the need to avoid 
“interference” and emphasized the “need to respect the autonomous choice of each nation  
to decide its development path.”22 Such a statement provides a subtle legitimation of  
the CCP-led Chinese regime.

Conclusion
Latin America is increasingly becoming an important region for Beijing, and not only in eco-
nomic terms. At the beginning of the 21st century, China’s presence in Latin America was 
mostly limited to trade, investments, loans, and infrastructure building—but not anymore. 
Since the 2008 global crisis, the Chinese regime has capitalized on its economic strength to 
enhance its political influence across the region. One of the most visible outcomes of China’s 
new prominence in Latin America was the foundation of the China–CELAC Forum, a regional 
platform of engagement that notably excludes the United States and Canada. 

The forum and its cooperation plan for 2015–19 provides China with a convenient policy 
framework to introduce and promote its soft power agenda. In this sense, Beijing’s strategy 
clearly targets Latin American elites. Prominent regional leaders from multiple fields—includ-
ing politicians, academics, journalists, former diplomats, current government officials, and 
students, among others—are subtly being enticed by the Chinese government through personal 
interaction, with the ultimate purpose of gaining their support for China. As a result, many of 
these renowned and influential people have already become de facto ambassadors of the  
Chinese cause.

In China’s people-to-people engagement, money is key. Free-of-charge trainings, exchange 
programs, and scholarships in China have proven to be effective tools to engage Latin America’s 
regional elites, an idea supported in late 2016 by Xi Jinping’s announcement that China will 
train 10,000 Latin Americans by 2020. The media and academia are two areas of priority 
attention for Beijing’s efforts. Consequently, China is determined to promote cooperation of 
different kinds between media companies, universities, and think tanks—both at the re-
gional and country level. Education and culture are increasingly important in Beijing’s toolkit 
as well.

Given that the majority of Latin American countries are predominantly Spanish-speaking and 
share similar cultural roots, China can more efficiently introduce its range of efforts through re-
gional initiatives. CRICAL, the Confucius Institute’s headquarters in Latin America, assists the 
regional institutes academically and organizes a top-down cultural agenda in coordination with 
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Hanban. In addition, Beijing put forward a comprehensive program in Beijing and throughout 
Latin America to commemorate the “China-Latin America Year of Cultural Exchange.” These 
soft power-like initiatives merge with and are further illustrated by similar efforts in individual 
countries, as are described in the chapters that follow on Argentina and Peru.

The views expressed in this paper represent the opinions and analysis of the author and do not 
necessarily reflect those of the National Endowment for Democracy or its staff.
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