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ABSTRACT
In the past two decades, Brazil and China have deepened their political 
cooperation and intensified their economic relations. They have done so 
by founding multilateral institutions, such as BRICS and the New 
Development Bank. However, Brazil’s policymakers have not accepted 
China’s proposal to sign a memorandum of understanding (MoU) on the 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). This article examines why and how Brazil— 
China relations have evolved to high-level political and economic coop
eration. We aim to understand the reasoning behind Brazil’s latest foreign 
policy decision to not sign a MoU, whilst maintaining the desire to stay 
heavily involved in cooperation with China. This study draws on qualita
tive surveys and interviews with scholars, policymakers, government offi
cials, and businesspeople. The main findings are: 1) Signing the BRI 
agreement is seen by Brazilian policymakers as a symbolic act that does 
not add a new substantial element to the already well-established political 
relationship between both countries; 2) the Brazilian market and its strong 
regulatory environment remain attractive to Chinese investors, despite 
the lack of official participation in the BRI. Thus, our research sheds light 
on the multifaceted nature of the Brazil-China relationship, and how it 
extends beyond the boundaries of the Belt and Road Initiative.
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Introduction

China launched the Belt and Road Initiative in 2013 as a set of large-scale infrastructure projects and 
investments aimed at enhancing connectivity and regional integration between Asia, Africa, and 
Europe, which later gained a broader worldwide scope. The formal invitation to Latin American 
nations came in 2018, with promises of new investments, economic growth, and development. The 
BRI became not only a Chinese proposal but also a demand from Latin American countries pursuing 
investment, financing, and trade opportunities.1

Some authors see the invitation to Latin America to engage in the BRI as too vague and 
ambiguous to change the economic relations between China and Latin America substantially.2 In 
the best case, the BRI can be seen as an update of China’s foreign policy in Latin America, inserting 
China—Latin America diplomatic and economic relations in the rhetoric3 of more ‘connectivity’, 

CONTACT Rafael Almeida Ferreira Abrão ra.abrao@gmail.com Department of Applied Social Sciences, Federal University 
of ABC (UFABC), São Paulo, Brazil
1Gustavo de LT Oliveira and Margaret Myers, ‘The tenuous co-production of China’s Belt and Road Initiative in Brazil and Latin America’, 

Journal of Contemporary China 481(30), (2021), accessed February 11, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.1080/10670564.20201827358>.
2Matt Ferchen, ‘The BRI in Latin America: New Wine in Old Bottle?’, in Global Perspectives on China’s Belt and Road Initiative: 

Asserting Agency through Regional Connectivity, ed. Florian Schneider. (Amsterdam University Press 2021), accessed February 26, 
2023, <https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1dc9k7j>; Juan Enrique Serrano Moreno, Diego Telias, and Francisco Urdinez, 
‘Deconstructing the Belt and Road Initiative in Latin America’, Asian Education and Development Studies 10(3), p. 337, accessed 
February 26, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.1108/AEDS-01-2020–0021>.

3Juan Enrique Serrano Moreno, ‘La retórica de la conectividad de la Iniciativa de la Franja y la Ruta en América Latina’, in China 
y América Latina: Claves para el futuro, ed. Sahd J (CEIUC & Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, Santiago, 2021), pp. 151–173.
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‘infrastructure’ and ‘win-win’ relations in the Global South.4 This paper aims to contribute to the 
findings of previous works, contradicting some optimistic expectations around the overestimated 
economic impacts of the BRI and its institutionalization in Latin America throughout many bilateral 
memorandums.

Our investigation reveals that Brazilian foreign policymakers have refrained from signing 
a bilateral commitment that would bring minimal benefits to the relations between the two 
countries. Moreover, the symbolic act of signing a memorandum of understanding has proven 
ineffective in introducing any new elements to the bilateral relations between Brazil and China. 
Considering that there is no legal implication for participation in the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), it is 
not necessary to sign a memorandum to engage and benefit from the BRI.

Despite Chinese officials’ efforts to emphasize that non-legal binding is required to be part of the 
BRI, twenty-one countries in Latin America have signed documents related to the initiative’s general 
commitments since 2018. Chinese officials argue there is no conception of ‘joining the BRI’ and 
signing a memorandum of understanding does not necessarily translate into an addition in trade, 
finance and/or investment.5 Participation in the BRI is very ambiguous and the cases of Latin 
American countries show the possibility of different degrees of participation.6

Colombia did not participate in the BRI forums or signed a memorandum, but finally assisted in 
a forum in 2021 dedicated to vaccines and medical cooperation. Argentina and Brazil attended the 
BRI forums with high-ranked officials but chose not to sign the memorandum. Argentina later 
changed its position and signed it in 2022. This shows the initiative’s flexible participation offered 
by China to its partners. With the BRI’s flexibility, we claim that Brazil does participate in the BRI 
without signing a bilateral memorandum.

In the 1970s, China and Brazil shared some similarities: both nations had huge territories, the 
biggest economies, and the largest populations in their respective subcontinents. The Brazil—China 
partnership started as a Third World friendship of peers that grew consistently over time until China 
became an extremely distinct economic and political partner: a fast-growing economy predicted to 
become the largest in the world. China’s industrial development confronted the country with 
overaccumulation of capital in certain industries, and Chinese companies started to expand their 
activities to new territories overseas.7 Brazil, which produces agricultural products and raw materials 
that are critical for the Chinese economy, thus became the main destination for Chinese investments 
abroad.8

Their relationship grew rapidly, and we could have reasonably expected Brazil to officially 
participate in China’s BRI. Surprisingly, Brazil has chosen not to officially engage in the initiative. 
Brazil’s perspective on the BRI is unique due to its geographic, economic, and geopolitical position. In 
this paper, we aim to understand how Brazil engages with China’s infrastructure and economic 
initiative. The study of the Brazilian perspective of the BRI adds to the existing literature, which 
primarily focuses on Asian and European countries’ views on the initiative. Exploring Brazilian key 
actors and institutions’ perceptions of the BRI can help identify the potential economic, political, and 
social impacts of China’s BRI on Brazil and the wider Latin American region.

4Sebastián Herreros, ‘La franja y la ruta: algunas reflexiones desde América Latina’ in China: BRI o el Nuevo Camino de la Seda, 
Arturo Oropeza García ,ed. (UNAM, 2018), accessed February 26, 2023, <https://biblio.juridicas.unam.mx/bjv/detalle-libro/5550- 
china-bri-o-el-nuevo-camino-de-la-seda>; Telias D, ‘El orden liberal, China y América Latina’ in China y América Latina: Claves 
para el futuro, ed. Sahd J (CEIUC & Konrad Adenauer, Santiago, 2021), pp. 21–44.

5Rhys Jenkins, ‘China’s Belt and Road Initiative in Latin America: What has Changed?’ Journal of Current Chinese Affairs 15, (2021), 
p. 13, accessed February 26, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.1177/18681026211047871>.

6Juan Enrique Serrano Moreno, Diego Telias, and Francisco Urdinez, ‘Deconstructing the Belt and Road Initiative in Latin America’, 
Asian Education and Development Studies 10(3), p. 337, accessed February 26, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.1108/AEDS-01-2020– 
0021>.

7David Harvey, Spaces of capitalism: Towards a critical geography (Routledge, 2001).
8CEBC, Investimentos Chineses no Brasil. 2021 – Um ano de retomada (Conselho Empresarial Brasil-China, 2022), accessed 

February 26, 2023, <https://www.cebc.org.br/2022/08/31/estudo-inedito-investimentos-chineses-no-brasil-2021>.
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Therefore, the primary goal of this study was to find answers to the following key questions about 
China’s worldwide expansion:

● Why did Brazil not accept China’s invitation to officially participate in the BRI?
● What is the effect of this decision on Chinese investments in Brazil?

Despite the recent efforts of several scholars,9 a gap persists in the specialized literature on why 
Brazil, which had been strengthening ties with China over the last two decades, adopted the policy 
decision to not officially participate in the BRI. We argue that China’s relations with Brazil, have taken 
a North-South characteristic,10 reinforcing Brazil’s position as a supplier of raw materials to the global 
market. This dynamic is strongly tied to domestic constraints, both political and economic, which 
have guided Brazilian foreign policy.11 That is the fear of external dependence on China.

This article aims to identify the main internal and external factors shaping Brazil’s decision. 
Following this introduction, section two of this article defines the methodology and data used to 
validate the results. Section three presents the theoretical framework of the research. Section four 
provides a brief overview of Brazil’s and China’s diplomatic and economic relations since the 1970s. 
Section five presents our empirical work, based on surveys and interviews, about the perception of 
the BRI in Brazil. Finally, in section six, we present the main findings of this investigation.

Methodology and Data

This investigation focuses in two stages (i) on long-term (since China’s integration into the World 
Trade Organization, or WTO in 2001) and (ii) on short-term (since the invitation to Brazil to participate 
in the BRI in 2018.

The article presents data on Brazil—China trade, investment, and finance. The main official 
sources of direct investments in China and Brazil are the Central Bank of Brazil and the National 
Bureau of Statistics of China, respectively. However, part of the input and output records of 
investments are distorted using tax havens. Jenkins estimates that around 90% of Chinese invest
ments in Brazil between 2010 and 2016 were made through third countries.12 The sources widely 
used in academia to analyze Chinese investment flows directed to Brazil are data from the China 
Global Investment Tracker and the China-Brazil Business Council (CEBC). In addition, the China— 
Latin America Finance Database was used for financing data and Brazil’s Ministry of Economy was 
used for data on trade.

To better understand the policy decision-making towards the BRI in Brazil, we collected data from 
an online survey conducted between January and March 2022, with Brazil—China relations experts 
divided into four groups: diplomats, government officials, businesspeople, and scholars. Eighty- 
seven responses were collected in Portuguese from a survey with ten questions about the char
acteristics of the group of people who answered our online survey (hereinafter referred to as 

9Mehdi Parvizi Amineh, The China-led Belt and Road Initiative and its Reflections: The Crisis of Hegemony and Changing Global 
Orders (1st edn, Routledge, 2023), p. 314 accessed February 26, 2023, <https://www.routledge.com/The-China-led-Belt-and- 
Road-Initiative-and-its-Reflections-The-Crisis-of/Amineh/p/book/9781032188355>; David Arase and Pedro Miguel 
A. R. M. Carvalho, The Belt and Road Initiative in Asia, Africa, and Europe (1st edn, Routledge, 2022), p. 324 accessed 
February 26, 2023, <https://www.routledge.com/The-Belt-and-Road-Initiative-in-Asia-Africa-and-Europe/Arase-Carvalho/p/ 
book/9780367741402>.

10Raúl Bernal-Meza, ‘Introduction: Understanding China—Latin America Relations as Part of the Transition of the World Order’, in 
China—Latin America Relations in the twenty-first Century, Bernal-Meza R, Xing L (eds). (Palgrave Macmillan, Cham 2020) 
accessed July 7, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-03035,614-9_1>.

11Lincoln Bizzozero Revelez and Andrés Raggio, ‘Cooperative Relations with China in Brazil’s International Politics: Scope and 
Interests of the Global Strategic Partnership’, in China—Latin America Relations in the twenty-first Century: The Dual 
Complexities of Opportunities and Challenges (2020) pp. 83–109. accessed July 7, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.1007/978- 
3-03035,614-9_4>.

12Rhys Jenkins, ‘China’s Belt and Road Initiative in Latin America: What has Changed?’, Journal of Current Chinese Affairs 51, (2021), 
13 accessed February 26, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.1177/18681026211047871>.
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‘sample’) and sixteen questions related to the impressions of the BRI among this sample. These 
inquiries explored the level of importance of the Brazil—China relationship to the Brazilian govern
ment, the latest events in their foreign relations, the priorities of Brazilian foreign policy, China’s rise 
and the repercussions on Brazil’s external relations, knowledge of the sample about the BRI, the 
impact of the BRI on Brazil—China and Brazil—US relations, and finally, the reasons that Brazil did 
not sign a memorandum ‘joining’ the BRI.

Qualitative data was additionally collected from key individual interviews lasting an average of 50  
minutes, which have been anonymized (at the request of the interviewees). Semi-structured inter
views were conducted in Portuguese via online conference applications such as Zoom and Google 
Meet, with discussions centering around the reasons for Brazil’s current absence in the BRI. These 
interviews gave us an exclusive view of the internal discussions on the BRI inside key ministries of the 
Brazilian government (such as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock 
and Food Supply, and the Ministry of Infrastructure) and Chinese representatives in Brazil (Embassy 
of the People’s Republic of China in Brazil). The map of the study’s methodology is indicated in 
Table 1.

The data collected gave us insights into the evolution of Brazil—China relations and the political 
and economic discussion of China’s Belt and Road Initiative in Brazil.

The Geopolitical Economy of the BRI

[The] relationship between territorial structures of power and the capitalist logic of power is something that we 
really have to pay careful attention to. . . . [W]ithin capitalism, a motion of money, a motion of commodities, 
a motion of production, a motion of the factors of production, like labour, and resources, and all the rest of it; so 
that you’re actually dealing with the monetary forms of power—not something that is static or is contained, but 
something that’s constantly in motion. And one of the things it’s very difficult for a state to do is to prevent the 
motion.13

China’s rapid capitalist industrial development has created several structural changes in its economy: 
it has generated increasing domestic wealth, power and military capabilities. China is therefore 
changing the unipolarity of the US-dominated global political economy. However, one of the main 
problems of China’s industrial development is overaccumulation. That means limiting domestic 
space for capital accumulation, which has also led to the scarcity of mineral and other natural 
resources (mainly oil and gas). These factors, among others, need to be considered as a central 
dynamic behind the creation of the BRI.14

The primary outcome of this capitalist industrial development is that Chinese capitalism would 
not survive without the geographical expansion to new territories, what David Harvey dubbed the 

Table 1. Data collection and main data sources used per indicator.

Indicator Primary datasets Survey Interviews

Trade Brazil’s Ministry of Economy 87 responses from Brazil–China 
relations experts

5 interviews with key diplomats and 
government officialsInvestment China Global Investment 

Tracker
China-Brazil Business Council

Finance China–Latin America Finance 
Database

13David Harvey ‘Anti-capitalist chronicles. The geopolitics of capitalism (1/2)’ (Democracy at Work (YouTube) 21 Mar 2019). 
accessed February 26, 2023, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UIHPoYZRUJk>.

14Mehdi P. Amineh and Guang Yang ‘Energy and geopolitical economy in China: Theory and concepts’ in Geopolitical economy of 
energy and environment, Mehdi P. Amineh and Guang Yang (eds). (Brill 2017); Mehdi P. Amineh and Guang Yang, ‘China’s 
geopolitical economy of energy security: A theoretical and conceptual exploration’, African and Asian Studies 17, (2018), p. 9 
accessed February 26, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.1163/15692108–12,341,399>; Mehdi P. Amineh (ed)., The China-led Belt and 
Road Initiative and Its Reflections: The Crisis of Hegemony and Changing Global Orders (Routledge, 2022).
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‘spatial fix’15 — capitalism’s tendency toward inner crises such as limited capital accumulation, 
energy scarcity, and over-accumulation within territorial states resolved through geographic expan
sion, creating opportunities for fresh accumulation in new spaces and markets.16

We argue that two influential forces constitute the global capitalist system, namely (i) the 
‘territorial logic of power’ and (ii) the ‘capitalist logic of power’. The capitalist logic of power,17 

acquiring power through wealth, is creating and changing the territorial configurations of power. 
The ‘sequential waves of capitalist industrialization’ that have occurred since the Industrial 
Revolution—first in Europe, then the US, and subsequently, a part of Asia—have impacted the 
geography of power. Britain created and then lost its hegemonic status when the US transformed 
itself into a power with global reach and defeated the contender states of Germany and Japan. The 
geography of the territorial configurations of power impacts the capitalist logic of accumulation and 
is reflected in the global political economy.18 Cross-border economic expansions of state-society and 
market complexes can be understood as specific spatial and geographical strategies to solve the 
underlying fundamental contradictions of capitalism, particularly the limited space for capital 
accumulation at the national level.19

China’s successful state-led industrialization has not only generated increased wealth, but 
also created a massive capital surplus. Hence, the successive ‘going out policy’ and the Belt and 
Road Initiative designed by China’s leaders primarily serve the purpose of relocating surplus 
capital to other markets and economies. This phenomenon brings us to a conceptual 
framework.

We posit that the major capitalist states and markets—acting across national boundaries—follow 
both a territorial (geopolitical) and capitalist (geo-economic) logic of power. The capitalist logic 
comprises borderless wealth creation through transnational capital accumulation,20 and thus con
cerns capital flows and accumulation. The territorial logic, on the other hand, concerns the national 
political economy (e.g. population management within territorial configurations and the state power 
apparatus) and external relations.

In International Relations (IR) and International Political Economy (IPE), liberal scholars focus 
mainly on the ‘space-less’ capitalist logic of power, whereas realist scholars tend to focus on 
the ‘fixed’ territorial logic of power.21 We argue that the ‘space-less’ capitalist logic and the 
‘space-bound’ territorial logic are dialectically interrelated and relatively inseparable. There is 
also constant tension between these two dimensions of power. This ‘geopolitical-economic’ 
projection favors powerful states which can reward those that submit, and discipline those that 
resist.22

15David Harvey ‘Globalization and spatial fix’, Geographische revue: Zeitschrift für literatur und discussion 23(3), (2008), accessed 
February 26, 2023, <https://publishup.uni-potsdam.de/opus4-ubp/frontdoor/index/index/docId/225>.

16The manner of geographical expansion depends on whether it is driven by gaining access to markets, labor, resources (raw 
materials and hydrocarbons) or investment opportunities in production facilities. David Harvey, Spaces of capitalism: Towards 
a critical geography (Routledge, 2001).

17Mehdi P. Amineh, Globalization, Geopolitics and Energy Security in Central Eurasia and the Caspian Region (Clingendael 
Program 2003) 17; Bob Jessop, The State: Past, Present and Future (Polity Press, 2016).

18Robert Cox, Production, power, and world order: Social forces in the making of history (Columbia University Press, 1987); John 
Agnew and Stuart Corbridge, Mastering space: Hegemony, territory and international political economy (Routledge, 1995); Mehdi 
P. Amineh and

19David Harvey, Spaces of capitalism: Towards a critical geography (Routledge, 2001).
20Ibid; Julien Mercille, ‘The radical geopolitics of US foreign policy: Geopolitical and geoeconomic logics of power’, Political 

Geography 570(2008), pp. 27.; Mehdi P. Amineh and Guang Yang, ‘Introduction. Geopolitics of transnationalization of Chinese 
national oil companies’ (2014) 13 Perspectives on Global Development and Technology 495 accessed February 26, 2023, 
<https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2008.06.002>; Mehdi P. Amineh and Guang Yang, ‘China’s geopolitical economy of energy 
security. A theoretical and conceptual exploration’, African and Asian Studies 17, (2018), p. 9 accessed February 26, 2023, 
<https://doi.org/10.1163/15692108–12,341,399>.

21Mehdi P. Amineh, ‘China’s capitalist industrial development and the emergence of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)’, in The 
China-led Belt and Road Initiative and Its Reflections: The Crisis of Hegemony and Changing Global Orders, Mehdi P. Amineh (ed). 
(Routledge, 2022) accessed March 14, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003256502–2>.

22Mehdi P. Amineh and.
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As we have discussed, two key threats to China’s political economy are the domestic limits of 
capital accumulation and resource scarcity (mainly fossil fuels),23 which threaten economic growth 
and therefore domestic social security. China is currently confronted with overaccumulation, which 
poses a threat to its economic growth and raises the potential for devaluation of both capital and 
labor (i.e. bankruptcies, idle factories and machines, unsold commodities, and unemployed 
laborers).24

China’s industrialization has created wealth, but also a massive capital surplus. Therefore, China 
and its state-led transnational-oriented corporations can be viewed as a new dimension of its 
geopolitical and geoeconomic strategy,25 as it attempts to relocate surplus capital and labor to 
both developed and developing countries.26 To facilitate the geographic expansion of capital, the 
state is often required to clear the way and secure the terrain in areas where this expansion can occur 
relatively simply (e.g. the 19th-century colonization and subordination of India, and the partition, 
colonization, or subordination of the Ottoman Empire, Imperial China, North and East Asia, and the 
African continent by the European great powers).27 After World War II, the United States exercised 
both ‘hard geopolitics’ (e.g. using military power) and ‘soft geopolitics’ (e.g. using politico-economic 
tools)28 in its sphere of influence.29 In this respect, China’s strategy has been very different from that 
of Europe and the US, since up to this point, it has not been accompanied by a strategy of foreign 
military intervention and the use of force to find access to markets and strategic resources. Thus, so 
far China has exercised soft geopolitics in its external relations.

In China’s centralized state-market form, the ruling class has a major role to play in the direction of 
the economy, both directly through the activities of state-owned enterprises (SOEs), such as the 
national oil companies, and indirectly through regulating the market. This type of state, in various 
forms and degrees, imposes a broad policy approach in which it intervenes extensively in both 
domestic and external relations. Although market forces usually continue to play an important role, 
centralized states’ strategies are commonly motivated by state interests. The Belt and Road Initiative, 
therefore, emerges from a state-led global policy strategy to relocate surplus capital to other markets 
and economies. This development creates a key contradiction between the state (following the 
territorial logic) and transnational economic activities which results, for example, in Chinese SOEs 
becoming increasingly globalized.30

23Mehdi P. Amineh and Guang Yang, ‘China’s geopolitical economy of energy security: A theoretical and conceptual exploration’, 
African and Asian Studies 17, (2018), 9 accessed February 26, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.1163/1569210812,341,399>.

24Simon Shen and Wilson Chan, ‘A comparative study of the Belt and Road Initiative and the Marshall plan’, Palgrave 
Communications 4, (2018), p. 1 accessed February 26, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-018-0077-9>; Dianqing Xu and 
Ying Liu, Understanding China’s overcapacity (Peking University 2018); Jin Song, ‘Supply-side perspectives from China: structural 
industrial change and industry incentives for participating in the Belt and Road Initiative’, in The China-led Belt and Road 
Initiative and its reflections, Mehdi P. Amineh (ed). (Routledge, 2022).

25David Harvey, ‘Globalization and spatial fix’, (2008) 3 Geographische revue: Zeitschrift fur literatur und discussion 23 accessed 
February 26, 2023, <https://publishup.uni-potsdam.de/opus4-ubp/frontdoor/index/index/docId/2251>.

26Mehdi P. Amineh and Guang Yang, ‘Introduction: Geopolitics of transnationalization of Chinese national oil companies’, 
Perspectives on Global Development and Technology 13, (2014), p. 495 accessed February 26, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.1016/j. 
polgeo.2008.06.002>; Mehdi P. Amineh and Guang Yang, ‘Energy and geopolitical economy in China. Theory and concepts in 
Geopolitical economy of energy and environment, Mehdi P. Amineh and Guang Yang (eds). (Brill 2017).

27See the following literature on European imperial expansion and colonization of parts of Africa and Asia: For a general overview 
of the European colonial states, see Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Empire: 1875–1914 (Wiedenfeld and Nicholson 1987); For the 
case of China see Zheng Wang, Never Forget National Humiliation, Historical Memory in Chinese Politics and Foreign Relations 
(Columbia University Press, 2012).

28The concept of hard geopolitics is exercised when a major state uses force and war to control and/or defend territory and to 
gain access to strategic natural resources and other geopolitical and geo-economic goals. Soft geopolitics is exercised when 
a state exercises power by using non-military instruments such as political-economic factors to secure its geopolitical economic 
interests. See, Tobias Ten Brink, Global Political Economy and the Modern State System (Brill 2014), p. 63.

29John Agnew, ‘Emerging China and critical geopolitics: Between world politics and Chinese particularity’, Eurasian Geography 
and Economics 51, (2010), p. 569 accessed February 26, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.2747/1539–7216.51.5.569>.

30Mehdi P. Amineh, Export of capital, in Routledge Encyclopaedia of International Political Economy, R. J. Barry Jones (ed). 
(Routledge 2001); Jerry Harris, ‘Statist globalization in China, Russia and the Gulf states’ (2009) 8 Perspectives on Global 
Development and Technology 139 accessed February 26, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.1163/156914909X423836>.
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In the following section, we give a brief overview of the role of Brazil as a key actor in Latin 
America that facilitates the connection of China’s trade, investment and finance to the markets and 
resources of Latin America, the Caribbean and beyond.

The Construction of a Brazil–China Strategic Partnership

As we have discussed, the launching of the Belt and Road Initiative is part of a Chinese state-led global 
policy strategy to relocate surplus capital to other markets and economies. This process created transna
tional economic activities, which resulted in Chinese companies becoming increasingly globalized. Due 
to the size of its economic, and geopolitical position, as well as its wide range of natural resources, Brazil 
became a preferred location for Chinese surplus and the transnationalization of Chinese capital.31

Brazil and China established diplomatic relations on 15 August 1974. Brazil wanted to enter the 
Chinese domestic market to diversify its international relations and to support national development 
through an independent and pragmatic foreign policy.32 In turn, Chinese interest in establishing 
diplomatic relations with the largest country in Latin America had great symbolic value in demon
strating China’s international autonomy after the rupture with the Soviet Union in 1972.33

In the 1980s, new reforms in China and democratization in Brazil highlighted the growing impor
tance of their bilateral relations.34 A common identification as members of the Third World created 
a bond that was driven by the goals of mutual development and changes in the international order. 
After signing cooperation agreements in several areas, Brazil and China started to work together in 
multilateral forums on numerous occasions.35 As an example of autonomous South-South cooperation, 
the China-Brazil Earth Resources Satellite program (CBERS) was an important milestone as the first 
initiative between two developing countries to work on sensitive technologies.36

The Sino-Brazilian partnership gained greater relevance in the 1990s as Brazil’s agricultural potential 
was seen as an ideal solution to ease Chinese concerns about food security. In the 1990s, Brazil became 
the first country in the world to sign a strategic partnership agreement with China.37 In the 2000s, South- 
South cooperation and diversification of trade partnerships between the two nations were reinforced.38 

Brazil supported China’s entry into the WTO, enabling China to expand trade relations. Chinese demand 
for commodities grew rapidly, bringing economic growth in Brazil and other Latin American countries.39

In the 2000s, the Brazil-China relationship started to change, as they were no longer in similar 
positions economically. Joint technological cooperation, such as the space program, had been 
limited by the fact that China’s investment capacity became infinitely greater than Brazil’s,40 showing 
that their economies had become increasingly asymmetric.

31Giorgio R. Schutte, Oásis para o capital—solo fértil para a corrida de ouro: A dinâmica dos investimentos chineses no Brasil (1st 
edn, Appris 2020).

32Amado Luiz Cervo and Clodoaldo Bueno, História da política exterior do Brasil (UnB 2002).
33Danielly Ramos Becard and Antônio Carlos Lessa, ‘Brazilian foreign policy to China in the twenty-first century (2003–2019): 

Trends, transitions, and implications’, in China—Latin America and the Caribbean: Assessment and Outlook, Thierry Kellner and 
Sophie Wintgens (eds). (1st edn, Routledge 2021) accessed February 26, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003037934>.

34Luis Antonio Paulino, ‘Las relaciones Brasil-China en el siglo XXI’, (2020) 29 Relaciones Internacionales 111 accessed February 26, 
2023, <https://doi.org/10.24215/23142766e111>.

35Henrique Altemani de Oliveira, ‘Brasil-China: trinta anos de uma parceria estratégica’, (2004) 47 Revista Brasileira de Política 
Internacional 7 accessed February 26, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.1590/S0034–73,292,004,000,100,002>.

36Pedro H. Batista Barbosa, ‘CBERS: 30 anos de parceria do programa aeroespacial sino-brasileiro’, Carta Brasil-China 21, (2018), 
p. 9.

37Quan Li and Min Ye, ‘China’s emerging partnership network: What, who, where, when and why’ (2019) 3 International Trade, 
Politics and Development 66 accessed February 26, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.1108/ITPD-05-2019–0004>.

38Luis Antonio Paulino, ‘Las relaciones Brasil-China en el siglo XXI’, Relaciones Internacionales 29, (2020), p. 111. Relaciones 
Internacionales 111 accessed February 26, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.24215/23142766e111>.

39Dawn Powell, China-Brazil Economic Relations: Too Big to Fail? in The political economy of China-Latin America relations in the 
new millennium, Myers Margaret and Wise Carol (eds). (Routledge, 2016).

40Danielly Ramos Becard and Antônio Carlos Lessa, ‘Brazilian foreign policy to China in the twenty-first century (2003–2019): 
Trends, transitions, and implications’, in China—Latin America and the Caribbean: Assessment and Outlook, Thierry Kellner and 
Sophie Wintgens (eds). (1st edn, Routledge 2021) accessed February 26, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003037934>.
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In 2009, China became Brazil’s main trading partner, surpassing the United States and the Mercosur 
countries, as shown in Figure 1. Brazil’s exports to China rose from less than 2% in 2000 to 15.3% in 
2010, doubling to 32.1% of total exports in 2021. Imports rose from 0.02% in 2000 to 14.3% in 2010, and 
21.5% of the total imports by Brazil in 2021. Brazil—China trade flow corresponded to US$1 billion in 
2000, rose to US$30.7 billion in 2010, and reached US$82.2 billion between January and 
November 2021, representing a trade surplus of US$39.3 billion for Brazil in 2021.41

In 2013, Brazilian exports to China exceeded exports to the European Union. By 2021, the value of 
exports to China exceeded the value of exports to the United States and all the Mercosur and 
European Union countries combined.

Some criticism emerged in Brazil as trade relations with China became asymmetric, raising 
concerns of reprimarization, deindustrialization, and dependence on commodities.43 The Chinese 
argument of complementarity, win-win relationship, mutual benefit, and common development was 
questioned by Brazilian industrial groups,44 since it left Brazil a mere supplier of primary products,45 

while China transformed into a supplier of high-value manufactured goods.
All the main products imported from China by Brazil are from the manufacturing industry, 

and most of the Brazilian exports to China consist of agricultural products and the extractive 
industry.46 Between January and November 2021, the main Brazilian products exported to 
China were iron ore (33%), soybeans (32%), and oil (16%), as shown in Figure 2. Products 
imported by Brazil from China demonstrate greater diversification and higher value-added, led 
by telecommunications equipment (10%), valves and tubes (7.9%), organo-inorganic com
pounds (5.1%), fertilizers (4.3%), and medicines and pharmaceuticals (4.3%).
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Figure 1. Exports from Brazil to China and selected trade partners (2000–2021, US$ billion). Source: Compiled by the authors 
based on the Ministry of Economy of Brazil records.42

41Ministry of Economy of Brazil, ComexStat (Ministério da Economia do Governo Federal do Brasil, 2021 [database]) accessed 
February 26, 2023, <http://comexstat.mdic.gov.br/pt/comex-vis>.

42Ibid.
43Pierre Salama, ‘China-Brasil: Industrialización y Desindustrialización Temprana’, Cuadernos de Economía 31, (2012), p. 223. 
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47,722,012,000,100,009&lng=en&tlng=es>; Rhys Jenkins, ‘Is Chinese Competition Causing Deindustrialization in Brazil?’, 
Latin American Perspectives 42, (2015), p. 42 accessed February 26, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.1177/0094582X15593553>.

44Julia C. Strauss, ‘Framing and Claiming: Contemporary Globalization and “Going Out” in China’s Rhetoric towards Latin America’, 
26, (2012), p. 209 The China Quarterly 134 accessed February 26, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305741011001512>; 
Barbara Stallings, Dependency in the Twenty-First Century? The Political Economy of China-Latin America Relations (Cambridge 
University Press 2020; Matt Ferchen, The BRI in Latin America: New Wine in Old Bottle? in Global Perspectives on China’s Belt and 
Road Initiative: Asserting Agency through Regional Connectivity, Florian Schneider (ed). (Amsterdam University Press, 2021) 
accessed February 26, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1dc9k7j>.

45This discussion was made on economic development in Latin America from the 1950s on dependency theory and the 
deterioration of terms of trade. For further information, see Bielschowsky, R., ECLAC Thinking, Selected Texts (1948–1998) 
(2016) access on July 12, 2023, <http://repositorio.cepal.org/handle/11362/40881>.

46Ibid.
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This negative asymmetric effect has been the most researched feature of China—Latin 
America relations, because of the economic risks that it generates for Latin American 
countries.48 Despite criticism, Brazil has built an institutional framework with China that it 
does not have with any other nation outside the Southern Common Market (Mercosur).49 This 
framework includes the Sino-Brazilian Commission of High Level of Concertation and 
Cooperation (Cosban), the Forum China—Community of Latin American and Caribbean 
States (CELAC), the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa), the New 
Development Bank (NDB), the Contingent Reserve Arrangement, and the Asian 
Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB).

Since 2006, the countries of BRICS have deepened cooperation. In 2014, the BRICS created: 
(i) the Contingent Reserve Arrangement (CRA) to ensure the liquidity and financial stability of 
member countries in possible balance of payments crises; and (ii) the New Development Bank 
pursue a different approach to financial cooperation, avoiding the political demands of the 
IMF when providing loans to the countries of the Global South. These institutions are an 
attempt to create a multipolar world order and an alternative to the governance of Western 
institutions.50

There has also been a significant increase in foreign direct investment and financing in Brazil 
from China. Several private and state-owned Chinese companies made large-scale investments 
in Brazil, with the support of Chinese State banks. According to data from CEBC,51 between 
2007 and 2021, there were 176 projects involving Chinese companies in Brazil, totaling US 
$66.1 billion. By 2020, Brazil received 47% of Chinese investments in South America, as high
lighted in Figure 3.

Almost half of the Chinese investment in Brazil was directed to the electricity sector (48%), 
followed by oil and gas extraction (28%), manufacturing (6%), infrastructure (5%), agriculture, live
stock and related services (3%), and financial services activities (2%). About 70% of the amount 
invested in Brazil corresponds to mergers and acquisitions. Greenfield investments account for 24% 
and joint ventures at 6% of the total.
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Figure 2. Main export products from Brazil to China (2010–2021). Source: compiled by the authors based on the Ministry of 
Economy of Brazil records.47

47Ibid.
48Enrique Dussel Peters, América Latina y el Caribe y China: Economía, comercio e inversión 2017 (Unión de Universidades de 

América Latina y el Caribe, 2017).
49Tatiana Rosito, Bases para uma estratégia de longo prazo do Brasil para a China (Conselho Empresarial Brasil-China, 2020).
50Javier Vadell, ‘China in Latin America: South-South Cooperation with Chinese Characteristics’, Latin American Perspectives, 46, 

(2019), p. 107. accessed February 26, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.1177/0094582X18815511>.
51CEBC, Investimentos Chineses no Brasil. Histórico, Tendências e Desafios Globais (2007–2020) (Conselho Empresarial Brasil-China, 

2021) accessed February 26, 2023, <https://www.cebc.org.br/2021/08/05/investimentos-chineses-no-brasil-historico- 
tendencias-e-desafios-globais-2007–2020/>.
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Chinese investments since 2010 have diversified and gained market share in the Brazilian consumer 
market, with interests in the manufacturing industry, services, infrastructure, and electricity projects, as can 
be found in Figure 4.54 In the electricity sector, the transnationalization of State Grid and China Three 
Gorges (CTG) in Brazil stands out. Brazil is the main destination for foreign investments and a priority in the 
internationalization strategies of these companies, with 48% and 60% of their assets abroad held in 
Brazil.55

In finance, the main players in Brazil are the China Development Bank (CDB) and The Export- 
Import Bank of China (Exim Bank). These two Chinese state banks have played a significant role 
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Figure 3. Chinese investment stock in South America (2005–2021). Source: compiled by the authors based on the China global 
investment tracker records.accessed 26. 52
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Figure 4. Sector division of Chinese investments in Brazil (2007–2020). Source: compiled by the authors based on the CEBC 
reports. 53

52American Enterprise Institute, Worldwide Chinese Investments & Construction (2005–2020) (China Global Investment Tracker, 
2021 [database]) accessed February 26, 2023, <https://www.aei.org/china-global-investment-tracker/>.

53CEBC, Investimentos Chineses no Brasil. Histórico, Tendências e Desafios Globais (2007–2020). (Conselho Empresarial Brasil-China 
2021) accessed 26 February, 2023, <https://www.cebc.org.br/2021/08/05/investimentos-chineses-no-brasil-historico- 
tendencias-e-desafios-globais-2007–2020/>.

54CEBC, Investimentos Chineses no Brasil 2018: O quadro brasileiro em perspectiva global. (Conselho Empresarial Brasil-China, 2019) 
accessed February 26, 2023, <https://www.cebc.org.br/2019/09/23/investimentos-chineses-no-brasil-2018-o-quadro-brasileiro 
-em-perspectiva-global/>.

55Giorgio R. Schutte, Oásis para o capital—solo fértil para a corrida de ouro: A dinâmica dos investimentos chineses no Brasil (Appris 
2020).
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in the expansion of Chinese capital in Brazil by providing financial support and loans to 
Chinese firms. They play the same role in countries that have signed memorandums related 
to the BRI, which confirms that there is no evidence of substantial change in financing between 
China and countries that signed memorandums.56 For instance, Chinese state-owned enter
prises have secured loans from Chinese state banks to invest in key BRI sectors, including 
infrastructure, energy, agriculture, telecommunications, and manufacturing. These investments 
often aim to enhance trade and secure access to resources for China.

According to the China—Latin America Finance Database, between 2007 and 2017, these two 
institutions lent US$28.7 billion to companies and projects in Brazil. Of this amount, 90% of the resources 
were allocated to energy projects, followed by infrastructure (5%) and aviation (4%), as presented in 
Figure 5.

The two largest financial outlays were made in the oil sector, with US$7 billion in 2009 and another US 
$5 billion in 2017. The financing of these projects was mainly by CDB (which accounts for 95% of the total) 
and Exim Bank, which are at the forefront of global financing of BRI projects. Meanwhile, the NDB 
approved US$5.5 billion for 17 projects in Brazil between 2016 and 2022,58 and the AIIB was responsible 
for providing US$100 million for a renewable energy project in Minas Gerais in 2022.59

As presented, Brazil and China are already significant economic partners. The analysis of data 
allows us to demonstrate that they have built a high degree of economic cooperation. There are 
expectations that participating more actively in the BRI could lead to expanded trade and strengthen 
this economic cooperation. Brazil could keep benefiting from Chinese investment in transportation, 
energy, and telecommunications. This could lead Brazil to enhance its infrastructure network and 
boost economic growth. Also, by signing a memorandum, Brazil could gain increased access to 
Chinese markets and diversify its imports to China.

However, economic dependency and sovereignty concerns are among the reasons for not joining the 
BRI. Some countries have expressed concerns about potential debt dependency and loss of sovereignty 
associated with BRI projects. China’s rise as a major power could reinforce Brazil-China asymmetric 
relationship. Also, signing a memorandum could potentially create geopolitical tensions with other 
trading partners, especially with the US. These reasons for Brazil to engage or not in the BRI are based 
on hypothetical considerations. In the next section, we analyze Brazilian foreign policy decision-making 
and explore the factors that contributed to Brazil’s decision not to fully engage in the initiative.
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Figure 5. Chinese financing directed to Brazil (2007–2017). Source: compiled by the authors based on the China–Latin America 
Finance Database records. accessed 26 February 2023.57

56Rhys Jenkins, ‘China’s Belt and Road Initiative in Latin America: What has Changed?’ Journal of Current Chinese Affairs, 51(13), 
(2021), accessed February 26, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.1177/18681026211047871>.

57Inter-American Dialogue, China-Latin America Finance Database (China-Latin America Finance Databases, 2021 [database]) 
accessed February 26, 2023, <https://www.thedialogue.org/map_list/>.

58New Development Bank, List of all projects (New Development Bank, 2022) accessed February 26, 2023, <https://www.ndb.int/ 
projects/list-of-all-projects/?country_name=1&status_name=1>.

59Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, Brazil: BDMG Renewables and Asia Connectivity Facility. (Asian Infrastructure Investment 
Bank, 2022) accessed February 26, 2023, <https://www.aiib.org/en/projects/details/2022/approved/BDMG-Renewables-and- 
Asia-Connectivity-Facility.html>.
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The Perception of the Belt and Road Initiative in Brazil

This section discusses Brazil’s decision not to sign a memorandum related to participation in China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), based on interviews and an online survey. The interviews and survey 
explored three key aspects: China’s partnership expectations, the economic discussions surrounding 
the BRI, and the political considerations behind Brazil’s decision.

In terms of China’s expectations, Chinese officials emphasized the benefits of BRI participation, 
such as increased trade, cooperation in emerging technologies, and green development. However, 
many of these opportunities were already underway due to Chinese investments in Brazil, regardless 
of formal BRI participation. The primary reason for Brazil not officially participating was based on 
doubts about the initiative’s concrete economic benefits to Brazil and a need to pursue proposals 
that align with Brazilian national interests.

The data was divided into three subsections, analyzing the expectations of future cooperation, 
economic rationale, and political perspectives of decision-making concerning the BRI. Most inter
viewees chose to be anonymized in the article since sensitive information was shared. The interviews 
and survey focused on the perceptions of the respondents about China and the BRI. The findings 
revealed the reasons why China’s proposal for Brazil to officially be part of the BRI was rejected (at 
least as of 2022) by the Brazilian government.

China’s BRI Partnership Expectations

To understand China’s narrative regarding the BRI, we elicited an official statement from 
a representative of the Chinese Embassy in Brazil (Interviewee 1) to some of our inquiries. This official 
statement argued that the BRI was open to all countries and had no geopolitical agenda. It emphasized 
the concepts of joint cooperation and shared benefits, along with the goals of promoting global 
integration, infrastructure connectivity, trade flows, and financial transactions. According to the repre
sentative, Brazil had been invited to participate as ‘the largest economy in the region, with a solid basis 
and enormous potential for cooperation with China’. According to the representative, China hoped 
that the two countries would be able to sign a BRI-related agreement ‘based on mutual respect, 
equality, and mutual benefit’ and that Chinese representatives would ‘maintain communication with 
the Brazilian side about their participation in this initiative’. China’s official document stated that the 
partnership with Brazil was complementary and mutually beneficial. The statement pointed to three 
advantages that signing a BRI agreement could bring to Brazil—China relations:

(1) The expected increase in trade between the two countries, the promotion of trade products 
with higher added value, and investments in sectors such as energy and infrastructure.

(2) The construction of a Digital Silk Road as a new frontier of cooperation, which would result in 
the expansion of emerging technological areas such as 5 G technology, digital economy, 
artificial intelligence, the Internet of Things, smart cities, and biotechnology.

(3) The Green Development Coalition linked to the BRI, which could intensify cooperation in 
renewable energy and green finance in response to climate change and the need for 
sustainable development.

However, the points presented as new opportunities by the representative of the Chinese Embassy 
in Brazil are processes already currently underway, indicating investment tendencies that Chinese 
companies are already following in Brazil as part of the Chinese state-led policy strategy to relocate 
surplus capital to the Brazilian market and economy. In 5 G technology, for example, Brazil is one of 
the markets with the greatest economic potential in the world,60 and therefore crucial to Chinese 

60Ana Tereza L. M. Sousa, Rafael A. F. Abrão and Vitor H. Santos, ‘Entre a subserviência e o pragmatismo: o Brasil perante o 5 G’ 
(2021) 20 Oikos—Revista de Economia Política Internacional da UFRJ 71 accessed February 26, 2023, <https://revistas.ufrj.br/ 
index.php/oikos/article/view/52051>.
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technology companies’ expansion. Therefore, the opportunities presented by the Embassy repre
sentative are not new elements in Brazil—China relations, and neither are only available if Brazil 
officially states that it is part of the BRI.

The BRI Economic Discussion

Following the Chinese Embassy representative’s arguments, we turned to other interviews to 
find out more about the perceptions of Brazilian participation in the BRI in the private sector. 
According to Interviewee 2, a representative of an employers’ union, the Federation of Trade 
and Goods, Services and Tourism (Fecomercio-SP), local support for the BRI varies in different 
economic sectors. In the manufacturing sector, despite concerns about competition with 
Chinese products and blame directed towards China for being responsible for Brazil’s dein
dustrialization, people surveyed and interviewed still believe in the economic ‘complemen
tarity’ between China and Brazil. There are, however, concerns about what the BRI really 
offers—what projects, and the conditions under which they will be approved. Many doubts 
about the political motives still linger, but the will to do business with China is stronger than 
all of them.

The expectations from the BRI in the exporting sectors are even greater. According to Interviewee 
2, for the agricultural sector, Brazil—China relations must be a priority, since China is Brazil’s largest 
trading partner, and food security is critical to China. Brazil is China’s largest food supplier, providing 
20% of everything China buys in agricultural products from the international market, while China 
buys one-third of all Brazilian agricultural exports. The possibility that the BRI will bring new projects 
to facilitate and reduce the costs of exporting natural resources and other basic products to China is 
encouraging for the agricultural and mining sectors. These exports are crucial to solving the critical 
threat of resource scarcity in China’s political economy, which endangers Chinese economic growth 
and domestic social security.

Our online survey of Brazil—China experts (presented in Appendix 1) found that 36.7% of the 
sample believe that China partially or fully contributed to Brazil’s deindustrialization, as summarized 
in Figure 6 and Table 6.

As shown in Figure 6, 70.1% of the people surveyed think that Brazil should participate in the BRI, 
62.1% of the sample believe that the BRI could attract more Chinese investment to Brazil, and 60.9% 
stated that officially joining the initiative could strengthen Brazil—China relations, while additional 
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Has China's rise in recent decades contributed to
Brazil's deindustrialization?

Should Brazil be part of the Belt and Road
Initiative?

Do you believe that the Belt and Road Initiative 
could strengthen Brazil–China relations?

Do you believe that the Belt and Road Initiative
could attract more Chinese investment to Brazil?

Completely Disagree Partially disagree Neutral Partially agree Totally agree

Figure 6. Perception on the belt and road initiative.
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data can be found in Tables 3 and 6. As we discovered through interviews, the private sector is 
receptive to the idea of signing a formal agreement that allows for discussions about new infra
structure projects related to the BRI. Instead, we identified that the decision not to officially 
participate in the BRI was primarily political.

The BRI Political Discussion

Signing a bilateral agreement is more a political decision than an economic one. The political aspect 
of the decision weighed more heavily in the ultimate decision not to sign a BRI memorandum. 
Through our interviews, we identified three ministries of the Brazilian federal government that were 
involved in discussions regarding the BRI. We summarize our findings in Table 2.

The perception in Brazilian diplomacy, according to Interviewee 3 and Interviewee 4, both Brazilian 
diplomats, was that the BRI could be beneficial to Brazil if there were clear advantages for both sides. 
Unlike the United States and Europe, which are threatened by China, China’s rise and its geographic 
expansion of surplus capital are not perceived as a threat by Brazilian policymakers. In our survey 
sample of experts, 69% stated that China should be a priority in Brazilian foreign policy, and 78.1% did 
not see China as a threat to Brazil’s national security. The data can be found in Figure 7 and Table 6.

For Brazilian diplomats, Brazil cannot be a mere recipient of Chinese investments. Instead, they believed 
that if the two parties entered into the BRI agreement, the investments should go to areas that benefit Brazil, 
such as urban mobility, renewable energy, infrastructure, and communications. The BRI should be com
plementary to Brazilian development goals and not simply serve China’s interests. Most Brazilian diplomats 
in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs who answered our survey believed that Brazil should have the power to 
decide which projects are a priority and focus on adding value to Brazilian exports to China.

Moreover, Brazilian diplomacy has a tradition of not signing agreements in whose conception it did not 
participate. In the 1950s, Brazil was not in the Bandung Conference—the first large-scale conference of 
developing countries.61 In the 1960s, Brazil did not participate in the G77 group—a coalition of developing 
countries formed to promote their interests in the United Nations.62 In the 1990s, Brazil did not accept the 
United States’ proposal for a Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA), aimed to reduce the trade barriers in 
the Americas.63 In the 1990s and 2000s, Brazil declined an opportunity to become part of the Organization 

Table 2. Summary of key discussions about the BRI in the Brazilian government.

Ministry Summary

Agriculture, Livestock, and 
Supply

There was no room for discussion of the BRI under the Bolsonaro administration.

No new elements to Brazil–China relations were proposed in the BRI to justify an agreement.
Foreign Affairs Skepticism and resistance to signing agreements in which Brazil did not participate in the 

formulation.
Brazil needs to benefit from a BRI agreement and not just serve China’s external interests.

Pressure from the United States was not a key factor in the decision-making on this matter.
Infrastructure Despite the will to attract Chinese capital for infrastructure projects, the discussion on the BRI 

did not proceed.
Chinese investors will continue to participate in infrastructure projects in Brazil without a BRI 

agreement.

61Angadipuram Appadorai, ‘The Bandung Conference’, India Quarterly, 11, (1955), p. 207. accessed February 26, 2023, <https:// 
doi.org/10.1177/097492845501100301>.

62John Toye, ‘Assessing the G77: 50 years after UNCTAD and 40 years after the nieo’, Third World Quarterly 35, (2014), pp. 1759. 
accessed February 26, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2014.971589>.

63Sebastian Herreros, ‘The failure of the Free Trade Area of the Americas: A cautionary tale for the African Continental Free Trade 
Area’, in Inclusive Trade in Africa: The African Continental Free Trade Area in Comparative Perspective, (eds), David Luke and Jamie 
Macleod (Routledge, 2019) accessed February 26, 2023, <https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10. 
4324/9780429401121–4/failure-free-trade-area-americas-sebastian-herreros>.
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for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). In all these past initiatives, Brazil chose not to 
participate primarily because it was not one of the proponents. We posit that similar reasoning is behind 
Brazil’s refusal to sign a document related to the BRI.64

As presented in Figure 8 and Table 6, our survey showed that 54% of experts sampled 
believe that Brazil’s relations with the United States could be negatively affected if a Brazil— 
China agreement related to the BRI was signed. As previously discussed, China’s industrial 
development is dealing with overaccumulation, and China is in search of new markets and 
economies to ‘go out’ and relocate its surplus capital. This is central not only to the creation of 
the BRI but also to China-US rivalry. The geographic expansion of Chinese capital is challenging 
US dominance in the global political economy, as well as in Brazil. This triangulation between 
the US, China, and Brazil is the most complex aspect of Brazilian foreign policy since China 
became more relevant to the Brazilian economy than the United States in the last twenty 
years.65

Despite the general perception that Brazil—US relations could be affected by a BRI agreement (as 
shown in Figure 9 and Table 7), the surveyed and interviewed diplomats revealed that external 
pressure from the US exists, but is not the main factor in Brazil’s decision not to officially participate 
in the BRI. For now, the pressure from the US to push back the BRI in Latin America is formulated in 
a way that the rhetoric is not focused on the initiative per se, as it is hard to advocate against 
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Do you consider that Brazil–China relations are high-
level?

Should China be treated as a priority in Brazilian foreign
policy?

Can China be considered a threat to Brazil's national
security?

Completely Disagree Partially disagree Neutral Partially agree Totally agree

Figure 7. Perception on brazil-china relationship.
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If Brazil does not join the Belt and Road Initiative, will
relations with China be negatively affected?

Can a possible Brazilian membership of the Belt and 
Road Initiative shake up Brazil–US relations?

Completely Disagree Partially disagree Neutral Partially agree Totally agree

Figure 8. Perception of Brazil’s external relations.

64Ana Tereza L. Marra de Sousa, Giorgio Romano Schutte, Rafael Almeida F. Abrão, and Valéria Lopes Ribeiro ‘China in Latin 
America: to BRI or not to BRI’, in The Palgrave Handbook of Globalization with Chinese Characteristics: The Case of the Belt and 
Road Initiative, eds. Paulo Afonso B. Duarte, Francisco José B. S. Leandro, and Enrique Martínez Galán (1st Edn, Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2023) accessed February 26, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-19-6700-9_29>.

65Cristina Pecequilo, ‘Brazilian foreign policy: From the combined to the unbalanced axis (2003/2021)’, (2021) 64 Revista Brasileira 
de Política Internacional 1 accessed February 26, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.1590/0034–7,329,202,100,111>.
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investment in a region where capital is much needed. Instead, the US narrative revolves around the 
threat that China’s influence can pose to the geopolitical and geoeconomic future of Latin America 
and the longer-term structural shifts in US-China relations.66 That is why the geopolitical dispute 
between China and the US has become more explicit on issues such as 5 G technology and the 
purchase of COVID-19 vaccines, and less on investments related to the BRI.

As much as diplomacy is a policy guided by state interests, the political orientation of govern
ments directly influences the decision-making process. According to Interviewee 5, a government 
official from the Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock and Food Supply (MAPA), there has been little 
debate within MAPA about the BRI. There was a general understanding, at least in 2019, when Jair 
Bolsonaro came into power, that it was not the right time to hold this debate. In 2018, China was part 
of the electoral campaign rhetoric for the first time, with Bolsonaro stating that China wanted to ‘buy 

Figure 9. What are the reasons for Brazil not formally participating in the belt and road initiative? (multiple choice).

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90%100%

Do you believe that anti-China statements made by 
President Bolsonaro have negatively affected 

Brazil–China relations?

Completely Disagree Partially disagree Neutral Partially agree Totally agree

Figure 10. Perception on Jair Bolsonaro’s statements.

66Matt Ferchen, ‘The BRI in Latin America: New Wine in Old Bottle?’, in Global Perspectives on China’s Belt and Road Initiative: 
Asserting Agency through Regional Connectivity, Florian Schneider (ed). (Amsterdam University Press 2021) accessed 
February 26, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1dc9k7j>.
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Brazil’ and painting it in a negative light. After the election, there were many—often xenophobic— 
statements against China from state ministers and Bolsonaro himself, and it made no sense to 
discuss membership in the Belt and Road Initiative in this context. In our survey, 72.4% of our sample 
of experts stated that anti-China statements made by President Bolsonaro negatively affected Brazil 
—China relations, as seen in Figure 10, while additional data can be found in Tables 3–6.

Table 7. Why not join the BRI?

Advantages 
are unclear

External 
pressure

Ideological 
differences

Not 
being 

discussed
Geopolitical 

risks

I`m 
not 
sure Other

What are the reasons for Brazil not formally 
joining the Belt and Road Initiative? 
(Multiple choice)

17.2% 35.6% 32.2% 12.6% 2.3% 7% 12%

Table 3. Satisfaction with Brazil—China relations.

Very 
Unsatisfied Dissatisfied Neutral Satisfied

Very 
Satisfied

What is your level of satisfaction with the current state of Brazil— 
China relations?

17.2% 35.6% 32.2% 12.6% 2.3%

Table 4. Advances and setbacks in Brazil—China relations.

More 
setbacks

Some 
setbacks Neutral

Some 
advances

More 
advances

Do you consider that in the last four years there have been more 
advances or more setbacks in Brazil—China relations?

54% 26.4% 10.3% 6.9% 2.3%

Table 5. Knowledge level of the BRI.

No 
knowledge

Some 
knowledge

Reasonable 
knowledge

Considerable 
knowledge

Much 
knowledge

Do you know what the Belt and Road 
Initiative is?

10.3% 4.6% 4.6% 40.2% 40.2%

Table 6. Brazilian perceptions of the BRI.

Completely 
Disagree

Partially 
disagree Neutral

Partially 
agree

Totally 
agree

Do you consider that Brazil—China relations are high level? 10.3% 19.5% 32.2% 23% 14.9%
Should China be treated as a priority in Brazilian foreign policy? 0% 1.1% 10.3% 19.5% 69%
Can we consider China a threat to Brazil’s national security? 42.5% 35.6% 16.1% 4.6% 1.1%
Do you believe that anti-China statements made by President 

Bolsonaro have negatively affected Brazil—China relations?
4.6% 1.1% 3.4% 18.4% 72.4%

Has China’s rise in recent decades contributed to Brazil’s 
deindustrialization?

12.6% 18.4% 32.2% 17.2% 19.5%

Should Brazil be part of the Belt and Road Initiative? 3.4% 2.3% 24.1% 20.7% 49.4%
Do you believe that the Belt and Road Initiative could strengthen Brazil 

—China relations?
2.3% 2.3% 11.5% 23% 60.9%

Do you believe that the Belt and Road Initiative could attract more 
Chinese investment to Brazil?

1.1% 3.4% 5.7% 27.6% 62.1%

If Brazil does not join the Belt and Road Initiative, will relations with 
China be negatively affected?

12.6% 29.9% 33.3% 18.4% 5.7%

Can a possible Brazilian membership of the Belt and Road Initiative 
shake up Brazil—US relations?

4.6% 14.9% 26.4% 36.8% 17.2%
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According to Interviewee 5, however, these negative statements did not damage Brazil-China 
relations in the long term. China was much more concerned about its relationship with the United 
States at the time than with the statements of Bolsonaro and his ministers. Nonetheless, the 
statements from Brazil were not received well by Chinese officials, and there was some discomfort 
among Chinese diplomats. The perception was that Beijing was unhappy with the statements, but 
China understood Bolsonaro’s attacks as a feature of Brazilian democracy, and something temporary. 
According to Interviewee 5, the perception of those in the government who did not agree with the 
attacks was that China adopted a ‘strategic patience’ in the face of a breach of trust.

Under Bolsonaro, the advance of a BRI agreement became more difficult, but he was not the sole 
deciding factor in Brazil’s reluctance to sign a BRI-related memorandum, according to Interviewee 5. 
The invitation for Brazil to be officially part of the BRI preceded the Bolsonaro government, as it was 
made in 2018 during the Michel Temer administration. Before Bolsonaro, there was already skepti
cism in Brazilian diplomacy about the BRI. This skepticism was largely due to views in Brazil about 
signing commitments in whose conception the Ministry of Foreign Affairs did not participate, as also 
previously pointed out by Interviewees 3 and 4.

The decision to not engage officially in the BRI was solidified after talks inside the Brazilian 
government about the Chinese invitation could not clarify whether new elements were being added 
to Brazil—China relations in the agreement. Some scholars previously identified that there is more 
policy continuity in the BRI than there is the creation of new ideas67 - which reinforces our argument 
that signing a memorandum can signify no new element at all to Brazil-China relations. The initiative 
remains very much rhetorical, as shown in the discourse analysis of interviews of official documents 
and interviews with representatives of the Chinese government.68 This rhetoric includes the posi
tioning of China as the leader of a Sinocentric international order that would establish a better and 
harmonious world led by China. So, the BRI discourse includes a dichotomy and antagonism 
between US and China leadership, in which China provides a beneficial alternative to the US-led 
international order.69

Following the refusal of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the understanding that there was no 
room for discussion in the Ministry of Agriculture, the BRI was only briefly discussed in the Ministry of 
Infrastructure. However, no advances were made. The Ministry of Infrastructure was interested in 
discussing the BRI as it pertained to attracting investments for public concessions agreements, 
privatization, and new infrastructure projects in Brazil. However, it was clear that there was no 
space under Bolsonaro’s rule to move forward with this discussion.

Conclusion

This investigation examines why and how Brazil—China relations have evolved to high-level political 
and economic cooperation. We aim to understand the reasoning behind Brazil’s latest foreign policy 
decision to not sign a memorandum of understanding, whilst maintaining the desire to stay heavily 
involved in cooperation with China. Since its founding, the BRI has attracted participants from all 
continents. According to China’s official sources, 149 countries, have signed on to jointly build the 
BRI. The scope of the BRI expanded into areas including trade, investment and finance, industry, 
infrastructure, construction, energy, and people-to-people contacts for cultural exchanges. The BRI 
fosters connectivity on land (Silk Road Economic Belt) and sea (21st century Maritime Silk Road) 
among participants in the global political economy.

What distinguishes Brazil from other developing countries that signed agreements related to the 
BRI? This article argues that Brazil-China relations have been strengthened over decades. However, 

67Nordin AHM, Weissmann M, ‘Will Trump make China great again? The belt and road initiative and international order’, 
International Affairs 94, (2018), p. 231–249 accessed on July 7, 2023, <https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iix242>.

68Ibid.
69Ibid.
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the BRI is not perceived by Brazil as a new step to continue strengthening ties unless it brings new 
elements that the country can benefit from. The BRI is perceived in Brazil as a vague Chinese-backed 
proposal with no clear advantages to the well-established Brazil—China economic and diplomatic 
relationship.

The size of Brazil’s state and economy gives it greater independence in decision-making than other 
developing nations. Smaller or more indebted countries are more dependent on China, but Chinese 
investment cannot easily ignore Brazil’s market size, robust regulatory environment, and economic 
weight. Chinese investment in Brazil will persist even in the absence of a signed memorandum. Not 
signing will not prevent the Chinese state-led global policy strategy from relocating surplus capital to 
the Brazilian market. Brazil is an outstanding business with a safe investment environment for Chinese 
transnational capital when compared to countries that signed a BRI-related agreement.

For example, because Brazil does not provide investors with sovereign guarantees, the country is 
not vulnerable to the debt trap. The Brazilian government does not assume debts in infrastructure 
projects and is exempt from any responsibility. Still, Brazil is one of the main destinations for Chinese 
capital flows. Other countries with smaller markets in Latin America, Africa, and Asia provide 
sovereign guarantees to attract more investment. Without these guarantees, the projects may 
never be implemented or get international investment.

Will Chinese state-owned enterprises stop expanding their operations because Brazil does not 
sign a BRI memorandum?

This seems unlikely. Unlike some other countries, Brazil can bargain with China according to its 
national interests and define how Chinese capital can be allocated to the Brazilian economy. Brazil’s 
main challenge is to define its goals and how Brazil-China relations could contribute to national 
development. The size of the Brazilian market and its strong regulatory environment already make it 
an attractive prospect and have played a decisive role in the globalization of Chinese corporations 
(following the capitalist logic of power with borderless capital accumulation).

The investigation emphasized that Brazil’s decision was driven by a desire to ensure that BRI projects 
align with its economic interests and priorities. Brazil’s reluctance to sign a BRI memorandum reveals 
a strong preference for autonomy in shaping agreements. The reasons behind Brazil’s decision may not 
be directly applicable to other countries. Each nation has unique circumstances and priorities that 
influence its stance on the BRI. Future comparative studies can be conducted to analyze how other 
nations make decisions about BRI participation. Brazil’s approach to the BRI offers valuable insights for 
countries navigating their own paths in the evolving landscape of international economic cooperation.
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