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but that has been challenged by the Brazilian media in view of the current political and 
economic situation of the country (Prazeres 2015). 

After presenting an overview of the current situation of the Brazilian naval forces and, 
more specifically, of the Brazilian project to develop a nuclear-propelled submarine, we 
now move to the discussion of the main set of arguments put forward by the ruling elites 
in justifying the new investments. We focus on the role performed by the South Atlantic 
strategic area in the political process analysed.12 

Framing the South Atlantic as a strategic area 

The argument put forward by Brazilian elites regarding the characterisation of the South 
Atlantic Ocean as an area of strategic interest to Brazil is related to the debate on region-
building. The literature on region-building has evolved during the last twenty years in line 
with the constructivist perspective on the role of discourse and the processes of identity-
building (see Neumann  1994; 1999; Acharya 2007; 2011; Herz 2014). Region-building 
involves the construction of arguments on the specificity of a certain geographic area and 
the practice of co-operation and co-ordination with countries that may be involved in the 
project. The literature refers to a change in relations between countries of a certain region, 
the institutionalisation of regionalism often through international regional organisations, 
and the role played by region-builders and the constitution of collective identities. 

Clearly, the Brazilian ruling elites frame the South Atlantic as an area with specific 
characteristics which is under threat and which can agglutinate interest of a number of 
countries. In view of that, Abdenur and Souza Neto (2013; 2014) argue that a new region-
building process in the South Atlantic has been launched. According to the scholars men-
tioned, factors that allow for the process to take place are: the discovery of large offshore 
oil reserves, including in the pre-salt layers of Brazil’s legal waters; the concern regarding 
the presence of great powers within the South Atlantic; worries about the increase of pi-
racy and other illicit activities; and control of several South Atlantic islands by the United 
Kingdom, among them the Malvinas/Falklands. The authors analyse how the Ministry of 
Defence, the Navy, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs have articulated a discourse on the 
region. Indeed, in 2007, the state oil company Petrobras announced the discovery of large 
reserves of oil in the pre-salt layers on and beyond Brazil’s continental shelf and this gener-
ated further interest and concern regarding the South Atlantic. These authors and others 
have highlighted a growing perception of threat in relation to the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) (Luis 2012; Abdenur and Souza Neto 2013). The threat perceptions 
in the South Atlantic arise mainly from the presence of external powers in the region. For-
mer Minister of Defence of Brazil, Nelson Jobim, has focused on partnership initiatives 
between members of NATO and countries of the South Atlantic. He has shown, on several 
occasions, concern with the new strategic concept of NATO approved in 2010 (see NATO 
2010). The document proposes the approximation of NATO to countries which do not 
belong to the geographical boundary of the organisation by conducting military exercises 
with them, among other forms of co-operation. The international presence, notably by 
the UK, which holds title to several islands in the South Atlantic, among which are the 
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Falkland Islands/Malvinas, can mean potential sources of tension, as already occurred 
during the 1982 War. In addition, the announcement by the United States to revive the 
Fourth Fleet (originally formed in 1942 and disbanded in 1950), responsible for the US 
naval presence in the South Atlantic, increased Brazil’s concerns with the surveillance and 
defence of the sea lines of communication and the resources of the Brazilian Continental 
Shelf (Abdenur and Souza Neto 2013: 171–2).  In a different article, they point out that the 
presence of countries such as China, Russia, India, and NATO countries were a concern 
for both the Lula and the Roussef administrations (Abdenur and Souza Neto 2014). 

Indeed, the military establishment, more specifically the Navy, has produced special-
ised knowledge in the field of strategic analysis and defence studies and ocean geology 
that are the basis for the arguments put forward. As Huysmans notes, ‘Security framing 
constitutes domains of political interaction by distributing and administering fear and 
trust’ (Huysmans 2006: 51). The construction of the South Atlantic area involves building 
trust on the inter-state level and a movement to distance the states that form the South 
Atlantic area from the rest of the world, primarily the countries of the North Atlantic. A 
difference between relations of trust between these countries and uncertainty regarding 
other actors present or potentially present in the South Atlantic is expressed by discursive 
and institutional practices. The construction of knowledge about the South Atlantic is a 
crucial part of this process.

Relations of power allow this project to move forward and are reproduced in the pro-
cess. The Brazilian government has asserted its role as a powerful actor influencing the 
production of rules that constitute the relations between the different countries involved 
in the South Atlantic. The Brazilian Navy and specialists have been able to produce the 
knowledge about the area that is framing the debate on rights and on threats. In the pro-
cess, the Brazilian government was able to focus on the ties that link the coastal countries 
of the South Atlantic. 

However, in spite of the contributions those discussions on the construction of a 
‘South Atlantic region’ provide, we claim that the argument on region-building should not 
be taken without some qualifications. The Navy and other authorities often refer to the 
South Atlantic as a region, but this does not necessarily mean that a region has effectively 
been built in the area. In turn, we argue that the set of arguments put forward by Brazilian 
ruling elites claiming the South Atlantic to be a region allows for the investments in the 
nuclear propelled submarine. This is not the same as saying that we agree with the state-
ment that a region has been built. The terms ‘regionalism’, ‘regionalisation’, or ‘region’ (see 
Herz 2014) have become associated with regional projects involving a profound change 
in relations between countries that are generally geographically continuous and at times 
includes the construction of a new collective identity. Regarding the South Atlantic, what 
we clearly observe is an attempt to increase security over a vast oceanic area, considered to 
be ‘strategic’, as well as attempts to mobilise the coastal countries for further co-operation. 
With that in mind, when referring to what has been constructed regarding South Atlantic 
Ocean, we opt for using the notion of ‘area’, instead of ‘region’.

In the South Atlantic area, we observe a political project based on a group of ar-
guments and practices which aim at defining threats and at producing fear. During the 
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tenure of the Workers Party, the South Atlantic was framed to be under threat and was 
moved up the priority list of policymakers, particularly vis-à-vis the Amazon region, and 
the legitimate methods of governing the area were changed in the process.  The national 
security discourse establishes that there is a threat to the control of the resources that are 
considered crucial. The control of the South Atlantic is framed as precarious, linking se-
curity and insecurity as two sides of the security framing coin.

In fact, the South Atlantic had been treated as a relevant area by sectors of the Brazil-
ian elite since the 1960s, and interest in legal definitions of maritime rights was present 
even before that. In 1934, 12 miles was defined as a fishery zone according to Brazilian law. 
In 1969, the government established a 12-mile territorial waters limit and, in 1970, a 200-
mile limit. But, in 1994, in line with the newly elected government’s tendency to adhere to 
international norms, the definition of 12-mile territorial waters limit was accepted, apart 
from a 200-mile exclusive economic zone, in line with the United Nations Convention on 
the Law of the Sea.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Brazilian Navy, and Petrobras have been involved 
for many years in a project to extend the rights over the continental platform, as Alex-
andre Pereira da Silva points out (Silva 2013). The Continental platform has been under 
scrutiny since the 1970s, when there was a belief in the economic potential of the area 
(Castro 1989: 20). The exploration of the platform began in 1968, and oil was being drilled 
in 1977. The Plan of Research of the Brazilian Continental Platform (created by the de-
cree 98145 of December 1989) was created under the leadership of the Hydrographic and 
Navigation Board of the Navy, with the support of Petrobras (Vidigal 2006: 51). Geophysi-
cal and barometric data were analysed for 18 years in order to produce a description of the 
Brazilian Continental Shelf and was presented for the consideration of the UN Commis-
sion on the Limits of Continental Platforms. 

In 2004, Brazil submitted to the Commission a project claiming the extension of its 
continental platform (900 000 square kilometres, approximately 347 492 square miles). In 
2007, the Commission ruled that the Brazilian plea would be accepted with a cut of 20% of 
the area requested (that is, 190 000 square kilometres, approximately 73 360 square miles). 
This decision reinstated the relevance of the nuclear submarine project, since it is argued 
that this capability would help to protect the Brazilian continental platform. 

This experience allows Brazil to support research on the subject for a number of other 
countries such as Namibia, Angola, Mozambique, Guyana, and Uruguay, linking the logic 
of South–South co-operation and interest in oil exploration. Among the consequences of 
the extensive research which involved the navy and Petrobras, the navy’s website men-
tions: ‘Unequivocal demonstration for the international scientific community that Brazil 
is in fact capable of an effective presence in the South Atlantic, in the context of oceano-
graphic enterprises.’13

Brazil sought to secure its interests in the South Atlantic area through international 
co-operation in different contexts. During the Cold War, in line with the definition of the 
non-proliferation regime as it precluded the presence of nuclear powers in this part of the 
southern hemisphere, the South Atlantic Peace and Cooperation Zone (ZOPACAS) was 
launched and widely supported. During the period in focus here, the emphasis has been 
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on South–South cooperation. In fact the two logics became intertwined during the last 
decade, as maintaining the South Atlantic as an area where South–South cooperation can 
take place and attempting to preclude the presence of nuclear powers are part of the fram-
ing we are discussing here.

 In the mid-1980s, Brazil supported the creation of ZOPACAS. In 1986, after consult-
ing with African and Latin American countries, the Brazilian government presented a 
proposal to the UN General Assembly to make the South Atlantic a non-nuclear zone, and 
the following year, 124 countries approved a UN General Assembly Resolution declaring 
the South Atlantic a zone of peace and cooperation which sought to keep the region free 
of Cold War proxy wars as well as nuclear weapons.14 ZOPACAS is formed by 24 countries 
and aims to maintain the region as a zone free of conflicts and of weapons of mass destruc-
tion. In 1994, a declaration on the denuclearisation of the South Atlantic was issued.15 The 
revitalisation of ZOPACAS occurred during the Lula administration, starting with a 2006 
meeting held in Luanda.

Abdenur and Souza Neto (2013) also call our attention to the Brazilian interest in 
fostering military cooperation, involving training and equipment supply with the coastal 
African countries such as South Africa, Namibia, Angola, São Tomé and Principe, and 
Cameroon (Abdenur and Souza Neto 2013: 13). Brazil has been strengthening its military 
co-operation initiatives in Africa, especially with African countries located on the South 
Atlantic rim. Relations with South Africa are particularly important. Brazil and South 
Africa co-operate on various fronts: the countries have military exchange programmes, 
their armed forces carry out joint military exercises, and, for the last decade, the countries 
have been co-operatively developing military capabilities. The main bilateral initiative to 
develop military capabilities is the A-Darter missile project, an air-to-air missile projected 
to hit targets within 12 kilometres. The development of the missile is at an advanced state, 
and the authorities are currently planning its industrialisation. In Brazil, the Air Force 
is responsible for the management of the project, which also involves the private sector, 
namely enterprises such as Avibrás, Mectron, and Opto. In South Africa, a state enterprise 
named Denel is in charge of the project. According to the Brazilian Ministry of Defence, 
the A-Darter project led to transference of technology and integration among the defence 
industries of the two countries.16

Namibia, on the other hand, was the first African country to sign a defence agreement 
with Brazil. After Namibia, came Cape Verde (1994), South Africa (2003), Guinea-Bissau 
(2006), Mozambique (2009), Nigeria (2010), Senegal (2010), Angola (2010), and Equato-
rial Guinea (2010 and 2013). In 2012, joint exercises were carried out with the navies of 
Benin, Cape Verde, Nigeria, and São Tomé and Príncipe. In 2013, additional exercises 
were pursued with Angola, Mauritanea, Namibia, and Senegal. In 2014, Brazil established 
a naval mission in Cape Verde. Brazil offers military training to African officers: between 
2003 and 2013, the Naval School and the Naval War School received around 2 000 offi-
cials from Namibia. Since 2009, there has been a joint co-operation structure between the 
Brazilian Cooperation Agency (Agência Brasileira de Cooperação, ABC) and the Ministry 
of Defence, directed to the training of African military (Thompson and Muggah 2015).
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In line with the renewed framing of the South Atlantic as an area of strategic interest 
for Brazil, Admiral Roberto Guimarães Carvalho coined the expression ‘Blue Amazon’. By 
doing so, he highlighted the need for the protection of this area, in line with the relevance 
attributed to the Amazon region, denoting that the South Atlantic area could bring ben-
efits to Brazil of the same magnitude as the Amazon forest (Correa 2010: 175). 

The Brazilian ruling elites’ concern with the protection of the South Atlantic was con-
firmed by the 2005 National Defence Policy and by the 2008 Defence Strategy. According 
to the former, Brazilian interests at sea impose the need for having the means ‘[...] of ex-
ercising the surveillance and defence of the Brazilian jurisdictional waters, as well as the 
maintenance of the security of the sea lines of communications’ (Ministry of Defence of 
Brazil 2005: Strategic Orientations, 6.14). For that purpose, the National Defence Policy 
(NDP) states that Brazil must ‘intensify the cooperative exchanges with the friendly na-
tions’ armed forces, particularly those in South America and Africa, bordering the South 
Atlantic (Ministry of Defence of Brazil 2005: topic 7.1, xx). About the operational perim-
eter established by the NDP, the following passage proves enlightening: 

The defence planning includes all regions and in particular the vital 
areas where there is greater concentration of political and economic 
power. Complementarily, it prioritises the Amazon and the South 
Atlantic due to the wealth of resources and vulnerability of access by 
land and sea borders (Ministry of Defence of Brazil 2005: topic 4.3).

And: ‘The sea has always been associated with the progress of Brazil, since the discov-
ery of the country. Brazilian natural maritime vocation is backed by its extensive coastline 
and by the strategic importance represented by the South Atlantic’ (Ministry of Defence 
of Brazil 2005: topic 4.5).

In the same line of argumentation, we can notice that the idea for the expansion of 
Brazil’s areas of strategic interest (or strategic surroundings) emerged in the Brazilian Na-
tional Defence Policy of 2005 (Fiori 2013: 32; Mattos 2014). The South Atlantic is regarded 
in that document as an area where Brazil seeks to expand its influence and diplomatic, 
economic, and military leadership. According to this document: ‘The country views its 
strategic surroundings as going beyond the subcontinent and including the projection 
of the South Atlantic border and the coastal countries of Africa’ (Ministry of Defence of 
Brazil 2005: topic 3.1). 

Moreover, the 2012 National Defence Policy makes the definition of these areas even 
clearer: ‘South America is the regional environment in which Brazil is inserted. As it seeks 
to deepen its co-operation links, the country sees strategic surroundings that go beyond 
the South American region and include the South Atlantic and the coastal countries of 
Africa, as well as Antarctica’ (Ministry of Defence of Brazil 2012b: 21).

Finally, we should mention that the interest in the Antarctica, stated in the 2012 docu-
ment, also dates back to the 1970s and has been related to the strategic concern with the 
South Atlantic. In 1975, Brazil acceded to the 1959 Antarctic Treaty, which keeps coun-
tries from testing weapons and exploiting natural resources in the area, and became an 
Advisory member with voting rights as of September 1983. The Institute for Brazilian 
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Antarctic Studies was created in 1972. Then, in 1982, the first scientific expedition was 
launched and the Brazilian Antarctic Program was created, having been coordinated by 
the Brazilian Navy since then. This area is seen as strategically important because of the 
commercial routes that pass through the strait of Drake and the Cape route and because 
of its environmental impact (Mattos 2014).  

The strategic interest in the Antarctica also justifies the investment in nuclear pro-
pelled submarines. According to Leonardo Faria de Mattos, the threat lies in the possi-
bility of disrespect of the Antarctic Treaty, and nuclear submarines have a role to play in 
deterrence in this respect, particularly in the parts of the continent of interest to Brazil, i.e. 
those facing the South Atlantic (Mattos 2014: 186). In other words, the concern with the 
Antarctica is closely connected with the concern with the South Atlantic.  

In sum, the framing of the South Atlantic as a strategic area is a fundamental feature 
of the justification for the nuclear propelled submarine put forward by the Brazilian ruling 
elites. Another important aspect of that refers to how the security logic framing the South 
Atlantic is conceived by those elites in terms of a specific deterrence rationality. The next 
section explores that latter aspect further. 

Framing security and the deterrence argument

As we mentioned in the introduction to this article, in the sphere of development and 
international autonomy one can find frames that also allow us to understand the Brazilian 
choice to build a nuclear-propelled submarine. Nevertheless, herein we chose to analyse 
how the arguments about threats in the South Atlantic, mentioned in the previous section, 
and arguments on deterrence constitute a security framing, which, in turn, helps us to 
understand how the nuclear-propelled submarine is made possible.

In a nutshell, the nuclear submarine has been regarded by the Brazilian ruling elites as 
a tool for strategic flexibility and superior surveillance and access, helping secure Brazil’s 
security interests, including the control of natural resources in the South Atlantic and the 
denial of access to outside actors. As we quoted in the previous section, the 2005 NDP es-
tablishes a link between the Brazilian interest in the sea and the need for having the means 
‘[...] of exercising the surveillance and defence of the Brazilian jurisdictional waters, as 
well as the maintenance of the security of the sea lines of communications’; it also points 
out the need for intensifying ‘the cooperative exchanges with the friendly nations’ armed 
forces, particularly those in South America and Africa, bordering the South Atlantic.’

Given this growing interest in the South Atlantic and the stated need to improve the 
resources available for operations in this theatre, the nuclear submarine was gradually 
consolidated in the domestic political debate as the most viable means for the protection 
of the Brazilian interests at sea. 

High-ranking members of the Navy often justify the efforts for the development and 
construction of a nuclear submarine by mentioning the natural resources present in Bra-
zilian waters and the consequent need to protect these resources. For example, in Septem-
ber 2008, during the activation of the General Coordination Unit of the Nuclear Subma-
rine Development Program (Coordenadoria-Geral do Programa de Desenvolvimento do 
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Submarino Nuclear, COGESN), Admiral of the Fleet Marcus Vinicius Oliveira dos Santos, 
the general director of the Equipment of the Navy at the time, held:

The vastness of the South Atlantic and the magnitude of the Brazil-
ian interests in the sea, among other considerations, led the Navy, 
many years ago, to decide to equip the Brazilian naval power with 
nuclear submarines. It then began the development of a nuclear pro-
gramme, designed to enable the country to master the nuclear fuel 
cycle and to build a prototype reactor capable of meeting the needs 
of a nuclear-powered plant for the submarine (Admiral Oliveira dos 
Santos, quoted in Submarino Nuclear 2008).

 The military establishment has been producing specialised knowledge in the field of 
strategic analysis and defence studies that frame the strategy related to the management 
of the South Atlantic area. Arguments of threat associated with arguments for the need to 
carry out a deterrence strategy have justified investment in the nuclear submarine. 

Since the initial phases of the nuclear submarine project, the argument for the de-
velopment of this equipment is inscribed in the logic of threat definition in the South 
Atlantic. The presence of the United Kingdom in the South Atlantic during the Malvinas/
Falklands war of 1982 and the support they received from the United States, de facto 
making the Rio Treaty null, boosted the perception of the deterrence need in the South 
Atlantic. The logic of deterrence is thus a crucial argument in the framing of the strategy 
of the Brazilian Navy. 

In academic terms, deterrence is generally defined as a strategy which aims at ma-
nipulating the behaviour of others through conditional threats. The literature has come up 
with various terms to make sense of the different ways to employ this strategy. First of all, 
two differentiations are common: ‘deterrence by punishment’ and ‘deterrence by denial’. 
The former means that an actor B will be deterred in its action due to the threat of retalia-
tion made by A. The latter involves the denial of an easy victory to an actor B, who ends up 
being deterred by the high costs imposed by A in response to a possible attack perpetrated 
by B (Freedman 2005).

In deterrence by denial, the objective is to originate a scenario in which a certain 
course of action ceases to be a viable choice. Deterrence by denial comprises the threat 
to control the situation to the point that there would be almost no choice from the part 
of the deterred, since he/she would have diminished prospects of success and would end 
up deciding not to attack (Freedman 2005). In contrast, deterrence by punishment does 
not deprive the deterred from the capability to choose, but incentives are conferred to 
her/him so that she/he chooses a particular direction. The prospect of punishment, for 
example (present in the case of deterrence by punishment) increases the costs of an ac-
tion, potentially causing a hostile force to give up an attack. These incentives derive from 
the certainty of retaliation under the same terms of the attack and/or of the destruction of 
targets valuable by the opponent (Freedman 2005). 

The deterrence arguments presented by the Brazilian Navy authorities come closer to 
the aforementioned strategy of ‘deterrence by denial’. The nuclear submarine is supposed 
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to deny an easy victory to a possible enemy by raising the costs of acting against Brazilian 
interests in the South Atlantic. 

The official argument begins by stating that, given the wealth present in the South 
Atlantic and the possibility of exploitation of such wealth by external actors, the nuclear 
submarine should serve as a deterrence or conflict-prevention strategy. In the naval au-
thorities’ own words:

The greatness of our coastline, where recent oil reserves that a few 
years ago would be considered unimaginable were found, demands 
a responsible and dutiful posture, so that the resources that the Blue 
Amazon contains in its depths are explored on behalf of the Brazil-
ian people, for this and future generations. Thus, the submarine with 
nuclear propulsion in our fleet means the assumption of a serious 
commitment to a society that craves for a Navy with real deterrent 
power, and who deposits, on this same Navy, the confidence to see 
safeguarded the natural resources which are essential for the eco-
nomic and social development of the country (Admiral Oliveira dos 
Santos, quoted in Submarino Nuclear 2008: 9; authors’ emphasis).

In addition, the nuclear submarine is stated as serving a general defensive posture, a tradi-
tion of Brazilian strategic thinking which was confirmed in the document that formalised the 
defence policy of Brazil in 2005, the National Defence Policy (NDP). Interestingly, the NDP 
establishes a relationship between defence and deterrence: ‘The preventive approach of the Na-
tional Defence lies in the appreciation of the diplomatic activity as the primary instrument of 
conflict resolution and in a strategic posture based on the existence of a credible military capa-
bility, able to generate a deterrent effect’ (Ministry of Defence of Brazil 2005: topic 6.2).

In the same sense, the National Defence Strategy (NDS, Estratégia Nacional de Defesa) 
of 2008, which seeks to operationalise the posture established in the 2005 document, starts 
from the following major guideline that involves: ‘Deterring the concentration of hostile 
forces at land borders, at the limits of the Brazilian jurisdictional waters, and to avoid the 
use of national airspace’ (Ministry of Defence of Brazil 2008: 11). And completes that: ‘In 
order to deter, one must be prepared to fight. The technology, however advanced it may 
be, will never be an alternative to combat. It will always be an instrument of combat’ (Min-
istry of Defence of Brazil 2008: 11). The official argument is that good defence capabilities 
are a means to deter eventual attacks.

About the performance of deterrence at sea, the NDS states that:

The priority is to ensure the means to deny the use of the sea to any 
concentration of enemy forces approaching Brazil by sea. The denial 
of the use of the sea to the enemy is what organises, before attend-
ing any other strategic objectives, the Brazilian strategy for maritime 
defence (Ministry of Defence of Brazil 2008: 20).
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The objective of denying the use of the sea to the opponent (at the expense of sea 
control and power projection) influences the composition of the Brazilian maritime forces 
and the planned strategies and tactics of war. Accordingly, the NDS states: 

The constitution of a force and a naval strategy incorporating the 
submarine, surface and air components will enhance the flexibility 
with which the overriding goal of the maritime security strategy is 
protected: deterrence by denial of the use of the sea to the enemy ap-
proaching Brazil from the sea. In a broad spectrum of circumstances 
of combat, especially when the enemy forces are much more power-
ful, the surface force will be designed and operated as a tactical or 
strategic reserve. Preferably, and whenever the tactical situation per-
mits, the surface force will be engaged in the conflict after the initial 
employment of the submarine force, that will act in coordination 
with space capabilities (for purposes of monitoring) and air power 
(for focused fire) (Ministry of Defence of Brazil 2008: 22).

It is important to observe, therefore, that the documents that formalise the Brazilian 
policy and the defence strategy attach great emphasis to submarines, since they would 
be responsible for the beginning of combat; only later, and if needed, would the surface 
fleet be used. There is, accordingly, an expectation that the very possibility that Brazil 
would undertake this first phase of submarine warfare has enough deterrent potential to 
prevent potential adversaries from threatening Brazilian interests in the South Atlantic. 
This expectation helps give meaning to Brazilian efforts to possess submarines with large 
displacement capacity and autonomy.

In defining our general naval strategy, officials have also argued that conventional 
submarines should not be ruled out: conventional submarines should be used in coastal 
areas and in limited patrol areas, while nuclear submarines should be used for the defence 
of more distant maritime frontiers, due to their greater mobility and longer submersion 
time (Moura Neto 2013).

The insertion of the nuclear submarine within a system of defence capable of deter-
ring potential threats to the South Atlantic given the existence of oil resources located 110 
kilometres out in the Atlantic Ocean is also proposed by three leading scholars in the de-
bate on Brazilian national defence, Oliveira, Cepik, and Brites (2014). They suggest a mili-
tary operation concept integrating three layers of defence (interior lines, coastal defence, 
and forward defence) that should be devised. This system should be able to avoid the 
threat of a war on two fronts, from the interior and from the sea, which would make the 
defence of oil platforms in the South Atlantic almost impossible, paralysing the country 
in strategic terms. They do not mention any imminent threat, but point out that in several 
regions oil import dependency is seen as a problem.  The third layer of defence is com-
posed of, among others items, nuclear-propelled submarines. As they are faster, they can 
remain submerged for longer periods and have greater autonomy so they are considered 
crucial for the country’s defence system. The development of military bases on the islands 
of Fernando de Noronha and Trindade and Martin Vaz is also mentioned. 



A Nuclear Submarine in the South Atlantic: The Framing of Threats and Deterrence   vol. 39(2) May/Aug 2017 343

When it comes to the identification of threats, the Brazilian deterrence strategy is pe-
culiar for not being directed against specific targets. The National Defence Strategy does 
not clearly name potential enemies that might be the targets of deterrence. Thus we may 
understand the Brazilian position in terms of a strategy known in the academic field as a 
‘general deterrence strategy’. General deterrence often does not have a specific target, mak-
ing use of generic and non-targeted threats which aim to prevent the military adventurism 
of external powers (Gerson and Whiteneck 2009: 48). For the success of this strategy, the 
continuous demonstration of power is needed, and this is often achieved through joint 
military exercises with a large plurality of actors and the deployment of troops abroad. 
Over time, general deterrence can be internalised by the deterred actor, and a challenge by 
the deterred party on the resolve of the one who deters becomes less likely.

In contrast to the logic of immediate deterrence (when an enemy is clearly identified), 
general deterrence presupposes that A seeks to influence the behaviour of the opponent 
when she/he establishes her/his defence policy, even if neither party is planning an attack. 
The objective is to prevent other actors from even thinking about an attack (Freedman 
2005). Thus, in general deterrence, targets are not always clear, the strategy often being 
directed to any potential aggressor. 

On the other hand, another way to academically qualify the Brazilian deterrence 
strategy is by referring to the concept of ‘conventional deterrence’. Conventional deter-
rence, by which A threatens to attack B with non-nuclear devices if he/she undertakes an 
unwanted course of action, is based on the premise that potential adversaries will attack 
if they expect to have a quick and quite inexpensive victory. As occurs with the logic of 
deterrence by denial, the strategy of conventional deterrence often attempts to deny the 
enemy the opportunity to win a quick and inexpensive war (Gerson and Whiteneck 2009; 
Gerson 2009). The success of the conventional deterrence strategy depends, therefore, on 
convincing a potential adversary that he/she cannot quickly win any war started by him/
her. According to Mearsheimer: ‘[...] deterrence is best served when the attacker believes 
that his only alternative is a protracted war: The threat of a war of attrition is the bedrock 
of conventional deterrence’ (cited in Gerson 2009: 37). This is due to the fact that long 
wars are harmful to the economy and create domestic instability for governments. In other 
words, conventional deterrence is often used to respond to the possible use of a fait ac-
compli strategy, that is, a strategy which comprehends a surprise attack to rapidly occupy 
a territory and, shortly thereafter, the reversion to a defensive position (from the point of 
view of strategy) in order to protect the newly occupied territory.

In the same vein as the official declarations and strategic documents mentioned above, 
during the seminars held from 2013 to 2015 in the course of the academic project from 
which the present article stems, Brazilian Naval authorities have stressed that deterrence 
is the wisest strategy for the country, since it increases the costs of a foreign attack against 
Brazilian interests. According to naval authorities interviewed, a nuclear submarine is a 
crucial way of deterring potential threats, as it increases the costs of attacking Brazilian 
assets. More specifically, Navy authorities have insisted that a nuclear submarine deters an 
easy victory to any other powers. 
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In sum, the Brazilian deterrence strategy can be interpreted through the concepts 
of ‘general deterrence’, ‘conventional deterrence’, and ‘deterrence by denial’. If potential 
enemies are identified at all, it is done in the 2012 White Paper in which extra-regional 
nuclear powers are expected not to interfere in the South Atlantic area: ‘Their military 
presence [of nuclear powers] on that ocean should be reduced, and eventually eliminated. 
Conflicts and rivalries foreign to the South Atlantic should not be projected onto it by 
states located in other regions’ (Ministry of Defence of Brazil 2012a: 36).

Thus, it is possible to analyse the framing of the nuclear-propelled submarine project 
in terms of deterrence as embedded in a broader argument about threats. The South At-
lantic has become a referent object, and the debate on the subject involves a definition of 
the nature of the threat and on how much political priority it deserves.

Concluding remarks 

In this text, we have focused on the arguments put forward by the Brazilian ruling elites 
which frame the nuclear propelled submarine as a necessary response to potential threats 
in the South Atlantic Ocean. This was made possible by two interconnected frames. On 
the one hand, the South Atlantic has been framed as a strategic area related to security and 
development issues, justifying the investment in the submarine project, which is one of 
the main features of the Brazilian nuclear policy. On the other hand, deterrence has been 
characterised, especially by the Navy, as the best strategy to deal with this area.   

After presenting an overview of the state of the submarine project in the first section, 
raising its main characteristics and obstacles, the second section dealt with the framing of 
the South Atlantic. We argued that the ruling elites frame it as a strategic area that is poten-
tially under threat and that agglutinates the interests of a number of countries. Arguments 
referring to potential co-operative partners as well as potential threats are mobilised in the 
framing process of that area. In this sense, certain African and Latin American countries 
become important partners to Brazilian efforts of co-operation. Moreover, the concern with 
the Antarctica also plays a part in how the ruling elites conceive the strategic dimension of 
the South Atlantic.   

Drawing on a brief discussion about the notions of ‘conventional deterrence’, ‘deter-
rence by denial’, and ‘general deterrence’, the third section sought to analyse the notion 
of deterrence which is framed by Brazilian ruling elites as a necessary response to deal 
with the South Atlantic area. We contend that the Brazilian strategy can be understood in 
terms of a general and conventional deterrence strategy, that is, when no specific targets 
are clearly stipulated and no nuclear weapons are used. In addition, Brazilian authorities 
argue that the submarines deny potential enemies the possibility of an easy victory against 
Brazil, and this is the very characteristic of deterrence by denial. 

The understanding of the nuclear-propelled submarine project is not restricted to the 
study of how it is conceived by the ruling elites. But the discussion herein developed states 
that this framing process is a crucial dimension of Brazilian nuclear policy. In addition, 
it is also important to note that this framing has been received with resistance by various 
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agents in both the domestic and the international spheres. However, by focusing on the 
ruling elites’ frames, this text attempted to specify a crucial part of the political process in-
volved in a project that is a hub of concerns related to national development and national 
autonomy, as well as budget disputes, co-operative initiatives, and security concerns. 

Notes

1 We discuss the other two elsewhere (Herz, Dawood and Lage, forthcoming).
2 The US and the United Kingdom use highly enriched uranium (HEU), that is, uranium enriched to more than 

90%, in their submarines. In turn, Russia uses uranium enriched to more than 20% and France is believed to 
use low-enriched uranium (LEU). Accordingly, although the use of LEU in submarines is possible, nuclear 
weapon states fear that Brazil may choose uranium enriched to more than 20% (Kassenova 2014).

3 This information was provided by National Commission on Nuclear Energy (CNEN) members and 
Brazilian diplomats during the workshop Brazilian Nuclear Policy, held at the BRICS Policy Center, Rio de 
Janeiro, from 9 to 10 May 2013.

4 The ruling elite refer to those in control of strategic decision-making processes in society. The ruling 
elite changes constantly and includes actors that have access to economic, military, political, and cultural 
resources that allow for a significant impact in the way a given society is governed. The competition between 
various regional or functional elites, clearly present during the democratic phase of Brazilian history, will 
not be analysed although it has core relevance to the debate developed here. See Albertoni (1987).  

5 The Brazilian Submarine programme, as well as the whole Brazilian nuclear policy programme, is today 
threatened by the arrest under corruption charges of Admiral Othon and other authorities involved in the 
nuclear sector, and by the demise of Odebrecht, the main contractor for the programme (Saigg 2016).

6 Information available at: http://www.naval.com.br/blog/2012/07/06/marinha-do-brasil-inicia-projeto-do-
submarino-de-propulsao-nuclear/. Accessed on 20 March 2017.

7 The contract with France establishes the nationalisation of technology by both the Navy and the private 
sector. The Ministry of Defence has stated its commitment to guarantee the continuation of this process. 
For more information, see Ministry of Defence of Brazil (2015). 

8 Information available at: http://www.adesg.net.br/noticias/o-programa-de-reaparelhamento-da-marinha. 
Accessed on 20 March 2017.

9 The data we present in this paragraph was taken from the information on the budget of the Ministry 
of Defence, which can be accessed at: http://www.defesa.gov.br/orcamento. We also rely on the graph 
presented by the Ministry of Defence, available at: http://www.defesa.gov.br/ arquivos/ orcamento_financas/
despesas_2015.jpg. Accessed on 20 March 2017.

10 The information presented in this paragraph is available at: http://www.naval.com.br/blog/destaque/
peamb/11-os-principais-programas-da-marinha-do-brasil/.  Accessed on 20 March 2017.

11 This information is available at: http://www.defesa.gov.br/ arquivos/ orcamento_financas/execucao_
orcamentaria_2000_2015.pdf. Accessed on 20 March 2017.

12 We should recall that the construction of the South Atlantic is but one of the main arguments at stake in the 
general framing process; the others, as we mentioned in the beginning of the text, relate to autonomy and 
development. These other aspects are developed elsewhere. 

13 This is stated on the Navy’s website, available at: https://www1.mar.mil.br/ dhn/leplac. Accessed on 20 
March 2017. 

14 The UNGA endorsement of the ZOPACAS is available at: http://www.un.org/ documents/ga/res/41/
a41r011.htm. Accessed on 20 March 2017.

15 This Declaration is available at: http://www.un.org/ documents/ ga/res/ 49/ a49r026.htm. Accessed on 20 
March 2017.

16 Information available at: http://www.defesa.gov.br/index.php/noticias/8406-parceria-brasil-e-africa-do-
sul-fortalecem-cooperacao-na-area-de-defesa. Accessed on 20 March 2017.
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