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Introduction 

Since the global financial crisis of 2008–2009 and, more recently, the 
outbreak of the pandemic of COVID-19 in 2020 and the Russian invasion 
of Ukraine in 2022, labels such as “crisis of the liberal international order” 
have been frequent in scholarly writings (Ikenberry 2018). The recent United 
States (US) retraction from the international order it helped create after 1945 
and the rise of China has led International Relations (IR) scholars to argue 
that the world is moving towards a new Cold War bipolarity in which China 
is the key competitor of the US (Mearsheimer 2021; Zhao 2022). In contrast, 
others contest the idea of a power transition from the Atlantic to the Pacific 
(Brooks and Wohlforth 2023).

Although these debates refer mainly to the structure of the international 
system, it is important to call attention to regional power dynamics as well, 
since regional powers have assumed crucial roles by either supporting the 
international order or contesting it from within. In Latin America, more 
specifically, the end of the Cold War brought about significant changes. Once 
considered in the past to be the American “backyard,” the successive US 
retreatment from the region opened windows for regional states to reevaluate 
their relationship with the hegemon and seek ways to focus on economic 
development and display political autonomy (Long 2015; Fortin, Heine and 
Ominami 2021). In this paper, I specifically analyze Brazilian foreign policy 
towards the US in South America from 2003 to 2022 using the concept of soft 
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balancing (Pape 2005; Paul 2005, 2018). The concept has been extensively 
used to understand great power-level dynamics (He and Feng 2008; Larionova 
2020). Still, its focus on diplomacy and institutions also holds considerable 
potential for exploring the regional power level as well (Flemes and Wehner 
2015; Merke 2015; Yang and Lee 2020).

The presidential mandates in the period considered amount to a total 
of four: Lula (2003–2010), Dilma Rousseff (2011–2016), Michel Temer (2016–
2018), and Jair Bolsonaro (2019–2022). To compare them, it is necessary 
to identify variables that account for variations and help explain (possible)
different outcomes (Landman 2008). The variables I consider are the foreign 
policymakers’ beliefs, particularly the President and their Minister of Foreign 
Affairs’ worldviews, and Brazil’s place in the regional power distribution. 
This focus derives from a methodological choice of prioritizing agents with 
institutional resources and symbolic power to propagate ideas and translate 
them into practice, and to consider regional power distribution as a constraint 
to states (Lobell, Ripsman, and Taliaferro 2009).

I argue that from 2003 to 2022, Brazil has implemented two different 
strategies related to US regional primacy: First, from 2003 to 2016, Brazil 
relied on initiatives that did not aim to undermine the regional order, but 
instead, they sought to ease the existing asymmetric distribution of power and 
to frustrate the US presence in the region by increasing the costs of its actions. 
Brazil did it by activating institution-creation to “lock in” regional countries in 
its sphere of influence and marginalize Washington’s participation. During 
this period, Brazil strengthened its political-economic relationship with China 
to enhance its ability to soft-balance the US in the Americas. There was, then, 
the adoption of a soft balancing strategy.

The second strategy occurs in the context of regional and Brazilian 
domestic political changes, particularly in the foreign policy maker group’s 
beliefs that have supported Lula and Rousseff. In foreign policy, Temer’s new 
administration prioritized a close relationship with the US and distanced itself 
from the region. China remained important, but the bilateral relationship 
changed from a strategic partnership to a narrowed focus on trade and 
investment. Temer’s two-year mandate is considered a transitional period 
from the first phase to the second phase. It is marked by the beginning of 
a retraction of the Brazilian soft balance towards the US to a more aligned 
position with Washington, which will reach its peak with the 2018 Bolsonaro 
election.

The rise to power of a far-right president opened space to an agenda of 
combating what Bolsonaro’s Foreign Minister, Ernesto Araújo (2019–2021), 
called “globalism,” resulting in the establishment of an “automatic alignment” 
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with US Trump’s government (2017–2021) (Hirst and Pereira 2022). 
This diplomatic posture was profoundly marked by a contest of the liberal 
international order (Casarões and Farias 2021) and significant modifications 
in the region’s discourse and practices towards the US. Also, the relationship 
with traditional regional allies such as Argentina deteriorated, and Brazil 
displayed an unusual leaning on US demands to counter the presence of 
China in the region. Beijing continued to be crucial for the Brazilian economy, 
however. The preference towards the US resulted in a bandwagoning strategy 
(Schweller 1994; Mearsheimer 2014), although the outcomes of this close 
relationship fell short of what was envisioned.

Therefore, between 2003 and 2022, Brazil moved away from the 
role of soft balancer vis–à–vis the US in South America during Lula’s and 
Rousseff’s terms to a tactical convergence in Temer’s to bandwagoning in 
Bolsonaro’s. This paper discusses how policymakers can determine the 
direction of regional powers’ balancing behavior towards great powers and 
combine domestic and regional factors to explain the variance in the strategies 
adopted in each presidential mandate.     

To develop and illustrate these arguments, the article proceeds in 
three sections: First, I briefly approach the soft balancing and bandwagoning 
concepts and the mechanisms through which it is mobilized and discuss 
the importance of considering beliefs and power in foreign policy analysis. 
In the sequence, I turn to Brazilian regional foreign policy towards the US, 
discussing the main drivers of the approaches displayed by each president. In 
conclusion, perceptions of the US and China and the material ability to check 
the great powers explain the differences in Brazilian strategies adopted in the 
last twenty years.

Soft balancing, bandwagoning, and the importance of the 
beliefs 

In the context of unipolarity and US invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq, 
a heated debate emerged in the pages of International Security opposing those 
who thought that it was difficult, if not impossible, to balance US hegemony 
due to its global primacy (Brooks and Wohlforth 2005; Lieber and Alexander 
2005) and the others arguing the contrary, that balancing was on the way but 
in a “softer” fashion (Pape 2005; Paul 2005). The common ground between 
them was the consideration of the usefulness of the balance of power theory 
as a primary theoretical approach to studying international relations and its 
implications for analyzing a state’s foreign policy. Since then, the debate has 
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brought new contributions. It now incorporates discussions on the concept’s 
utility, its validity, the conditions under which it may flourish – and work 
or not – and to what extent it can explain the strategic behavior of great and 
regional powers in different contexts.  

According to Paul (2005, 20), differently from hard balancing, the soft 
version means that a state balances the relatively stronger state, aiming to 
“[restrain] the power or aggressive policies of a state through international 
institutions, concerted diplomacy via limited, informal ententes, and 
economic sanctions in order to make its aggressive actions less legitimate in 
the eyes of the world and hence its strategic goals more difficult to obtain.” 

Although soft balancing entails using nonmilitary tools, it nonetheless 
aims to challenge power. Among the instruments available to states that behave 
in a soft balancing fashion are territorial denial, entangling diplomacy, signaling 
of resolve to participate in a balancing coalition, and economic strengthening. 
Denying one state the use of the territory has both a military and political-
economic connotation since a state may deny access to its territory in the form 
of troops or goods. Entangling diplomacy uses multilateral institutions and 
other formal/informal arrangements to obstruct or frustrate the hegemon’s 
moves considered threatening to others. This mechanism is close to signaling 
resolve to participate in collective efforts to balance the hegemon. Still, it 
differs from it in that it may be mobilized without an institution. Economic 
strengthening means shifting relative economic power in favor of the weaker 
state through, for example, trading blocs or increasing economic exchange. 
Then, “a core purpose of soft balancing is not to coerce or even impede the 
superior state’s current actions, but to demonstrate resolve in a manner that 
signals a commitment to resist the superpower’s future ambitions” (Paul 
2005, 37).

On the other hand, bandwagoning occurs when secondary states 
partner with the hegemon in response to a perceived threat. In that sense, it 
is a strategy of states aligning with a dominant power rather than opposing 
it. States that bandwagon expect to reap security, economic, or protection 
benefits from potential threats. This strategy is often pursued when a 
state perceives that opposing the hegemon would be futile or too costly. 
Bandwagoning involves alliances, partnerships, or subordination to the great 
power (Mearsheimer 2014). 

Considering this theoretical approach, discussing how the state 
interprets behavior is essential since different actors interpret a particular 
act – threatening or not – differently (Keohane and Goldstein 1993). IR 
scholars have suggested a correlation between how authorities “conceive” 
and interpret things surrounding them and decision-making (Hermann and 
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Hermann 1989; Hermann et. al. 2001; Jervis 2013, 2017a, 2017b). For a state 
to design a balancing strategy towards the other, it should consider the other’s 
behavior or intention a threat to its interests or the interests of its allies. When 
one talks about perception, a central feature of the concept is the notion of 
“belief” – or worldview –, which is “[a] cause-effect relationship which derives 
authority from the shared consensus of recognized elites… Such causal belief 
guides individuals on achieving their objectives [and] imply strategies for 
attaining goals, themselves valued because of shared principled beliefs, and 
understandable only within the context of broader world views” (Keohane and 
Goldstein 1993, 13).

In foreign policy, the worldview refers to a comprehensive framework 
of beliefs, values, and perceptions through which individuals or decision-
makers interpret and navigate the complexities of international politics. 
Understanding one’s worldview is paramount as it provides a foundational 
framework that informs and structures overarching principles and priorities 
that tend to guide foreign policy decisions. “[P]olicies and decisions must be 
mediated by statesmen’s goals, calculations, and perceptions” (Jervis 2017b, 
13). These mediations include ideological orientations, cultural and historical 
factors, and geopolitical considerations. The worldview is one mediation 
that helps to order the world and shape agendas by reducing the number of 
conceivable alternatives and turning actions onto certain tracks rather than 
others, which ultimately has the potential to shape outcomes. So, there is a 
correlation between “belief” or “conceiving” a specific view of the world and 
acting on it. A realist worldview, for instance, may shape beliefs about the 
importance of the state’s interests and the centrality of power politics, leading 
to a focus on the balance of power and competition instead of cooperation 
(Waltz 1979).

The 1988 Brazilian Constitution postulates that the Executive has the 
prerogatives of formulating and implementing foreign policy. By “foreign 
policy,” I mean the agenda, initiatives, and guidelines developed and carried 
out by Brazil’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs – known as Itamaraty – and its 
most relevant players, particularly the President and their Minister of Foreign 
Affairs. In the Brazilian case, the foreign policy design and implementation 
attributes a considerable role to the Executive and those subordinate to it. 
Many works have called attention to the political–institutional dynamics 
surrounding Itamaraty’s bureaucratic model and pointed to its agency’s 
centrality in foreign policymaking (Figueira 2010; Amorim Neto and 
Malamud 2019).  

In this paper, I focus on the worldviews of the Presidents and their 
Ministers of Foreign Affairs because they occupy the main institutional posts 
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in the country’s foreign affairs, which matters in terms of what they say and 
do2. Although the literature points to different reasons for the President to 
nominate their Minister of Foreign Affairs (Lopes and Praça 2015; Aldgeire 
2023), one can expect that the two share some fundamental beliefs regarding 
worldview. Accordingly, one expects a cognitive convergence on fundamental 
issues such as how international politics work, Brazil’s role, and Brazil’s major 
interests in foreign policy. The combination of the President and their inner 
circle on foreign affairs accounts for setting the goals, establishing the ways 
to meet them, and implementing the policies according to the evaluation of 
means and ends. Thus, I use the concept of soft balancing and how each 
President’s inner circle considers Brazil’s main regional interests to grasp 
and analyze Brazil’s regional foreign policy towards the US in the last twenty 
years. Specifically, I try to demonstrate that the previous four Presidents 
relied on soft balancing and bandwagoning strategies to check other powers’ 
behavior in South America, but for different reasons correlated to their 
different worldviews about Washington and Beijing.

The Brazilian regional foreign policy towards the US: From 
soft balancing to bandwagoning 

Since the beginning of the 20th century, the US’s definition of 
its international agenda and the importance it concedes to Brazil within it 
constitute one of the main structural features in the Brazilian foreign policy 
calculus (Hirst 2005). Over the years, the US has become the regional 
hegemon in the Americas. After the Second World War, it also became Brazil’s 
main political ally and trade partner. For Brazil, this situation poses a set of 
challenges in terms of how to deal with the regional hegemon because, since 
the 1940s, Brasília has adopted a pendular posture between an alignment 
with the US (called Americanism) and a universalist approach, especially 
towards South-South relations (called Globalist) (Pinheiro 2010) – but never 
assuming a posture of confrontation against Washington. The relationship of 
Latin American countries with Washington varies in time and space (Russell 
and Tokatlian 2007; Livingstone 2009), and Brazil–US bilateral relations 
have historically experienced transformations, ranging from “alignment” to a 

2 While the centrality of the following analysis rests on the beliefs or worldviews of some 
particular people, I am aware of the methodological limitations of correlating beliefs with 
policies. There are works that show case studies problematizing this correlation and others 
corroborating with it, but all of them have pointed out the analytical validity of relying on this 
theoretical mechanism to grasp an important feature of foreign policymaking and, particularly, 
foreign policy strategy design (Amorim Neto and Malamud 2015; Burges and Bastos 2017)..
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“strategic dialogue” (Soares de Lima and Hirst 2006; Long 2018). 

South America, considered by Teixeira (2012) as a regional subsystem 
in the Americas, is critical to Brazil in at least two ways: First, the region 
can represent a source of instability in the neighborhood, affecting Brazilian 
interest in exerting influence – either political, economic, or institutional – 
in a potentially dysfunctional area. Due to the presence of organized crime, 
transnational traffic, and “fragile” states, the intervention of the hegemon 
may be required to stabilize the situation, which Brazil seeks to avoid. 
Spektor (2010) argues that this situation is particularly delicate as some of 
Brazil’s neighbors seek to align with Washington (e.g., Colombia and Chile), 
and others contest vocally the American hegemony (e.g., Venezuela). Either 
way, both cases ultimately bring the US’s attention and pose a challenge to 
Brazilian positioning in the region since it raises expectations in Washington 
about how Brazil would work to face these challenges and turn Brazil into a 
target of US pressure when their interests are not convergent.

The second way South America matters to Brazil is that it represents 
a key source for Brazilian international status. As the dominant economy in 
the region, Brasília tries to turn the region into an asset to establish a regional 
political-institutional framework to advance its interests and facilitate 
negotiations, dilute conflicts, and strengthen its position when dealing with 
outside powers. South America has also been a recurrent theme in Brazilian 
arguments for pushing a UN Security Council reform that grants Brazil a 
permanent chair – although there is a clear rejection of this proposal from 
other regional states. As Amorim (2011b, 265) notes, “Even a big country as 
Brazil is also a small one in a world like this […] we do not have the ability to, 
alone, speak for ourselves, [That is why] Brazil has not a full existence with the 
union [with South America]”.

First phase: Lula–Dilma Rousseff and the rise and fall of soft balancing 
towards the US

Lula’s international agenda was formulated by his Foreign Minister, 
Celso Amorim (2011a, 2011b); Itamaraty’s General Secretary of External 
Relations, Samuel Pinheiro Guimarães (2001, 2006)3; President’s Foreign 
Policy Advisor, Marco Aurélio Garcia (2018); and the President himself also 
displayed presidential diplomacy. This foreign policymaking inner circle 
favored designing a strategy to augment Brazilian global status, particularly 

3 In 2009 Guimarães was replaced by Antonio Patriota, former Brazil Ambassador to the 
United States.
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in the established global governance institutions. Regionally, the main goal 
was assuming a prominent regional leadership, primarily through institution-
building processes.

Lula’s foreign policy also tended to privilege South–South relations, 
although it did not disregard the importance of North–South relations. A 
common feature in these goals was the long-term view of a Brazilian desire to 
be as autonomous as possible from the US since the regional hegemon was 
considered a challenge to Brazil’s political and regional interests, particularly 
in the local institutions where Washington has more relative weight on 
collective decisions, such as in the Organization of American States (OAS). 
During Lula’s years, Brazilian foreign policy was based on an assessment 
that the world was becoming multipolar, and that multilateralism matters 
for Brazil. Consequently, this reflected a perception of a relative decline in 
the US’s weight on global affairs, with significant consequences for Brazilian 
foreign policy options (Guimarães 2006).

The 2008–2009 global financial crisis accentuated the process of 
power redistribution, with Brazil, China, India, Russia, and others playing 
a prominent role in the traditional multilateral institutions4, particularly 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank, and creating new 
arrangements of their own, which the 2009 launching of the BRICS (Rinaldi 
2021) and the G20 illustrates accordingly. These episodes consolidate 
a process of a multipolar world order that Amorim explains as a “subway 
map,” with lines intertwined and a network of connected stations – some 
of which, as he notes, remain more important than others (Amorim 2010). 
On many occasions, Amorim presented the idea of a “benign multipolarity,” 
according to which many poles would assume a proactive stance on decision-
making processes and contribute to augmenting the representativeness of 
global governance mechanisms. This structural configuration favors the 
democratization of the international order embedded in the principle of 
multilateralism. 

Implicit in the discourses was a normative belief that multipolarity 
is superior to any other distribution of global power, especially the 1990’s 
“unipolar moment” (Krauthammer 1990/1991). In Amorim’s view, political, 
economic, and military changes in world politics reinforced the Brazilian 
strategy of multidimensional cooperation with its own region. He used 
to say, “Cooperation, integration, and peace: it is around these goals that 
Brazil wishes to contribute, together with its neighbors, to realize a benign 
multipolarity” (Amorim 2011a, 23). Guimarães (2006, 275) also posits that 

4 In this period Brazil moved from the fourteenth to the seventh position in the world economy.
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Brazil should work “consistently and persistently favoring the emergence of a 
multipolar order in which South America would be one of the poles, and not 
be considered as a mere sub-region for other pole’s economic and political 
exploitation.”

Lula’s regional foreign policy priority was strengthening the regional 
integration process, particularly in the economic and political dimensions. 
According to Amorim (2009), the Common Market of the South (Mercosur) 
was the regional integration masterpiece. The trade bloc is the only one in 
the region that created density and development in trade, welfare, politics, 
and democracy. Another crucial regional goal was to promote political 
cooperation and commercial integration among Latin American countries. 
The Union of South American Nations (Unasur) was the political-institutional 
instrument to find common solutions to regional crises and a way to put 
aside eventual hegemon interference since Washington was not invited to 
join. Brazil resumed previous projects of Latin American integration and, in 
2004, established a free trade agreement between Mercosur and the Andean 
Community, creating a South American free trade zone. Brazil also agreed to 
settle a dispute resolution tribunal under the Mercosur umbrella and establish 
the Secretary-General’s office of Mercosur headquarters in Montevideo. Two 
years later, Brasília supported the creation of Parlasur – a legislative organ with 
civil parliamentary participation from all Mercosur members – and helped to 
build the Mercosur Convergence Fund, a financial mechanism to lend money 
to Uruguay and Paraguay for investing in infrastructure projects5. Amorim 
(2011, 230) calls these regional initiatives “responsible activism,” seeking to 
enlarge Brazilian political institutional compromises with the region.  

On the political dimension of regional integration, in 2008, all South 
American countries signed in Brasília a constitutive treaty by which they 
created the Unasur. This was a crucial step towards an institution-building 
strategy, as all states could now count on a common institutional framework 
to settle political-diplomatic regional disputes. The institution effectively 
became an active arrangement for discussing themes as sensitive as security 
and democracy. The consolidation of the South American regional integration 
processes and the efforts to reach Latin American and Caribbean countries 
can be illustrated by a 2008 summit in Brazil gathering a Mercosur Summit, 
a Unasur Summit, and a summit of all 34 Latin American and Caribbean 
states. Two years later, Brazil was one of the main driving forces behind 
creating the Community of Caribbean and Central American States (Celac). 
In Amorim’s words (2011, 230), it was “the first [time] ever to take place in 
200 hundred years of the independent life of most countries… [it] was the 

5 See https://focem.mercosur.int/pt/o-que-e-focem/
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first occasion on which the Heads of State and Government of Latin America 
and Caribbean nations met without the sponsorship or tutelage of Europe or 
North America.”

Historically, both countries have prioritized regional stability in 
the Brazil–US relationship. However, there were differences in how each 
conceived the proper way to address this goal. While Washington has long 
promoted liberal democracies and is suspicious of left-wing governments’ 
initiatives, Brazil and other American states have emphasized the diplomatic 
tradition of non-interference. Brazil and the US also shared differences in the 
hemispheric talks and institutional governance framework on themes such 
as migration, (narco)terrorism and drug trafficking (Herz 2011). Washington 
supported OAS as the leading regional institution to face regional problems, 
while Brasília advocated for the Unasur or Celac’s role. In 2005 Brazil and 
other South American states opposed the US initiative of establishing a 
“democracy monitoring mechanism” within the OAS targeting Venezuela’s 
Hugo Chávez. Few Latin American governments have supported the US 
economic sanctions on Venezuela’s human rights record or embraced the 
ongoing American commercial embargo on Cuba and its suspension of the 
OAS. On many occasions, Brazilian leaders antagonized such policies, which 
helps to explain the desire to build regional institutions where the US was 
absent (Piccone 2011). 

Despite the differences, the Brazil–US relationship during Lula’s 
years was marked by what Pecequilo (2021) has called a “positive agenda.” 
After the reelection of George W. Bush in 2005, he and his Secretary of State 
Condoleezza Rice sought to regain the trust of regional allies, and Brazil was 
chosen in Latin America to strengthen political ties and to sign a “strategic 
dialogue” with Washington (The White House 2010) – whom the US shares 
with countries such as Great Britain and India. The Brazilian momentum 
was best captured by the words of former US Ambassador to Brazil Thomas 
Shannon, according to which “The US needs to get used to the idea that, from 
now on, it will come across Brazil in places where it previously would not 
expect to find Brazil” (Pecequilo 2021,148).

In line with the US’ global security agenda, Washington deployed its 
4th Fleet to patrol the South Atlantic, which raised serious concerns in Brasília. 
Amorim (2011b, 273) notes, “The resolution of South Atlantic issues should 
be done without the presence of states or organizations alien to the region.” 
Since the 1980s, the region has complied with the South Atlantic Zone of 
Peace and Cooperation, and the treaty was immediately invoked by Brazil, 
Argentina, and other countries from South America and the Atlantic coast of 
Africa to denounce the US military presence in the region. Washington also 
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maintained Plan Colombia – including US troops in Colombia – clashing with 
Brazil’s position of favoring a demilitarized region. In this context, Brasília 
proposed the creation of the South American Defense Council within the 
Unasur umbrella, excluding the US from the institutional security framework 
that was being put in place in the region. All these regional institutions’ 
strengthening illustrated the Brazilian foreign policy goal of bypassing 
hemispheric institutions traditionally led by Washington to carve out a space 
for soft balancing in the region.

As Lula’s foreign policy strategy was designed to check the regional 
hegemon and increase Brazilian influence in South America, signaling a 
resolve to participate in a balancing coalition and economic strengthening 
toward South–South cooperation was a central hallmark of the diplomatic 
choices. At the heart of this balancing strategy, there was China. In Amorim’s 
and Guimarães’ views, the Chinese were considered not only an important 
trade partner, as its participation in the Brazilian external trade rapidly grew 
over the years, but also a crucial political-strategic ally to help to consolidate the 
notion of a “benign multipolarity”. In South America, it meant strengthening 
the bilateral “strategic partnership”6 with China and mobilizing China’s 
diplomatic, economic, and geopolitical assets to augment Brazilian’s role in 
the region. Brazil–China relations had two different, although not necessarily 
excluding, dimensions: Pooling efforts to promote economic development 
and political-diplomatic collaboration searching for a multipolar world. This 
formation of a diplomatic alliance showed that Brazil could count on “outside 
options” (Roberts, Armijo and Katada 2016) to accomplish its regional goals of 
balancing the hegemon. “After two decades of intensifying their engagements 
[…] Sino-Brazilian relations have become the most comprehensive of all 
Beijing’s engagements with Latin America” (Schenoni and Leiva 2021, 242).

To the extent that Brazil started diversifying its external commercial 
markets, particularly with the Chinese, friction with the United States has 
become more frequent but has not resulted in conflict. During Obama’s 
administration (2009–2017), relations between the US and Latin America 
improved in some ways. Washington suspended the Helms-Burton law 
against Cuba and resumed diplomatic dialogue with Havana. After the 2010 
earthquake in Haiti, the US worked with the Brazilian-led United Nations 
Mission of Stabilization to Haiti to alleviate the dramatic humanitarian crisis 
in the country. Still, in the 2009 Honduran political crisis involving a coup 
d’état against President Zelaya, the White House’s recognition of the election 

6 The establishment of the strategic partnership between Brazil and China dates to the 1990s 
but gained more prominence in recent years due to the strengthening of bilateral relations in 
the 2000s. In 2012, the relationship evolved into a “global strategic partnership”.
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of Porfirio Lobo clashed with the Brazilian stance of backing President 
Manuel Zelaya. The OAS has played a minimal role in these issues. However, 
this did not impede Brazil and the US from signing a Military Cooperation 
Agreement in 2010 and launching an Energy and Global Strategic Dialogue. 

So, Lula’s regional foreign policy focused on institution-building 
and engagement with Beijing to soft-balance US regional hegemony. The 
creation of Unasur, the distancing from the US in regional institutions, and 
the meeting with Beijing were examples of adopting a soft balancing strategy 
towards the hegemon. These initiatives were formulated to address the goals 
of reducing the US intervention in political and regional conflicts, creating 
more institutional room to accommodate the differences and cooperate 
in security issues, and improving Brazil’s regional position vis–à–vis the 
hegemon. However, none were formulated to impede US participation in 
regional affairs; instead, they were built to limit Washington’s room to take 
sides in regional conflict management and constrain its eventual unilateral 
appetites. There was no adoption of a strategy to undermine the regional 
order; rather, it sought to improve the Brazilian position to negotiate with the 
hegemon and constrain its unilateral actions. “This was a conscious attempt 
to counter US hegemony in the region by transforming Brazil’s ‘near abroad’ 
into a distinctive regional formation where Brazil could exert some degree of 
international political authority” (Spektor 2016, 28).

The Dilma Rousseff Turn

The soft balancing strategy during Lula’s years started to wane when 
he left the presidency. After the 2010 presidential election, Dilma Rousseff 
(2011–2016) took office amidst a challenging international scenario marked 
by the decline of commodity prices on the global market and a domestic 
economic recession due to the 2008–2009 financial debacle. In Rousseff’s 
mandates, the Brazilian economy suffered from low economic growth rates 
– in 2015–2016, Brazilian GDP had negative growth of –3.2 percent 7 – and 
politically had to face corruption scandals and political disputes involving the 
government that ultimately led to Rousseff’s impeachment in 2016. In this 
context, foreign policy did not occupy a high priority rank in the government’s 
concerns, although some initiatives had been taken.

Along Rousseff’s mandate, the president had three different Ministers 
of Foreign Affairs: Antônio Patriota (2011–August 2013), Luiz Alberto 

7 See https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG?end=2016&locations= 
BR&start=2015&view=chart
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Figueiredo (August 2013–December 2014), and Mauro Vieira (January 2015–
May 2016). Notwithstanding the changes and natural differences in style and 
profile, all Ministers shared concerns about the United States hegemonic 
presence in South America and designed a foreign policy aiming to, on the 
one hand, assure a Brazilian autonomy space in the region and, on the other, 
to rely on regional institutions and on “outside options” to check the hegemon 
(Patriota 2013, 2016). Compared with the previous administration, there were 
no fundamental reorientations in the considerations of how world affairs 
work, and the challenges posed to Brazil by the regional dynamics (Cervo 
and Lessa 2014). Patriota (2013) supported strengthening multilateralism by 
widening Brazilian political-commercial ties with other emerging countries 
and demanded reforms of global governance institutions. He also sought 
to contribute to the debates on humanitarian interventions in the UN by 
proposing the concept of “Responsibility while Protecting” but had no success 
(Rinaldi and Pecequilo 2021). However, the weakening of the Brazilian place 
in the regional power distribution due to Brazilian economic crises helps to 
understand differences in the magnitude of soft balancing implementation 
between Lula’s and Rousseff’s periods. 

The Foreign Ministers implemented a series of policies aiming to 
support the initiatives set out previously. The Mercosur–EU talks continued, 
and the regional trade bloc saw an expansion with the inclusion of Venezuela 
in 2012. Besides, Bolivia signed an accession protocol in 2015. In 2011, Brazil 
proposed the creation of the Celac to resolve regional political–and diplomatic 
issues without US participation, and in 2017 participated in the “Lima Group” 
launched to deal with Venezuela’s democratic problems8. Although there were 
no efforts to institutionalize Unasur, the South American Defense School and 
the Center for Strategic Defense Studies, created in 2011, had their charter 
approved by the Council of Heads of State and Government of Unasur. 

Regarding the bilateral relationship with the US, there was an attempt 
to “reset” the relationship (Pecequilo 2022) after the espionage scandals 
involving the US National Security Agency. Rousseff also strengthened the 
partnership with China in bilateral economic terms and multilateral political 
forums – e.g., the BRICS and establishing the New Development Bank in 
2014. This period is tentatively called a “wane soft balancing” characterized by 
a non-confrontational stance against the US. Still, it was also a moment when 
Brazil could not sustain the regional initiatives elaborated by her predecessor.

After the 2014 Brazilian financial crisis and the beginning of the 
impeachment process against her in November 2015, Rousseff’s attention 

8 See: https://www.cancilleria.gov.co/newsroom/news/declaracion-lima-8-agosto-2017.



From Soft Balancing to Bandwagoning: Contemporary Brazil–US Relations in South Ame-
rica

Austral: Brazilian Journal of Strategy & International Relations 
v.13, n.26, Jul./Dec. 2024

106

moved inward. It coincided with when Washington increased its attention 
toward Latin America due to China’s growing presence. As mentioned, 
Lula’s soft balancing strategy required a material commitment to support 
the regional institutional–building process. However, the fall of commodity 
prices in the global market and a decline in Brazilian domestic demand led to 
an average GDP growth of around 2.3 percent in 2011–2014, contrasting with 
4.07 percent in 2003–2010. In 2010, Brazilian GDP registered a growth of 
7.53%. From 2012 onwards, the growth rates gradually diminished: In 2012, it 
reached only 1.9% and in 2013 reached a growth of 3% and then 0.5% in 2014. 
In 2015, Brazilian economy was in recession and saw a negative growth of 
3.5%, while in 2016 the situation aggravated with another recession of 3.2%. 
During Temer’s years, GDP growth reached 1% in 2017 and 1.1% in 2018 9.

Therefore, fundamental structural views remained in how foreign 
policymakers conceived world affairs. However, Brazil’s position in the 
regional power distribution waned, and it saw an increasing consolidation 
of China’s economic presence on the continent. The lack of conditions to 
continue to balance the regional hegemon was aggravated by Rousseff’s 
impeachment. Among the many consequences of this political turning point 
was that foreign policy strategy was directly affected, marking the beginning 
of a process that would redirect Brazilian regional foreign policy in the 
following administrations. The soft balancing strategy would be replaced by 
tactical convergence with Washington with Michel Temer.

Transitional phase: Michel Temer and the tactical convergence towards 
the US

Under President Temer (March 2016–2018), there was the nomination 
of two Foreign Ministers with partisan backgrounds and historically in the 
opposition camp of Lula’s and Rousseff’s administrations: Senators José Serra 
(March 2016–February 2017) and Aloysio Nunes Ferreira (March 2017–2019). 
Despite being short, Temer’s mandate represented reorientations in Brazilian 
foreign policy aims and strategies towards the region. Serra and Ferreira 
redirected the political–diplomatic compass towards the US, although they 
did not disregard the importance of China for the Brazilian economy.

In many aspects, Temer’s regional foreign policy was a tactical 
convergence towards the US because it aimed to, on the one hand, not 
create unnecessary animosity against China and, on the other, to approach 
Washington to reap potential benefits from getting closer to the hegemon. As 

9 See: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG?locations=BR. 
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a candidate for the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) – a hallmark of Serra’s and Ferreira’s diplomatic aims – Brasília sent 
a message that it supports the idea of democracy and liberal rules on the world 
order and that meeting the specific interests of the developing countries was 
no longer a priority.   

Temer’s foreign policy emphasis on (bilateral)trade and investment 
has led him to pressure Mercosur’s members to reform the bloc towards 
openness and closer commercial ties with the United States and the liberally 
oriented Pacific Alliance. In a move in line with Trump’s criticism of the 
inefficiencies of the regional organs to tackle common problems, Brazil 
suspended indefinitely its participation in the Unasur in April 2018 and 
replaced it with greater engagement with the Lima Group, also strengthening 
the role of the OAS for regional conflict resolution (MRE 2018). The decision 
to suspend Brazilian participation in the Unasur and the redirection focus 
on OAS represented a discontinuation of previous government efforts to 
build a regional institutional framework in which Brazil would occupy the 
center position (Santos, Leão and Rosa 2021). This resulted in more room 
for the US leadership in the region and implicit support of Washington’s 
options to solve regional crises, particularly regarding Maduro’s Venezuela. 
Serra advocated for the Venezuelan suspension of Mercosur in August 2017 
under accusations of the country’s non-commitment with the bloc’s Ushuaia 
Protocol democratic clause (Mercosur 2017).

However, one issue that remained the same from the previous period 
was the presence of China on the Brazilian economic radar. While Serra and 
Ferreira did not praise Beijing as a crucial political partner in balancing the 
US preponderance in the region, they regarded China as an inevitable player 
for Brazilian economic interests. In 2016, China accounted for around 20% 
of Brazilian exports, while the United States represented only 13% 10. The 
status of a bilateral “strategic partnership” between Brasília and Beijing, 
once regarded in political-diplomatic terms, has now assumed an economic-
commercial tone. To celebrate 40 years of the bilateral relationship between 
Brazil and China, Serra emphasized the growing importance of the Chinese 
market for Brazilian exports and highlighted the Chinese investments in 
crucial domestic infrastructure areas (MRE 2016).

Although China was not considered a threat to Brazilian interests 
in the region, Serra and Ferreira saw Washington as the primary reference 
for their foreign policy goals, particularly the accession to the OECD and 
the reorientation of the focus towards the traditional regional institutions, 

10 See: https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/BRA/Year/2016/TradeFlow/
EXPIMP/Partner/by-country. 



From Soft Balancing to Bandwagoning: Contemporary Brazil–US Relations in South Ame-
rica

Austral: Brazilian Journal of Strategy & International Relations 
v.13, n.26, Jul./Dec. 2024

108

focusing on the OAS. In exchange for Trump’s support of the Brazilian 
official candidacy to OECD, in 2017, the two governments started to negotiate 
a bilateral accord previewing the concession of the Brazilian Alcantara basin 
to US satellite launching. The Serra–Ferreira foreign policy sought to distance 
itself from the political dimensions of the region and instead strengthened 
its commercial ties with China and aligned politically with the United States. 
Temer’s government is considered a transitional period since his successor 
will further some initiatives started this time and implement a fundamental 
change in Brazilian regional foreign policy.

Third phase: Jair Bolsonaro and the bandwagoning strategy with the US

Unlike in the first and second phases, during Bolsonaro’s administration, 
Brazil sought to move into the region through an unconditional alliance 
with the US based on a common perceived threat: China (The White House 
2017, 2020). During the 2018 presidential campaign, Bolsonaro and some 
close politicians visited Taiwan, brokering a Brazilian diplomatic tradition 
since the 1970s. Instead of using Beijing to balance US hegemony, Brazil 
worked with the hegemon to address its newly conceived goal of sponsoring 
a Western crusade against the “authoritarian league,” which includes China 
and Venezuela. During this period, it defended the imposition of sanctions 
on Maduro’s Venezuela for its non-democratic record and criticized those 
who adopted what Araújo considered “alarmist” attitudes on the perils of 
climate change (which he called “climatism”) and on the best practices to 
fight the COVID-19 pandemic (which he called “covidism”) (Araújo 2019). 
He also questioned the legitimacy of traditional international organizations, 
particularly the UN and the World Health Organization (WHO), to solve 
global problems.

The fundamental motto behind Araújo’s worldviews, which informed 
and shaped the Brazilian foreign policy design under Bolsonaro, is that in the 
post-Cold War period, there has been a kind of civilizational clash opposing 
the West and the “rest”. One of the main criteria dividing these two groups 
is fundamentally ideological. On one side rests the Western civilization with 
its Christianity and a liberal philosophical thought profoundly committed to 
linking the “people” with the “nation.” The best representative of this group 
was US Donald Trump. On the other side rests the non-Christian civilizations 
with their political authoritarian lean and an atheistic/non-monotheistic 
society that detaches “people” from their “nations.” Communist China ranks 
first in this group. Araújo argued that once most Brazilian Christians elected 
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Bolsonaro with conservative values, the foreign policy should represent them 
accordingly 11. Besides, as Trump was considered the savior and protector of 
the cultural West (Araújo 2017) it would be natural for Brazil to align with 
him and defend its traditional Western heritage.

Before assuming the highest post at Itamaraty, Ernesto Araújo (2019–
March 2021) and Carlos Alberto Franco França (April 2021–2022) – the second 
Bolsonaro’s Minister of Foreign Affairs – were two low-ranked, low-profile 
diplomats. With the leadership of Araújo within Itamaraty, Brazilian foreign 
policy moved towards an ideological agenda in which the containment of the 
Chinese presence in South America constituted one of its nuclear features. 
In this scenario lies a particular perception of a Chinese threat. Araújo’s 
representation of China can be seen in three different but interrelated 
aspects: First, the country is ideologically Marxist-communist, which means 
that it embraces a collectivist society that does not put the individual at the 
center of politics and rejects the role of religion as a critical feature to organize 
social groups. Second, China is a one-party authoritarian regime, meaning 
that traditional liberal rights are not respected, and people live under the 
tight control of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). Freedoms as crucial as 
speech, press, and vote nullify the individual as a free citizen to choose their 
path. Third, as China continues to rise economically and militarily, it will 
continue to subvert the current liberal international order and replace it with 
other underlying communist, “totalitarian” values such as atheism, globalism, 
and collectivism. Communist China, then, seeks to build a world order that 
mirrors its society, i.e., without liberty and a “free spirit.” This order – the 
argument goes – would be led by a central agency responsible for “discipline 
and punish” those contrary to it. So, China is a threat not only to Brazil but 
also to Western civilization.

The Brazil–US relationship got closer in this context. Since Araújo 
(2017) praised Trump for being the “first among the Westerners” to defend 
its civilization, he accordingly pushed Brazilian foreign policy towards an 
automatic alignment with Washington. On some occasions, however, the 
relationship between Bolsonaro and Trump seemed more personal than 
institutional, with the Brazilian President, in a very picturesque episode, 
saying “I love you” to Trump – which, by the way, did not say it back. In 
Brazilian foreign policy, the alignment with Washington is not a novelty, but 
in this case, the level of personalization deserves attention.

Regionally, Araújo’s foreign policy is marked by a complete 
abandonment of the established regional institutional mechanisms. Among 

11 Bolsonaro’s slogan campaign illustrates its religious-conservative politics: “Brazil above 
everything, God above all”.



From Soft Balancing to Bandwagoning: Contemporary Brazil–US Relations in South Ame-
rica

Austral: Brazilian Journal of Strategy & International Relations 
v.13, n.26, Jul./Dec. 2024

110

other initiatives, its diplomatic moves include the final point on dismantling 
Unasur and suspending Brazil in the Celac. Araújo articulated the launching 
of a right-wing initiative called “Progress and Integration of South America,” 
which resulted, in 2019, in the establishment of a loose institution called 
“Progress for South America” (Prosur), a regional mechanism to gather right-
wing South American leaders that aimed to replace Unasur – which Araújo 
officialized Brazil’s left of the organization (MRE 2019). Also, the Minister 
became a vocal supporter of the OAS’s initiatives led by Washington against 
Maduro’s Venezuela and Cuba. The relationship with Argentina, one of the 
most important countries for Brazilian external trade, deteriorated profoundly, 
especially after the election of the center-left Argentinian President Alberto 
Fernández.

Although Brazil emulated Washington several times and established 
an automatic alignment, even contradicting traditional national interests, 
the rewards for doing so were remarkably modest (Ribeiro 2023). The 
triangular relationship between Brazil–the US–and China was one of the 
most contradictory features of Bolsonaro’s foreign policy because China is 
the main Brazilian economic partner, representing 31% of its external trade12 
– compared with only 11% of the US13 –, while the ideological importance of 
the United States for Araújo’s worldviews jeopardizes a political-diplomatic 
strengthening relations with Beijing. Important to mention that players 
outside Itamaraty played a role in this case, particularly the Armed Forces 
and the agribusiness lobby in Congress. Although both did not praise the 
establishment of political ties with China, they had crucial economic and 
technological interests in maintaining the relationship with China.

For Araújo (2017, 2019), the nature of the threat was existential 
(in civilizational terms) and not economic or military, which may explain 
the separation of economic relations from the political dimension of the 
relationship with China. Brazil continued to trade with China, but for Araújo 
that was not the central aspect of Bolsonaro’s foreign policy. In his famous 
words (Araújo 2019, n. p.): “We want to sell soy and iron ore [to China], but we 
are not going to sell our soul” 14. Accordingly, the ideological “crusade” against 

12 World Integrated Trade Solution, WITS, “Brazil Trade Balance, Exports, Imports by Country 
and Region 2021 | WITS Data,” 2021, https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/
BRA/Year/2021/TradeFlow/EXPIMP

13 World Integrated Trade Solution, WITS, “Brazil Trade Balance, Exports, Imports by Country 
and Region 2021 | WITS Data,” 2021, https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/
BRA/Year/2021/TradeFlow/EXPIMP

14 See: https://antigo.funag.gov.br/index.php/pt-br/politica-externa-brasileira/2912-aula-
magna-do-ministro-de-estado-no-rio-branco.
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the non-Westerners was his indelible mark. Even with the replacement of 
Araújo as the Foreign Minister in 2021, Carlos França did not change the 
adoption of balancing strategy towards China. However, he was much less 
vocal than his predecessor.

Table 1: Brazilian regional foreign policy strategies (2003–2022)

Worldview Brazil in SA FP Strategy

Lula and Rousseff 
(2003–2016)

Multipolarity/Global 

South

US as a regional 

challenge

China as a strategic 

partnership

Regional integration 

driving force 

(Mercosur, Unasur, 

Celac)

Soft balancing

Michel Temer 
(2016 –2018)

Focus on the Global 

North (US, EU, 

OECD)

US as a strategic 

partner

China as an 

economic partner

Reorientation – from 

politics to economics

Tactical 

convergence 

towards the US

Jair Bolsonaro 
(2019–2022)

West x the “rest”

US as a special 

partner

China as a 

civilizational threat

Complete 

reorientation – 

implosion of the 

regional institutions 

built previously

Bandwagoning

Source: elaborated by the author.

As Trump lost in the 2019 election, the Brazil–US relationship 
soured for fundamentally personal reasons. Bolsonaro cheered for Trump’s 
reelection, and after the results, he took over thirty days to recognize Joe 
Biden’s victory, limiting space for further collaboration. The foreign policy 
priorities of the new US administration were directed to face transnational 
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challenges, particularly on climate change, the pandemic, and the defense of 
human rights and democracies. However, there was again China, and since 
Washington was profoundly worried about its strategic rivalry with Beijing, 
Brazil under Bolsonaro was one of the most minor concerns on the US 
international agenda.

Conclusions 

In this paper, I tried to demonstrate the fundamental role of an 
agent’s view in designing and implementing foreign policy strategies. I 
make a case for considering how people with institutional resources can 
formulate policies that impact foreign policy design. Notably, the Brazilian 
regional foreign policy from 2003 to 2022 shows that the different strategies 
adopted by each government responded to the Foreign Ministers’ views about 
how world affairs work and Brazil’s relative position in the regional power 
distribution. While the contexts and circumstances investigated in this paper 
relate to Brazil and South America, the analyses suggest broader implications 
for other regional powers’ strategies and options in a context of profound 
changes in the international and regional orders.

The Brazilian adoption of two distinct foreign policy strategies shed 
light on relatively weaker states’ ability to shape regionalism dynamics in 
the presence of one hegemon. It also highlights the importance of ideas in 
developing a causal logic to frame foreign policy’s goals, as the way each 
President’s foreign ministers see world affairs and Brazil’s place in them 
shaped two different strategies of conceiving the regional order, the role of 
institutions, and the nature of the relationship with the hegemon.

Investigating the extent and implication of recent transformations 
in the Brazil–US regional relationship is necessary. In a scenario where 
the strategic rivalry between China and the United States will continue and 
possibly escalate, automatic alignments may represent a costly alternative for 
Brazil. Further analysis into the role of domestic factors, particularly Brazil’s 
political and economic players, that shape foreign policy formulation could 
also offer valuable insights on this topic.



Augusto Rinaldi

113

REFERENCES

Aldgeire, Ana G. R. 2023. “Quem compõe a elite da política externa brasileira? 
Uma análise do perfil dos ministros das Relações Exteriores (1889–
2023), Cadernos de Política Exterior 9 (13): 177–205.

Amorim, Celso. 2009. “A Integração Sul-Americana.” DEP – Diplomacia, 
Estratégia e Política, no. 10, 5–26.

———. 2010. “Brazilian Foreign Policy under President Lula (2003-2010): 
An Overview.” Revista Brasileira de Política Internacional 53:214–40.

———. 2011a. Discursos, Palestras e Artigos Do Chanceler Celso Amorim, 
2003-2010. Vol. 1. 2 vols. Brasília, DF: Ministério das Relações 
Exteriores, Departamento  de Comunicações e Documentação: 
Coordenação Geral de  Documentação Diplomática.

———. 2011b. “Uma Visão Brasileira Do Panorama Estratégico Global.” 
Contexto Internacional 33 (2): 265–75.

Amorim Neto, Octavio A., and Andrés Malamud. 2015. “What Determines 
Foreign Policy in Latin America? Systemic versus Domestic Factors in 
Argentina, Brazil, and Mexico, 1946–2008.” Latin American Politics 
and Society 57 (4): 1–27. 

Araújo, Ernesto. 2019. A Nova Política Externa Brasileira. Seleção de 
Discursos, Artigos e Entrevistas Do Ministro Das Relações Exteriores. 
Brasília, DF: FUNAG.

Burges, Sean W. and Fabrício H. C. Bastos. 2017. “The Importance of 
Presidential Leadership for Brazilian Foreign Policy.” Policy Studies 
38 (2): 277–90.

Brasil, Ministério da Defesa. 2021. “Foro para o Progresso e Integração da 
América do Sul (PROSUL).” Ministério da Defesa. August 4, 2021. 
https://www.gov.br/defesa/pt-br/assuntos/relacoes-internacionais/
foruns-internacionais-1/cds.

Brooks, Stephen G., and William C. Wohlforth. 2005. “Hard times for soft 
balancing.” International Security 30 (1): 72–108.

Casarões, Guilherme Stolle Paixão e, and Déborah Barros Leal Farias. 2021. 
“Brazilian Foreign Policy under Jair Bolsonaro: Far-Right Populism 
and the Rejection of the Liberal International Order.” Cambridge 
Review of International Affairs, 1–21.

Cervo, Amado Luiz, and Antônio Carlos Lessa. 2014. “O declínio: inserção 
internacional do Brasil (2011-2014).” Revista Brasileira de Política 
Internacional 57 (December):133–51. https://doi.org/10.1590/0034-
7329201400308.



From Soft Balancing to Bandwagoning: Contemporary Brazil–US Relations in South Ame-
rica

Austral: Brazilian Journal of Strategy & International Relations 
v.13, n.26, Jul./Dec. 2024

114

Figueira, Ariane R. 2010. “Rupturas e continuidades no padrão organizacional 
e decisório do Ministério das Relações Exteriores.” Revista Brasileira 
de Política Internacional 53 (2): 5–22.

Fortin, Carlos, Jorge Heine, and Carlos Ominami, eds. 2014. El No 
Alineamiento Activo y América Latina: Una Doctrina para el Nuevo 
Siglo: Santigo, Catalonia.

Flemes, Daniel, and Leslie Wehner. 2015. “Drivers of Strategic Contestation: 
The Case of South America.” International Politics 52(2): 163–177. 

Garcia, Marco Aurélio. 2018. A Opção Sul-Americana: Reflexões Sobre Política 
Externa (2003-2016). Fundação Perseu Abramo.

Guimarães, Samuel P. 2001. Quinhentos Anos de Periferia. Uma Contribuição 
Ao Estudo Da Política Internacional. 3a. Porto Alegre: Editora da 
UFRGS.

———. 2006. Desafios Brasileiros Na Era Dos Gigantes. Rio de Janeiro: 
Contraponto.

He, Kai, and Huiyun Feng. 2008. “If Not Soft Balancing, Then What? 
Reconsidering Soft Balancing and US Policy Toward China.” Security 
Studies 17(2): 363–395.

Hermann, Margaret G., and Charles F. Hermann. 1989. “Who makes foreign 
policy decisions and how: An empirical inquiry.” International Studies 
Quarterly 33 (4): 361–387. 

Hermann, Margaret G. et. al. 2001. “Who Leads Matters: The Effects of 
Powerful Individuals.” International Studies Review 3 (2): 83–131.

Herz, Monica. 2011. The Organization of American States (OAS): Global 
governance away from the media. London: Routledge.

Hirst, Mônica. 2005. The United States and Brazil: A Long Road of Unmet 
Expectations. New Haven. London: Routledge.

Hirst, Monica, and Lia B Valls Pereira. 2022. “Making Sense of United States–
Brazil Relations under Bolsonaro.” Latin American Policy 13:432–46. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/lamp.12273.

Ikenberry, G. John. 2018. “The End of Liberal International Order?” 
International Affairs 94 (1): 7–23. https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iix241.

Jervis, Robert. 2013 “Do Leaders Matter and How Would We Know?” Security 
Studies 22 (2): 153–179.

———. 2017a.  How Statesmen Think. The Psychology of International 
Politics. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

———. 2017b. Perception and Misperception in International Politics, new 
edition. Princeton: Princeton University Press.  

Keohane, Robert O., and Judith Goldstein. 1993. “Ideas and Foreign Policy: 



Augusto Rinaldi

115

An Analytical Framework.” In Ideas and Foreign Policy. Beliefs, 
Institutions, and Political Change, 3–30. Ithaca. London: Cornell 
University Press.

Krauthammer, Charles. 1990/1991. “The Unipolar Moment”. Foreign Affairs 
70 (1): 23–33.

Landman, Todd. 2008. Issues and Methods in Comparative Politics: An 
Introduction. 3rd ed. New York. London: Routedge.

Larionova, Mila. 2020. “Conceptualizing Soft Balancing Beyond Cold War: 
What’s Changed, What Remains the Same?” Central European 
Journal of International & Security Studies 14 (3): 65–91. 

Lieber, Keir A., and Gerard Alexander. 2005. “Waiting for balancing: why the 
world is not pushing back.” International Security 30 (1): 109 –139.

Lobell, Steven E.; Norrin M. Ripsman; and Jeffrey W. Taliaferro. eds. 2009. 
Neoclassical Realism, the State, and Foreign Policy. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Long, Tom. 215. Latin America Confronts the United States: Asymmetry and 
Influence. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

———.  2018. “The US, Brazil and Latin America: The Dynamics of 
Asymmetrical Regionalism.” Contemporary Politics 24 (1): 113–129. 

Lopez, Félix G., and Sérgio Praça. 2015. “Critérios e lógicas de nomeação para 
o alto escalão da burocracia federal brasileira.” In Cargos de confiança 
no presidencialismo de coalizão brasileiro. Brasília, DF: Ipea, 107–
138; 

Mearsheimer, John J. 2014. The Tragedy of Great Power Politics. Update 
Edition. New York. London: W. W. Norton & Company.

———. 2021. “The Inevitable Rivalry: America, China, and the Tragedy of 
Great Power Politics.” Foreign Affairs 100: 1–17.

Mercosul, Mercado Comum do Sul. 2017. “Decisão sobre a suspensão da 
Venezuela no MERCOSUL.” MERCOSUL (blog). August 5, 2017. 
https://www.mercosur.int/pt-br/decisao-sobre-a-suspensao-da-
republica-bolivariana-da-venezuela-no-mercosul/.

Merke, Federico. 2015. “Neither Balance nor Bandwagon: South American 
International Society Meets Brazil’s Rising Power.” International 
Politics 52 (2): 178–192.

MRE, Ministério das Relações Exteriores. 2016. “Brasil e China: 40 Anos 
de Relações Diplomáticas.” http://funag.gov.br/loja/download/1174-
brasil-e-china-40-anos.pdf.

———. 2018. “Discurso do Presidente da República, Michel Temer, em 
Sessão Plenária da VIII Cúpula das Américas – Lima/Peru, 14 de 



From Soft Balancing to Bandwagoning: Contemporary Brazil–US Relations in South Ame-
rica

Austral: Brazilian Journal of Strategy & International Relations 
v.13, n.26, Jul./Dec. 2024

116

abril de 2018.” Ministério das Relações Exteriores. April 16, 2018. 
https://www.gov.br/mre/pt-br/centrais-de-conteudo/publicacoes/
discursos-artigos-e-entrevistas/presidente-da-republica/presidente-
da-republica-federativa-do-brasil-discursos/discurso-do-presidente-
da-republica-michel-temer-em-sessao-plenaria-da-viii-cupula-das-
americas-lima-peru-14-de-abril-de-2018.

———. 2019. “Denúncia do Tratado Constitutivo da União de Nações Sul-
Americanas (UNASUL).” Ministério das Relações Exteriores. April 15, 
2019. https://www.gov.br/mre/pt-br/canais_atendimento/imprensa/
notas-a-imprensa/2019/denuncia-do-tratado-constitutivo-da-uniao-
de-nacoes-sul-americanas-unasul.

Pape, Robert. 2005. “Soft Balancing Against the United States.” International 
Security 30 (1): 7–45.

Patriota, Antônio de Aguiar. 2013. Política Externa Brasileira: Discursos, 
Artigos e Entrevistas (2011-2012). Brasília, DF: FUNAG.

———. 2016. Política Externa Brasileira: Discursos, Artigos e Entrevistas 
(2013-2016). Brasília, DF: FUNAG.

Paul, T. V. 2005. “Soft Balancing in the Age of US Primacy.” International 
Security 30 (1): 46–71.

———. 2018. Restraining Great Powers. Soft Balancing from Empires to the 
Global Era. New Haven: Yale University Press.

Pecequilo, Cristina S. 2022. “Brazilian Foreign Policy: From the Combined 
to the Unbalanced Axis (2003/2021).” Revista Brasileira de Política 
Internacional 64.

Piccone, Theodore J. 2011. “A agenda da democracia nas Américas: o caso 
para a ação multilateral.” In Obama e as Américas. São Paulo: Editora 
da FGV, 165–180. 

Pinheiro, Letícia. 2010. Política Externa Brasileira (1889-2002). 2a. Rio de 
Janeiro: Zahar.

Ribeiro, Pedro Feliú. 2023. “Avaliando a Política Externa Brasileira: 
Alinhamento Com Os Estados Unidos No Governo Bolsonaro.” In 
Presidente, Gabinete e Burocracias: O Que a Nova Administração Lula 
Precisa Saber, edited by Magna Inácio, 179–97. São Paulo: Hucitec.

Rice, Condolezza. 2005. “Remarks With Brazilian Foreign Minister Celso 
Amorim.” Department Of State. The Office of Electronic Information, 
Bureau of Public Affairs. https://2001-2009.state.gov/secretary/
rm/2005/45180.htm.

Rinaldi, Augusto L. 2021. O BRICS Nas Relações Internacionais 
Contemporâneas: Alinhamento Estratégico e Balanceamento de 



Augusto Rinaldi

117

Poder Global. Curitiba: Appris.
Rinaldi, Augusto L., and Cristina Soreanu Pecequilo. 2021. “The Contemporary 

World Order, BRICS and the R2P Principle: The Cases of Brazil and 
China (2005/2017).” Colombia Internacional, no. 105, 3–28.

Russell, Roberto, and Juan G. Tokatlian. 2007. “A América Latina e suas 
opções estratégicas frente aos Estados Unidos.” Política Externa 15 
(3): 7–27.

Santos, Leandro Wolpert dos, André Pimentel Ferreira Leão, and Jonathan 
Raphael Vieira da Rosa. 2021. “Explaining the Changes in Brazilian 
Foreign Policy towards South America under Michel Temer’s 
Administration (2016-2018): The Return to the Logic of Open 
Regionalism.” Contexto Internacional 43:489–513.

Saraiva, Miriam Gomes, and Zimmer S. Bom Gomes. 2016. “Os Limites Da 
Política Externa de Dilma Rousseff Para a América Do Sul.” Relaciones 
Internacionales 25 (60): 81–97.

Schenoni, Luis L., and Diego Leiva. 2021. “Dual Hegemony: Brazil Between 
the United States and China.” In Hegemonic Transition. Switzerland: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 233–255.

Schweller, Randall L. 1994. “Bandwagoning for Profit: Bringing the Revisionist 
State Back In.” International Security 19 (1): 72–107.

Soares de Lima, Maria R. S., and Monica Hirst. 2006. “Brazil as an Intermediate 
State and Regional Power: Action, Choice and Responsibilities.” 
International Affairs 82 (1): 21–40.

Spektor, Matias. 2016. “Brazil: Shadows of the Past and Contested 
Ambitions.” In Sharper Nations. Strategies for a Changing World, 
17–35. Cambridge. London: Harvard University Press.

Teixeira, Carlos G. P. 2012. Brazil, the United States, and the South American 
Subsystem. New York: Lexigton Books.

The White House. 2010. “National Security Strategy of the United States of 
America.” https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/sites/default/files/
rss_viewer/national_security_strategy.pdf.

———. 2017. “National Security Strategy of the United States of 
America.” https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/wp-content/
uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905.pdf.

———. 2020. “President Trump on China: Putting America First.” 
November 2, 2020. https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefings-
statements/president-trump-china-putting-america-first/.

Walt, Stephen M. 1987. The Origins of Alliance. Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press.



From Soft Balancing to Bandwagoning: Contemporary Brazil–US Relations in South Ame-
rica

Austral: Brazilian Journal of Strategy & International Relations 
v.13, n.26, Jul./Dec. 2024

118

Waltz, Kenneth N. 1979. Theory of International Politics. Reading: Addison-
Wesley Publishing Company.

World Bank. 
See: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.

KD.ZG?end=2016&locations=BR&start=2015&view=chart.
World Bank.
See: <https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.

KD.ZG?locations=BR>. 
WITS, World Integrated Trade Solution. 2021. “Brazil Trade Balance, Exports, 

Imports by Country and Region 2021 | WITS Data.” 2021. https://
wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/BRA/Year/2021/
TradeFlow/EXPIMP.

 Yan, Hee-Yong, and Seugho Lee. 2020. “China’s Engagement with Latin 
America and its Implications for Soft Balancing against the United 
States.” Asian Perspective 44 (4): 587–615.

Zhao, Suisheng. 2022. “The US–China Rivalry in the Emerging Bipolar World: 
Hostility, Alignment, and Power Balance.” Journal of Contemporary 
China 31 (134): 169–85.



Augusto Rinaldi

119

ABSTRACT
Using the soft balancing concept and a comparative methodology, I analyze the 
diplomatic strategies mobilized by Brazil towards the US in South America from 
2003 to 2022. The empirical results suggest that in the last two decades, Brazil 
moved away from the role of “soft balancer” during Lula’s and Rousseff’s mandates 
(2003–2016) to a “tactical convergence” in Temer’s (2016–2018) to “bandwagoning” 
in Bolsonaro’s (2019–2022). The main drivers for these different strategies are 
domestic and regional changes. Approaching this thematic contributes to a better 
understanding of Brazilian regional priorities and abilities to deal with the US in the 
region.
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