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This paper analyses Sino-Us great power competition inLatin America, focusing on Chile 
as a case study. Chile, with an open economy, had invested heavily in multilateralism 
and liveral institutions as a way to enhance its long-term prosperity. In the past years, the 
US and China began a competition that is eroding these institutions, stressing medium 
economies that have trade dependence with both actors. From the one side, it seems 
that China is using its economic investements to lever national decision-making process 
while on the other, US has relied on its historical relations with the subcontinent, taking for 
granted a regional alignment. The question of this paper then becomes, how do the US 
and Chile minimize uncertaintl¡y while maximizing security and stability when there is so 
much potential for short-term gain from abroad?

COUNTERING THE 
TROJAN DRAGON: 
A CHILEAN CASE 

ANALYZING EXTERNAL 
INFLUENCE IN LATIN 

AMERICA FROM THE US 
AND CHINA

Revista de Marina Nº972, pp. 45-53 ISSN 0034-8511

DEREK LOVELAND
Major Derek Loveland US Army. In 2011. He earned a Master of Science in Strategic Intelligence from the 
National Defense Intelligence College.

CHRISTOPHER GREEN
Commander Christopher Green, Chilean Navy. He earned his Masters Degree in 2015 at the Chilean Naval War 
College

RYAN HERMAN
Major Ryan Herman US Air Force. He earned a Master of Philosophy in Military Strategy from the School of 
Advance Air an Space Studies, a Master of Military Operational Art and Science from the Air Command and 
Staff College, and an MBA in Finance from Touro University.

M
O

N
O

G
RA

FÍ
A

S
Y 

EN
SA

YO
S



46
Pág

Revista de Marina Nº 972, ISSN 0034-8511

States face significant challenges in 
the modern international order when 
determining how to balance short 

and long-term benefits and corresponding 
costs.  The following narrative indicates 
that liberal institutionalism has been 
insufficient in providing Chile reasonable 
assurances against uncertainty when 
dealing with great power actors, like China, 
who seek to exploit institutions for their 
benefit.  This problem is exacerbated by a 
general complacency on behalf of the US 
strategic polity by assuming they will be 
the preferred partner of choice based upon 
common values and interests regardless 
of external temptations.  The reality is that 
Chinese economic incentives have been 
worth the risk for many US key allies, such 
as Chile, jeopardizing mutual interests 
within the bilateral US-Chile relationship.  
The question then becomes, how do the 
US and Chile minimize uncertainty while 
maximizing security and stability when 
there is so much potential for short-term 
gain from abroad?  The US must realize 
that partner nations have difficult choices 
to make.  If the US is not sensitive to partner 
nations’ options, it is evident that influential 
US allies’ economic investment choices 
with China may lead to significant security 
and military challenges as a product of 
Chinese diplomatic and economic leverage.  
Precisely, the US and Chile must recognize 
that each respective country possesses 
state-specific capabilities and needs that 
drive their particular world-views and 
each nation can benefit through intelligent 
investment in bilateral relationships that 
minimize uncertainty and maximize stability 
in the long-term.

John Mearsheimer remarked in his book, 
The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, “great 
powers are inclined to look for opportunities 
to alter the distribution of world power in 
their favor.”1   Currently, the US and China 
are leading actors in the international 
order and compete for influence to tilt the 
balance of power.  Most states are caught 
in the middle of this power struggle and 
seek to maximize their citizens’ benefit.  
Chile, a stable and prosperous country in 

Latin America, is an interesting example of 
a nation caught in this tug-of-war since they 
have begun to feel the pull from both sides.  
Concurrently during this power struggle, 
the US has drawn back from institutions 
that have not had “favorable terms toward 
the US.”2  This is shown by the US’s phased 
withdrawal from the Paris climate accords 
in 2017 and Presidential challenges to 
partners to contribute more in the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and 
the United Nations where the US is the 
largest financial contributor.3 As the US 
pulls away from international institutions, 
China leverages them—without significant 
incurred costs—to support claims of 
legitimate investment when favorable to 
their interests.  

Chile, a member of the Community of Latin 
American and Caribbean States (CELAC), 
has invested heavily in liberal institutions 
and agreements with other nations to 
provide for economic and physical security; 
however, short-term investments tilted in 
China’s favor threaten Chilean long-term 
stability.  A Chilean case study illuminates 
how institutional investment, in line with 
liberal international relations theory, 
was intended to reduce uncertainty and 
generate stability.  Chinese investments 
and actions in the region tend to be laden 
with ulterior motives and actually run 
counter to the long-term interests of the 
US and Chile.

As the US pulls away from institutions, 
Chilean uncertainty increases since 
a primary guarantor of the broader 
international order seems to be reeling.  
The US must continue to invest in these 
institutions since they provide legitimacy of 
action and develop formal ties that enable 
influence in the anarchic order.  However, 
external actors, such as China, leverage 
these institutions in pursuit of their own 
interests that are counter to long-term 
goals for the US and Chile.  Therefore, the 
US and Chile must capitalize on value of 
bilateral relationships independent of these 
institutions.
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1. John J. Mearscheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: Norton and Company, 2014), 3.
2. Valerie Volcovici. “US Submits Formal Notice of Withdrawal from Paris Climate Pact.” Reuters.com. August 4, 2017. 
3. Amanda Shendruk. “Funding the United Nations: What Impact Do U.S. Contributions Have on UN Agencies and Programs?” CFR.org. 
September 21, 2017.



47
Pág

Revista de Marina Septiembre - Octubre 2019

International 
relations theory 
justification
Ikenberry argues that the US shaped and 
facilitated the operation of substantial 
global institutions to favor US interests in the 
liberal international order.  These institutions 
should theoretically regulate behavior of 
states that have free will in the anarchic 
order by increasing interdependence 
and reducing uncertainty.4 Liberalist 
international relations theory generally 
operates with three basic assumptions: first, 
states are the main actors in the system; 
second, states operate across a range 
from good to bad, and third, democratic 
ideologies are preferable to reduce conflict 
in the system.5  Not all states believe that 
liberal theories are sufficient in the current 
multipolar order, however.   

US strategy shifted away from faith in the 
liberalist paradigm in the 2017 National 
Security Strategy to adopt a “Principled 
Realism” perspective toward international 
relations.  This is evidenced by the US 
withdrawal from a myriad of institutions 
and agreements such as Trans Pacific 
Partnership (TPP), Paris climate accords, 
and even the multilateral Iranian nuclear 
deal.  Through these actions, the US sends 
a message that balance-of-power style 
alliances are more important than the 
institutions that underwrite them.6   In the 
2018 US National Defense Strategy, one 
major objective is to strengthen alliances 
and attract new partners.  It appears this 
approach is intended to be on an exclusive, 
bilateral basis to shift the balance of 
power in great power conflict as opposed 
to building a collective defense based 
on multilateral institutions.7  The US has 
evolved its approach to Latin America, and 
utilizes all instruments of power to garner 
mutual benefit for participating nations.

The US presence in 
Latin America
The US takes a long-term approach in 
dealing with Latin America.  It seeks to 
advance national interests and propagate 
common cultural values by developing 
and reinforcing relationships with countries 
in the region.  An examination of US 
regional policy goals within the diplomatic, 
information, military, and economic 
construct demonstrates this point.

Diplomatically, the US pursues a 
strategy of hemispheric cooperation and 
security.  Under the umbrella of an Inter-
American community, the Department 
of State enumerates three objectives 
for the Western Hemisphere.  They are: 
democratic, stable, and prosperous 
economic partners; security from terrorism 
and illegal drugs through international 
assistance; and collaboration in advancing 
common political and economic values.8   
Employment of the remaining elements of 
national power (information, military, and 
economic) support the stated diplomatic 
objectives. 

In the information sphere, the Department 
of State leverages numerous programs 
to accomplish its goals.  These are 
oriented around five lines of effort: 
“expanding economic opportunity and 
prosperity, advancing social inclusion 
and essential social services, ensuring a 
secure and democratic future, supporting 
a secure energy future, and multilateral 
engagement.9 One example of these 
programs in action is the “100,000 Strong 
in the Americas” student exchange, which 
the department utilizes to increase the 
number of students studying abroad across 
the hemisphere to 100,000 by the year 
2020.  The goal is to strengthen bi-national 
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4. John Ikenberry. Liberal Leviathan: The Origins, Crisis, and Transformation of the American World Order. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2012.
5. John J. Mearscheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics (New York: Norton and Company, 2014), 15-16.
6. Office of the President of the United States, National Security Strategy, (Washington, DC 2017), 1.
7. Office of the Secretary of Defense, National Defense Strategy, January 2018.
8. U.S. Department of State, “Bureau of Western Hemisphere Affairs.” https://www.state.gov/p/wha/index.htm, Accessed: May 12, 
2018.
9. “Regional Topics.” U.S. Department of State: Diplomacy in Action. www.state.gov/p/wha/rt/index.htm. Accessed: May 28, 2018. 
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relations and shared values in order to 
increase social integration resulting in 
common security and prosperity.10

Military cooperation with regional allies is the 
primary means by which the US addresses 
potential threats originating in Latin 
America and also supports the collective 
defense of the Americas.  Through building 
partner capacity initiatives, the Department 
of Defense seeks to secure national 
interests in the region while freeing up the 
majority of US military power projection and 
warfighting capabilities to focus on other 
areas of the globe.  Conducting advise 
and assist missions as well as multinational 
exercises, such as United International 
Anti-Submarine Warfare Exercise (UNITAS) 
and PANAMAX, constitute the majority of 
defense operations within the region to 
maintain and continue these relationships.11

Economically, US trade is inconsistent 
across Latin America, and it is weakening 
in some areas.  The degree to which goods 
are exported to or imported from the US 
varies from country to country depending 
on political relationships and resource 
production capabilities.12 Strategically, the 
US seeks to use its trade relationships 
within the region to promote economic 
opportunity by encouraging open markets, 
fair labor practices, and business friendly 
environments.  The anticipated long-term 
results of such practices would increase 
regional prosperity and quality of life 
standards.13 In 2003, the US proposed to 
create a free-trade area in the continent, 
commonly known as Free Trade Area of the 
Americas (FTAA), but the initiative did not 
prosper due to some countries’ opposition, 
principally Brazil.  The US then shifted 
to privilege nation-to-nation Free Trade 
Agreements (FTAs), opening the door for 
other nations, like China, to increase their 
presence in Latin American and Caribbean 
states (LAC). 

The Chinese 
presence in Latin 
America:
China claims a working relationship with 
LAC dating back to the nineteenth century 
and in 2009, the Chinese Government took 
a step forward and published a state policy 
paper on LAC.  This document recognized 
the movement of the world towards a 
multipolar system, where China - as the 
lead developing country - has aspirations 
to share developmental opportunities 
with LAC.  This political document shaped 
the relations between China and LAC.  
As a policy, it not only focused on the 
economic relationship, but it proposed a 
comprehensive approach in 14 different 
areas of cooperation, including trade, 
investment, energy, tourism, cultural, and 
social issues.  In general, the paper proposed 
developing a win-win situation where both 
actors would benefit from a philanthropic 
China with significant potential for gain by 
participating parties. 

In order to give substance to the policy 
paper, China targeted CELAC, an Inter-
American political association that includes 
all American States except for Canada and 
the US.  This was not a random choice since 
there were two covert objectives.  One was 
to exclude the US from discussions and 
the second was to exploit the institutional 
weakness of the organization.  This enabled 
China to define the agenda instead of letting 
CELAC member states develop a common 
posture against China.14 The result of this 
approach was the development of two 
action plans covering the years 2015-2019 
and 2019-2025.15 These cooperation plans 
inherited many of the main topics of China´s 
Policy Paper, emphasizing the character of 

10. U.S. Department of State, “100,000 Strong in the Americas.” https://www.state.gov/p/wha/rt/100k/index.htm, Accessed: May 12, 
2018.
11. U.S. Congress, Senate Armed Services Committee. “Posture Statement of Admiral Kurt W. Tidd Commander, United States Southern 
Command.” February 15, 2018, 10-12.
12. “Central Intelligence Agency.” World Fact Book. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/, Accessed: May 12, 
2018.
13. “Economic Opportunity.” US Department of State. https://www.state.gov/p/wha/rt/econ/index.htm, Accessed: May 12, 2018.
14. Evan Ellis, “It’s Time to Think Strategically About Countering Chinese Advance in Latin America,” https://theglobalamericans.
org/2018/02/time-think-strategically-countering-chinese-advances-latin-america/, Accessed: May 12, 2018.
15. China-CELAC Forum, “Plan de Cooperación (2015-2019)” http://www.chinacelacforum.org/esp/zywj_4/t1230945.htm, Accessed 
May 2, 2018.
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win-win relationships and the importance 
of both economics and a comprehensive 
policy between both actors.  This policy 
has been used by China´s premieres 
during visits to LAC to reaffirm the Chinese 
narrative indicating the will to develop 
stronger ties between both parties across 
the spectrum of CELAC imperatives such 
as environmental cooperation, human 
rights and security.16

Economically, China evolved their 
relationship with LAC to become a 
preferred partner.  There has been a 
substantial increase of trade between the 
countries—especially in oil, minerals, and 
food.17 In the year 2000, trade between 
China and LAC was around 12 billion 
dollars, representing only 1 percent of LAC 
trade; these figures increased substantially 
by 2013 to 289 billion dollars, transforming 
China into the main economic partner in 
many LAC nations, including Brazil, Chile 
and Venezuela.18

China’s policy paper was intended as 
voluntary guidance for the LAC states, 
but the real impact has been support for 
Chinese domestic diplomatic objectives.  
Although envisioned as a regional 
policy, it emphasized that each country 
must negotiate individually with China 
and leveraged Chinese power during 
negotiations.  One substantial impact of 
this effort has been reflected in support for 
China’s One China principle, considering 
that out of 19 countries that still recognize 
the Republic of China (Taiwan), 10 are 
in LAC.  This nation-to-nation approach 
permitted China to persuade Panama and 
the Dominican Republic to switch from 
supporting Taiwan to recognizing the 
People’s Republic of China in the last five 
years.19

Chinese military investment in LAC has 
been the least developed area, but there 
have been some attempts to project 
influence and power abroad.  There have 
only been minimal military exchange 
programs between the states.  Some 
minor examples include members of LAC 
militaries attending China’s Staff College 
and a Chinese frigate flotilla’s port visit 
to Argentina, Brazil, and Chile in 2013.  As 
another example, the Chinese hospital ship, 
“Peace Ark,” has operated in the Caribbean 
and police troops were sent to Haiti after the 
2010 earthquake.20 While investment has 
been low over the past decade, this trend 
might be changing due to the increased 
interest of some LAC countries in Chinese 
armaments - such as helicopters, transport 
airplanes, and anti-air missiles - that can be 
obtained at lower prices than their US and 
European counterparts establishing a basis 
for interoperability.21

The Chilean case:
The Chilean case study is a significant 
indicator of the shift of international 
diplomacy with respect to Chinese 
influence in LAC because of Chile’s 
historical adherence to liberal international 
relations theory and being internationally 
recognized as having one of the strongest 
democratic institutions in the region with 
an open economy.  Additionally, it has free 
trade agreements and stable diplomatic 
relationships with both the US and China 
as well as a capable medium military force 
with high operational standards that seeks 
to contribute to peacekeeping operations.  
It also has free trade with an orientation to 
the Asia-Pacific region, as stated in its 2018 
Defense White Paper.22

16. Chinese Government, “China’s Policy Paper On Latin America and the Caribbean.” Beijing, 2016  http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_
eng/wjdt_665385/2649_665393/t1418254.shtml, Accessed: May 1, 2018.
17. José León-Manriquez and Luis Alvarez, “Mao´s Steps in Monroe’s Backyard: Towards a United States-China Hegemonic Struggle in 
Latin America?” Revista Brasileira de Politica Internacional, 2014, 15.
18. Kevin P. Gallagher, The China Triangle: Latin America’s China Boom and the fate of the Washington Consensus. (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2016), 7.
19. Evan Ellis, “China Recognizes Dominican Republic – We Should Worry.” Newsmax.com. May 8, 2018. www.newsmax.com/evanellis/
amlo-cafta-dr-gambia-prc/2018/05/08/id/859054.  Accessed May 28, 2018.
20. Gabriel Marcella. “China’s Military Activity in Latin America.” Americas Quarterly.  Winter, 2012. www.americasquarterly.org/marcella. 
Accessed May 28, 2018.
21. Paul Coyer, “China’s Pivot To Latin America: Beijing’s Growing Security Presence In America’s Backyard.” Forbes, February 20, 
2016. https://www.forbes.com/sites/paulcoyer/2016/02/20/chinas-pivot-to-latin-america-beijings-growing-security-presence-in-
americas-backyard/#33d935e024c2. Accessed: May 3, 2018.
22. Ministerio de Defensa Nacional, Chile, “Libro de la Defensa Nacional de Chile”, http://www.defensa.cl/temas-de-estado/libro-de-
la-defensa-nacional-de-chile-2017/, 84.
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In the diplomatic field, Chile has selected a 
multilateral path by participating in a series 
of international organizations and operating 
as a leader in the international community.  
In the UN, Chile has advocated for their 
interests as a non-permanent member of 
the Security Council five times.  Chile and 
China maintain close coordination at the 
UN, Organization of American States (OAS) 
and CELAC.  They also have country-to-
country meetings with the last ones being 
visits from the Chinese President in 2013 
and the Premiere in 2015.  Since the year 
2000, the President and Premiere have 
visited Chile four times, compared to only 
one visit from the US Secretary of State.  
With respect to the relationship with the US, 
Chile remains one of its strongest partners 
in LAC because of mature institutions and 
respect for the rule of law.  Both countries 
have frequent consultations on issues 
of mutual concern, including the areas 
of international commerce, multilateral 
diplomacy, security, academic exchanges, 
military cooperation, and science.23

In the economic field, as a country with 
one of the largest numbers of FTAs in 
the world, Chile is heavily dependent on 
free trade and a cooperative international 
environment.24 Under this paradigm, the 
country has joined a number of regional 
and world organizations including the Asia-
Pacific Economic Co-operation (APEC), 
World Bank, and the Organization for 
Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD).  Chile and the US signed a Free 
Trade Agreement in 2004, allowing the duty 
free export of US consumer and industrial 
goods to Chile.  The US is the second major 
economic partner for Chile after China.  In 
2006, there were significant additional 
Chinese investments in the Chilean mining 
industry, and Chile subsequently signed 
the first Free Trade Agreement with China 
in Latin America.25 The principal Chilean 
export is copper and its byproducts, and 
significant imports consist of a variety of 

finished products, such as cars, tools and 
agriculture equipment.  Because of Chile’s 
reliance on an import and export economy, 
Chile has recently revived the TPP without 
the US to protect Chilean interests.

Militarily, Chile leverages institutions for 
their defense in addition to building very 
strong ties with the US. To underwrite 
Chilean security, Chile relies upon collective 
defense of the Americas through the Inter-
American Treaty of Reciprocal Assistance, 
commonly known as the Rio Pact.26 This 
treaty is buttressed through exchange and 
exercise operations with the US and allies. 
There is a large exchange of personnel 
in educational training programs plus a 
series of combined exercises that enable 
interoperability between both countries.  An 
example of these exercises is PANAMAX, an 
exercise created in 2003 by the US, Panama, 
and Chile to protect the Panama Canal 
against foreign threats under UN mandate.  
Recently, Chile has become a major partner 
in the Rim of the Pacific Exercise (RIMPAC), 
an exercise designed to promote regional 
stability through multinational training. As 
an indicator of Chilean importance for the 
collective security, for the first time in 2018, 
a non-founding member (Chile) will be in 
charge of the maritime component of the 
exercise.  Chile’s military relationship with 
China has been very limited with a small 
exchange program concentrated on the 
National Staff College.  Chilean-Chinese 
military cooperation has been minimal, 
with the only combined exercise occurring 
in 2013 when two Chinese guided missile 
frigates executed basic exercises with 
Chile.27

23. “US Relations with Chile.” U.S. Department Of State, https://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/1981.htm, Accessed May 1, 2018.
24. “Free Trade Agreements.” Direcon.gob. www.direcon.gob.cl/en/free-trade-agreements. Accessed May 28, 2018.
25. Enrique Dussel, “China’s Evolving Role in Latin America. Can it Be a Win-Win?” Atlantic Council, 2015, 7.
26. “B-29: Inter-American Treaty of Reciprocal Assistance (Rio Treaty).” OAS.org. www.oas.org/juridico/english/sigs/b-29.html. 
Accessed May 28, 2018. 
27. Paul Coyer, “China’s Pivot To Latin America: Beijing’s Growing Security Presence In America’s Backyard.” Forbes, February 20, 
2016, https://www.forbes.com/sites/paulcoyer/2016/02/20/chinas-pivot-to-latin-america-beijings-growing-security-presence-in-
americas-backyard/#33d935e024c2. Accessed May 3, 2018.
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Application and 
analysis of the 
Chilean case
As Chile moves forward in this uncertain 
environment, balance between utopian 
idealism and realistic consequences is 
imperative.  In The Twenty Years’ Crisis, 
E.H. Carr outlined the potential for a 
dystopian alternative to liberalist ideology.  
Specifically, he states, “the relationship 
between theory and practice has come to 
be recognized in recent years as one of 
the central problems of political thought.”28   
Almost 80 years after publication, we 
continue to see elements of the utopian and 
realist tradeoffs in the international order 
with respect to investment in institutions 
designed to mitigate the uncertainty in 
the world.  Chile, with a liberal vision of 
foreign policy, is wrestling with these issues 
as it balances economic development 
and security with the tradeoffs of political 
sovereignty and self-determination.

According to the liberal paradigm, 
economic integration with other countries 
should foster stability and increase 
collective benefit since greater exchange 
should reduce the possibility of conflict 
and improve opportunities for mutual 
prosperity; however, reality has not been 
representative of that advertisement.  The 
China-Chilean relationship has grown 
increasingly unbalanced since the 2008-
2010 commodity crisis when China 
decreased their internal commodities 
import requirements.  Chile, whose economy 
was overly dependent on commodities, felt 
the abrupt decrease in the copper trade 
and a subsequent economic shock.29 Of 
significant note, the Chilean policy and 
investment did not shift substantially, and 
it was only able to rebound because of 
renewed Chinese commodity demands 
and a reopened market.  

Despite increases on Chinese dependency 
by LAC states, Chinese emissaries continue 
to promote the “win-win” narrative in spite 
of evidence to the contrary.  In April 2018, 
Xu Bu, the Chinese ambassador to Chile, 
made a public statement in a principal 
Chilean newspaper positing that China 
contributes to the world economy and 
all the countries of the world, including 
Chile, benefit from Chinese economic 
relationships.  Additionally, he stated that 
China would continue as a main world 
peace builder, global developer, and 
defender of international world order.30  In 
real terms, relations have not developed 
as expected—at least for Chile.  China has 
become the dominant economic force 
in the relationship, buying only those 
commodities they cannot produce in the 
needed quantities domestically while also 
limiting Chilean foreign direct investment 
in China.  Conclusively, there is no risk 
sharing in this relationship; unlike Chile, 
China has diversified its sources of income 
by purchasing commodities not only in 
LAC, but also other continental areas.  
As Leon-Manriquez and Alvarez stated 
succinctly, “while this trade relationship 
is now crucial for Latin America, it is not 
necessarily so much for the PRC.”31  This 
trend is increasingly troubling since China 
significantly increased loans to developing 
nations in LAC that reinforce one-way 
dependence on China.  However, as of 
2017, Chile is one of the few countries in 
the region with no state-procured loans 
from China, which increases Chilean 
diplomatic and economic maneuver space 
unlike many of their LAC counterparts, but 
pressure is increasing.32

The implications of this economic 
dependence are vast with the primary 
concern relating to how a country can 
leverage another without military coercion 
or compellence.  The Chilean case 
presents a stark example of influencing 
international relations in this manner.  

28. Carr, Edward H. The Twenty Years’ Crisis, 1919-1939. (New York:  Harper Torchbooks, 1964), 12.
29. José León-Manriquez and Luis Alvarez, “Mao´s Steps in Monroe’s Backyard: Towards a United States-China Hegemonic Struggle in 
Latin America?” Revista Brasileira de Politica Internacional, 2014, 16.
30. Xu Bu, “China Seguirá el Camino del Desarrollo Pacífico.” El Mercurio de Santiago, April 10, 2018. Accessed May 16, 2018.
31. José León-Manriquez and Luis Alvarez, “Mao´s Steps in Monroe’s Backyard: Towards a United States-China Hegemonic Struggle in 
Latin America?” Revista Brasileira de Politica Internacional, 2014, 18.
32“China-Latin America Finance Database.” TheDialogue.org. www.thedialogue.org/map_list. Accessed May 28, 2018.
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During 2018, ambassador Xu Bu has been 
involved in two polemics related to Chilean 
internal policies.  The first was a Chinese 
investment in lithium exploitations because 
Chile wanted to add a chain of value to 
the product.  The ambassador advocated 
that they intended to purchase unrefined 
material against the desires of the Chilean 
government, which would have significant 
economic implications for Chile.  Similar 
to Chinese shaping efforts on Panama 
and the Dominican Republic with the One 
China initiative, the second instance was 
a direct request to reduce the influence 
of several parliamentary members who 
supported Taiwanese independence.  
The ambassador’s attempt to leverage 
economic dependence for diplomatic gain 
is a troubling indicator of a malignant trend 
to follow.33

Across LAC, China has exploited the 
imbalance of dependency for their benefit 
with a concurrent shift in imported goods 
from refined products to raw materials; this 
directly challenges the economic security 
of developed countries since exports that 
have value-added at the source generate 

significantly more revenue for the exporting 
country.  As an example of this indicator, 
the Argentinian soy oil case reflects how 
China seeks to benefit its own market first.  
By 2008, Argentina was the top producer 
of oil from soy in the world, adding chain 
value to the product.  China subsequently 
reduced its acquisition of this oil after 
developing domestic refinement capacity, 
limiting Argentinian imports to soybeans 
only.34 This trend has continued across 
LAC as China has concentrated its imports 
on unrefined products by increasing ores, 
seeds, and copper from 50 to 72 percent of 
LAC exports in the last decade.35

The following table illustrates the dilemma 
and summary conclusions of the respective 
strategies in the current environment:

From this situation, the country’s leaders 
have to make a crucial decision: whether 
to maintain the country’s reliance on 
Chinese commerce, which means short-
term benefit vs. long-term uncertainty or 
develop another strategic approach that 
might not have the short-term benefits 
but may allow Chile to obtain a long term 

33. Cáceres, “Acusan Presiones de Embajador de China al Interior del Congreso por Taiwán.” Bío Bio, https://www.biobiochile.
cl/noticias/nacional/chile/2018/05/09/acusan-presiones-de-embajador-de-china-al-interior-del-congreso-por-taiwan.shtml. 
Accessed May 9, 2018.
34. Enrique Dussel, “China’s Evolving Role in Latin America. Can it Be a Win-Win?” Atlantic Council, 2015, 15.
35. Ibid.

M
O

N
O

G
RA

FÍ
A

S
Y 

EN
SA

YO
S

C
o

u
nt

e
rin

g
 t

h
e

 t
ro

ja
n

 d
ra

g
o

n
...

C
. G

re
e

n
 -

 R
. H

e
rn

a
n

 -
 D

. L
o

ve
la

n
d

Desired Effect Reality Relative Power

China Increased legitimacy 
by institutional 
investment to create 
dependence on China

Decreased Chinese uncertainty,   

Increased Chinese influence abroad, 
Increased foreign market share and 
Increased dependency by LAC nations on 
China 

Increase 

(Positive)

Chile Increased security 
by investing in 
international 
institutions

Increased uncertainty,  
Increase dependency, and  
Decrease stability 

Decrease 

(Negative)

US Maintain legitimacy 
while decreasing 
investment in 
international 
institutions

Increased uncertainty,   
Decreased influence, and  
Decreased legitimacy. 

Decrease 

(Negative)

Table 1. Summary Effects of Institutional Investment by Nation
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stability and security.  While it is true that 
countries like Chile will heavily weight 
economic incentives to guide decisions in 
foreign relations, it is also true that countries 
electing to accept Chinese influence 
should consider long-term implications 
with respect to a vision of security and 
stability.  This does not seem to be the 
case today.  The US must understand this 
linkage between economic dependency 
and long-term stability of other nations.  A 
true partnership will only be possible after 
considering the respective needs and 
capabilities of the participating states.

Conclusion
Effectively, China has developed the 
capability to project influence into LAC 
without the requirement to invest in military 
projection.  Its increasing dominance 
in the economic field gives it enough 
potential leverage to deter other states 
from participating in military exercises 
and operations if China feels that the 
purpose of these operations - especially 
in the Asia-Pacific region - threaten their 
strategic objectives.  China utilizes liberal 
institutions in the Americas to provide a 
guise for expansion of influence to bolster 
their capability to secure dependence of 
foreign nations, reduce US influence, and 
increase power to achieve the Chinese goal 
of regional hegemony.  Therefore, despite 
significant investment in US-Chilean 
coalition military capability, collective 
defense of the Americas by American 
states is held at risk if that defense is 
counter to Chinese interests that are also in 
play.  Alarmingly, China can do this without 
a corresponding Chinese military presence. 

The US must increase investment in 
capturing and promoting a strategic 
narrative to counter Chinese malign 
influence.  This should include promotion of 
advantages of resisting predatory influence 
and focusing on balanced investment 
that considers the long-term effects and 
benefits of US alignment.  It is evident that 
short-term benefits from Chinese economic 
boosts have the potential to lead to long-
term uncertainty with respect to stability 
and security for LAC states.  However, it is 
impractical to encourage abstinence from 
China’s economy in LAC, and therefore the 
strategic narrative must increase deliberate 
consideration of the second and third order 
effects that Chinese predatory influence 
can offer. 

The US and Chile must continue to invest 
in liberal institutions to build legitimacy in 
the strategic narrative while strengthening 
state-to-state relationships.  Because of 
the inability of international institutions to 
guarantee security for participating states, 
strengthening and securing alliances 
with bilateral security relationships (along 
the realist paradigm) are fundamental 
to ensure appropriate security with the 
other instruments of power.  Additionally, 
strong positions with respect to balance of 
power politics offer the ability to negotiate 
from a position of strength.  Great power 
competition that relies on allies, such as 
Chile, must recognize that nations have 
options in the international arena that are 
not exclusive to them.  States will operate in 
their own interests.  Because of this, the US 
and Chile must continue to invest in secure 
relationships based upon identifying and 
pursuing common interests based on 
relative capabilities and needs of those 
countries. 
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