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I - Introduction 

First of all, I wish to thank Professor Anthony Pereira for the invitation to 

address once again the Brazil Institute at King’s College. This time on the 

topic of Knowledge and Democracy: an International Relations 

Perspective.  

Due to the quality of education in this country, the excellence of the British 

academic institutions and the value attached to expertise, the potential for 

constructive partnership with the United Kingdom is encouraging. That is 

the reason I am here today.  

Last year, the UK ranked second among the countries which most widely 

accessed Funag’s webpage and downloaded our books. Funag´s Digital 

Library has over 700 publications, 10% of which in English. I am sure that 

the partnership we have with King´s Brazil Institute is significantly 

contributing to this positive record. That is why professor Pereira and I 

intend to renew our Memorandum of Understanding, which will expire 

early 2019. I would like to further strengthen our connections in order to 

have more of our books being downloaded by Professors and students from 

King´s and also be able to share views on issues of common interest. 

Last year, we were very pleased to launch here at the Institute the English 

version of the collection Brazilian Diplomatic Thought: Policymakers and 

Agents of Foreign Policy (1750-1964). In three volumes, that work was 

organized and published by Funag and recommended by the Institute to its 

students. We were encouraged by such recommendation and intend to 
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maintain our editorial excellence in order to preserve the confidence of 

both students and professors in the quality of our books and the usefulness 

of our research and debates.  

My presentation this morning is about the importance of knowledge and 

how to promote it in order to build a more just society and a better world. I 

will address it from the perspective of a Brazilian think tank – Fundação 

Alexandre de Gusmão (FUNAG), the leading publishing house on 

Brazilian foreign policy and international relations.  

Expertise is more than just access to education or information. It also 

represents the ability to use these cultural and scientific factors to 

understand, interact and change reality. Knowledge is an essential tool to 

life as it gives meaning to our existence, enables us to improve our 

communities, our country as well as the international and global 

environment. But one must not mistake knowledge, as an epistemological 

concept, for the swift information coming from search engines or for the 

simple data exchange in social networks. Knowledge is a precondition to 

exercise wisdom as one uses experience and expertise to make sensible 

judgments.  

These days, many people think they are wise and experts on specific 

subjects because they can easily go and do a little research on Google. The 

answers to all questions, they think, are at their fingertips. They believe 

they know everything. This attitude can foster individual arrogance and 

political populism, with disastrous effects. There is – as you know – a huge 

and perilous frontier between ignorance and knowledge.  

In 1980, the Russian-born American writer Isaac Asimov (1919-1992) 

already cautioned on the risks of knowledge trivialization and the 

undermining of expertise.  In an essay called "A Cult of Ignorance", 

https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/sensible
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/judgment
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Asimov made a critical remark on the fact that "anti-intellectualism has 

been a constant thread winding its way through our political and cultural 

life, nurtured by the false notion that democracy means that ‘my ignorance 

is just as good as your knowledge’”. Actually, knowledge and expertise are 

irreplaceable, without them we cannot promote understanding and build 

confidence. 

As we approach the third decade of the 21
st
 century, we must reflect on the 

meaning of knowledge and its importance, including from an international 

relations perspective. We know that ignorance and prejudice have 

contributed to catastrophic wars in the core of the western civilization in 

the first half of the 20
th

 century. Since then, a tendency has been 

consolidated in the sense of creating an international system capable of 

promoting mutual understanding, dialogue and international cooperation in 

order to foster development and preserve peace and security. The United 

Nations Charter is a historical milestone in this process.  

Yet, despite the advances of the international community to attain those 

objectives through multilateralism, threats to common sense, which risk 

repeating the same mistakes of the past, seem to be part of today’s reality in 

this age of instant communication. This may be a warning to indicate the 

need to broaden our efforts to democratize the access to knowledge and 

enhance the value of expertise and wisdom in both domestic and global 

arenas. Study, research, reflection and debate may better define our 

interests, as well as the principles and values that forge our national and 

individual identities. Ultimately, this moral background should inspire our 

actions as citizens of a country and of the world. It is necessary to enhance 

awareness of our common responsibilities, universal values as well as of 

our national and international commitments.  
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The efficient use of the internet and of social networks might help us to 

spread contents to ensure proper education to the youth, and to contribute 

towards further development of studies in the field of international 

relations, with a view to a better understanding of the subject and the 

promotion of mutual knowledge and trust between peoples.  Aristotle 

developed his theory of knowledge based on logic and reason. He observed 

that simply gathering information was not enough; one must know the 

facts, reflect on them and understand the underlying reasons. Surely, for the 

Greek philosopher, the fundamentals of knowledge are in reasoning itself, 

in the argumentative process, in the search for causes, in the research, as 

well as in perception, memory, intuition and experience.  

In an interdependent and global world, individuals and nations must 

understand what exists beyond our borders and the forces which influence 

and impact national and international realities. At the beginning of the 20
th
 

century, during the Belle Époque, Europeans did not perceive their 

imminent involvement in the largest conflict unfolding at the core of the 

Western Civilization. Historians failed to warn about and politicians failed 

to prevent such grave occurrences. The discipline of International Relations 

was created at that juncture, and its scope was the assessment of not only 

facts, but also of “deep forces”, the combination of factors influencing 

decisive processes responsible for war and peace. Understanding these 

forces in their causality with other destabilizing processes became a 

necessary condition to prevent new conflicts.    

Knowledge is the result of complex cognitive processes and more and more 

it does represent power. Traditionally there have been two central theories 

of International Relations: liberalism and realism. Liberals have faith in the 

idea that the permanent cessation of war was an attainable goal while 

realists were inspired by the bellicose nature of men. The world wars 
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offered an eloquent example to prove realist theories were right. On the 

other hand, Kant, Wilson and the United Nations system represent an 

encouragement to liberal ideas. Awareness of the issue is needed 

everywhere. Although in the global South, education continues to be more 

of a privilege than a right and there democratic values must be enhanced 

and consolidated, in the West anti-intellectualist attitudes are being 

encouraged recently by social media and populism. This situation demands 

permanent scrutiny in order to create greater awareness on factors which 

are threatening fundamental values, weakening our capacity to understand 

and practice them. The alternative would be to loose conscience of our own 

identity, which would encourage authoritarianism and violence. It is 

imperative that knowledge is accessible to all and used to promote common 

wellbeing for present and future generations.   

In the realm of social media, we live also at a time of “fake news” which 

influence decisions and might challenge democratic institutions as well as 

the international order and the values behind it. The American society is 

still investigating and discussing alleged Russian influence in their last 

Presidential elections, while here, in the UK, concerns are arising over the 

role of Cambridge Analytica in the Brexit referendum. The same lack of 

transparency occurred in the involvement of Brazilian companies in 

electoral processes in Latin America and Africa encouraged by a foreign 

policy which departed from Brazilian diplomatic traditions and replaced 

our professional behaviour by interfering in other countries affairs to boost 

special interests.  

Brazil considers itself a democratic country where fundamental freedoms 

are respected and a system of limitations ensures checks and balances on 

authorities exercising power. But it remains a developing country with an 

unequal society which still is unable to allow all its citizens to enjoy a free 
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and healthy life in a safe environment, to use Kofi Annan´s concept of 

development. But it takes pride in the diversity of its ethnic formation and 

the current multiracial society. Its cultural matrices and language are 

becoming a conversational and cooperation tool among peoples in all 

continents. We are proud to be part of the Community of Portuguese 

Speaking Nations, which gather nine countries with over 260 million 

persons. Our partnership with other lusophone nations reinforces some 

important traditions of Brazilian diplomacy: multilateralism and 

cooperation as an instrument for development. 

Brazil has a well-recognized diplomatic tradition.  In 2013, Funag 

convened a group of historians, international relations scholars, and 

diplomats, to discuss the formation of ideas and concepts throughout the 

evolution of Brazilian foreign policy. As a result of these meetings of 

highly respected intellectuals, the conclusion was reached that Brazilian 

diplomacy has historically developed its own patterns of thought in support 

of its actions. The aforementioned book “Brazilian Diplomatic Thought – 

Policymakers and Agents of Foreign Policy (1750-1964)” constitutes the 

outcome of Funag’s pioneering project. It identified and analysed the 

underlying concepts of Brazilian diplomacy since its inception – even 

before the independence of the country in 1822 – up to the year 1964.  

Until recently, the available bibliography on this subject was limited. It 

even lacked an answer to the fundamental question: “Is there a Brazilian 

diplomatic thought?” And then, if one answers affirmatively that question, 

“what are the foundations upon which Brazilian diplomatic thought was 

built, and what are its main features?” What was the genesis of this 

thought, and where can one find the sources to document its evolution? 

Then finally, who were the outstanding figures responsible for its 

formulation and implementation?  
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Given the importance of Brazil’s regional standing and its global 

projection, this exploratory effort in the nation’s diplomatic history may 

also be of interest to researchers and scholars abroad.  

This scholarly work underscored the central role of diplomacy in the 

process of building the Brazilian nation-state. It also revealed how 

diplomacy helped to preserve the integrity of a land with continental 

dimensions, and peacefully settle the country’s borders with ten 

neighboring countries – among which were three European powers. The 

challenges of maintaining unity against a background of domestic ethnic 

and cultural diversity – in addition to external forces of fragmentation – 

were gradually overcome, and a common identity was forged. In a world in 

which nationalism and ethnicity, even today, make the concept of identity 

hard to achieve and sustain, this narrative on the construction of Brazil and 

the role played by its diplomats and statesmen may be of interest to 

audiences beyond the country’s geographic borders.  

Being acquainted with South American history, one can better gauge the 

contribution of Brazilian diplomacy to establish long-lasting conditions for 

peace in the region. Geopolitical factors in South America make this 

continent one of the few areas in the world without serious interstate 

conflicts. This is not, however, an accident. In contrast to what happened in 

North America, much of it derives from the patterns Brazil established 

through the peaceful settlement of its borders based on international law 

principles negotiated bilaterally or through international arbitration. Such 

conditions were not the result of fortuitous circumstances; nor did they 

occur by chance. Rather, they were created by diplomatic effort and 

initiative, which consolidated a regional paradigm of foreign policy.   

The collection should serve as a stimulus to further research on the 

evolution of Brazil’s foreign policy principles, traditions and practices in 
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order to promote knowledge on how South American rivalry, conflict and 

instability transitioned into confidence-building measures and, ultimately, 

an environment of international peace, cooperation and stability.  

Alexandre de Gusmao, the patron of our Foundation, is considered to best 

represent the genesis of Brazilian diplomatic traditions. He was born in 

Brazil, then a colony of Portugal. There were no universities in Brazil 

during colonial times. He had to go to Coimbra to have a college education. 

He became a Portuguese diplomat and was the main negotiator of the 1750 

Treaty of Madrid . He brought from private Roman law the principle of uti 

possidetis and its application to public international law was instrumental 

in establishing rights over the bulk of Brazil´s current territory. He is 

recognized as one of the most skilful diplomats of his time. He became a 

hero in Portugal where his bust is at the entrance of Palácio das 

Necessidades, the Portuguese chancery. But he is also regarded as 

responsible for establishing Brazil´s diplomatic tradition.  

At Itamaraty Palace in Brasilia, his bust stands in the Treaty Room together 

with Rio Branco´s, the patron of Brazilian diplomacy. Gusmao is 

responsible for the trinomial research-diplomacy-law, which represents his 

legacy to Brazilian diplomatic thought. The same legal principle of uti 

possidetis inspired our doctrine in borders negotiations during the XIX and 

early XX century, with the final settlement securing Brazil´s sovereignty 

over the world´s fifth largest territory. 

Indeed, the role of diplomacy in Brazilian history and the making of its 

identity are of such importance that one of the greatest heroes of the nation 

was a career diplomat,  os   aria da  ilva  aranhos Junior, also known as 

the baron of Rio Branco. Inspired by good neighborliness and a 

commitment to international law, Rio Branco’s successful negotiations of 

border issues established not only the final shape of Brazil’s territory, but 
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also a regional and hemispheric standard, with positive consequences for 

the international community as they enhanced principles and values, 

contributing to the consolidation of diplomacy, jus gentium, and the rule of 

law.  

 xamples of Brazil  s soft power are known in diplomatic circles. They 

shape the narrative and characterize the country’s foreign policy. Although 

less conspicuous, cases in which hard power was used also played a role at 

a time when Brazil was consolidating its regional presence in the south of 

the continent, as well, later in border negotiations with Peru. Hard power 

was also a factor in Brazil´s decision to participate in both the First and the 

Second World Wars. It is the only country in Latin America to have taken 

part in both wars.    

In contrast to the fragmentation of Hispanic America, territorial integrity 

and the integration of diverse regions were challenging symbols of nation 

building in both the Imperial and Republican eras of Brazil. The dual 

processes of ensuring national unity through integrity and integration 

included elements of political, legal and diplomatic judgment, which were 

gradually formulated and established as a historical paradigm by diplomats 

and political leaders alike. 

Not everyone realizes Brazil's role in the II Hague Peace Conference, in 

1907, defending the principle of legal equality among nations. It was a 

discredit concept back then, and it went against interests of the great 

powers of the time. Thanks to Brazil and other countries’ leadership, this 

Westphalian principle was rehabilitated with the support of other 

developing countries.  Without the acknowledgment of equal sovereignty 

as a principle of public international law, there would hardly be the 

necessary conditions for multilateralism. The same concept can be applied 
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to international cooperation, which comes from mutual respect and a sense 

of solidarity and humanity. 

 The fact that the current Secretary General of the United Nations is from 

Portugal represents an encouragement for the Portuguese-speaking 

countries. His outstanding experience as the former UN High 

Commissioner for Refugees will certainly contribute to the promotion of 

the principles and values of the Charter, as well as for the enhancement of 

multilateralism and the attainment of the 2030 Sustainable Development 

Goals.  

In the current rotating presidency of the Community of Portuguese 

Speaking Countries (CPLP), Brazil, together with other member states, 

made the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development the central theme of 

projects of common interest. The aim is to engage in dialogue and 

cooperation within the Community to tackle global problems. As a whole, 

C L ’s states already have representativeness of global reach, because 

there are people from all continents. This fact confers an unusual 

dimension to our ability to act and interact. 

The concept of sustainable development was gradually conceived in the 

1980s and finally consecrated in the United Nations Conference on 

Environment and Development held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992. Brazil 

participated in its formulation, which implied balancing, on the one hand, 

development, a concept dear to the poorest countries, with the preservation 

of the environment, on the other hand  - a concern of the richest nations of 

the northern hemisphere. This synthesis demonstrates the possibility of 

reconciling and combining these two concepts, which seemed difficult to 

accommodate at that time. Yet, rationality prevailed and economic progress 

should not be achieved anymore in a predatory manner and without respect 

for future generations. 
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Globalization and interdependence pose a challenge for students of 

international relations, who are urged to make sense of a wealth of new and 

complex phenomena. These new realities have not only to be understood, 

but also explained to society at large, in order to prevent ill informed 

decisions. In other words, there is a growing need to democratize access to 

knowledge on international relations and to foster broader dissemination of 

information and ideas to allow greater awareness, transparency, 

accountability and encourage wider individual participation irrespective of 

social background or national origin. 

This represents exactly the institutional mission of the Alexandre de 

Gusmão Foundation. Our goal is to contribute to the knowledge of 

international relations, foreign policy and Brazilian diplomatic memory. 

We promote debates, seminars and research activities. In addition, Funag 

edits and publishes books. The dissemination of these works generates not 

only awareness and expertise on the topics discussed, but also stimulates 

mutual knowledge on which the international community depends for 

effective cooperation among its members.  

FUNAG's books can be found in the Digital Library at its webpage and are 

available for free online access. Those books and the debates organized by 

the Foundation have the additional merit of stimulating autonomous 

thinking, innovative reflections and even a different perspective on foreign 

policy. They help to understand subjects of interest for a culture of peace 

and development as well as for the well-being of all humanity. Historical 

knowledge may prevent the repetition of mistakes as it reminds us of errors 

of the past. Furthermore, free access to publications and debates contributes 

to political learning and more sensible judgement. Our most strategic 

commitment is the contribution to knowledge and expertise as well as to 

the development of  critical thinking.   


