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Brazilian alliance perspectives: towards a BRICS 
development–security alliance?

Zhen Hana,*  and Mihaela Papab 
aThe Government department, Sacred heart university, Fairfield, CT, uSa; bThe Fletcher School, Tufts 
university, Medford, Ma, uSa

ABSTRACT
Scholars studying BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa) 
have traditionally argued that it is a development-focused partnership 
and not a military/security-based alliance. Yet BRICS members have 
been deepening their security integration, and Russia and China have 
been creating an alliance in the background. Although BRICS middle 
powers have traditionally demonstrated an aversion towards alliances, 
Brazil actively deepened security cooperation among BRICS members 
during its BRICS presidency in 2019. How does Brazil view alliances in 
contemporary power competition? This study examines Brazil’s percep-
tions by introducing and analysing a new data set of Brazilian expert 
discourses on alliances since 1990 and using its participation in BRICS 
as an empirical case. It finds that Brazil does not consider its security 
relationships with BRICS states to be more significant than those with 
non-BRICS states. However, BRICS enables Brazil to advance its specific 
security agenda that becomes embedded within the group’s develop-
mental orientation. While theorising about middle powers traditionally 
links these powers to international organisations, their pursuit of devel-
opment–security agendas in rising power groups is an important front 
in contemporary power competition.

Introduction

A common thread in the literature on rising powers has been that they do not present – and 
do not have an intention to present – a military threat to the incumbent powers. Thus, the 
idea that they would form a traditional security alliance (alliance) – a ‘formal association of 
states for the use (or non-use) of military force, in specified circumstances, against states 
outside their own membership’ (Snyder 1997, 23) has been rejected. Scholars often argue 
that rising powers’ relationships operate in a normatively different environment where secu-
rity might not even be a characteristic of allied relationships (Chidley 2014). Instead, rising 
powers pursue more flexible alignments, focus on issue-based convergence, and prioritise 
development-focused strategic partnerships (eg Wilkins 2012; Tyushka et al. 2019).
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The BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa) group, the premier entity for 
advancing rising powers’ global ambitions, and the rising powers comprising it have been 
at the forefront of such arguments. BRICS policymakers have emphasised that their govern-
ments were not against anyone and that alliances belonged in the past (Medvedev 2008; Xi 
2019). BRICS itself has emerged as an independent group that seeks to reform international 
financial institutions, achieve a more diversified international monetary system, and support 
a more democratic and just multi-polar world order (BRIC 2009). In 2014, BRICS established 
the New Development Bank (NDB), which has approved billions of dollars in infrastructure 
financing projects. It also established the Contingent Reserve Arrangement to help with 
balance-of-payments crises. Simultaneously, the five BRICS countries have coordinated their 
policies on an ever-growing number of issues ranging from education and health to agri-
culture and security.

Although the security dimension has been slow to develop, recent trends demonstrate 
that BRICS is shifting towards a more active security agenda in such a way that the possibility 
of alliance formation cannot be excluded. First, BRICS has accomplished several security 
agenda milestones. The issue of United Nations Security Council (UNSC) reform lacked group-
level consensus, but this did not prevent BRICS from coordinating at the UNSC (Brosig 2019). 
BRICS has hosted regular meetings of high-level security officials, who keep adding agenda 
items. It has also proved resilient to the recent India–China crisis: rather than ceasing security 
coordination, BRICS adopted a new Counter-Terrorism Strategy (Papa and Verma 2021). 
Second, alliance scholars have demonstrated the power of pivotal state champions in alliance 
formation (Henke 2019). Russia and China’s level of security engagement is already func-
tionally alliance-like (Korolev 2019). In 2021, they deepened their military cooperation, which 
is likely to impact their participation in BRICS security cooperation. Finally, new security 
challenges and tensions with the US may further incentivise the development of common 
BRICS security policies. US defence strategies already acknowledge that rising powers’ stra-
tegic competition is the central challenge to US prosperity and security (US DoD 2018).

To assess whether a BRICS-wide alliance is feasible, it is crucial to examine how middle 
powers view such an alliance. Middle powers’ attitudes can shed light on intra-BRICS power 
dynamics, existing capacities and the possible effectiveness of such an alliance. If Russia and 
China seek to lead on security issues through BRICS, they need legitimacy and support from 
middle powers. However, the analytical perspectives currently dominating the study of mid-
dle powers overlook their views towards alliances and alliance formation in the context of 
rising power entities. Brazil represents a microcosm of these developments. As a middle 
power, it is expected to stay out of blocs and focus on UN multilateralism and regional 
security cooperation to advance international peace and security (Lopes, Casarões, and Gama 
2020; Jordaan 2003). Given Brazil’s close relationship with the US and its self-perception as 
a liberal democracy and Southern power (Sotero and Armijo 2007), Brazil is the least likely 
country to enable the deepening of security coordination with Russia and China in BRICS. 
However, Brazil’s active leadership in the expansion of BRICS security cooperation, particu-
larly its key role in endorsing the joint counter-terrorism agenda during its 2019 BRICS pres-
idency, has challenged this view.

This study asks: How does Brazil view alliances in contemporary power competition? It exam-
ines Brazil’s attitudes by introducing and analysing a new data set of Brazilian expert dis-
courses on alliances since 1990 and using its participation in BRICS as an empirical case. First, 
it introduces a database of 452 Brazilian academic studies on alliances and on Brazil’s 
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relations with other BRICS countries and the US. These studies were published in top Brazilian 
international relations (IR) and political science (PS) journals between 1990 and 2019. Data 
from this database is then used to examine how alliances are conceptualised in Brazilian 
academia. A new statistical model is applied to systematically assess whether Brazil demon-
strates a preference for BRICS countries as security allies. Second, key policy documents from 
the same period are analysed to assess whether Brazilian policymaking demonstrates com-
parable findings and indicates a potential for BRICS alliance formation.

The findings demonstrate that Brazilian experts use the alliance concept to describe a 
wide range of international relationships, but rarely use it to convey a traditional security 
alliance model. Brazil’s relations with BRICS states are predominantly focussed on economic 
cooperation and global governance reform. Brazil does not display greater preference for 
other BRICS members as security allies (either bilaterally or multilaterally) over its other 
diplomatic relationships. Nevertheless, Brazil’s intra-BRICS security cooperation is deepening 
– mostly through the overall strengthening of BRICS as an entity and issue linkages with 
development-focussed cooperation. Thus, as we argue, Brazil has adopted a strategy of 
‘development–security alliance’ formation with the other BRICS countries. Unlike traditional 
alliance formation, development–security alliance formation refers to a new alliance-building 
strategy: rising powers engage informally around mutual interests on developmental, pri-
marily economic and global governance issues, build trust and gradually expand their coop-
eration to encompass security issues. Although mutual security interests are not robust 
enough to justify an extensive security focus, shared revisionist goals and development 
opportunities promote the formation of the development–security alliance.

The next section introduces the puzzle of Brazil’s view of alliances in BRICS in the context 
of middle powers’ behaviour in contemporary power competition. The third section discusses 
the research design applied to investigate Brazil’s view of alliances. The fourth and fifth 
sections present quantitative and qualitative findings from academic and policy data, respec-
tively. The last section concludes with implications for further research and policymaking.

Rising middle powers in contemporary power competition: Brazilian alliance 
perspectives

Scholarship on Brazil’s foreign policy treats Brazil both as a middle power and as a rising 
power (eg Selcher 2018; Lopes, Casarões, and Gama 2020). Conceptually, these two identities 
lead to different expectations about Brazil’s attitude towards alliances. Middle powers are 
‘states that are neither great nor small in terms of international power, capacity, and influence, 
and demonstrate a propensity to promote cohesion and stability in the world system’ 
(Jordaan 2003, 165). Because of their limited capacities and relatively privileged position in 
the global order, they tend to support the existing system and seek to stabilise it through 
niche diplomacy (Flemes 2007, 10, Flemes and Wojczewski 2010). They had no special place 
in regional blocs historically, and they pursue UN multilateralism, build consensus in inter-
national disputes, and are seen as stabilisers and legitimisers in the international system 
(Cooper, Higgott, and Nossal 1993, 19–27; Jordaan 2003, 167–169).

Unlike traditional middle powers such as Canada or Australia, Brazil is often categorised 
as an ‘emerging middle power’ (Jordaan 2003, 168). Such powers are often located in the 
global periphery or semi-periphery, have a fast-growing economy, and face domestic issues 
such as weak democracy and high levels of income inequality. They selectively support the 
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incumbent order and actively seek regional leadership (Nolte 2010; Buzan and Wæver 2003). 
Although they can criticise the existing hegemon, they do not seek radical systemic change 
(Jordaan 2003). However, being an emerging/rising power – a state pursuing global status 
and seeking to act as a rule-maker and norm-setter in global governance – creates tensions 
with the hegemon. Yet neither the middle power nor emerging/rising power frameworks 
can explain why Brazil would enable the deepening of BRICS security cooperation across an 
ever-growing number of policy issues. Scholarship on Brazil’s view of alliances and the evo-
lution of a common BRICS security agenda offers additional insights.

Brazil’s nonalignment and engagement in soft-balancing groups

Brazil’s foreign policy portfolio does not include traditional security alliances with mutual 
defence pacts.1 over the past 200 years, Brazil has experienced few significant military con-
flicts with its neighbours; rare examples include the Cisplatine War and the War of Triple 
Alliance in the nineteenth century. The lack of external security threats and its geopolitical 
position have led it to follow a strategic culture of nonalignment, and Brazil participated in 
the Non-Aligned Movement (Pontes 2016). While Brazil stayed out of Cold War blocs, it fol-
lowed a middle power path: focussing on regional security and enhancing international 
cooperation and coalition building to improve global governance.

Since the abolition of the military regime in 1985, Brazilian leaders have aimed to trans-
form the nation into a global power (Amorim 2010). Brazil has criticised the uneven distri-
bution of economic and political power between the Global North and the Global South 
(Hurrell 2008, 52). It positioned itself as a champion of development by hosting the 1992 
Rio Summit advancing sustainable development. It has promoted South–South cooperation 
and engaged with other rising powers to better integrate development considerations into 
trade and climate negotiations. Brazil’s economic growth facilitated its global interactions. 
Since the Lula administration (2003–2011), Brazil has moved ‘beyond forming just coalitions 
to reach specific goals’ towards ‘intending to develop long-term alliances to help with the 
goal of seeking more space […] in multilateral organizations’ (Silva 2015, 150). It called for 
‘democratization’ of IR and ‘stimulating multipolarity’ (Visentini and Silva 2010, 55).

Brazil co-founded two rising power groups: the India, Brazil, South Africa Dialogue Forum 
(IBSA) in 2003 and BRIC in 2009 – to achieve such goals. Both groups have employed internal 
policy coordination and soft balancing – the use of non-military tools to delay, frustrate and 
undermine the superpower’s unilateral policies (Pape 2005, 10; Flemes 2007). IBSA has sought 
to advance South–South cooperation in a more focused way with smaller membership and 
‘advance human development by promoting potential synergies among the members’ 
(Indian Ministry of external Affairs (Indian MeA) 2004). It developed intergovernmental and 
transnational initiatives, sought to improve trade among the three countries and align their 
international trade policies, created a development fund, and fostered policy coordination 
on transport, energy, health, security and other issues.

While IBSA enabled Brazil to strengthen its position in trade negotiations and gain greater 
voice in global governance through sectoral initiatives, it has not met Brazil’s global security 
needs. The reform of the UNSC has been Brazil’s priority since the founding of IBSA and 
‘became a principal leitmotif’ of IBSA summits (Stuenkel 2014, 25). However, this agenda has 
stalled and remains the group’s urgent priority (Hindustan Times 2020b). Nonetheless, intra-
IBSA security cooperation has been effectively cultivating the maritime link between the 
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South Atlantic and Indian oceans. The sucess of its naval cooperation has expanded to other 
military sectors and supported the development of local defence industries (South African 
Government 2010).

BRICS follows IBSA’s transregional design, but has a stronger soft balancing potential: its 
members comprise 41% of the world population and have 24% of the global gross domestic 
product (GDP) and a share of over 16% in global trade (BRICS 2021). While IBSA countries 
have a shared sense of identity as powers from the Global South and as liberal democracies, 
BRICS is truly heterogeneous. It adopted much of IBSA’s agenda but has not replaced IBSA 
(Sidiropoulos 2013). BRICS has been particularly active in aligning the countries’ development 
policies and reforming international financial institutions. Through BRICS, Brazil has been at 
the forefront of mapping new avenues in development finance, questioning the dollar’s 
hegemony and shaping NDB’s ‘new development’ approach in practice. The NDB’s creation 
was a success, and the bank provided crucial financial assistance during CoVID-19. Brazil’s 
close engagement with BRICS helped it become one of the most favoured beneficiaries in 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) voting quota reforms since 2010. In 2021, Brazil has 2.2% 
IMF voting shares, a higher percentage than many developed nations such as Canada and 
Australia (IMF 2021, 21). Brazil’s BRICS membership also enhanced its status despite its lag-
ging economic growth and helped deepen its ties with China and other powers. The number 
of issues and community-building activities BRICS engages with grows every year.

A common security strategy for the BRICS and the possibility of a BRICS alliance?

Brazil’s attitude towards BRICS security cooperation and its possible expansion is a high-
stakes issue in contemporary power competition. As we argued in the introduction to this 
article, the tensions in the US–Russia/China relationship and the deepening of Russia and 
China’s military cooperation highlight the relevance of middle powers in the formation of 
a common BRICS security strategy.

Since the late 1990s, Russia has been creating an ‘anti-hegemonic coalition’ – of states 
committed to resisting American dominance of the international system (Ambrosio 2005, 
78). It proposed the Russia–India–China (RIC) coalition to empower RIC states as alternate 
poles to the US that can prevent it from imposing unilateral decisions that conflict with 
their respective security interests. India and China initially rejected Russia’s attempts to 
create an anti-US bloc and were embroiled in their own conflicts. However, Russia gradually 
deepened its bilateral defence cooperation with China and India and was able to initiate 
cooperation within the RIC. In 2013, the Russian National Committee on BRICS Research 
organised a conference to discuss ‘institutionalizing military cooperation among the BRICS 
countries’ (Salzman 2019, 79). Since 2014, security themes have become increasingly prom-
inent in BRICS summits (Panova 2018). Russia’s close security coordination with China is 
an opportunity to expand the BRICS security dimension. Yet even if Russia and China seek 
to scale their security relationship by integrating some of its components into BRICS, 
creating a BRICS alliance requires credible inclusion of middle powers’ strategic interests 
– not only because leaders need followers (Schirm 2010), but because cooperation is 
unlikely to be successful unless the interests of middle powers are included. For example, 
China proposed a BRICS free trade zone, which IBSA countries rejected as they worried 
that Chinese economic dominance might slow their industrial development (Jayaswal and 
Laskar 2020).



1120 Z. HAN AND M. PAPA

Brazil has supported the evolution of BRICS security cooperation, particularly in the con-
text of reforming global security governance and the UNSC. While UNSC reform has yet to 
materialise, BRICS security cooperation evolved when BRICS countries became UNSC mem-
bers in 2011 and developed more coordinated responses to global crises. Brazil voted with 
Russia (and other BRICS countries) on UNSC Resolution 1973 (regarding the intervention in 
Libya) and abstained with India and South Africa when China and Russia vetoed the draft 
resolution to condemn the Syrian regime (Abdenur 2016). Having studied 20 BRICS responses 
to crises in Libya, Syria, South Sudan and Ukraine, Brosig (2019) found that BRICS acted 
together to prevent some US- and eU-preferred outcomes.

Brazil has also acted as a security policy entrepreneur. When China and Russia firmly 
opposed the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine due to sovereignty concerns, Brazil 
proposed and integrated the Responsibility while Protecting (RwP) doctrine into the BRICS 
agenda. Brazil also envisioned the creation of a BRICS undersea communications cable 
agenda to shield Brazil’s Internet traffic from US surveillance following revelations of US 
spying on Brazilian President Dilma Rousseff. Neither of these initiatives materialised. 
Subsequently, Brazil’s international security agenda in BRICS evolved around ‘three pillars’: 
illicit financial flows, financing of terrorism, and cybersecurity (Giesteira 2021). Yet Brazil’s 
most consequential initiative in terms of enhancing BRICS institutional output in the security 
arena is in counterterrorism. Brazil’s hosting of the 2019 BRICS summit enabled the estab-
lishment of a counterterrorism working group that paved the way for the Counter-Terrorism 
Strategy in 2020.

A critical approach to Brazil’s BRICS engagement would note Brazil’s inability to mobilise 
other members around its priorities such as UNSC reform or to gain BRICS support for its 
efforts to manage the crisis in Venezuela (France 24, 2019). Similarly, critics would find further 
security integration unlikely. BRICS countries would struggle to define joint security threats, 
especially with India and China being military rivals and without a clear leader of BRICS 
security policy. Finally, scholars also suggest that BRICS has not helped Brazil enhance its 
international status as expected and that the deepening of its relationship with the US would 
be more beneficial to its interests (Røren and Beaumont 2019). While the Lula administration 
advocated for a strong orientation towards BRICS, the Bolsonaro administration demon-
strated a tendency towards a closer alignment with the US on security issues (Paraguassu 
and Alper 2019).

overall, the extant literature expects that Brazil’s role as a middle rising power and its 
tradition of non-alignment create an aversion towards alliances and the creation of a com-
mon BRICS security strategy. Yet existing approaches fail to explain how during the contem-
porary power competition featuring a contentious US–China/Russia relationship, Brazil 
emerges as an enabler and promoter of the BRICS security agenda. Brazil’s attitude towards 
BRICS reflects a larger puzzle of alliance formation in an era when traditional alliances are 
not the dominant means of security cooperation. Scholars have established that the tradi-
tional alliance concept does not reflect the way states from the Global South form and 
maintain their most critical international relationships (Chidley 2014, 155). These states 
emphasise the developmental dimensions of allied relationships, ‘bandwagon for profits’ 
and downplay security ties (see also Schweller 1994). However, the Brazil puzzle suggests 
that development–security linkages are more complex and that contemporary strategies 
not only target specific economic gains but also pursue larger scale goals including sta-
tus-seeking and geopolitical positioning (see also Amorim 2010).
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Middle power theorising remains underdeveloped in terms of understanding Brazil’s 
security strategies in contemporary power competition, in which rising power groups serve 
as key platforms for counter-hegemonic mobilisation. Thus, we need to clarify the role of 
rising middle powers in deepening the security dimension of such entities. This study 
addresses this gap. Focusing on Brazil’s view of alliances, it contributes new empirical data 
to establish Brazil’s alignment preferences and examine how Brazil advances its global secu-
rity ambitions through rising power groups.

Research design: examining the Brazilian view of alliances

To understand how Brazil views alliances, this study systemically examines Brazilian aca-
demic discourses and government policy documents. First, it analyses Brazilian academic 
discourses to investigate how local experts use the alliance concept and understand which 
issues and geographic orientations emerge in their studies. Second, it develops a novel 
statistical approach, using data on academic articles to construct confidence intervals esti-
mating Brazilian policy preferences. Finally, this study examines policy documents to inves-
tigate whether Brazil’s BRICS engagement includes alliance formation activities. The 
combination of academic and policy data enables us to construct a systematic understand-
ing of Brazil’s view of alliances. We note that knowledge and policymaking are products of 
‘interactions between the study of policy and the making of policy, which leads over time 
to social changes in directions that scholars discern and dispute’ (Nau 2008, 635). That said, 
we are not making any causal claims about the impact of theoretical discourses on practice 
and vice versa, but simply illustrating both sides of the IR debate. our three-step research 
design is outlined below.

First, this study constructed a new database of 452 academic articles published in the top 
five Brazilian IR and PS journals between 1990 and 2019 to analyse Brazilian views of inter-
national alliances.2 They are: Revista Brasileira de Política Internacional; Contexto Internacional/
PUC-Rio; Carta Internacional/ABRI; Revista Estudos Internacionais; and Política Externa. Alliance-
related studies are identified by conducting a keyword search for ‘alliance’ (alianca) and 
related terms, including ‘partnership’ (parceria), ‘alignment’ (alinhamento) and ‘coalition’ 
(coalizão). Since many Brazilian studies on Brazil’s relations with major powers discuss inter-
actions without using alliance-related terms, we use a combination of the keywords 
Brazil + China or Brazil + other BRICS countries and the US. To avoid articles randomly men-
tioning terms, an alliance (or any keyword) needs to be mentioned at least five times in the 
main text of the article to qualify for the database. We exclude articles that examine alliances 
within domestic politics and business.

To investigate alliance-related behaviour in relation to regional and issue areas, we used 
the article summary to label each article by its dominant issue area and geographic orien-
tation. Issue area labels are military security;3 economics including finance, trade and devel-
opment;4 global governance reform, including studies of one or many global institutions 
and their reform;5 climate change; and technological, cultural, medical and educational 
cooperation. Geographic orientation labels include Brazil (articles focusing on the internal 
formation of Brazil’s foreign policies); europe; Latin America and South America; Africa 
(except South Africa); the US; organization for economic Cooperation and Development 
(oeCD) countries, except the US; eurasia and the Middle east; BRICS as one unit of analysis; 
China, Russia; India; South Africa; and the rest of Asia, except for China and India. Articles 
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