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The rise of Luiz Ignacio Lula da Silva and the Workers’ Party prompted the emphasis of 
Brazil’s status as a developing regional giant in the pursuit of facilitating South-South 
integration. When Jair Bolsonaro was elected, he sought to maximize Brazil’s own development 
while aligning his administration with foreign leaders who shared his extremist ideology. Despite 
efforts by the Workers’ Party to spread Brazilian-led development across the region and 
Bolsonaro’s urges to court like-minded leaders in generating strong bilateralism, Brazil’s 
international standing has not been bolstered. 
 Lula and his Workers’ Party successor, Dilma Rousseff, prioritized South-South 
cooperation within Latin America by taking advantage of Brazil’s considerable soft power. It 
could be able to influence developing nations to seek Brazilian-style progress than looking 
toward the United States. In this manner, Brazil created numerous political and trade unions in 
the region that excluded nations too closely aligned with “Northern” interests (Trinkunas 2015). 
These alliances included UNASUR, a political body created in 2008 that championed South 
American common interests, and CELAC, a union of 32 Latin American and Caribbean nations 
advancing political and economic integration. Beyond Latin America, in 2014 Brazil was 
associated with BRICS, a bloc of rapidly developing countries—also including Russia, India, 
China, and South Africa—predicted as the next economic giants (Trinkunas 2015). Lula and 
Rousseff especially sought integration with China as a fellow “Southern” country, believing the 
two shared mutual development interests. 
 Domestically, the Workers’ Party advanced holistic development that had garnered the 
party considerable international support. Through targeted poverty reduction measures like Bolsa 
Familia, the Gini index decreased by five points between 2002 and 2013 (World Bank Data 
Brazil), and more than 30 million Brazilians were lifted out of poverty (Watts 2013). Brazil’s 
success in increasing equity and enjoying robust economic growth symbolled to the rest of the 
world that state intervention and economic prosperity are not mutually exclusive. Additionally, 
the party’s initiatives to prioritize conservation of the Amazon Rainforest gained Brazil status as 
a leader in the fight against climate change. For example, by 2015, Brazil had cut its emissions 
by 40% and deforestation had been at its lowest output since 1988 (Teixeira 2015). This 
leadership worked on the international stage during climate talks. In Durban, Da Silva was also 
able to secure a last-minute deal with leaders to “address the ‘emissions gap’…needed to 
effectively tackle climate change” (The Guardian 2011). 
 Despite its soft power in Latin America, Brazil is rather weak in exerting political 
influence. By early 2018, UNASUR had become effectively defunct as countries grappled over 
how to handle the Venezuela political crisis, and Mercosur did not have the economic weight 
that the emerging Pacific Alliance possessed (Trinkunas 2015). Moreover, Brazil’s South-South 
relationship with China was not as beneficial for Brazil as Lula and Rousseff had hoped. Trade 
showed to be inconsequential for both countries’ economic expansion, and Chinese business 
interests were diametrically opposed to those of Brazil, as both were competing for dominance of 
Brazilian markets (Burges).  

Internationally, China is more self-interested than cooperative with Brazil. China vocally 
supported Brazil in coalitions like the G20 and WTO but counters its position should Brazil be 
antagonized by other parties (Burges). Brazil’s disparity with other political giants could be seen 
on the United Nations Security Council. It has consistently advocated for a nuanced, 
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comprehensive approach to solving security crises like Libya in 2011, whereas the permanent 
Council states prefer hardline interventions (Trinkunas 2015).  

Lula and Rousseff showcased valiant efforts to tackle Brazil’s major development 
challenges, and major successes materialized. Brazil could focus on itself and rely on soft power 
to influence change regionally. However, Workers’ Party-led Brazil found itself unprepared to 
navigate international politics when actively pursuing a role as a global power.  

Jair Bolsonaro’s ascendency to Brazil’s highest office took the country in a different 
direction from Lula and Rousseff’s administrations. An ardent conservative and a populist 
firebrand, Bolsonaro has sought to limit government influence on country affairs. He and his 
ministers maintain that the state had played too much of a role in output and had crowded out 
any potential for private sector activity. The economy is mired in its worst recession in years, 
with GDP growth barely reaching 1% each year since 2013 and suffering unemployment over 
12% (World Bank Data Brazil). To revitalize the moribund economy, Bolsonaro has focused on 
applying traditional neoliberal economics, slashing spending on government social programs and 
passing a pension reform bill.  

Additionally, considering business interests more important to Brazil’s progress than 
conservation, Bolsonaro opened up the Amazon to industrial speculation. However, this move 
has scared foreign investors and antagonized the international community as he rolled back 
conservation efforts. In fact, the EU threatened to terminate its trade deal with Mercosur if Brazil 
continued to stand by as fires ravaged the Amazon in September 2019.  

Bolsonaro has distanced Brazil from neighboring Argentina, a country with which Brazil 
has a rivalry but also shared cultural connections. He is embroiled in a bitter feud with new 
President Alberto Fernandez, a leftist, believing he was the wrong choice for the Argentine 
presidency. This action has threatened not only bilateral relations but also the future of Mercosur, 
the success of which depends on Brazil and Argentina.  

Most importantly in his foreign policy agenda, Bolsonaro has aligned his administration 
with Donald Trump, a leader he admires greatly. The two leaders share many similar viewpoints 
such as hard right ideology, anti-Venezuela and Cuba, and protectionist trade. Seeking greater 
favoritism from the United States, Bolsonaro also disavowed China although it has been Brazil’s 
largest trading partner. However, Bolsonaro’s perception of a positive relationship with Trump 
has been met by a harsh reality, which is that Washington is rather indifferent and regularly 
usurps US-Brazilian relations:  

“Trump’s political interests are in conflict with Brazil’s economic ambitions. The 
Brazilian economy is based on producing and selling commodities—the same products 
provided by Trump’s political base in the manufacturing and farming communities.” 
—Washington Post 2019  

 In reaction to Trump disconnecting the United States from Brazil, Bolsonaro has resorted 
to allying with China for deeper partnerships. The two countries recently signed an agreement to 
install Huawei technological infrastructure in Brazil (McCoy 2019). Naturally, however, there 
are allegations that China is interested in spreading its global surveillance to compound even 
more influence over Brazil.  

More than one year into his presidency, Bolsonaro managed to fail in increasing relations 
with the United States, instead putting Brazil at the mercy of Donald Trump’s whims. He has 
also found an apparent partner in China, a nation strategizing to gain a deeper political economic 
foothold in Latin America. Finally, with his divisive politicking, Bolsonaro has isolated Brazil 
from the rest of South America. 


