


Defending EU Democracy and Sovereignty from the New Geopolitics of Technology

the current context, however, the pace of technological innovation far exceeds the
cycles of planning, acquisition, and deployment of military capabilities, whose time
horizons are necessarily longer. As a result, technological acceleration introduces high

levels of strategic uncertainty, making it harder to anticipate threats and formulate
stable doctrines (Frias 2024).

Henry Kissinger drew attention to this problem in one of his last works
(Kissinger et al. 2021). The international order after the Second World War was
stabilized by the existence of nuclear weapons, which not only established a clear
and widely recognized hierarchy of power, but also enabled the development of
a rational, explicit, and shared theory of deterrence, regardless of ideological
differences among actors. Possession of nuclear weapons—measurable and verifiable—
facilitated strategic predictability.

In the case of artificial intelligence, however, Kissinger warned that the
attempt to turn this technology into a vector of military power faces a fundamental
challenge: the difficulty of building an effective theory of deterrence based on a
technology whose limits, capabilities, and effects remain largely uncertain. Unlike
the nuclear weapon, whose use in the Second World War allowed the consolidation
of a theory and practice of deterrence and even the establishment of limitation and
non-proliferation agreements, artificial intelligence could prove strategically more
effective as a covert capability, susceptible to being used unilaterally and unexpectedly
to launch preventive attacks. This feature increases uncertainty and raises the risk of
systemic instability.

If artificial intelligence constitutes, as Kissinger suggested, the contemporary
equivalent of a new Manhattan Project, the central challenge lies not only in its
technological development, but in the creation of a deterrence and international
governance framework capable of stabilizing its use and avoiding dynamics of
uncontrolled escalation. Without a theory of deterrence adapted to this new
technological reality, the risk is not the absence of balance, but the generation of an
international order that is structurally more unstable.

SECURITIZATION AND DECOUPLING

The dominant geopolitical impulse today is characterized by growing
securitization of technology. States no longer conceive technological innovation
primarily as a factor of economic efficiency or social welfare, but as a strategic
resource of power. Consequently, each technological advance is evaluated according
to two central criteria: the relative power it can confer on third parties and the degree
of strategic vulnerability it can generate for the State itself (Torreblanca 2021).
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This logic responds to a scenario in which States prioritize relative gains over
absolute gains. Historical experience shows that when this logic prevails, States are
willing to sacrifice their own economic growth if doing so helps to curb, contain,
or slow the technological-and by extension military—development of their strategic
rivals. In parallel, they seek to reduce

levels of interdependence deemed T he dominant g€0ﬁ01itiCd[
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The most immediate historical parallel is the 1980s, when the Reagan
administration sought to prevent the Soviet Union from accessing dual-use digital
technologies to slow its economic and military development. We are thus entering
a new technological Cold War with its own characteristics, in which control, access,
and the denial of markets, data, and critical technologies occupy a central place in
political and strategic debate.

The geopolitical instrumentalization of technology and digital interconnectivity
has generated growing disputes around multiple strategic domains: critical digital
infrastructures (such as 5G networks and submarine cables), essential raw materials
(including rare earths), key industries (artificial intelligence, cloud computing,
semiconductors), control of data flows and storage, as well as the definition of
technical standards that will shape the future development of emerging technologies.

In this context, numerous States have begun to raise digital borders by
adopting data localization policies, export controls on sensitive technologies,
and restrictions on the mobility of scientific talent (Ferracane et al. 2018).
Simultaneously, they seek to build technological spheres of influence with
politically like-minded countries, with the goal of expanding and consolidating
both their structural power and their regulatory and technological models

(CEIP 2019).
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Historically, the technologies associated with major revolutions—agricultural,
industrial, or information—tended to spread relatively widely once their initial
development phase had been overcome (Ding 2024). No State managed to deny
others sustained access to technologies such as the steamship, electricity, or more
recently nuclear energy for civilian or even military use. Even contemporary attempts
to limit nuclear proliferation of a military nature have had only partial success and
only for limited periods of time. By contrast, the current moment is characterized
by an unprecedented trend toward fragmentation of the international technological

system into at least two large differentiated and mutually incompatible blocs: one led
by the US and another headed by China.

The United States has been a pioneer in developing an integrated technological
ecosystem capable of covering virtually all critical layers: from space and satellite
infrastructures to submarine cables, digital platforms, cloud services, and advanced
artificial intelligence capabilities. To achieve full technological autonomy, Washington
still depends on some strategic bottlenecks, such as advanced lithography for
semiconductor manufacturing—dominated by the Dutch company ASML—or the
extraction and refining of rare earths, essential for the technology and defense
industries, which China has dominated for decades.

China, for its part, has pursued a deliberate, long-term strategy aimed at
technological self-sufficiency. Through early identification of critical sectors and
massive State-coordinated investments—combined with a highly effective strategy
of industrial espionage—Beijing has managed to position itself ahead of the US
in certain strategic technologies and significantly reduce its external dependence.
Although the manufacture of advanced semiconductors remains its main area of
vulnerability, China is clearly on a path of technological convergence in this domain.

As a result, both the US and China can now offer their partners and
allies comprehensive technological solutions that exclude, wholly or partially,
the rival bloc. Analogous to the construction of a “great digital wall” in China’s
internal market—by excluding the main US technology companies—Beijing has
sought to expand its structural power by creating its own technological sphere
of influence internationally.

These dynamics evoke the so-called “Great Game” of the nineteenth century
between the British Empire and the Russian Empire, in which competition for
spheres of influence combined strategic, economic, and technological interests.
In the current context, technological alliances allow great powers to access new
markets, raw materials, and data flows, while vying to impose their technical and

normative standards globally (Hobbs et al. 2016; Walker 2022).
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Consequently, although the technological revolution will continue advancing,
its trajectory will no longer be guided exclusively by market logic, private
economic actors, or multilateral institutions. On the contrary, governments have
come to play a central role, steering technological development under criteria
of national security, geopolitical competition, and strategic control, configuring
an increasingly fragmented and competitive international system. From the
aspiration of global interconnection, we have therefore moved to the reality of
technological balkanization, decoupling, and the reduction of interdependencies
and vulnerabilities (Leonard 2021).

TECHNOLOGY COERCION

The role of middle powers such as Brazil, the EU, India or Japan in an
international system increasingly dominated by technological rivalries is profoundly
problematic. By its very nature as a civil and normative power, the EU has historically
tended to conceive of technology as an instrument of economic prosperity, social
cohesion, and rights expansion, and not as a vector of geopolitical power. This
approach has translated—especially over the last decade—into a strong bet on
regulatory governance of technology centered on protecting fundamental rights,
fair competition, and limiting abuses of power by private actors.

This strategy has earned the Union the label of “regulatory superpower,”
fuelling the expectation that it could consolidate itself as a third normative
technological pole, alternative to the US and Chinese models. In this vision, Europe
aspires to become an attractive space for those States and societies that defend a
rules-based international order, with relatively open access to technology—where
technology would not be a source of strategic coercion or structural dependence,

but a multiplier of development, inclusion, and individual autonomy (Hobbs &
Torreblanca 2020).

Through the so-called “Brussels effect,” the EU has demonstrated a notable
capacity to export its regulatory norms, especially in areas such as privacy and data
protection. European regulations such as the General Data Protection Regulation
(GDPR), which governs data privacy, came to be considered the “gold standard”
of digital regulation worldwide. The size and attractiveness of the European
market meant that even in the absence of major homegrown digital platforms, the
leading US technology companies operated in Europe under significantly stricter
standards than those prevailing in the US, where the absence of comprehensive

federal privacy legislation has produced a much looser and more fragmented
framework (Bradford 2020; 2023).
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However, the implicit hypothesis that Europe could benefit from advanced
digital services without developing equivalent industrial capabilities of its own has
progressively eroded as geopolitical competition over technology between the US
and China has intensified.

In a first phase, the United States successfully pressured the EU to decouple
technologically from China, particularly in sectors such as 5G networks, depriving
member States of relevant technological alternatives. In a second phase,
Washington began to instrumentalize Europe’s dependence on US technology
to challenge European regulations and try to obtain exemptions or favorable
reinterpretations for its companies. Finally, as Sino-American rivalry has
sharpened, Washington has intensified pressure on Brussels to align its regulatory
standards with US standards, characterizing European norms as extraterritorial,
discriminatory, and even extortionate.

This dynamic has placed the EU in a position of structural vulnerability,
lacking the material capacity needed to credibly evade coercion from either the
US or China. The European strategy of developing indigenous technological
alternatives in areas such as semiconductors, cloud, or artificial intelligence is a
rational response, but extremely costly in time, financial resources, and political
coordination. Consequently, this path cannot guarantee European technological
sovereignty in the short term, forcing the EU to operate for a prolonged period
under conditions of strategic dependence.

US pressure for Europe to reject Chinese technology began during the
first Trump administration, but not only continued—it intensified—under the
Biden administration, especially through the proliferation of export controls
on critical technologies to China. According to the characterization of then
National Security Advisor Jake Sullivan, the US would build a “small yard with
high fences” in the technological domain (Biden 2023). However, the inclusion
in these restrictions of the three most strategic technologies of the present—
artificial intelligence, semiconductors, and quantum computing—made clear that
this “yard” was far from small. On the contrary, it signalled the launch of a
frontal challenge to China.

Another episode revealing Europe’s vulnerability vis-a-vis the US occurred
with the Dutch government’s decision—directly in response to US pressure—to require
ASML to cease exporting extreme ultraviolet lithography machines, indispensable
for manufacturing advanced semiconductors. This case showed how even Europe’s
scarce critical technological advantages could be neutralized by external political

decisions (Qin 2024).
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Europe’s dependence on private US technology companies became even
more exposed during the war in Ukraine. In September 2022, Elon Musk ordered
restrictions on Ukrainian access to the low-orbit satellite system Starlink, crucial
for Ukrainian military communications (Roulette, Bryan-Low & Balmforth 2025).
Musk justified his decision by claiming fear of nuclear escalation. This episode
demonstrated the inherent risks of having technological capabilities essential
to collective security controlled by private actors, capable of directly influencing
strategic dynamics of the first order.

The Starlink case marked a turning point for the EU, revealing in tangible
terms the consequences of having outsourced critical infrastructures to foreign
private companies. Added to this were Musk’s increasingly aggressive attacks on
the EU during the US electoral cycle—also suffered by Brazil—, aligned with the
positions of then President Donald Trump and the MAGA movement. These
positions were reinforced by statements from then Senator J.D. Vance, who went so
far as to question US commitment to Europe by alleging a supposed degradation of
European democratic quality due to its digital regulations.

After his appointment as Vice President of the United States, Vance elevated
this criticism to a central axis of US policy toward Europe in a controversial speech
delivered at the Munich Security Conference in February 2025, in which he argued
that the main threat to Europe did not come from Russia but from internal restrictions
on freedom of expression (Vance 2025).

That same month, President Trump instructed his Secretaries of Commerce
and the Treasury to respond to what he called European “regulatory extortions,”
referring directly to digital services and digital markets legislation (White House
2025a). Thus, the alliance between the White House and major US tech companies
was made explicit—already visible at Trump’s inauguration ceremony, attended by
leading Silicon Valley executives. Figures such as Mark Zuckerberg have equated
European regulation with institutionalized censorship systems comparable—
according to him—to those of China. Both Zuckerberg and Musk have openly
challenged the Union, refusing to comply with certain obligations related to
combating disinformation and online harms on platforms such as X.

Musk’s direct interference in European political processes—such as his explicit
support for anti-system forces like Alternative for Germany (AfD) during the German
legislative elections in February 2025—has had a notable political impact. Not
only for backing an extremist force, but for normalizing narratives that relativized
Germany’s historical past, which has been perceived as unprecedented interference
by a foreign private actor.
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A new source of alarm emerged with the Trump administration’s decision
to impose sanctions on the International Criminal Court after it issued arrest
warrants against Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu: the US forced
Microsoft to withdraw email services from the prosecutor responsible for the case.
The company complied, showing that under US law companies must comply first
and litigate later—even when this affects international institutions based in Europe
(Satariano & Smialek 2025).

This episode highlighted unequivocally the systemic risk derived from Europe’s
dependence on US cloud computing services. Although it reinforced interest in
developing European sovereign cloud infrastructures, it also confirmed that such
alternatives would not be available in the short term, thus prolonging Europe’s
exposure to potential political coercion.

Finally, the publication of US national security doctrine in December 2025
confirmed Europe’s worst fears by openly legitimizing the instrumentalization of
US technological superiority for purposes of political transformation in Europe.
The US strategy describes Europe as the victim of an anti-democratic ideological
drift and defends the need to promote access to power for political forces aligned
with Trumpism. The fear, from the European perspective, is that the US will
replicate—through private digital platforms—influence tactics like those previously
used by Russia, provoking a frontal transatlantic clash over digital services, regulatory
sovereignty, and democracy (White House 2025b).

Taken together, these episodes reveal that the EU faces not only a deficit of
technological capabilities, but an existential challenge in terms of sovereignty and
democracy, in a context in which technology has ceased to be a neutral good and has
become a central instrument of geopolitical coercion.

DEMOCRACY AND SOVEREIGNTY

The EU has explicitly recognized that technology constitutes a central
dimension of its security and political autonomy (European Commission 2023). The
European Commission that emerged from the June 2024 elections materializes this
recognition by creating, for the first time, an Executive Vice Presidency dedicated
to Technological Sovereignty-marking a turning point in Europe’s conception of
power in the twenty-first century.

Although the concept of technological sovereignty is not univocal-and is
especially complex in a global context characterized by deep interdependencies and
cross-cutting vulnerabilities—European institutions use it to refer to a concrete idea:

Year 4/ No. 16 / Oct-Dec 2025 167



Torreblanca

the Union’s ability to make digital and technological decisions in accordance with its
own interests and values, without being subject to external coercion deriving from
critical dependencies.

From this perspective, guaranteeing European technological security requires
acting simultaneously on four complementary planes: in-house capabilities,
resilience against coercion, defense of the democratic space; and international
alliances partnerships.

The first pillar-inevitable but long-term—consists of developing a European
technological and industrial base (Eurostack) in those areas where external
dependence generates economic or security risks. The mission letter sent by the
President of the Commission, Ursula von der Leyen, to the head of the new portfolio
clearly identifies these sectors: supercomputing, semiconductors, cloud computing,
artificial intelligence, quantum computing, space technologies, the Internet of
Things, and genomics (von der Leyen 2024).

Without its own capabilities in these areas, the EU lacks real room for
manoecuvre. Technological security cannot rest exclusively on regulation if there
is no material infrastructure that can provide credible alternatives. However,
this strategy requires massive investments, coordination among member States,
and explicit political acceptance that industrial policy 1s an unavoidable national
security necessity.

Second, because development of these capabilities will take years, the EU
needs instruments of protection and deterrence in the short- and medium-term
against technological coercion by third parties, including its allies. Recent experience
shows that Europe’s dependence on US digital technologies and services can be used
as a lever for political, regulatory, or even ideological pressure.

To mitigate this vulnerability, the Union should adopt a strategy that, first,
uses trade policy strategically, recalling that the US maintains a structural surplus
with the EU in digital services; second, strengthens competition policy by reducing
the market power—and by extension the political power-of major technology
platforms; third, advances common fiscal instruments, indispensable for financing
strategic technological investments and avoiding regulatory capture; and fourth,
explores national security tools, including European preference clauses or selective
restrictions in sectors considered critical.

These instruments have already been applied with respect to China, to reduce
dependence on companies from that country subject to legal frameworks that compel
them to cooperate with intelligence services. Given that the US has comparable
legislation with extraterritorial effects, the EU must also begin to assess the security
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risk stemming from exposure to US companies, especially in areas such as cloud
services, digital platforms, or data infrastructures.

A third element of European technological security is defending democratic
processes against digital interference. The EU has made significant progress in this
area through the Digital Services Act and the Digital Markets Act, as well as by
adopting the so-called “democratic shield,” which explicitly recognizes electoral
processes as critical infrastructures comparable to energy or transport infrastructures.

This approach is essential in a context in which digital platforms—whether US
or Chinese—can be used as vehicles for disinformation, information manipulation,
or indirect support for political forces
hostile to democracy. Guaranteeing
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technological dependence can translate into political subordination. Regulatory
firmness is not incompatible with transatlantic cooperation; it is in fact a condition
for such cooperation to be based on more symmetrical relations (Torreblanca 2025).

Fourth. The EU is not the only democracy whose access to critical
technologies may be constrained by US-China competition. As Brazil experiences,
other middle and regional powers are also exposed to technological coercion
and to foreign interference in democratic processes, often amplified by poorly
regulated online platforms. These States therefore must cooperate in protecting
democracy and sovereignty. These goals are best pursued through regional and
global cooperation to uphold a rules-based, open, human-centered technological
order. Initiatives such as the EU-Latin America and Caribbean Digital Alliance,
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and the Al regulatory coordination work of the OECD, the G7, and the G20,
show the way ahead (Torreblanca et al. 2025).

In a world in which only two major technological poles exist—the US and
China—the EU faces the risk of becoming a digital colony if it does not act decisively.
Paradoxically, its vulnerability today is greater vis-a-vis the US than vis-a-vis China,
precisely because of the depth of existing interdependence. Guaranteeing European
technological security therefore requires a combination of ambitious industrial
policy, instruments of defense against coercion, protection of the democratic space,
and sustained political will. Technological sovereignty is not an end 1n itself; it is the
necessary condition for preserving Europe’s political, economic, and social model in
an increasingly competitive and coercive international environment.

CONCLUSION

Technology has become a central factor of international power, comparable
to territory, population, or strategic resources. The current technological revolution—
characterized by its speed, global reach, and the structural role of private actors—is
accelerating the securitization of mnovation and pushing the international system
toward a logic of rivalry, fragmentation, and competition between technological
blocs led by the United States and China.

In this context, the EU occupies an ambivalent position. Its strength as a
regulatory power has enabled it to influence global digital governance, but the lack
of its own industrial capabilities in critical technologies exposes it to dependencies
that already translate into extreme vulnerability to external coercion.

Regulation alone is not sufficient to defend European sovereignty in an
increasingly hostile geopolitical environment. Guaranteeing European technological
security therefore requires an integrated strategy that combines long-term industrial
policy, instruments of resilience and deterrence against technological coercion, and
strengthened protection of the democratic space against digital interference.

Technological sovereignty is the necessary condition for preserving the
EU’s decision-making capacity, democratic model, and strategic autonomy in the
international order of the twenty-first century. =
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The Brazil-ASEAN Axis:

'Trade, Growth and
Strategic Opportunities

Eugénia Barthelmess

Abstract: The centers of global power are shifting at an unexpected pace.
Hegemonies perceived as immutable are giving way to new poles of production
and consumption. By 2025, the relative decline in the renewal capacities of the
United States and Europe coincides with the return of the world’s economic engine
to Asia. ASEAN stands out in this new reality as an ambitious innovation platform
and an important consumer market. In a scenario of geoeconomic transformations,
marked by the unpredictability of the political and commercial actions of traditional
hegemonies, Brazil has much to gain by investing in deepening its rapprochement
with Southeast Asia.

Keywords: Brazil; ASEAN; strategic opportunities.

O eixo Brasil-ASEAN: comeércio, crescimento
e oportunidades estratégicas

Resumo: Os centros de gravidade do poder mundial deslocam-se com rapidez
inesperada. Hegemonias percebidas como imutaveis cedem lugar a novos polos de
producdo e de consumo. Em 2025, o relativo declinio das capacidades de reno-
vacio dos Estados Unidos e da Europa coincide com o regresso a Asia do motor
economico do mundo. A ASEAN se destaca nessa nova realidade como ambiciosa
plataforma de inovagao e importante mercado de consumo. Em cenario de trans-
formacdoes geoeconomicas, caracterizado pela imprevisibilidade da atuagao politica
e comercial das hegemonias tradicionais, o Brasil tem muito a ganhar ao investir em
uma aproximacio crescente com o Sudeste da Asia.

Palavras-chave: Brasil; ASEAN; oportunidades estratégicas.
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Because without the United States, everything in the world would die.
It’s true. It’s so powerful. It's so big.
— Donald Trump, entrevista a imprensa na Casa Branca, 3 de setembro de 2025

Instead of inquiring why the Roman empire was destroyed,
we should rather be surprised that it had subsisted so long.
— Edward Gibbon, History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, Volume VI

Le monde a changé, il doit changer encore.
— Maximilien de Robespierre, Discours du 18 Floréal, An Il

C C he truth is that there were only great powers in Europe, and today they
are the first to recognize that there is in the New World a great and
powerful nation with which they must reckon and which necessarily

must have its share of influence in the international politics of the whole world”
(Lins 1995, 318). Thus spoke the Baron of Rio Branco in 1905, in a dispatch to
the newly inaugurated Brazilian embassy in Washington. The civil war that
pitted the industrialized North against the rural, slave-owning South had already
ended 40 years earlier, and the United States appeared on the international scene
as an increasingly imperial economic power, supported by steel, oil, railroads,
manufacturing, urbanization, and rapid social transformation. Rio Branco “did not
miss the vision of this phenomenon, which was that of international power being
divided, at the end of the 19th century, between Europe and the United States,”
recalls Alvaro Lins (1995, 317) in his classic biography of the Brazilian chancellor.

Not all foreign policy makers at that time possessed the same foresight. The
Argentine legation in the US capital, which, like the Brazilian legation, had been
operating since 1824, would only be elevated to the status of an embassy in 1914.
Without neglecting its relationship with Europe, at the beginning of the 20th
century, Brazil decided to present itself as the main South American interlocutor
with the US, seeking to consolidate its regional visibility and expand its international

Eugénia Barthelmess is a career diplomat in the Brazilian Foreign Service. She headed the United
States, Canada, and OAS Department and the South America Department at the Brazilian Ministry of
Foreign Affairs (Itamaraty). She served at the Brazilian Embassy in Ecuador and at Brazil’s permanent
mussions to the OAS in Washington and to the European Union in Brussels. From January 2020 to
September 2024, she served as the Brazilian ambassador to Singapore. Currently, she is the Brazilian
Ambassador to Angola.
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projection. Argentina, on the other hand, chose to continue prioritizing its insertion
into a European system anchored primarily in the United Kingdom, which it insisted
on perceiving as the central axis of the international framework as a whole. It can
be argued that this contrast was decisive in shaping the subsequent geopolitical
orientations of the two countries and had long-term effects on their respective
economic development processes.

Argentina’s strategy of prioritizing its traditional ties with Europe, to which
it exported its agricultural products and on whose capital and markets it depended,
would continue to bear fruit for another couple of decades, certainly until the 1930s.
In the mid-1940s, however, the Brazilian economy, by investing in the development
of its industrial base' within an economic framework centered on the United States
(US), surpassed the Argentine economy
for the first time, weakened by the Without neg Zecting i

disaster of the two great European wars.
From then on, the neighboring country relation szz;b with Eumpg)

| 1 .
would no longer manage to overcome at the begmmng (yf the 20th

its relative economic decline in relation

to Brazil, which would consolidate itself Ceﬂtlﬁ_’y, Br ClZZ] decided to

as the .largest economy in Latin America present itself as the main

and, since the mid-1970s, as one of the ) .

largest in the world. South American interlocutor
However, shifts in the world with the US, See/fmg 1o

system’s center of gravity happen with consolidate its mgiona /

surprising speed. C e :
PrOTS 5P visibility and expand its
At the end of 2025, we are a long

way from 1991, when the spontaneous

international projection.

dissolution of the Soviet Union inspired

the mirage of an end to History” that would ensure the preeminence, as far as the
eye can see, of Washington’s perspective on the course of the international scene.
Paradoxically, it was from that moment of apparent triumph that the normalization
of practices was established, which, over the following decades, would generate
serious, concrete limitations for the victors of the Cold War’s economies. Policies
of deregulation, deindustrialization, widespread privatization, reduction of taxes

1. The creation of the National Council for Industrialization, a state body for planning Brazilian industrial development, dates back to 1941.
The same year saw the founding of the Companhia Siderurgica Nacional (CSN) in Volta Redonda (RJ), which began receiving financing and
technical support from the United States under the terms of the so-called Washington Agreements (1942). CSN was essential for Brazilian steel
production, the basis for the national development of heavy industry.

2. The American political scientist Francis Fukuyama (1992) argued, in The End of History and the Last Man, that so-called liberal democracy,
associated with market capitalism, had definitively established itself as the dominant global model in a world that had overcome the Cold War.
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on capital and a focus on financial capitalism to the detriment of the real economy
would contribute to the concentration of income, the abandonment of investments
in physical infrastructure and the important and undeniable relative impoverishment
of the middle class® in the United States.

We are now a long way from 2001, when, upon joining the World Trade
Organization, China embarked on a lightning-fast process of integration into the
global economy—of which it became the key player—and, at the same time, the
formation of a gigantic domestic middle-class consumer market. The consequences,
for China 1itself, Southeast Asia, the

so-called Global South, and the world, . P

would be profoundly transformative. The United Sm-tes share
The United States’ share of OJFgZObClZ trade in gOOdS’

global trade in goods, which peaked which pea/fed n the post-

in the post-war 1940s at about one-
third of the total, and still accounted ) )
for about 25% in the 1970s, began to third OJF the total, and still

onwards, as the international rise of the .
in the 1970s, began to

war 1940s at about one-

Japanese and West German economies

took hold. Despite the success of the decline szgnzjicantb)ﬂom
US strategy of containing German

sy LAs the 1980s onwards, as the
and Japanese competitiveness®, the US ) ) i
continued to lose ground through a international rise OJF the
gradual but continuous disengagement j‘apanese and West German

from the global economy. Its degree of
trade openness, measured as Imports

economies took hold.

and exports relative to GDP, has not
kept pace with the global trend. The unprecedented pace of China’s incorporation
into global value chains and the 2008 financial crisis accelerated this contraction’. In

3. In “Capital in the Twenty-First Century’, French economist Thomas Piketty (2013) discusses the relative impoverishment of the American
middle class in a context of increasing income inequality. In the third part of the work (“The Structure of Inequalities”), the author compares
labor income and capital returns, diagnosing a trend in favor of the capture, by an increasingly smaller minority, of the benefits of the country’s
economic growth.

4. The so-called Plaza Accord, signed in 1985 by the US, Japan, West Germany, France, and the United Kingdom at the Plaza Hotel in New York,
promoted the coordinated devaluation of the dollar against the yen and the mark, with the successful objective of causing a decline in Japanese
and German export competitiveness. In the same year, US sanctions against Toshiba considerably weakened the company, an emblem of the
industrialization and internationalization of the Japanese economy, signaling a reduction in Japanese participation in the global trade of goods.
The strategic autonomy of Japan and Germany is limited, where US troops have remained stationed since the end of World War Il. The same
cannot be said of China, the main trading partner of most countries, which is impervious to strategies of this kind.

5. As a result of the exacerbation of policies favoring the financial economy at the expense of the real economy, the 2008 crisis generated
recession, unemployment, a drop in consumption, and a consequent reduction in American imports. The fall in production, credit, and investment,
in turn, had a negative effect on the export dynamism of the US.
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the current reality of global trade in goods, estimated at US$ 50 trillion by 2025, the
US exports US$ 2.12 trillion and imports US$ 3.15 trillion. China exports US$3.63
trillion and imports US$2.63 trillion. The United States, therefore, accounts for
10.6% of global trade in goods, while China leads with 12.5% (World Trade
Organization 2025; UNCTAD 2025)".

In terms of industrial capacity, China surpassed Japan in 2005, the US in
2008, and the European Union in 2011. Recent World Bank data suggests that
China’s industrial capacity is approaching the combined capacity of the United
States, the European Union, and Japan’. This trend shows no signs of reversing
in the short- or medium-term. The
usual caveats maintain that, although

the volume of Chinese manufacturing Sanctons on exports to

output 1s unparalleled, the US and China OJF critical Z€C/Zﬂ010gi€5
.Europe.are still aherfld in hlgh-value related to C/Zip pTOdUleiOﬂ
innovation. In practice, the increase )

in Chinese exports of high-tech goods have accelerated Clinese
(electric vehicles, industrial robots) domestic dgyg[gpmgmf

and China’s recent progress in the

. . n this area (Huawer,
semiconductor industry demonstrate

its leadership in technological SM[C), Slgﬂdhﬂg
innovation. Sanctions on exports to increasing autonomy

China of critical technologies related .
from Western inputs.

to chip production have accelerated
Chinese domestic development in this
area (Huawei, SMIC), signaling increasing autonomy from Western inputs. As
the world’s largest consumer market for technology, China is also a critical
source of inputs and raw materials, dominating numerous global supply chains,
from rare earths and lithium-ion batteries to solar panels and high-precision
optical components.

The United States has been losing ground in innovation, partly due to
reduced federal funding for research and development (R&D), which reportedly
fell from about 67% of all domestic R&D in 1964 to less than 20% in 2023,

6.1n the context of global trade in services, which is on the order of US$14 to 15 trillion (WTO and IMF, 2024 data), the US still leads, with about
17% of global trade, while China accounts for about 8%. China is making rapid advances in services, especially in digital services, engineering
and logistics, and is increasingly investing in artificial intelligence, fintech and cloud computing.

7. Industrial production is generally measured by what is called manufacturing value added (MVA), which captures the net value of goods
produced. Filters by country and by year in the World Development Indicators from the World Bank show China with an MVA of approximately
US$4.66 trillion, compared to US$2.91 trillion for the US, around US$2.5 to 3.0 trillion for the EU, and around US$0.87 trillion for Japan (World
Bank. World Development Indicators, 2025).

180 - CEBRI-Journal



The Brazil-ASEAN Axis: Trade, Growth and Strategic Opportunities

according to the National Science Foundation (2025). The American share of
scientific output and engineering fields has been gradually declining, in parallel
with China’s rise in this domain. According to the World Intellectual Property
Organization (WIPO), China has led in the annual number of patents granted
since 2011 (WIPO 2024). In 2023, it held approximately five million patents in
force, compared to approximately 3.5 million in the US (WIPO 2024). Although
this indicator is not, in itself, synonymous with technological vanguard, China has
established itself as a global champion in applied innovation—driven by its market
scale, industrial execution capacity, speed of technological diffusion, sectoral
leadership, rapid learning cycle, and growing power to set standards—surpassing
Western economies in several key segments.

The International Monetary Fund’s (IMF) October 2025 World Economic
Outlook report indicates that, with regard to the global economic weight in
purchasing power parity (PPP), the United States now accounts for no more than
15.5% of global GDP, with a trend toward contraction; the European Union,

16.5%, with a trend toward contraction; and China, approximately 19%, with a
trend toward expansion (IMF 2025).

China 19 %
European Union 16,5 %
United States 155 %
India 71%
ASEAN 37 %
Japan 37 %
Brazil 22 %
South Korea 1,7 %
Canada 1,5%

Table 1 — Share of global GDP in PPP/2025. Source: WEQ (2025).
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The same source indicates that the weight of the Global South—which we
will understand here as Emerging and Developing Market Economies (EDMEs)—
added to China’s weight accounts for 60.64% of global GDP in PPP in 2025.
Subtracting China’s share from the Global South, we arrive at 41.64% of the
total, which is still a larger proportion than the combined presence of the US
and the European Union (32%). If we consider the combined presence of the
United States and the EU, plus Canada, Japan and South Korea (a group that
we could roughly refer to as the Global North), the total in GDP/PPP would
reach 38.9%, that 1s, still less than the combined weight of the Global South
without China.

US +EU 32 %

US + EU + Japan + South Korea + Canada 389 %
Global South without China 41,6 %
Global South with China 60,6 %

Table 2 — North vs. South: share of global GDP in PPP/2025. Source: WEO (2025).

IMF data demonstrate that we are facing a historic reversal in the engine
of economic power and reveal a profound structural change. The Global South,
excluding China, already surpasses the Global North in GDP/PPP, outweighing the
economies the IMF still refers to, with unintentional irony, as advanced economies.

One hundred and twenty years later, the US, a rising power in 1905, 1s now
experiencing an undeniable relative decline in its share of global trade, industrial
production, scientific and technological output, and world GDP. Its monopoly on
military power is no longer certain either. The Chinese military parade on September
3, 2025, which marked the 80th anniversary of the victory over Japan in World War
II, was considered by expert observers® a critical milestone in China’s mastery of
technologies that rival or surpass those of the United States”. The United States,

8. The 2025 annual edition of the Index of US Military Strength, published mid-year by the Heritage Foundation, a conservative American
think tank specializing in defense and security, classifies US military power as “weak” for the second consecutive time, in contrast to Chinese
advances in this area. Complementary analyses by the Heritage Foundation, released after the parade, refer to it as evidence of the “accelerated
modernization” of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA). (The Heritage Foundation, 2025)

9. Hypersonic missiles and the so-called complete nuclear triad—nuclear bombers, intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs), and submarine-
launched ballistic missiles (SLBMs)—were all displayed in the parade.
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which was an unavoidable actor until recently, now accounts for only about 13% of
Chinese exports (UNCTAD 2025) and absorbs less than 129 of Brazilian exports
(MDIC 2024).

The world has changed. The 20th century, the so-called American century,
ended a quarter-century ago. We are no longer in a moment of transition, but in a
moment of post-transition. The re-emergence of China as a power has established
a new commercial dynamic in a transformed global economic reality.

As 1n 1905, the signs are more than clear. Reputable conservative sources, such
as those cited here, confirm that a systemic reconfiguration has taken place, a shift
in the center of gravity of global economic power. What is remarkable is that it is
necessary to state what is evident, and that, in doing so, this may generate incredulity
or arouse sensitivities. In the conventional

discourse of the academic intelligentsia The re-emeroence Q]p
and Western opinion leaders, the S

dogmas of American exceptionalism China as a power has
and European centrality, and the desired established a new commercial

collapse—always presented as imminent— .o

of China’s capacity for sustained growth, c_iynamzc ma L‘mnsformed
continue to be recited today, as they have global economic r 6&[2'?)).
been for the last 30 or 40 years.

In his memoirs on the Sino-American rapprochement of 1972, Henry Kissinger
wrote that China under the last imperial dynasty (1644-1912) entered the modern era
dominated by a political elite “oblivious to the onset of the Western age of exploration”
and “unaware of the technological and historical currents that would soon threaten its
existence.” At the time, according to Richard Nixon’s Secretary of State', there was
no shortage of currents arguing that it was necessary to counter European advances
by strengthening internal capabilities and adapting technologically. Supported by a
conservative population, the prevailing faction, however, decided that adapting would
be tantamount to abandoning the essence of Chinese heritage, which was perceived
as nvincible. “Centuries of predominance,” he concludes, “had warped the Celestial
Court’s sense of reality” (Kissinger 2011, 49-63).

Whether due to ideological conditioning or cognitive inertia—as was the case
on the eve of the capitulation to the British invaders by the courtiers of the Qing
dynasty, like the Argentine elite in the 1910s—the still predominant Western analyses
tend to privilege dogma over factual evidence, clinging to a past that is already gone.

10. And from Gerald Ford.
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China’s economic rise has transformed the balance of power in world trade.
One effect of this transformation has been an increase in trade among actors in the
Global South. By importing large volumes of raw materials and exporting affordable
manufactured goods, Chinese expansion has not only increased bilateral trade
between its own market and other developing markets but has also fostered new
investments and trade agreements that have expanded the flow of goods and services
within the South. This rise has promoted the integration of Southern economies into
large supply chains, intra- and extra-regional networks, and increasingly resilient,
diversified trade exchanges. Through trade realignments and the diversification of
partnerships, it has produced increasing economic and commercial autonomy for the
South vis-a-vis the United States and the European Union. IMF projections suggest
the trend will continue, with the South’s GDP growing faster than the North’s''.

Brazil, already a relevant player in this new context, has the conditions to
continue adapting to the rhythm of technological and geopolitical cycles, which
seem to be getting shorter and shorter, rejecting anachronistic interpretations and
gathering the tools to make the best use of reality and position itself in an increasingly
competitive way in the face of this new configuration.

RISE OF ASEAN

The world’s economic and commercial axis has shifted to Asia. Or rather, it
has returned to Asia after about 250 years during which it was exceptionally well
anchored in the North Atlantic. It 1s in emerging Asia—China, India and Southeast
Asia, extending far beyond the US tributaries Japan and South Korea—that the main
source of global economic growth is
found today, both in production and, with

its immense markets, in consumption. 1t 15 known that China 1s the
It is known that China is the main main trading partner of about
trading partner of about two-thirds of two-thirds Qf the United

the United Nations member states; it has .
been, for 16 years since 2009, the country Natwns member states [ . ] .

with which Brazil, for example, maintains nggvgyg the que stion OJF
the 1 t total trade vol ft - - -
© TATREST TOTah Tad VOTITE yedr S China’s main trading partner
year. However, the question of China’s . .
main trading partner is rarely raised. ANE arely raised [ASEA_M .

11. According to the IMF's World Economic Outlook, the South will grow approximately 2.5-2.7 percentage points faster than the North in 2025-
2026, and this difference is expected to remain stable in the medium term. The same projections indicate that, without major shocks, the GDP
of the South (in PPP) will reach approximately 65% of the global total by 2030 (IMF 2025).
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For five consecutive years, since 2021, China’s main trading partner has been
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN)—followed by the European
Union, the United States, South Korea, and Japan. In 2024, the respective trade
volumes were as follows (US Census Bureau & BEA 2025):

China-ASEAN USS$ 982,34 billions
China-European Union USS 848,23 billions
China-US USS$ 688,34 billions
China-South Korea USS$ 328,15 billions
China-Japan USS$ 308,3 billions

Table 3 — Data from the US Census Bureau and the ASEAN Secretariat. US Census Bureau and Bureau of
Economic Analysis, “US International Trade in Goods and Services, December and Annual 2024."

ASEAN’s main partner, for the 16th consecutive year, is China itself, in a
deep integration that extends beyond trade to include Chinese direct investment and
integration into global supply chains. The closeness of the relationship stems from
the facilitation of flows of goods, services, inputs, and investments promoted by the
ASEAN-China Free Trade Agreement of 2005 and the Regional Comprehensive
Economic Partnership (RCEP) of 2022, which will be examined later.

The current trade volume between ASEAN and China, exceeding US$982
billion, represents approximately 16% of China’s total trade (MOFCOM 2025)
and about 20% of ASEAN’s total trade (2024a). The proportion of trade flows

(goods) between ASEAN and its major partners, excluding intra-ASEAN trade, 1s
approximately as follows (ASEAN 2024b, 2024c):

ASEAN-China 21,8%
ASEAN-US 13,1%
ASEAN-EU 8,4%
ASEAN- Japan 7%
ASEAN-Others 49%

Table 4 — Proportion of ASEAN trade partnerships. Source: ASEAN Merchandise Trade Statistics 2024.
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Created in 1967, ASEAN has been a free trade area since 1992, bringing
together Brunei, Cambodia, the Philippines, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia,
Myanmar, Singapore, Thailand, East Timor, and Vietnam. Some of these
economies (Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand, the Philippines, and Vietnam)
have considerable population and economic weight. Others, such as Laos
or CGambodia, have shown signs of increasing dynamism. Together, these 11
countries are among the fastest-growing in the world. ASEAN’s GDP has
practically doubled over the last ten years and could double again over the next
decade. Organized as an Association, Southeast Asia 1s one of the regions that
has benefited most directly from the shift of the global center of the economy
and trade to the East.

ASEAN is the result of remarkable success in building a regional integration
structure amidst extreme diversity. Although geographically close, its members (to
which Timor-Leste joined as a full member on October 26, 2025) are countries
with extremely diverse languages, religions, cultures, and ethnicities. ASEAN
encompasses hundreds of languages'?[12] and multiple religions and ethnicities.
Economic disparities, such as those between Myanmar (nominal GDP per capita
of just over US$1,000) and Singapore (nominal GDP per capita of US$92,000), or
population density, such as between Timor-Leste (less than 2 million inhabitants)
and Indonesia (280 million inhabitants), have not impeded the fluidity of political
coordination and commercial integration.

The free trade area (FTA) established in 1992 used a common preferential
tariff, adopted through tariff-reduction schedules, to foster intra-regional
economic integration and enhance the region’s competitive advantages as a
production base for the global market. The FTA evolved into a broader and
more ambitious vision of integration, leading, in 2015, to the formation of the
ASEAN Economic Community (AEC), which established a single market with
the free flow not only of goods, but also of services and investments, capital and
skilled labor', to create an effectively integrated production and consumption
platform. The ASEAN strategic plan for the 2026-2030 five-year period, known
as the post-2025 Blueprint, is a natural evolution of the AEC’s ambitions,
focusing on digitalization, the green economy, resilience to global shocks, and
the mitigation of development disparities among member states.

12. In addition to the official languages, which may be three or four per country, more than a thousand other languages are spoken by the
different ethnic groups in the member states. In Indonesia alone, with its 17,000 islands, around 700 languages are spoken.

13. The free flow of labor is restricted to qualified professionals in specific sectors, which is regulated through mutual recognition agreements
that prioritize the mobility of professionals in eight priority areas: medicine, dentistry, nursing, engineering, architecture, surveying, accounting,
and tourism.
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GROWTH PROSPECTS

In a context of accelerating economic and commercial globalization and
the rapid enrichment of Asia from the 1980s and 1990s onwards, ASEAN was
able to capitalize on the Asian miracle to integrate into global value chains. The
regional GDP rose from about US$ 500 billion in 1990 to more than US§ 4
trillion in 2025, positioning the Association as the fifth-largest economy in the
world, on par with India'.

What was, less than 40 years ago, a collection of poor economies dependent
on the export of commodities and rudimentary manufactured goods has become
a diversified, highly integrated economic powerhouse recognized as one of the
world’s leading hubs for manufacturing,

technology, and services. Successful ASEAN is em ergin g

regional integration and an emphasis on

today as an Industry 4.0

industrial development and attracting

foreign direct investment have been the pldtj%?” m, with a str ong
cornerstones of this trajectory. ho sition in advanced
ASEAN is emerging today industries Su])poﬁed b)}

as an Industry 4.0 platform, with a

strong position in advanced industries systematic and deliberate

supported by systematic and deliberate T 8gi07’l(ll pOliC 165.

regional policies. Initiatives adopted by

common agreement promote joint projects in semiconductors, electric vehicles,
and biotechnology, leveraged by investments from China and Japan. The
manufacturing sector accounts for approximately 30% of regional GDP, growing
at around 6% per year, with a focus on electronics (Malaysia, Vietnam) and
automotive (Indonesia, Thailand).

Economic growth projections for ASEAN until 2030 vary by country, but
the consensus is for sustained expansion. Indonesia, the bloc’s largest economy; 1s
expected to grow at 5.1% per year, raising its GDP from US$1.4 trillion in 2025
to US$2.5 trillion in 2030, benefiting from natural resources and manufacturing.
The Philippines and Vietnam, with rates above 6%, will reach US$800 billion and
US$700 billion, respectively, driven by exports and foreign investment. Thailand and
Malaysia project 4% to 5%, focusing on tourism and electronics, while Singapore,

14. The ASEAN Secretariat estimates in its Statistical Highlights, updated in 2024, that the Association’s current nominal GDP would be between
US$3.98 and 4.0 trillion (Source: ASEAN Secretariat 2024c).
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with 3% to 4%, maintains its leadership in financial services'. Countries like Laos
and Myanmar, although more volatile, benefit from regional integration through
the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement (RCEP), which
I will discuss below and which is estimated to add US§1.2 trillion to intra-Asian
trade by 2030.

Regional GDP growth rates are projected to reach 4.8% in 2025, exceeding
the global average of 3.2%, driven by exports (approximately 40% of ASEAN
GDP) and tourism (5-10%). GDP per
capita has grown by 4.5% over the
past decade, from US$3,500 in 2015
to US$6,010 in 2025, reducing poverty [?Tépd?”@d lo overcome s
from 16% to 6-7%, despite persistent

Southeast Asia seems

internal bottlenecks and
To sustain growth in production navigate gZObdl 7’25/65, SUC/Z
capacity that continues to meet domestic as the new US trade tanffs,
demand and its export potential, while remaining a ])Z[Zd?’
ASEAN relies on several positive
of the world economy.

disparities among Member States.

structural factors. With over 690 million
inhabitants in 2025—almost three times
the population of Brazil (212 million)-the Association has a young workforce, with
the demographic dependency ratio declining until 2030, in contrast to the aging
trend in Western economies.

Urbanization 1s expected to remain a key driver of growth dynamics in
Southeast Asia. Between 2020 and the end of 2025, it 1s estimated that 70 million
people will have migrated to cities, raising the urbanization rate from 50% to
60% by 2030. According to the Asian Development Bank (ADB), this trend is
expected to continue, requiring trillions of dollars in additional infrastructure
investments, boosting sectors such as construction and services, and increasing
labor productivity.

An emerging middle class could act as a key catalyst in this process. It 1is
estimated that the middle-classsegment of the ASEAN population, which numbered
91 million in 2010, will grow to 334 million in 2030 (51% of the population).
The IMF estimates that the disposable income of this sector could grow by 56%
in the so-called emerging ASEAN-5 (Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Thailand
and Vietnam). Combined with digital penetration (92% in Indonesia’s urban

15. I used the Asian Development Outlook, published by the Asian Development Bank (ADB), which provides detailed GDP growth projections by
country, extended, in some scenarios, to 2030 (ADB 2024, pp. 45-67 [for country projections] and p. 120 [for RCEP impact]).
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areas by 2030), this expansion should boost domestic consumption, which already
accounts for 60% of regional GDP'®. E-commerce and fintech services could add
US$1 trillion to GDP by 2030, fostering sustained demand for consumer goods,
education and health.

More than just a growing bloc, ASEAN presents itself, in short, as a resilient
ecosystem where sharp intra-regional coordination, urbanization, favorable
demographics, and the rise of the middle class converge to sustain growth and
robust domestic consumption. Southeast Asia seems prepared to overcome its
internal bottlenecks and navigate global risks, such as the new US trade tarifls, while
remaining a pillar of the world economy.

ASEAN AND THE REGIONAL COMPREHENSIVE
ECONOMIC PARTNERSHIP (RCEP)

The major Asian trade agreement, the Regional Comprehensive Economic
Partnership (RCEP), brings together, in addition to ASEAN, China, Japan, South
Korea, Australia, and New Zealand, a total of 16 economies. The RCEP was signed
in November 2020 and has been 1n effect since January 2022. Covering 30% of the
world’s population, 30% of global GDP, and 28% of international trade, the RCEP
1s the world’s largest trade agreement.

ASEAN played a key role in the success of the negotiations, which spanned
from 2012 to 2020, acting as the central coordinator from the outset. The
RCEP evolved from bilateral initiatives ASEAN+3 (China, Japan and South
Korea) and ASEAN+6 (with the entry of India, which would withdraw from
the negotiations in 2019', Australia and New Zealand), with the definition of
the agenda and rules of engagement always remaining the responsibility of
ASEAN. The use of its characteristic diplomatic methodology—the so-called
ASEAN way, based on consensus, flexibility and inclusive negotiations—

16. Manufacturing (30%) and tourism (5%-10%) are measured using the production method, which calculates each sector’s contribution to GDP.
Consumption (60%) and exports (40%) are components of GDP calculated using the expenditure method, which breaks down GDP into spending
categories (consumption, investment, government, and net exports).

17. India officially announced its withdrawal from the negotiations on November 4, 2019, during an ASEAN summit in Bangkok, Thailand. The
announcement was made in the final stages of the agreement’s conclusion, which was to be signed by the other negotiators on November 15,
2020. Among the reasons cited for the decision were India’s trade deficit with China, domestic pressures due to fears of a negative impact on
vulnerable sectors (agriculture, manufacturing), and the failure to obtain specific concessions for certain Indian services (IT and pharmaceuticals).

Much less remembered is the fact that India was at that time being closely courted by the US, which wished to promote it as a pillar of an “Indo-
Pacific” strategy (as opposed to the classic “Asia-Pacific” concept) for the region, in an effort that ultimately did not yield the expected results.
India’s withdrawal from the RCEP corresponded, at that moment, to a tacit alignment with American interests, especially amidst the US-China
trade confrontation. Today, we see the arbitrary imposition of US tariffs on India, an India-Russia rapprochement driven by Indian acquisition of
Russian energy, and India’s pursuit of greater understanding with China. The withdrawal from the RCEP meant the loss for India of preferential
access to important regional supply chains; the agreement leaves the door open for the country to rejoin in the future.
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streamlined the process by centralizing decisions, reducing duplication and
ensuring that negotiations progressed in annual rounds under the Association’s
rotating presidency.

The RCEP provides States Parties with, among other benefits, the
elimination orreduction of tariffs, cumulative rules of origin known as “diagonals,”
investment facilitation, and standardization of digital trade. The agreement
eliminates or reduces tariffs on more than 90% of goods within 20 years, with
extended deadlines for least developed countries (up to 25 years for Cambodia).
Its diagonal rules of origin, based on 40% regional value added, allow inputs
from any State Party to be counted towards preferential qualification. Investment
facilitation 1s conducted through negative lists (automatic liberalization except
for explicit reservations), prohibition of performance requirements (such as
mandatory technology transfer, with transitional exceptions for least developed
States Parties), and standardization of digital trade, with provisions on cross-
border data flows and protection of personal information, without forced
server localization by default. Customs facilitation aligns with the WTO Trade
Facilitation Agreement, with goods cleared within 48 hours, equivalent to an
additional 9% reduction in non-tariff barriers.

From ASEAN’s specific perspective, the RCEP strengthens intra-Asian
production and trade chains, encourages increased foreign investment, and
enhances the competitiveness of each of the Association’s members. The
integration of its smaller economies, such as Vietnam and Cambodia, into
networks led by China, Japan, and South Korea, especially in electronics and
automotive sectors, is particularly welcome. The agreement further enhances
the competitiveness of the member states by harmonizing intellectual property
standards, competition, and support for small and medium-sized enterprises
through cooperation committees.

With the exception of two or three articles published at the time of its entry
into force, there do not appear to be any objective, comprehensive, and above all
continuous analyses over time in the West on the effects of what is, in concrete
terms, the world’s largest trading instrument and the first in History to bring together
China and Japan.

The scant press and think tank coverage of the new agreement tends, with a
single instinct, to cultivate negative bias, emphasizing perceived deficiencies such
as the absence of more robust clauses on intellectual property. Much criticized is
the supposed lack of ambition in the tariff area, which is natural, however, in a
commercial environment where, thanks to the pre-existing network of ASEAN
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FTAs (with China, South Korea, Japan, Australia and New Zealand, and among the
member states themselves), the cuts affect an already low tarift base, consolidating
reciprocal advantages previously granted between the Parties.

The fact that a trade arrangement larger than that of the European Union,
in effect for almost four years, tends to be ignored or minimized by expert observers
reflects the reverence with which the sensitivities of the Celestial Court of our
day are still regarded. The fact that the United States’ historical partners in Asia—
Japan, South Korea, Australia, and New Zealand—have joined the RCEP does not
encourage professional commentators to admit that we are facing a watershed
moment in Asian integration, whose innovative impact goes far beyond tariftf and
intellectual property issues.

Comprising the gigantic economies of China, Japan, and ASEAN itself,
and encompassing e-commerce, competition, government procurement,
harmonization of rules of origin, customs facilitation, trade facilitation, and
supply chain integration, the RCEP has significant repercussions on trade relations
among its members and between them and the world'. In the spirit of the last
courtiers of the Forbidden City, silence seems to be the best way out in the face of
a reality that can no longer be controlled.

For ASEAN, responsible from the outset for the efficient conduct of the
negotiations, the new pact multiplies partnerships, expands economic resilience,
and promotes inclusive growth within the Association. As supervisor of the
implementation of the RCEP, the ASEAN Secretariat monitors its execution,
coordinates dispute resolution, facilitates necessary revisions, and keeps the
RCEP aligned with the objectives of trade liberalization, economic cooperation,
and the promotion of regional trade integration. The RCEP reinforces ASEAN’s
centrality in the Asian economic architecture and positions ASEAN as an
indispensable trading platform.

BRAZIL IN THE GLOBAL CONTEXT

Brazil is one of the world’s major economies. Since 1975, it has been
among the ten largest global economies in terms of nominal GDP, with only

18. “Civilizations die from suicide, not by murder,” said Arnold Toynbee in a well-known passage from “A Study of History” (1934, 38). The
United States withdrew from the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) negotiations in January 2017, originally conceived as a tool to contain China's
commercial expansion. Now in the form of the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement on Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP), which it
adopted after the surprising US withdrawal, this instrument was signed in 2018 and includes 11 countries (Australia, Brunei, Canada, Chile,
Japan, Malaysia, Mexico, Peru, New Zealand, Singapore, and Vietnam), seven of which are members of the RCEP. In 2021, China formally
requested accession to the CPTPP followed a few days later by Taiwan. The United States is not currently part of any significant formal economic
arrangement in Asia.
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three temporary interruptions—in the early 1980s, at the turn of the 2000s,
and during the two-year period of the Covid-19 pandemic'. Outside of these
intervals, it has consistently remained between fifth and tenth place worldwide,
a consequence of the importance of its primary and industrial sectors in the
formation of the national product. In purchasing power parity, Brazil currently
ranks seventh in the world, reflecting the size of its domestic market and the
relative purchasing power of its population.

The country occupies half of South America’s area and accounts for
half of its population; its GDP of approximately US$2.36 trillion 1s equivalent
to half of South America’s GDP. A major global exporter, it 1s the largest oil
producer in Latin America. It exerts leadership in multilateral discussions
on trade and combating climate change; it is a member of both BRICS and
the G20; it 1s currently presiding over the World Climate Summit; and it is
universally appreciated for its conciliatory tradition and capacity for negotiation

and mediation.

In the WTO’s global trade ranking, Brazil is among the 25 largest exporters.
In terms of agricultural products, it is one of the three largest global exporters,
rivaling the United States and the European Union as a major supplier of food
to large Asian markets. The country is the leading global exporter of soybeans,
coffee, sugar, orange juice, beef, and chicken.

Commodities account for about 60% of Brazilian exports, with soybeans
predominating as the main item (15% of external sales), followed by iron ore
(12%, the second largest exporter in the world) and beef (6%)*°. Manufactured
products account for about 35% to 40% of exports, driven by sales of vehicles,
the aerospace and defense (Embraer) sectors, and steel. Considering both
goods and services, a comparison between Brazil’s main trading partners in
2024, the last year for which complete data is currently available, shows the
following results?':

19. Between 1982 and 1984, during the external debt crisis and recession, it fell to 11th-12th position, impacted by the debt crisis and recession.
From 1999 to 2006, currency devaluation and low growth led the country to positions 11th to 14th. More recently, between 2020 and 2021, the
COVID-19 pandemic and the depreciation of the real resulted in a drop to 12th-13th, temporarily interrupting the consistent trajectory among the
top ten economies, which has been maintained since 1975, notably peaking at 5th position in 2011.

20. In 2024, the eight main exported products included crude oil, soybeans, iron ore and concentrates, sugar, processed petroleum oils, coffee,
frozen beef, and undissolved chemical wood pulp (MDIC 2024).

21. Sources: for the United States, MDIC (Comex Stat), Central Bank, Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA); for China, MDIC (Comex Stat), Central
Bank, General Administration of Customs of China; for the European Union, MDIC (Comex Stat), Central Bank, Eurostat; for ASEAN, MDIC (Comex
Stat), Central Bank, IBRE/FGV; for Argentina, MDIC (Comex Stat), Central Bank, INDEC.
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United States USS 82,6 billions
China USS 76 billions
European Union USS 44,5 billions
Argentina USS 12 billions
ASEAN USS$ 10,7 billions

Table 5 — Values in US dollars that Brazil imported from its main trading partners in 2024.

China USS 118 billions
United States USS 54,4 billions
European Union USS 47 billions
ASEAN USS 26,56 billions
Argentina USS 12,3 billions

Table 6 — Values in US dollars that Brazil exported to its main trading partners in 2024.

China USS 194 billions
United States USS 137 billions
European Union USS$ 91 billions
ASEAN USS$ 37 billions
Argentina USS 24 billions

Table 7 — Trade flow (goods + services) between Brazil's main trading partners in 2024.

China, Brazil’s main trading partner since 2009, absorbed almost 20% of
Brazilian exports that year, resulting in a trade surplus for Brazil of around US$42
billion. Brazil’s trade with China accounts for 85% of the combined trade with its
next two partners, the US and the EU.

The United States, the second-largest partner, accounted for less than 10%
of exports, with a deficit against Brazil of around US$ 28 billion, resulting from the
import of manufactured goods, technology, and services such as royalties and profit
remittances. Trade with the European Union totaled US$ 91.5 billion (15.3%), with
a slight Brazilian surplus of US$ 2.5 billion.
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Regarding ASEAN, the total trade flow, as observed, amounted to
approximately US$ 37 billion, with a robust surplus of US§ 15.5 billion for Brazil
(20% of the Brazilian trade balance surplus in 2024), placing the Association firmly
among Brazil’s top five trading partners (MRE 2025a; APEX Brasil 2025).

Brazilian foreign trade encompasses both strengths and vulnerabilities. While a
solid commodity base sustains surpluses, greater diversification of the export portfolio
is desirable to mitigate risks. A systematic policy of closer ties with ASEAN, coupled
with 1nitiatives in innovation, reindustrialization, and expanding trade partnerships,
offers opportunities for Brazil to continue consolidating its global gains.

COMMERCIAL IMPORTANCE OF ASEAN FOR BRAZIL

ASEAN i1s emerging as a rapidly growing trading partner for Brazil. Trade
(goods + services) increased from approximately US$3.5 billion in 2002 to US$37
billion in 2024, representing a more than tenfold increase in 22 years, driven by
the competitiveness of Brazilian agribusiness and mining. Brazilian exports are
concentrated in soybeans, iron ore, beef, sugar, and corn, with Indonesia and
Malaysia being the main destinations for these products. Brazil imports from ASEAN

primarily electronics and semiconductors (40%), machinery (25%), textiles (15%),
and chemicals (10%).

Trade between Brazil and ASEAN has grown at an average of about 15%
each year since 2020, contrasting with the relative stagnation of traditional markets.

Emblematic cases illustrate the supremacy of certain ASEAN members over
Brazil’s historical trading partners in Europe and Latin America. Driven by refined
petroleum products and aircraft, exports to Singapore reached US$7.9 billion in
2024-more than Brazil exported to Germany (US$5.85 billion) and more than
double what Brazil exported to France (US$3 billion).

In 2024, trade with Malaysia reached US$5.9 billion, with exports
exceeding US$4.3 billion and a surplus for Brazil of US$2.8 billion. Brazilian
sales were concentrated in iron ore (37%) and crude oil (28%). Brazil exported

more to Malaysia in 2024 than to Italy, Portugal, the United Kingdom, or France
(MRE 2025h).

Indonesia, with US§4.5 billion in purchases (soybeans and soybean meal),
surpassed the United Kingdom (US$3.34 billion). Vietnam, with imports of US$4.2
billion (soybeans and pork), surpassed Peru (US$3.8 billion). Thailand, which bought

US$3.45 billion from Brazil (ethanol and chicken), surpassed France (US$3 billion).
These flows point to a diversified and resilient export portfolio, with room for
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significant expansion of Brazilian exports as ASEAN continues on its path towards
ever greater affluence and development (MDIC 2024).

The table below shows the eleven members of ASEAN, with the enormous
diversity of economic and demographic profiles that characterize them, presented

in descending order of volume of imports of Brazilian products22:

COUNTRY EggoNgnY POPULATION FII?h(g:/IOBRI;rEZDIL
IN 2024
Singapore USS 565 bi US$ 92.000 finance 6 millions USS 7,9 bi
Indonesia USS 1,43 tri USS$ 5.030 mining 284 millions USS 4,5 bi
Malaysia USS 445 bi USS 3.140 electronics 33,9 millions USS 4,3 bi
Vietnam USS$ 485 bi USS 4.741 manufacturing 102 millions USS 4,2 bi
Thailand USS 546 bi USS$ 7.770 automotive 70 millions USS 3,45 bi
Philippines USS 497 bi USS 4.350 services 114 millions USS 2,12 bi
Cambodia USS 48,8 bi USS$ 2.870 agriculture 17,4 millions USS 26 mi
Laos USS 16,3 bi USS$ 2.100 hydropower 7,8 millions USS 23 mi
East Timor USS 2,02 bi USS 1.343 oil 1,5 millions USS 21 mi
Myanmar USS 64,9 bi Us$1.180 agriculture 54,8 millions US$ 19 mi
Brunei USS 16 bi USS$ 34.970 oil 450 millions USS 3 mi
TOTAL USS 4,12 tri 690 millions USS$ 26,56 bi

Table 8 — ASEAN member countries in descending order of import volume of Brazilian products.

As discussed above, the ASEAN countries represent a consumer market of
690 million people for Brazil (three times the Brazilian population), increasingly
affluent, with a combined GDP equivalent to almost twice the Brazilian GDP. In
this dynamic environment, which 1s a powerhouse of wealth and trade generation,
there 13 enormous room for expansion for the entry of Brazilian products, both
manufactured and from agribusiness.

22. Sources: for GDP and GDP per capita, IMF and World Bank estimates for 2025; for trade volumes (MDIC 2024).
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BRAZIL'S INTEREST LIES IN THE GROWING RAPPROCHEMENT
WITH ASEAN.

The partnership between Brazil and the Association is not limited to trade.
In 2022, Brazil obtained the status of ASEAN Sectoral Dialogue partner, which it
shares with seven other countries® and which confers a welcome degree of political
institutionalization to contacts with the region. In December 2023, an action plan for
the Brazil-ASEAN partnership, entitled “Areas of Practical Cooperation 2024-2028,”
was adopted, defining concrete priorities for joint action. The plan’s axes prioritize
coordination across trade and investment,
sustainable agriculture, energy transition,

digital connectivity, climate change, and In 202 23 Brazil obtained
global governance. the status Qf ASEAN

Brazil is the only ASEAN Sectoral Sectoral Dia[ggug pdﬁ?’l@?;

Dialogue partner in Latin America. It is . . .
) which 1t shares with seven
the only Sectoral Dialogue partner to

maintain a permanent representation, other countries and which
opened in March 2024, with the ASEAN confers a welcome degree of

Secretariat, based in Jakarta. .. . . .
. political institutionalization

The status of Sectoral Dialogue : .
to contacts with the region.

partner should not be confused, however,
with that of Dialogue partner, which
is more complex and comprehensive, that ASEAN maintains with China and the
United States, or Japan and the European Union®*. Full dialogue (as opposed to
sectoral dialogue, which focuses on specific topics) provides the partner country with
participation in high-level forums, such as the annual ASEAN leaders’ summits and
ministerial meetings across various areas, as well as broad strategic cooperation.

President Lula invited the Prime Minister of Malaysia, Anwar Ibrahim,
to participate in the G20 and BRICS Summits, which Brazil hosted in Rio de
Janeiro in November 2024 and July 2025. Upon Malaysia assuming the rotating
presidency of ASEAN, Anwar Ibrahim reciprocated the gesture—despite Brazil
not being a full dialogue partner—by inviting Lula, in the capacity of Guest
of the Chair, to take part in the Association’s summit meeting held in Kuala
Lumpur in October 2025.

23. The following are the other partners in sectoral dialogue with ASEAN: South Africa, United Arab Emirates, Morocco, Norway, Pakistan,
Switzerland and Trkiye.

24. The following are the partners in full dialogue with ASEAN: Australia, Canada, China, South Korea, the United States, India, Japan, New
Zealand, the United Kingdom, Russia, and the European Union.
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The unprecedented participation of a Brazilian head of state in the 47th
ASEAN summit is a historic advance in relations between Brazil and the Asian
bloc. It constitutes an eloquent milestone in Brazil’s political rapprochement
with Southeast Asia. It was a high point in President Lula’s foreign policy during
his third term.

On the sidelines of the ASEAN summit (October 26), the president made
bilateral state visits to Indonesia (October 23), the region’s largest economy;,
and to Malaysia (October 25), a major investor in Brazil’s oil and gas sector. In
Jakarta, he visited the Association’s headquarters, where he announced Brazil’s
interest in becoming a full dialogue partner of ASEAN and in increasingly close
political and economic coordination. In Kuala Lumpur, as in Jakarta, much was
said about expanding bilateral trade and investment volumes with Brazil, which
are already significant.

The external observer sees the Association as a cohesive bloc, supported by
a formidable network of ASEAN+1 trade agreements® and, more recently, by the
comprehensive provisions of the RCEP. For third countries, the high degree of
intra-ASEAN coordination, as well as that between ASEAN and its major Asian
counterparts, presents both opportunities and challenges. By valuing inputs from any
country in the bloc, not just the final producer, the RCEP’s diagonal cumulativeness
rule, as mentioned above, encourages the integration of internal production chains
among the Parties. For an outside partner, there may be a risk of trade diversion,
with reduced market access for actors outside the agreement; marginalization in
global chains, with preference for regional inputs; and reduced competitiveness due
to residual tariffs for non-members.

These issues reinforce, for Brazil as for any extra-regional partner, the need to
mitigate risks in commercial relations with the Association. The path to concluding
an agreement with ASEAN remains open, despite the complexities inherent
in negotiations of this nature. Negotiations for a free trade agreement between
ASEAN and the European Union were initiated, but due to limitations in its own
internal coordination processes, the EU began to prioritize individual instruments
with countries within the Association (EU-Singapore in 2019; EU-Vietnam in
2020). Formal discussions are underway between ASEAN and Canada and between

ASEAN and the Gulf Cooperation Council. With MERCOSUR, an exploratory
dialogue has been ongoing since 2007, without formal negotiations to date.

25. In descending order of effective date: ASEAN-Hong Kong Free Trade Area; ASEAN-India Free Trade Agreement; ASEAN-Australia-New
Zealand Free Trade Area; ASEAN-Japan Comprehensive Economic Partnership; ASEAN-South Korea Free Trade Area; ASEAN-China Free Trade
Area; and the ASEAN Free Trade Area proper.
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Brazil has, through the FTA between MERCOSUR and Singapore®, signed
in December 2023 and is still pending internalization by the Parties, a trade
instrument with an ASEAN member state. Whether or not the opportunity arises
in the future to launch negotiations for a trade agreement between the two regional

blocs, it seems certain that Brazil has an interest in the growing consolidation of
its formal ties with ASEAN.

Beyond deepening economic and commercial complementarities, which are
clearly of mutual interest, there seems ample room to diversify opportunities and
for Brazil to propose new areas of coordination with ASEAN—from economic and
financial dialogue to coordination in multilateral forums and the promotion of
concrete cooperation across various spheres.

PERSPECTIVES

In a scenario of rapid geoeconomic transformations and acute global
geostrategic instability, characterized by the unpredictability of the United States’
political and commercial actions toward traditional partners and historical allies—and
amid the apparent apathy of European leaders—the interest of Brazil in reaffirming
the strategic importance of Southeast Asia is undeniable.

The trade relationship between Brazil and ASEAN follows its own dynamics,
dictated by Brazil’s strong competitiveness and growing Asian demand. Brazil,
on the other hand, stands to gain by also deepening its political relationship with
the bloc, seeking to secure increasingly higher levels of structural alignment with
the Association.

The arbitrary trade sanctions that Brazil and other major exporters have
been subjected to underscore the urgent need to diversify export destinations. While
continuing to cultivate its significant portfolio of trade and political relations with
the United States, Europe, and its MERCOSUR neighbors, Brazil has much to gain
by pursuing a systematic policy of rapprochement with Asia and, within Asia, with
the ASEAN countries.

For Brazil, vital issues are at stake, such as market diversification, increased
exports, including those with higher added value, reduced exposure to volatile
markets, attracting investment, and technological cooperation. Despite potential
challenges (such as competition in manufacturing sectors), Brazil will benefit from
investing in closer dialogue with ASEAN, aimed at overcoming logistical barriers,

26. The first FTA to be concluded between MERCOSUR and one of the ASEAN member states. A Comprehensive Economic Partnership
Agreement (CEPA) between MERCOSUR and Indonesia and an FTA between MERCOSUR and Vietnam are currently under negotiation.
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harmonizing sanitary standards, resolving specific trade irritations, and developing

economic diplomacy in its broadest sense.

One of the most economically
dynamic regions in the world, whose
economic and geographic position
makes 1t the epicenter of emerging
global economic and trade competition,
ASEAN emerges as an indispensable
partner in  reorienting  Brazil’s
international insertion. In a world that

has evolved and continues to transform,
the Brazil-ASEAN axis strengthens

T he trade relationship
between Brazil and ASEAN
Jollows 1ts own dynamcs,
dictated by Brazil’s

strong competitiveness and
growing Asian demand.

Brazil’s economic sovereignty, promoting necessary inclusive growth in alignment
with predictable and lasting South-South partnerships. =
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On the Spoken and the Unspoken

Book Review of Luiz Feldman’s “Sobre hemisférios:

capitulos de geopolitica brasileira” (Auténtica Editora 2025)

Leticia Pinheiro

Geopolitics uself  on

Brazil from time to time. External

asserts

problems are not understood as
secondary at these moments; they
become existential. They demand as
a response a_fundamental definition
of space, a taking of a position n
the strong sense of the term, from
which the country seeks to protect
uself from dangers coming from
outside and open the world, or
part of it, to Brazilian influence
(Feldman 2025, 19, translated
by the editors)'.

Reading this paragraph, which
begins the Introduction to Luiz Feldman’s

1. All quotes were translated by the editors from their original version.

book On

of Brazilian Geopolitics (Auténtica

Hemispheres: Chapters
Editora 2025), immediately reminds
us of the US military intervention
in Venezuela—codenamed Operation
Absolute Resolve—which occurred on
January 3, 2026. More precisely, it
leads us to reflect on Brazil’s position
regarding the event itself and what it
represents for the country.

Although the
relevance of this and other analysis

indisputable,

by Feldman in this book 1s not limited
to what happened at the beginning of
this year. The fact that the sentence
above was written before the episode in
question actually reinforces the enduring
relevance of the issues addressed in

Leticia Pinheiro /olds a PhD in International Relations from the London School of Economics and
Political Science. She is an associate professor at IESP-UERT, coordinator of the Center for the Study of
Actors and Agendas in Foreign Policy, and a member of the Latin American Conversatory (CONLAT).
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the work when reflecting on Brazil’s
international isertion.

However, as Feldman himself
states, “the concrete conceptions of
regional order and extracontinental
interest are (...) in a word, historical.
They change over time, react to
fluctuating circumstances and may
deliberately contrast with each other.
Formulated in specific contexts, they
may transcend them, proving to be long-
lasting or recurrent” (20). Moreover,
because they are fundamental issues
for the country, there will always
be debates about them. And just as
conceptions change historically, so too
do their interpretations.

1 hus work 1s undoubtedly

a unique contribution to
scholars and those interested
in Brazilan political
thought, particularly
regarding its international
dimension. However, 1ts
relevance 1s also undeniable
for those dedicated to
understanding foreign policy
choices, the whys and

hows they were made.

Addressing the tension between
the distinct meanings of continent and

On the Spoken and the Unspoken

extracontinentality, Feldman leads us
through the history of Brazil through
the facts and reflections of its thinkers.
As a diplomat and, more than that, as
a scholar of “Brazilian international
thought”~which he describes as “a
subsequent to political and
social thought and prior to diplomatic
thought” (Feldman 2023)—the author
analyzes, 1in four distinct chapters of

layer

the book, telegrams, letters, speeches,
and various texts in which Paulino
José Soares de Sousa, the Viscount of
Uruguay, Joaquim Nabuco, Gilberto
Freyre, and Afonso Arinos discuss
and prescribe what the country’s
international behavior should be.

This work is undoubtedly a
unique contribution to scholars and
those interested in Brazilian political
thought,

international dimension. However, its

particularly regarding 1its
relevance is also undeniable for those
dedicated to understanding foreign
policy choices, the whys and hows they
were made. In short, for foreign policy
analysts. This 1s certainly not an original
deduction. Feldman himself refers
to this aspect of his work on several
occasions and does so with the clarity
and elegance that are characteristic of
him, stating:

Each of these conceptions of regional
order and extracontinental nterest
presupposes its own horizon. It s
characteristic of  concepts, m fact,
to have both a descriptive and an
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anticipatory dmension. I his second
quality makes  them  “diagnoses
with prognostic intentions.” And, as
anticthations of future scenarios, the
concepts establish political and social
horizons that guide action towards

structural change and make this change
vistble and accessible (2025, 37).

Although the author states that, in
this way, what he does 1s a “diplomatic
history intertwined with an intellectual
history” (ibid.), I argue that what he
does, or rather, what he also does, when
reflecting on diplomatic practice, is an
analysis of foreign policy intertwined
with the study of Brazilian international
thought, anchored in two very rich sub-
areas of Political Science.

It 1s in this intersection of
knowledge that Feldman shows us
how Brazilian diplomacy confronted
geopolitics through the notions of: South
America, between 1843 and 1866,
examining the writings of the Viscount
of Uruguay; the Western Hemisphere,
from 1899 to 1909, by examining the
diaries and letters of Joaquim Nabuco;
the tropics, from 1948 to 1959, with
Gilberto Freyre; and of the Southern
Hemisphere, between 1961 and 1963,

with Afonso Arinos.

Among the numerous aspects I
would like to highlight from Feldman’s
reflection on the Viscount of Uruguay’s
thoughts on the greatness of Brazil
and the centrality of South America,

206 - CEBRI-Revista

Luiz Feldman

capitulos de
geopolitica brasileira

auténtica

one in particular caught my attention.
By placing the Viscount at the starting
point of the South American tradition
of Brazilian diplomacy and attributing
to the Baron of Rio Branco the position
of his follower and no longer that of
precursor of this orientation, Feldman
simultaneously rescues the pioneering
spirit of the former and grants the Baron
a more temporal, I would even say more
human, place, by relativizing his heavy
reputation as the founder of almost all
the traditions of Brazilian diplomacy.

Next, Feldman shows us the
richness of visions that constitute our
universe of great interpreters of the
country when dealing with Joaquim
Nabuco’s ideas about Brazil’s place in
the world, which favored Monroeism as

aregional order, in the name of Brazilian



security and survival. Here, instead of
continental protagonism, Brazil’s future
is conceived and projected based on an
alliance with the United States, in what
Silva (1995) and others have called
“ideological Americanism,” in contrast
to the “pragmatic Americanism” of the
Baron of Rio Branco.

Next, once again demonstrating
that  the
of Brazilian

dimension
thought 13
plural and diverse, Feldman takes us

international
political

through Gilberto Freyre’s reflections.
Thus, we arrive at Freyre’s “imperial
internationalism,” a curious equation
that lends Brazil’s plans of opening
up and projecting itself across the
oceans a hint of a domination project,
grounded 1n the thesis of the country’s
bi-continental character. Furthermore,
among the many other interesting
facets of Freyre’s thought that Feldman
highlights, it is worth mentioning the
racial question, which invites us to
deepen its examination in the history of
Brazilian diplomacy and foreign policy.

Finally, in the chapter on Afonso
Arinos’s and San Tiago Dantas’s
thoughts, Feldman uses process tracing,
a method widely favored in foreign policy
analysis. Thus, through the exchange
of telegrams between Arinos and the
then Chancellor Santiago Dantas, and
through the memoirs of other Brazilian
and foreign public figures, notably from
Portugal, we see how Arinos’s position
on the colonial question (Angola, in
particular) expresses a vision of Brazil’s

On the Spoken and the Unspoken

Finally, to explain the title
of this review, I would note
that on another occasion
[...], I discussed how the
dual identity exercised by
the Brazilian diplomat

in the national arena

came to be formed: the
diplomat as an ntellectual
[raises] the issue of the
unspoken, which 1s linked
lo the thesis that “agents
are nevitably inscribed

in soctal places, and thewr
production 1s permeated

by unspoken elements
oniginating from (but not
reductble to) the rules of

organmization of practices

located n that place™.

place in the world, more in line with its
peers in the geopolitical South—to use a
contemporary expression. We thus see
a clear anti-colonialist counterpoint to
Freyre’s conception of extracontinental

interest, which is undeniably colonialist.

The little we have written so far
and the highlights mentioned do not
correspond to a fifth of the many issues
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and ideas that Luiz Feldman managed
to unearth and bring together in a
narrative as fluid as it 1s stimulating.
In addition to the secondary sources
consulted by Feldman, his research—
drawing on the thinkers’ own writings,
newspapers, and, especially, public
and private archives in Brazil and
abroad-reaffirms the importance of
access to historical collections for a
work of this caliber.

It is also 1impossible not to
mention the quality of Luiz Feldman’s
text. In fact, the writing, which 1s both
agile and profound, which stands out
for its enormous elegance, further
enriches the substantive quality of this
work. And as if that were not enough,
Feldman explores the writings of the
four figures, bringing them into dialogue
with the varied opinions, discourses,
and speeches of their contemporaries—
almost as though he had witnessed these
debates unfold in real time, rather than
excavated them from the many sources
he consulted.

Finally, to explain the title of this
review, I would note that on another
occasion, together with Paula Vedoveli,
I discussed how the dual identity
exercised by the Brazilian diplomat in
the national arena came to be formed:
the diplomat as an wntellectual (Pinheiro &
Vedoveli 2012, 211-254). In doing so,

among other points, we raise the issue
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of the unspoken, which is linked to
the thesis that “agents are inevitably
inscribed in social places, and their
production is permeated by unspoken
elements originating from (but not
reducible to) the rules of organization
of practices located in that place”
(Pinheiro & Vedoveli 2012, 247-248).
Or, in the words of de Certeau himself,
“Certainly there are no considerations,
however general they may be, nor
readings, however far they may be
extended, capable of suppressing the
particularity of the place from which
one speaks and the domain in which
one conducts an investigation. This
mark is indelible” (1982, 65). Thus, the
author would also say, “It is therefore
impossible to analyze historical discourse
[and other knowledge] independently
of the institution in function of which it
silently organizes itself [...]” (1982, 71).

This, it seems to me, i1s also
the case with this book, and it in no
way weakens its contribution. On the
contrary, I would go further and say
it strengthens it and makes its reading
even more relevant. An attempt, even
if not explicit, to understand Brazil’s
possible choices regarding its place in
the world. A reflection on the sayings
of the Viscount of Uruguay, Joaquim
Nabuco, Gilberto Freyre, and Afonso
Arinos, but also an invitation to think
about the unspoken words of the four
characters and the author himself. =
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““T'he EU and Brazil S hare

Deep Cultural Ties, Values,
and Even Similar Paths
of Regional Integration™

MARIAN SCHUEGRAF

Marian Schuegraf is the Ambassador of the European Union to Brazil. During her
diplomatic career, she served as German Ambassador to Colombia, Deputy Head
of Mission at the German Embassy in Teheran, and Director for Latin America

and the Caribbean at the German Foreign Office. In leading positions at the Foreign

Office in Berlin, she dealt with East Africa and Personnel. Previous postings abroad
include twice New Delhi, India and Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. She is a lawyer by
profession and studied at the University of Erlangen/Nuremberg, Germany, as well

as the Université de Rennes, France.

(Source: FEuropean External Action Service)

The following is the interview given to CEBRI-Journal in March 2026.

What is the strategic importance
of deeper political and economic
alignment between the European
Union and Brazil-particularly in the
context of the EU-Mercosur Trade
Agreement-in an international

environment where rules and

norms are increasingly being

questioned or undermined?
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MARIAN SCHUEGRAF: In an increasingly
protectionist and transactional world, the
EU-Mercosur Partnership Agreement
conveys a strong message of support for
multilateralism. It proves the value of
trading and cooperating across borders
and regions, with mutual trust and respect.
The EU has made a strategic choice to
deepen partnerships with countries based



“The EU and Brazil share deep cultural ties, values, and even similar paths of regional integration”

on shared values, and the EU-Mercosur
agreement 1s a perfect example. The
European Union has proven to be
a stable and reliable partner for 77
countries through 44 trade agreements,
promoting open and fair trade, based on

clear, shared rules.

The EU 1s already Brazil’s
second trading partner and
leading foreign tnvestor:
Building on this solid

basis, the [EU-Mercosur/
agreement will allow us to
establish even closer links
across businesses, professional
and cultural associations,
cwil society, scientists, think
tanks like CEBRI and its
counterparts, and many
others in the two regions.

The EU 1is already Brazil’s second
trading partner and leading foreign
investor. Building on this solid basis,
the agreement will allow us to establish
even closer links across businesses,
professional and cultural associations,
think tanks

counterparts,

civil society, scientists,
like CEBRI and its
and many others in the two regions.

The agreement offers new business

opportunities and concrete benefits for
people—jobs, investment, sustainability,
and civil society participation. The
EU-Mercosur Partnership Agreement
sends a powerful and timely message—of
openness, cooperation and integration.
Prosperity can be shared, respecting the
planet, international law, democracy,
and common standards.

Turning to trade, thanks to our joint
efforts, the combined flow of goods
between Brazil and the EU hit a record
in 2025, reaching US$ 100 billion. And
in terms of investment stock, Brazil is
the fourth destination for EU foreign
imvestment worldwide, focused on
sectors that are essential for sustainable
development. The second EU-Brazil
investment forum later this year in
Brasilia, in partnership with APEX
and CEBRI, will highlight this positive
trend as part of our Global Gateway
agenda. Last year’s inaugural edition in
Sao Paulo, featuring European Council
President Costa,

together more than 180 participants

Antonio brought

to discuss strategic opportunities
in sustainable energy, critical raw
materials, digital infrastructure, and
green mobility.

The EU often pursues trade
agreements not only for economic
gains, but also to reinforce shared
principles and values with its
partners, such as democracy,
human rights, and the rule of
law. To what extent do these
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normative considerations shape
the EU’s choice of economic and
trade partners?

MS: The EU is founded on values such
as human dignity, freedom, democracy
equality, rule of law; and human rights.
They are laid in the Lisbon Treaty and
EU Charter of Fundamental Rights.
They are defining our policies inside and
outside the EU, and also guiding our
partnerships, including economic ones.

One reason why the
EU-Mercosur agreement
took so long to negotiate
was that, during a certain
period, we were not yet fully
aligned on essential 1ssues
such as deforestation and
climate change. Today, the
agreement 1s possible because
of our shared commatment
to values including
sustainable development.

European Commission President von
der Leyen confirmed: “trade can—and
must—be guided by values.” One reason
why the EU-Mercosur agreement took
so long to negotiate was that, during
a certain period, we were not yet
fully aligned on essential issues such
as deforestation and climate change.
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Today, the agreement is possible because
of our shared commitment to values
including sustainable development.

We are witnessing growing policy
alignment across the EU on the
so-called ‘“‘twin transitions” (green
and digital). Within this framework,
which areas do you see as having
the greatest strategic potential for
EU-Brazil cooperation?

MS: Indeed, EU policy aligns the green
transformation, or decarbonization,
and the digital transformation to foster
sustainable growth, with the European
Green Deal and Digital

Programme as framework. Within

Europe

this context, EU-Brazil cooperation
aims at turning converging regulatory
philosophies into  complementary

economic strengths.

The EU-Brazil partnership focuses
on the green agenda, combining
EU investment, technology, and
regulatory frameworks with Brazil’s
immense biodiversity and renewable
energy potential. To help curbing
deforestation in the Amazon and other
tropical forests, transition towards
sustainable forest management and
development, the EU is, for example,
providing financial guarantees to

support  sustainable  investments
in areas such as land restoration,
agroforestry systems and carbon
sinks. In addition, the EU-Mercosur

agreement 1s expected to boost socio-
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bioeconomy exports from Brazil to
Europe. To facilitate market access,
we are already working on practical
measures to support these new value
chains, particularly for small and
(SMEs). This

includes cooperation on traceability

medium companies

systems, such as Selo Verde, to help
ensure that Brazilian agroforestry
products can be exported to the
EU smoothly. European companies
also play a major role in Brazil’s
renewable energy sector, including
electricity generation, transmission
and distribution, and are increasingly
exploring investments in low-carbon

hydrogen and sustainable fuels.

Regarding the digital agenda, the
EU and Brazil have a long-standing
cooperation, which covers a wide
array of topics ranging from regulation
of artificial intelligence and online
platforms to data governance and
inclusive connectivity. A significant
milestone was the recent mutual
recognition of the EU and Brazilian
data protection regimes as substantially
equivalent, reflecting the convergence of
their respective regulatory frameworks
and facilitating secure international data
flows. Similar efforts are made towards
the mutual recognition of electronic
signatures and seals. We also see great
potential to advance cooperation on
high performance computers and the
development of large language models,
focused on non-English languages, such

as Portuguese and Spanish.

In addition, we are continuing the
expansion of the BELLA cable—a
modern deep-sea cable, digitally
linking Sines in Portugal with Fortaleza
in Brazil. This significantly reduces
latency and increases data transmission
capacity, strengthening collaboration
in research, education and innovation.
The ongoing expansion of BELLA,
including new connections through
French Guiana to northern Brazilian
states such as Para and Maranhao,
will further extend these benefits by
supporting digital inclusion, improving
regional connectivity and enabling the
development of local digital economies.

In relation to the Mercosur-EU
agreement, one recurring concern
is that differences in regulatory
capacity and development
levels may turn sustainability
and technical standards into de
facto trade barriers. How does
the
supporting institutional capacity-

building in Mercosur countries

European Union envision

so that convergence of standards
becomes a cooperative process
rather than a source of friction?

MS: The EU does not design trade
agreements with the objective of
creating trade barriers. On the contrary,
the EU-Mercosur agreement
to promote sustainable growth while

aims
supporting regulatory cooperation and

convergence over time. Sustamnability
commitments are an integral part of EU
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policy, particularly under the European
Green Deal, which aims to transform
the EU into a climate-neutral, resource-
efficient, and competitive economy while
promoting similar standards globally.

The agreement will give Mercosur’s
industry the time necessary to modernize,
grow and compete. It will also encourage
good regulatory practices to remove
unnecessary barriers, for example in
public procurement. Many sectors in
Brazil already export successfully to
the EU in compliance with European
standards. At the same time, cooperation
and technical exchanges will be needed to
ensure that Mercosur producers can fully
harness the agreement’s potential.

To support this process, the agreement
comes with a substantial cooperation
package of up to 1.8 billion euros
currently under discussion with Mercosur
countries. It will provide technical
assistance to help roll out the agreement
in practice, support strengthening
SMEs, local communities, family farms,
and potentially marginalized sectors of

soclety across Mercosur.

It 1s encouraging to see the swift
progress of ratification in Brazil and
other Mercosur countries, which will
help maintain momentum in Europe
as well.

In a context of growing great-
power competition and supply-
chain fragmentation, to what

extent does the EU see the
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Mercosur agreement as part of its
broader strategy of open strategic
autonomy carried out by the EU?
And how important is Brazil within
this framework—-not only as a trade
partner, but as a political actor in
shaping a more multipolar and
rules-based international order?

MS: De-risking
increasingly become a necessity. The
COVID-19 pandemic exposed global
vulnerabilities, and Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine further accelerated the EU’s
efforts to reduce strategic dependencies,

supply chains has

particularly in the energy sector.
This has led the EU to accelerate the

deployment of renewable energy,

improve energy efficiency and diversify
its sources of supply. Similar efforts are
now being extended to other strategic

sectors, including critical raw materials.

[T he EU-Mercosur
agreement| has clear potential
to help reduce dependencies in
areas such as raw materials
and energy. Critical raw
materials are a promising
example of a win-win
cooperation, allowing Brazil
to develop 1ts own processing

capacity and the EU to
dwersify sources of supply.



“The EU and Brazil share deep cultural ties, values, and even similar paths of regional integration”

Although
EU-Mercosur agreement began in a

negotiations on  the

very different context, the agreement
has clear potential to help reduce
dependencies in areas such as raw
materials and energy. Critical raw
materials are a promising example of a
win-win cooperation, allowing Brazil to
develop its own processing capacity and

the EU to diversify sources of supply.

these
EU and Brazil share deep cultural

Beyond considerations, the

ties, values, and even similar paths
of regional integration. Building on
this solid fundament, Brazil for the
EU is a key partner of choice in our
efforts to promote the international
rule of law and a fair, balanced world
order. The growing frequency and
depth of EU-Brazil exchanges at all
levels underlines our joint ambition to
take this essential partnership to ever
further heights. =
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“President Trump 1s
Currently Interested

in a More Constructive
Relationship with President
LLula and with Brazil”

BRIAN WINTER

Brian Winter is the editor-in-chief of Americas Quarterly and a seasoned analyst
of Latin American politics, with more than 25 years following the region’s ups and
downs. He has been described as “one of the best chroniclers and analysts of Latin
America” by Foreign Affairs, and “the best foreign expert on Brazil of this moment”
by GloboNews. Brian lived for a decade in Brazil, Argentina and Mexico as a
journalist for Reuters before joining Americas Society and Council of the Americas,
where he 1s also the vice president for policy. His books include Why Soccer Matters,
a New York Times bestseller he wrote with the Brazilian soccer legend Pelé; 7he
Accidental President of Brazil, co-written with President Fernando Henrique Cardoso;
and 7 he Ugliest City You’ll Ever Love, a book about Sao Paulo to be published in early
2026. Brian speaks frequently about Latin America to investors, media, universities
and other audiences around the world. A graduate of the University of Texas, he
speaks Portuguese and Spanish and 1s a prolific barbecuer and cook. Follow him on
social media @BrazilBrian.

(Source: https://americasquarterly.org)

220 - CEBRI-Journal



“President Trump is Currently Interested in a More Constructive Relationship with President Lula and with Brazil”

You argue that Trump’s recent
engagement with Brazil reflects
more of a tactical cooling-off

What
domestic political pressures and

than a strategic reset.

international calculations do you
see as most decisive behind this
shift-and how durable do you
think this new tone really is?

BRIAN WINTER: Brazil has reached a
new accommodation with President
Trump, although this could change
quickly. There were definite factors

explaining why President Trump

altered his strategy after approximately
September of last year. One was

It became clear to President
Trump that sanctions and
tariffs were having the
opposite effect of what

he intended. Rather than
helping President Bolsonaro,
they ended up benefiting
President Lula. President
Trump 1s currently
interested in a more
constructie relationship
with President Lula

and with Brazil. These
strategic considerations
were central to the shfl.

inflation in the United States and the
risks implied by Brazilian exports,
coffee and meat in particular. There
was also a broader global issue involving
critical minerals and the urgency that
followed China’s announcement of the
possibility of an embargo on shipments
of those minerals to the United States.

Domestic political considerations also
mattered. It became clear to President
Trump that sanctions and tariffs were
having the opposite effect of what
he intended. Rather than helping
President Bolsonaro, they ended up
benefiting President Lula. President
Trump 1s currently interested in a
more constructive relationship with
President Lula and with Brazil. These

strategic considerations were central to
the shift.

There is also a view that, on a personal
level, President Trump grew tired
of dealing with Brazil, had other
priorities, and wanted to resolve the
issue so it no longer demanded his
attention. How long this will last
remains there
are other potential areas of conflict,

uncertain  because
ranging from Chinese investments in
Brazilian ports and infrastructure to the
2026 Brazilian election. In that election,
President Trump will likely seek to
weigh in and influence the outcome
through public statements or symbolic
gestures. It may just be with tweets, or
by receiving Flavio Bolsonaro at Mar-a-
Lago or at the White House. This story

1s not over yet.
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You have highlighted the role of
backchannel actors in facilitating
dialogue Washington
and Brasilia. How important were
these
compared to traditional diplomatic

between

informal intermediaries
institutions, and what does this tell
us about how US-Brazil relations
are managed today?

BW: The world 1s changing, and
diplomacy is changing with it. One of
the clearest signals that the American
stance on Brazil was shifting, in August
and September of 2025, was Richard
Grenell’s trip to Brazil. Remarkably, this
visit did not appear in the press at the
time, even though he met with many
people during a highly sensitive period.
It was someone operating outside the
traditional State Department structure
who began assembling what later
became the truce between the United
States and Brazil.

Brazil is not the only case where this
pattern has appeared. The current
diplomatic operation in Washington 1s
unusual. On one hand, Marco Rubio
wields considerable power as Secretary
of State and as head of the National
Security Council. On the other hand,
there are figures like Grenell and various
regional envoys appointed to handle key
issues. What unites these dynamics is a
US government that is less institutional
and more personal than ever before,
a pattern that is not traditionally how
American diplomacy has functioned,
but 1s now less about which institution

222 - CEBRI-Journal

someone leads and more about who
can access the Oval Office and gain the
President’s ear.

[ The current US government]
15 less institutional and

more personal than ever
before, a pattern that is not
traditionally how American
dyplomacy has functioned,

but 1s now less about which
imstitution someone leads

and more about who can

access the Oval Office and

gain the President’s ear.

Formal titles matter less than the ability
to speak directly with President Trump.
The Brazilian case demonstrated this
clearly, not only diplomatically but
also economically. Another critical
step 1n thawing relations between
the two countries was a series of
meetings between corporate and
business leaders and President Trump
and his emissaries. Some of these
encounters became public, such as
meetings between JBS executives and
the President, which were reportedly
important. Others were less visible,
including meetings involving figures

such as J.D. Vance and Marco Rubio.

This reflects the pattern of contemporary
Washington. International issues are
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no longer necessarily resolved through
the State Department. Instead, they
are often handled directly through the
Oval Office or through lobbyists and
intermediaries within President Trump’s
personal circle who can advocate for
specific interests.

with reduced

you suggest that economic and

Even tensions,

political pressure on Brazil
is likely to continue. Looking
ahead to 2026, which issues—
such as trade, critical minerals,
technology, or democracy—do
you expect to become the main
sources of friction between Lula
and Trump, and what would a
realistic strategy for managing
these differences look like from

Brazil’s perspective?

BW: This question touches on a
broader lesson from Brazil’s recent
experience. I am proud to be associated
with Brazil, a country I have lived in
and that has become an important part
of my professional life. Over the past
six months, many people have asked
how Brazil managed to enter into
a direct confrontation with Donald
Trump and not only survive but also
emerge relatively well-positioned. It
is not clear that there was a definitive
winner or loser, since this episode 1s
likely to end with an agreement on
critical minerals that benefits both
Brazil and the United States.

However, one lesson 1s that Brazil had
more power from the outset than many
observers, myself included, believed it
did. I had argued publicly that Brazil’s
economy was vulnerable and that, for
the US economy, Brazil represented
little more than a rounding error.
That assessment was wrong. Brazil
was able to find alternative markets
for most of 1its exports, and Brazilian
and American companies ensured
from the beginning that the list of
tariff exceptions was substantial.

At the same time, the United States
proved more vulnerable than expected,
particularly regarding coffee and meat
supplies. From Brazil’s perspective, the
lesson 1s that its size and diversified
international relationships provide a
degree of resilience in confrontations
of this kind. The downside is that this
model is difficult for other countries to
replicate. There is only one Brazil, and
in Latin America, no other country
comes close to this scale and level
of importance. Mexico 1s the only
country that comes close in size, but
its vulnerability lies in the fact that
more than 80% of its exports go to the
United States.

Itis an interesting case for Brazil, butless
instructive for other countries around the
world. One possible exception is Europe,
where there is ongoing debate about
whether to confront President Trump
directly or pursue accommodation.
The Brazilian experience suggests that
Europe may have more leverage than it
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T he Brazilian experience
suggests that Furope may
have more leverage than
it assumes and could be
better positioned to defend
its national interests than
commonly believed.

assumes and could be better positioned
to defend its national interests than
commonly believed.

You argue that Trump’s foreign
policy toward Latin America has
been relatively successful so far
(as of February 2026), and that
President Trump views the region
primarily through two lenses:
immigration and organized crime/
drug trafficking. But Venezuela
i1s not directly connected to these
two issues, even though Trump
framed the attack in those terms.
Do you think the intervention in
Venezuela can be explained solely
by these two factors, or does
strategic competition with China
also play a significant role?

BW: Immigration and drug trafficking

were 1ndeed important factors in
explaining the US operation in
Venezuela ~and the  subsequent

accommodation reached with what
remains of the Venezuelan government.

While other parts of the Caribbean and

224 - CEBRI-Journal

Latin America play a larger role in drug
trafficking than Venezuela does, the
presence of organized crime groups and
cocaine trafficking there 1s undeniable.

In the context of migration, Venezuela
experienced an extraordinary crisis,
with roughly eight million people leaving
over a decade, equivalent to a quarter
of the population. Most migrated to
other South American countries rather
than to the United States, which helps
explain why public opinion across much
of South America supported President
Trump’s actions. People in countries
such as Colombia, Peru, Chile, and
Brazil directly witnessed the effects
of Nicolds Maduro’s policies and the
strain that large migration waves placed
on social services and public systems.
Brazil is somewhat of an exception, but
the broader regional impact was visible.

On the day of the military operation,
January 3, President Trump focused
heavily on o1l in his press conference,
mentioning it repeatedly and not
referring to democracy at all. Oil was
clearly a priority. China was also a factor,
though not the top priority. Strategic
competition with China matters to the
United States in Latin America, but it
currently ranks below migration, drugs,
and access to natural resources such as
oil and critical minerals. There is debate
within the Trump administration about
this hierarchy, and it may evolve over the
remaining years of the administration.

China is undeniably expanding its
presence in countries such as Brazil,
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but Latin America is changing as well.
The region is shifting to the right
politically, as seen in Ecuador, Bolivia,
Chile, and Costa Rica, with more
elections on the horizon. There may
soon be additional right-wing leaders

aligned with Trump in countries such
as Colombia, Peru, and possibly Brazil.
Latin America has rarely attracted as
much attention as it does now, and this
heightened focus is likely to continue
through 2026. =
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