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Abstract
With the use of recent survey data, we empirically test a simple proposition that has 
strong impacts in terms of policymaking, both in Brazil and China: that the more 
Brazilians become aware of a post-hegemonic scenario in which the United States 
loses pre-eminence, the more China will be able to sell itself as a trustworthy part-
ner. Although only 36 percent of Brazilians feel China is such a trustworthy partner, 
those who prefer a scenario in which China surpasses the United States economi-
cally have odds between 2.5 and 3.5 higher of trusting China. Brazilians, we believe, 
will reshape their opinion towards China gradually, as Chinese economic statecraft 
“wins hearts and minds”.
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Introduction
In the first article of this special issue, Ambassador Antonio Patriota raised the 
question of the international system being ready for a competitive multipolar or-
der. This question carries a highly important message: a changing world exhibits 
an array of challenges, and due to the lack of a single hegemon to provide leader-
ship, political agendas are thus defined collectively. In this scenario, regional pow-
ers try to influence the international agenda in those specific areas in which they 
are able to exert a leading role. In Brazil’s case, the country plays a prominent role 
in poverty reduction and in the development and environmental agendas, areas 
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where the country possesses expertise (Dauvergne & Farias 2012).  However, this 
is not the case for many other issues.

A changing international system also makes possible the emergence of new su-
perpowers that destabilize the world we are used to seeing. Rather than a mul-
tipolar system, in which Brazil would play an active role, we foresee a proto-
bipolarism between the United States and China in which Brazil is trapped in a 
minor role. The rising influence exerted by China in Latin America, which is in 
part explained as a consequence of a vacuum of power left by the United States 
(Urdinez et al. 2016), is changing policies and perceptions in the region. In the 
aftermath of the Cold War, China’s steady ascension has heralded a new force, 
creating an economic and political rivalry to the United States, which was only 
countered by the American government — quite aggressively— when Donald 
Trump started campaigning for the presidency. 

While Brazil might need to conform to an increasingly multipolar international 
system as Patriota argues, it is still also very likely, we contend, that it will have 
to adapt to an increasing rivalry between the strongest poles, the United States 
and China. Both arguments converge on one point: unipolarity, which seemed 
durable only a few years ago, now appears today as a “passing moment” (Schweller 
& Pu 2011, p.41). How would Brazilians react to such a context? We believe that 
a national survey carried out in 2015 by the Institute of International Relations 
of the University of São Paulo can give us some interpretative clues to answer this 
question1. 

Previous work has used survey data to analyze perceptions about international 
issues in Brazil, some of them with regard to elites (Power & Zucco 2012), others 
to offer novel evidence on key historical periods (Loureiro, Guimarães & Schor 
2015). Although this database has been used previously to analyze the Brazilian 
public opinion with respect to international affairs (Onuki, Mouron & Urdinez 
2016), it has not yet been used to study the perception of Brazilians regarding the 
Chinese rise.

This article departs from literature that has suggested that the power distribution 
of the international system may lean towards bipolarism if China continues on 
the path of economic and military growth (Walt 2005; Paul 2005; Legro 2007; 
Layne 2008; Schweller & Pu 2011, to cite a few) as opposed to the literature that 
foresaw a multipolar scenario in which the BRIC countries would play an active 
role (Hurrell 2006; Brawley 2007; Zakaria 2008; Schweller 2011; Nadkarni & 
Noonan 2013; Acharya 2014; Stuenkel 2015). While some authors still define 
the current system as unipolar, they also leave the door open to a bipolar distribu-

1 The survey is framed under The Americas and the World Project, held at CIDE Mexico, and can be 
found at www.lasamericasyelmundo.cide.edu 
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tion in the future (Volgy & Imwalle 1995; Pape 2005; Ikenberry 2008; Ikenberry, 
Mastanduno & Wohlforth 2009; Walt 2009; Ikenberry 2011); this literature is 
also connected to our argument. This is an ongoing debate, and because no one 
has a crystal ball, predictions have limited value. What is certain is that China’s 
rise is challenging American hegemony worldwide, and that will impact Brazil 
domestically.

This paper aims at empirically testing a very simple proposition with strong im-
pact in policy making both in Brazil and China: is it true that the more Brazil-
ians become aware of a post-hegemonic scenario in which United States loses 
pre-eminence, the more China will be able to sell itself as a trusting partner? Put 
differently, the efficacy to date of Chinese economic statecraft and soft power 
in Latin America depends also on how much it can be seen as an alternative to 
American hegemony (Gill & Huang 2006; Bräutigam & Xiaoyang 2012; Reilly 
2013; Urdinez et al. 2016). In this sense, the Chinese economic rise in Latin 
America can progressively cause a gain in the the trust of countries in the region 
towards the Asian giant, overcoming the barriers of the lack of political legitimacy 
and shared values.

We organize this article into four subsections: the first examines feelings towards 
the rise of China, being overall defined as having a lack of trust and being fearful, 
and presenting some reasons for this finding. This section is followed by an evalu-
ation of how trust in China might be enhanced by comprehension of the increas-
ing benefits of the potential role that China can play in global governance issues, 
such as global peace and the economy, vis-à-vis a US-led international economy. 
The last section tests our hypothesis empirically using logistic models. Our find-
ings confirm that there is a positive association between perceiving China as a 
positive alternative to the United States and having more trust in China

Has the Rise of China Created Mistrust?
While its profile rises, China may arouse uncertainties regarding its disposition 
toward the world. Has China been confrontational toward the international com-
munity? There are, we think, two overlapping theories addressing this question by 
two groups of renowned authors. On the one hand, Buzan & Cox (2013) refer to 
rise, and to describe it, they use a 4 × 2 matrix that can be used for comparative 
purposes with other historical rises (see table 1). In their view, peaceful rises, “such 
as the Chinese, involves a two-way process in which the rising power accommo-
dates itself to the rules and structures of international society, while at the same 
time other great powers accommodate some changes in those rules and structures 
by way of adjusting to the new disposition of power and status” (2013, p.4). There 
are several authors whose works fit well into this categorization, although they 
do not always use the same concepts to describe Chinese ascent (Qingguo 2005; 
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Chan 2007; Yue 2008).

Table 1: Comparison of the Chinese Rise to Other Superpowers.
Rise Not Rise

Cold Peaceful Hostile

China Pre-war Germany

Warm USA British Empire

On the other hand, some authors define China’s diplomacy as assertive. This term 
can be defined as “a form of diplomacy that explicitly threatens to impose costs 
on another actor that are clearly higher than before” (Chen, Pu & Johnston 2014, 
p.176). While it is difficult to equate a rise (referring to an ascending move in the 
international system) with assertiveness (referring to a political attitude) both are 
used to describe the same phenomenon. It might be that because China is rising it 
behaves more assertively, for instance, but such a statement needs to be tested em-
pirically. Authors that discuss policy recommendations for China to avoid conflict 
in South East Asia (particularly due to the One China Policy) can be categorized 
using the assertive-non-assertive matrix (Christensen 2006; Mearsheimer 2010; 
Glaser 2015; Harris 2015).

The Chinese rise — assertive or not — has been met with distrust by Latin 
American governments (Urdinez, Knoerich & Feliú Ribeiro 2016). One of the 
reasons could be that the guiding principles of international relations are still 
concentrated on American leadership (Zhao 2016) — values such as trade liber-
alization, non-discrimination and democracy remain the anchoring premises of 
most international agreements. However, Zhao, in an article published earlier in 
this journal, argues that the Chinese rise does not mean rivalry to the American 
order. His argument is that by taking a status quo option and not presenting a 
revisionist-revolutionary attitude to the world order, China remains in a non-rival 
position with respect to the values now set internationally.

Having a hierarchical and traditional political-social system, the country has had 
little chance of presenting itself as a global alternative order which has already 
embraced democratic values (Summers 2016). In this way, China reaffirms the 
principles of the West by concentrating its energies on taking advantage of glo-
balization from its comparative economic capacity. As much as Chinese attitudes 
may not represent assertive destructive behavior toward the international order, 
it still does not instill confidence that it is a country that adheres fully to current 
values.

Just as the ‘good neighbor policy’ will play an important role in China’s future role 
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as an alternative to the global order, the country will need more than economic 
partnerships to establish itself as a reliable ally of countries like Brazil. China still 
lacks soft power (Minjiang 2008), and this is highly important for Brazilian per-
ceptions of the state. When asked about feelings toward China, Brazilians from 
all regions of the country tended to be suspicious of the Asian giant. The national 
average for those who think that China is a trustworthy partner was 36 percent. 
We have classified answers by federal units, and sorted them from most to least 
favorable. 

Figure 1: Among the Following Words, Which One Best Describes Your Feel-
ings Towards China?

Note: Elaborated by the authors. N=1881.

This question will be used as the dependent variable to understand the appeal of 
Chinese values among Brazilians. We have tested, in exploratory analysis, wheth-
er the differences between the federal units are due to their factor endowments 
or to their trade exposure to China, and we have found no evidence for these 
variables. Nor is there a clear geographic pattern, nor a relation with development 
measured in terms of GDP per capita. In section four we will include some of 
these variables as controls of individual perception.  

Filling the Void: Chinese Ascension While American Influence Decreases.
China is filling the void left by the retreat of United States in Latin America. 
While the region seems to be less and less on the list of American priorities, Chi-
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nese investments and trade are opening spaces for more stable political relations.

Since the fall of the Berlin Wall, American hegemony in Latin America has gone 
through two stages, first closeness and later detachment. The first of these stages 
stretched from 1990 to September 11, 2001. This period was marked by the para-
digm of the New World Order (Hurrell 1992) and influenced by the neoliberal 
thinking of the Washington Consensus, with a return of a United States presence 
to the politics of the Latin American region. At the same time, the period has 
been described as presenting a systemic configuration of unipolarity, which led 
Huntington to name the United States as the “lonely superpower” (1999). In Bra-
zil, this was the era of the Real Plan, the privatization of state-owned enterprises 
and the increase in foreign debt, which led to widespread anti-Americanism.

The second period ran from September 11 (2001), which began with the War on 
Terror, was followed by the Obama Doctrine, and lasted until November 9, 2016, 
with the election of Donald Trump. Tulchin (2016) performs a detailed analysis 
of the characteristics of American hegemony throughout this period. The charac-
teristics of US influence in Latin America, and of the power configuration of the 
international system, are summarized in Table 2. 

Table 2: US Hegemony Since 1989.
US Approach Towards Latin America Regional Systemic Configuraiton

New World Order Hegemonic Order Lonely Superpower

War on Terror Retreat Lonely Superpower

Obama Doctrine Post-Hegemony Proto-Bipolarism

The terrorist attacks in 2001 and the militarized unilateralism favored by George 
W. Bush and demonstrated in the US War on Terror, destabilized the Latin 
American sense of community in the region, which had been experiencing a 
positive moment since the end of the Cold War (Tulchin 2016). According to 
Tulchin, “It also made the end of US hegemony more problematic. That meant 
that as the experience of agency in the world community became more familiar, it 
appeared inevitable that opposition to US hegemony would become adversarial” 
(2016, p.129). As the United States focused on the Middle East, the emergence 
of ISIS in northern Africa, and containing Russia’s aggressive foreign policy, they 
left Latin America as a second-class priority. 

After 9/11, the United States lost interest, the budget for operations in the region 
was gutted, and the new regionalism initiatives from Latin America served to 
erode the influence of the OAS. To this came the turn to the left, which came to 
be known as the Pink Tide (and which brought to power political parties who 
were very critical of the Washington Consensus), the Free Trade Area of the 
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Americas (FTAA) and a favorable period of high commodity prices that al-
lowed Latin American countries to pursue an agenda of strong state investment 
(Campello 2015; Mares & Kacowicz 2015).

When Obama assumed the US presidency, his administration delineated a post-
hegemonic policy which aimed at developing equal-to-equal relationships rather 
than the historically paternalistic approach of US foreign policy, which came to be 
known as the Obama doctrine (Drezner 2011). After the lessons of the 1990s, it 
was clear that despite unequaled military and economic power, and the use of that 
overwhelming power, the US could not guarantee specific political outcomes or 
protect its interests. However, populist governments would “go to extraordinary 
lengths to avoid following that lead and avoid US hegemonic control, even if that 
appears to go against their own interests” (Tulchin 2016, p.160). Furthermore, 
China was emerging as an alternative source of loans, investments and the main 
buyer of commodities filling a void left by US statecraft in the region. 

Brazil’s relations with the United States illustrate this general pattern. Through-
out its history, Brazilian international relations have been defined by advances and 
withdrawals in its relations with United States (Neto 2011; Mourón & Urdinez 
2014). Despite the fact that at times the relations between countries were shaken, 
for example in the independent Brazilian position of non-automatic alignment 
during the military period, Brazil and the United States systematically main-
tained significant trade relations and the US has had much cultural influence over 
Brazilian people. Perhaps much of the ups-and-downs of the relationship with 
the United States were due to the constant influence of the US in the domestic 
foreign policy agenda of Brazil, which was seen as a limit to Brazil consolidating 
its own area of influence in South America (Spektor 2009).

Previous research has attempted to quantify the hegemonic influence that US 
exerts over Latin America. Urdinez et al. (2016) develop an American Hegemonic 
Influence Index to test the hypothesis that Chinese economic statecraft was stron-
ger in countries with low scores in the index. In their rank of 21 countries in 
Latin America, Brazil ranked fifth for the 2013-2014 period, which denotes a 
‘high’ influence. While, comparatively speaking, Brazil scores lowly in agreement 
with the United States on UN General Assembly votes and received American 
aid, it scores very high in trade dependency and received investments. Despite 
the apparent diminished influence in the region, United States still economically 
influences Brazil to a considerable extent. 

Despite the importance of the United States to economies in Latin America, the 
political detachment toward the region by the United States opened opportuni-
ties for the Chinese to increase their presence, mitigated by the lack of mutual 
values. While China steadily increased its share in the Latin American market, 
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one of the inhibitory aspects to transforming economic power into political in-
fluence was the uncertainty of a full adherence to shared values in the region. In 
this sense, the United States remains, in the public imagination, the natural locus 
of western values. This suggests support for the view of China being limited as 
regards becoming a viable alternative to the American global order. The figure 
below shows answers to the question: ‘Which of the following countries instills in you 
the greatest confidence that it can keep the peace in the world?’

Figure 2: Brazilian Confidence Toward China and the US

Note: Elaborated by the authors. N=1881.

When asked about which country inspires greater confidence as regards peace-
keeping, most Brazilians opted for trusting the Americans. The ratio of the US to 
China was, on average, 4 to 1. In this case, we attribute this finding not only to the 
aspects of economic dependency that these countries may represent to Brazilians 
but also to emotional attachment to American values. Overall, responses were 
consistent across the country, despite varying degrees of dependency on Chinese 
and American markets. 

The low level of confidence seems to follow the same pattern in other areas. China 
also does not seem to inspire confidence in security issues, either because of Bra-
zilian difficulty in apprehending China’s commitment to maintaining peace, or 
because of a Brazilian belief that China does not share similar values. It is reason-
able to propose then, that Brazilians would opt for the Americans even in matters 
of national sovereignty, despite the historical mistrust of the American presence 
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in the region.

Certainly, in the economic arena, China is a threat to American economic diplo-
macy, and this trend will remain the same for years to come. Since the end of the 
Cold War, the gap in the size of the two economies has been reduced by a dual 
process, first a slight decrease on the part of the United States and, most impor-
tantly, the solid growth of the Chinese economy, such that adding both economies 
together nowadays represent more than 50% of world GDP. 

The Asian country has not only increased the degree of economic integration 
with developing countries through direct investment, trade and foreign aid, but 
also helped promote local economies by absorbing low value-added exports, pri-
marily agricultural commodities. Chinese demand has driven Latin American 
economy to a period of abundance. This phenomenon was known as the Com-
modity Boom (Ferchen 2011), which in Brazil was one of the main sources of 
it´s accelerated economic growth during the first decade of the 2000s and as such 
received major media attention. On the other hand, Chinese growth led to a 
loss of competitivity in the industrial sector, which suffered from cheap Chinese 
imports (Urdinez 2014). It was not by chance that Brazil challenged the Chinese 
several times in the WTO dispute settlement body, and enforced protectionist 
measures in defense of national industry. Since 2001, both imports and exports 
grew exponentially, creating opportunities and tensions (Figure 3).

Figure 3: Trade Relations with China.

Note: States are colored black when China is the main trade partner, in gray when 
China is the secondary trade partner. Source: MDIC.
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If on the one hand trade and investments boost the relations between China and 
Latin American countries, in the international arena, Brazil and China compete 
in investment and political influence in certain regions. With China expanding 
its investments and foreign aid to the Portuguese-speaking countries of Africa, 
the Brazilian response was to facilitate the internationalization of domestic com-
panies through competitive loans guaranteed by the National Development Bank 
(BNDES) and the expansion of programs of international cooperation for de-
velopment (Rodrigues & Gonçalves 2016; Mouron, Urdinez & Schenoni 2016). 
Being strategic for Brazilian international purposes, those regions represent loca-
tions where conflicts of interests emerge.

Although we have observed that Brazilians prefer the US to China when it comes 
to keeping international peace and that there are disputes for regional influence 
between Brazil and China, most Brazilians do prefer a scenario in which China 
surpasses the US as the main economy in the world. This is very pragmatic rea-
soning, we believe. To the question “in your opinion, if China’s economy grew to be 
as large as the United States, do you think that fact would be positive or negative for 
the world?” Most Brazilians respond in a pro-Chinese fashion, as illustrated in 
Figure 4.

Figure 4: Opinion Towards Chinese Economic Growth.

Note: Elaborated by the authors. N=1881.

Despite rivalry and the economic effects of Chinese expansion in Brazil and Latin 
America, the rise of China in relation to the United States is positively viewed by 
the Brazilian survey respondents. One possible cause of this result is the sustained 
belief that Chinese growth will simultaneously imply an opportunity for exports 
of low value-added products and a counterweight to the historic US hegemony 
in the region. Foreign aid and Chinese infrastructure investments also help shape 
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this outlook, supported by the idea that Chinese growth mitigates the degree of 
dependence on the US, viewed positively by countries in the region. Thus, we sug-
gest, the degree of trust on China in global governance issues can acquire a posi-
tive trend as long as the Chinese economic presence increases, counterbalancing 
American dominance. In this proposition, the formation of a proto-bipolar order 
can progressively open space to the Chinese recognition as a legitimate global 
player in the region.

Empirical Findings
From the survey we know that most Brazilians see China as an untrustworthy 
partner. Furthermore, we know that most Brazilians prefer that China surpasses 
the United States economically. We believe that because the appeal of China to 
Brazilians is mostly economic, as Chinese economic statecraft grows, Brazilians 
will shift their perceptions towards a more trusting view of China. To test empiri-
cally our hypothesis, we estimated a logistic model that can be expressed as

P(TrustChina=1│x)=G(β0+β1 ChinasurpassesUSA1+...+βk controlsk)

To test the relationship between our independent and dependent variables we 
run four different specifications of our baseline model for robustness purposes. 
The first of these is a logistic regression without controls and without federal unit 
fixed effects. The second specification includes controls but not fixed effects. The 
third specification includes both controls and fixed effects. Finally, we run a mul-
tilevel mixed-effects logistic regression with controls to let slope coefficients to 
randomly vary across Federal Units. For the main independent variable, we con-
sidered the question we analyzed in the previous section: “In your view, if China’s 
economy grows to be as large as the United States’, do you think that this would 
be positive for the world?”, the answer to which is “yes” or “no”. 

To control for the respondent’s appraisal of Chinese migrants we considered the 
following question: “What is your overall opinion on the Chinese people living 
in your country?”. The variable was originally of ordinal nature, ranging from very 
positive (1) to very negative (5), and we created a dummy variable which assumes 
the value of 1 when the opinion on the Chinese diaspora is worse than the average 
opinion on the other nationalities being asked in the survey (i.e. American, Boliv-
ian, Equatorial, Paraguayan, Peruvian, Spanish, Uruguayan, Venezuelan). In this 
way, we ensure that what we measure is the negative opinion towards the Chinese 
and not towards all immigrants. 

To control for perceived costs associated with an increasing exposure to trade with 
China in each federal unit we created a variable which measures if the person 
lives in a federal unit whose main exports are the main national export to China 
(i.e. soybeans). To create this variable, we used the information on federal units 
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retrieved from the Brazilian Ministry of Economy. This variable was coded as a 
dummy variable. 

The literature that uses survey data to analyze foreign policy positions typically 
includes controls for socioeconomic and ideological preferences at the individ-
ual level (Kertzer & Zeitzoff 2017). We used the appraisal the person made of 
American influence in Latin America; if the person lives (or not) in an urban 
center (larger than a million people); the person’s age, gender and their degree of 
knowledge of international issues. 

Table 3: Regression Results. 
Logit Logit Logit Multilevel Logit

Positive if China sur-
passes USA

3.461***
(11.42)

2.487***
(5.09)

2.644***
(5.31)

2.495***
(5.08)   

Perception of Chinese 
Immigrants

1.873***
(3.62)

1.857***
(3.51)

1.872***
(3.62)   

Federal Unit’s Trade 
Exposure

1.131
(0.73)

1.513
(0.75)

1.116   
(0.59)   

Urban Area 0.865
(-0.82)

0.957
(-0.20)

0.867   
(-0.79)   

Opinion on US’ Role in 
Latin America

1.081
(1.63)

1.078
(1.52)

1.081   
(1.62)   

Ideology 0.988
(-0.44)

0.988
(-0.41)

0.988   
(-0.43)   

Income 1.368
(1.87)

1.353
(1.77)

1.367   
(1.86)   

Degree of Information 0.928
(-0.86)

0.921
(-0.92)

0.927   
(-0.87)   

Gender 1.413*
(2.09)

1.435*
(2.14)

1.414*  
(2.09)   

Age 0.996
(-0.75)

0.994
(-1.01)

0.996   
(-0.76)   

Fed. Units’ Fixed Effects No No Yes No 

Observations 1881 708 708 708

Pseudo R Squared 0.058 0.066 0.083

AIC 2312.8 898.3 906.3 900.3  

Note: Odds ratios as coefficients; T statistics in parentheses. * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** 
p<0.001. Dependent variable = 1 if China is a trusting partner.
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Our results show that the odds of a Brazilian trusting China is 2.5 and 3.5 (de-
pending on the model specification), higher if the person sees as a positive out-
come that China is surpassing the United States economically. Furthermore, the 
odds are higher (1.80 times higher) when the person has a positive image of the 
Chinese diaspora living in Brazil.

Trapped in Proto-Bipolarism?
The Chinese rise to the status of global power has profoundly altered the extent of 
US dominance in Latin America and the potential of the Brazilian claim of be-
ing a regionally prominent actor. This new global configuration reduces Brazilian 
options for accessing international political and economic resources. The country 
is trapped between the two largest economies of the world. While the systemic 
conditions for Brazil being among the greatest powers has become more complex, 
the reactions on the part of Brazilian public reflects such anxieties and dilemmas. 
As we have presented in this work, Brazilian attitudes reveal the mood of relations 
between Brazil, the United States, and China. 

The rise of China has created mistrust among large parts of the world. After 
briefly reviewing the literature on the intentions of China and its growth, we 
evaluated how the Chinese rise is interpreted by the Brazilian audience. To a 
greater degree than economic matters, what seems to attract the attention of, and 
cause a general distrust in, the public are the values held by the Asian country. 
American influence in Brazil is still strong after all. Despite the long history of 
ups and downs, the United States has not disassociated itself from its position of 
regional leadership. High interdependence in trade and investments, as well as 
the wide advantage in the cultural domain, give the United States a status of the 
natural regional representative. No matter how much effort it makes, China still 
holds a position of low prestige among South American countries.

Despite its lack of legitimacy as an alternative model of power, China appeals to 
Brazilians as an economic superpower. This is not news (Oliveira 2010). What is 
new is that we find a positive association between China’s economic appeal and 
how trustworthy the country is perceived to be. Results suggest that Brazilians 
value pragmatism in relation to China, and money can win over their hearts. 
Despite this finding, the novelty arises when we look at the optimistic way Brazil-
ians see Chinese growth in relation to the relative stagnation of American global 
economic dominance. It also means, to a certain extent, that the possible Brazilian 
resistance against increasingly Chinese influence in the region can be mitigated 
through the economic benefits of such ascension, despite the obstacles the lack of 
soft power could create. 

In summary, Brazilians are pragmatic from an economic point of view but norma-
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tively adhere to American values. China lacks the soft power to be an alternative 
to the US hegemonic influence in Brazil but can strengthen its economic link 
with the country to win over hearts and minds.
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