
Centro Brasileiro de Relações Internacionais

Policy Brief

Érico Esteves Duarte[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Visiting scholar at the Josef Korbel School of the University of Denver and an associate professor of Strategic and International Studies at the Federal University of Rio Grande do Sul. He has a D.Sc. and an M.Sc. in Industrial Engineering from the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro and a BA in International Relations from the University of Brasilia. He was visiting scholar at the Defense Studies Department at King's College, Institute for Peace Studies and Security Policies (IFSH) at Hamburg University, Rui Barbosa Chair at Leiden University, and Joaquim Chissano University in Mozambique. He has been a collaborator at the Brazilian Army Artillery Command, Army Command and General Staff School, Naval Chief of Staff, and Air Force University.] 


Brazil's relations with Russia began in 1828. However, despite an informal visit by Dom Pedro II in 1876, the first state visit occurred only by José Sarney in 1988. In fact, continuous and sustained relations between the two countries started only in 1997, with the creation of the Russian-Brazilian High-Level Cooperation Commission (CAN). Since then, all Brazilian heads of state have visited Russia. Putin visited Brazil in 2004 and 2014, and Dmitry Medvedev in 2008.
 From a more substantive point of view, bilateral rapprochement initiatives have never reached the level of a strategic partnership - as announced in 2002 - nor even of a Technology Alliance - announced in 2004. In fact, beyond economic interdependence, relations between Russia and Brazil are stagnant, if not marginal. The high point of Russian relevance for Brazilian foreign policy occurred indirectly during its "active and assertive" phase when Brazil's membership in the BRICS conferred the image of an emerging power among the great ones that punctuated an alternative international order. In this context, the convergence between them had an incidental apex since both representatives in the United Nations Security Council were focal points against implementing the Responsibility to Protect agenda as proposed by the United States.
It can be inferred from the history of bilateral relations between Russia and Brazil that the driving forces of the relations from one side to the other are equally ad hoc and aimed at garnering support on critical topics and at critical times. Neither side has a formulation or perception that supports a lasting and essential partnership agenda.
Therefore, the ongoing war between Russia and Ukraine has little potential to be a watershed in Russian-Brazilian relations. 
Brazil's attention to this war is of three natures. First and most immediately, the impact of this war on the Brazilian economy. Whether it is the impact of the war on Russian supplies of diesel and fertilizers or the continuity of Brazilian meat exports to Russia. Second, in the context of Lula's third term in office, a foreign policy paradigm of autonomy from the Global North is being recovered and, more than the war, the (new) Brazilian foreign policy decision-makers are concerned about the reaction of the great Western powers to it in the medium and long term in multilateral forums and in the access to agendas and resources that Brazil seeks abroad. President Lula explicitly exposed this concern in statements to the press, especially during his state visit to the United States. 
Third, and perhaps most interestingly, the Brazilian armed forces, and especially the Army, are closely following this war’s development and have organized expert panels and studies in several of its schools and centers. The armed forces seek subsidies on operational concepts and military technologies, especially those that seem more effective against NATO's capabilities. It is worth noting that the Brazilian Army historically studies conflagrations in which member countries of the Atlantic Alliance were defeated, especially the United States (it is worth remembering that the Brazilian jungle warfare doctrine is anchored in studies of the performance of the Viet Cong and North Vietnam). Moreover, the most recent versions of Brazilian defense documents express the possibility of extra-regional interventions derived from the intensified rivalry between the great powers. Therefore, there is a latent concern among Brazilian military circles that the developments in Ukraine could be a model of proxy warfare that could be replicated in other regions.
The Sino-Brazilian relations, on the other hand, are substantively different. Besides China's enormous commercial and financial weight in the Brazilian economy, China recognizes Brazil's weight in South America and multilateral forums. Therefore, even if one may consider it unlikely that China can alter the historical gaps and biases in the relations between Brazil and Russia, China's position regarding the war in Ukraine will weigh the Brazilian calculation. This is another crucial point for Brazil to keep a distance from this war and follow its developments in the international system. That is, it seems unlikely that China will be able, should it wish to do so, to lead Brazil to change its position of neutrality and support Russia. On the other hand, it also seems unlikely that Brazil would be willing to take the risk of a position contrary to Russia that could negatively impact its relations with China.
However, while Brazil does not have a refined formulation or perception regarding the strategic partnership between Russia and China, the Chinese variable in the Russo-Ukrainian War is potentially the most sensitive. Even if Brazil still seems skeptical about the objective impacts of such a partnership on international relations, it has the potential to provoke a significant dilemma in Brazilian calculations in the case the war cause an escalation of the rivalry between China and the United States. Hence, in various circles - economic, diplomatic, and military - the scenario in which Brazil has to take a side between the two has already been considered. This scenario could unfold a complex resolution in which Brazil would be more taken by events and suffer great embarrassment and losses.
Although there is no consensus on the critical trigger point of this scenario - or what the future-carrying event would trigger it - there is more inclination that it would be produced by a reaction from the United States and its Western allies than from China. This is due, on the one hand, to a need for more knowledge in Brazil about the developments in Asia, especially in the South China Sea. On the other hand, Brazilian observers draw on the history of involvement and interventions by the United States and European countries during and after the Cold War in Latin America, Africa, the Middle East, and Central Asia. That is, here we can draw on Stephan Walt's theory of threat balance, in which more than China can be a factor of international imbalance and a more latent threat to several countries; the most sensitive potential threats, from the Brazilian point of view, would come from countries close to and with the capacity to cause damage in South America and Brazil. The Brazilian inclination towards a foreign policy bias by an institutionalist-Hobbesian paradigm about the great powers is widespread in the literature and should not be considered surprising. 
This has another important implication to be explored for enhancing U.S.-Brazilian relations. First, Russia does not have the importance of China. Therefore, no kind of engagement it may have in Brazil (or even in South America) is of such strategic value to Brazil to put its relations with the United States at peril. Second, the United States has an essential advantage compared with Russia (and even China): the use and creation of international institutions as the basis of foreign relations. Traditionally and especially in the current Brazilian administration, international institutions have a fundamental value in providing predictability and cushioning Brazil's relations with great powers. Each in its own way, Russia and China do not have this relationship pattern and tend to prefer direct bilateral relations. In this sense, should the United States excel in relations with Brazil through institutionalized multilateral forums that have the potential to regulate bilateral relations with Brazil, it will gain a bias on the part of the Brazilian chancellery. Therefore, the implications of Russian engagement in Brazil on the United States depend more on how the latter reacts than anything else. 
In conclusion, Russia's attractiveness is limited, but China may explore the US’s overreaction to the Russian-Ukraine War. Should the United States react disproportionately or punitively in other regions in pursuit of support, the Brazilian action will be distancing, which may favor a greater Chinese rapprochement. If the United States reaction is guided by an institutionalized agenda in some way, this will be very well received by Brazil. Independently of the points and content of this agenda, Brazil's great concern is with the pattern of relations with predictability and mechanisms that compensate for or suppress the asymmetry in the ties to the United States. This way, Brazil would have better conditions to position itself about Russia and China.




