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Abstract

While racial discrimination against people of Asian and particularly Chinese origin is well-
understood in the Global North, its dynamics in the Global South remain under-investigated. 
Moreover, although Covid-19 contributed significantly to the reinforcement of sinophobic 
stereotypes around the globe, recent research has barely paid any attention to new forms 
of counter-reaction, such as those that evolve in digital channels, especially in Latin America. 
This paper sheds light on anti-Asian racism and the digitized counter-reactions of Chinese 
migrants before and after Covid-19 in the crucial case of Argentina. In the past, these migrants 
mostly remained silent when confronted with institutional racism. However, it was precisely 
the outbreak of Covid-19 that contributed to the creation of new forms of empowerment on 
online platforms by this racialized minority and that allowed them to present their demands 
to state agencies and to denounce sinophobic debates on social media. Methodologically, this 
study combines elements of process-tracing with both traditional and online ethnographic 
methods to explain these trickle-up effects.
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Introduction
The global outbreak of Covid-19 in December 
2019 severely increased racial discrimination 
against Chinese communities around the world. 
After the first cases were discovered in the Chi-
nese city of Wuhan, Chinese people were quickly 
stigmatized as scapegoats for its outbreak and 
global spread. In the case of Argentina, the 
already vulnerable Chinese and Asian minorities 
not only became subject to increased exclusion 
since the first Argentine case of Covid-19 was 
officially confirmed in March 2020, they also 
experienced increased discrimination from the 

very beginning of the pandemic. These dynam-
ics of racialization were intensified by global 
political narratives equating Covid-19 with the 

‘Chinese virus’, reinforced by insults and memes 
shared through online platforms.

Following Reeves (1983, cited by Murji and 
Solomos 2005: 17), we define racialization as ‘a 
process through which race is adopted in situ-
ations in which it was previously absent’, and 
agree that ‘racialization occurs in any case where 
race is increasingly used descriptively’. Moreover, 
we understand racism as cognitive, behavioural 
and structural forms of reservation and discrimi-
nation against specific ethnic groups that are 
homogenized and associated with one or more 
seemingly intrinsic characteristics (see Jonas and 
Schmid Mast 2007). Finally, we agree with Mull-
ings (2005: 684) in considering racism to be a 
relational concept that transforms perceived dif-
ferences into multiple forms and struggles involv-
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ing inequality, including ‘subordination, stigmati-
zation, exploitation, exclusion, various forms of 
physical violence, and sometimes genocide’.

Usually, racialization derives from legacies of 
colonialism and imperialism, causing uneven 
power dynamics among different groups of 
society, migrants and their descendants. In this 
context, we define Sinophobia as one particu-
lar form of racism that is directed against peo-
ple of Chinese and often  Asian descent more  
broadly.

Before the outbreak of Covid-19 in Argentina, 
multiple aspects such as the strong competi-
tion between Chinese and domestic merchants 
and caterers, as well as cultural misunderstand-
ings, language barriers and urban myths, had 
already shaped an often strong social distance 
between Argentinians and Chinese immigrants. 
This situation had already provoked numerous 
prejudices and anti-Chinese racial discrimina-
tion (Tang 2011). Yet, before the pandemic, only 
isolated responses to these racist episodes could 
be observed (e.g., Antonio Chang 2013). In con-
trast – and in line with global developments in, 
for example, France (Wang et al. 2020) or the 
UK (Yeh 2020) – during the pandemic  the racial-
ization processes described above increasingly 
caused counter-reactions by the formerly rather 

‘silent’1 Chinese minority in Argentina (Denardi 
2020). Interestingly, this movement has been 
especially supported by second-generation and 
younger Chinese immigrants between the ages 
of 20 and 40, who usually speak fluent Spanish 
and have reached high levels of education. How-

1 The related discourse of the ‘‘model minority’’ gen-
erally refers to Chinese and other East and South-East 
Asian migrant groups and highlights their successful 
integration in their host society and its labour mar-
ket, usually through hard labour and determination. 
Thereby, they are rarely suspected to be involved in 
any conflict (Lan 2016; Yeh 2020). In contrast, several 
of our interlocutors who were second-generation 
Chinese immigrants in Argentina affirmed that their 
parents ‘‘did not talk too much’’ about discrimination 
merely because ‘‘they were immigrants in a country 
that had accepted them’’. For these reasons, we re-
fer to the Chinese diaspora in Argentina as a ‘silent’ 
rather than a ‘model minority’.

ever, first-generation and older immigrants have 
also followed up on their actions.

At this point, it is essential to clarify that we 
agree with Rubio (2021) that racism cannot sim-
ply be challenged in interpersonal relationships 
or by applying specific steps and measures to 
correct individualized behaviour.2 On this basis, 
we acknowledge that the counter-reactions to 
sinophobic discrimination described in this study 
are at too early a stage to consider them an anti-
racist movement. However, we consider mea-
sures to reveal, explain and correct individual 
behaviour, particularly in the case of the formerly 
silent minority of Chinese and Asian immigrants 
in Argentina, as crucial steps in initiating broader 
anti-racist movements. 

While Covid-19 thus enhanced a major shift 
in the anti-sinophobic empowerment of Chinese 
communities in Argentina from individual to col-
lective responses, the causal mechanism leading 
to this outcome remains black-boxed. Even less 
attention has been paid to the digital dimension 
as an important driver of these new waves of 
empowerment. However, an extensive analysis 
of these gaps is crucial not only in understanding 
contemporary processes of racialization and the 
effects of the pandemic on social movements, 
but also in exploring future opportunities for Chi-
nese migrant communities to react to Sinopho-
bia and reduce it.

In this study, we argue that digital channels, 
which gained in importance throughout the pan-
demic, provide a new space in which to respond 
to institutionalized racism. In contrast to tra-
ditional approaches to digital racism, we thus 
introduce the notion of digital counter-reactions 
to institutionalized racism and Sinophobia as the 
framework for this study and as a new concept 
for analysis in future research.

Based on the empirical gaps mentioned 
above, our research thus responds to two dif-
ferent strands of theoretical literature. In line 
with Reeves (1983, cited in Murji and Solomos 
2005), we understand racialization as a form 

2 We thank our anonymous reviewers for pointing 
out this essential distinction.
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of political mobilization,3 indicating awareness 
of its existence and the necessity to remove 
discrimination from racialized groups. On this 
basis, Mullings (2005) highlights the necessity to 
explore new forms of racialization that generate 
new types of anti-racist mobilization. We argue 
that digital mobilization is one of these new anti-
racist dynamics: generally, the mainstream liter-
ature on digital racism explains the persistence 
of (Daniels 2013) or increases (Ekman 2019) in 
racism with reference to an online disinhibition 
effect (Suler 2004). In this sense, online plat-
forms are generally analysed as fabrics enhanc-
ing (Matamoros-Fernández 2017) or denying 
(Nelson 2013) racist discourses. A rare exception 
to this trend is Rosa and Bonilla’s study (2015) 
of the importance of hashtag usage on online 
platforms to enhance digital protest on Twitter 
as part of the ‘Black Lives Matter’ movement, 
mainly in the United States. Similarly, in this 
study, we show how social media can be used as 
a platform to organize and reduce racist discrimi-
nation. In particular, we focus on the implications 
of digital movements in the context of South-
South migration.

On this basis, we aim to answer the following 
questions: How can we conceptualize the grad-
ual emergence of the digital empowerment of 
Chinese minorities during Covid-19 as new types 
of counter-reaction to institutionalized racism? 
More precisely, starting with the outbreak of 
Covid-19 at the end of 2019, which incidents and 
processes were necessary to encourage Chinese 
migrants and their descendants in Argentina to 
raise their voices against racial discrimination?

Methodologically, we apply elements of pro-
cess-tracing as proposed by Beach and Pedersen 
(2013). As this method is designed to explain the 
causes of a particularly interesting outcome, the 

3 We understand that the mobilization of young 
Chinese immigrants and their descendants aims for 
stronger social recognition in Argentina. This includes 
their claims for respectful treatment and for the 
de-exoticization of their communities and practices 
(compare Mullings’ (2005: 684) categorization of so-
cial movements).

analytical approach requires several iterative 
steps of both theory-testing and theory-building 
based on empirical observations. Specifically, we 
apply the variant of explaining outcome pro-
cess-tracing, which, following Beach and Peder-
sen (2013), has as its specific goal the inductive 
search for a minimally sufficient explanation for 
a particularly puzzling outcome in a particular 
case. This approach allows us not only to struc-
ture our empirical results both conceptually and 
chronologically, and thereby to identify the dif-
ferent subsequent steps that were necessary 
for Chinese immigrants and their descendants 
in Argentina to organize themselves: it also 
enables us to understand how various gradual 
changes could accumulate in the outcome of 
organized anti-sinophobic action. This includes 
not only the organized defence and counterac-
tions of Chinese immigrants themselves, but also 
the increasing support of them from the rest of 
Argentine society. In this context, conceptually, 
we draw on theoretical considerations of institu-
tional change to racist discourses.

Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC), and 
especially Argentina, provide crucial cases for 
analysis for a number of reasons. On the one 
hand, the main foci of studies on Asian and Chi-
nese immigration in LAC remain the often strong 
cultural ties of Asian emigrants to their countries 
of origin (e.g., see Tsuda (1999) on Japanese in 
Brazil), as well as their different integration strat-
egies within their host societies (see Labarca 
(2015) on Chinese in Chile or Lausent-Herara 
(2014) on Chinese in Peru). However, their find-
ings barely reveal how Asian immigrants in LAC 
experience explicit racial discrimination.

On the other hand, the literature on racializa-
tion mainly highlights the denial of racism in the 
region (see Dulitzky 2005), while those studies 
that acknowledge its existence focus on indig-
enous people and mestizos rather than immi-
grants from abroad (see Golash-Boza and Bonilla-
Silva 2013). Data on the racialization of ‘lighter-
skinned groups such as Asians’ in Latin America 
and ‘white supremacy’ over them remain scarce 
(see Sue 2009: 1062). As a rare exception, Chan 
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and Montt Strabucchi (2021) trace how racist 
discrimination against Chinese immigrants has 
evolved in Chile along with Covid-19, and how 
these dynamics increased previously existing 
anti-Chinese sentiments in the country. While 
thereby providing important evidence on how 
the pandemic enhanced global Sinophobia, they 
barely pay any attention to whether Chinese 
communities reacted to this newly evolving rac-
ism, and if so to what extent.

However, both racial discrimination against 
ethnic Chinese immigrants and their responses 
to these dynamics have become increasingly 
visible in the region and require further empiri-
cal research. Within Latin America, the atypical 
scope condition of an explicitly silent minority 
that had long been discriminated against without 
their resorting to political mobilization makes 
Argentina a particularly interesting case.

Empirically, this study is based on extensive 
online ethnography defined as ‘the specificity 
of ethnographic methodology when it is carried 
out online, even when it does not end in nor is 
exhausted by it’ (Di Próspero 2017: 49). Specifi-
cally, we focus on social networks that enable 
their users to share their thoughts, to exchange 
texts and images with a global audience, and to 
create high levels of visibility within seconds.

In Argentina, the two most popular digital plat-
forms are Instagram and Facebook (Ovrik 2018). 
Based on their high reach, we thus selected these 
two providers as the main sources of data for 
this paper. Moreover, the frequent use of these 
two platforms by numerous Chinese immigrants 
in Argentina implies their intention to interact 
actively with the host population,4, 5 

4 To communicate with their homeland or other 
members of the Chinese diaspora, Chinese emigrants 
mainly use the (Chinese) multifunctional messaging 
service of WeChat, which enables both the exchange 
of private messages and the dissemination of public 
posts. Hence, their use of Instagram and Facebook re-
veals their need to communicate with people outside 
these communities.
5 Although no official data on the number of active 
Chinese users of social networks in Argentina have 
been collected to date, the large number of their 
shared groups on Facebook, as well as their numerous 

We collected and analysed empirical data from 
a sample of more than 400 related statements 
and discussions published by Chinese immigrants, 
their descendants and members of their Argen-
tinian host society between December 2019 and 
June 2020. For this paper, we selected around 
40 screenshots of publications with the highest 
analytical value for our research question, based 
on their detailed descriptions of current devel-
opments. Moreover, they were published by Chi-
nese immigrants with high numbers of followers, 
whose content was frequently shared. As one 
general effect of Covid-19 was the extensive use 
of digital media to communicate, the increasing 
number of published statements, both racist and 
anti-racist, on social networks mirrored real-time 
developments.6

Historical Background: Chinese Migration to 
Argentina
In contrast to most Latin American countries, 
Chinese migration to Argentina began relatively 
late. First, since the late 1970s, both wealthy 
merchants and political refugees mainly from 
Taiwan came to settle in and around Buenos Aires 
by bringing sufficient money to buy houses and 
set up their own businesses. Second, throughout 
the 1990s, several groups of economic migrants 
from the economically less advanced province of 
Fujian came with little financial capital and high 
hopes of finding economic prosperity in Argen-
tina (Denardi 2017). 

individual members, indicate a high level of resonance  
(e.g., ‘‘阿 根廷華人互助會，Grupo de ayuda mutua 
para chinos en Argentina, armonia mundial 小组’’:  
over 2,500 members (https://www.facebook.com/
groups/argentinachinos/); ‘‘Cultural Chino Argentina’’: 
over 5,300 members (https://www.facebook.com/
groups/27556186068/), last retrieved: 17.02.2022).
6 To avoid potential research biases that could derive 
from automatically created algorithms on online plat-
forms, first, we included a wide range of 400 different 
screenshots from numerous Chinese people of di-
verse backgrounds. Second, we not only analysed the 
personal accounts of individual persons but verified 
our findings through the observation of more general 
discussions in Facebook groups, which unite diverse 
members and opinions of the Chinese communities 
in Argentina.

https://www.facebook.com/groups/argentinachinos/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/argentinachinos/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/27556186068/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/27556186068/
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Theoretical Background
Institutionalized Racism in Argentina
Following Djelic and Quack (2008: 300), we 
define institutions as ‘those collective frames 
and systems that provide stability and meaning 
to social behaviour and social interaction and 
take on a rule-like status in social thought and 
action’, as well as ‘tools and resources enabling 
action’. On this basis, to disentangle the differ-
ent dimensions enhancing the organized anti-
sinophobic initiatives of the Chinese community 
in Argentina, it is useful to approach racism from 
an institutionalist perspective. First, we follow 
España Eljaiek (2017: 31) in her general definition 
of racial exclusion as ‘sets of relationships’ and 

‘an informal dynamic institution [entailing] per-
manent conflicts and tensions and simultaneous 
processes of institutional change and reinforce-
ment’. Second, we identify specific elements of 

‘traditional’ institutional racism directed against 
Chinese immigrants in Argentina. 

According to Carmichael et al. (1992: 4), insti-
tutional racism is characterized by ‘far more 
subtle’ forms of discrimination that are more 
widely tolerated than individually expressed rac-
ism. Historically, institutionalized forms of racism 
included both general prejudices and the result-
ing discriminatory behaviour, as well as con-
cretely manifested state acts (e.g., Bourne 2001: 
9-10) that reinforce the benefits of the ‘white’ 
members of a society vis-à-vis other ethnic 
minorities (Better 2008). More specifically, insti-
tutional racism is characterized by repetitive pat-
terns of both the acceptance and reinforcement 
of white supremacy via different institutions: 
these often relate to economic, social and psy-
chic advantages and are generally manifested by 
both formal and informal policies and laws (ibid.).

The discourse of ‘whiteness’ in Argentina 
is important for understanding the racialized 
dynamics in the country. According to Lan (2011) 
the racialization of Chinese migrants is medi-
ated by the racialization of other minorities. The 
basis of these ‘overlapping racializations’ (ibid.: 
7) dates back to colonial times and the myth that 
Argentines ‘descended from the boats’ bringing 

After the Argentine economic crisis of 2001, 
these initial settlers were followed by an esti-
mated 200,000 immigrants from mainland China. 
Lacking Spanish language skills, they focused 
on opening small supermarkets selling domes-
tic Argentinian groceries. While these activities 
led to the urban dispersal of the former Chinese 

‘community’, they also increased their competi-
tion with domestic merchants. As well as facing 
strong cultural and linguistic barriers separating 
them from the host society, these Chinese super-
market owners quickly became the targets of rac-
ist prejudices and discrimination (Denardi 2017). 

Finally, throughout the 2010s, Chinese mul-
tinational companies (MNCs) gradually began 
to enter the Argentinian market, often bringing 
highly trained professionals from China with 
them. Yet, due to their status as temporary resi-
dents, these new immigrants generally remained 
separated from the Argentinian host society 
(Denardi 2017). 

To date, an estimated 80 percent of all Chi-
nese immigrants in Argentina consist of super-
market owners and their employees, while the 
remaining 20 percent mainly include employees 
of Chinese MNCs and individuals engaging in the 
import and export sectors (unofficial data pro-
vided by our interlocutors).

In the past, to protect themselves from racial 
discrimination, these different immigrant groups 
generally engaged in welfare activities, such as 
donating money to hospitals and poor neigh-
bourhoods, rather than engaging in public pro-
test. Moreover, the lack of support by official Chi-
nese agencies speaking out against discrimina-
tion complicated the organization of structured 
movements other than fragmented responses or 
charity work. However, we suggest that this situ-
ation is changing with the younger generations, 
who were born in Argentina, speak fluent Span-
ish and Chinese, and grew up within a highly agi-
tated Argentine environment shaped by strug-
gles for human rights and mutual respect.
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white Europeans to the country (Sutton 2008: 
107). On this basis, throughout the following 
centuries, the Argentine authorities consistently 
encouraged the arrival of both these initially 
white colonialists and the white immigrants who 
followed them. In contrast, other ethnic minori-
ties, including indigenous people, non-white 
immigrants and their descendants labelled as 

‘others’, were increasingly excluded, which rein-
forced white supremacy. In particular, the Argen-
tine state fostered racism, initially through mul-
tifaceted policies such as strict immigration laws, 
military campaigns and discriminating narratives 
against foreign and non-white residents. More-
over, even with the gradual inclusion of anti-racist 
laws in the Argentine legal landscape, protective 
measures have barely been implemented (ibid.).

While these general dynamics apply to most 
non-white ethnicities, Chinese immigrants 
appear to be among the most severely affected 
minorities by both institutional and individual 
racism and exclusion in Argentina (Adaszko and 
Kornblit 2008). The absence of any concrete 
state action to counter these dynamics is a final 
indicator of the long-maintained institutional 
Sinophobia in Argentina. While these more 
subtle forms of discrimination could already be 
observed before the outbreak of Covid-19, the 
global spread of the pandemic enhanced the 
tolerance of racist prejudices and attacks against 
ethnic Chinese within Argentinian society.

Within these structures, the Chinese commu-
nity in Argentina gradually found various ways 
to make its own voice heard. To explain these 
dynamics, we turn towards theories of institu-
tional change that serve as the heuristic frame-
work for our further analysis.

Institutional Change
As shown by Djelic and Quack (2003, 2008), 
institutional change in both domestic and trans-
national spaces may be attributed to either 

‘trickle-up’ or ‘trickle-down’ trajectories. On the 
one hand, trickle-down effects refer to national 
or transnational institutions being challenged 
by supranational or non-governmental organi-

zations. As a result, transnationally negotiated 
agreements and guidelines are implemented top-
down, though often without binding force. In this 
case, (sub-)national authorities are pressured to 
enforce rules directly at the national level, for 
example, by integrating them into national law. 
On the other hand, trickle-up effects occur more 
indirectly and bottom-up: individual subnational 
actors and groups may challenge the dominant 
models by informally introducing and acting 
according to new and innovative rules of the 
game. As a result, small changes may contribute 
to incremental bottom-up processes, ultimately 
leading to significant renewals.

Moreover, institutional change may be initi-
ated through different mechanisms, enhancing 
either sudden or gradual transformations. Among 
these, the process of displacement in particular 
implies a ‘slowly rising salience of subordinate 
relative to dominant institutions’ through ‘defec-
tion’, often by adapting foreign practices (Streeck 
and Thelen 2005: 31; Quack and Djelic 2005).

Although these mechanisms primarily refer 
to economic and political contexts, their impli-
cations may be directly translated into general 
institutional changes, including those of racist 
discourses. As stated above, the dominant rules 
within the national context of Argentina consist 
in the often subtle forms of discrimination and 
exclusion of ethnic Chinese due to numerous 
prejudices that have become aggravated in the 
context of Covid-19. Although the stigmatization 
of Chinese people as scapegoats for the crisis has 
become a global phenomenon, so far Argentin-
ian7 and transnational authorities have barely 
raised their voices against the related sinophobic 
attacks. Consequently, the discriminated minor-
ity of Chinese immigrants in Argentina could nei-
ther hope for trickle-down effects improving their 
social standing from a transnational perspective, 
nor for direct top-down initiatives within their 
host country. Instead, they were required to 
seek their own channels of empowerment from 

7 With the exception of INADI (2020), which engaged 
in publishing relevant documents.
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the bottom up. Finally, we argue that a decisive 
indicator of their successful bottom-up dynam-
ics was their increasing organization: incipient 
movements ‘are characterised by informal, dif-
fuse and hidden types of organization or “net-
works in the everyday”’ (Waters 2003: 72, italics 
added).

The goal of the following empirical sections is 
to trace how Chinese immigrants in Argentina 
organized themselves to challenge institutional-
ized racist structures from the bottom up. Gener-
ally, we look at this process as a gradually estab-
lished movement aimed at introducing institu-
tional change through displacement, that is, col-
lecting arguments and raising their own voices 
as a formerly subordinate minority against the 
dominant sinophobic discourses.

New Answers to Old Questions 
Below, we identify three different phases of digi-
tal anti-Sinophobia based on internal develop-
ments, external influences and their combination 
in enhancing an increasingly organized move-
ment in Argentina. While all three phases rapidly 
evolved after the initial outbreak of Covid-19 and 
partially overlapped with each other, below they 
are idealized for the purpose of clarity. Thus, in 
contrast to Beach and Pedersen (2013), we do 
not presume strict causality but acknowledge 
the inherently unstructured nature of human 
action and reaction.

First Phase: Internal Influences
I. Identification of Increasingly Sinophobic Media 
Discourses
The first steps towards an organized movement 
were enhanced by collective statements against 
media narratives.8 In January 2020, the Argen-

8 As the sources used by our interlocutors have 
mainly been taken from Argentina’s biggest newspa-
pers, Clarín and La Nación, we follow their example by 
including them in this paper. Clarín belongs to Argen-
tina’s largest and most influential telecommunications 
company, Grupo Clarín, and leads sales with 206,000 
copies daily. It is followed by the 103,000 copies of La 
Nación. Both have a politically right-wing orientation 
(Molina 2019).

tine newspaper Clarín took up the global narra-
tive of the ‘Chinese virus’ and introduced it to 
the country: ‘The world is already in a health 
emergency because of the Chinese virus’ (Clarín 
2020a). By then, the Chinese community already 
began to identify the increasing danger of media 
narratives on Covid-19 to reinforce racist preju-
dices: the direct link made between the virus 
and their ethnicity allowed the stigmatization of 
Chinese immigrants not only as scapegoats for 
the crisis, but also as dangerous to public health. 
Thus, claiming that previous diseases had not 
been identified by their country of origin, the 
Chinese community in Argentina asked media 
institutions to stop referring to Covid-19 as the 

‘Chinese virus’ (1)9 and avoid potential stigma.

As underlined by different statements by both 
Chinese migrants and Argentinian citizens, this 
perception of news media as a main source of 
potentially reinforced racism spread quickly. 
Among others, an Argentine friend of a Chinese 
immigrant10 directly stated her concern at the 
public media causing a panic by spreading images 
of ‘bat soup’ and wild animals in Chinese food 
markets (2). Simultaneously, she emphasized the 
importance of understanding cultural sources, 

9 The related screenshots can be identified by their 
number listed within parentheses.
10 All names and personal information of research 
participants have been omitted or replaced by pseud-
onyms. Exceptions are those who have explicitly given 
us their permission to use their personal data for pub-
lication.
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instead of spreading prejudices without further 
reflection. Other Chinese migrants stated that 
Clarín was ‘not to be taken seriously’ (3)11 and 
criticized the lack of public solidarity with them 
as victims, wondering how ‘nobody thought 

“Hey, I think it’s not okay to write in this way” ’ (4).
This monitoring of headlines and media con-

tent by numerous interlocutors on both Face-
book and Instagram continued throughout the 
pandemic and increased with the first confirmed 
Argentinian case of Covid-19 in early March 
2020. The first infected patient was reported 
by Clarín, which once more used the racialized 
term the ‘Chinese virus’ as having arrived in 
Argentina (Clarín 2020b). Simultaneously, Clarín 
(Clarín 2020c) publicly denounced the seemingly 
bad hygienic standards of Chinese food markets. 
Again, Chinese immigrants reacted by increas-
ingly pointing out their concern at public media 
severely shaping sinophobic discrimination, 
denouncing Argentinian news media as ‘garbage’ 
and ‘always very diabolical’. Simultaneously, the 
number of Argentinian supporters of Chinese 
people fighting racism increased significantly 
(e.g., 5).

11 With the exception of transnational influences as 
elaborated below, all cited comments were originally 
published in Spanish. 

Partially, these collective actions led to media 
counterstatements to falsified publications. 
Among others, an announcement by La Nación 
(La Nación 2020), claiming that traders in China 
had returned to selling bat meat again, had 
caused further large waves of protests, including 
practices of ‘naming and shaming’ (e.g., 6a, 6b, 
7) and claims that such markets only existed in 
‘Southern parts of Asia‘‘ outside China (6c). Con-
sequently, three days after the initial publication, 
La Nación (Willie 2020) published a second arti-
cle highlighting the need to differentiate among 
different nations within Asia and their hetero-
geneous cultures and habits. As a result, several 
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Figures 6a-c, 7- 8
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prejudices against Chinese people that La Nación 
itself had reinforced through its first article were 
dispelled. Again, Chinese residents in Argentina 
repeatedly shared this counterstatement on 
social media (e.g., 8).

These dynamics revealed the capacity of the 
formerly unheard Chinese minority to find their 
own voices and initiate broader changes from 
the bottom up, encouraged by the racism that 
had been aggravated throughout the pandemic. 
However, as the pandemic went on, the scape-
goating of Chinese immigrants for its outbreak 
did not remain a mere media narrative but 
increased the direct discrimination they faced.

II.  Identification of an Increasingly Directly  
 Expressed Sinophobia
Despite their initial efforts to avoid their stigma-
tization, Chinese and Asian immigrants experi-
enced a rapid increase in racist discrimination by 
the Argentinian host population. Thus, in a sec-
ond step, they publicly discussed their personal 
experiences while accusing media narratives of 
having directly enhanced these consequences.

1. Identification of subtle racist expressions. 
In a first step, general and more subtle expres-
sions of racism were uncovered. In this context, 
one of the main ideas promoted by migrants on 
social media was that a joke could also express 
discrimination. Moreover, numerous Instagram 
users published calls to stop sharing offensive 
memes and to pay attention to the racist content 
of jokes (9: ‘Your racist comments and jokes are 
more dangerous than Covid-19’).

2. Identification of concrete experiences with 
harassment and exclusion. Beyond jokes, the 
experience of a second-generation Chinese 
immigrant called Anna best exemplifies both the 
enhanced Sinophobia and the increasingly orga-
nized counterreactions in Argentina (Tronfi 2020). 
At school, her Argentine classmates identified 
her as a particularly dangerous transmitter of the 
virus and started to exclude her and harass her 
(ibid.). This incident immediately caused heated 
debates on social media. Among others, numer-
ous Chinese immigrants claimed that ‘all of this 

was the fault of the media who named the virus 
the Chinese virus’ (10). Subsequently, they con-
tinued to publish, reflect and comment on and 
share their personal experiences of racist attacks 
on digital platforms. Therefore, building on the 
first phase of raising awareness to the danger of 
media narratives enhancing racism, the formerly 
silent Chinese migrants in Argentina gradually 
made their own voice heard (11, 12, 13, 14).

Second phase: External Influences
The first initiatives towards an anti-sinophobic 
movement in Argentina did not derive only from 
domestic developments and enhanced discrimi-
nation but were, in a second phase, also inspired 
by multi-layered external and transnational influ-
ences.

Figure 9
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Figures 10-14
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1. Globally increasing Sinophobia and coun-
termovements. In a first step, individual Chi-
nese immigrants found and shared publications 
addressing and criticizing Sinophobia in third 
states, thereby encouraging their own communi-
ties to respond in a similar way. At first, a Spanish 
magazine had identified ‘an avalanche of discrim-
ination, violence and racism’ being experienced 
by members of the Chinese diaspora (15). This 
statement was discovered and distributed by a 
descendant of Chinese migrants to Argentina: 
by sharing it on social media, he drew attention 
to the global dynamics of anti-Chinese racism. 
This adoption of foreign statements in Argen-
tina exemplifies not only the rapid spread of 
sinophobic narratives around the globe, but also 
the strong transnational connections of Chinese 
migrant communities and their ability to adapt 
domestically to globally enhanced initiatives.

Secondly, global political discourses were 
increasingly contested. In particular, the promi-
nent use of the  term the ‘Chinese virus’ and its 
negative connotations by Donald Trump, then 
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Para los miembros de la 
diaspora china, es como 
estar viviendo una triple 
epidemic. Primero, por el 
sufrimiento hacia sus 
familiares y amigos en 
China, mas adelante ante la 
avalanclna de 
discriminaci6n, violencia y 
racismo y ahora estan 
reviviendo lo que pas6 en 
Chino pero oqui. 

..,. Donald J. Trump $ 
@realDonaldTrump 

The United States will be powerfully 

supporting those industries, like Airlines 

and others, that are particularly affected 

by the Chinese Virys. We will be 
stronger than ever before' 
ll!i/1.111:lZ 

2020/3/17 06:51 

0 

Ill O < 

2020 y estamos viendo 
estos niveles de racismo 

Qumdos Clkr11cs: AME:CA 

"Soy chino, p,ero no soy un vlri.tS. S. que tOOOS terntn ~ virus, pero sin 
prtju;dos, po, favor" _ 

Es:te virus nose llama W\IS chino, H l ama "Coronavlnis" y pueck OWtrif 

en cu.ilquitt pa& del mundo. Y no porque sea unchino andando por lai c.alle 

dt Buenos ,tJns te putdl lle1ar a cont~lar. 

Al virus EBOLA. nadie se le 11am6 °'>.tirus de Con10•. Tampoco se le ha 

llamado el "WUS francb" o "virus europeo" • H1N1, 

Es pf mofflf!!tO de HI at ajfru rambi#fl en no cruur He limite guf HfJ ahl 

no ma, cntrc rncsOo 4t M01 aduacoc;b v MN rxeml6n nn6fob.l 

Segulmos orando por los afect;,dos de CofOM'ffl\lS J. J. 

ll!l!llll!-1'll'IUll'l'l'A'l'IJl •&1Jle A • .,,. l'll&lstlU'.ltac 
l'l!Htll~J:ttlo!t'l!J: :lla:t1r•it.ilM9J-1' AlliJJt~ :llfi. 
i&fl.'l'O!"<l'llllll•·t::01·111'.~f1••-e:iJIU!!Elt1!tff.J:f11iflll*. 
'l'W;!;jalHA :llf11if-1'll!ltllUl>llill< l'l <!>IIIAl$l'.f♦ fl• ltti: 
fll ill~fl • . istAO!"e"lll!l!lll···•llillllll • • i!tiiA!; IIINI :ll"IJ: 
illllll • • 
llltAJl!iJll. ■il 1!!;1;■1'1.aMIJ: . J!;l:■ 1111- . 111:Mll:llll 
111•:iil!!IIJ//Mfl ...... ialli 

.. aant'l'l11111110i"'f>ll"'•·"'11 , UIIH'l'lill.,11., , • .,. a 
··v;" •n 11ille1n1alE1'1'!1sllAll ll Oll1 ... , .. !Iii! , • ••• 
111111' . ltllllll!Plli'twlHll-

'PPl'*tt¥•ttlW Telttono; 4'ffl•Nl7 I, 15 mwat9 I 15 5424-IIM 
WeChat Amecli_ 

Ill O < 



Covid-19 and Digital Anti-Sinophobia in Argentina   NEW DIVERSITIES 24 (1), 2022

79

President of the United States, was sharply criti-
cized: his public twitter post claiming that the 

‘Chinese virus’ was harming numerous US indus-
tries (17.03.2020) caused waves of counterstate-
ments from Argentinian Instagram users (16). 
Additionally, one of the first public communica-
tions by official migrant associations in Argentina 
proclaimed the global slogan ‘I am not a virus’ 
(17).

2. Globally increasing Asiophobia12 and coun-
termovements. As a second step, migrant com-
munities within and beyond Argentina observed 
the emergence of a more general Asiopho-
bia after Covid-19. First, a Taiwanese artist 
(03.04.2020) clarified how ethnic Asians in Bra-
zil had been physically attacked by xenophobic 
host-country citizens, underlining how people 
were using the pandemic to ‘liberate their sup-
pressed racist feelings’ (18, 19). These insights 
were re-emphasized by a Sino-Argentinian Insta-
gram user sharing background information from 
a Sino-Cuban activist: according to her, racist dis-
crimination against ethnic Asians had increased 
globally, resulting from ‘rising violence against 
the Chinese diaspora and other Asians mistaken 
for Chinese’ (20).

12 We thank Diana Yeh for her insightful remark on 
anti-Asian racism at our workshop.

3. Incorporation of further global and domes-
tic anti-racist movements. As a third step, on the 
one hand, similarities with other global move-
ments such as Black Lives Matter (BLM 2021) in 
the US were identified and used as tools to lever-
age their own movement. Among these, numer-
ous Chinese immigrants in Argentina pointed 
out the ‘contradictions’ and ‘hypocrisy’ of those 
supporting these movements while also pro-
moting the use of the term ‘Chinese virus’ (21). 
Domestically, on the other hand, Chinese immi-
grants started to participate in third-party anti-
racist movements initiated by other minorities 
who were being discriminated against in Argen-
tina. For example, several descendants of Chi-
nese immigrants in Buenos Aires discovered and 
cited the publications of a second-generation 
Bolivian immigrant who self-identified as ‘mar-
rón’ (brown),13 while using and explaining spe-
cific categories such as racism and xenophobia. 
Further influences derived from a young indig-

13 ‘Brown Identity is an organization dedicated to 
problematizing structural, institutional and interper-
sonal racism; it is a political, legal, artistic and cultural 
approach from the Global South [...] to promote a 
fighting tool to vindicate the skins and faces of the 
children and grandchildren of indigenous people, 
peasants, internal and international migrants’ (Man-
chester Digital Exhibitions, n.d.).

Figures 18-20
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enous woman who self-identified as ‘indigenous, 
chanka, neurodivergent’ and part of a racialized 
group (22).

These three transnational sources of concepts, 
categories and analyses strongly influenced Chi-
nese and Asian migrants in Argentina throughout 
the pandemic. To clarify the harassment Asian 
people experienced since the first media publi-
cations related to Covid-19, they too started to 
label their experiences xenophobia and racism. 
In this context, one originally English publica-
tion in particular, stating that ‘the Coronavirus 
[was] not an excuse to be racist and xenophobic 

towards Asian people’, won increasing popularity 
in Argentina (23). 

Third Phase: Towards an Increasingly Organized 
Movement
In sum, the first two phases provided a tool-
box for defeating racist discrimination as a for-
merly silent minority. As now portrayed, in a 
third phase, these dynamics culminated in one 
increasingly active countermovement to institu-
tionalized racism.

1. Creation of new spaces for debate. Identifi-
cation of the growing racism propagated by sev-

Figures  21, 22a-f
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eral sources enhanced the need for the Chinese 
community to create new digital spaces to share 
their experiences. In this context, interesting 
discussions evolved. These addressed the need 
to stop talking about races because all people 
were human and pointed out that differences 
between them were actually derived from cul-
tural habits and institutions. Moreover, the often 
criticized consumption of supposedly exotic ani-
mals in Asia was defended by highlighting the 
high consumption of meat in Argentina. All these 
explanations were summarized and distributed 
by one highly influential social media account 
of Chinese migrants and their descendants in 
Argentina (24, 25) and received the support of 
their Argentine followers.

2. Mutual encouragement to act. Subse-
quently, through various social media accounts, 
other Chinese migrants and their descendants 
encouraged their followers to organize actively 
and fight Anti-Asian racism. In this context, one 
particularly active influencer publicly asked her 
interlocutors either to explain the background to 
the related accusations when encountering racist 
memes, or alternatively to send them to her. This 

was ‘a task for everyone and among everyone’. 
Moreover, two ethnic Chinese administrators of 
the Sino-Argentine Instagram accounts of Man-
darinLab and Argenchinxs started to propose 
solutions and ideas on how to end Anti-Asian 
racism, stating that the first step towards this 
goal was to unite and stand together (26, 27, 28). 

Figure 23

Figures 24-25
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3. Spontaneous personal discourses. Encour-
aged by their initial success in communicating 
new solutions, Chinese residents increasingly 
began to speak up for themselves independently. 
Among other themes, they defended the hygienic 
conditions of Chinese food markets. Referring to 
several published pictures of apparently Chinese 
merchants selling the meat of wild animals such 
as rats, bats, or dogs, one Chinese immigrant 
stressed the unreliability of the internet and 
published pictures of hygienic food fairs, stating 
that ‘these pictures showed the actual Chinese 
market’ (29). In thus separating China from the 
Covid-19-related prejudice of Chinese traders 
disregarding hygienic standards, she was among 
the first to go beyond the Covid-19-specific coun-
ter-reactions to Sinophobia that were gradually 
being organized and started defeating general 
sinophobic stereotypes. Subsequently, yet other 
migrants started to speak up for themselves in 
a similar fashion (30, 31, 32), thereby gradually 
turning the publication of anti-sinophobic state-
ments into a habit. Lastly, an increasing number of 
Argentine citizens supported these efforts, some  

stating that ‘those who always blame Asia’ were 
irresponsible and not to be taken seriously (33).

4. Profound comprehension of personal and 
collective social positions. Victoria Zhong, a 
second-generation Chinese immigrant born and 
raised in Argentina with a large digital commu-
nity of both Chinese and Argentine followers, is a 
well-known local influencer. While she had long 
attempted to bridge the gap between the Chi-
nese community and their Argentine host society, 
her popularity increased significantly throughout 
the pandemic. She publicly analysed her Covid-
19-related personal experiences and social rela-
tions. Her reflections demonstrated her ability to 
objectify her own position within her social space 
and obtain a high level of expertise regarding the 
different implications related to it. For example, 
she highlighted the importance of ‘harmony’ as a 
traditional value based on the relevance of Con-
fucianism in Chinese culture. Moreover, she per-
ceived herself as being in a position to introduce 
mechanisms of change in a country where racist 
jokes were widely tolerated by the general popu-
lation (34). 

Figures 26-28
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Figures 29-33
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 These statements generated further reflec-
tions on the status of Chinese migrant groups 
in Argentina. Among other things, she pointed 
out the significant differences between older 
and newer generations of immigrants and their 
descendants. On this basis, Victoria became a 
central figure for the bottom-up dynamics of Chi-
nese migrant groups in Argentina.

Outcome: speaking up to a wider public and 
the authorities. Finally, several media institutions 
began to report on Victoria’s discourse. Among 
others, an Argentine television show invited her 
to report on her perceptions of the increasing 
cases of anti-Chinese discrimination. According 
to Victoria, these had amounted to at least three 
cases per week, which clearly revealed the need 
for further education, empathy and awareness 
(35, 36). In addition, she publicly called for more 
control of ‘fake news’ and stressed the necessity 
to be more cautious with potential disinforma-
tion by verifying contents and sources before 
sharing them on social media.

A few months later, Victoria raised the same 
demands at a further meeting organized by the 

National Institute against Discrimination, Xeno-
phobia and Racism of Argentina (INADI). This time, 
she was able to speak to more than sixty repre-
sentatives of different associations and migrant 
collectives and to point out the importance of 
an anti-sinophobic movement to the authorities 
(37). She particularly stressed three main aspects 
shaping Sinophobia, as well as potential coun-
termeasures, in Argentina. These included the 
manipulation of data and the resulting need for 
education in digital spaces and social networks; 
the strong tendencies of mass media to distrib-
ute false information and their responsibility for 
verifying their sources; and the need for aware-
ness of racist tendencies in jokes and memes. In 
addition, she pointed out the necessity of listen-

Figure 34
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ing to the voices of the migrants themselves and 
to take them seriously when engaging in public 
discourses.

On this basis, we define our outcome as the 
capacity of the formerly silent Chinese minority 
to reach out to a wider public within their host 
society, both beyond their own migrant groups 
and beyond digital media. This outcome, we 
argue, is manifested by Victoria’s public speeches 
on Argentine TV and to the public authorities.

Discussion and Conclusion
Along with global developments, racist discrimi-
nation against Chinese immigrants in Argentina, 
their descendants and ethnic Asians in general 
strongly increased after the outbreak of the 
global Covid-19 pandemic in 2019. As a response, 
a wide-reaching countermovement to Sinopho-
bia evolved. The aim of the present study has 
been to shed light on the process of the Chi-
nese community in Argentina in organizing this 
structured countermovement. On this basis, we 
attempted to identify new forms of racialization 
and digital anti-Sinophobia.

Using an institutionalist lens on racism to 
identify the bottom-up dynamics of displace-
ment enhanced by the formerly silent Chinese 
minority, we thus identified the following causal 
mechanism. Before Covid-19, the mutually rein-
forcing phenomenon of frequently expressed but 
rather subtle racism against the Chinese minor-
ity in Argentina and the latter’s limited tools with 
which to respond had constantly shaped the 
image of a silent minority. Occasional actions to 
challenge discrimination remained isolated and 
lacked final improvements. As the more subtle 
forms of Sinophobia were increasingly institu-

tionalized from the outbreak of Covid-19, their 
sources and consequences became more visible 
and increased the need to react.

As a first step, Chinese immigrants in Argentina 
identified domestic sources of racism, includ-
ing media discourses, without further reflection, 
thus enhancing direct discrimination by the host 
population. Secondly, the wider scope of trans-
national anti-racist movements, enhanced by 
both ethnic Chinese and Asian people in third 
states, and by other racialized groups within and 
beyond Argentina, were evaluated and used as 
tools with which to construct a certain ‘toolkit’ 
adapted to their own increasingly organized 
movement. This was eased by the extensive 
use of digital networks allowing the rapid trans-
fer of information. On this basis, ethnic Chinese 
inhabitants in Argentina began to encourage one 
another not only to draw increasing attention 
to ongoing problems, but also to explain preju-
dices and actively refute them. These increas-
ingly structured counter-reactions finally allowed 
their profound understanding of their own social 
position within the Argentine society to emerge. 
Their systematic identification of necessary steps 
to empowerment became powerful enough 
to evoke the attention of state agencies. This 
allowed the migrants to make their voices heard 
with the public authorities, thereby providing 
the basis for potential institutional change at the 
macro-level.

Although the outcome of the process analysed 
in this study does not imply a final institutional 
change to the wide acceptance of Sinophobia 
in Argentina (yet), the counter-reactions of eth-
nic Chinese to institutionalized racism strongly 
indicate a cumulative process heading towards 
this final goal through displacement. In particu-
lar, digital networks have played an increasingly 
important role in the emergence of anti-racist 
movements. The case of Argentina thus demon-
strates the importance and applicability of digital 
counter-reactions to racism as a tool allowing 
formerly silent minorities to make their voices 
heard. On this basis, we wish to underline the 
importance of the digital dynamics of anti-racism 

Figure 37
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as a conceptual framework for further research 
on both racism and social (counter)movements.

Moreover, we argue that the gradual forma-
tion of a bottom-up movement was of great 
importance to the Chinese diaspora. First, its 
members found the tools and platforms to dis-
cuss and defeat prejudices related to Covid-19, 
and thereby started to challenge the increasingly 
institutionalized racism being directed against 
them. Second, further observations after our 
period of analysis confirm that Chinese immi-
grants in Argentina continue to share their expe-
riences and denounce racist discrimination. For 
example, a group of second-generation Chinese 
immigrants gained much attention and support 
through their denunciation of racist treatment 
in an Argentinian shopping centre in late 2020. 
Similarly, in September 2020, a famous journal-
ist was officially denounced by more than 50 

Chinese immigrants and numerous Argentinian 
supporters for having publicly attacked Chinese 
people for being responsible for the pandemic 
(e.g., IProfesional 2020). In sum, the formerly 
silent minority of Chinese immigrants and their 
descendants in Argentina has finally found its 
voice.
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