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ES – Eduardo Svartman
EB – Esther Brimmer

ES – Thank you very much. Let me take my notes. As I told you in the email, it’s a research about think tanks and how think tanks are describing and thinking Brazil in the international stage. You have a lot of experience in different sides: think tanks, universities, the government, Congress… Your personal take: what do think tanks do?

EB – I think think tanks play several roles in Washington. There are different roles played in other cities and other capital cities, but here [Washington] I think there are several roles. The first one is the incubator for new ideas and new proposals; that think tanks can try and explore and experiment with new policy ideas, which can then be taken into the actual official realm. They can ask the unaskable. They can ask the controversial. They can pose these sorts of questions – the what if types of questions. And they can challenge policy makers based on sound research. They are able to explore what may be too controversial for an official to explore, but which can then develop an idea so that when it’s ripe, there’s already an idea available. So that’s one role. They also can be a sounding board for policy makers, who may be experimenting with ideas, and they’ll want to try out, perhaps, an idea in a congenial environment but where it’s not yet a public setting. That’s why the off the record idea is so important. It’s important to be able to try out an idea before it’s official policy to say – thinking about this, how might this be received; are there new issues – because it’s important to also have someone who’s outside the immediate bureaucracy to provide a counterpoint for our ideas. That’s the second role. A third role is that they’re often the home of people who are going in and out of our government. In our system, because you can go in and out of government, when you’re not in government, it’s a place for people to then develop their own ideas, which they make take back into government. Actually, that’s something I’ve been interested previously in my career as well. So it plays all of those roles and it provides a place for the diplomatic community to talk to each other as well. I think diplomats posted here also benefit from the think tank community, and provides a place for visiting diplomats to hear more about how the US works as well. And finally, the fifth role is actually also as a resource for Congress. Although we focus on the Executives branch, many of the think tanks provide briefings and information to Congress, which helps members of the House or Senate amplify their understanding of a particular issue. While they can talk, of course, to the Congressional Research Service, they often will ask for briefings on particular issues, so it’s an important role helping members of Congress understand maybe particularly difficult or subtle points as well. 

ES – Do you think they really deliver what they say they do? Are they really efficient?

EB – Well, that’s a rather large question since there are many different types of think tanks, so it’s hard to say that every think tank is always efficient. You would want to disaggregate them and look at the different types of think tanks, and there you may want to then – I should probably hear how you are defining think tanks – but it does strike me that you have think tanks that cover a wide range of issues – that are home for multiple different topics and people covering many different regions and many different things – and they strive to be comprehensive, and they strive to be non-partisan generally. Then you have organizations which focus on a particular region or a particular issue, so I’d put them into different categories. And then you have think tanks that are explicitly partisan, that have a point of view and that support a certain political party. All those are subtly different, have different missions, different sources of funding, have different objectives, so then you have to disaggregate them, so I wonder how you’re defining them, maybe we could a little about that.

ES – Let’s talk about CFR, for example. Do you really think that CFR delivers what it promises?

EB – I think it does. It’s a little unusual compared to most think tanks, because it’s both a think tank and a research organization, so it does both. And it’s a membership organization. So it’s all of those roles. Some think tanks are also membership organizations, so it has a mix of activities. But generally, yes. It’s one of the oldest and I think over the years it has produced important reports.

ES – And what about Brookings, Carnegie…

EB – I think generally, yes. I think they’ve all survived for so long because they’re able to provide in depth long term research on certain topics. Those are the big ones. They’re big enough that they have people who are covering several different issues. Any given time, they’ll have slightly different emphasis, but they’ve been generally able to convene interesting meetings, support important research and so forth. Generally, over time, I think they have played an important role. 

ES – And the ones from the right, like Heritage, American Enterprise…

EB – They’re also important parts of the larger community, and it is important that you have a range of voices. As someone who thinks that you need to have a bipartisan foreign policy, it’s important that think tanks can provide a place for people of different political views to talk to each other. Precisely, let’s say you’re putting together an event and you have a scholar from Heritage and a scholar from a different political point of view. That can actually be very productive and very constructive. And when it really works is when you actually have people who are reasonable with each other. They may disagree fundamentally on policy, but they agree on the need to talk to each other. That’s when it works. That’s when you actually have someone who challenges your point of view, but from a point of knowledge; come to different conclusions, but is able to say “ok, this is the policy view I have and why, and why do you take a different view?”. That’s when the system actually works. And then what should work is that then you have ??? (07:46) that are able to read the reports – or rather their staff are able to read their reports, and their staff are able to go and talk to different people. And that you’re able to then hatch an idea with it. And that’s the advantage of proximity. It’s the same argument with any concentration of any industry, just like silicon valley – people benefit from lots of people working on the same sort of things – similarly you get a concentration of people here.

ES – About 500 think tanks in the Beltway 

EB – Yeah. So hopefully you’re getting people that you go to a meeting and say “I hadn’t thought of that”. If you can walk away from a meeting with at least one new idea or one new person or one new source, as in “I didn’t know someone had written this article”. That’s useful, and then the meeting has probably been worth it. 

ES – Networking is a very important issue in the think tank world. 

EB -  Indeed. So you go to meetings. Either you organize meetings or you go to other people’s meetings. A couple of things that of course are important. First is proximity. But the other, of course, has been the role of technology, which has really helped – as in many information industries is not surprising – the think tank world because it means it’s much easier to disseminate your work. Physically, printing things is still very very important. But in means of being able to download the pdf of the latest report of something is so helpful. And it helps with global reach. You can tell me how much you’ve downloaded from here. But I think it does help that you don’t have to say “oh gosh, mail me the report”. And the other, which is a more recent phenomenon – and I must say I’ve definitely benefitted from it here – is the webcasting. Because there are times when you say “I just can’t get over there” or “I can’t get there and get back to class”, but you can tune in and watch like the half hour of the presentation. That’s great. So those things also I think are helping facilitate the sharing of ideas. And then you can respond and so on so forth. So the social media aspect is also good.

ES – The academic literature on think tanks describes the phenomenon of the revolving door. You crossed many times the revolving door. How does it work?

EB – First, I should say I have been very lucky. Very very fortunate. I have to be thankful for the opportunities that I have. If the system is working, I think it does provide a flow of ideas. A couple examples of what role I think it plays: the first is the idea of bringing new ideas into government. In my own experience, the best example of that was the idea of conflict prevention; not only conflict management, but could you begin to develop institutions in governments or in international organizations or in non-governmental organizations that also have a preventive element to it; where there are ways to bolster international mediation and other efforts to try to reduce conflict before it explodes into massive levels. Now, there are limits to this, but at least trying to say “could we a little better” was an important initiative in the 90s, not surprisingly coming after the experience of the Rwandan genocide. Crisis and these horrific scenes after the end of the Cold War when people used to talk about the peace dividend and all these sorts of things. I had a chance to be a tiny, tiny, tiny part of that, where I was working with the Carnegie Commission on Preventing Deadly Conflict sponsored by Carnegie Corporation NY. The Carnegie family of institutions had been a part of the ??? (12:02) world for years, obviously going back all the way to Andrew Carnegie who himself very much helped create this kind of world. Having worked for this commission – which produced a series of reports of 50 publications and so forth – I was then hired to go to the State Department planning staff to work for Secretary Albright. This was my second time in the State Department, and one of my jobs was to bring the ideas from the Commission into the State Department. My first job was actually to write a white paper on conflict prevention for the special G7 meeting on conflict prevention that was being hosted by Germany. I came back to the Department in October, and Germany decided that in December 1999 it was having a special G7 meeting – the G7 Ministerial – on conflict prevention. So that was really an example of where the idea was to go from an organization that had been trying to bring together these ideas and bring them directly into that area. That was my personal example. The other thing that I think going in and out of government and drawing on think tank community, was again being able to draw on ideas that you brought into government. Some of the work on human security – the idea of human security to try to think about security beyond the security of national governments and looking at whether it was the intersection of human rights and peace and security or the intersection of humanitarian issues and peace and security or the role of food security – and some of the non-traditional areas that I had been exposed to some of it during my time at ??? (13:57). When I went to the Bureau for International Organization Affairs and was working and thinking about what did I want to do and part of my job was to revitalize the Bureau, because the previous administration – the Bush administration – had undermined the Bureau. There was in the Bureau about 600 people. There were 35 vacant slots, which meant that there were offices around the globe with empty chairs. New York, Geneva, and so forth. So ??? (14:31) would say “how are you going to rebuild the Bureau? Because the Obama administration is going to ask this Bureau to do a lot more work”. And so I had to think about that. One of the things I did was during my transition period, because you wait for your Senate confirmation and I was really lucky, I was confirmed in three weeks. It was fast. You’re living in the transition office. You have to be there to prepare for your Senate meetings and you have to organize your business around Capitol Hill. One of the things I did was I reorganized the Bureau. So I spent time literally interviewing people. One of the ideas was to bring the idea of human security into the Bureau and reorganize the Bureau and actually change the name of one of the offices to human security. The idea was for that division in the Bureau to manage the relations with the UN system, and so I brought together those offices that related to the food agencies in Rome; they’re related to humanitarian issues; they’re related to international education and different aspects of that. And that was directly reformed by trying to think about how do we take all these ideas into the department. I think that the think tank community does provide a way for you to be exposed to new ideas, but in a way that you can then apply them in government. Also, with some of the new initiatives that you might convene people to come in and talk to you about an idea, so you would continue to try to draw on the major think tanks. Or the major think tanks might invite you to go and speak to something where you were then again exposed to new ideas. They can provide a real source of new thinking.

ES – And how does the bureaucracy react when facing this input from the think tanks?

EB – I think it can be very positive, but you have to respect the norms of the organization you’re in. By the time I was assistant secretary, I had been in the State Department three times. In fact – there it is, sitting in the corner – my fifteen years of service. Even when I was an outsider I had been there so many times that I was actually entitled to win a fifteen years of service pin. You have to have some sense of how are things done in the institution where you’re working and what are the appropriate changes you can create. You can’t do everything. You need to figure out what makes sense here. I found a couple of different things: if you respect the expertise of the people who are there, that goes a long way. You don’t just assume that people don’t know anything, because actually, bureaucracy is people, and I’ll tell you what my last speech when I left the Department to say goodbye to my bureau. I gave a speech in defense of bureaucracy, meaning the civil service and the foreign service. People who are career professionals. They are the backbone of democracy because you’ve got to have an honest public service in order to function. I’m not one who ever goes and bashes the bureaucracy. I actually think that because you say “who are the people who are getting things done and how do you empower those people with new ideas”. Again, for me coming in when I went to the IO Bureau, this was a bureau who had not been given a lot of respect, so coming in and saying “look, I know you’re doing a lot of hard work. How can we figure out how to give greater prominence to innovation and how do we give you political support?”. I actually think there’s a real role for political appointments – I would say that, I was I’ve been a political appointee – but I actually think that if you think about the structure – and IO is a good example. In IO you have civil service, who are experts on particular technical issues. So the person who knew about international aviation was a civil servant. You have a person who knew about global health; the contact with the WHO; that team. Civil servants. They know a lot. Make sure you understand what they know. The foreign service are the diplomatic professionals who will have a lead on economic issues and political issues. And you want to also then draw on what they know, but the politicals are the ones who effectively can provide its division and the political support, because if you are a career member and you go out, you want to know that you’re leadership says “we support you”. Since the political appointee’s job is to get stuff done, you’re the one who should take the political flak. You should be able to say “this is the policy. You go and create the idea that will support the policy and I will make sure you either have as much financial resources as I can” – you go to Capitol Hill and fight for the budget – “and I will defend and explain what you’re doing to the senior leadership”. And that’s the political person’s job. If it doesn’t work, you can resign. But that’s your job to revive that political support so people have the courage to get innovative. And it works. People do. Often people want to be doing interesting work. If you come in and say “I’ve got this idea” – and I actually came in security once and ??? (19:56) “oh that’s really interesting.” I’m working on education and the person who works on health and we were on two different offices and now we’re in the same office, this makes more sense. But also I’m sure there’s someone who would disagree with it. And what was great was that I said “I need to know why you don’t think it’s a good idea so that I can improve the idea”. And that’s fine, I said no harm no ??? (20:17). What was in the Bureau we would discuss in the Bureau. I said I would rather someone tell me to my face what they didn’t like. And it was good, his suggestions were really good. We did make some changes. A year later we had an initiative and I went back to him to run it because I knew he would always tell me what he really thought. 

ES – When you were working in Congress and in the State Department, what kind of input did you receive from think tanks? 

EB – One of the best actually was in a previous job when I worked with some of a Democratic Study Group, which was around for almost thirty years and disappeared in 1994 and they were former Congressmen. That was an organization that was part of the House of Representatives; support the Democrats in Congress. It actually had two parts. The part that did the Legislative analysis was a subscription service, so the Republicans in those days subscribed as well, because that was just an apolitical analysis of the legislation. What is in this piece of legislation. The other part of the Democratic Study Group was actually the party political activities for the Democrats in the House. The first portion that was analytical, you would read the reports to understand some of the more important issues so that then when you would try to explain and you were writing your analysis that would go to the members of Congress that subscribed to that service you would be able to say “ah, the funding is this amount, but this is the larger issue, and this is what Heritage says, Brookings is saying that” to give them a sense of what’s the debate around a topic and how their legislation fits. The think tanks were very helpful because they would provide to you in a policy relevant format the critical ideas underpinning choices members of Congress were going to make. If you were writing for a member of Congress, you could go to the report and say “this is what these different organizations are saying about it”. They were often a good source to help you stay on top of the issues.

ES – You have one foot in the think tanks and another in the University. In the post-WW2, universities here in America played a very important role bringing new expertise and new ideas to the government. Some people say that who does that now are the think tanks. Do you agree with that?

EB – I think they both do it. You have people who go in and out of government who have come from think tanks and people who have come from universities as well and you have people who have done both. But if you look at the team who first came in the Obama Administration in 2009, it had come from universities. Austin Goolsbee who had come from the University of Chicago had been in Chicago with the president. There were lots of people that were a part of his team that would come from universities. You have both.

ES – So the universities were not displaced by the think tanks?

EB – Not entirely because you would want to ask people in other fields. Because I am more familiar with the foreign policy side of things, there may be people who say – on some of the domestic policy issues and you want to say is the same phenomenon happening. And here I would differentiate a little bit because it may be in the security studies area is different than in environment which can be different than in green jobs. I can’t tell about all of the other aspects. But the think tanks do play a large role, especially on the foreign policy side. They really do. They are able to bring ideas and present them in the form that policy makers can use. They can reply and respond in a timely way. So the quick turnaround from what is an issue to let’s say a good journal piece in Foreign Affairs or Foreign Policy and so forth – now that you also have the online versions that people can bring their expertise to a particular issue much more quickly. So for example, if you were to say – I’m sorry, I was just talking to one of my students who is writing a paper. I think she should be handing it in tomorrow, because they are all due tomorrow. We were talking about TTIP in the WTO. And of course, president and chancellor Merkel met ??? (25:22) and I said “don’t change the paper, there might be a good quote in there”. But sure enough you will have an important analysis on the next tips on the TTIP, and based on that people will be able to turn those around very quickly. And think tanks can do that. They can essentially – “why is this important; what does this say; how does this link to longer (? 25:40) trade policy” and that’s an important role. 

ES – It’s an art of timing.

EB – It’s timing. And sometimes it takes too long for policy makers, so it’s just a different time frame. Now, in terms of actually ??? (25:52)? Different question. When you say “ok, the inside ??? (25:53)” you think of Thomas Piketty’s book. It had a huge impact on policy making. Timing was not - ?????? (26:05-26:08) its impact. But I learned that one thing think tanks are able to do is because the think tank people are also reading all the major literature but then are able to say “ok, here’s what you need to understand about it relevant to the decision you are making next Tuesday”.

ES – Let’s talk a little bit about Brazil now. You have a lot of experience here in D.C. In all these years, in your perspective, what has changed in people’s minds about Brazil in the last 10-15 years? In this world of think tanks, the State Department, the ??? (26:54)…

EB – I think the biggest change that I’ve seen, and I’m very humble here because there’re people who’ve worked on Brazil much much longer than I have, so I’ll just give you my perspective. I think the biggest issue is that it’s become an issue of foreign policy, not just regional policy. If Brazil was focused particularly on regional issues, fine, so people who followed the region of Brazil – but now you have people who follow US foreign policy generally paying attention to Brazil. People who also would follow Russia, would follow China, would follow the whole changing power issues, and people who think about US political interests and longer term foreign policy choices – they’re now actually spending a little bit of their time thinking about Brazil. That’s probably the biggest change. The kind of mainstream “what is the US’ role in the world; who are US partners and what Brazil is doing”. Brazil is now on the list. And it was on the list fifteen years ago. That’s probably the biggest difference. It means that you have more people following it. Now, that may not mean they’re necessarily always – maybe they’re not an expert. And that’s where think tanks become important because you have many people who are non-portuguese speakers/readers who are now following Brazil issues so they’re usually doing it via the think tank literature. Some good examples – and this is before the current crisis. But the fact that crisis in Brazil are covered much more in the mainstream papers on a daily basis. That’s interesting, because there are only about maybe ten countries that get covered regularly, daily, even in the New York Times and the Washington Post. Brazil is now one of them. That’s a difference.

ES – Do you believe we are living a transition to a multipolar world?

EB – I do think we are seeing greater multipolarity, but I do have a list of definitions of multipolarity. I would suggest it’s what I would call an asymmetric multipolarity, which says “yes, there are more centers of power, but you still have a dominant US”. But you have many others centers of power. It’s not what you might call an equal pole, where it’s all exactly the same. That creates its own dynamics. There’s also something that I call an aligned multipolarity in that you also have additional bilateral relationships amongst some of the different poles of power that mean that it’s not solely a set of independent billiard balls that are – because let’s say, for example, if you take the US and Germany for example. They’re also major economic powers and also treaty allies. They’re major trading partners. They have addition relationships that also influence their role and affect how they behave towards each other even though they are in a multipolar system. If you take the EU and the Brussels institutions, they’re again – US is not a member of the EU but it’s obviously a strong historic supporter of the EU, and so it has additional relationships that reinforce its dealings with the EU even though the EU represents another pole in our multipolar world. So yes, I think there’s a greater degree of multipolarity than a few years ago, but it’s still nuance. 

ES – Do you believe it’s good for the US such a world with other poles? Not that powerful than the US, but with different sorts of powers?

EB – I think it actually can be good. I am actually optimistic. But it depends on what you do about it and how you are going to react to it. But I think it is not inherently a disadvantageous or dangerous position, but you have to be careful about how you handle it because many of the countries that are part of this increasing multipolarity world have friendly relations with the US or potentially friendly relationships. Figuring out how to have deeper relationships with more countries is something I think the US should ??? (31:30). That necessity of different types of diplomacy, but it’s not inherently a problem. But you do have to then react differently or interact differently and you have to be present in more places. That said, there will be complications, and I put the rise of China into a different category. That’s a whole different set of phenomenon than all the other rising powers. But it then also means that the US has to really understand and know more about the emerging powers – changes in it’s traditional partners. Many were surprised by some of the tensions within Europe, traditional partners. You have to understand what’s going on there as well as what’s going on in ??? (32:21). The other thing is that in a asymmetric multipolar world that having a series of networks and connections is a positive aspect of this world. If you have those network connections, you can operate around this world. And the US does [have these connections]. It has political connections, economic connections, cultural connections. It’s well placed to actually be just fine working in a more complicated twenty-first century. It’s harder, but it’s not impossible, and the converse side of it is that it is better if the rest of the world is more prosperous and more capable than the reverse. You want to have more trading partners, you want to have more places to export to, just as much as you want to have more places that can manage their own problems; that actually can bring their own mediation efforts and good offices efforts and regional organizations efforts to do this so that the US doesn’t always have to do it. That’s a good thing in the long run. Having it too imbalanced is actually normal but probably not beneficial. 

ES – There’s a lot of people writing about the rising countries. 

EB – You saw Ted yesterday so I was sure you had seen the new book. Yes. Did you interview him? I assumed you must have, but I wanted to be sure.

ES – It’s a good one. 

EB – He and I go back to policy planning staff together. My second time in the State Department. 

ES – Ted is one of those that depicts Brazil as a democracy and a country that shares a lot of commonalities with the US and so on. But, Ted, and many other researchers, put a question mark on Brazil. It’s very connected with the issue of trust, or should I say mistrust. What do you think about that? I found here in D.C. a positive narrative about Brazil, but a mistrust on what Brazil really wants and why does Brazil not agree with the US on Syria, Iran, Libya, Putin, and so on so forth. What do you think about that?

EB – It’s interesting how you described it. Indeed, I would say that overall there is a very much positive predisposition towards Brazil and generally good and positive relations and so forth. And there is a real yearning; people want to have a better US-Brazil relation. They want to actually deepen the political and cultural ties. It’s not surprising that things like this should have taken off in a variety of places. People who are positive. I serve on the National Security Education Board, which funds language training. I just joined at the end of last year, so I’m still new to the board. But I was not surprised that Portuguese is just completely expanding, which is great. You are seeing this eagerness to want to try and deepen relations. But there is this sense of will Brazil deliver, and of course the past five years have not helped because you have lots of people who firmly buy ??? (36:11-36:16) and went on like “ok, got it. Brazil wants to play a larger role, great. It’s in IBSA, it’s in BRICS, ok. And we’re seeing troops in Haiti” – all these sorts of things. It’s providing its own technical assistance to other countries. All these things are being seen as positive. Running for UN bodies, being involved around the multilateral system in positive ways. Great! So there’s this sense of “yes, Brazil has finally turned the corner. It wants to be seen as one of the major players”, and then when you start thinking about what I call the next circle of countries Brazil is clearly in that. When you thought about other partners who were not treaty allies but were very close – you think of Sweden, for example: not a member of NATO, but very close to the US. Works with the US on humanitarian issues – great! This is a new relationship. But, indeed, there were points that seemed to sand and make the relationship [US-Brazil] abrasive. Plus, there’s the sense of “can Brazil sustain it’s engagement”, and part of it is with the economic crisis that both the ability to sustain – for example, you have the expansion of all the embassies, which I took as very serious. The fact that Brazil added embassies: they’re getting serious. They recognize that they want to be present. But that’s expensive, and I think some of them are being closed or smaller and retracted. I understand the budget pressure, but that’s the sort of thing that when you look at it, the domestic challenges as well are also a part of that, because one of the reasons why Brazil was so well respected was precisely the Bolsa Família. These remarkable programs. Lifted forty million people out of poverty, just fantastic. If that’s not sustainable, that also undermines a bit of the ??? (38:37-38:43) on the international role. But then the other things that I think were a challenge and difficult. One is the debate about the use of force. Extremely difficult issue. Complicated issue. Even amongst treaty allies, there’re very different views. The US- Germany debate on the use of force will always be close and ??? (39:08). Germany and US are side by side in Afghanistan; they are NATO allies; US troops stationed on German soil. But of course their process for deploying military troops is very different. The Security Council resolution – of course, it’s very different in France. In France, the president can deploy troops on his own. But the sense of “does Brazil think that there’s ever a just use of force”? That’s a profound question, and I think there’s a sense that virtually? No. And I think most Americans would say that in some situations, there is a just use of force. President Obama talked about that in his Nobel Prize speech, and so forth. There’s a wide debate about when, how and so forth, but there’s a view – again, for a country that went through the Civil War and the Second World War are the two best examples that shape Americans views that at times, and as a last resort, there is a role for military force at times. And as the owner of the world’s largest military, you have a responsibility to think about that. To actually say “under what circumstances do you use force” and to discuss that is a legitimate area of study, policy – you have to think that through. Now, lots of countries want to raise and discuss, and there’s a lot that we should be doing that, but that’s a serious area of study. It’s a huge part of international presence. You have to take that whole set of issues seriously. I think there is a frustration in the sense of inconsistency. I’ll tell you my personal version of that, which was the Ukraine invasion. I raised this when I was in Brasilia; I raised this when I was in Rio for my last set of research trips. Because that the invasion of Ukraine – first Crimea and then extended to the eastern provinces – was clearly a violation of international law, and it seemed to me that Brazil should have been much more outspoken about it for some reasons. First, because they were quite rightly outspoken about the US invasion of Iraq. Absolutely. And I opposed it, spoke out against it in 2000 – it was wrong. We’ll be living with the consequences for generations. So Brazil could state their position saying “we’re opposed to aggression and we will speak out against the big powers when they do that”, but they couldn’t vote for the General Assembly resolution. It was literally one of those moments where “here’s a General Assembly resolution brought by Ukraine!” saying “stuck in the Security Council, but at least we could say” – the resolution didn’t even mention Russian Federation. Not mentioned by name. And Brazil can’t vote yes for this? That was the sort of thing where you said “this is the rest of the international community saying we’re with you Ukraine; we recognize that you’ve been invaded”. It’s the General Assembly. It’s a symbolic statement that you’re opposed to aggression. If Brazil were consistent on the point that “every time we see aggression, we say no to it”, but the fact that they didn’t stand up to Putin over that, and couldn’t even stand up to the super generic types of things. That was the year that Brazil was hosting the BRICS summit, so of course there was some suspicion, which I first saw Folha de Sao Paulo with the argument that it was all because they didn’t want Putin not to come, but you want to say “well maybe he doesn’t come to the BRICS summit”. You take the consequences. It’s a sense of “is Brazil willing to take the consequences”. Within a couple months, you had the G7 meeting where G7 kicks out Russia. And then you have the BRICS summit, and there was this sense of “ok, here are these two sort of affinity organs organizations”, and BRICS summit no mention; no discussion; you didn’t even have the sense that maybe behind closed door Brazil said to Russia “this is wrong, we oppose this”, and it didn’t look like it. It certainly didn’t look like it. There was this sense that here was a principle where you would expect countries to speak out against this, and they did. So those sorts of things that, again, create this sense of doubt here [D.C.], especially because Brazil’s voice  would have been very powerful, because at that point there was this sense of “was it just the West against Russia”. No, it should have been the principles of the members of the UN system think this is wrong, and then to have a non North Atlantic country make that point would have been extremely powerful. By missing that opportunity – that was just one small of example of the sort of thing that then surprises people here. They can understand the criticism of the US, but it’s the question of the consistency part of it. And there are other examples, but that’s it. 

ES – That helps to understand the sense of mistrust, and you can find this in Ted Piccone’s book. That’s kind of the same argument.

EB – He interviewed me. He interviewed lots of people. He did a very thorough research. He talked to lots and lots of people.

ES – One last question: This issue on Ukraine. You can think as a right or wrong; an issue of international law and respect of sovereignty. That is very often how people are vocal here in Washington about US foreign policy. Or you can think about this issue in terms of the old nineteenth century geopolitical approach. You have the Russian perspective: Ukraine used to be part of the Russian Empire; used to be part of the Soviet Empire

EB – But you don’t invade. You can have a referendum, but you don’t invade. 

ES – Of course, I know, I agree with you. But Putin and some people in Brazil think about that that way. And you see NATO projecting to the east. So, US complains that Brazil has double standards, but US also has double standards in many regions, so what really matters: international law and the principles of sovereignty or geopolitical interests?

EB – I don’t think you can put it that starkly. I think both are important, and no one issue is solely one or the other. They’re often intertwined, so the question is how do you disentangle them – no country is perfectly consistent. But – I think that’s maybe why the Ukraine vote was so galling. Because it wasn’t hard! It wasn’t hard. It would have been one thing if you’d said – I didn’t raise, let’s say sanctions against Russia. Honestly, I think it’s extremely important that we have strong sanctions against Russia for Ukraine. I think it’s important the the US and Europe have led this along with other countries – but I wasn’t talking about something that hard. I was just thinking about the vote in the General Assembly. That’s not that hard. The consequences are usually not that seriously. Usually countries can vote – countries regularly vote against the others in the General Assembly because they want to make a point. So here was a chance to make a point and – on this issue, this isn’t a hard one. They could just stand up and it doesn’t have the larger, big economic costs. So that’s why people were just so surprised.

ES – And how do you explain this behavior of Brazilian foreign policy on this issue?

EB – I think a couple of things. I think there’s a disinclination to be unpopular. You have to be willing to be disliked to be a leader in international affairs. You have to be willing to walk into the room and know that maybe every country disagrees with you, but if you can defend your point, and you’ve made it for sound reasons, then you say “these are the reasons, and we’re happy to explain our reasons, but you don’t have to like them”. I think there’s a reluctance to sometimes being – 

ES – Cool with everyone

EB – Yeah. Sometimes someone is going to hate what you did. But if you say that was the right thing to do… Maybe, again, the reluctance to anger the big powers, the Russians in this case, is present. The other may be a certain degree of schizophrenia that at times, from an outsider looking in, the issue will depend on who is taking the lead on a policy? Is it the Itamaraty and which part of it? Is it Planalto and which part of it? So who has the upper hand? I think it’s particularly noticeable in the human rights issues, but this was one I wondered where decisions got made. Which ministry was played in a particular decision. Sometimes I wonder if on some of these issues if different alignments within Brasilia that are evident on some issues and a different alignment on other issues. 

ES – Do you believe there are sort of anti-American feelings in the Brazilian Foreign Ministry and the Brazilian government?

EB – Definitely, there are some individuals who are very pro-US. There are probably individuals who came out of very different traditions over the decades. So you probably have a mix of that. That’s true for other places too. But I think there may be more of a structural distance. Now, that’s probably not true for the next generation that grew up decades after the Cold War. That grew up in a very different environment. That’s why I think it’s so important that we have all our students going backwards and forward. They’re just so more familiar with each other. That’s the other thing that struck me, and why I’m so supportive of the initiatives that we’re all undertaking here. The relative lack of knowledge about Brazil and as you say, the underlying historic motivations amongst the general foreign policy community. To go back to where I started the conversation, with now you have a wider groups of people who are interacting with Brazil on a variety of issues because Brazil is more important on more issues, but our knowledge needs to be deeper. Because there’s this mistrust, it’s easier if there’s a spark for that to sort of flare up into an uncomfortable fire or flame. We don’t know each other well enough to tamp it down and say “we have a disagreement on these things, but we’re ok on these other things”. We need to have more of these abilities to tamp down the problems so they don’t flare up. We need more people who are just familiar with each other and can say – just like people who know the US system say “oh, that’s just an issue between the Executive branch and Congress”, and knowing how it works. I think we have to do a lot more of that. We don’t have enough of that depth to be able to get through some of these problems.

ES – Professor Brimmer, thank you very much for your time. It was a very interesting interview.

[bookmark: _GoBack]EB – Well thank you. It was a pleasure talking with you. I wish you well with your research. I look forward to hearing about your future and hope you continue to work with this area. 
