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Brazil: An Aspiring Global Power

All eyes have been on Brazil this 
summer and the 2014 World 
Cup, yet Brazilians are adamant 

to point out that the country is more than 
the stereotype of ‘samba and football’. 
They are right. Over a decade of economic 
transformation, progressive domestic policy 
and thoughtful international orientation 
has seen Brazil radically improve its lot at 
home, and quietly assert itself on the global 
stage as an international power with a twist. 
Yet much like Brazil itself, these changes are 
laden with contradictions and challenges, 
reflecting the growing pains that accompany 
the rise to global status.

Discussions of global power shifts in recent 
years have focused attention on newcomers 
like Brazil to the fields of peacekeeping and 
mediation. The so-called ‘rising powers’, 
Brazil, Russia, India, China, were first 
grouped together in 2003 under the acronym 
BRICs, with South Africa subsequently 
included. While a heterogeneous group, 
these countries together have reinvigorated 
multilateralism. In their quest for influence, 
the BRICs have sought to reshape the 
global agenda in fields as different as 
trade negotiations, development aid, and 
international peace and security. 

In this latter area, Brazil is well placed to 
potentially make meaningful contributions 
from a Global South perspective. Brazil’s 
position is unique in that it has adopted a 
stance that challenges traditional Western 
norms, yet without confronting the Western 
paradigm as a whole. Placing itself at the 
boundary between North and South, its 
reformist ideas may well help Brazil to play a 
bridging role between different conceptions 
on what the ‘international community’ 
should do when faced with rapidly escalating 
conflicts and humanitarian crises. 

As Brazil is increasingly put under the 
international spotlight with the current 
World Cup and the 2016 Olympic Games, 
it is useful to understand what these events, 
and Brazil’s actions, both internationally 
and domestically, might mean for the 
country’s global aspirations. A closer look at 
Brazil reveals that its agendas are far from 
straightforward, often contradictory, but 

backed by a fundamental commitment to 
international norms and multilateralism. As 
such, Brazil’s outward modes of engagement 
need to be understood in relation to its 
domestic norms, values and policies, and 
in particular how these both harmonise 
and contradict its international agenda. 
Fundamentally, though, in bringing novel 
ideas and commitments to the table, Brazil 
has begun to assert its own ‘brand’ on 
the global stage, and uses new modes of 
international engagement to gain influence.

Brazil as a Rising Power

With the largest landmass, strongest 
economy and a population just over 200 
million, Brazil is a regional giant in Latin 
America. However, as a rising power, Brazil 
is seeking ways to make its voice heard 
globally. Acquiring a position of influence 
on the global stage is contingent upon the 
ability and willingness to take a greater stake 
in maintaining peace and security, as well as 
gaining recognition by other global powers 
– ‘to earn one’s right to sit at the table’ as it 
were.

However, this shift in economic and political 
influence from North to South presents the 
international community with a number of 
challenges in terms of international order 
and stability. Illustrative of this are the 
recent divisions over necessary responses 
to intervention in Libya and Syria, and the 
non-interventionist stand taken by Russia 
and China. In such a situation, however, 
Brazil has sided more with established 
powers, seeking to advance ‘middle power 
diplomacy’ and multilateral solutions, 
endorse compromise positions in disputes, 
and embrace notions of ‘good international 
citizenship’ in diplomacy. Such actions make 
Brazil an attractive partner for established 
powers. 

Yet this North-South bridge-building does 
not preclude regional and South-South 
approaches. Illustrative of this is Brazil’s 
current role in Venezuela within the 
institutional framework of UNASUR, where 
Brazil is acting as sole mediator, without 
engagement by the United States. 

Brazil as an emerging humanitarian 
actor

Fernando Henrique Cardoso’s economic 
policies of the 1990s laid the foundation 
for Brazil’s economic take-off, which 
allowed the country to enhance its focus 
on social projects. Since the beginning 
of the Presidency of Luiz Inácio Lula da 
Silva in 2003, the reduction of poverty and 
inequality within Brazil has been a priority. 
The main social legacies of the Lula era 
are the Bolsa Família (‘Family Stipend’), 
which provides low-income families with 
a monthly stipend, and Fome Zero (‘Zero 
Hunger’), which aims to eradicate hunger 
and extreme poverty. The result has been 
to lift more than 30 million people out of 
poverty in the last decade, and significantly 
reduce income inequality across the country. 

Brazil is seeking to further this social 
engagement abroad, making it a central 
element of its foreign policy agenda. Brazil 
has become an important humanitarian 
donor, with a foreign aid budget 
skyrocketing from USD 3 million in 2007 
to over 95 million in 2010. A major part of 
Brazil’s aid goes to countries in the Latin 
American and Carribean region, notably 
Haiti, Paraguay and Guatemala, as well as 
Lusophone countries beyond the region. 
Yet beyond traditional regional and cultural 
ties, Brazilan aid is increasingly disbursed 
to other countries in North Africa, Sub-
Saharan Africa, the Middle East, and 
Central and South Asia. Particularly in 
Sub-Saharan Africa, aid disbursements have 
been complemented by a greater diplomatic 
presence, increasing support for African 
multilateral institutions, and a focus on 
‘non-oppressive’ cooperation.

Both in expanding its international 
development assistance in this manner, and 
in their broader humanitarian engagement, 
Brazil has been eager to demonstrate an 
alternative perspective on humanitarianism. 
Indicatively, Brazil abstained from the US 
and European-led military partnership 
against Libya in 2011 calling instead for a 
reshaping of the international protection of 
civilians agenda by proposing an alternative 
to the norm of ‘responsibility to protect’, 



GOVERNMENT GAZETTE JULY 2014 GOVERNMENT GAZETTE JULY 2014 81

International Affairs

namely the ‘responsibility while protecting’. 
The concept was formally presented by the 
Brazilian government to the UN Secretary 
General in November 2011, but has yet to 
gain significant traction.

Therefore, Brazil’s particular model of 
engagement appears to be inspired both 
by Western norms of moral needs to 
‘do something’ when faced with human 
suffering elsewhere, and by emerging 
powers’ commitments to the concept of 
state sovereignty. Brazil’s stance is neither 
fully challenging traditional norms, yet not 
entirely assimilating to them either.

Brazil as an emerging peacekeeping 
actor

Brazil has been a longstanding contributor 
to multilateral international peacekeeping 
operations (PKOs), committing troops to 46 
of 65 UN IPKOs since 1956. While active, 
Brazil has tended to provide small numbers 
of troops to Chapter VI ‘peacekeeping’ 
missions which do not mandate the use of 
force. These missions have primarily been 
in Latin America and Lusophone countries. 
In recent years, however, Brazil has shifted 
to a more active and forceful role in its 
IPKOs. This has most notably been seen 
in Brazil’s command of the United Nations 
Stabilisation Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH) 
since 2004, and more recently its lead role 
in the United Nations Interim Force In 
Lebanon (UNIFIL). Particularly since Lula’s 
presidency, Brazil has begun to participate in 
Chapter VII ‘peace enforcement’ missions, 
which in their mandate allow the use of 
force in PKOs.

This has been an important shift that 
should be understood in relation to Brazil’s 
1988 constitutional commitments to non-
intervention, respect for human rights, and 
the sovereign right to self-determination. In 
engaging in Chapter VII missions and using 
force for stabilisation and peacekeeping, 
Brazilian engagement in UN PKOs 
has broken with its previously staunch 
stand against interventionism. Yet this 
positional change has been an important 
and considered aspect of the country’s 
emergence on to the global stage, being both 
consciously (and contentiously) a part of 

the realignment of Brazilian foreign policy 
interests since the late 1990s. 

This has had two important effects. First, it 
reflects Brazil’s recognition that engaging 
as an emerging power may require taking 
uncomfortable positions on issues of global 
importance. Second, despite this need for 
‘normative flexibility’, Brazil still remains a 
crucial alternative voice regarding current 
practices in peacekeeping and intervention.

However, in attempting to instrumentalise 
both humanitarian engagement and 
peacekeeping operations to serve its 
foreign policy aspirations, Brazil’s position 
often appears unclear. Despite its vision of 
multilateral, non-interventionist, South-
South approaches to stabilisation and 
development, Brazil has for over a decade 
led a Chapter VII Mission which falls 
squarely in a traditional mould of Great 
Power peace enforcement. Therefore, it is 
unclear whether the strategic direction of 
Brazilian humanitarianism and peacekeeping 
is to challenge existing Western approaches, 
or to accede to them.  

The challenges of domestic politics

Despite emerging as a global actor, Brazil is 
often scrutinised on account of its domestic 
affairs. Despite the gains of the Lula period, 
present day Brazil struggles with internal 
challenges such as corruption, urban 
violence, poor infrastructure and income 
disparities. Despite a steadily improving 
economy over the past decade, figures by 
Oxfam (in 2011) noted that the richest 
1% of the population (less than 2 million 
people) held 13 percent of all household 
income, equalling that of the poorest 50% 
(80 million).  Moreover, since the summer 
of 2013, mass demonstrations and strikes 
bear witness to public discontent over the 
government’s spending priorities and the 
poor public services available to ordinary 
Brazilians. 

Yet with features of Brazil’s domestic socio-
economic policies figuring strongly in its 
foreign policy agenda, it is worth asking the 
extent to which a state can legitimately act 
as a donor or peacemaker internationally 
while being unable to provide prosperity 

or security in its domestic territory. Aware 
of how their international influence may 
be directly or indirectly undermined by 
domestic challenges, Brazil appears to be 
sensibly taking steps to resolve these issues. 
Redistributive policies have addressed 
poverty and inequality; tougher stances 
have been taken on institutionalised 
corruption in the wake of the Mensalão 
vote-buying scandal; and several states 
have also implemented security policies 
which have reduced violence markedly. 
Moreover, current approaches to security 
are increasingly employing lessons from 
Brazilian participation in PKOs to address 
urban violence domestically, an evolution 
that is incorporating potentially more 
accountable forms of policing and the 
establishment of positive state presence in 
marginal urban areas.

Concluding remarks

Beyond concrete engagement in 
humanitarian and peacekeeping realms, 
Brazil has sought to build its own soft power 
with a view to remaking and renegotiating 
structures of global governance. In 
particular, Brazil’s interests lie in the 
reinvigoration of multilateralism as a means 
to solve conflicts; negotiating the use of force 
and respect for Human Rights; underscoring 
values of sovereignty, self-determination 
and non-intervention; and reinvigorating 
the role of regionalism and South-South 
cooperation in international relations. This 
is not without contradictions or challenges, 
both in Brazil’s own foreign policy choices 
and domestic socio-economic issues. In 
its increasingly significant international 
engagement, however, Brazil is traversing a 
path which sees it ‘speak truth to power’ by 
voicing complementary yet nuanced views 
about current approaches adopted by great 
powers; and acting as a representative of the 
interests of emerging players on the global 
stage. 
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