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Does the China Trade Pay for Latin America?
MATT FERCHEN

A
t a conference in Beijing in the fall of 2008, I
was asked to comment on a paper about
China’s rapidly expanding economic rela-

tionship with Latin America. While I had long been
interested in the comparative political economy of
development in East Asia and Latin America, I was
still new to the details of the
burgeoning commercial and
diplomatic ties between China
and Latin America. My com-
ments focused on two issues
that stood out in the paper:
first, that something happened
around 2003 to spark a massive
increase in commodity exports
from South America to China;
and second, that for all of Chi-
na’s talk about “South–South”
relations (on a basis of equality
among developing nations)
with Latin America, the structure of trade ties
looked a lot like historical, and controversial,
“North–South” commodities-for-manufactures
relations.

A dozen years later, questions about the
essence of the China–Latin America relationship
are just as relevant and contested. Two new
books, Dragonomics by Carol Wise and Depen-
dency in the Twenty-First Century? by Barbara
Stallings, come to quite different conclusions
on a range of related topics. Both authors are
political economists with a strong background
in Latin America.

Their answers to three specific questions high-
light the advances, as well as the remaining limita-
tions, in our understanding of contemporary
China–Latin America relations. What’s new (and
what isn’t) about China’s ties with the region?
What does the dynamic mean for Latin American
development? And how should we understand the

logic and strategy behind China’s engagement with
Latin America?

PATTERN RECOGNITION
Both Wise and Stallings begin from largely the

same starting point: the dramatic emergence of
China as a “new” player in Latin
America just after the turn of the
millennium. Yet from there,
they take different directions to
investigate whether China’s
entry into the region has created
new opportunities for its coun-
tries as well as risks, or whether
it has instead renewed or reig-
nited old patterns of depen-
dence and dysfunction.

Wise is more focused on the
novelty of China’s commercial
activity in the region, and espe-

cially the opportunities provided by the China-
driven commodity boom that lasted from around
2003 to 2013. For Wise, what is less new, or at
least more predictable, is how some Latin Ameri-
can countries (particularly Chile, Peru, and Costa
Rica) were able to harness the opportunities pro-
vided by the China boom, while others either
squandered those chances (Brazil and Argentina)
or lost out in a more competitive relationship with
China (Mexico).

Whereas Wise explains such different outcomes
as a matter of longer-term institutional and gover-
nance differences among Latin American states,
Stallings situates her much slimmer monograph
(at a trim 70 pages; Wise’s book is over triple that
length) in the rich but largely discredited and
maybe even forgotten tradition of Latin American
“dependency” theory. (Dependency theories
emphasized the obstacles to economic develop-
ment faced by countries in regions like Latin
America due to a combination of entrenched
global, as well as local, historical and political
forces.) Her title refers to her effort to resuscitate
these ideas, which had their heyday in the 1960s
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and 1970s, and to apply them to contemporary
China–Latin America relations.

Stallings views China’s economic entry into Latin
America since the early 2000s less as a novel oppor-
tunity for the region than as a rerun of a story the
region has experienced more than once before.
While recognizing important historical differences,
she argues that South American exports of raw
materials to China are part of a pattern of
“reprimarization” of the region’s trade. (In other
words, raw materials exports are taking precedence
over efforts to diversify economies into manufactur-
ing and higher-value-added sectors.) This means
that China holds most of the cards in the
relationship.

Wise’s argument, meanwhile, can be boiled down
to the proposition (to paraphrase international rela-
tions theorist Alexander Wendt) that relations with
China are what states make of them. Countries that
signed free trade agreements with China, like Chile,
Costa Rica, and Peru, were able to capitalize on
“openness” as a virtue in their ties with the rising
economic power (and more generally).

Although Wise explicitly re-
jects dependency theory, she
argues that Argentina and Bra-
zil squandered their windfalls
from the China trade, as well
as the space those revenues pro-
vided for needed institutional
reform during the commodity
boom. Both countries fell vic-
tim to corruption, budgetary indiscipline, and
enhanced protectionism, all signs of what Wise calls
the “institutional resource curse.” (Wise also sees
countries like Ecuador and Venezuela as irredeem-
ably afflicted by the resource curse in their ties to
China, so much so that she mostly leaves them out of
her analysis.) Lastly, Wise argues that Mexico failed
to pursue effective structural reform policies to
allow it to compete more effectively with China in
industrial manufacturing and exports, while also
missing the chance to take advantage of opportuni-
ties for increasing oil sales and infrastructure
cooperation.

It’s not obvious that Stallings would quibble with
the details of Wise’s case studies, but she looks at the
same general picture and sees a much more limited
scope for Latin America’s developmental prospects
emerging from the region’s ties with China.
Her skepticism rests in large part on the struc-
tural, commodities-for-manufactures relationship
between China and South America. The point is not

that some countries didn’t experience higher growth
rates during the China-led 2003–13 commodity
boom, or that sustained Chinese demand through
the 2008–9 financial crisis didn’t help spare the
region from a more severe downturn; it’s that such
a relationship was unequal and unsustainable.

Stallings agrees that some countries squandered
the gains from the China boom, but she goes a step
further. She argues that South American
commodity-based exports to China reversed previ-
ous advances toward a more diverse manufacturing
model in countries like Brazil, and that China has
shown little appetite for more value-added Latin
American imports or investment. Ties to China
based on exports of raw materials have exposed the
region once again to volatile, boom-and-bust com-
modity cycles, doing little to create higher-quality
opportunities in manufacturing or the services
trade. For its part, Stallings says, China gets what
it wants from the region.

THE CHINA SIDE OF THE STORY
The Chinese appetite for some kinds of Latin

American goods and not
others points to the all-
important question of the role
China plays in the relation-
ship. Each author takes up the
China side of the story in a dif-
ferent way.

Even though Wise de-
clares, in the first sentence

of her book’s preface, “This is not a book about
China,” she devotes considerable space to explain-
ing the backstory of China’s own economic reform
and development experience since the 1980s, and
how it compares with Latin America’s. But her
primary emphasis is on what she calls “China’s
international development strategy,” which in her
telling largely boils down to its global search for
mineral, energy, and agricultural commodities
that are found in limited supply inside China.

Stallings also focuses on the Chinese side of the
story, but with a comparative emphasis on how
China has established “asymmetrical” relation-
ships with countries in Southeast Asia, Africa, and
Latin America to build “leverage” over them. For
Stallings, such asymmetries and leverage relegate
these regions to a type of low-quality growth that
has “done nothing to help promote inclusive
development.”

Both authors emphasize that China has ap-
proached its ties to Latin America with an assertive
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and well-established plan, whereas Latin American
countries have largely been passive and lacking in
a coherent response. Such sentiments about Chi-
na’s strategic engagement with Latin America, and
the region’s comparatively ill-organized responses,
are a common theme among specialists in Latin
American political economy who have joined the
effort to make sense of China’s arrival in the hemi-
sphere. Yet a closer look at the Chinese side of the
equation reveals important details of the drivers,
dysfunctions, and (mis)perceptions behind the
booms and busts, as well as the expectations China
has for the developmental potential of its relations
with the region.

It turns out that the commodity boom of the
early 2000s was not just the result of China’s
“natural” growth or even its entry into the World
Trade Organization (as Wise claims). Instead, it
was driven by a shift in China’s development tra-
jectory: domestic (over)investment in capital-
intensive sectors drew in imports of South Amer-
ican iron ore and copper to feed overcapacity steel-
making and other heavy industrial production,
which in turn fed into a debt-fueled infrastructure
and property development boom. In addition to
minerals, Chinese demand for South American oil
and soy was likewise a reflection of the vicissitudes
of Chinese domestic economic and political
forces—forces that both drove the boom and ulti-
mately played into the bust.

Chinese direct investment and lending flows
into Latin America similarly reflect specific dri-
vers and dysfunctions on the Chinese side. The
China Development Bank, to take one notable
example of the latter, made a large and unwise
bet on over $60 billion in loans-for-oil deals
with Venezuela. The Chinese—both government
agencies and companies—certainly have had
strategies for their forays into Latin America,
but how well were those strategies thought
through and implemented, and how bound up
were they with the intricacies of Chinese
domestic political economy? These are crucial
but largely missing parts of the story in these
two otherwise stimulating books.

Chinese perceptions and expectations about the
relationship with Latin America are just as impor-
tant. Wise and Stallings both agree that China has
in many ways been in the driver’s seat, and that
this reality to a certain extent has framed develop-
mental opportunities and limits for Latin Ameri-
can countries. Yet in its official diplomacy, China
has consistently portrayed the relationship,

especially the core trade in South American com-
modities, as “complementary.”

Without saying so explicitly, what Chinese offi-
cials and researchers have mostly meant when they
invoke complementarity is that the raw materials–
for-manufactures basis of China–Latin America ties
reflects natural comparative advantage, without
which the relationship would lose its main source
of ballast. They dress this up in the rhetoric of “win-
win,” “South–South” relations, implying a type of
developing world solidarity.

As Stallings points out in exasperation, when-
ever she raised concerns with Chinese officials
about how such talk of “complementarity” masked
limited options for Latin American exporters of
value-added goods, the answer was, “These prob-
lems are up to Latin America to deal with.” For
Wise, it is indeed up to Latin American countries
to effectively organize their relations with China in
a way that maximizes the opportunities and mini-
mizes the risks, whereas Stallings sees the cards as
stacked against Latin America (as well as Africa
and Southeast Asia).

LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES
These two books point to the need for students

of China–Latin America relations to redouble their
efforts in three areas. First, researchers and policy-
makers need to situate detailed studies of trends in
a broader comparative framework. Both authors,
but especially Stallings, emphasize that the chal-
lenges faced by Latin American countries as they
navigate the developmental opportunities and lim-
itations presented by ties with China share simi-
larities with regions like Africa and Southeast Asia.
Countries in all these regions need to better under-
stand China’s political economy. Whether it is
a well-oiled strategic machine or improvising and
experimenting on the world, China is the elephant
in the room.

Second, researchers and policymakers should
tap into cutting-edge, comparative academic
research about “agency,” or the capacity of govern-
ments, businesses, and civil society in developing
countries to take the initiative to pursue (or some-
times undermine) their own interests in negotiat-
ing their countries’ ties to China. We need
a clearer theoretical and empirical understanding
of both the potential and the limitations of such
agency. These two books clearly point to the rich
possibilities for this kind of analysis.

Lastly, observers of China–Latin America ties
must take stock of which actors on both sides have
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learned what in the course of the past two decades
of this relationship, which is no longer so new. In
part because Latin American countries have
largely reacted to China, rather than actively struc-
turing these ties in their own interest, the onus is
on them to learn how to best maximize the

benefits and minimize the risks of engagement.
Depending on China’s demand for scarce natural
resources may be more precarious than ever, given
China’s enhanced efforts at self-sufficiency, and
at a time when countries around the world are
recalibrating the risks of interdependence. &

84 � CURRENT HISTORY � February 2021

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://online.ucpress.edu/currenthistory/article-pdf/120/823/81/450950/curh.2021.120.823.81.pdf by guest on 04 August 2021



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 266
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 266
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 900
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /ENU <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName ([High Resolution])
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 9
      /MarksWeight 0.125000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [288 288]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


