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ABSTRACT Uncertainty about the state of the new global order and the dynam-
ics that govern it permeate academic literature and policy inquiries. In this 
new world order “picking allies, making friends and containing adversar-
ies […] promises to be an unclear, ambiguous and delicate process.”1 Using 
Brazil and Turkey as an example, this paper aims to understand how and 
why emerging countries choose to “partner up.” The paper focuses on the 
growing relations between the two countries in the areas of political and 
economic cooperation between 2008 and 2012. The theoretical proposal of 
the paper is to test whether realist or more constructivist explanations can 
account for the approximation of these seemingly unlikely partners. This 
is done by examining the ideas and interests behind the moves towards 
stronger bilateral ties between the two states.
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Introduction

“If ‘Darwin prizes’ were to be given to the countries that have best responded 
to challenging times, Brazil would be the runaway first-prize winner, with pos-
sibly Turkey in second place.”2 This statement from The Globalist expressed a 
widespread perception of the two countries in the period following their joint 
initiative to broker a nuclear deal with Iran in 2010. While the deal was rebuffed 
by the permanent members of the United Nations Security Council, and thus 
never came to be implemented, the initiative of the two “emerging powers” re-
ceived global attention by political leaders and the media. The joint activism of 
two countries with traditionally weak economic and political ties, on a global 
security issue, suggested that the rapid economic growth and social develop-
ment of middle powers in the early 20th century had implications beyond the 
economic and trade sphere. The so-called “emerging” powers were seen to be 
developing shared agendas on global issues, and to be claiming a greater share 
and a greater voice in issues of global relevance and global governance. More 
interestingly, the partnership between Brazil and Turkey posed the question 
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whether these “emerging powers” were developing common identities and in-
terests, which could bring former “strangers” on the international scene closer 
in pursuit of joint goals. 

The questions raised by the cooperation between these two emerging powers 
are inextricably linked to the realization of a rapid transformation of the glob-
al order in the 21st century. From multipolar to interpolar and apolar, from 
post-hegemonic to post-American and to no one’s post-western world, uncer-
tainty about the state of the new global order and the dynamics that govern it 
permeate academic literature and policy inquiries.3 In this new world order 
“picking allies, making friends and containing adversaries […] promises to 
be an unclear, ambiguous and delicate process.”4 With this in mind, and hav-
ing observed the growing and deepening relations between Turkey and Brazil, 
whose position in the transforming global order has earned them the titles 
of “emerging” or “regional” powers, this article will attempt to discern the 
idea-driven and interest-driven motivations behind the construction of their 
ties. In doing so, it will aim to produce wider hypotheses about the nature of 
partnerships and alliances in a system characterized by multipolarity.

The article begins by examining basic assumptions about the “era of mul-
tipolarity.” It then offers an overview the fundamental explanations for ally 
and partner choice according to interest-based realist theory and idea-based 
constructivist approaches. Following these two theoretical sections, the arti-
cle provides a historical account of Turkey-Brazil relations in the past decade 
(2002-2012) with a focus on the years of intense approximation (2010-2012). 
The final section uses these empirical observations in order to draw conclu-
sions regarding the motivations behind the Brazil-Turkey partnership, on the 
basis of idea- and interest-based approaches. 
 

Shifting Power: On the Emergence of the Multipolar World 

This article will take in consideration two different paradigms: (a) the shift 
in the configuration of state power in the international system and (b) the 
–arguably- waning American influence, or post-Americanism. In the major-
ity of the literature, these two processes are often viewed as interrelated and 
similar.5 Reflection on the future state of the global order began with the end 
of the Cold War, but gained renewed force with the commodities boom of 
the 21st century, particularly after the 2008 economic crisis. The crisis, which 
hit established powers, severely damaging part of their economies, opened 
space for resource-rich economies with rapid growth to claim more power, 
more representation and more weight in international affairs. This led emerg-
ing powers with economic, political and normative aspirations, such as Brazil 
and Turkey, to engage in more proactive behavior within the structures of 
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the international system, and to advocate for reforms in the management of 
global governance.

There is a general consensus that, up until World War I, the dominant model 
in the international system was that of a multipolar world dominated by ten-
sions amongst the European nations. This period was followed by the rise of 
the USA, soon to be counterbalanced by the USSR. This led to the bipolar or-
der that characterized the Cold War 
and largely dominated the second 
half of the 20th century. With the 
end of the Cold War, the literature 
by and large acknowledged the ad-
vent of a “unipolar moment.”6

 
The end of unipolarity is still an 
ongoing debate among scholars. 
While most literature points to in-
creasing globalization in the late 
1990s and 2000s as an indication 
of a diffusion of power, this diffu-
sion is discussed and viewed in diverging ways. Giovanni Grevi of the Eu-
ropean Council on Foreign Relations advocates a new form of multipolarity 
that is infused with the increasing interdependence of the cyber-age. States 
must rely on each other more than ever in order to attain economic growth, 
a fundamental form of power in what is coined as an era of “geoeconom-
ics.” This interdependence is perceived as an incentive for continuous –and 
continuously evolving– relations: for these reasons, Grevi argues that this is 
the era of “interpolarity.”7 Richard Haass on the other hand, argues that the 
new multipolarity stems from a move beyond exclusively state-based power 
politics.8 According to this view, in the contemporary international system, 
the “G-zero” world, multiple actors possess power and, consequently, there is 
no space for effective or consistent leadership.9 This over-diffusion of power 
has led to a system where no single entity has enough influence to control the 
system -nonpolarity. Indeed, something both Haas and Grevi seem to agree 
upon is that power (economic or military) and influence are no longer direct-
ly correlated. 

For emerging countries, both scenarios lead to a world with a greater diffusion 
of power and a greater level of interdependence, where alliances are created to 
benefit strategic interests. This has translated into non-traditional partnerships 
with states and actors besides the U.S., to create checks on waning U.S. power. 
Uncertainty in an interpolar system has led to an increase in strategic alliances 
amongst states. In a nonpolar system, alliances are made up of coalitions of 
state and non-state actors. 

The diffusion of power and the 
lack of established leadership 
in the nonpolar system pushes 
states towards the adoption of 
diversified external relations, 
including the creation of 
alliances and partnerships with 
a diverse group of “others.”
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In his own approach to this debate, Fareed Zakaria also acknowledges the 
aforementioned shift, but defines American unipolarism much more broad-
ly, beginning at the end of World War I; he thus brands the future system as 
post-American. Zakaria argues that a number of the here-to-fore relative ad-
vantages of the U.S., for example technology, have diffused across the inter-
national system due to globalization, while the U.S. becomes increasingly less 
able to adapt.10 This has led to the “rise of the rest,” a shift in the global order 
from a hegemonic American system to a post-American system where other 
countries begin to catch up with the U.S. and new global powers (such as the 
BRICS) emerge. These powers, in turn, in the manner of rising hegemons be-
fore them, witness a continuous increase of their influence and of their capa-
bility to exert their interests on the international stage. 

Scholarly work and popular media alike have tended to refer to the new ris-
ing players as “emerging powers.” However, a consensus has yet to be reached 
regarding the exact definition of the term. One aspect of these powers is that 
they are often more influential in their region, thus often attracting the char-
acterization “regional powers,” a term indicating a country’s ability to play a 
stabilizing role in its own region; willingness to assume such a role; and accep-
tance by its neighbors as a leader responsible for regional security.11 The ability 
to exercise power resources regionally differentiates emerging regional powers 
from “middle” powers. Elsewhere in the literature, the definition of emerging 
(or rising) powers is less linked to leadership as a security provider and is used 
more generally as recognition of the rising influence of several countries that 
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have increased their presence in global affairs. One additional aspect attributed 
to emerging powers is the articulation of a desire for leadership in global gov-
ernance.12 The term is commonly used to refer to the G20 member countries, 
thus drawing a direct correlation between GDP and power. It follows, then, 
that the dividing lines between the terms “emerging,” “middle,” and “regional” 
powers are often unclear and that the terms are often used interchangeably or 
in a complimentary manner to indicate a more nuanced understanding of the 
nature of the country in question, the degree of its regional or global aspira-
tions, its economic affluence and its power resources.

Explaining Alliances and Partnerships in a Multipolar World

The new global order and the end of unipolarity have been discussed at length 
since the end of the Cold War with varying conclusions during the 1990s. In-
creasingly after the mid-2000s, the literature concedes to a substantial reduc-
tion of the so-called “U.S. hegemony,” with substantial uncertainty about the 
future of a world without a dominant power. Uncertainty has a negative in-
fluence on relationships because it inhibits the creation of trust over iterated 
interactions. With uncertainty dominant in the system, and the subsequently 
emerging lack of trust, the need for contractual relations and established insti-
tutions becomes necessary in order to create checks or reaffirm commitments 
as traditional trust-building mechanisms cannot be used. At the same time, 
the diffusion of power and the lack of established leadership in the nonpo-
lar system pushes states towards the adoption of diversified external relations, 
including the creation of alliances and partnerships with a diverse group of 
“others.” 

Lai and Reiter define alliance as a voluntary agreement between states in 
which the signatories promise to take action (such as military intervention) 
under specific circumstances.13 Summarizing the existing literature on in-
terstate cooperation, the authors argue that these alliances are usually ex-
plained according to three major theories: the first one argues that alliances 
may stem from credible commitments14 and highlights that democracies are 
more likely to make credible commitments than authoritarian regimes; a con-
structivist approach would suggest that the basic collective action problems 
that impede international cooperation can be overcome if actors move away 
from self-oriented interest, toward a collective oriented conception of inter-
est.15 Another strain of explanations emphasizes the importance of economic 
interdependence.16

The decision to ally, and the choice of partners, is arguably affected by the 
exogenous variable which is the international order. As Serfaty (2011) posits, 
“in a unipolar world, allies are known (and sought) for their willingness, and 
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adversaries are recognized (and defeated) for their capabilities; there is little 
need for diplomacy, and consensus is asserted rather than negotiated. By com-
parison, the emerging world order now depends on a geopolitical cartography 
that is fraught with perplexities and contradictions.”17 With regard to minor 
powers in particular, Krause & Singer (2001) argue that, given their limited 
capabilities, multipolarity offers more choice. Unlike during the Cold War, 
smaller states may now choose to involve themselves on an ad hoc basis in a 
wide range of security and other commitments.18

The question thus ensues: how and why do states choose and make allies and 
partners in this uncertain world? Different approaches in International Rela-
tions can provide us with distinct insights on this question. Here, we analyze 
two of them: realism (as interest-based) and constructivism (as ideas-based). 

According to realists, and specifically neo-realists, the international system is 
an anarchical one. States are seen as unitary actors driven by national inter-
ests.19 In this hostile scenario, the answer to why states decide to make alliances 
lies in the feature that stands out most prominently in states’ behavior: interest. 
Hans Morgenthau argued that members of alliances have common interests 
based on the fear of other states, while for Stephen Walt, alliances stem from a 
balance of threat.

Since the world is competitive and material resources scarce, cooperation is 
unlikely. Under the security dilemma,20 cooperation becomes possible if the 
gains resulting from this alliance are augmented. Mechanisms such as treaties 
and law might increase confidence between actors and lead them to coopera-
tion because they make surveillance and monitoring possible. 

Thus States may create international law and international institutions, and 
may enforce the rules they codify. However, it is not the rules themselves that 
determine why a State acts a particular way, but instead the underlying mate-
rial interests and power relations. International law is thus a symptom of State 
behavior, not a cause.21

Power, according to Waltz, is a reflection of a State’s capabilities. If that State is 
to change the global order, it needs to become a pole in the international struc-
ture. In order to become a pole, such State must seek to increase its capabilities, 
and alliances provide one way of doing so. 

From a realist perspective, the relative anarchy of the emerging multi-, inter- 
or non-polarity entails that a state must rely upon itself for survival; therefore, 
alliances will only be made where there is mutual self-benefit for both parties 
involved. The mechanism that ensures trust in this realist form of the relation-
ship is the national interest that is fulfilled by the alliance. 
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From a constructivist point of view, the response of 
the state to uncertainty is entirely dependent upon 
the identity of the state, which includes its concep-
tion of “security” and its culture. The decision to 
create partnerships, alliances or coalitions can be in-
terpreted through the existence or absence of shared 
meanings, understandings and normative interpre-
tations of the world and the environment between 
two or more states. As Slaughter writes, referring to 
constructivists: “These arguments fit under the insti-
tutionalist rubric of explaining international co-op-
eration, but based on constructed attitudes rather 
than the rational pursuit of objective interests.”

As one of the major fathers of constructivism, Alex-
ander Wendt has opened the possibility of thinking 
of anarchy as having multiple meanings for different actors, based on their own 
communities of intersubjective understandings and practices. If, then, multi-
ple understandings are possible, constructivism upholds that cooperation is 
possible under anarchy but that it relies on the understanding of state interests 
within a particular issue area. “The distribution of identities and interests of 
the relevant states would then help account for whether cooperation is possi-
ble.”22 Cooperation and partnership are largely dependent on the perception of 
interest, of the issue area and of the identity of the other state. “Sitting down to 
negotiate a trade agreement among friends (as opposed to adversaries or un-
knowns) affects a state’s willingness to lead with a cooperative move. Perhaps 
it would no longer understand its interests as the unilateral exploitation of the 
other state. Instead it might see itself as a partner in pursuit of some value oth-
er than narrow strategic interest.”23 

Building on these theories and on Serfaty’s argument that the nature of alli-
ances has undergone a transformation along with that of the global order, the 
task at hand is to understand how emerging powers –a product of the new 
global order– engage in the practice of alliance formation, broadly defined to 
include partnerships, cooperation and bandwagoning. This challenge follows 
the thinking of Andrew Hurrell who, as early as 2006, criticized neorealist ap-
proaches as being written from the perspective of the United States, failing to 
define what they mean by “bandwagoning” or to explain what determines the 
choice among the different forms that the alignment with the hegemon might 
take.24

With regard specifically as to why emerging powers might be compelled to 
form coalitions, Hurrell puts a strong emphasis on the role of international 
institutions. These can constrain the powerful through established rules and 

The two countries 
share similar values, 
principles, aspirations 
and expectations for 
a better future in their 
respective regions 
and in a world which 
is undergoing a rapid 
transformation
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procedures, and they provide weaker states with 
political space to build coalitions in order to try to 
affect emerging norms in ways that are congruent 
with their interests. Furthermore, international in-
stitutions provide weaker states with “voice oppor-
tunities” to make known their interests and to bid 
for political support in the broader marketplace of 
ideas. 

As for the notion that some emerging powers might 
be heading towards a strategy of “soft-balancing,” 
Hurrell argues that although not every decision 
that looks like balancing is in fact driven by bal-

ance-of-power motivations, one must bear in mind that the utility of bal-
ance-of-power theory is not limited to the cases in which a direct security 
challenge is detected. Strategic options that raise the cost of unilateral action 
by the hegemon or render it less legitimate are important, since symbolic ac-
tion is essential to this concept. In this sense, Brazil´s proposal at the UN of 
the development of a Responsibility While Protecting, as a revision of the R2P 
principle, is an example of how emerging powers are slowly becoming more 
confident in taking part in world policy shaping, and attempting to create con-
trol mechanisms on the behavior of traditional powers. At the same time, it 
also points to the necessity for them to assume responsibility, as they engage 
in a redefinition of their roles in global and regional politics in the post-Cold 
War setting.25

Brazil and Turkey: Emerging Partners in a Multipolar World 

The two countries share similar values, principles, aspirations and expectations 
for a better future in their respective regions and in a world which is undergoing 
a rapid transformation.26

The aforementioned shifts affect Brazil and Turkey, as they are two of the so-
called emerging powers, but also as states that have demonstrated significant 
regional and potentially global influence on the governance of international 
affairs through regional and international institutions. Serfaty refers to the two 
as the “new influentials.”27

Brazil and Turkey offer interesting case studies of political and economic de-
velopment in the decade between 2002 and 2012; together they also offer an 
original case study in terms of the construction of their bilateral partnership, 
made official in 2010 – at the height of their economic growth – through the 
signature of a Strategic Partnership Agreement. 

A number of 
concrete initiatives 
between the two 
countries began in 
2004, when Brazil’s 
then Minister of 
Foreign Affairs, Celso 
Amorim, visited 
Ankara
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Without doubt the partnership between Turkey and Brazil should be at-
tributed to the fortunate coexistence of a number of decisive variables: while 
substantially differing in territory, both are big states in their regions, rich in 
natural resources, with evolving industrial sectors, and with growing econo-
mies which fared reasonably well during the economic crisis. The charts below 
demonstrate the magnitude of the latter factors in the late 2000s, at the peak of 
their bilateral engagement. 

Both Turkey and Brazil represent potentially huge markets, with populations 
of 75 million and 200 million respectively. The decade between 2002 and 2012 
was marked by economic and social progress for both countries: in Brazil over 
26 million people were lifted out of poverty during this time and inequality was 
reduced significantly; in Turkey extreme poverty fell from 13 to 4.5 percent 
and moderate poverty fell from 44 to 21 percent, while access to health, educa-
tion, and municipal services substantially improved for the less well-off.28 The 
decade also offered the two countries multiple opportunities to cooperate on a 
multilateral level, including their mutual participation in the G20 –the group 
of leading economies which gained particular prominence in global financial 
governance as a result of the 2008 economic crisis– and their coincidence as 
non-permanent members of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) in 
2010. Consequently, Turkey and Brazil found complements in each other that 
led to the strengthening of ties.

A number of concrete initiatives between the two countries began in 2004, 
when Brazil’s then Minister of Foreign Affairs, Celso Amorim, visited Ankara. 
Two years later the visit was reciprocated by Abdullah Gül, who at the time 
was serving as Minister of Foreign Affairs, before assuming the Presidency 
of Turkey the following year. As a result of these visits and the subsequent 
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intensification of cooperation between 
the two ministries of foreign affairs, re-
lations between the two countries were 
advanced through documents such 
as the bilateral visa waiver agreement 
(2001), the Agreement on Cooperation 
in Defense Related Matters (2003), and 
a series of Memoranda of Understand-
ing in various areas.

In January 2006, Minister Gül’s visit to 
Brazil spurred the creation of the Turk-
ish-Brazilian Business Council. This 
regulatory body has members from 
the Turkish Board of Foreign Economic Relations (DEIK), and members of 
the São Paulo Federation of Industries (FIESP), from Brazil. The occasion also 
marked the signing of an agreement providing for the creation of a “High Level 
Cooperation Committee,” which entered into force on October 8, 2008, after 
ratification by the Brazilian authorities, and marks the deepening of cultural, 
political and economic ties between the countries. According to the Briefing 
Note of the Turkish Embassy in Brazil on August 5, 2011:

The Commission was designed as a mechanism responsible for developing 
policies and strategies of bilateral common interests of the two countries and 
cooperation in the fields of economy, trade, science and technology, the arms 
industry, finance, investment, tourism, culture and political dialogue.29

The exchange of diplomatic visits rose to the highest level with the visit of Pres-
ident Luiz Inacio “Lula” da Silva to Turkey in 2009 and, in the following year, 
Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s visit to Brazil. During PM Erdoğan’s 
visit, the two states formally proceeded to the signing of the “Action Plan for 
a Strategic Partnership” (APSP), consolidating the results of their cooperation 
so far and solidifying their commitment to strengthening bilateral ties.

In 2010, Turkey and Brazil coincided as non-permanent members of the Se-
curity Council of the UN and embarked upon an ambitious project to medi-
ate the developing conflict over Iran’s nuclear program. In order to avoid the 
application of a fourth round of sanctions from the UN, Lula and Erdoğan 
attempted to reach an agreement with Iran, which denied western accusations 

President of Turkey, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, welcomes the 
President of Brazil, Dilma Rousseff upon her arrival for the 

G20 summit held on November 2015 in Antalya. 

AA PHOTO / CEM ÖKSÜZ



2016 Wınter 11

BRAZIL–TURKEY RELATIONS IN THE 2000S: DECONSTRUCTING PARTNERSHIP BETWEEN EMERGING POWERS

regarding its aspiration to develop a nuclear bomb. According to the Teheran 
agreement, which was signed on the May 17, 2010, Iran would transfer 1200 
kilos of enriched uranium (LEU), to neighboring Turkey, where the material 
would be deposited and continue to be Iranian property. In exchange, the Vi-
enna Group, made up of the U.S., Russia, France and the International Atomic 
Energy Association (IAEA), would release 120 kilos of combustion necessary 
for the functioning of Tehran’s research reactor. 

It has been argued that the initiative can be explained on the basis of the in-
terests of both countries to contest the global American hegemony and their 
desire to act as a bridge between the West and East, on one side, and north 
and south, on the other.30 The action was also interpreted as a sign that the two 
countries were aspiring to establish their roles as global players. Nevertheless, 
this coordinated action became the target of both domestic and international 
criticism. Turkey, a traditional ally of the West and a NATO member, was ac-
cused of shifting loyalties, while Brazil was accused of failing to respect inter-
national norms.

In the U.S. as well as in Europe, critics of PM Erdoğan and President Lula 
argued that short-term cooperation with Iran only furthered the objective of 
gaining more time before a new threat emerged. The Tehran Declaration was 
rejected by the P5+1. Shortly after, in June 2010, Turkey and Brazil, as non-per-
manent members of the UN Security Council, voted “no” to UNSC Resolution 
1929 imposing sanctions on Iran for failing to comply with previous resolu-
tions concerning its nuclear program, arguing that sanctions undermined the 
diplomatic approach. 

Regardless of its failure to gain approval by the P5+1, the Turkish-Brazilian 
initiative was interpreted as a profound paradigm shift in international rela-
tions: Once common themes in the agendas’ of the two countries were identi-
fied and lent themselves to dissatisfaction with the current global governance 
regime, these emerging countries engaged in cooperation aiming to increase 
their own participation in regions and issues that have historically been re-
served for “Western” decision and policy-making.31

If personal, high-level friendships among 
the countries’ leadership were to be 
identified as the key factor in building the 
Turkey-Brazil relationship, then the arrival 
of the Dilma Rousseff administration in 
Brazil in 2011 would disprove the argument
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Soon after the Declaration of Teheran, the Turkish Prime Minister visited Bra-
zil. During his visit, the two leaders signed the APSP, on May 27, 2010, consoli-
dating the existing cooperation and reinforcing the commitment to deepening 
bilateral relations. The document, which has no binding effect, indicated the 
intention of the signatories to pursue joint projects, and served as a roadmap 
and basic orientation to the emerging alliance. Moreover, it institutionalized 
a channel for dialogue at a critical moment for the promotion of joint inter-
ests. Thus, the plan promoted cooperation in new areas, from the energy sec-
tor, cultural exchanges and education, to energy exploration and R&D. It also 
provided for annual political consultations at the ministerial level in order to 
monitor the progress and implementation of its proposals.32 

Given the centrality exercised by the Turkish Minister of Foreign Affairs, 
Ahmet Davutoğlu, in the formulation of contemporary Turkish foreign policy, 
it is worth mentioning his visit to Brazil in April 2010. Despite past attempts to 
broaden and deepen relations with non-Western regions, the ascension of the 
Justice and Development Party (AK Party) and, principally, of Davutoğlu as 
Minister of Foreign Affairs, gave a new impetus to the shift in Turkish Foreign 
Policy. Author of the now famous Strategic Depth, Davutoğlu attributes great 
importance to the geo-strategic location of Turkey and to the status that this 
location provides Turkey both regionally and globally.33 The AK Party’s foreign 
policy under Davutoğlu has been conscientious of the structural shifts in the 
international system triggered by the end of the Cold War and of the subse-
quent power shift from Europe to Asia and from North to South, referred to 
in the literature summarized in the introduction of this paper.34 Davutoğlu 
perceives Turkey to be part of a global transformation marked by the ascen-
sion of countries with strong economic growth as well as regional and global 
aspirations. Having witnessed the Turkish ambition for a more significant role 
in the new global order, the country has shown an increasing interest in previ-
ously neglected regions, such as Sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America, which 
has led to the opening of new embassies and the envoy of trade delegations to 
diverse destinations.35 Davutoğlu’s belief in the proximity between Turkey and 
the new emerging economies, including the BRICS, reinforces this idea. It is 
interesting to note that the frequent presence of business people at meetings 
between Brazilian and Turkish authorities is indicative of the association be-
tween the state’s regional initiatives and the search for expansion of economic 
interests, and thus points to the existence of a mercantile component in the 
state’s new foreign policy.36

In trying to diverge from a securitization culture and a cautious approach 
based on hard power, characteristic of the diplomatic tradition of the Kemalist 
elite, Davutoğlu and the AK Party attributed a significant emphasis on the in-
creased use of economic, political and cultural elements, or rather, soft power, 
in Turkey’s foreign relationships.37 Davutoğlu’s view of a new global order in 
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progress, is of a more just, multipo-
lar, and participatory world. 

This perception resonates with the 
world visions of Brazilian foreign 
policy-makers, and points to con-
structivist elements in the emerg-
ing partnership between the two. 
Brazil’s South-South agenda, made 
central in Brazilian foreign policy 
under Lula, also departs from the 
vision of a multipolar world where 
the key to success is diversification 
of external relations and strong eco-
nomic growth in order to achieve 
autonomy and voice (norm-promoting and agenda-setting power) in the inter-
national arena.38 The South-South cooperation agenda of the Lula administra-
tion is based not only upon obtaining economic benefits, but also the belief in 
a common identity and in the search for a more just and egalitarian social and 
economic order, shared by all of its members.39 With regards to cooperation 
with other periphery states, this view is best expressed through the words of 
Brazilian diplomat Samuel Pinheiro Guimarães, who stated that the differences 
and distances between Brazil and other great periphery states, as well as the 
shared characteristics and common interests, ensure the avoidance of direct 
competition of interests, and permit the formation of joint political projects.40

If personal, high-level friendships among the countries’ leadership were to be 
identified as the key factor in building the Turkey-Brazil relationship, then the 
arrival of the Dilma Rousseff administration in Brazil in 2011 would disprove 
the argument. As early as October 2011, President Rousseff travelled to Turkey, 
giving continuity to the strengthening of Turkish-Brazilian relations. While 
the issue of Iran remained buried in the past, the Rousseff administration and 
the appointment of Antonio Patriota as Minister of Foreign Affairs on the eve 
of the Arab Spring, led Brazil to a closer engagement with the Middle East.41 
Meanwhile, Turkey was soon to become an “anchor” state in the region. The 
Brazilian President’s visit was marked by the signature of a joint declaration 
entitled “Turkey-Brazil: A Strategic Perspective for a Dynamic Partnership,” 
and by the signing of further agreements for bilateral cooperation in higher 
education, transportation and justice. At the time, Dilma Rousseff participated 
in a forum for Turkish-Brazilian business people and expressed Brazilian sup-
port for the Turkish position regarding the Palestinian question.42

In the aftermath of the visit, renewed emphasis was given to bilateral coop-
eration in the area of defense. Cooperation in this area had been initiated in 

For some analysts, the growing 
interest of Brazil and Turkey in 
developing modern military 
technology indicated their 
will to become less dependent 
upon foreign equipment, as 
both countries had significantly 
increased their participation in 
military actions abroad in the 
past few decades



14 Insight Turkey

ELENA LAZAROUARTICLE

2003, with the arrival in Brazil of 
the Turkish Defense Minister, Vec-
di Gönül, at the invitation of then 
Brazilian Minister of Defense, José 
Viegas Filho. During this visit, the 
“Agreement on Cooperation in Sub-
jects related to Defense” was signed 
(August 14, 2003); this agreement 
came into force in 2007, following 
internal Brazilian ratification. 

Turkish Minister of Defense Ismet 
Yılmaz visited Brazil in May of 
2012. In a meeting with his Brazil-

ian counterpart, Celso Amorim, the two discussed the possibilities of a part-
nership in the industrial production of military equipment. During the meet-
ing it was decided to place a Brazilian military attaché in Turkey and to provide 
spaces for Turkish military officials in specialized Brazilian military units, such 
as the Center for Jungle Warfare, in Amazonia. On May 7, 2012, the two min-
isters signed a letter of intention that expressed the mutual interest in the ex-
change of experiences and in the development of partnerships in the industrial 
development of defense. The Brazilian Minister also stated that despite be-
ing situated in different geopolitical scenarios, both states had similar defense 
needs, leading them to pursue the development of modern military projects 
with national capacity and autonomous technology.43 For some analysts, the 
growing interest of Brazil and Turkey in developing modern military technol-
ogy indicated their will to become less dependent upon foreign equipment, as 
both countries had significantly increased their participation in military ac-
tions abroad in the past few decades.44 In their view, the national availability of 
military technology guaranteed not only strengthened strategic autonomy, but 
also transformed the countries into potential exporters of sophisticated mili-
tary technology.45 This interpretation indicates the presence of both idea- and 
interest-based motivations for the deepening of defense cooperation between 
the two emerging allies.

Conclusion: Partnership in the Face of Crises

As derived from the above, the coincidence of “emergence” –a growing econ-
omy, stability, and successful social policies– in Brazil and in Turkey acted as 
a push factor in the depending of their bilateral relations and the nascence of 
a strategic partnership that included security and defense issues. Following 
2012, however, a number of those trends have been reversed. In Turkey, the 
period between 2013 and 2015 was marked by a slowdown of the economy. 

The coincidence of “emergence” 
–a growing economy, stability, 
and successful social policies– 
in Brazil and in Turkey acted as 
a push factor in the depending 
of their bilateral relations and 
the nascence of a strategic 
partnership that included 
security and defense issues
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Election-related uncertainties, geopolitical developments, and concerns over 
corruption allegations involving the government dampened confidence and 
weakened domestic demand. After growing 4.2 percent in 2013, the economy 
slowed to 2.9 percent in 2014. GDP growth in Brazil similarly slowed from 
4.5 percent in 2006-10 to 2.1 percent over 2011-14 and 0.1 percent in 2014. In 
2015 the country entered a technical recession. Its implications, including the 
imposition of austere fiscal measures, the reduction of spending,46 the devalu-
ation of its currency, combined with allegations of government corruption, re-
duced international investor trust in the country. Disenchanted populations in 
both countries went to the streets in protest against their governments in 2013, 
leading the respective leaders to refocus their attention on internal policies. 
In the domain of foreign policy, the turmoil in the Middle East following the 
Arab Spring and the Syrian conflict led to constraints and dilemmas in Turkish 
foreign policy with significant implications for its regional powermanship.47 
Brazil, on the other hand, has refocused its foreign policy on maintaining a 
substantial regional role in the face of crises in neighboring Venezuela and Co-
lombia, and political shifts in a number of Pacific Latin American and South 
American countries. As a result, “both Brazil and Turkey have, more recently, 
retreated somewhat from the international scene.” 48

Whether the economic and political hardships facing Turkey and Brazil will 
signify retrogression in bilateral relations remains to be seen. If one adopts 
the realist understanding of alliances, and Waltz’s assumption that states need 
allies primarily in order to project more power globally, then the return to a 
more domestic and regional focus in both countries will substantially reduce 

The representatives 
of Turkey, Brazil and 
Iran hold hands 
after Iran agreed to 
a nuclear fuel swap 
deal in Tehran on 
May 17, 2010.
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national interest in further cultivating the partnership. If, however, engage-
ment so far has led to the creation of shared understandings of the world, as 
constructivist would have it, then identity rather than interest will maintain 
the partnership on the agenda.

With that said, a number of doubts can be cast as to whether the shared “iden-
tity” between Turkey and Brazil can go deep enough to form the basis of such 
a tie. Unlike some of Brazil’s BRICS partners, with a strong post-colonial 
vision of the world and a strong developing country identity, Turkey has a 
long-standing connection and position in Western institutions such as NATO, 
is a candidate for EU membership, and has been an OECD member since 
1961. In addition, some deep ideological differences have manifested them-
selves occasionally, for example when, in 2015, the Brazilian Senate adopted a 
bill referring to the Armenian genocide, a gaffe which led Turkey to recall its 
Ambassador to Brasilia for consultations. 

While the future of Turkey-Brazil relations remains uncertain, the overview of 
their engagement during the 2000s, and particularly at the height of their eco-
nomic growth between 2008 and 2012, can offer interesting insights regarding 
the emerging powers’ coalition-building. Overview has shown, partners are 
chosen not only because of their instrumental value or due to a long-standing 
historic relationship, but also because of the possibility that an alliance might 
help produce systemic shifts in the global distribution of power, rendering it 
less unequal.49 At the same time, coalitions tend to be more effective if they 
take place in the realm of political and economic governance, and not in the 
realm of peace and security issues. Due to the increasingly interconnected 
nature of the international system in a multipolar world, states are forced to 
make non-traditional alliances and partnerships, to go beyond typical region-
al collaborations, and engage with others who share their strategic, economic 
or political interests. Whether this will continue to be a trend in the future 
depends on the recalibration of polarities, and on the reshuffling of economic 
and political power globally, regionally and domestically. 
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