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Melvyn Levitsky 

Interview: June 13, 2018 

O.S. – Ambassador Levitsky, thank you for taking the time to discuss your experience in 
Brazil. So, when you come to the country as US ambassador in the 1990s, this was not your 
first time in the country. You had spent years here in the 1960’s. What was your experience 
like back then? 

M.L. – So, just a little background: when I first came into the Foreign Service, my basic 
interest was in Soviet studies – that's why I had studied a little bit of Russian – and they gave 
you a chance when you passed the exam and the oral examination to put down three choices.  

O.S. – Right. 

M.L. – So I put down Soviet Union, Poland and then I thought: "I'd better show some 
diversity," and I thought: "What's a big country? Oh, Brazil!" So I put it down... 

O.S. – [Laughter].  

M.L. – ... and my first assignment was in Frankfurt, and the second assignment came. This is 
when my wife was pregnant and it was an assignment to our consulate in Belém do Pará.1 

O.S. – Wow! That's very different from the Soviet Union.  

M.L. – It was. That was a tough assignment, because at least the post report, the description 
of the post at that time – we are now talking about 1965 – [the] description of the post was: 
"It’s unhealthy, don't like to send families with children, etc., etc." But that all got worked out 
and it turned out to be acceptable. So we ended up going there, and we stayed there about two 
years, and then I was transferred to Brasilia. Now, this was during the military regime... 

O.S. – That's right. In 1967 you went to Brasilia, right? 

M.L. – Yeah, in 1967 we went to Brasilia and I spent a year there on the political section. We 
were trying to move the Embassy there, but in the process of moving the Embassy, we first 
moved the political section to Brasilia. It didn't work very well, because, for one thing, 
although the Congress was there, the Congress didn't have too much influence over policy, 
and since we didn't have an ambassador there, we did not have too much entrée into the most 
high-level officials there, so it wasn't as if we had a full diplomatic representation. With that 
in mind, and I remember I drove down the Belém-Brasilia highway, in a basic Chevrolet with 
a couple of people from the Consulate. So I got a chance to see a good hunk of the country, 
which, you know, it took about four or five days at the time, because it was all dirt and there 
was a little bit of rain, there was mud. We had some problems along the way, so it was kind 
of an interesting trip just to get the sense of what the interior of Brazil was like, and what the 
smaller towns along the highway were like. We found places to stay overnight, and got to 
Brasilia. I remember that view of coming into Brasilia, and sort of looked like a moon colony 
at that time... 

O.S. – I can imagine. 

M.L. – A lot of red earth, very few trees, the "eixos," all the highways were without 
stoplights. The idea was that, since they had all these turn-offs, you could make a turn, you 
didn't need a stoplight. And the big airplane-like design that [Oscar] Niemeyer2 and [Lúcio] 

                                                        
1 Belém, also known as Belém do Pará, is a port city, capital of the state of Pará, located in the north of 
Brazil. According to the 2015 census, it had 1,439,561 inhabitants. 
2 Oscar Niemeyer (1907 – 2012) was a Brazilian architect most known for his contributions to modern 
architecture and for designing civic buildings in Brasília, a planned city, which became the capital of 
Brazil in the 1960’s. He was also one of the architects responsible for the design of the United Nations 
Headquarters in New York.  
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Costa3 had put together, was actually utterly easy to negotiate and go around. So we spent that 
year there, we actually enjoyed the apartment, the living was much better in Brasília, the work 
was difficult, but interesting... At that time we had a prisoner case where there had been 
an aircraft, an American aircraft that flew down to Brazil and was involved in contraband and 
the crew got caught, they got put in jail. Three of them escaped and left one behind, and so 
part of my job there was to keep this guy going. So I got a real sense of Brazilian life, and we 
had a good time, we went to Rio several times... So we got to really like Brazil and although I 
finally made it to the Soviet Union –  and was later ambassador to Bulgaria, and executive 
secretary at the State Department, and then assistant secretary of State for International 
Narcotics Affairs– at the end, in my senior years I  got this assignment as ambassador  to 
Brazil, which was our last assignment, and we stayed there for four years. A year more than 
we would normally stay, because there was going to be a State visit and Mr. [Bill] Clinton4 
was coming and he had done some kind of injury. They postponed the visit for a while, they 
asked me to stay on for the fourth year, so I had four years there.  

O.S. – So, you arrived in 1994. An election year. What were your impressions? 

M.L. – I came there essentially right before the elections when [Fernando Henrique] Cardoso5 
was elected against Lula6. Itamar Franco7 was the president of Brazil. I got to know him 
[Cardoso] a little bit, because we went to the Summit of the Americas,8 at the time when 
Cardoso was president elect, and then early in Cardoso's period of time we had a State visit 
from Cardoso to the United States hosted by President Clinton. We were there that four-year 
period of time, until essentially the next election, when Cardoso again won. So that's the 
period of time covered. 

O.S. – How do you compare your impressions from the 1960s to those in the 1990s? 

M.L. – Obviously the biggest difference was: "We are now dealing with a full democracy 
here in Brazil." I mean, Itamar was kind of an accident, really – and got to be president as a 
result of the impeachment of the president [Fernando Collor de Mello]9 who was elected. And 
so my impression was: 1) full democracy; 2) absolutely terrible inflation – I mean, I 
remember the first 4th of July party we had, we had to buy a bunch of things at some of 
the big Brazilian markets and grocery stores. So I had to go get a bunch of money, and I 
thought to myself: "You know, I’ve got to spend this right away," because the value was 
declining as I walked across the parking lot. And it [the inflation] was running at about 40% a 
month. The economic situation had not yet improved, because Cardoso's plan [Plano Real]10, 

                                                        
3 Lúcio Costa (1902 – 1998) was a Brazilian architect and urban planner, best known for his Pilot Plan 
for the city of Brasília.  
4 William Jefferson Clinton, also known as Bill Clinton, was the 42nd president of the United States, 
from 1993 to 2001.  
5 Fernando Henrique Cardoso is a Brazilian politician and sociologist. He was president of Brazil from 
1995 until January 1, 2003. 
6 Luiz Inácio “Lula” da Silva is a Brazilian politician and former labor leader. He was the president of 
Brazil from January 1st, 2003, until January 1st, 2011. 
7 Itamar Franco (1930 – 2011) was a Brazilian politician. He was vice president of Brazil from 1990 
until 1992, when he assumed Presidency following the resignation of Fernando Collor de Mello. He 
then governed the country until January 1st of 1995, when he was succeeded by Fernando Henrique 
Cardoso. 
8 The First Summit of the Americas took place between December 9 and 11, 1994. It was hosted in 
Miami, United States, by the then US president Bill Clinton. 
9 Fernando Collor de Mello was the first Brazilian president directly elected by popular vote after the 
end of the military regime that lasted from 1964 until 1985. He served as president from 1990 until 
December of 1992, when he resigned following the beginning of an impeachment trial on charges of 
corruption.  
10 The Plano Real was a set of economic measures aiming to control inflation. It was developed by 
Fernando Henrique Cardoso during his time as Finance minister, under the Presidency of Itamar 
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[from] when he was Finance minister, hadn't yet taken hold. It took hold a little bit later, in 
August or September before the election. And 3) very vibrant press as opposed to the very un-
vibrant press in the late 1960s, when the military censored the press and controlled it. And, – I 
got to know some of the military people – a much more responsible military that didn't 
threaten to takeover during this period of inflation, when things were going so poorly. So, the 
contrast was startling, and of course it was 25 years, so Brazil had developed considerably. 
When I was there the first time it was “coffee, coffee, coffee,” and the second time the coffee 
was about seventh in terms of exports; sugar had picked up, auto parts had begun to pick up, 
Brazil was manufacturing short-range aircraft.. Trade with the United States – as a result of 
Cardoso's Real Plan –  picked up considerably in our first year: our exports to Brazil went up 
really fast, I mean, they almost doubled.  

O.S. – Right. 

M.L. – Because part of the plan Cardoso had was to bring some competition into the 
economy, to bring prices down. The Real was overvalued, so it made sense to buy 
American products and to take trips to the United States. From that moment forward, we were 
completely overwhelmed at our consulates in Rio and São Paulo by visa applicants. They had 
to wait in line from three in the morning to get their visas because the United States was 
relatively cheap then, and anybody in the middle class or upper middle class – you know, the 
various classes that were identified in Brazil – all the kids wanted to go to Disneyworld. It 
was relatively cheap and they all brought back electronics and things. It was quite astounding. 
So my impression was: "here's a country on the move, here's a president who was 
democratically elected, won quite handily” – Lula made a good deal of mistakes: he blasted 
the Real Plan.  I remember we would drive home [and] there was a big billboard that PT [the 
Workers’ Party] 11  had put up, it was, I think it said: "Parece real, mas é [pesadelo]," 
something like that... “Looks like it's real, but it's a nightmare.” 

O.S. – That still haunts PT until the day. There are a lot of people criticizing the Workers' 
Party for not having been supportive of what is generally seen as one of the most decisive 
policies in stabilizing and strengthening Brazil. 

M.L. – A couple of impressions I had very early on, very stark, interesting: within the first six 
months, the highway from our residence, which was out in sort of the suburbs a bit, outside 
Brasilia, the highway started clogging up with cars driving into Brasilia. There were huge 
traffic jams, because suddenly people could afford a car in the middle classes. I remember I 
used to walk along the highway and a after a while it was dangerous, because the Brazilian 
drivers were very audacious, going off the highway to get ahead of the traffic... 

O.S. – Right! Some things never change.. [Laughter] 

M.L. –... and driving in the red dirt... [laughter] Doing all kinds of strange maneuvers, so you 
had to be very careful, because they'd run you down otherwise. So several things occurred to 
me: one, when we first got there, there actually were some monkeys in the trees in our 
Embassy, at the ambassador's residence, in the trees there. It was a kind of a big plot, 
almost in a rural area, you know? 

O.S. – Right. 

M.L. – After a while, there was all this traffic and they disappeared. They didn't like the 
fumes, they didn't like the cars...  

O.S. – Of course! The urbanization...  

                                                                                                                                                               

Franco. The plan included the establishment of a new currency, the Brazilian real, which was 
introduced on 1 July 1994. 
11 The Partido dos Trabalhadores (Worker’s Party), commonly referred to as “PT” is a political party 
founded on February 10, 1980. 
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M.L. – Yes. So I had a very positive impression compared with the last time, with when I had 
been there before. I mean, I had been there once during that time, I've been to Brazil when I 
was assistant secretary for Narcotics and visited, at that time, Jarbas Passarinho,12 who had 
been a senator and then he was governor of Pará when I was there. 

O.S. – Right. 

M.L. – He was appointed governor by the military regime, and then the one after him was 
Alacid Nunes,13 who was also a military, and elected...  I guess it was an open election by that 
time. So I've seen, with Passarinho, of whom I thought quite a bit, I thought he was quite a 
responsible person. 

O.S. – Right.  

M.L. – Even though the first time around he was part of the coup, but I think he was very 
sensible... And then, of course, [José] Sarney14 – whom I had known when he was governor 
of [the state of] Maranhão – was, when we got there, president of Senate, so I had a 
few contacts, and was able to talk to decision-makers. You know, what I liked was the ease in 
Brasilia, being able to go call on people at the Foreign Ministry or in the Congress. If you 
were in Rio, it took forever, we would get caught up in jams and everything. So my sense of 
things was: great assignment, a real chance for the relationship to develop and improve to our 
benefit – because that's why I was there. And a chance for exports to increase, a chance for us 
to solve some thorny  trade problems that we had, and then a couple of other issues that were 
on the docket.. For example, at that time in Brazil was not a member of the NPT.15 

O.S. – That's right. 

M.L. – The Non-Proliferation Treaty.  So one of the things on my list of things to try to get 
accomplished was to try to convince Brazil that they should sign the NPT, and then get into 
the Nuclear Suppliers Group.16 So, we had a chance, a very positive chance to improve things 
to our advantage. Not over Brazil, because we didn't see it as a zero-sum game, we saw it as a 
chance for us to improve an important relationship, with the most important country to the 
South of us – except, perhaps, for Mexico. 

O.S. – Of course. 

                                                        
12 Jarbas Passarinho (1920 – 2016) was a Brazilian politician and military officer. He was appointed as 
governor of the state of Pará and commanded several ministries during the military regime. After the 
end of the regime, he still acted as a senator and as minister of Justice in early 1990’s.  
13 Alacid da Silva Nunes (1924 – 2015) was a Brazilian politician and military officer, who served as 
mayor of Belém and governor of Pará during the military regime. He also served as a congressman in 
the early 1990’s, after the end of the regime. 
14 José Sarney de Araújo Costa was Brazil's vice president in 1985. However, when president Tancredo 
Neves died before taking office, Sarney became the first civilian president after 21 years of miltiary 
rule, although not directly elected. During his long political career, he served as governor of the state of 
Maranhão and as a congressman.  
15 The Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, also known as Non-Proliferation Treaty or 
NPT is an international treaty with the aim of preventing the spread of nuclear weapons and promoting 
cooperation in pacific uses of nuclear technology. It was first signed in 1968 and entered into force in 
1970. During the following decades, many other countries adhered to the treaty. 
16 The Nuclear Suppliers Group (NSG), also known as the "London Club" is a group of nuclear 
supplier countries that seek to prevent the proliferation of nuclear weapons by controlling the export of 
materials, equipment and technology that can be used to produce such arms. The group first met in 
November 1975, in London.  
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M.L. – And, you know, I think the first trip that Cardoso made was [to the United States]... In 
fact, the first day of his visit was the day after the Oklahoma City bombing.17 

O.S. – Yeah, in April 1995. 

M.L. – But the talks were very positive, it looked like we would have a much better 
relationship with Brazil... The so-called "barbudos"18 in the Foreign Ministry had kind of 
disappeared and Cardoso put in [Luis Felipe] Lampreia.19 He put in some, I would say, less 
nationalistic, more diplomatic, not so resentful, diplomats into the Foreign Ministry, and we 
had a very nice, solid relationship, with lots of access when we needed it. So, during that 
early period of time that you asked about, my impression – in contrast with the first time, 
when the military regime was in power. We had some bitter experiences [during the military 
regime], I was a junior officer, we got caught up in a couple of demonstrations where tear gas 
was used, etc. This time [in the 1990s], quite wholly positive, there was lots of promise for 
serving and improving the relationship with regard to our own national interests. 

O.S. – Right. Now, let me ask you: there's a lot of debates among historians about the 
importance of the personal friendship between Cardoso and Clinton, who got along very well: 
they thought about the so-called "Third Way,"20 and had even, I think, similar interests in 
music. They both were sort of intellectuals – I mean, they both read a lot, there were very 
similar characters in many ways. Now, there is those who say that this was really important, 
but there's others who say that structural factors aren't influenced by this and that this is 
obviously good for a couple of photos, that it can marginally improve things, but in the end, 
what shapes the bilateral relationship are national interests, which are not affected by the 
personal relationship. So how important was that relationship, do you think it really made a 
difference? Or would you say that – from a historic point of view – it was more of a side 
note? 

M.L. – You know, obviously structural issues matter: trade, the level of tariffs, non-tariff 
barriers to trade, where we would have these duties like orange juice. We had frozen 
concentrated orange juice, where Brazilians – I had to think, but not say – had a real case on 
this, because our Florida orange juice producers, and our orange growers needed Brazil’s 
orange juice for a time. There had been a number of frosts in Florida, so we actually 
encouraged the Brazilians to get into the frozen concentrated orange juice industry. It shipped 
huge loads to Florida, and the can – especially, Minute Maid orange juice – stated that it was 
a combination of Florida and Brazilian oranges, because we needed the Brazilian orange 
juice. Brazilian orange juice actually fit in quite well, because it wasn’t quite as sweet as 
Florida's orange juice. But then the frosts stopped, and we placed an ad valorem tariff on 
Brazilian orange juice. So we had those issues, but we were able to discuss them, I would say, 
in a polite way, but with, you know, strong feelings about the issues themselves. We were on 
the defense, essentially. At that time, we were mostly a free trade country; we had very low 
overall structural tariffs. The overall tariffs were some of the lowest in the world – of the 

                                                        
17 The Oklahoma City bombing was a domestic terrorist truck bombing, which targeted the Alfred P. 
Murrah Federal Building, in downtown Oklahoma City, in April 19, 1995. It was the deadliest terrorist 
attack in the history of the United States until the September 11 attacks in 2001. 
18 The terms "barbudos" or "barbudinhos" (“the bearded ones,” in Portuguese) refer to the left-leaning 
diplomats in the Brazilian Foreign Ministry. 
19 Luis Felipe Lampreia was the Brazilian minister of Foreign Affairs from 1995 to 2001, during the 
presidency of Fernando Henrique Cardoso. Professors Oliver Stuenkel and Marcos Tourinho have 
conducted an interview with Lampreia, which is available at:  
http://www.fgv.br/cpdoc/acervo/historia-oral/entrevista-tematica/luiz-felipe-lampreia-ii 
20  The Third Way is a political position inspired by center-right economic policies associated to 
economic liberalism and center-left social policies, responding to progressive social movements. Some 
of its most known proponents were Bill Clinton, Fernando Henrique Cardoso, Italy's Matteo Renzi and 
France's Manuel Valls. 
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developed countries at least. The personal relationship put a kind of umbrella over things and 
tamped down the disagreements. 

O.S. – Yeah. 

M.L. – It was well-known in the Foreign Ministry, and well-known throughout the 
government that the relationship had taken a boost, because the two presidents – as you said – 
were kind of similar in their view of the world, and liked each other. So I wouldn't say that 
"Oh, well, it's just a passing phase," well, yeah, it would be a passing phase if the next 
presidents were absolutely different. I mean, it's like [if] [Donald] Trump21 had come in after 
Clinton and just ignored our relationships in South America and did all this stuff, putting high 
tariffs on goods that were shipped to the United States.  Of course, the structural part of that 
would certainly have been affected. I would say this was an example that in fact personal 
relationships matter. 

O.S. – Right. 

M.L. – The United States is now having problems that were part of the structural side of 
issues, but part of it is self-imposed by both the attitude of our president and the knowledge 
that our main allies – the leaders of our allied countries, the developed countries – don't like 
his policies and statements – and that, in fact, they don't agree with him. So that part, two 
presidents getting along and being able to talk to each other on the same page... The Third 
Way was important to both of them. 

O.S. – Right. 

M.L. – You know, Clinton had moved into the middle, and Cardoso was a very practical 
person who had a history of... Probably it was not very conducive to a good feeling about the 
United States, and [at] that time the sense was the United States had supported the military 
coup... If anything, we had just turned our eyes away and let it go forward, and [there were] 
the people saying [that] we actually engineered it  – which is not true, I think – but here we 
had this sense of dealing on an equal basis... Cardoso and Clinton were very good about 
keeping that relationship going, very much on an equal basis. 

O.S. – Right. 

M.L. – We accepted several things that I think wouldn’t have happened had it not been for 
Clinton… We came up with, for example, support for bringing Brazil into permanent 
membership in the [UN] Security Council,22 (without veto power) along with Germany and 
Japan in a somewhat different way, but... I mean, we became a kind of supporter of Brazilian 
foreign policy as well. And the reason that was the case was, one: because Brazilian foreign 
policy had changed considerably in terms of its outlook, because Cardoso was a much more, I 
would say, more modern, globalist then the previous regimes, especially Itamar’s, who, I 
think, just was afraid to get out there and engage in international relations. So, it's a 
combination of two things, but the structure often comes on the personal side as well. 
Structures can be changed, attitudes can change, certainly if a Foreign Ministry changes 
considerably. I had a very good relationship with Lampreia, with the US division... So all of 
those things put together made for a much better relationship. 

O.S. – Interesting. That takes me to my next question: as you know, there is a very long-
standing debate in Brazil where you have a more nationalist view – represented by historians 

                                                        
21 Donald John Trump is a businessperson, television personality and politician. He became the 45th 
president of the Unites States in 2017. 
22 The United Nations Security Council is one of the most important organs of the United Nations. It 
was formed in 1945 and consists of 5 permanent members and 10 non-permanent members, elected to 
serve two-year terms. It is the only UN organ capable of issuing binding resolutions to UN member 
states. 
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like Moniz Bandeira,23 who basically look at the history of the bilateral relationship between 
Brazil and the United States and say that the United States is uncomfortable with a strong 
Brazil, and seeks to undermine Brazil's rise – whereas the opposing view says that the United 
States during most of this time was quite happy with a strong Brazil, because this allowed the 
United States to delegate certain issues to Brazil: for example, dealing with a coup attempt in 
Paraguay in 199624 or the Paraguayan political crisis of 1999.25 This is what one of my 
colleagues, Matias Spektor, has written a book about: Brazil-US relations under Kissinger,26 
and another one27  during Cardoso's final weeks in office. Would you think that the US 
government at the time was happy to let Brazil deal with issues that the United States didn't 
want to get involved in, or do you think that there were worries that the way Brazil was 
handling these issues wasn't in the interest of the United States? I mean, you have Paraguay, 
you also have the Brazil's engagement in the Cenepa War,28 the mediation in the war between 
Ecuador and Peru...How comfortable were you with a clear, a historic moment when Brazil 
overcomes hyperinflation and becomes sort of a regionally relevant actor? 

M.L. – Good question. It gets you back to the sort of overall relationship that stands, and… 
You know, the Russians have an expression: "A fish rots from its head," but, you know, it 
also prospers from its head, so when you have two presidents that are seen to be on the same 
wavelength, that's a very important aspect of the overall relationship: not just bilateral 
relations, but the trust the countries have in one another. So, Paraguay is a good example, that 
happened when I was back in the States on consultations, There was all this kerfuffle about 
Paraguay, and we had a kind of strange cable, from our ambassador to Paraguay – I'm not 
going to mention her name, she had worked for me in the Executive Secretary as a younger 
officer – and she just sort of panicked.  

O.S. – Yeah. 

M.L. – I was in the States, and I remember going up to see Strobe Talbott29 at the time, who 
was the number two in the State Department. He was deputy secretary and I was back on 
consultation, and I said to him: "Look, Strobe, let the Brazilians handle it. I mean, the 
Brazilians are right there, we can be supportive," and essentially that's what happened. We 
didn't intervene that much in that situation. Same thing with the Peru-Ecuador thing. 
Remember, it went back to the Rio Treaty.30 

                                                        
23 Luiz Alberto Moniz Bandeira was a Brazilian political scientist and historian. He was an important 
exponent of Brazilian nationalist perspectives on international relations and an avid critic of US foreign 
policy. 
24  In 1996, General Lino Oviedo threatened to stage a military coup and overthrow Juan Carlos 
Wasmosy, Paraguay's first elected president after Alfredo Stroessner's dictatorship. The coup was 
prevented by pressure from international actors such as Brazil and the United States. 
25 In 1999, Paraguay faced a political crisis which led to President Raúl Cubas Grau's deposition and 
exile in Brazil. The crisis was caused by the presidential pardon offered to coup plotter General Lino 
Oviedo, still in 1998, and the murder of Luis María Argaña, Oviedo and Cubas Grau's political rival, 
on March 1999. 
26 Kissinger e o Brasil (Kissinger and Brazil), by Matias Spektor. Zahar, 2008. 234 pages. 
27 18 Dias: quando Lula e FHC se uniram para conquistar o apoio de Bush (18 Days: when Lula and 
FHC joined forces to gain Bush’s support), by Matias Spektor. Objetiva, 2014. 296 pages.  
28 War between Peru and Ecuador for the control of the Upper Cenepa River Valley, which took place 
in 1995.  The conflict was solved by the mediation of Argentina, Brazil, Chile and the United States, 
with the signing of a final peace treaty in 1999. The final agreement had its foundations on the previous 
Rio Protocol, established after the Ecuadorian-Peruvian War of 1941. 
29 Nelson Strobridge Talbott III, also known as Strobe Talbott, is a foreign policy analyst and a former 
journalist. He was US deputy secretary of State from 1994 to 2001, under the Clinton administration. 
30 The Protocol of Peace, Friendship, and Boundaries between Peru and Ecuador, commonly known as 
Rio Protocol, was an international treaty between Peru and Ecuador, signed in 1942, in Rio de Janeiro. 
The agreement marked the end of the territorial dispute that caused the Ecuadorian-Peruvian War of 
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O.S. – Exactly. Of 1942. That's right, they did have Brazil as a guarantor. 

M.L. – So it was a four-power guarantee at the border, the Ecuador-Peruvian border. The 
border came about through a US government mapping mission that mapped the border, and 
the dispute from Ecuador's side was that our border mapping was seen as wrong, and that 
Cenepa, you know… They always said that Cordillera del Cóndor was sort of the line, [so] a 
river that was supposedly a tributary of the Amazon was really on their side, because they 
wanted to be considered an Amazonian country. I think there is a memorial in Quito, which 
says: "Ecuador was, is, and will always be an Amazonian country." So this was neuralgic. We 
got together with the Brazilians, who were basically – and we didn't dispute this at all – the 
lead country. We got together in Brazil, 31  the Chilean ambassador, 32  the Argentine 
ambassador,33 myself. There were four parties: it was the United States, Chile, Argentine and 
Brazil, four-power guarantee. This was interesting, because we set an observer force to the 
border, and I sent one of my people up there... But here's the interesting thing, we had a 
problem: we were going to supply the lift capability. Lift by helicopters that would take the 
observers around. [The] US – because there was problems in Somalia, where we had Black 
Hawk down, and Americans marines killed34 – was very reluctant to put our troops of any 
kind under the command of a foreign general, not of the UN or any kind. 

O.S. – Exactly, right. 

M.L. – So, here's an example of a non-UN kind of engagement. There was an observer force, 
but it also was kind of a peacekeeping force, because we were supposed to report on 
violations of the ceasefire ... We had to figure out how to do this in our terms without 
violating that principle. General [John] Shalikashvili35 came to Brazil, and I had a reception 
for him with the Brazilian Army chief of staff. In January 1995, [there] was the day when 
there was tension on the border. And in this case the Ecuadorian moved across and occupied, 
part of Peru. So we were involved, and we had all our meetings in Rio, along with Luigi 
Einaudi36 as part of the team. Einaudi had been our ambassador to the OAS, came down and 
became a sort of coordinator for this exercise. The Embassy was involved only in the 
background. You know, because we were one of the participants in the Four-Power Treaty. It 

                                                                                                                                                               

1941. It included Argentina, Brazil, Chile and the United States as guarantor countries. However, after 
the signing of the protocol, war broke out again in 1981 and 1995. 
31 This meeting happened in Rio de Janeiro, during the night of January 31, 1995. The diplomats 
involved were Sebastião do Rego Barros as secretary-general of Brazil's Foreign Ministry; Alexander 
Watson as assistant secretary of State for Inter-American Affairs; Ambassador Levitsky; Fernando 
Petrella as the Argentinian secretary of Foreign Relations; and Fabio Vio as general director of the 
Chilean Foreign Ministry. 
32 Fabio Vio Ugarte is a Chilean diplomat and lawyer. He was general director of the Chilean Foreign 
Ministry from 1994 to 1997. 
33 Fernando Enrique Petrella is an Argentinian diplomat. He was secretary of Foreign Relations from 
1992 to 1996 under the Carlos Menem administration. 
34 Reference to the United States involvement in the Battle of Mogadishu on 3-4 October 1993, during 
the two UN interventions in Somalia (United Nations Operation in Somalia – UNOSOM I and 
UNOSOM II), which lasted from 1992 to 1995. Although the mission was technically successful, it 
was considered a failure due to the high cost in human lives, which caused a strong reaction from the 
United States public opinion. On October 7, 1993, then President Bill Clinton called for withdrawal of 
the U.S. forces in Somalia and by March 3, 1994, American soldiers had completely withdrawn.  
35 John Malchase David Shalikashvili (1936 – 2011) was a US Army general who acted as Supreme 
Allied Commander Europe from 1992 to 1993 and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff from 1993 to 
1997.  
36 U.S. diplomat who served as special envoy to the Peru-Ecuador peace talks from 1995 to 1998. He 
also acted as U.S. ambassador to the Organization of American States (1989-1993), as well as assistant 
secretary-general (2000-2004) and secretary general (2004-2005) to the referred organization. In 2018, 
Professor Oliver Stuenkel conducted an oral history interview with Luigi Einaudi, available at: 
http://hdl.handle.net/10438/25750.  
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wasn't exactly the Embassy’s issue, since it was Peru and Ecuador, but we figured out how to 
be able to support the mission, and essentially it was a very clever way of doing it. 
Shalikashvili and I, and the Brazilian chief of Staff… I remember we got together 
and Shalikashvili said: "Well, you know, the problem is if the Brazilians were going to be the 
coordinator there, somebody's on the aircraft, and they say: ‘Go here,’ and the pilot thinks that 
they shouldn't go there, because of weather, or some other problem... You know? Who's 
going to be the command?" And he [Shalikashvili] said, "Okay, we can solve that: The pilot 
is always in command! Doesn't matter what it is, because the pilot is in charge even his 
superior is in the plane. Because the pilot is able to gauge what would endanger the flight." 

O.S. – That's right. 

M.L. – So we figured out a way... And we also were able to run the maps, the logistics and 
everything, but the Brazilians were in command – one of the few times where we actually 
submitted our observers to a foreign country's command. That's a small example of the fact 
that we actually trusted Brazil to be able to assist the smaller missions. It wasn't a well-known 
one, but it was an important one for the hemisphere: two countries actually at war with each 
other, there had been a couple hundred deaths as a result of this war... We got a ceasefire. 
Eventually they came to this conclusion that they... I think it was basically Luigi's idea, but 
Brazilians were involved, studying these kinds of parks that straddled the area where there 
could be sort of free entry and exit. That was a good example – as was Paraguay – of the 
increased trust and confidence in Brazil from the United States, despite problems on the trade 
side, and on certain political issues where we differed. The other thing... Let me give you 
another example, it's a very interesting one: when Clinton came to Brazil in 1997.  

O.S. – October 1997, exactly.  

M.L. – Cardoso said – and I was in the room – to Clinton: "I know you're really interested in 
the Middle East. Let me tell you something..." – I forgot what the percentage was, it was 
something like – "30% of our Congress is of Middle Eastern origin, these are the Lebanese 
and the Syrians that came to Brazil, and people like Maluf, the mayor of São Paulo." He said: 
"So we have an interest in the Middle East as well. It would be, I think, useful to you, if you 
consulted with us sometimes. We sell a lot of things to Middle Eastern countries, particularly 
chickens and other products of that nature, agribusiness, soybeans, etc." You know, why 
would you think Brazil and the United States could talk about Middle East issues? Well, in 
the UN you do, but outside that... I mean, Cardoso had a sense that he had an ability to have 
some – not so much influence, but input into our thinking on that. 

O.S. – Interesting. 

M.L. – And I thought it was interesting at the time when that came up, because it was one 
step beyond what we would normally consider to be the US-Brazil relationship. That's 
another example of the kind of relationship we had. 

O.S. – Right. So Brazil is really going through a historic process of consolidation. There's a 
meeting which is quite important to my book, because I consider it to be the beginning of a 
regional project, the beginning of a debate on the highest policy levels in Brazil about what 
Brazil should do about the region. As you know, Brazil occupies 50% of the region's GDP, 
territory and population. So I think 1995, once the Real Plan really shows that it's working, 
the government, for the first time, kind of sits back and says: "What do we want to do in the 
neighborhood? Where do we want this region to go?" So you really were there at this turning 
point, because – as you rightly pointed out – under Itamar there wasn’t really a sense that 
Brazil could lead on much. Did you sense that in the government, that there was suddenly a 
debate in Brasilia that Brazil could make a contribution to the region, that Brazil could really 
articulate meetings or ideas that would have an impact on the future of the region? Because, it 
still takes a couple of years until more pronounced initiatives appear. Only in 2000 you have 
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the first South American Summit,37 where Cardoso brings all the presidents to Brazil. How 
did you perceive that transformation? Do you think it was still incipient? Because if you look 
at Paraguay and the Peru-Ecuador war, I mean, these were historic events, this was Brazil 
engaging in a security crisis, very new experience for Brazilian diplomats. Would you agree 
with that notion that there was sort of a change in 1995 when it comes to Brazil's foreign 
policy outlook?  

 M.L. – Yes. Certainly, I do. As I say, the Brazilian Foreign Ministry certainly changed, the 
people there. We had much, much better – I wouldn't say personal relations – but much better 
discussions and frank, open discussions, than we were able to have with the last crew, the so-
called "barbudos." The fact is that within a short period of time, Cardoso had come up with a 
plan – even before he was president – that essentially beat inflation, it came down further to 
get to the gradual decline over a period of time. I think Brazil's reputation increased in the 
world, in the eyes of the world. Brazil always had a very well-schooled, well-educated and 
truly well-famed diplomatic corps, sometimes I remember the same names who had been 
there back in the 1960s... [Laughter]. They were the sons or sometimes the grandsons of 
former diplomats. Brazil, I think, began to – at least try – to democratize their own diplomatic 
corps, because I remember reading a lot of criticism of all the white faces in the Foreign 
Ministry, and there was some attempt to do that [democratize the Ministry]. So, I think [that], 
in terms of its global role, Brazil came up in the world – and I think Cardoso and his group 
were certainly responsible for it. The other thing that was interesting throughout this: Cardoso 
created the post of minister of Defense,38 which I don't believe had existed in the same way 
before, and that was also a touch point for us in terms of overall security policy. We had a 
few issues of that kind: drug trafficking, for example, down on the Tri-Border Area,39 [and] 
obviously some terrorist activity that had taken place before, when terrorists, essentially 
Hezbollah,40 blew up the [Israeli] Embassy,41 and also blew up a Jewish Community Center in 
Buenos Aires.42 

O.S. – A Community Center, in Buenos Aires, yes. 

M.L. – We had some security interests as well, which we were able to discuss very frankly. 
We did not have as good a relationship on drug trafficking, because Brazil at one point 
announced, letting us know that they were going to no longer receive US aid– we had a small 
assistance training program – but we continued to have a connection with the academy of the 
Federal Police and with our FBI and DEA. We had a good relationship on the intelligence 
side as well, so I think our whole relationship and Brazil's role in the world took a major step 
forward during that particular period of time. And I have to ascribe it to the foresight and 
intelligence of Cardoso. Cardoso was very much a thinking person, he didn't have the sense 
that the United States was always trying to put one over on Brazil, trick Brazil, or diminish 

                                                        
37 The first South American Summit (Cúpula Sul-Americana) took place in Brasília, Brazil, between 
August 31 and September 1, 2000. 
38 In 1999, the creation of the Defense Ministry absorbed the former Ministries of the Army, the Air 
Force and the Navy, which became Commands under the authority of the new Ministry. 
39 The triple frontier between Argentina, Brazil and Paraguay. 
40 Hezbollah is a Lebanese militant group and political party. It was formed in 1982 and is considered a 
terrorist organization by the United States, Israel, Canada, the countries of the Arab League and the 
Gulf Cooperation Council.  Its paramilitary wing, the Jihad Council, is considered a terrorist 
organization by the United Kingdom, Australia and the European Union. 
41 In March 17, 1992, the Israeli Embassy in Buenos Aires, Argentina, was the target of a suicide 
bombing attack. The group Islamic Jihad Organization, linked to Hezbollah and Iran, claimed 
responsibility for the act. 
42  In July 18, 1994, the Asociación Mutual Israelita Argentina (Argentinian Israelite Mutual 
Association) building was hit by a van loaded with an improvised explosive device. The jihadist 
organization Ansar Allah, associated to Hezbollah at the time, claimed responsibility for the attack. 
This event was the deadliest terrorist attack in Argentinian history. 
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Brazil's reputation. This went all the way back to the [Jimmy] Carter43 administration, when 
we convinced the Germans not to provide a nuclear plant to Brazil. We were concerned about 
Brazil becoming a nuclear power at the time, and in fact during the military regime there were 
some efforts by the military to move towards something like that. That's why Brazil had not 
become a member of the NPT; there was a whole project with the nuclear submarine, and 
there was concern on the part of the United States – I remember that as well, from way back – 
about what Brazil was going to do in the nuclear field. So, you know, it became a much more, 
we considered that – I don't mean this in a insulting way –, but a more modern thinking 
country, without the sense that... You know, the old [Charles] De Gaulle44 statement: "Brazil 
is the country of the future and always will be." 

O.S. –That's right [laughter]. 

M.L. – So it was that sense that they [Brazilians] never quite made it: you know, they would 
have a period [of progress], [a] step forward, and then: bang! Something would happen to 
bring it back down again. So I think there was a good sense on the part of our country, and 
our government, that this was really a sea change in Brazil. You know, Brazil was not only 
striving to be, but had the credentials to be, a major actor in world affairs. If you think of, for 
example, international civil service within the UN, a lot of Brazilian diplomats had served in 
high-ranking positions and Brazil's contribution to the UN was big. [It] never got to be a 
permanent member [of the UN Security Council], with power of veto, but that just 
wasn't going to go forward in anmy case. 

O.S. – Yes. 

M.L. – But an amiable period. You identified this as a kind of key period, not only in the 
relationship, US relationship, but in Brazil's role in the world. I think that's quite right. I 
mean, when you look back at what happened during that 1995-1996 and beyond period, 
Brazil cemented its position as a major actor in international affairs. 

O.S. – Yeah. Did you sometimes get the sense that the Cardoso administration would have 
liked to work with you more, but that because of public opinion or internal difficulties, they 
sometimes had to step back? Because cooperating with the United States, due to some 
structural anti-Americanism, produced a political cost that maybe was too high. Not that the 
people in the government disliked the US personally, but because this was just politically too 
costly to go along on several issues? I'm thinking here of Free Trade of the Americas,45 things 
like that... 

M.L. – I agree with what you just said, absolutely. You know, the United States looms largely 
in Brazil's internal affairs. Brazil does not loom too large in US domestic affairs. So the fact 
is, for example, if I said something – and a couple of things I said were controversial, they got 
headlines in Brazil! 

O.S. – Of course. 

M.L. – The Brazilian ambassador wasn’t going to get – you know, unless he did something 
outrageous – wasn't going to get any headlines there [in the US]. The only time the Brazilian 

                                                        
43 James Earl Carter Jr., commonly known as Jimmy Carter, is a politician and philanthropist. He was 
the 39th president of the United States, from 1977 to 1981. 
44 Charles de Gaulle was the leader of the French Resistance against Nazi occupation during World 
War II. He later on became president of France from 1959 to 1969. 
45  The Free Trade Area of the Americas (FTAA) was a proposed agreement intending to the 
elimination or reduction of trade tariffs between all members of the Americas, except for Cuba. Its 
origins come from the George H.W. Bush administration’s Enterprise for the Americas Initiative and it 
was renewed by the Clinton administration at the 1994 Summit of the Americas. Negotiations, 
however, ended in failure as no final agreement was reached by the deadline of January 2005. 
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ambassador and I, together, made even a short article in the US press was when we both were 
having open-heart operations at the same time in 1995. 

O.S. – [Laughter] 

M.L. – [Laughter] Not the same hospital, but we both had, you know, bypass operations at the 
same time.  

O.S. – Right. 

M.L. – So from the standpoint of Brazil’s domestic affairs, yes. Cardoso had to be very 
careful not to look as if he was being subservient to the United States. And we understood... 
We understood that and, frankly, we didn't want to diminish that in any case, because – 
overall – his government was very… Not only it stood quite friendly on a personal basis, but 
their politics were pretty much in the same line as ours. Not that we were dictating our 
politics to the Brazilians – although we tried sometimes, particularly with the NPT, which 
eventually happened a little bit after I left. But we had a lot of parallel interests and parallel 
positions in international affairs. I mean, Cardoso – quite obviously – was a modern globalist, 
I would say. He looked at the world, he wasn't just "Well, I have to think about the next 
election..." 

O.S. – Yes. 

M.L. – And that kind of president was very appealing to our government as well, because he 
was somebody we thought we could work with. 

O.S. – Right. It's quite interesting that, when we spoke to Peter Romero,46 he described how 
optimistic he was about Brazil, and then, despite all the hopes and the fact that Cardoso and 
Lampreia were sending good signals, in the end there was also a lot of frustration, because 
perhaps Peter overestimated the extent to which Brazil could go along, I think. Now, these are 
topics that weren't going on when you where there, like Plan Colombia,47 or the Free Trade 
Area of the Americas. Was there a sense of disappointment for you as well? Because, I mean, 
you have Clinton and Cardoso, these people are really getting along well, they're hitting it off, 
but then, when it comes to the really big issues, there's a lot of constraints on Brazil's 
government. So did you think that sometimes you had hopes that went unfulfilled? 
Particularly, if you think about the Summit of the Americas: there was the big goal of really 
starting a debate about a Free Trade in the Hemisphere... Did you sense back then that it 
would be tremendously difficult for a Brazilian president? 

M.L. – Well, it was on our agenda, so – as good diplomats – we were pursuing the Free Trade 
of the Americas and it was pretty clear that Brazilians – in what I would say, in a very 
diplomatic way – were not going to go along with this.  

O.S. – Okay. Did you sense that early on? 

M.L. – You know, the efforts we made: Mack McLarty48 came – [he was] very close to 
Clinton... Warren Christopher49 came, and later on Madeleine Albright...50 

                                                        
46 Peter F. Romero served under the Clinton administration as assistant secretary of state for Western 
Hemisphere Affairs between 2000 and 2001; and as U.S. ambassador to Ecuador from 1993 to 1996. In 
2017, Professor Oliver Stuenkel conducted an oral history interview with Ambassador Romero, 
available at: http://hdl.handle.net/10438/20218.   
47 Plan Colombia was an integral part of the United States’ strategy in combating drug cartels and left-
wing insurgents in Latin America, specifically in Colombia and surrounding countries. The plan 
entailed high diplomatic initiative by the US government and also consisted of military and foreign aid 
to Colombia. 
48 Thomas F. McLarty III, also known as Mack McLarty, is a business and political leader, who acted 
as White House Chief of Staff from 1993 to 1994, under the Clinton administration. 
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O.S. – Yes. 

M.L. – Look, frankly it was a matter of how Brazil sought its national interest. It could very 
well think: “Look, if we get into something like this, the United States – with its huge 
economy – is going to dominate, and this is not something we need. We can have a peaceful 
economic, trading relationship with the United States, but a kind of European Community-
style agreement here is not going to work in this hemisphere.” So there wasn't enough interest 
in terms of history, and also in terms of structure, because Cardoso had only begun to 
privatize, he hadn’t gotten all these things through, there was a pension reform… He needed 
to do a lot of things internally, so I thought of it was always this kind of trade-offs. In order to 
keep the economy going – which was the big thing in terms of his own ability to both affect 
Brazil's future and get reelected in the next elections – he could not afford to look as if he was 
agreeing with the United States all the time. 

O.S. – I understand. 

M.L. – So I wouldn't say it was that kind of hasty disagreement. I mean, you know the 
Brazilian press very well, it still can be very harsh and non-factual  on a number 
of occasions... There is that segment in Brazil that is quite anti-American, mostly from the 
left, [and] probably some are from the right now as well, from the extreme right. So yeah, I 
understood that he had to be careful and, frankly, I remember several occasions, kind of 
pointing that out. 

O.S. – Could you give me an example? 

M.L. – Here is one: Clinton is coming to Brazil, right? He's on his way and he stops in 
Venezuela first – this is when he made a State visit to Brazil and then he went to Argentina, 
afterwards, as well. I get a call from the White House – I've forgotten exactly who it was, 
high-level on the White House – saying that: "We're being pushed to make a stop in São 
Paulo at a certain housing project," and this was one of Maluf's big housing projects.51 

O.S. – [Laughter] Right. 

M.L. – And in order to visit it at night – which was when they were coming in – they 
would've had to put up a whole set of flood lights and all kinds of things, and I said to the 
White House guy: "Look, this is not going to make Cardoso happy at all if you do this. For 
one thing, his relationship with Maluf is not a strong, friendly one. Maluf has a lot on his 
background that probably, you know, was not conducive to good stories about this wonderful 
mayor of São Paulo..." 

O.S. – That's right. 

M.L. – He had always had that "he robs, but he gets things done," kind of image to him, 
"Rouba, mas faz." 52 

O.S. – Exactly. 

M.L. – And I said: "No, he really shouldn't do that! He should turn this down." Turns out – as 
I found out later – that this was James Carville,53  the lobbyist and close to the Clintons, but 
                                                                                                                                                               
49 Warren Minor Christopher (1925 - 2011) was US secretary of State from 1993 to 1997 under the 
Clinton administration. 
50 Madeleine Albright was US secretary of State from 1997 to 2001, under the Clinton administration. 
She had previously been US ambassador to the United Nations from 1993 to 1997. Albright was the 
first woman in history to become US secretary of State. 
51 The ambassador probably refers to the "Projeto Cingapura" (Singapore Project), a housing project 
for low-income families living in favelas (shantytowns), which was established by Paulo Maluf during 
his time as mayor of São Paulo.  
52 This popular phrase is commonly associated to Paulo Maluf. It expresses the opinion of those who 
considered Maluf an effective politician, despite his being corrupt.  
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then [he was] a private lobbyist, who actually was a lobbyist for and a campaign advisor to 
Maluf. And I even got a call from Maluf the same day when I said: "No, he shouldn't do it." 
He said: "Why are you doing this to us?" 

O.S. – [Laughter] 

M.L. – And I said: "You know, it just didn't work out." This could be a negative personal 
aspect, if it's known that Clinton is going to go down and do this thing for Maluf. And it 
ended up [that] he didn't go. Maluf wasn't happy, but given what’s happened to Maluf and  
evidence about his corrupt activities... 

O.S. – Yes. History proved you right. [Laughter] 

M.L. – It proved me right, for sure. So they took into account the domestic situation, but it 
wasn't like "Oh, don't do this because it will hurt Cardoso," it was more [about how] this is 
not something that you want to touch a nerve on, it won’t do us any good, and it's not going to 
do anything very good to the relationship. In fact it could be kind of negative. So there was an 
understanding, I mean, Clinton – that’s the number one thing, and he wasn't my favorite 
president, after all – was pretty, good [at] understanding politics. Brazilian politics are quite 
different from ours: you need to get elected, you need to have a Congress that will pass 
legislation, and you don't have an automatic majority there, you have to put it together... 

O.S. – Yeah. 

M.L. – So I think there was good understanding of the fact that Cardoso had his own politics 
to think about. I don't think it changed any of the big issues, like taking the tariff off frozen 
concentrated orange juice, or every once in a while we would have a dispute in the World 
Trade Organization54 – which, more often than not, Brazil won, by the way. I remember that. 
Brazil is very good there. So I remember one dispute we had with both Brazil and Venezuela 
about... I think it was reconstituted natural gas, and Brazil had won. And they kept 
complaining to us that we hadn't changed our legislation, and I kept having to find out why 
we hadn't changed it, and it had to do with our own political situation, in terms of what the 
government had to do and the sort of balance of powers that the Executive Branch had. So 
they had to take this kind of thing into account as well. I think the way I would describe it is 
that, overall, there was not only some understanding of the differences in the system, but a 
good deal of sympathy in the area of politics and, you know, domestic politics in particular. 

O.S. – Right.  

M.L. – There wasn't this "Oh, this is in Brazil’s interest, why don't you do this?" Why did 
Cardoso not suddenly go for signing the NPT? Why did Cardoso – when I went there to try to 
get Brazil to contribute troops to the Haiti, the first Haiti operation [in the 1990’s]55 – say, 
"Can't do it"? You have to understand the background. And, for one thing, they [Brazilians] 
participated in the Dominican Republic invasion56 during Lyndon B. Johnson's57 period and 

                                                                                                                                                               
53 Chester James Carville Jr. is a political commentator and an important figure in the Democratic 
Party. He was the chief strategist behind Bill Clinton's presidential campaign for the 1992 US 
presidential election. 
54 The World Trade Organization is an intergovernmental organization that deals with the rules of 
international trade. It was established in 1995, under the Marrakesh Agreement, which replaced the 
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), signed in 1947. 
55 In 1991, a coup removed the democratically elected president of Haiti, Jean-Bertrand Aristide. From 
1994 to 1995, the United States conducted a military intervention, known as "Operation Uphold 
Democracy," in order to reestablish Aristide's government.   
56 In 1965, the United States intervened in Dominican Republic in order to put an end to the country's 
civil war. Following the US action, the OAS established the Inter-American Peace Force (IAPF) to 
promote a peacekeeping operation. Brazil participated in the IAPF and eventually took over its 
leadership in 1966. Later this year, the peacekeepers withdrew from the country following the first 
post-war elections. The IAPF was disbanded in 1967. 



15 
 

  

Melvyn Levitsky 

had gotten really badly burnt on that, and that still stuck in their minds. However, eventually, 
Brazil came around and they commanded UN troops in Haiti.58 And one of the factors was 
that Brazil is very much loved in Haiti because of futebol, because of soccer. 

O.S. – Yeah. 

M.L. – So, you know, I had to go and make démarches and try to move these issues along... I 
think particularly NPT, the Haiti Operation, a few UN issues that we weren't exactly in 
accordance, some trade issues where we weren't going to be able to convince the Brazilians to 
go along with our position for both foreign policy and, in some case, domestic reasons. You 
know, I was never sent in there [to] go pound the table and demand that they do this. There's 
an understanding of that. And that, I think, goes back to the issue of having a great deal of 
respect and understanding of Brazil's place in the world. That, in fact, is based on 
both Brazilian politics, but particularly on the economy getting better and Brazil participating 
in a modern way in economic affairs and in trade. 

O.S. – Right. 

M.L. – So, I think your description that this was a key period is correct. [Convergence] didn't 
always happen during the Lula period, but even during Lula, things weren't rolled back 
entirely, you know? It was a different kind of attitude, and the Foreign Ministry certainly 
changed, but essentially a lot of that base remained.  

O.S. – Yes. The thesis of the book I am writing is that, to an extent, even though we might 
have had a bit of an ideological difference between the two Brazilian presidents, the Lula 
government has actually continued the Cardoso project of establishing or seeking to “take 
care of the region.” I mean, it eventually failed, and I think Venezuela's current crisis shows 
that Brazil was unable to contain the crisis there, and to contain several other crises... But I 
think Lula's foreign policy – in the region, at least – is very much a product of the 1990s, of 
the perception that a president in a stable economic environment is able to project Brazilian 
influence.  

M.L. – Well, Lula inherited a pretty well functioning, well-governed country. There were 
some problems at the end of the Cardoso period, you know, claims about corruption and some 
other issues and scandals, but essentially the country was in pretty good shape when Lula 
took over. Let me give you another little vignette: so when I first got there, it was the pre-
election period, and I set a nice staff there, political section, the public affairs section. “Let's 
see if I can arrange to have a meeting with the major candidates,” just to get to know them, do 
a little bit of ambassadorial work, try to point out some issues, ask them some questions, etc. 
– not interfere, be careful not to try to interfere in Brazilian politics. And so we did this, and 
we had meetings with Cardoso, a very good meeting; [Orestes] Quércia59 at the time was a 
candidate... And there were four or five others that we saw. The only one that we could not 
arrange a meeting with was Lula. 

O.S. – Interesting,  

                                                                                                                                                               
57 Lyndon Baines Johnson (1908 - 1973) was the 36th president of the United States, from 1963 to 
1969. He had been vice president under John F. Kennedy's administration since 1961 and assumed 
Presidency following Kennedy's murder.  
58 From 2004 to 2017, the Brazilian Army led the military component of a peacekeeping operation in 
Haiti, the United Nations Stabilization Mission In Haiti, commonly known as UNSTAMIH or 
MINUSTAH. The operation was established following the 2004 Haiti coup and was strongly impacted 
by an earthquake in 2010. 
59 Orestes Quércia (1938 - 2010) was a Brazilian politician. He acted as governor of São Paulo from 
1987 to 1991. He was a presidential candidate in the 1994 presidential election and placed 4th in the 
final results.  
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M.L. – Yes. So Lula would not meet with me. We just couldn't get a meeting. After the 
election, I said to the staff: "Cardoso won now. Why don't you see if Lula would come over to 
the residence for lunch with some of his people? And I’ll have the head of the political 
section, my number two, and we’ll have a nice lunch, talk to him a little bit...” Because I 
didn't even know what he was like. And he could bring his people to back him up, you 
know?  So he accepted, he came over for lunch. He had [Aloízio] Mercadante60 with him, and 
a couple of others... And, you know, he mostly listened, but I got an impression of him, at 
least. [I] reported back to the government that, for one thing, he was a little shy about saying 
anything, but after a while he kind of loosened up and he had some interesting questions. He 
answered some questions that I had and I [reported] that he was smart and very charismatic. 
So, I thought it was interesting that he came around... It must have been about four or five 
months after Cardoso started his second term. 

O.S. – Right. 

M.L. – So I thought it was interesting, it was kind of the first direct look that I had at [him]. 
Because everybody knew who Lula was, but we hadn't had a real kind of personal contact 
with him. And when the heat was off he came and talked. I think part of it was because he 
recognized "I'm not going to get anywhere by just being this sort of leftist anti-American 
politician who basically says: 'We're not going to pay our debts." That was the big image of 
him, that he would renounce Brazil's debt or something. I thought it was interesting that at 
some point we went to the staff and said: “Would he come over?," and at some point he 
decided it would be a good idea. [It] showed me that in fact he understood that the 
relationship with the United States at least was an important one, or could be. Now, nobody 
thought that he would eventually become president... 

O.S. – You didn't come away from the lunch thinking "this man will lead Brazil eventually." 
He was still sort of... 

M.L. – No, and that wasn't the purpose. But I came away with a much more positive view of 
him and his stance – and his willingness to listen and the way he expressed himself – than I 
had before. So, what I was expecting was [that] we’d have the lunch... I didn't think he’d 
express anti-American views, but I wasn't quite sure whether he would ever say anything... 
He was a little bit withdrawn, but... You know these people, Mercadante was very active in 
this, and a couple of the others that he brought along with him. We have debated about the 
Labor Party, and the labor movement... We had a good conversation, actually. I guess the 
lunch lasted for... Maybe a couple of hours. Frankly, I was impressed with him, I had only 
known him by reputation before – and most of that was a negative sense. And I didn't get a 
negative sense at all about him as a person [during the lunch]. 

O.S. – Right. Perhaps it gave you a sense of the pragmatist side, that Lula was willing to talk 
to everybody. In a way, it's interesting that, eight years after you had this conversation, your 
successor Donna Hrinak61 was crucial in convincing Bush that Lula would probably be a 
fairly moderate president, and it turned out that she was right. 

M.L. – Yeah. Well, you know what happens when you send a report back to Washington – at 
that time, it was via cable transfer, we didn't have e-mail or anything like that at the time. It is 
classified, goes into the file, it becomes a part of the way the intelligence people, who actually 
write up these things, keep biographic information, and have a standing biography of a variety 
of world leaders. I think I was part of that archive, just like you're doing, and they go back 

                                                        
60 Aloízio Mercadante Oliva is a Brazilian economist and politician. He was a congressman and acted 
as minister of Science, Technology and Innovation, presidential chief of staff and minister of Education 
under the Dilma Rousseff administration (2011 - 2016). 
61  Donna Jean Hrinak is an American businesswoman and diplomat. She was US ambassador to 
Venezuela from 2000 to 2002, and Brazil, from 2002 to 2004. She is now president of Boeing Latin 
America. 
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and, you know, say: "Oh, look, he came over there, he didn't seem to be anti-American, look 
at some other things that he said, let’s look at the campaign... In [the] campaign he said 
something different, but that's understood... The ambassador had a good impression of him 
there when he was just talking about this, and he obviously was a man who could change his 
mind a little bit, because he didn't meet with the ambassador [at first]... He wouldn't meet 
with the ambassador when the election campaign was on, but afterwards he thought it was a 
good idea to just go there and have lunch and have a talk." 

O.S. – Right. 

M.L. – I got the spotlight on. So it was interesting for me. I wasn't going to have a standing 
relationship with Lula during that period of time – I had a lot of other things to do – but we 
developed some relationships with the PT, with the people in our political and economic 
sections. You know, get a report whenever we had some... In our political section, we sort of 
divided up among the diplomats, who were kind of watching various parties, so somebody 
was responsible for keeping track of what the PT was doing, or what the coalition was doing, 
that kind of thing. So I think doing that made a difference to us. Did it have an effect later on? 
I don't know, I mean, I'm not sure about that. Did it have an effect on Lula later on? Well, 
could have, because he surprised us when he became president. He actually continued – 
particularly in the financial area, with the banking system, he had [Henrique] Meirelles62 
there... 

O.S. – Yeah, he was very pragmatic. 

M.L. – He adapted his views a bit. Not all the way, but a bit. So I think that showed me 
something about him, I think it was an interesting insight. Maybe not so important, but 
certainly an interesting insight that we had into this guy, this guy's personality... And he 
eventually became president of Brazil.  

O.S. – Right. 

M.L. – Let me just give you another little anecdote… When I was in Belém, we only had 
two full Foreign Service officers, two diplomats... My boss there at the time was a kind 
of drunkard and got kicked out, and I was in charge at a very young age of this huge consular 
district. And we were on the Amazon. There was the, you know, the "Amazonia é 

nossa,"63 they had all these of consular issues. But I got to know Passarinho, and I actually sat 
down and wrote a biographic report on Passarinho, which went then to the Embassy’s and 
State Department files. After he was governor he was appointed Labor Minister... 

O.S. – Yeah. 

M.L. – I think he was first in the Labor Ministry… And the only piece of biographical 
information was my report. In the files. 

O.S. – That's interesting. Right. 

M.L. – And I had gotten to know him. Passarinho, when he was governor, we offered him 
what's called a "leader grant," and he travelled in the United States a little bit over a couple of 
weeks period, just to get to know us. And they gave me an award [laughter]. A meritorious 
honor award, and it actually, you know, was noticed by people down at the Embassy, the 
ambassador, and gathering with Frank Carlucci, 64  who later became – and he just died 

                                                        
62 Henrique de Campos Meirelles was Brazil's minister of Finance from 2016 to 2018, under the 
Michel Temer administration, and president of Brazil's Central Bank from 2003 to 2010, under the 
Lula administration. 
63 In Portuguese, “the Amazon is ours.” This is an expression used as a motto in Brazil since the 1960’s 
to oppose foreign presence and intervention in the rainforest area inside Brazilian territory.  
64 Frank Carlucci (1930 – 2018) was a US politician and diplomat.He acted as secretary of Defense 
(1987 - 1989), National Security advisor (1986 - 1987) during the Ronald Reagan administration. 
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recently, in fact – the secretary of Defense. Actually, that period, Belém, was a kind of [a] 
boost to my career [Laughter]. 

O.S. – Right, that explains why you had also a positive connotation of that time, despite the 
difficulties... 

M.L. – Oh, and actually because of that report and a few other things that I was reporting on, 
you know, just writing... Writing these reports on my trips to the Amazon and everything, so 
why did they asked me to go to Brasilia? And when I was in Brasilia, they asked me to stay, 
but I wanted to get back to the States and see if I could do something with Soviet affairs. And 
I became ambassador later on. It was a fortuitous thing. [It was a] great period of time in our 
lives. 

O.S. – Did anything go wrong while you were here? 

M.L. – There were two particularly negative things that happened. One [of them] is: there was 
an interview65 in Veja66. And the headline on the interview was something like, "Ambassador 
said he was not sent to Brazil to improve bilateral relations." 

O.S. – Right. 

M.L. – So, in that interview in Veja – I’ve forgotten exactly what it was, I have it somewhere 
stashed away – they said something about "What have you done in improving the relationship 
between the two countries?" And I said: "You know, that isn't sort of what my job is. My job 
is to carry out the interest of the United States," and then I said something like: "Of course, in 
Brazil, when we have a good relationship as a background, that helps us even more." It was 
actually true. I wasn't sent there to improve relations, I was sent there to carry out our national 
interest. So that got big headlines. And then I got headlines in the papers. The interesting 
thing was that Sarney was a journalist before he became all these other things, governor, 
president, senator, [and he] wrote an op-ed67 in Folha de S. Paulo68 and, basically, he said: "I 
wish our ambassadors would think the same way." [Laughter] 

O.S. – Oh! 

M.L. – That they would carry out our national interest. 

O.S. – Right. I can understand that somebody who's not that knowledgeable about diplomacy 
would sort of... 

M.L. – Yeah. The other thing is we had an issue with Raytheon, 69  it was bidding on 
SIVAM, 70  the big project to monitor the Amazon. We were in competition with 

                                                        
65 The interview, titled "Direto ao Ponto" (straight to the point) was published in Veja on June 24, 
1998. 
66  Veja ("see" or "look at," in Portuguese) is Brazil's leading weekly publication and one of the 
country's most influential media outlets. It is frequently associated with right-wing political views, 
although the magazine does not present itself as such.  
67  “A Lição Levitsky” (The Levitsky Lesson), available in Portuguese at: 
https://www1.folha.uol.com.br/fsp/opiniao/fz26069807.htm     
68 Folha de São Paulo is one of Brazil's most prominent daily newspapers. It was founded in 1921. 
69  Raytheon is a US company specialized in military technology, cybersecurity and commercial 
electronics. It was founded in 1922 and is headquartered in Waltham, Massachusetts. 
70 SIVAM refers to "Sistema de Vigilância da Amazônia" (Amazon Surveillance System). It's a project 
developed by the Brazilian government in order to monitor the Brazilian Amazon area, including its 
airspace. It aims to combat drug trafficking in the region, as well as assert Brazilian sovereignty over 
its Amazonian territory. 
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Thomson Electric,71 which is a French company. And the French were very willing  about 
bribing people... 

O.S. – Right. 

M.L. – ... and we have gotten some intelligence about this.... Because we had been awarded, 
Raytheon had been awarded the contract, and we have gotten some information that the 
French were out there trying to turn the contract around. We didn't have specific information 
that they were bribing legislators, but there were issues coming up, and I had an interview72 
with Jornal do Brasil73 and the issue came up, and they said to me: "What would happen if 
the contractor were nullified?  

O.S. – Right. 

M.L. – And I said – and I thought of this carefully – I said: "Well, that would really affect our 
bilateral relationship." 

O.S. – Right. 

M.L. – And that made a huge headline. And then Cardoso – who was out of the country at the 
time – said, he used the Brazilian expression: "Well, the ambassador stepped on the ball."74 A 
soccer expression. 

O.S. – [Laughter] 

M.L. – I took a lot flak for that, but, frankly, whatever was going on, stopped. 

O.S. – Yeah. Interesting. 

M.L. – Raytheon got the contract. 

O.S. – Right. 

M.L. – Anyway, just another example of a couple of negative things that happened that turned 
out to be something that I did purposely, but – particularly in the first case – maybe not the 
best approach. And in the second case, I think it caused a lot of problems for me personally, 
but in fact it worked. 

O.S. – Right, I mean, I think what you are referring to is the dynamic, which is still dominant, 
whenever you have an asymmetrical relationship. It's just like the Brazilian ambassador in 
Paraguay. It is so visible and there's a benefit to be had, to sort of use attacks... There was the 
case of – I don't know if you remember the manual for US investors...75 

                                                        
71  Thomson-CSF was a French company specialized in the electronics sector, including defense, 
aeronautic and security technology. It was renamed Thales in 2000. 
72 The interview to Jornal do Brasil was published on December 20, 1995. It is available in Portuguese 
at: https://news.google.com/newspapers?nid=0qX8s2k1IRwC&dat=19951220&printsec=frontpage&h-
l=pt-BR.   
73 Jornal do Brasil (Brazil's Newspaper) is a daily newspaper published in Rio de Janeiro. It was 
founded in 1891 and is currently the third oldest extant Brazilian paper.  
74 In Portuguese, the soccer-inspired popular expression “to step on the ball” (pisar na bola) means to 
disappoint someone or to make a mistake in a way that somebody else will be negatively affected. 
75 In 1997, before President Clinton's visit to Brazil, a manual was distributed to US investors willing 
to do business in Brazil, which stated that corruption is endemic in Brazil. At the time, there was a 
strong backlash from Brazilian politicians and from the Brazilian media. Eventually, Ambassador 
Levitsky called Foreign Minister Lampreia to apologize in the name of the United States and the 
manual for investors was changed. 
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M.L. – Oh, God, yes, I do. This was a Commerce Department report on trading conditions in 
Brazil. The report stated, "Corrupção no Brasil é endêmica."76 

O.S. – Yeah, that's right. 

M.L. – Yeah, we took a lot of flak, I made a mistake there. What I should have done, I 
mean... I signed that report, but it was like 150 pages, I didn't read every word. And, you 
know, corruption was an issue! 

O.S. – Of course. 

M.L. – It really was! What we should have said is: "Corruption is a problem." It was in our 
commercial manual, which we are required to put out for people who want to do business 
with Brazil. 

O.S. – That's right. 

M.L. – And it warns them about certain things. So the word "endêmica," "endemic." You 
know, we're not as careful with words as sometimes we should be. And "endemic," 
"endêmica," in Portuguese, in Brazil, is really [like] "It's so solid in there, it's just part of the 
system." That isn't what we meant, but, in fact, it came out that way. 

O.S. – I would say today there's lots of evidence that even "endemic" in the Portuguese way is 
probably correct. But that's a different issue...  

M.L. – Oh, absolutely. I mean, what we said was absolutely correct, no doubt about it. But we 
should have said something like: "Corruption is a problem here," or "It's an issue," or 
something like that.   

O.S. – Of course. 

M.L. – It was right before Clinton came on an official visit.... What I should have done is 
immediately say: "No, that's the wrong wording, and blah, blah, blah. Change it" – which we 
eventually did. I waited a bit too long. Frankly, I thought to myself: "You know what? It's 
true!" [Laughter]. You sometimes want to tell the truth, but sometimes you have to just say it 
in a different way. 

O.S. – Be diplomatic. That's right. 

M.L. – Eventually we did, we changed it, and it came up in the Clinton press conference. And 
Clinton said: "Well, we’ve changed the report, the ambassador has taken care of this." A 
Brazilian singer – I forgot which one – called me sort of a monster, or something like that. 
Vampire, or Dracula, or something like that... 

O.S. –It is quite interesting that after I published Peter Romero's interview,77 I posted on 
Facebook that the notion that Cardoso agreed to everything that the United States proposed is 
wrong. And he's still accused of that by some nationalists, who say that he was too 
subservient to the US. 

M.L. – Oh, that's not true at all! 

O.S. – Exactly. Well, I think our conversation confirms that in many ways. And I think that's 
interesting that it points to the difficulty of the role of the United States around the world, but 
specially in Latin America. So, I wanted to ask you: when were you aware of all that? All 
those difficulties. I mean, did you ever, for example, think of having Brazil lead an initiative, 
and sort of stepping back a bit to increase the chances of other countries coming in? Was that 

                                                        
76 Portuguese for “Corruption in Brazil is endemic.” 
77 In 2017, Professor Oliver Stuenkel conducted an oral history interview with Ambassador Romero, 
available at: http://hdl.handle.net/10438/20218. 
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an issue that you were aware of at the time? So, was it your strategy to get in touch with the 
other ambassadors in the region – or with Washington – to articulate a strategy that would 
reduce a bit the visibility of the United States in a particular project? So that it would have 
greater chances of succeeding for not being seen as kind of a US-led project? 

M.L. – Not exactly. I would say, not in a more strategic sense, but, for example, in the Peru-
Ecuador case. We deferred often to Brazil. 

O.S. – That was a smart move, in retrospect, don’t you think? 

M.L. – Absolutely. Because, for one thing, we had a lot of issues in Peru. We did not want to 
be seen as favoring Peru. Following the first hemispheric summit, we had an interest in 
working with – but not leading – the initiative. We did not want any peacekeeping forces in 
Latin America. We wanted to minimize our own role in this issue between two countries, 
which was a war issue, because they were actually shooting each other and killing each other. 
In small numbers, but a couple of hundred people being killed. It could, in fact, burst out into 
a bigger war. The Brazilians were much more, I think, able to do this up-front diplomacy. 
Luigi [Einaudi], when he came and did some of these things, we met in Rio – I remember this 
starkly, because it was hotter than hell, and we were meeting in the old Foreign Ministry 
building. There was no air-conditioning-... 

O.S. – Right. [Laughter] 

M.L. – ... and these things were thrashed out in terms of trying to get to a cease fire, and the 
Brazilians really were knowledgeable and positive. Luigi was very helpful – and later on, 
probably more prominent – in getting a final resolution. But in getting the ceasefire, the 
Brazilians were up-front. And we wanted it that way.  

O.S. – Right. 

M.L. – And it was good to have it that way. At a time, we had this whole question of "should 
we be involved in this issue? Will we put Americans in harm's way potentially?" So, yeah, 
that was done very purposely. It was clear that the Brazilians were the leader of the group, 
and it wasn't that the United States was trying to seize leadership. And even when Luigi... I 
talked to Luigi a lot during that particular period of time (and he is a good friend, besides, you 
know? I had known him before, when he used to write speeches for the secretary of State, he's 
a good speech writer) and Luigi understood how to go about doing this. He had a good sense 
of "I'm not going to put myself up-front. I'm going to work with the Brazilians, and have them 
know that they are in the lead. We have some ideas about this, and we want to make sure that 
they accord." So I would say that was the most effective way of doing [it], kind of pushing 
Brazil up-front. The other thing was, later on, in Haiti, when Brazilians took command. It 
happened after my period of time there. 

O.S. – Yeah. 

M.L. – But we saw, in the first case [the 1994 intervention], they resisted and it was the 
Cardoso folks that resisted going into Haiti, based on a series of domestic issues that they had, 
political issues. 

O.S. – Yeah. 

M.L. – And we didn't blow up at Brazil. At the Embassy, we tried to explain – to the 
Department of State, specially – what the background was. Because sometimes memories are 
short, historical memories are certainly short. But there wasn't a kind of well thought-up 
"Okay, so let's see if we can use Brazil in certain areas where we don't have to…” as a kind of 
strategy. It wasn’t that. It was kind of ad-hoc. But because Brazil had a good Foreign Service, 
because Brazil had a decent and responsible military and Brazil participated very actively in 
the UN, there were a lot of occasions, when Brazil was in among the leaders of particular 
issues that we were involved in as well, and we didn't see this as a negative or try to grab this. 
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I'd put it more that way than saying: "Okay, we have this good relationship with Brazil, how 
can we kind of work this.” It was more tactical than strategic, I think. 

O.S. –That's very interesting. I think that confirms some of theses that we had, and I think 
that's a particularly useful model in the region. And I think it also gave Brazil some self-
confidence, to some extent, to later on engage in other important, difficult issues. 

M.L. – For one thing, Cardoso was a very confident, positive person. 

O.S. – Right. 

M.L. – Even the relationship with Mrs. Clinton, for example, was an important one. 

O.S. – Oh, between Cardoso and Hillary? 

M.L. – Between Cardoso and Hillary, between Dona Ruth and Hillary. 

O.S. – Oh, so they had meetings between the two first ladies? 

M.L. – Yeah. Mrs. Clinton came down on her own, before the Beijng Women's Conference.78 
I remember this very well, because my wife, Joan, went with her to Bahia, to meet with some 
women, some female Brazilian leaders who were interested in gender issues, and women's 
issues. And Mrs. Clinton came, I got to know her a little bit there too, because we travelled 
together in the official car. I remember she met with Cardoso, she met with Dona Ruth. Since 
both Cardosos were Fulbrighters, they had Fulbright grants,79 and knew the United States, 
spoke pretty good English. She met with him and she came down a second time, when they 
had the State visit, and she was involved pretty much in the visit that Cardoso made [to the 
US].  

O.S. – It's really a fascinating period of time, because I think we haven't been back to a 
situation in which there is a US president having such a personal relationship to the Brazilian 
president. 

M.L. – Oh, absolutely. Between the wives, as well. I mean, after all, Mrs. Cardoso was an 
anthropologist. She had written an important book and done important work on Brazilian 
history and anthropology, sociology... They were on the same wavelength, intellectually, I 
think. And the Third Way was quite important in Latin America, not just Brazil and the 
United States...It wasn't socialism, it wasn't ultra-capitalism, it was a third way. 

O.S. – Right. This period holds a lot of interesting lessons also for what's going on in Brazil 
right now.  

M.L. – Oh, you bet. Brazil has a real problematic party system. An irresponsible party system 
that breeds corruption, because party switching can be done so quickly, there is often no 
transparency, the cabinet positions change depending on what the coalition looks like, and it's 
just one part of the[system] that calls out for change. I think Brazil, in terms of economy,  has 
a well-functioning system. It's got pretty good economic and fiscal policies, but the political 
system is really terrible... It just eases the way for corrupt activities and irresponsible action 
on the part of politicians. 

O.S. – Ambassador Levitsky, thank you for taking the time.  

M.L. – It was my pleasure. 

                                                        
78 The Fourth World Conference on Women was a conference held by the United Nations between 4 
and 15 September 1995, in Beijing, China. 
79 The Fulbright Program is a US cultural exchange program with the goal of improving intercultural 
relations between the United States and other countries. It offers grants for US citizens wishing to 
study abroad and foreigners with the intention of studying in the United States. It is one of the most 
competitive fellowship programs in the world. 


