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Abstract:

In past decades, aiming to integrate the region and reinforce its geopolitical position in the world,
Brazil has promoted the creation of various regional and sub-regional organizations in Latin
America. Among these initiatives are MERCOSUR, UNASUR and CELAC. However, in recent
years there has been a dismantling of this regional governance and a return to the hemispheric
prominence of the OAS, led by the United States. In addition, Brazil recently prioritized an
autonomous approach to the world's great powers, either by becoming a major non-NATO ally or
by occupying a prominent role within the BRICS. In this context, it is true that enjoying good
relations with the great rival powers certainly places the country in an advantageous position in
the contemporary international system. Nevertheless, for Brazil to become one of the world's
major powers, it is also essential to achieve integration and effective leadership in Latin America.
In order to reach this goal, the country should rebuild a regional governance system limited to
South America, which would contribute to its projection on a global scale as the legitimate Latin
American leader.
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1. Introduction

Brazil, a continent-sized country in South America bathed by the South Atlantic, meets
the conditions in terms of territory, population, economy, and natural resources that
automatically place it among the candidates to become a great world power. However,
Brazil's geopolitical weight on the world stage continues to be underestimated and is not

commensurate with its greatness.

A quarter of a century into the 21st century, the country still plays a peripheral role in
international decision-making processes and occupies a marginal position in world
governance bodies such as the United Nations (UN), the World Bank, and the
International Monetary Fund (IMF). To change this reality, the South American giant has
been demanding the reform of these bodies for decades in order to increase its
participation. For this purpose, Brazil seeks to position itself as the legitimate leader of
the Latin American countries. In this sense, Brazil's main demand is a permanent seat on
the UN Security Council, as a representative of this region that is currently marginalized

in the world arena.

Taking this context into account, the Federal Constitution of 1988 establishes, as part of
its fundamental principles, that “The Federative Republic of Brazil shall seek the
economic, political, social, and cultural integration of the peoples of Latin America, aiming
at the formation of a Latin American community of nations!”. For this reason, in recent
decades, the country has promoted the creation of regional and subregional
organizations in Latin America. Among the main initiatives are the Southern Common
Market (MERCOSUR), the Union of South American Nations (UNASUR) and the
Community of Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC).

However, due to a number of factors discussed in this article, these organizations have
not been able to fulfill their role in Latin American integration and, consequently,
consolidate Brazil's leadership at the regional level. On the contrary, it is currently
possible to observe the return of the Organization of American States (OAS), led by the
United States and considered anachronistic since the end of the Cold War, as the primary

mechanism for regional governance in Latin America.

1 Brasil, “Constituicdo da Republica Federativa do Brasil de 1988", Senado Federal, Brasilia, 1988.
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Therefore, can Brazil become a major global power without achieving integration and
effective leadership in Latin America? This article argues that it cannot. In this sense,
Brazil will only have the geopolitical weight to be recognized as a great global power when
itis able to exercise legitimate regional leadership, bringing together the different interests
of neighboring countries and, as a result, strengthening the region's position in the

international system.

To develop this argument, this paper initially addresses the current context of Latin
American regional governance and the role that Brazil plays in this structure. Then, it
presents an analysis regarding how the establishment of a regional governance system

can contribute to Brazil's aspiration to become a major world power.

2. The context of Latin American regional governance

The development of the contemporary Venezuelan political-economic-social crisis
reflects the inability of Latin American countries to manage crises at the regional level. In
its most recent chapter, following the widely questioned outcome of the July 2024
presidential elections, President Nicolas Maduro has remained in power. In a vain attempt
to mediate the crisis between the established Bolivarian government and Maria Corina
Machado, opposition leader and main supporter of the candidate Edmundo Gonzélez,
countries such as Brazil, Colombia, and Mexico failed in their joint initiative. As a
consequence, the Venezuelan crisis spread beyond the Latin American sphere and
became an issue for the OAS and the European Union (EU), which recognized the

opposition candidate as the legitimate president of the South American country.

The internationalization of the post-electoral process in Venezuela is illustrative of the
current Latin American scenario, in which the countries of the region seem incapable of
pursuing common objectives and finding integrated solutions to problems without the
intervention of major extra-regional powers. This clearly demonstrates a step backwards
in the Latin American integration initiative that reached its peak between the first and
second decades of the 21st century. In fact, over the last thirty years, Latin America had
managed to build ambitious mechanisms for regional integration and governance. Among
them, MERCOSUR, UNASUR and CELAC stand out for their amplitude.
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In this regard, it is worth mentioning that the three organizations were progressively
created during a period in which Brazil strongly promoted Latin American integration
projects in its desire for regional leadership. However, since the Brazilian political and
economic crisis of 2015-16, these three projects have been significantly weakened,

becoming unable to obtain the convergence of interests of their member States.

Founded in 1994, MERCOSUR emerged from the rapprochement between Brazil and
Argentina on security and integration issues in a context of re-democratization in South
America. Thus, MERCOSUR aimed to put an end to the arms race and strategic
competition between these two countries, which included the issue of nuclear weapons.
Currently, all South American countries are part of MERCOSUR as Member States
(Brazil, Argentina, Uruguay, Paraguay, Bolivia), Associated States (Chile, Colombia,

Ecuador, Guyana, Peru and Suriname) or Suspended State (Venezuela)?.

However, MERCOSUR's regional integration projects are limited to its member States,
which are represented in the MERCOSUR Parliament (PARLASUR)3. Moreover, this sub-
regional bloc focuses mainly on the economic-social field, with a very restricted political-
military dimension. Additionally, despite having obtained an important victory in 2024 with
the signing of the free trade agreement with the EU, MERCOSUR is currently going
through a period of crisis. This is especially due to the Argentinean liberal government's

criticism of the existing customs union between the member States.

Considered the most ambitious regional project, with the real involvement of all South
American countries, UNASUR was created in 2008 with the aim of forging a South
American identity through the integration of the subcontinent in the cultural, social,
economic, and political spheres. Throughout its period of full operation, UNASUR
succeeded in fostering broad cooperation among South American countries in the
infrastructure, energy, and health sectors. However, it should be noted that, mainly
through its South American Defense Council (CDS), UNASUR achieved great

2 RESENDE SILVA, Josias Marcos de, El enfrentamiento a las amenazas transnacionales en Sudamérica: la
importancia de un proyecto regional de seguridad, Portal del CESEDEN, 2024, available at
https://www.defensa.gob.es/ceseden/-/el_enfrentamiento_a las_amenazas_transnacionales en_sudamerica-1.
(Accessed: 25-02-2025).

8 Mercado Comin del Sur (MERCOSUR), "Parlasur', 2025, available at https://www.mercosur.int/quienes-
somos/parlasur/. (Accessed: 24-03-2025).
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prominence in the area of regional security and defense*.

In this context, during the period in which the CDS was active (2008-2017), UNASUR
proved capable of successfully managing complex crises in the South American context.
In 2008, the organization succeeded to peacefully resolve a dispute between Colombia,
Ecuador, and Venezuela, triggered by the Colombian invasion of Ecuadorian territory to
eliminate FARC's number two, Raul Reyes. Two years later, UNASUR managed to
mediate and stabilize a major political crisis in Bolivia, which involved a violent revolt by
gas exploitation groups against the nationalization of the product and the legitimization of

Evo Morales as president of the country®.

Unfortunately, UNASUR was dismantled and lost relevance as of 2018, when Argentina,
Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Paraguay, and Peru suspended their participation in the bloc. On
this occasion, UNASUR was accused of favoring too much one of the political-ideological
spectrums. This is because UNASUR proved incapable of criticizing the Bolivarian regime
in Venezuela. In addition, due to ideological differences, Nicolas Maduro blocked Octavio
Bordon, secretary general appointed by the Argentinean President Mauricio Macri in
2017, from taking office. A second factor that had a major impact on the weakening of
UNASUR was Brazil's lack of interest in the organization. Without the political weight of
the largest South American power to lead member States towards its initial purpose,
UNASUR ended up losing momentum.

A third regional governance organization of great importance is CELAC. Created in 2010,
although it has not reached levels of cooperation comparable to those of MERCOSUR
and UNASUR (when it was fully operational), CELAC is the largest regional organization
in Latin America and is made up of the 33 countries of Latin America and the Caribbean.

However, the organization faces great difficulties in achieving effective integration,
starting with the cultural differences among its member States, as there are countries in
the Caribbean region that do not have Ibero-American origins. Another factor that
considerably hinders the integration of CELAC countries is the close geographical

4 SANAHUJA, J. and VERDES-MONTENEGRO, F., "The Copenhagen School in South America: the de(securitization)
of UNASUR (2008-2017)", Revista Brasileira de Politica Internacional, 64(2), pp. 1-20, 2021, available at
https://doi.org/10.1590/0034-7329202100201 (Accessed: 05-03-2025).

5 RESENDE SILVA, Josias Marcos de, El enfrentamiento a las amenazas transnacionales en Sudamérica: la
importancia de un proyecto regional de seguridad, Portal del CESEDEN, 2024, available at
https://www.defensa.gob.es/ceseden/-/el _enfrentamiento a las amenazas transnacionales en sudamerica-1.
(Accessed: 25-02-2025).
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proximity of Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean to the United States. Naturally,
the world's greatest power exerts a huge influence on these countries, significantly
conditioning their behavior. Finally, as in the case of UNASUR, the strong ideological
differences and the timid participation of Brazil limit the scope and effectiveness of
CELAC.

This scenario of weakness in Latin American regional organizations has led to the return
to prominence of the OAS, under the leadership of the United States. This organization,
which had been perceived with suspicion since the United States supported the British
during the Falklands War in 1982 and had lost its raison d'étre with the end of the Cold
War in 1991, has once again taken center stage in the hemispheric arena.

The strengthening of the OAS vis-a-vis other Latin American regional organizations goes
hand in hand with the United States' re-edition of the Monroe Doctrine. In this sense, the
American government has recently declared that it is considering the use of economic
and military instruments to achieve its geopolitical objectives throughout the American
continent. Faced with this hardening of the United States' posture, Latin America has not
been capable of organizing itself to construct a collective response, not even to the

controversial threat of an American military invasion of the Panama Canal.

On the other hand, Latin American countries that are not aligned with or are ideologically
antagonistic to the United States, such as Venezuela, Nicaragua, and Cuba, are
increasingly seeking the support of China and Russia, which are great powers rivals of
the Americans. Thus, Latin America has become a stage for the "New Cold War", losing
geostrategic autonomy and becoming more vulnerable to interference by extra-regional

great powers.

3. Brazil's role as aregional power

With a population of more than 200 million, a territory of over 8.5 million square kilometers,
and a nominal gross domestic product (GDP) exceeding 2 trillion dollars a year (4.9 trillion

dollars if the purchasing power parity of GDP is considered)®, Brazil is part of a select

6 International Monetary Fund (IMF), "Brazil", 2025, available at
https://www.imf.org/external/datamapper/PPPSH@WEO/OEMDC/ADVEC/WEOWORLD. (Accessed: 25-03-2025).
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group of giant countries, together with the United States, China, Russia, and India.

Population > 100
million inhabitants

Territory > 2
million km?

GDP PPP >3
trillion USS

Figure 1. Global giants (Source: own elaboration adapted from World Bank?)

In addition to its enormous size in terms of population, territory, and economy, Brazil has
the greatest biodiversity in the world, encompassing key ecosystems such as the Amazon
rainforest. Despite having vast hydrocarbon resources, extracted with high technology
from the pre-salt layer of its territorial waters, the country has one of the cleanest energy
matrices on the planet, based on renewable sources such as hydroelectric, wind, and
solar power. All this provides Brazil with the optimal conditions to occupy a prominent

place in the international system.

In fact, Brazil's aspiration to become one of the world's great nations dates back to distant
times. In the 16th century, Portuguese colonizers already mentioned the immense
potential of the newly discovered territory in America. In the early 19th century, the
"architect" of the independence, José Bonifacio de Andrada e Silva, considered the vast
Brazilian territory as the key to building a strong nation, with demographic policies and

strategic development based on natural wealth®. Thus, it is possible to affirm that Brazil's

7 Banco Nacional de Desenvolvimento Econdmico e Social (BNDES), "Avaliacéo dos corredores bioceanicos", BNDES,
Rio de Janeiro, 2010.

8 MORAES, Carlos Henrique. José Bonifacio: o Primeiro Geopolitico Brasileiro?, Revista de Geopolitica, 15(1), pp. 1-
10, 2024, available at
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/379833111 JOSE BONIFACIO O PRIMEIRO GEOPOLITICO BRASILEI
RO. (Accessed: 05-03-2025).
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geopolitical vision had been developed even before its independence.

During the 20th century, Brazil created a respected geopolitical school, with theorists such
as Mério Travassos, Everardo Backheuser, Golbery do Couto e Silva, Therezinha de
Castro, and Meira Mattos. In common, these authors had great influence in the
formulation of the foreign policy, in the colonization of the country's interior, especially
with regard to the occupation of the Amazon region, in the construction of national
infrastructure, with emphasis on transportation routes for the effective integration of the
Brazilian territory, and in the conception of the use of the Armed Forces for the benefit of

national objectives®.

Briefly, until the 1950s and 1960s, Brazilian geopolitical thinking focused particularly on
overtaking Argentina to achieve hegemony in South America. One of the highlights of this
period was the Brazil's participation in the Second World War. The only South American
State to send troops to the European theater, the country demonstrated great military
capacity and national will by deploying an expeditionary force of 25,000 men in Italian
territory, achieving decisive victories against the powerful German armed forces in 1944
and 1945. Despite this important participation, the non-inclusion of Brazil as a permanent
member of the UN Security Council after the war was a setback for the country’s

aspirations.

Between the 1960s-1980s, while the rivalry with the Argentineans continued, Brazilian
geopolitical thinking shifted to the discussion of a broader role on the world stage. Seeking
to move away from automatic alignment with the United States, Brazil diversified relations
with European countries by partnering with Germany to build nuclear power plants,
supported African decolonization, and normalized relations with the Soviet Union and
China. In the South American context, the country stopped prioritizing the La Plata Basin
region and focused its attention on the Amazon region, considered fundamental for

subcontinental geopolitics.

From the 1980s-1990s, with the end of the military governments and the re-
democratization of South America, the rivalry with Argentina was overcome and both

countries began an intense process of cooperation and mutual trust. At this time, the

9 MEIRA MATTOS, Carlos, "Geopolitica e modernidade: Geopolitica brasileira", Biblioteca do Exército Editora, Rio de
Janeiro, 2002.
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Federal Constitution of 1988, in which Latin American integration appears as a
fundamental principle of the Brazilian State, was promulgated. Since then, driven by its
aim to lead the process of regional integration, Brazil has promoted the creation of Latin
American organizations such as MERCOSUR, UNASUR and CELAC.

Despite having promoted CELAC, the Brazilian State is aware of the difficulty of exerting
influence in the region of Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean. For this reason,
its National Defense Policy (PND) and National Defense Strategy (END) do not establish
this area as part of its strategic environment, where the country has the obligation to
project itself, but as a region of interest. Even so, the most important international
deployment of Brazilian troops since World War Il took place in the Caribbean, as part of
the United Nations Stabilization Mission in Haiti (MINUSTAH).

During the years it was active, between 2004 and 2017, MINUSTAH represented a great
conquest for the Brazilian geopolitical effort. In this sense, Brazil led a mostly South
American military contingent in the Caribbean country. Moreover, after thirteen years of
deployment, the mission was concluded after stabilizing and conducting a democratic

electoral process in Haiti, a rare case of success in UN peacekeeping operations.

Another occasion in which Brazil played a prominent role in the regional context was
during the creation of the CDS within UNASUR. At that time, the country was able to bring
together divergent interests and promote consensus among the twelve South American
States that had an initial distrust of this mechanism. As a result, between 2008 and 2017,
for the first time, Brazil was able to coordinate with its close neighbors their defense
policies, military cooperation and participation in peacekeeping and humanitarian
assistance operations, promote regional defense industry and technology, as well as

encourage integrated military training courses among the subcontinent's armed forces.

However, since the end of MINUSTAH in 2017 and the dismantling of UNASUR in 2018,
Brazil seems to have substantially reduced its leadership capacity at the regional level.
Likewise, the country began to consider other alternatives independently of the region for
its insertion in the international system. These include its admission as a major non-North
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) ally in 2019 and greater participation in the BRICS,
especially since 2020, when Brazil took over the presidency of the New Development
Bank, the bank of the BRICS.
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4. The way forward

In recent years, Brazil has prioritized the diversification of its relations in the world and
has sought to engage with the major world powers, either by becoming a major non-
NATO ally or by occupying a prominent position within the BRICS. This strategic
pragmatism, which allows Brazil to enjoy good relations with all major rival powers,

certainly puts the country at an advantage in the contemporary international system.

This ability of Brazil to position itself well internationally became clear during Donald
Trump's statements in February 2025, when the president of the United States suggested
sending Brazilian troops to Ukraine as peacekeepers following the establishment of a
ceasefire in this conflict'®. A few months earlier, in September 2024, Vladimir Putin had
already proposed Brazil as a possible mediator between his country and Ukraine??.

Indeed, in order to increase its participation in global governance bodies, being well
regarded by the main antagonistic powers is a fundamental step. Being a key
representative of the emerging countries as a protagonist within the BRICS also
contributes to Brazil's aspirations. However, to achieve this goal, it is essential to

demonstrate influencing and leadership capacities, especially in its geopolitical region.

Within MERCOSUR, which mainly covers the Southern Cone of the South American
Subcontinent, the signing of the free trade agreement with the EU demonstrated this
capacity on the part of Brazil. By leading the negotiations with the European Commission
in 2024, the country managed to build viable solutions to the disagreements that
postponed for years the conclusion of this agreement. It is worth noting that this success
was achieved despite the fact that Brazil and Argentina had governments of rival
ideological spectrums at the time, which required even more skill and influence to

reconcile the interests of the bloc's member States.

Unlike MERCOSUR, Brazil has not been able to reach a consensus on the resumption of
a regional integration project in line with UNASUR that would, in fact, bring together all
South American countries. This shows that Brazil's capacity for influence in the Andean

10 OSBORN, C., "Latin America recalibrates after Trump's pivot to Russia," Foreign Policy, 28 February 2025, available
at https://foreignpolicy.com/2025/02/28/trump-russia-latin-america-ukraine-talks-brazil-lula-un/ _ (Accessed 25-03-
2025).

11 ALBAS, J., "Brazil as a global mediator: an opportunity in the Ukraine war," Global Affairs and Strategic Studies, 20
December 2024, available at https://www.unav.edu/web/global-affairs/brasil-como-mediador-global-una-oportunidad-

en-la-querra-de-ucrania (Accessed 25-03-2025).
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sub-region is currently very limited. In an attempt to reverse this situation, in May 2023,
the Brazilian government summoned the twelve South American heads of State to a
meeting in its capital, where the Brasilia Consensus was established. This treaty
reaffirmed the commitment to maintain South America as a zone of peace and
cooperation, reinforced the role of regional integration as a necessary strategy to face
common threats, and established a working group to evaluate old projects and propose

a new model of regional cooperation??,

At the same time, Brazil announced its return to the declining UNASUR as an effort to
revitalize the organization. However, among the countries that had withdrawn from
UNASUR in 2018, only Argentina and Colombia sided with the Brazilians and rejoined
the South American bloc. Moreover, with the election of President Javier Milei, Argentina
announced its new exit from UNASUR in January 2024. Thus, this promising organization

from the Brazilian geopolitical perspective remains ostracized.

Considering that the establishment of a zone of influence in the entire region covered by
CELAC would be utopian due to the existing differences and the close geographical
proximity of many of these countries to the United States, the reestablishment of an
effective regional governance body at the South American level would be the optimal
solution to Brazil's aspirations to become a de facto great world power. The arguments in
support of this assertion are set out below.

In the political arena, the reactivation of a regional organization similar to UNASUR would
allow South America to adopt consensual positions in global governance bodies.
Naturally, Brazil would play an important role in building this consensus, which would
demonstrate its regional leadership and reinforce its claims on the international stage.
Furthermore, this South American regional project would gradually become the main
forum for dealing with crises and divergences among its member States, a role that
UNASUR played during its period of full activation. This would help to distance the major

extra-regional powers from South American affairs.

12 Ministério das Relagdes Exteriores (MRE), "Consenso de Brasilia", Brazilian Government, 30 Maio 2023, available
at  https://www.gov.br/mre/pt-br/canais_atendimento/imprensa/notas-a-imprensa/consenso-de-brasilia-2013-30-de-
maio-de-2023#:~:text=Consens0%20de%20Brasilia%20-%2030%20de,2023%20—
%20Ministério%20das%20Relacdes%20Exteriores (Consultado: 08-03-2025).
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In the economic sphere, in addition to increase trade between South American countries,
a regional governance mechanism would favor the resumption of transnational
infrastructure projects. Among these projects are the bi-oceanic corridors, whose main
axis would connect by road and rail the port of Santos in Brazil with the ports of Arica and
Iquigue in Chile (BNDES, 2010). This desired outlet to the Pacific Ocean would allow
Brazilian products to reach the booming Indo-Pacific region at lower cost and with greater
competitiveness, helping to project the country economically.

In the psychosocial area, a regional governance mechanism would facilitate the
construction of more appropriate strategies to fight drug trafficking. The main threat to
regional security, drug trafficking in South America has an extensive transnational
network that dominates vulnerable communities and affects the internal stability of all
countries. In this sense, the solution to this problem depends on coordinated social and
public security actions, ranging from the social problems derived from cocaine production
to the confrontation of sophisticated South American criminal organizations. The effective
and joint fight against this threat, which must be addressed at the regional level, is
fundamental to reduce the sources of instability that contribute to questioning Brazil's

ability to act as a main global player.

A final aspect is the military field. Throughout history, the period of activation of
UNASUR's CDS has been the only opportunity to achieve effective defense cooperation
in South America. Apart from increasing harmony and helping to reduce mistrust between
countries, this cooperation would favor Brazil's project to boost its defense industry by
incorporating a regional supply chain. Moreover, this integration would substantially
increase the market for Brazil's defense products, consolidating its position as a global

center for the development and production of war materiel.

On the other hand, whether through the combined action of its countries or the
potentiation of the Brazilian defense industry, integration in military terms would create a
deterrent effect that would contribute to reduce the interference of the extra-regional great
powers in the region. In addition to that, Brazil's position as a major military power would

be strengthened at the global level.

Therefore, it is argued that the essential step for Brazil to achieve its aspiration to become
a major world power is to re-establish its regional leadership through a South American

governance mechanism. To do so, it will be essential to make use of great pragmatism
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and leverage to bring together the interests of neighboring countries with governments
from opposing ideological fields. Once this objective is achieved, as a result of all the
above-mentioned benefits, the country will naturally be seen as a relevant power pole.
Consequently, it will be strengthened to claim more important positions in global
governance bodies, including a permanent seat in the UN Security Council as a legitimate

representative of Latin America.

5. Conclusions

With its immense territory, population, and economy, Brazil has a natural vocation to
become one of the great powers of the world. However, after a promising beginning of
the century, in which the country captained the integration processes in Latin America,
acting as a true leader in this geopolitical region, the South American giant seems to have
lost its capacity for regional leadership. This is evidenced by the weakening and paralysis
of regional governance bodies such as MERCOSUR, UNASUR and CELAC, in whose

implementation Brazil played a prominent role.

The current inability of these organizations to solve problems and manage crises at the
regional level is reflected in the internationalization of the recent Venezuelan post-
electoral crisis beyond Latin America, which serves as a pretext for major extra-regional
powers to intervene in the region. Likewise, in recent years, there has been a notable
return of the obsolete OAS as the main regional organization under the leadership of the

United States, which has reduced the strategic autonomy of Latin American countries.

Therefore, despite maintaining good relations with the United States, Europe, Russia,
and China, in addition to emerging as one of the protagonists of the BRICS, Brazil will not
become a major global power without achieving integration and effective leadership in
Latin America. Therefore, complying with the provisions of the national defense
documents, based on the experiences of the last decades, and taking into account that
influencing the entire Latin American and Caribbean region would be utopian, Brazil
should rebuild a pragmatic regional governance mechanism limited to South America,
based on the structure of UNASUR.

This reinvigorated organization would bring benefits to Brazil in various fields of national
power, such as political, economic, psychosocial, and military. Above all, it would allow
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South America to project power on a global scale, under the leadership of Brazil, which
would position itself as the legitimate representative of Latin America before the global
governance bodies, including the UN Security Council.
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