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INDIA’S rise is certainly one of the
most fascinating storiesininternational
politics of the past decades; yet the in-
terpretation of the country’s ascend-
ancy differs according to the
observer’s perspective. Seen as a re-
gional threatby Pakistanand China, the
United States has identified Indiaasan
important partner in Asiaand beyond.
At the same time, there is evidence
that Indiais increasingly regarded, in
several places, as comparable to
China, representingamix ofeconomic
threat and opportunity. In the Middle
East, forexample, Indianengagement
is fundamentally framed by India’s
growing need toimportenergy to sus-
tain its rise. Yet how is India seen in
Brazil, the geographically most distant
BRICS member? How is Brazil study-
ing, viewing and deciding issues re-
lated to India?

Despite the many common chal-
lengesandashared BRICSand IBSA
identity, India remains remarkably
underexplored by Brazilianacademics
and policy makers, and India-related
decisionsare often based not on coun-
try-specific information, but on
vaguely defined images and concepts,
the most prominent of which is the
South-South partnership promoted by
Brazil’sformer President LuladaSilva.
Brazil’s diplomatic presence in India

remains far smaller than in countries
such as France, Italy or China. This
lack of knowledge is surprising given
the near consensus about India’s long-
term economic growth and certain
medium-term importance in both the
political and economicrealms. Brazil’s
Indiastrategy is strong on grand rheto-
ricand high-profile encounters, but it
isyettobe seenwhether Brazil isable
and willing to engage Indiainamore
lasting and substantive partnership.
How canweexplainthisgap? A
look into the past can be instructive.
The history of India-Brazil relations,
though generally benign, ismarked by
accidental and haphazard encounters.
Five centuriesago, the Portuguese sea-
farer PedroAlvares Cabral, on hisway
to India, was blown off course and
landed on the Brazilian coast. After
someinitial excitementabout the dis-
covery, the Portuguese came to re-
gard Brazil as much less strategically
or economically valuable than India,
andthe South American discovery re-
mained anemergency pitstop for ships
thathad runintotechnical or logistical
problems. Still, thiswas enoughtoal-
low for the exchange of plants be-
tween India and Brazil early on.
Maniocand cashew, both native to Bra-
zil,wereintroducedin India, and India’s
coconut and mango entered Brazil.



While introduced much later, most of
the cattle in Brazil today are of Indian
origin.

Yet for the following centuries
ties between the Portuguese and Brit-
ishcolony lay largely dormant. Upon
gaining independencein 1947, the In-
diangovernmentallocated land forim-
portantallies’ embassiesalong Shanti
Path, the most luxurious streetin New
Delhi’sdiplomatic neighbourhood, but
the Latin American nations were not
considered. Theregion, including Bra-
zil,wassimply noton India’sdiplomatic
or economic radar. Very much the
sameappliedto Indiain Brazil, which
was seen as an exotic place too far re-
moved from Brazil’s more immediate
concernsinitsregion.

Until well into the 1960s, there was
notasingle trade agreement between
thetwo, and no more than 20 Indian vi-
sas were issued for Brazilians annu-
ally, most of them for diplomats.
Despite the mutual ignorance, Indiadid
figure in the Brazilian universe as an
ally in spirit. Particularly for Brazil’s
leaders withamore developmentalist
outlook, India’sworld view seemed to
be largely aligned with itsown, and in
the 1960s, the recently-founded
UNCTAD (UN Conference on Trade
and Development) and the G-77 were
platforms that allowed both countries
toarticulate joint positions on several
importantissues.

Forexample, both Braziland In-
dia were highly critical of nuclear
weapons early on, and both con-
demned the enactment of the Non-
Proliferation Treaty (NPT) in 1967,
calling itanattemptto ‘freeze’ the in-
ternational power structure to contain
emergent powerssuch as Brazil. Both
countries supported the idea that rich
countries should use the money not
spentonarmsto helpdeveloping coun-
tries fight poverty. The ‘3 Ds’ (disar-
mament, development, decolonization)

represented an important aspect of
their foreignpolicy.Although Indiaem-
braced its natural claim to global power
status earlier, and in alessambiguous
fashion, there seemedto beacommon
notionthat the current, western domi-
nated world order was fundamentally
unjust,andthat Brazil and Indiawould
somehow play animportantroleincor-
recting thisplight.

However, the decolonization proc-
ess of Portugal’s major enclave in In-
dia, Goa, showedthatsharingasimilar
world vision had little impact on Bra-
zil’s policy decisions. When Portugal
and India broke off diplomatic rela-
tions, Brazil came to represent Portu-
guese interestsin New Delhi. Despite
mounting pressure from Indiaon Por-
tugal to retreat from the subcontinent,
Brazil staunchly supported Portugal’s
claim to Goa. Brazil changed course
onlyin1961, whenitbecame increas-
ingly clear that Indiawouldwrest con-
trolof Goafromanincreasingly feeble
Portugal, which faced too many inter-
nal problemsto pose a potent military
threatto India. Still, when Indiantroops
overwhelmed Portuguese resistance,
the Brazilian governmentcriticized In-
diasharply forviolating international
law, and the Brazilian press castigated
Nehrufor hispolicy.

While Brazil’s decision to sup-
port Portugal could be explained by the
long tradition of friendship with its
former colonial master, it put Brazil on
the wrong side of history, as it sup-
ported autocratic Portugal against In-
dia’s fledgling democracy. It also
showed that Brazilian diplomats failed
to recognize the great importance the
reintegration of Goa represented to
both Nehru and Indian society. This
would not be the last time Brazil mis-
judged India’s position. Brazil was
caughtby surprise inasimilar fashion
whenthe two countries jointly led the
developing world during the trade ne-

gotiationsin Cancunin2003, onlytobe
disappointed by India’s intransigence
relating toitsunproductive agricultural
sector,andin 2005, when Indiaand the
United States signed a nuclear agree-
ment, rewarding Indiafor defyingare-
gime Brazil had reluctantly accepted
years earlier.

Afterthe Goaincident,during which
Brazil’s position caused disappoint-
mentamong India’s foreign policy mak-
ers, governments were able to
normalizetiesinthe late 1960s, andin
1968, Indira Gandhi visited Brazil,
showing that Indiawas ready to move
ontowardsacloser relationship. Bra-
ziland Indiaalso aligned often during
trade negotiations in GATT (General
Agreementon Tariffsand Trade). De-
spitethe apparentalliance insomear-
eas, the geopolitical positions of the two
countries during the Cold War were
oftendifferent. While Brazil was geo-
politically tiedto the United States, In-
diaturned outtobe muchmorealigned
withthe SovietUnion.

In1976, aconstitutional amend-
ment was passed to make India a so-
cialist republic, which did little to
improve relations. Tenyears later, In-
diaunofficiallyinvited Braziltoturninto
a full member of the Non-Aligned
Movement (NAM) to balance leftist
radical countries, but Brazil declined
and preferred to remain an observer,
as it sought not to alienate the United
States. Throughoutthe decades bilat-
eraltiesremained insignificant,andin
1990, lessthan 100 Brazilians livedin
India, allowing for only a very small
amount of political or cultural ex-
change.

Theend of the Cold War brought
fundamental change to the geopoliti-
cal landscape, allowing Brazil and In-
dia to make a fresh start. At the time,
Indiawas undergoingaparadigmshift
asitbegantoincrease itsinternational
profileinthe economicrealm. Brazil’s

SEMINAR 630 — February 2012



President Fernando Henrique
Cardoso (1994-2002) interpreted the
end of the Cold War in a similar fash-
ion, liberalized the economy and prag-
matically decided to diversify Brazil’s
partnerships. While notabandoningtra-
ditional allies in Europe and North
America, Cardoso carefully articu-
lated and implemented Brazil’s new
global strategy, which involved
stronger ties with other developing
countriessuchas India.

Cardoso visited India in 1996;
President Narayanan paid areturnvisit
in 1998. President Lula (2003-2010)
promptly built on his predecessor’s
preparatory work and sought to insti-
tutionalize Brazil-India ties in 2003,
when the two countries jointly led the
developing world during the trade ne-
gotiationsin Cancun,andwhen IBSA,
atrilateral outfitwith South Africa, was
created, underlining further than Bra-
zilunderstood India’simportanceinthe
South-South context, which involved
not only China but also Africa, rather
than lookingatbilateral ties.

Previously, India, Brazil and South Af-
rica had been known as G-3, a group
that had jointly decided to break the
patent of an HIV/AIDS drug and to
provide generic drugs to domestic pa-
tients, apolicy designed by then Min-
ister of Health, José Serra. Only alittle
later, Brazil and India joined the G-4
(consisting of India, Brazil, Japanand
Germany)whichmade aformal bid to
enter the UN Security Council, astrat-
egy that ultimately failed in 2005 due
toAfrican, Chinese and American op-
position, but which is set to continue
once a new opportunity arises. The
growing partnership could not avoid
disappointment on the Brazilian side
when India’s insistence in protecting
itsunproductive agricultural sector put
it squarely against Brazil’s position
(and that of most other developing
countries), showingthe clear limitsto
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the South-South alliance Braziliandip-
lomats had envisioned. Asthe jointbid
for permanent UNSC membership, this
episode showed that while Brazil and
India share several larger goals, they
are not necessarily willing or able to
spend political capital on their partner-
ship.

-l-ies again suffered after the signing
of the US-India nuclear deal of 2005,
inwhich the United States recognized
Indiaasanuclear power. Brazil harshly
criticized the deal. Aiding India’s nu-
clear weapons programme, the Bra-
ziliangovernmentargued, violated the
NPT, which banned such help to any
country not recognized as a nuclear
power by the treaty. Brazil had signed
the treaty and refrained from develop-
ing nuclear weapons. India, Brazil
claimed, had disregarded the rulesand
was rewarded for it. Worse, Indiacon-
tinued to refuse to sign the NPT (al-
though accepting Indiato the NPT as
a nuclear weapon state would have
beenunlikely anyway, since thiswould
require the approval of all 189 signa-
toriestothe treaty).

Yet Lula, believing in the long-
term benefits of the partnership, sought
tonot letthe disturbances permanently
damage flourishing Brazil-Indiarela-
tions, and the two countries continued
their projecttostrengthenties. In2004,
atrade agreement between Mercosur
and Indiawas signed, and although it
covers less than 1000 products, it did
pointtowardsamutual willingnessto
strengthen economic ties. Trade be-
tween the two grew from (US) $ 0.4
billionin1999to0$2 billionin 2005, and
t0 $5.6 billionin 2009, approaching $
10billionin2011.

In 2006, Manmohan Singh was
the first Indian Prime Minister to visit
Brazil in almost four decades. After
IBSA, the G-20 in the WTO and the
G-4,the BRIC label provided yet an-
other opportunity to engage. As Jim

O’Neill’sinvention of the BRIC label
turned even more popular, Russia in-
vited the foreign ministers of Brazil,
Indiaand China in order to formalize
the BRIC summit as a means to
strengthen their international weight.
In 2009 President Lula, Russia’s
Prime Minister Medvedev, Prime Min-
ister Manmohan Singh and China’s
President Hu Jintao met for a BRIC
summit in Yekaterinburg. A second
BRIC summitfollowed in April 2010
inBrasilia.

Whatisstriking aboutBrazil’s nota-
ble effort over the past decade to
strengthen ties with Indiaisthat it has
beenatop-down project favoured pri-
marily by diplomatic elites after 2003.
While President Cardoso was the first
President who sought to diversify the
country’s partnerships, it was Presi-
dent Lula (2003-2010) who declared
other emerging countries to be a pri-
ority, focusing on concepts such as
BRICS and IBSA. Hence, India has
rarely been seen as a key partner on
itsown; rather, itformed apart, together
with Chinaand other developing coun-
tries, of the ‘South-South Alliance’, so
central to the Workers’ Party’s world
view.

Strongly influenced by
developmentalist thinkers and by
Cardoso’sdependency theory (which
the author himself later questioned),
the Lulaadministration’s foreignpolicy
was based ontwo fundamental notions:
First, that the currentworld order was
unjustand dominated by rich countries
inthe North, and second, that ‘ South-
ern’ countries neededto uniteto jointly
undo these imbalances. For example,
while Brazil officially condemned In-
dia’s nuclear policy, several analysts
and policy makers in Brazil secretly
admired India’sdecisionnotto jointhe
NPT, an outfitboth Braziliansand In-
dians regard as unjust and in need of
democratization. Yetin general, Bra-



zilhas over the past decades tended to
be less overt in its systemic criticism
than India, which in the UN General
Assembly voted against the United
States more often than Cuba.

Seeing Indiamostly throughthe lens
of South-South cooperation isnotwith-
outrisk because while these considera-
tions are not entirely absent among
Indian foreign policy makers, many
other factors — such as regional ten-
sions—influence India’s behaviour, of-
ten causing Indian policy makers to
adopt strategies unaligned with posi-
tions taken by Brazil. In addition, the
limitsto South-South cooperationare
much more obvious to India, a coun-
try that has been invaded by Chinain
the 1960s and considers a war with
Chinaasareal possibility that its mili-
tary needsto reckonwith.

Still, Brazil iscareful nottoalien-
ate the other BRICS members. While
Brazil has significant potential to as-
sume leadership in the debate on cli-
mate change (most of its electricity is
generated by hydroelectric power
plants), its positionismuchaligned with
Indiaand China, whose economiesare
much more dependenton non-renew-
able energy. Critics of Brazil’s focus
on South-South politicsargue that Bra-
zil caresmore about its BRICS fellow
countriesthanthe other way around.

While this may be true in rheto-
ric, actual policy decisionsshownoevi-
dence for such a claim. Quite to the
contrary, the Braziliangovernmentcan
be faulted for failing to seriously invest
initsalliance with otheremerging pow-
ers. Too few diplomats are stationed
in Beijing and Delhi, too few of them
possess regional expertise, and Brazil-
ian companies do notreceive the nec-
essary supporttoestablish themselves
in the Indian market. The difficulties
Brazilian companies face to hire In-
dian nationals — mostly due to unnec-
essary bureaucratic hurdles — shows

thatthere islittle conscience of India’s
long-term importance for Brazil. Fur-
thermore, the Braziliangovernmentis
yetto presentaserious strategy about
how to facilitate contact between the
two civil societies. A visa-waiver
agreement, such the one signed be-
tween Brazil and Russia, would be an
importantfirststep.

None of Brazil’sinertiaand lack
of implementing Lula’s vision is spe-
cificto India. Inasimilarfashion, Brazil
has failed to prepare itself adequately
for a new reality in which China has
turned into Brazil’s foremost trading
partner. While the Chinese govern-
menteagerly trains Brazil specialists,
Brazil has failed to do so, and is thus
unable to articulate a China strategy.
It will take another decade before In-
dia’seconomic presence in Brazil will
be comparableto China’s, so Brazil has
stilltime toinvestin understanding In-
dia and develop ideas about how the
Brazil-India partnership can provide
lasting mutual benefits.

I_ arge part of Brazil’s quest to make
up itsmindabout howto viewand un-
derstand India can be traced back to a
more fundamental difficulty in Brazil’s
foreign policy making agenda — how
to integrate the nature of its political
regime into its foreign policy. Should
Braziliandemocracy serve asamodel
forthose fighting for democracy inau-
tocracies in developing countries?
Should Brazil not only engage when
existing democracies falter, but also
prod autocrats to open up? When is it
justified to intervene in defence of
higher universal values? Only if such
adiscussiontakes place can Brazil be-
gintoanswer the mostimportant ques-
tion, namely, whether its democratic
nature is partofitsglobal identity. Ifso,
how should this manifest itself in its
strategy towards democratic India as
comparedtoautocratic China?
Therationale behindthe creation

of IBSA providessome insight. While
the trilateral alliance’s importance
should not be overestimated, its con-
tinued existence as a separate entity
from the BRICS shows that each
country’sforeign policy makingelites
detect some common identity amongst
the three members of the outfit that
doesnotinclude Russiaand China, both
autocratic regimes. China’sdecisionto
include South Africa into the BRICs
alliance can be seen as an attempt to
supplantandreplace IBSAwithanex-
tended BRICS outfit, yet Brazil, India
and South Africa’s renewed commit-
mentduring the most recentsummitin
October 2011 augurs that IBSA will
continue as a separate entity.

While itwould be wrong to say that
Brazil considersrelations with Indiato
be more promising than those with
China, the example of IBSA shows
that there are some issue areas for
which Brazilian policy makers deem
cooperation with India to be more
promising. Thishas certainly todowith
both countries’ openness and the na-
ture of their political regimes. In addi-
tion, Brazil possibly regards the types
of challenges Indiafaces as somewhat
similar to those Brazil needs to con-
front — one may think of domestic is-
suessuchashighinequality andalack
of social inclusion. Onthe international
front, the question of regional leader-
ship comes to mind. Both Brazil and
India seek to change the balance of
power of international institutionssuch
as the UN Security Council, while
China is more of a status-quo power.
Ingeneral, fromboththe Brazilianand
Indian point of view, Chinamay be in
adifferentleague altogether,and more
comparable to the United States.
IBSA thus allows for interaction
among equals, while the BRICS alli-
anceisclearly dominated by China.
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