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Currently the phenomenon of BRICS group became a highly disputed issue in 
the expert society. One general approach tends to see BRICS as just a group of 
states united superficially in the analysis of the international relations on the basis 
of their economic indicators. Consequently, according to this view, there is no real 
reason for the coordinated actions of these states on the global arena. Another view, 
on the contrary, stresses the potential of BRICS to become a new mechanism of 
global governance: despite the divergence in the development models each state in 
this group has a rising economic profile and influential positions in the respective 
regions. 

The proposed paper aims to review critically various approaches to the role of 
BRICS in the transformation of global governance system, analyze prospects of 
and challenges to the expansion of such a role and assess the possible implications 
for the international relations at global and regional levels.

In  2001  analyzing  the  economic  situation  in  the  world  Goldman  Sachs’s 
economist Jim O’Neill united Brazil, Russia, India and China under an acronym of 
BRIC (O’Neill 2001). This group was singled out analytically due to the certain 
common patterns of economic growth and development. In the Goldman Sachs’s 
report “Building Better Global Economic BRICs” Brazil, Russia, India and China 
were considered as “larger emerging market economies” which at that time were to 
show higher economic growth than G7 members (see Table 1).

Table 1. Real GDP Growth in the G7 and BRICs (1999-2002)

% Change Real GDP

1999 2000 2001

US 4.1 4.1 1.0

Euroland 2.6 3.4 1.6

UK 2.1 2.9 2.2

Canada 5.1 4.4 1.3

Japan 0.8 1.5 -.07

China 7.4 8.0 7.2
1The report is prepared with the support of Russian Foundation for Humanities (grant project № 12-03-00538а).
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India 6.4 5.2 4.2

Brazil 0.8 4.2 1.4

Russia 5.4 8.3 5.5

Source: O’Neill (2001), P.6

However the very existence of such common patterns could not necessarily 
mean  that  these  countries  were  forming  a  community  capable  of  consolidated 
international actions.

Politically  the trajectory of  these  countries’ cooperation went  in  a  slightly 
different way. It could be argued that the idea to unite the new centers of economic 
growth and political influence was rooted in Russia-India-China trilateral contacts. 
In  addition  quadripartite  meetings  of  Brazil,  Russia,  India  and  China  foreign 
ministers started since late 2000 years. Finally in 2008 the first BRIC summit took 
place  in  Yekaterinburg  (Russia)  and  was  followed  by  summits  in  other  BRIC 
member countries. South Africa joined the group in 2010 becoming a full-fledged 
participant of BRICS activities since next year.

Thus after a decade since the BRIC acronym was coined the group managed 
to convert this idea into a meaningful international experience. BRICS had created 
a working mechanism of yearly summits, launched consultations on various tracks 
(including  “track  2”  diplomacy2)  and  started  to  discuss  its  further 
institutionalization. These developments brought some analysts to the conclusion 
that “BRICs diplomacy showcases Russia acting as a team player in an innovative 
network,  making  reasonable  demands  to  reform international  institutions  while 
engaging in peer learning” (Roberts 2011: 4).

If  we  use  the  updated  terminology  by  Jim  O’Neill  the  BRICS  countries 
managed  to  transform  themselves  from  “emerging  economies”  to  “growth 
markets” 3. Some qualitative changes in BRICS economic development can be seen 
from the following indicators (see Table 2). They show, for example, that BRICS 
aggregate share of world total GDP in 2012 can surpass those of the United States 
(19.1%) and European Union (19,5%).

2All BRICS countries have successfully created National Research Committees with a premier goal to generate new 
ideas for the cooperation within the mechanism.

3Goldman’s O’Neil: Time to Move Beyond BRICs. Market Pulse. .21.11.2011 
http://www.marketwatch.com/story/goldmans-oneill-time-to-move-beyond-brics-2011-11-21 (accessed June, 3 
2012)
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Table 2. Key economic indicators of BRICS (2009-2012)

2009 2010 2011 2012 (est.)

GDP,  current  prices 
(USD, bill.)

Brazil 1,600.841 2,090.314 2,421.637 2,576.244

Russia 1,222.330 1,456.079 1,894.473 2,197.710

India 1,268.878 1,537.966 1,704.063 1,858.969

China 4,990.528 5,878.257 6,515.861 7,209.418

South Africa 283.977 357.259 383.124 402.493

GDP per  capita,  current 
prices (USD, units)

Brazil 8,360.327 10,816.487 12,422.942 13,108.904

Russia 8,614.026 10,437.490 13.542.891 15,764.533

India 1,058.226 1,264.839 1,382.402 1,488.031

China 3,738.952 4,382.136 4,833.292 5.321.148

South Africa 5,757.843 7,157.801 7,584.990 7,873.962

GDP  (based  on  PPP), 
share of world total (%)

Brazil 2.867 2.944 2.943 2.932

Russia 3.018 2.996 3.001 2.998

India 5.156 5.400 5.617 5.803

China 12.902 13.610 14.316 15.004

South Africa 0.719 0.708 0.703 0.699

Source: International Monetary Fund World Economic Outlook Database, April 2011.

Nowadays  the  main  spheres  for  coordination  defined  by  BRICS  summits 
include financial and economic cooperation, banking, international security with a 
special  focus  on  non-traditional  threats  (drug-trafficking,  terrorism).  One  aim 
which  definitely  unites  all  the  involved  countries  is  a  desire  to  spur  the 
transformation  of  world  financial  institutions  (first  and  foremost  IMF).  These 
countries  also  face  challenges  of  further  economic  modernization.  However  it 
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would  be  overstating  the  case  to  argue  that  all  BRICS  countries  have  similar 
perceptions of this structure.

Russian  approach  to  BRICS  is  focused  on  the  idea  of  its  gradual 
transformation into a center of new political clout. In this case BRICS can become 
a forum to discuss a broad spectrum of issues, including interaction at the regional, 
trans-regional and global levels. The Chinese counterparts view BRICS mainly as 
a way to form a consensus based position in international organizations and as a 
mechanism of interaction with them. Brazil expects BRICS to become a forum to 
discuss  trade  and economic  issues,  pressing  problems of  development  deriving 
from  the  territorial  factor  (regional  economic  disparities,  center-periphery 
relations, etc.). 

Assessing the research views on BRICS we can identify two main approaches 
roughly  indicated  as  optimistic4 and  pessimistic.  While  main  “optimistic” 
arguments  are  stated  above  the  “pessimistic”  ones  boil  down to  the  following 
statements.  First  and foremost  it  should  be noted  that  BRICS still  poses  more 
tactical rather than strategic aims (Martynov, 2011). Besides the relations between 
some BRICS countries are far from being unclouded. Thus certain contradictions 
exist between China and India on the border issues, between Russia and Brazil in 
the agriculture sphere and so on.

At  the  global  level  the  effectiveness  of  BRICS  in  the  near  future  highly 
depends on its member’s ability to coordinate mutual efforts within G20 and other 
institutions  as  well  as  elaborating  an  operable  decision-making  mechanism for 
regional and global governance. Whether BRICS will be able to find its place in 
this system remains, probably, the most important question.

There  are  a  number  of  significant  attempts  to  develop  a  comprehensive 
explanation of the contemporary global governance system. Among them we can 
define the following: 1) the concept of global government which reproduces the 
national  government  structures  at  the  global  scale,  2)  the  concept  of  global 
governance  system implemented  by  international  organizations  and  institutions 
like UN, IMF, World Bank, G7, G-20, 3) global governance based on the unipolar 
international model, 4) polycentric global governance system based on the mix of 
state  institutions  and  organizations  and  growing  regional  blocs  (Globalnyi 
Strategicheskiy Prognoz 2030, 71-76).

The last mentioned concept can be linked to the inter-regional studies focused 
on institutionalized relationships between groups of countries in different regions 
of  the world (Gilson 2002:  1-8).  Some scholars  distinguished inter-regionalism 
from trans-regionalism noting that the first  one implied a more narrow form of 
cooperation in a particular area (like trade) while the second one meant broader 
interaction between regional organizations and its members.

4For the optimistic view on BRICS see more (Lukov, 2011), (Larionova, 2011).
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A group of researches considered inter-regional relations as a stage on the 
way to global multipolar unity. However, the poles in this model were not the great 
powers  but  large  and  relatively  homogeneous  regional  clusters  (Reiterer  2009: 
213-236).

Inter-regional associations can provide discussion platforms for debating and 
settling various issues before they are introduced at higher levels (Reiterer 2009: 
181).  In this sense,  they can be more effective than groups of interests arising 
spontaneously  at  the  global  governance  forums.  Indeed,  one  way  or  another, 
members  of  such  associations  have  already  agreed  to  cooperate,  sketched  a 
roadmap  for  their  continued  development,  and  settled  on  decision-making 
methods.

Taking into account the stated conceptual approached BRICS can be seen as a 
prototype of trans-regional structure with a quite high potential of contributing to 
the global governance system.

The  possible  role  of  BRICS  in  its  transformation  is  connected  with  the 
specific features of countries in question. All of them fall into the category of large 
regional  powers  ready  to  structure  regional  political  and  economic  space  and 
assume the responsibility for the regional development. From the systemic point of 
view all BRICS countries can be considered as status-quo powers. Consequently 
their involvement in the global governance will not be of confrontational nature. It 
is  highly  unlikely  that  they  would  make  an  effort  to  propose  any  radically 
alternative models but rather try to provide their vision of a more just international 
system.

Taking into account the previous arguments one can figure out two possible 
scenarios for BRICS role in the global governance.

The first one implies that BRICS continue to grow but not fully catching up 
with the West remaining in the semi-peripheral status. Their political coordination 
can be still limited and represented mainly by the political consultations while the 
member  countries  will  prioritize  the  timeserving  aims  with  the  quite  limited 
number of strategic tasks.

The  second  scenario  supposes  a  more  strategic-oriented  development  for 
BRICS which allows the group to get integrated into existing global governance 
structures in a non-confrontational way thus ensuring the respect for their national 
interests at the global level. In this case their mutual cooperation in various spheres 
can  also  contribute  to  their  economic  growth and modernization.  While  at  the 
present time the first  scenario seems to be more implementable the second one 
undoubtedly entails more benefits for all BRICS countries and their regions.
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