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Upheaval: Lula, Trump
and Brazil-US Relations

Cristina Soreanu Pecequilo

Abstract: In 2025, geopolitical and geoeconomic oscillations characterized
Brazil-US relations in the context of Lula 3.0 and Donald J. Trump 2.0
administrations. In this scenario, the article’s goal is to present a balance of bilateral
diplomacy, arguing that there are continuous trends that affect the partnership,
by exploring three dimensions. The first dimension is linked to the structural
framework of power in which Brazil-US relations are inserted; the second 1s the
analysis of the present time, and the third presents projections that are not final
thoughts, but a potential roadmap of issues, opportunities and risks.

Keywords: bilateral diplomacy; Brazil-US; foreign policy.

Poder, pragmatismo e transformacio: Lula, Trump
e as relagoes Brasil-EUA

Resumo: Em 2025, as relagoes Brasil-Estados Unidos foram caracterizadas
por oscilagoes geopoliticas e economicas no contexto dos governos de Lula 3.0
e Donald J. Trump 2.0. Diante deste cenario, o objetivo do artigo é realizar um
balanco da diplomacia bilateral, argumentando que existem tendéncias de conti-
nuidade que afetam a parceria explorando trés dimensdes. A primeira dimensao
relaciona-se a estrutura de poder nas quais as relacoes Brasil-Estados Unidos estao
inseridas; a segunda ¢ a andlise do tempo presente; e a terceira apresenta proje-
coes que nao sao consideracoes finais, mas um mapeamento potencial de questoes,
oportunidades e riscos.

Palavras-Chave: diplomacia bilateral; Brasil-EUA; politica externa.
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n January 2025, when President Donald J. Trump took office for a second term,

several polarized analyses of the future of Brazil-US bilateral relations under the

government of Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva (2023-Current) from the Workers Party
(PT) and its coalition of progressive forces were produced. For some, the revival of
the Republican Presidency after Joe Biden’s Democratic hiatus (2021-2024) was a
doomsday. Trump 2.0 was not only a restoration of his first mandate (2017-2020),
but its deepening. For others, Brazil would resume the course of a US-like-minded
State, preparing the ground for a political overturn in 2026.

In short, none of these polarized views was correct. Trump and Lula were able
to explore the essence of politics, which 1s pragmatism. Therefore, this article aims
to present a balance of bilateral diplomacy in 2025, reflecting current agendas, but
also trying to present a broader context of bilateral relations and its possibilities. The
core argument of the article is that Brazil-US bilateral relations, present and future,
are linked to continuous trends that cannot be disregarded as they are ingrained in
Brazilian society and foreign realities of power.

In order to explore this reality, added to this introduction, the text develops
its argument into three sections: in the first section — the structural framework of
power — the 1dea is to put into context the broader characteristics of Brazil-US
relations, by briefly making four assumptions regarding these relations and today’s
balance of world power. As this framework 1s built, the second section of the article
focuses on the year 2025, and its comings and goings as Lula and Trump terms
overlap, exploring international and domestic dynamics of both nations. The last
section brings projections for 2026, that are mostly a potential roadmap of issues,
opportunities and risks, rather than final thoughts.

THE STRUCTURAL FRAMEWORK OF POWER

Even though this is not a historical rendition of Brazil-US relations (Pecequilo
2025), but an essay on current agendas, four assumptions must be made. First, the
US exerts structural influence on the nation’s foreign policy and social, cultural,
and economic development models, which define Brazil as part of the West. This
influence affects the country, as its interest groups guide their positions, sometimes

Cristina Soreanu Pecequilo is an International Politics Associate Professor at the Federal
University of Sao Paulo (UNIFESP) and at San Tiago Dantas (UNESP/UNICAMP/PUC-SP)
and International Political Economy Graduate Programs (UFRY). Researcher at the Brazilian Center
Jfor Strategy and International Relations, Federal University of Rio Grande do Sul (NERINT/
UFRGS) and the National Council for Scientific and Technological Development (CNPg).
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not based on concrete conditions but on assumptions about an either-or logic that
aligning with the US produces benefits for Brazil.

Second, the US is still exercising its role as the world’s hegemonic power, preventing
the rise of challengers to its interests and strategic positions. The US acts as the world’s
balance of power holder, “engaging to contain” other nations. Third, despite remaining
hegemonic, the US is facing domestic imbalances that challenge its power resources and
the dynamics of interest groups that shape policy and decision-making.

Another source of pressure is the rise of emergent nations from the South,
particularly China. These nations are sustaining effective coalitions such as the
BRICS Plus, the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, and reorganizing their
regional spaces and international projection. China’s Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI), its expansion beyond Eurasia, and the expansion of the Chinese system of
international relations towards Africa, the Middle East, and Latin America offer
alternatives to the West and the multilateral order. As a member of BRICS Plus,
Brazil is one of these emergent nations, and China is one of its most relevant
strategic and trade partners. As Hirst (2025) argues, Brazil-US bilateralism is directly
affected by this transition of power. The scenario endures an unstable multipolarity
(Visentini 2025), which leads to the fourth structural component.

In Brazil and Latin America, this structural framework goes even deeper as
geopolitical conditions prevail, and the region is geographically located in the US
influence sphere. The US would naturally act to restore its preferred alliances and
conditions in the hemisphere if it perceives threats posed by regional or out-of-
region players. This is a long-term tradition based on the 1823 Monroe Doctrine,
which established these priorities in the 19" century. Although in the post-Coold War
world some US governments mentioned that the Monroe Doctrine ended and was
replaced by an era of cooperation, the Republican Presidency of George H. Bush
(1989-1992), and the Democrat terms of Barack Obama (2009-2016) and Joe Biden
(2021-2024), 1ts geopolitical reality never ceased to exist.

Launched in November 2025, Trump’s second term “National Security
Strategy of the United States of America” (The White House 2025)' is a clear
example of this. Breaking up a long-standing tradition that focused US attention
on Furasia, this document considers the Western Hemisphere as the US “priority”.
The other regions are the Indo-Pacific, Europe, the Middle East, and Africa. The
US created the ““Irump Corollary to the Monroe Doctrine”. Although long, it is
worth presenting a quotation that explores the core of this policy:

1. Referenced as NSS-2025, for simplicity's sake.

52 - CEBRI-Journal



Power, Pragmatism and Upheaval: Lula, Trump and Brazil-US Relations

After years of neglect, the United States will reassert and enforce the Monroe
Doctrine to restore American preeminence in the Western Hemasphere and to protect
our homeland and our access to key geographies throughout the region. We will
deny non-Hemuspheric competitors the ability to position forces or other threatening
capabilities, or to own or control strategically vital assets, in our Hemusphere. This
“Trump Corollary™ to the Monroe Doctrine s a common-sense and potent restoration
of American power and priorities, consistent with American security interests. Our
goals for the Western Hemusphere can be summarized as “Enlist and Expand.”
We will enlist established friends in the Hemisphere to control muigration, stop drug
Sflows, and strengthen stability and security on land and sea. We will expand by

cultwating and strengthening new partners while bolstering our own nation’s appeal
as the Hemisphere’s economic and security partner of choice (The White House

2025, 15-16).

The Trump Corollary reinstates the logic of the former Roosevelt Corollary
of 1904, when President Theodore Roosevelt declared that the Latin American

region would be the focus of US political
and military interference. At that time,
the core issue was in the Caribbean
Basin, extending into the Northern
part of South America. In the 21%
century, although the initial focus is the
same, US military power and political
influence are stronger in other parts of
South America.

Since 2000, when democrat
President Bill Clinton started the
militarization of the fight against
drug trafhicking with Plan Colombia,
followed by George W. Bush

T he Trump Corollary
remnstates the logic of the
former Roosevelt Corollary
of 1904, when President

1 heodore Roosevelt declared
that the Latin American
region would be the focus
of US political and

mulitary nterference.

narcoterrorism agenda and the restructuring of US Southern Command
(USSOUTHCOM) and the creation of the United States African Command

(USAFRICOM) in 2008, US military presence was updated in the South
American space, from the North to the South Atlantic. This was a response to

the rise of the Pink Tide of progressive governments, as well as to China.

Over the last 20 years, China has become the most relevant trade partner

for several Latin American countries, filling the US aid, trade, and development
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cooperation vacuum. China is interested in the region’s strategic resources, such
as oil, rare earths, and critical minerals, as well as markets. Previously, Trump was
already repositioning the US strategy in the Hemisphere. Dangers such as migration,
organized crime and drug trafficking were present in strategic documents, added
to the containment of external powers

and local dangers (Venezuela, Cuba .
and Nicaragua). The priority was to The US 15 unable lo

enlarge the community of like-minded | _fully provide the kind of
nations. There were also technological CCONOMIC agena’a that China
competition and trade wars within the .

North American Free Trade Agreement dOéS) not 072[)/ i trade bul
(NAFTA), which was updated as the also 1n Z.njrrasz‘ructure and

USMCA  (United Statés—Mexmo— investments. () This
Canada) and a new project called

Growth in the Americas. leads to an unprecedented
Trump’s Growth in the Americas US-China wmpetition,
was one of the. first US initiativ.es and China is Clé(l?”[y
aimed at regaining US influence in C
geoeconomics, followed by Biden’s the most szgnzﬁcant
Americas Partnership for Economic CONCern ﬁr NSS-2025

Prosperity  (APEP), which  was . « oo . .
unsuccessful. The US is unable to fully in the “non hemwp heric

provide the kind of economic agenda CO?’)’lﬁél‘il‘O?’S 7 category.
that China does, not only in trade but

also in infrastructure and investments. The arrival of the BRI in 2018 through the
Community of Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC) put additional
pressure on US interests.

This leads to an unprecedented US-China competition, and China is clearly
the most significant concern for NSS-2025 in the “non-hemispheric competitors”
category. Brazil, as mentioned, is one of China’s most relevant partners in South
America and can be considered a “hemispheric competitor” when it pursues an
autonomous foreign policy. How do these structural realities affect bilateral relations?

FROM THE GOOD NEIGHBOR DEMOCRAT TO THE YEAR
OF PRAGMATISM (2025)

As Lula and Trump’s terms overlap in 2025, it is possible to add some
conjunctural elements to the previous structural framework. First, these terms
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operate in different conditions: for Lula, who 1s entering the last half of his third
mandate, Trump 2.0 had come as a pressing variable for its agenda, challenging
prospects of re-election in 2026 (or, if Lula 1s not the candidate, the chances of a
progressive force winning); in the US, 2025 marked the first year of Trump’s second
term, after he lost his re-election bid in 2020 amid the pandemic. Both Presidents
were staging a comeback and had to prove themselves in polarized societies.

For Trump, an offensive political stance in both domestic and foreign
contexts was essential, repeating the logic of his first mandate: breaking with
his predecessor’s policies and redefining priorities in areas such as the economy,
migration, and foreign policy. Lula,
on the other hand, was in a defensive

position, as agendas were in place and
running, whereas conditions changed
abruptly. As the nation’s international
priorities were set for a situation where
democrats would remain in the White
House, the country needed to adapt to
a more sensitive external environment.
Regarding domestic 1mpacts, there
was growing concern that the far-right
movement in Brazil would be reignited.
For the players of the January 8, 2023
attempt to overthrow the democratic
regime, who were in jail or still enduring
trial, Trump’s return to power was seen
as a possible way out.

This would lead to Guimaraes’
(2025)  argument
diplomacy should adopt a “contain

that  Brazilian

and engage” strategy across five axes:
geopolitical, commercial, institutional/

For Trump, an offenswe
political stance in both
domestic and foreign contexts
was essential, repeating the
logic of hus first mandate:
breaking with his predecessor’s
policies and redefining
prionities in areas such as

the economy, migration, and
Jorewgn policy. Lula, on the
other hand, was in a defensive
position, as agendas were in
place and runnming, whereas
conditions changed abruptly.

elections, regional, and technology/infrastructure. For this essay, we would resume
these axes into three: geopolitical (geopolitical + regional), geoeconomic (commercial
+ technology and infrastructure), and geocultural (institutional/elections).

This strategy was put to the test in 2025 in three phases, and Brazil was able to
both contain and engage the US: January-July, August-September and September-
December. Although some may argue that the period is too short to be divided,
one should remember that the pattern of Trump’s Presidency is the “predictable
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unpredictability”. This pattern relies on rapidly changing conditions and policies to
pressure others and gain ground for US priorities and demands. Nevertheless, this
supposedly erratic behavior has a clear strategic logic of preserving US hegemony.

During the first phase, from January to July, Brazil-US relations were on
hold. Trump’s main concern was to promote significant changes to Biden’s agenda
on multilateralism, migration, human rights, and the environment. The idea of
the good-neighbor policy, associated with the image of the “cordial democrat,”
was also present in Brazil’s imaginary. One cannot guarantee that a Kamala
Harris Presidency would be similar to Biden’s, but there was an expectation
of continuity. Biden’s governmental actions in 2022-2023 helped sustain the
democratic regime and restore stability. There was also a convergence towards
universal rights and values.

Lula’s diplomatic bet on the revival of multilateralism and a strong protagonism
represented by Brazil’s G20 Presidency in 2024 and the following ones in BRICS Plus,
the Common Market of the South (Mercosur), and the Conference of the Parties
(COP30) in the Amazon was naturally in check. Another effort that was pressed was
Brazil’s attempt to rebuild South American integration projects as the Union of South
American Nations (UNASUR). MERCOSUR and CELAC were also experiencing
difficulties due to the South American political crisis. Although several hypotheses
about a new Pink Tide or a Conservative Tide were presented, constant changes in
alliances and divided election results led to no clear “tides” at all.

Even with the launch of the US trade war on April 2, the “Liberation Day”,
Brazil was still somewhat flying under the radar of the US geoeconomic agenda,
as import tariffs were set at 10%. There was great relief among interest groups in
Brazil, as local exports were essential for keeping commodity prices low (bovine
meat, fish, coffee, orange juice, to mention a few) in the US, and this was mostly
because the US already had a trade surplus with Brazil. Other exports were of
medium- and high-value manufactured products, such as diverse machinery
(airplanes, compressors, mechanical parts), shoes, and steel. Brazilian imports
were also relevant for the US trade balance and its surplus (gas, oil, machinery,
pharmaceutical products and medicine). From an economic point of view, there
was no benefit to the US in raising tariffs.

Some tensions, regarding the BRICS, the process of de-dollarization and the
Brazil-China partnership were present. Conflicts regarding the regulation of social
media and technology enterprises were already in place, inherited from Biden’s
government. However, they reached new heights due to Elon Musk’s protagonism in
the first months of Trump’s Presidency, when he served as head of the Department
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of Government Efficiency (DOGE). There was a string of accusations of abuse of
power by Brazil’s Supreme Court, centered on Minister Alexandre Moraes.

Another source of tensions came from the geocultural side. Domestic forces
in Brazil were constantly making use of Trump’s pro-freedom speeches. One of
former President Bolsonaro’s sons, Eduardo Bolsonaro, moved to the US in March,
as did other conservatives trying to escape Brazilian justice and, in their own words,
organize the resistance against the left. There was a clear expectation that Trump
would pressure Lula to stop the ongoing judicial process and free those who were
already 1n jail.

At the end of July, all these factors . ..
combined led to the application of Ap Clﬁﬁ’ om this p thZZCZID/

the Magnitsky Global Law towards Struggle lies the most relevant
Braz'ﬂlan al'lthOI‘lthS and citizens. This sssues the governmen o p ted
law 1s a unilateral US measure created i ] .
during Barack Obama’s government ﬁ7 pmfeﬂw?’lal delO??ZClIfZC

and punishes foreign citizens who are and technical l‘(ll/fS,
accused of wviolating human rights

and corruption crimes. The law works undemmndzng the ZOgZC and
through economic sanctions applied [umats OJF Trum]) s actions.

to a chosen individual and involves

suspending and prohibiting the issuance of US visas. For domestic groups, this
measure was seen as an answer to the far-right pleas. This leads us to the second
period: August-September.

This two-month period, which ended with the brief meeting between Lula
and Trump at the UN General Assembly on September 23, could be described as
the worst of the year and the most difficult for Lula. Although Brazil was not heavily
affected in the first phase of the trade war, from August onwards, a 50% tariff was
imposed on Brazilian exports. This 50% tariff was not exclusively imposed on
Brazil, but also on India. Trump’s justification for applying this new tarift initially
cited Brazil’s judicial situation regarding its former President Bolsonaro (in India,
they were linked to the country’s bilateral relations with Russia and its stance on
the Ukraine war).

This was not the only reason, as Trump’s criticism of the BRICS economic
agendas was constant. Otherissues that were not so visible geopolitically were brought
to light once more, such as Brazil’s neutrality in Ukraine and its condemnation of
Israeli actions in the Palestine issue and the Gaza Strip. The tariffs were the first
movement of the Trump Corollary towards Brazil.
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The tariffs ignited the far right, represented not only by Bolsonaro’s inner
circle but also by conservative governors in states such as Sao Paulo, Minas Gerais,
Goias, and Parana, to name a few. Some of these states were heavily affected by the
tariffs, particularly Sao Paulo, and the political leaders saw an opportunity to openly
criticize Lula. These leaders, who were already known for praising the US and for
wearing red Make America Great Again caps, openly asked Brasilia to bend to US
political demands.

However, Lula’s government stood its ground and refused to concede to both
US and domestic pressures. The defence of Brazil’s sovereignty was at the core of
the government’s efforts, helping Lula gain greater popularity. In contrast to red
MAGA caps, progressive forces spread the images of the blue cap “Brazil belongs
to the Brazilians”. Apart from this publicity struggle lies the most relevant issue: the
government opted for professional diplomatic and technical talks, understanding the
logic and limits of Trump’s actions. The search for alternatives to the US markets
accelerated, with China and other emerging markets deepening talks with the
European Union and developing domestic policies to aid the sectors hit hardest. As
the government showed serenity, the opposition tried to generate panic.

Brazilian exports in the commodity sector are relevant to keeping US prices
low, and Trump values those who do not show weakness. The convergence of these
realities enabled a positive adaptation on both sides and was evident in Lula and
Trump’s brief, seconds-long encounter at the UN, which marked the beginning of
the third phase.

From September to December, with the launch of the NSS-2025 included,
pragmatism had become the essence of politics. Lula and Trump held a bilateral
meeting in October 2025 with positive geoeconomic effects. This meeting, with
additional efforts by Vice President Geraldo Alckmin, also head of the Ministry of
Development, Industry and Trade, and by Brazilian and American interest groups,
resulted in a reduction in tariffs. A list of products, mostly food commodities, benefited
from these talks, as US inflation was affected by Trump’s trade war. Both countries
were able to find a way through divergences, even without convergences, namely in
the case of the Magnitsky Law, media regulation and Trump’s former alliances with
the Brazilian far-right. Accommodation does not mean the absence of clashes, but
rather the possibility of their containment within diplomatic regular boundaries.

WHAT DOES 2026 HOLD? THE ERA OF UPHEAVAL

If 2025 ended on a positive note, embedded in pragmatism, 2026 began with
signs of alert. On January 3, US military intervention in Venezuela for the ousting
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of President Nicolas Maduro, due to accusations of narcoterrorism, occurred, in the
context of the Trump Corollary. As this process is still ongoing, this article can only
observe that, in Brazil-US relations, this intervention reinforced Brazil’s concern
about US unilateral actions in the Western Hemisphere.

Are other military interventions possible? Trump mentioned Colombia, but
Cuba and Nicaragua could be targeted. In an era of upheaval, anything is possible
as the 2020s are full of hot spots: Ukraine, Gaza, Yemen, the African continent,
Taiwan, etc. Which are the most pressing issues for bilateral relations?

a. Geoeconomic — The future steps of the trade agenda can present a new
turnaround with additional US pressures. The year ended on a relatively
stable note for some sectors, particularly commodities. In contrast, others
linked to manufacturing are still in difficulties, seeking alternative markets,
lower tariffs, or government compensation. Trade results from the last
months of 2025 and the first period of 2026, after agreements to lower
tariffs, are yet to be measured. Other issues that can affect Brazil include
the impacts of US intervention in Venezuela on the oil market and broader
agendas related to Trump’s NSS-2025 priorities of reindustrialization,
access to strategic supply chains (rare earth and critical materials), and the
maintenance of US dominance in technological agendas and global tech
facing China. The US would work hard to contain de-dollarization efforts,
especially from the BRICS Plus and emerging nations.

b. Geopolitically — After two years of a strong Brazilian multilateral offensive,
the country will look more inward as the 2026 presidential election
looms. Nevertheless, Brazilian commitments would still be sustained in
BRICS, MERCOSUR, G20, COPs, and in South-South Cooperation.
MERCOSUR-European Union would be relevant as well. The situation
in South America would be more sensitive, and the lack of a cohesive
political mechanism for integration will still leave the region less unified, in
which Brazil is unable to regain its ground. Regarding bilateral relations,
the US and China are the focus, as their competition would require Brazil
to balance between them.

c. Geocultural — The 2026 presidential election in Brazil in October and
the US midterms in November are key. There is growing concern that,
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politically, despite the current pragmatism in Lula-Trump relations, the US
would support conservative forces. As of the US intervention in Venezuela,
once more, these forces resumed their support for the US. Lula’s official
diplomatic position was correct, condemning the unilateral attack and
violation of international rules. Some foreign policy issues will inevitably be
in dispute in October. However, most of the population does not guide its
vote by international affairs or support a deeper subordination to the US,
focusing instead on economic and social policies. The same logic applies
to the US midterms, but the MAGA core may scale back its support for
Trump if there is an overemphasis on foreign intervention. Republicans
want to maintain control of both the Senate and the House, and Trump
will work to help them do so. The 2028 presidential election scenario is not
that clear, as Trump is not running for re-election and potential candidates
from both parties are in play.

International relations mirror pre-Second World War conditions, in which

two poles were clashing (the US and Germany in that previous context): the US and

China nowadays. Both are Brazil’s main individual partners: the US in the three

dimensions — geopolitical, geoeconomic and geocultural — and China focused on

the geopolitical and geoeconomic agendas, but with less clout in the third aspect.

However, this i1s a different hegemonic
transition, as the US and China are
strongly interdependent, with a higher
risk of decoupling. So far, competitive
coexistence prevails, but there is no
process of de-risking this competition.
On the contrary, it is escalating.

In an ideal scenario, Brazil could
apply a bargaining foreign policy. In
the real world, bargaining only works if

As the world transition
accelerates, new spheres

of influence evolve. Brazil
must have its own vision

to navigate this unstable
multipolar balance of power.

there are two conditions: a consensual project of development and less vulnerability

on one side, and a predisposition to negotiate on the other. It is doubtful that any

of these conditions are present, as Trump envisions the preservation of assets such

as US dollar dominance, technological advancement, and global projection, and

China has already gained ground in several of these sectors, including its influence

in the Western Hemisphere and in Brazil. This influence has spilled over and goes

well beyond 1deological narratives, and is ingrained in concrete agendas of trade,

industry and infrastructure cooperation.
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For Brazil, Trump’s strategic clarity is positive, as well as its flexible realism and
state-to-state policies. An autonomous and sovereign, yet cautious and pragmatic,
policy would guarantee a productive bilateral relationship. As the world transition
accelerates, new spheres of influence evolve. Brazil must have its own vision to
navigate this unstable multipolar balance of power. To paraphrase Trump, peace
comes through strength, not submission, but never without dangers.

"This article was completed on January 5, 2026. =
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