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ABSTRACT 

 

This MSc thesis - Internationalisation of Higher Education in Brazil: The debate on GATS and 

Other International Cooperation Initiatives – investigates what are the initiatives in higher 

education that are encouraged and pursued in order to internationalise the sector in Brazil. It 

identifies the position of the main higher education stakeholders with regards to the General 

Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) and to other forms of international cooperation. The 

Mercosur is included in this study with the objective of identifying whether there is any 

preference for programmes inside the regional agreement and if so, why this happens. Non-

state actors receive special attention in this research, with the intention of discussing how they 

participate and influence the country’s official position regarding the GATS. 

 

The research uses the theories of international regimes and new-regionalism as a basis for the 

analysis. Methodologically, it is a case study of Brazil and it was done mainly through 

interviews with the key stakeholders of the higher education sector in the country and analysis 

of relevant documents. 

 

The main conclusion is that most stakeholders of higher education in Brazil are against 

including education under the GATS and in favour of other initiatives of international 

cooperation. Different rationales were identified as the basis for this position. Regarding the 

Mercosur, the study presents evidence of a preference for programmes inside the regional 

agreement, however this has not proven to be the case for trade-related initiatives. Non-state 

actors were found to have indirect political impact by securing and guaranteeing an official 

commitment against the GATS, however they are not the main responsible for producing the 

government’s position on the issue.  
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT  

 

The present research is focused on the subject of higher education in Brazil, more specifically, 

on the initiatives to internationalise this sector. The initiatives studied include cooperation 

programmes pursued by universities and the government, and the General Agreement of Trade 

in Services (GATS). I will analyse the official Brazilian position towards the GATS, how it is 

constructed and how it is different when compared to other internationalisation initiatives.  

 

The definition of higher education services proposed by the UN Provisional Central Product 

Classification (CPC) includes two classes of higher education services. The first is the post-

secondary, sub-degree technical and vocational education services, which consist of a variety 

of subject-matter programmes emphasising practical skills and including some theoretical 

background. The second class refers to the other higher education services leading to a 

university degree or equivalent. These are provided by universities or specialized professional 

schools and its programmes emphasize theoretical instruction and research training. (United 

Nations, 2007) 

 

1.1 Forms of International Education 

 

Internationalisation of higher education is a term used to refer to the various activities or 

forms of cooperation in higher education involving more than one country. According to Larsen, 

Momii and Vincent-Lancrin (2004) the internationalisation process of higher education has two 

dimensions. The first dimension is domestic and it refers to international curriculum teaching, 

research and other ways of helping students to acquire international skills without leaving their 

own country. The second dimension is called cross-border which refers to any students, 

teachers, institutions, materials or programmes which cross the national borders. The first 

dimension has been significantly present for many years, but the second one has only expanded 

over the last 10-20 years. The reasons for this recent spread, according to the authors, are the 

internationalisation of labour markets, the massification of international communication and 

transport, and the emergence of new opportunities such as e-learning.  

 

The literature shows that mobility of students and teachers is the dominant and fastest growing 

form of international higher education (Larsen, Momii and Vincent-Lancrin, 2004; Knight, 

2003). In 2005 there have been close to two million foreign students in OECD countries. Asia is 



 8 

the leading region in terms of sending tertiary students abroad followed by Europe. According 

to the United States International Trade Commission (2006), the U.S. is the largest destination 

for foreign students, hosting approximately 25% of all students studying abroad. In spite of the 

high reputation of American universities, this percentage has decreased over the last decade. 

Other typical destinations are the United Kingdom (11% of all students studying abroad), 

Germany (10%), France (9%), and Australia (8%), some of which have become even more 

popular in recent years.  

 

There is a series of international cooperation programmes that students can benefit from. 

UNITWIN is an example of a programme that supports university networks and inter-university 

cooperation with the objective of sharing knowledge across borders, advancing research, 

training and programme development in higher education. (UNESCO, 2005)  Also the Fulbright 

Programme, which is an American initiative from the Institute of International Education to 

increase mutual understanding between the United States and other countries, supports the 

exchange of persons, knowledge, and skills. (IIE, 2007) The Programme Alßan is an example of 

a scholarship programme specifically addressed to Latin America, whose selected applicants 

can conduct Masters, Doctorate or advanced Specialisation training in institutions from 17 

European Union member states. (Alßan, 2007) 

 

It is important to note that internationalisation of higher education represents a business of 

billions of dollars, especially for the countries that can export these services. The U.S., for 

example, has exported education services totalling $13.5 billion in 2004, while imports 

amounted to only $3.5 billion, resulting in a $10-billion trade surplus. Their main export 

markets in that year were India, China, Korea, Japan and Canada. (United States International 

Trade Commission, 2006)  Robertson and Dale (2003) draw the attention to countries like New 

Zealand and Australia which are rapidly gaining ground in the education export industry. For 

both of these countries, education has become one of the largest export services earners 

making billions of dollars every year.  

 

1.2 Pros and Cons of Internationalising 

 

The UNESCO based International Association of Universities has surveyed 650 institutions and 

organisations of higher education and has presented its conclusions in a survey report about 

internationalisation of higher education (Knight, 2003). The report shows that the main 

benefits of internationalisation perceived by these institutions are the development of their 

students and staff, the quality assurance of academic standards, and international research 
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collaboration. Most respondents see the value of internationalisation as a tool to provide 

opportunities for specific activities, rather than the end results of those activities. On the 

other hand, the greatest risks seen by them are “brain drain” and the loss of cultural identity. 

The fear that students, scholars and teachers do not return after a period abroad was very 

strong in the institutions from Latin America and North America and surprisingly low in Asia. In 

addition, there is the concern around access and equity, i.e., whether internationalisation will 

help increasing the number of individuals with a high quality degree or it will re-enforce the 

existing social difference by offering good education only for the ones who can afford it. Cross-

border educational provision is often portrayed as a solution to the problem of unmet demand, 

since students will have more options of pursuing education. However it can produce unequal 

effects in society since student mobility is primarily self-financed by students and their 

families, and as a result those from lower economic backgrounds tend to participate less in 

cross-border student mobility. (OECD, 2004)  

 

In Brazil, the higher education system has been subject to international influence since its 

inception. The first Brazilian universities, which were inaugurated in the 1930s, counted with 

many foreign teachers and researchers who brought external experience and innovative 

scientific methods. Movements that were flourishing in Europe would usually reach Brazil 

through teachers who were either fugitives from the war or who saw an opportunity in the 

Brazilian universities to put in practice their new ideas and research projects. In many cases 

this resulted in significant financial investment from the European countries or the U.S. in 

programmes and research being developed in Brazil. (Schwartzman, 2001) 

 

Today, the Brazilian Ministry of Education and the various higher education institutions position 

internationalisation as an opportunity to improve the quality of the education system, to share 

experience and knowledge with counterparts in other countries, and to prepare citizens to 

participate in the international labour market. Some educational institutions already have an 

internationalisation policy and strategy in place; however most of them do not have the budget 

or monitoring framework to support the implementation of their strategies and programmes. 

 

Exchange of students is the most widely practiced initiative among the Brazilian higher 

education institutions. Other than sending Brazilians abroad, they also receive foreign 

students, for whom they try to provide support such as accommodation, meals, transport or 

health insurance. However, most institutions still do not offer courses in English so foreigners 

usually have to adapt to classes in Portuguese. Very few schools have shared programmes, 

which are developed in cooperation with other foreign institutions, or the so-called double-

degree programmes. Exchange of teachers and research done abroad are even less common 
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due to the high costs involved. Brazil has strong cooperation with Portugal and Sub-Saharan 

African countries, either because of language proximity or because of similar economic and 

social development levels. Programmes inside Mercosur1 are also popular which are seen as a 

commitment from Brazil and Argentina to support the development of the other countries in 

the region. Other than this, Brazil has cooperation with many European and American 

institutions, sometimes receiving funds and other types of support from them.  

 

The most important obstacle faced by institutions of higher education in Brazil to promote 

internationalisation is the lack of funds at the institutional level. Since the cost of living in 

Brazil is much lower than in the US and European countries, the majority of Brazilian students 

cannot afford living abroad for a long period of time without working. The fees for studying in a 

foreign university are also very high, so cooperation programmes which involve some sort of 

funding greatly increase the number of exchange students. According to Knight (2003), lack of 

financial support is the biggest challenge also in other developing countries.  

 

1.3 The GATS 

 

In the 1990’s a new dimension was brought into the field of internationalisation of higher 

education, which impacted not only Brazil but nearly every country in the world. This new 

dimension was the inclusion of education as a service in the agreements of the World Trade 

Organisation (from now on to be referred as WTO). The General Agreement on Trade in 

Services (GATS) was put in place with the objective of regulating international commerce in 12 

different sectors of services such as communication, construction, distribution, financial, 

transportation, education and others. As a sector, education is further subdivided into primary, 

secondary, higher, adult education and other services. The agreement differentiates four 

modes of supply which apply to every service: (1) Cross-border supply, (2) Consumption abroad, 

(3) Commercial presence and (4) Presence of natural persons. In the case of education, the 

four modes cover respectively (1) programme mobility (distance education, online education, 

course franchising…), (2) student mobility, (3) institution mobility (branch campus) and (4) 

academic mobility (professors and researchers working temporarily abroad). 

 

Countries that are exporters of a service tend to benefit from the legal predictability and equal 

conditions of competition in foreign territory that are envisaged by the GATS. On the other 

hand, countries which are importers, typically developing or under-developed countries, are 

                                                 
1 Mercosur is the regional trade agreement of South America. It includes Brazil, Argentina, Uruguay and Paraguay. It 
has Chile and Bolivia as associate members and is currently discussing the admission of Venezuela. 
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expected to benefit from the entry of foreign high quality universities into national territory 

and from increased competition among institutions. However, importers are also subject to the 

entrance of low quality, commercial institutions that focus on offering fast and easy degrees in 

opposition to good and thorough education. Countries could ideally protect themselves from 

such cases by having strong regulatory mechanisms to control and guarantee a minimum level 

of quality of the educational service being offered. Stable legislation in the sector is also 

crucial if a country does not want to change and adapt its internal rules to fit with the 

international regulatory commitments. 

 

A practical example of a country which was not well prepared for foreign participation in 

education is Jamaica. This case is often used to show the drawbacks of opening the education 

sector under GATS. Jamaica included its higher education sector in GATS expecting that 

greater participation from foreign providers would help to expand access in the sector. 

However the lack of clear policy strategies or appropriate regulatory mechanisms made it 

difficult to control the presence and the level of service offered by the new providers that 

began entering the territory. Instead of a Harvard or an Oxford, the country received a number 

of foreign universities offering “franchised degrees” of low or little value to most Jamaican 

students. Another issue is that these universities are now demanding equal access to state 

subsidies. This is endorsed by the equal treatment principle of the GATS which provides that 

every enterprise operating within a boundary faces the same competitive conditions. Since 

Jamaica made full commitments on higher education under GATS and stated no restrictions or 

limitations, there is an understanding that any subsidy provided by the government to a 

national university should also be given to a foreign institution. What ended up happening in 

practice was that the few resources of a poor country like Jamaica were being used to finance 

rich institutions. (OBHE, 2003) 

 

This case has brought up many concerns in the international education community and it has 

raised the question of how GATS commitments are interpreted, what are the limits of this 

agreement and which exceptions are accepted by the WTO. It has also provoked some 

apprehension in terms of whether private providers could use the GATS to their advantage by 

asking governments for the same subsidies directed to public institutions, especially in areas 

such as education, culture, health and sanitation. These uncertainties have contributed to 

making countries more hesitant in committing their education sectors under the agreement. 

 

For a developing country like Jamaica, and also Brazil, the implications of GATS are more 

important than for richer countries. In the case of developed nations, national autonomy is 

usually guaranteed by their robust economies and strong internal sectors. For a developing 
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country, on the other hand, opening up a sector where national companies are not strong 

enough to compete with foreign investors may lead to dependency and even subjugation. This 

is in itself undesirable, but the concern is even greater in the case of public services such as 

education, health, water and sanitation. Governments may have social concerns like equity and 

universal access which would likely be overlooked by foreign corporations.  Education also 

plays a role in shaping the national identity which would be hard to maintain if the control over 

the curriculum is put at risk.  

 

1.4 Latin America and Brazil 

 

In Latin America, the first time that education under the GATS was discussed in a public forum 

was in 2002 during the Cumbre de Rectores Ibero-Americanos (Iberoamerican Summit with 

University Deans). The main concern in the region, which was also raised during the meeting, is 

that most countries do not have mechanisms in place to guarantee minimum quality standards 

in the provision of education and to protect them from low quality foreign providers. Brazil and 

Argentina are the countries with the largest offer in higher education and with strong 

accreditation committees while the rest of region is practically unregulated. Nevertheless, 

Chile, Panama, Colombia and Mexico are among the Latin American countries which have been 

in favour of trade in education.  

 

In Brazil, quality assurance mechanisms have been in place for decades and have been solely 

used to monitor the internal market. There has been a large expansion of the national private 

higher education sector during the last 10 years2, therefore these mechanisms have been key to 

controlling and guaranteeing quality of private provision of higher education during this growth 

period.  

 

The Brazilian state regulates the higher education system through a series of evaluation 

processes managed by INEP (National Institute of Educational Studies and Research), CAPES 

(Coordination of Higher Education Staff Development) and by national law3 (Brazilian National 

Constitution, 1988). INEP manages the process of institutional evaluation for graduate 

programmes, which includes analysis of data and confirmation in loco of the information 

provided with regard to the programmes. They also administer the national exam, which all 

                                                 
2 According to the Brazilian official education research institute, there were 209 public and 764 private institutions in 
Brazil in 1998. Since then, the number of public institutions has maintained steady while by 2003 the number of private 
institutions has grown tremendously to 1.652. (INEP, 2004) 
3Article number 84, Incisive IV and VI; Law number 4024/1961; Law number 9131/1995; Law number 9394/1996 and 
Dec. number 3860/2001. 
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graduate students need to complete before graduating. The focus of INEP’s evaluation is the 

quality level of the teachers, the institutional organisation and the infrastructure offered such 

as laboratories and libraries. This evaluation helps the Ministry of Education in deciding for 

subscription and re-validation of higher education institutions. CAPES is the body in the Ministry 

of Education which coordinates all efforts to attain quality in higher education teaching, 

especially post-graduate programmes. Since the 1970s, CAPES evaluates the full post-graduate 

system in Brazil. 

 

According to a study performed by Soares (2003) as part of UNESCO/IESALC, the Brazilian 

national evaluation system has contributed to the expansion in the number of higher education 

institutions and students. The system is also recognised for the diversity of courses and 

programmes offered and the development of clear nation-wide procedures to evaluate the 

quality of institutions. The weaknesses of the Brazilian national evaluation system identified by 

the same study include the ambiguity in the meaning of higher education quality and the 

disconnection between the quality criteria and the social use/application of knowledge 

acquired and developed by students. There is also little clarity on what are the strategic areas 

needed for national development that require more professionals to be cultivated. Soares also 

identified that there is a fear in the national evaluation institutions that the current approach 

will not able to protect against the increased privatisation of the higher education system. 

They talk about a decrease in teacher salaries and a shift in the reputation of employer of 

choice from the public universities towards the private ones. There are concerns that this may 

lead to lower quality of education in the public institutions and less incentive to research. 

Opening the Brazilian education market for foreign providers under GATS is also perceived as a 

threat since the foreign institutions may chose to offer a different curriculum, disconnected 

from the national needs, or may invest less in research since it is less profitable than degrees. 

There is also the concern that the introduction and advancement of a global culture may 

replace the national values and traditions.  

 

Despite the fact that private initiative already provides a large part of the higher education in 

Brazil and regardless of the strong quality control mechanisms currently in place, the Brazilian 

government is still hesitating to sign any commitment under GATS. The official position of the 

current government in the WTO negotiations is clearly against the agreement.  
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1.5 Research Objectives 

 

The present research is aimed at understanding the debate on internationalisation of higher 

education and especially how the GATS differs from other international cooperation initiatives. 

My objectives with this study are threefold. The first is to understand the position of each of 

the different actors involved in the Brazilian higher education system with regards to the 

internationalisation of higher education and especially the commitments under the GATS. 

Understanding their positions includes having a clear idea of what is behind these views and 

the rationale for being against or in favour of a certain approach. I anticipate that the 

rationales behind current internationalisation initiatives and behind GATS are different and 

based on diverse ideas and beliefs. There is also the expectation that quality control 

mechanisms are in place for the existing types of programmes but that these are not enough to 

protect the country against possible negative implications of GATS. This would explain why 

Brazil is in favour of continuing the type of cooperation it currently has and not investing in 

setting new standards and assurance mechanisms for the transactions covered by GATS. 

 

Another important aspect involved in the Brazilian process of internationalisation of higher 

education is Mercosur. There is a commitment from states and institutions in its member 

countries to cooperate with each other through partnerships and programmes with the goal of 

reducing social difference in the region. My second objective with this study is to identify the 

reasons why Brazil is more in favour of cooperating within the Mercosur as opposed to globally 

in the context of the GATS, and what are the real interests behind this preference; are they 

economic or more socially driven? The hypothesis is that Brazil’s relationship with the Mercosur 

members also includes initiatives involving trade in education. In this case, the position 

towards cooperation in the Mercosur level is contradictory to its attitude concerning the GATS. 

The country seems to be inconsistent in defending education as a public good in global 

discussions but accepting to commercialise it in the regional level. I expect to find that 

regional arrangements are more accepted because the country feels safer in this remit where it 

deals with countries in a similar or lower developmental stages.  

 

The third objective of this research is to understand how the official position is formed and to 

what extent non-state actors have a say in it. The hypothesis is that higher education 

institutions and its stakeholders do play a role, but more in terms of legitimising rather than 

directly defining the official Brazilian position towards the GATS and other international 

cooperation initiatives. 
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1.6   Thesis Structure 

 

After introducing the topic in chapter one, this document continues in chapter two with an 

explanation of the theoretical framework used for the research. The theories selected to 

support the analysis of the data are described and also how they are expected to contribute to 

understanding the topic. The third chapter presents the methodological approach used in order 

to achieve the three objectives stated above. The main research question and its sub-questions 

are detailed, as well as my hypotheses for them. It also includes an explanation of the 

approach and method chosen for the research, and of how the sample was selected and 

approached. In chapter four the results of the research are exposed and briefly discussed, 

bringing information acquired through interviews and document analysis in an orderly manner. 

A more thorough discussion happens in chapter five, where the theories and results are 

explored and jointly examined, and my final conclusions are proposed. 
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CHAPTER 2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

Despite the fact that the present study refers to education, I will not use educational theories 

to support my analysis. The reason for this is that educational science on its own could not 

answer all the questions raised in this research. It would provide only partial answers since the 

topic is inserted in a broader political context and is influenced by the dynamics of 

international relations. Dale and Robertson (2007) also argue for the need to go beyond 

educationism. They refer to the fact that globalisation has brought many changes to the 

characteristics of education, however educational theories and methods insist on treating it as 

a constant field with a single and shared meaning of what education is. Matters like the GATS, 

which directly affect the sector, go further than traditional discussions about the national 

education system and therefore call for a broader and more diverse set of theories. 

 

International regimes and new-regionalism are the two theories which will be used as a 

background to understand the debate on internationalisation of higher education in Brazil and 

especially the discussion on GATS. Aspects such as the construction of government’s position 

towards the agreement and how other stakeholders manage to influence this process are 

examined. The preference for trading inside the Mercosur boundaries is also explored using 

these theories as a basis.  

 

2.1 International Regimes 

 

International regimes theory is part of the study of international relations and it looks at how 

international institutions and regimes are formed, implemented and how they influence the 

behaviour of states and society. The most commonly cited definition of regimes comes from 

Stephen Krasner who defines them as "principles, norms, rules, and decision-making procedures 

around which actor expectations converge in a given issue-area." (1982, pg. 1) The GATS, which 

is relevant to this study, can be considered an instrument of the international trade regime 

since it represents a collection of rules and principles that guide the behaviour of states in the 

area of trade. Krasner’s definition received many criticisms because of its imprecision and 

breadth but it still remained as consensus4.  

 

                                                 
4 A complete discussion of this can be found in Hasenclever, Mayer & Rittberger (1996). 
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One of the objectives of regimes is to increase security and predictability in international 

politics. Regimes facilitate this by guiding the behaviour of individuals through its norms, 

principles, rules and procedures. According to Arts (2000, pg. 530), the goals of regime building 

can be summarised into three: “(1) to overcome anarchy and security dilemmas in international 

relations, (2) to build trust, confidence and predictable relations among states, (3) to increase 

the problem-solving capacity of the international community around collective goods.”  In the 

context of the WTO, the GATS works like a contract - it was developed and signed by member 

countries and it provides the legal ground-rules for international commerce. As a result of 

having such established regime, nations can ideally negotiate trade and settle disputes in an 

orderly and safe manner.  

 

Hay (2002) explains how the traditional theories of international regimes have developed in the 

1970s into neo-realism and neo-liberalism. According to the author, neo-realism assumes that 

states are rational and that they act in pursuit of their national interests. However, since the 

international system structure is considered to be anarchical, these inter-state relations seem 

competitive and conflictive. For neo-liberalism, the mainstream approach at this moment, 

humans are also rationale actors but they are perceived as capable of shaping the environment 

around them and as a result impacting the future. 

 

In the late 1980’s, constructivism emerged as an alternative to the two lines of thought on 

international regime theory. Constructivism rejects the rationalism of both the neo-liberal and 

neo-realist approaches, and it searches for a more dynamic and open ended understanding of 

world politics. According to this approach, the idea of interests is not a clear-cut one; states 

don’t tend to act based on material interests but instead they do so based on the perception of 

interests. Hay (2002) cite an example from Alexander Wendt which helps to illustrates this: If 

the UK has 500 nuclear weapons while North Korea has only 5, the US should still be less afraid 

of the UK than of North Korea, since the first is not an enemy like the latter. It is not the 

material number of weapons that matter, but rather what are the interests of the states 

behind those weapons. 

 

By applying the three different theories to the WTO as an institution and especially to the GATS 

as a regime provides us with different pictures of why they were created and how they 

influence the behaviour of states in trade negotiations. Firstly, the neo-liberal theories, which 

are interest based, assume that each state has calculated the benefits it could gain from a 

regulated services market and have decided to come together to create an international 

agreement on trade in Services. In this view, the GATS came into existence because it could 

facilitate cooperation among states and help them in achieving common interests. This theory 
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would not give sufficient grounds to explain why Brazil is so fearful about opening up a sector 

for foreign participation. It could be that Brazil is not willing to exchange education for 

benefits in another sector and therefore does not expect to benefit from this regime. That is 

perhaps due to the fact that it is a public service and therefore it does not follow the market 

logic, like telecommunications for example, where common benefits can be achieved 

simultaneously.   

 

As a second approach, the power-based realists believe that cooperation is very hard to 

establish because states tend to act out of self-interest and seek for more than just absolute 

advantage. They also look for relative advantage when compared to their competitors. In this 

view, GATS was created and is maintained by countries that are more powerful and have a 

preponderance of services resources. This unequal distribution of power may seem threatening 

to countries like Brazil. A richer nation puts pressure on a developing country to open up a 

sector when it expects to benefit from entering it. Brazil is probably aware that it will lose the 

game in some sectors but it would not want to risk losing in a delicate area such as education. 

On the other hand, Brazil is the most powerful and resourceful nation inside the Mercosur and 

this may be why it feels more protected and favourable to trade on the regional level. Since 

regimes are seen to be associated to the unequal distribution of power, they are also unstable; 

if, at some point, the power resources relevant to services get more equally distributed 

between the countries involved, the GATS regime is expected to decline.  

 

The third, knowledge-based cognitive approach, or constructivism as mentioned earlier, 

focuses not only on the interests of states, but mainly on the origins of these interests, how 

they are formed and what are their preferences. This school tries to go beyond the rationalism 

of the other two schools in order to explain economic and political decisions. It accepts that 

knowledge and ideas can shape the perception of reality and therefore impact choices. This 

would explain the growing demand for scientific and reliable data that would enable countries 

to assess the consequences of their own decisions. In the case of Brazil, opposition to 

committing the education sector under the GATS may be influenced by the lack of knowledge 

on the outcome of such decision or by the belief that this will be damaging for the country. In 

this case, uncertainty leads to lower levels of cooperation, which is a typical association of one 

of the cognitivist schools.  

 

These theories can be used to understand the ideas and knowledge that shape Brazil’s 

perception of the GATS and of other international programmes, as well as how this happens. 

They can also help in identifying who are the actors involved in international regimes and how 

non-state stakeholders can effectively influence policies and decisions. Arts (2000) explains 
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how the three main theories in the study of international relations have different views in 

terms of who participates in international regimes. According to the neo-liberal approach, 

states are the main and the most powerful actors in international regimes, but multi-national 

corporations, other non-governmental organisations, religious and nationalist movements also 

play an important role in international events. The neo-realist model considers states as the 

ones who shape politics; they are sovereign and are the main element of analysis in 

international relations. Since realists believe in an anarchic state system, world politics is 

basically composed by rational states trying to maximise their gain. In Arts’ view, the main 

shortcomings of these two models (neo-liberal and neo-realist) are the singular and limited 

view on actors and regime formation. Also, their ideas on agency and structure are not dynamic 

enough and do not contemplate transition, transformation and social change. Non-state actors 

are usually seen as powerless and dominated by the strong countries. According to the author, 

this is where the structuration theory from Giddens comes into play. In the structuration 

approach, institutions influence and restrict human action but they do not nullify it. Social 

structure does not exist without agency, therefore social change can only take place because 

individuals are able to reflect and define their acts. The theory recognises a series of aspects 

which influence human agents, like motives, beliefs and ideas. 

 

In a later piece of work, Arts (2003) makes an analysis of non-state actors, especially NGOs and 

BINGOs (business NGOs), and looks at how and why they can influence international affairs. In 

the author’s opinion, participation from non-state actors goes further than lobbying, “they are 

also invited by public authorities to sit at negotiation tables. Even more so, they design, 

implement and monitor international policies themselves.” (pg. 8) In spite of the great amount 

of literature and empirical data showing that non-state actors have influence in international 

political processes, the author recognises that states are still the ones with the ultimate legal 

and formal authority to produce any fundamental change in world politics. Perhaps this is the 

reason why NGOs are still neglected in theories about international regimes.  

 

In the case of education under the GATS, non-state actors are not official participants of the 

negotiation rounds. However, international regimes theory can possibly demonstrate that non-

state actors are able to play an effective role in forming Brazil’s official position. They can also 

help in identifying which strategies may influence position and policy framing. I anticipate that 

universities, unions and international institutions are invited by public authorities to 

participate in discussions about education under the GATS. Non-state actors can also influence 

through production of new data and relevant information on the possible consequences of 

opening the education market for foreign participation. Through contact with their counter-

parts in other countries, they bring valuable information of the effect that the GATS has in 
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different places. Teacher unions also seem to add value by bringing a historical perspective of 

the role of universities and how the GATS may impact the social function of education. This 

way, Brazilian non-state organisations are expected to participate in building the national 

position in the GATS negotiations and in indirectly shaping national policy. I do anticipate 

however that the final decision remains with the state and also the legal authority to define 

the official position and related policies.  

 

2.2 New-Regionalism 

 

During the Cold-War, the world was basically divided into two competing socio-economic 

systems: the capitalist free market view on one side and socialism on the other. With the end 

of the Cold-War, a new world order with a more multilevel pattern of governance was made 

necessary. The basic concern was then how to combine economic freedom with social order on 

a global scale, especially in a situation where there was no formal international political 

authority. In this context, regionalisation appeared as a possible mode of organising the world, 

an alternative to globalisation, or even complementary to it.  

 

According to Hettne (1998) there are various meanings attached to the concept of regionalism, 

and he discusses mainly two in his article “Global Market versus New Regionalism” which are 

particularistic regionalism and universalistic regionalism. Particularistic regionalism is 

comparable to nationalism, but an extended version of it. It is a trans-national formation 

where its parts share a common identity. Based on such approach, one can argue in favour of 

or against a specific regional group, like the Mercosur for example, without bothering about 

other regions. He draws the attention to the fact that this form of regionalism has the 

potential to develop aggressive behaviours towards other regions. In contrast to this, the 

universalistic regionalism refers to a potential world order. Based on such view, regionalism 

consists of regional groupings which are its main element and relate to one another. In this 

case, a discussion would be more around the advantages or disadvantages of a regionalised 

world instead of evaluating one specific regionalism. 

 

Regionalisation is also considered to be a process of change through which countries move 

away from heterogeneous culture, security, economic policies and political regime into a more 

homogeneous group. Cultural homogenisation is a slow process but a key one to integration. In 

order to avoid that it leads to a conflictive relation it needs to allow for cultural pluralism 

within it. A common, inherently civil society is a positive expression of cultural regionalisation. 

Security, on the other hand, is a dimension that directly influences economic and political 
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relations. It is a crucial aspect to the process of regional integration. When states have similar 

economic policies and compatible market interests they fulfil an important condition for 

further regionalisation. A similar political regime is also essential and this is why political 

conditionality is often part of development cooperation or aid. These three dimensions are 

inter-related and usually evolve together. For example, changes in a nation’s security policy 

will influence their political relations and so on. (Hettne, 1998) 

 

Europe is regarded as an example of an advanced regional integration. Its member countries 

are in the process of harmonising their economic, political and security policies as well as 

constructing a civil society with shared characteristics and goals. Europe also functions as a 

trigger to other regionalisation processes. This happens in two ways: one positive, which is by 

serving as a model to be copied and by encouraging other groupings in developing countries, 

and another more negative, which is by threatening the global trade system through its 

protectionism. Applying this to the present research may help us to understand why a country 

like Brazil prefers to cooperate within the Mercosur instead of pursuing multilateral global 

trade in the area of higher education. Europe’s positive influence over Brazil can be seen in the 

country’s effort to prioritise the regional arena. On the other hand, the fact that Brazil prefers 

to close off its higher education sector from the international trade market may also be 

understood as a reaction to Europe’s own protectionism.  

 

Hettne (1998, pg. 363) explains that the process of regionalisation occurs at three levels 

simultaneously: “the structures of the world system as a whole, the level of interregional 

relations, and the internal pattern of the single region”. Hettne & Soderbaum (2000) suggest 

that both state and non-state actors are involved in this process. It is difficult to say who plays 

a bigger role, since they interact with each other and with forces from all sides: global, 

regional, national and local. According to MacLeod (2001), regionalist scholars tend to believe 

that a local civil society brings competitive advantage by boosting the benefits of investments 

in various forms of capital. They talk about socio-institutional infrastructure like networks, 

trust-based interactions and relations of reciprocity which were built throughout time and 

constitute the so called social capital.  

 

Regionalisation is different today when compared to what it was in the period of the Cold-War. 

The context before was of a bi-polar world order opposed to the multi-polarity of the present 

day. The old regionalism was then created from above, by the superpowers, while the new one 

comes from within, from the constituent states. The old regionalism was also more focused on 

specific objectives while the new one is multidimensional. In Europe, for example, there is a 

reaction to neo-nationalisms (which are closer to old-regionalism), however this does not stop 
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them from a process of regionalisation (represented by new-regionalism). (Hettne, 1998. 

Hettne & Soderbaum, 2000) 

 

In the 1980’s, when new-regionalism emerged, it was discouraged by international institutions 

since it was perceived as a barrier to globalisation and as something contradictory to the idea 

of market liberalisation. However, there has been increased interest and support from 

organisations like the WTO in regionalisation processes with the belief that regional trading 

agreements are needed or at least play an important role in world political economy, more 

specifically in promoting trade expansion and liberalisation. (Low, 2003) New-regionalism is 

starting to be seen as a first step for multilateralism instead of a hindrance to it or an obstacle. 

This can explicitly be seen in the Doha ministerial declaration from November 2001 where it is 

stated: 

 

“We stress our commitment to the WTO as the unique forum for global trade rule-

making and liberalization, while also recognizing that regional trade agreements can 

play an important role in promoting the liberalization and expansion of trade and in 

fostering development.” (WTO, 2001) 

 

According to Low (2003), many countries are following a double track; on one hand they pursue 

multilateralism under the WTO and on another they engage in new regionalism with its regional 

trade partners. Such bilateral and cross-regional free trade agreements may bring agility and 

diversification to a country’s trade policy while keeping them aligned to the multilateralism 

proposed by the WTO. Low looks at the example of Singapore and ASEAN and how they have 

influenced each other in terms of international trade. After her case analysis, the author 

concludes that multilateralism is superior to bilateral and cross-regional trading agreements 

and that in the case of Singapore, the regional trading blocks have hindered its performance on 

the international market. She deduces that regional trade agreements are often less agile than 

multilateralism in terms of trade liberalisation.  

 

The concept of new-regionalism is used in this research because it may help to understand why 

Brazil favours international cooperation on higher education within the Mercosur and not so 

much with other regions. Like many developing countries, Brazil may prefer to act regionally in 

order to increase its negotiation and bargaining power. As it becomes stronger, it may have 

more confidence for global multilateral deals. This regional focus can also be understood as a 

counter-effect of Europe’s protective behaviour, which is very strong in areas like agricultural 

products that are of interest for Brazilian exports. 
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This theoretical framework also proposes that regionalisation should not be seen as a barrier to 

multilateral trade but instead as a first step to it. Developing countries like Brazil may feel 

more comfortable and confident with regional cooperation or “south-south” relations. South-

south initiatives usually take place among developing countries with the objective of promoting 

development by sharing best practices and technology. Such programmes within the Mercosur 

may be a starting point so that later the country feels more prepared to move into global 

trade. As Low (2003) explains, south-south cooperation is not the most effective in terms of 

trade creation, however north-south relations facilitate exploitative behaviour from the 

developed country side and therefore offer less comparative advantage to the developing 

country. She counter-argues by saying that the success of a country’s trade policy will also 

depend on how agile and developed the regional block is. 

 

In summary, it is still unclear whether regional trade arrangements contribute to advancing 

global trade or hinder it by creating a distorted web of trade regimes. What is clear is that 

Brazil has preferred to focus on its role as a regional economy while carefully choosing the 

products and services to be negotiated in the global community. By using the new-regionalist 

theoretical approach I expect to understand why this happens and what the rationale behind 

such position is. 
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CHAPTER 3 METHODOLOGY  

 

This study was conducted over a period of 8 months. The first month was spent in Amsterdam, 

the Netherlands, and it involved familiarisation with the theme and preparation of the research 

proposal. It was followed by a field work period of almost 2 months in various cities in Brazil 

when the actual data was collected. The remaining 5 months were spent in Amsterdam and 

were occupied with data analysis and thesis writing.  

 

The present chapter starts with an explanation of the research questions, sub-questions and my 

hypotheses for them. It continues with a discussion of qualitative research and of why it was 

chosen as the main methodological approach for this paper. The method of case study is also 

examined and justified as the most appropriate for this research. The chapter continues with a 

presentation of the sample, how it was selected and the methods utilised to collect data. 

Further on, the concepts employed in this exercise are introduced as well as some indication of 

how they can be measured.  

 

3.1 Research Questions 

 

In the pursuit of internationalisation of the higher education system in Brazil, the country has 

engaged in and encouraged cooperation programmes with other countries which involve the 

exchange of students and teachers, combined research, double degrees and others. The GATS, 

which would theoretically facilitate even further this internationalisation of educational 

services, was not so well received by the Brazilian Ministry of Education and by other relevant 

stakeholders. The country’s official position in the WTO forums is against opening the 

education sector under the GATS. In this context, the following research question is posed: 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Considering that both the GATS and international cooperation initiatives contribute to the 
internationalisation of higher education in Brazil, what is the rationale for Brazil’s 
opposition to the GATS and favouritism for other initiatives, especially within the Mercosur? 



 25

The following sub-questions are expected to help addressing the main research question: 

 

What are the current initiatives to internationalise higher education in Brazil and what is the 

rationale behind Brazil’s favourable position towards them? 

The government and universities encourage and engage in international programmes of many 

types with their counterparts in other countries. This study presents information on what kind 

of programmes are these, what is the benefit perceived by the Brazilian educational 

institutions and what is the rationale for engaging in such initiatives.  

 

What is the opinion of the different stakeholders with regards to the GATS and what is the 

rationale behind it? 

State and non-state actors such as public and private universities, unions and NGOs may have 

different opinions about the GATS and about whether Brazil should commit its higher education 

sector under the agreement. I will examine the position of each of these stakeholders, if they 

are against or in favour of the agreement and the rationale behind their positions. 

 

Why is the Brazilian government and its universities more in favour of exchanging within the 

Mercosur than outside it? 

Regionalisation is growing and countries tend to cooperate strongly within their regional 

blocks. This approach is usually combined with multilateralism and global arrangements. In the 

case of Brazil, higher education does not enter in trade discussions with most countries, except 

with the members of Mercosur. The justification for not commercialising education under the 

GATS seems to be inconsistent with the country’s attitude in the region. Brazil’s preference for 

cooperation within the Mercosur and south-south will be put into perspective and the rationale 

for this favouritism will be examined.  

 

Which actors participate in the construction of Brazil’s official position with regards to GATS? 

What is the impact and influence that these actors have at the official position? 

In order to understand why Brazil is officially negative about including education under the 

GATS it is important to analyse the opinion of various stakeholders of the higher education 

system in Brazil. What each of these actors perceive as the agreement’s opportunities and 

threats and which strategies they use to influence the government’s position may bring 

additional light into understanding the main research question. I will examine who are the key 

players and how influential they are in this debate. 
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I have three working hypotheses for the main research question: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.2 Qualitative Approach 

 

Both qualitative and quantitative approaches offer advantages and disadvantages for academic 

research. Qualitative research, for example, has the benefit of being more open, flexible and 

speculative and therefore it is in a better position to describe the inter-relationships between 

the elements that shape a position or a decision. It allows the researcher to enter and to 

explore an unknown ground by examining the “hows” and “whys” of people’s attitudes. On the 

other hand, qualitative research has a few drawbacks. It does not report reality in the most 

objective and transparent way. It is also more difficult to generalise its results to a wider 

population or even to make valid comparisons between different situations. (Silverman, 2001) 

 

The present research will follow a qualitative approach because it intends to explore the views 

of the various stakeholders involved in the discussion of internationalisation of higher 

education and the rationale for their opinions. The research (sub)questions outlined earlier 

require a more explorative approach, one which is focused on a single case but that offers a 

large amount of material. Through a qualitative approach, information collected can lead to a 

deeper understanding of the internationalisation debate and of the reasons behind people’s 

preferences and positions.  

 

Brazil is against including education under the GATS and in favour of other initiatives of 
international cooperation because its education stakeholders feel threatened by the 
agreement and do not foresee any added benefits on top of what they already get from 
traditional forms of internationalisation. 

Brazil accepts trade in education within the Mercosur and prefers to have educational 
cooperation inside the block because it feels safer and more in control of the initiatives 
pursued than if compared to the global scale. 

Non-state actors have a strong position against including education under the GATS and they 
put pressure on the government to maintain the country’s unfavourable position on the 
WTO discussion rounds. 
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3.3 Case Study Method 

 

The case study method was chosen for the present study. According to Gerring (2006) case 

studies are traditionally identified with qualitative methods. They refer to an intensive study of 

a single case with the objective of understanding a larger set of cases. In the present research, 

the case being studied is Brazil and the debate on internationalisation of higher education 

taking place in the country. Like any other method, case study has its benefits but also 

problems. One of its disadvantages is difficult in generalising. The case which is studied in 

detail is usually not fully representative of the population, in other words, the sample and 

population are not homogeneous and therefore not fully comparable. One of the advantages is 

the exploratory nature of case studies and the insights which can be generated from the 

observations. Also, due to the small number of cases analysed, it allows for a deeper 

investigation and more confidence in the results encountered. 

 

The choice of whether a case study is the most useful approach for a research should be based 

on the objectives of the researcher. In my case, I chose to do a case study for a few reasons 

which are considered by Gerring (2006) as methodological affinities associated with the case 

study method. The present research is of exploratory nature and in spite of the tentative 

hypotheses mentioned earlier I expect to get new insights into the causal mechanisms involved 

in Brazil’s position against the GATS and in favour of other internationalisation initiatives. Case 

study seems to be the most appropriate way of collecting information on the intentions and 

reasons behind actors’ positions, the process by which people reach certain decisions.  

 

Case study is especially useful for addressing the sub-question about the impact of non-state 

actors in the final position of Brazil with regard to internationalisation of higher education. 

This approach is often used in the study of social movements and whether they manage to 

influence policy outcomes. “The value of case studies rests above all on their allowing us to 

examine in detail the processes through which social movements contribute to bringing about 

certain changes.” (Giugni, McAdam & Tilly, 1999, pg. XXVIII) 

 

3.4 Sample Selection and Interviews 

 

In order to answer the research (sub)questions of this study it was important to interview the 

stakeholders engaged in the debate of internationalisation of higher education in Brazil. Since 

the state is a key player in defining the direction of the higher education system in Brazil, it 

was imperative to meet representatives from both the Ministry of Education and the Ministry of 
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Foreign Relations, especially individuals who play an active role in discussions regarding the 

GATS, the Mercosur and other initiatives for internationalisation of higher education in the 

country. As stated earlier, non-state actors are also expected to play a role in the 

internationalisation debate, in policy making processes and its outcomes, so speaking with 

members of universities (both public and private), teacher unions, NGOs and academics in the 

area was also considered vital to this study. 

 

Consequently, the unit of analysis in this paper is the key people and institutions involved in 

the discussion of internationalisation of higher education in Brazil. The conclusions of this case 

study are not statistically significant to make inferences about other cases, however they 

generate material which increases the knowledge of this specific reality. They may also bring 

relevant insights into the understanding of a similar reality, for example, the debate on 

internationalisation of higher education in other Latin American countries. In this type of 

research it is more important to have deep and comprehensive interviews with key actors other 

than a large quantity of more superficial interviews.  

 

Consequently case studies usually have small samples, limited to a dozen observations or 

fewer. The advantage of this is that the researcher can perform a more thorough examination 

of each observation. (Gerring, 2006) The sample in this research is composed by fifteen 

individuals who are stakeholders of the higher education system in Brazil and key actors in the 

GATS debate. Among these, there were three directors of international relations department of 

three different universities; public, religious semi-private and private. I also interviewed four 

academics from different universities in the country who are either involved in the GATS 

debate or work with related or impacted subjects. I spoke with four state actors, being two 

from the Ministry of Education and two from the Ministry of Foreign Relations who participate 

in building the Brazilian position and representing it at the WTO negotiation rounds. Two 

representatives from Brazilian teacher unions were also interviewed, as were a member of an 

NGO, and a director from UNESCO in Latin America. Data from these 15 individuals was 

collected mainly by using the method of interviews. I found interviews to be more appropriate 

than a survey with pre-defined questions because while talking individuals can share their full 

perception of events with the details they find important. This may provide large amounts of 

relevant material which can help in reconstructing the debate and in understanding the 

rationale behind the positions and initiatives under discussion. The complete list of interviews 

can be found in Appendix II. For matters of confidentiality, the names of the individuals are 

omitted but the institution which they represent and their role is maintained. 
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Semi-structured interviews are indicated by Russel (2002) as the best tool for situations when 

there is a unique chance to interview a person and you cannot run the risk of omitting any 

important questions. This type of interview is also recommended when interviewing 

bureaucrats who are used to using their time efficiently, which was exactly the case in my 

research. The interview form used was composed by a list of questions that have helped me to 

guide the conversation on the way I found most appropriate (refer to Appendix I). Depending 

on the person interviewed, I had the flexibility to focus on some questions more than others, 

adjusting the guide to achieve the different objectives I had with each individual. Unstructured 

interviews were also used in cases where I wanted to hear the full account from a person and 

needed flexibility for unexpected topics that could arise. This type of interview comes in handy 

when there is no need to control the responses from the informant. (Russel, 2002)  

 

In addition to the interviews, secondary accounts and data from other sources including books 

and articles are used to enrich and complement the study. When secondary data is used, there 

is proper reference made to them. I examine some official documents and policies like the 

GATS text where the agreement is fully explained. Declarations produced by unions, 

universities and NGOs, such as the Brasilia Declaration, are also explored in order to 

understand the position of these organisations and the ideas behind it. The analysis of all the 

data collected was done manually by using tools like coding and categorisation. The categories 

used were based on the research sub questions in order to facilitate the presentation of results 

later in the paper.  

 

3.5 Concepts 

 

In order to address the research (sub)questions and the hypotheses it is important to 

operationalise a few concepts. Rationale, internationalisation, stakeholders and impact are 

concepts which are related to the variables present in my hypotheses. They are quite 

subjective and therefore demand an explanation of their meaning or at least the definition and 

understanding used for the purpose of this study.  

 

Rationale:  

This concept is a broad and subjective one, but for the specific case of this research I will 

define it as the reasons behind a certain opinion or position, the motives, the explanation on 

why things are done on a certain way. Larsen, Momii and Lancrin (2004) use the term rationale 

to discuss the various drivers of change in cross-border higher education. According to them, 

development assistance, mutual understanding and international co-operation are the motives 
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which have always been present behind the international agenda of many countries. And during 

the last century, economic and revenue-generating rationales have also become very 

prominent, for example in Australia, New Zealand and the UK. These same reasons may appear 

to some extent behind Brazil’s pursuit for international cooperation on education. 

 

Another set of rationales is offered by Verger (2007) in a research about GATS with various 

government representatives. The author came to five different rationales or models of how 

countries would position themselves in the GATS discussion. According to his findings, some 

countries reject GATS commitments mainly due to the ethical and moral aspect of treating 

education as a commodity. Others reject the GATS due to the ambiguities in the text and 

incompleteness of sections. A third model is present in those delegations who are concerned 

with not having enough information on the practical consequences of liberalisation of the 

education sector. A fourth group treats the GATS as a bargaining tool to achieve benefits in 

other sectors where they have interests on, such as agriculture or textiles. A last model is seen 

among countries that are in favour of GATS. The rationale in this case is that they expect more 

advantages and benefits than drawbacks to come along the liberalisation of the education 

sectors. 

 

Based on the understanding of rationale presented above, I expect to be able to come to a list 

of reasons behind the positions of the Brazilian stakeholders in higher education with regards to 

GATS and other international cooperation initiatives. 

 

Internationalisation: 

For the purpose of this research, internationalisation is understood as any kind of adaptation 

done for the purpose of including a country outside of Brazil in the process of higher education. 

This could refer to the mobility of individuals overseas, the presence of a foreign institution, 

the acquisition of an online degree from an institution in different country, etc. The most 

common types of internationalisation of higher education are considered by Larsen, Momii and 

Lancrin (2004) to be student mobility, programme and institution mobility.  

 

Alternatively, the GATS defines four modes of international trade in education which can be 

used to define types of internationalisation: (a) from the territory of one Member into the 

territory of any other Member, which relates to cross-border supply such as e-learning or 

distance learning programmes; (b) in the territory of one Member to the service consumer of 

any other Member, which in our case refers to Brazilian students who travel abroad for a 

degree or a period of education; (c) by a service supplier of one Member, through commercial 

presence in the territory of any other Member which in this case relates to a foreign company 
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offering educational services in Brazil; (d) by a service supplier of one Member, through 

presence of natural persons of a Member in the territory of any other Member which refers to 

the presence of foreign professionals who would travel to Brazil to offer an educational service 

there. Despite relating specifically to trade, these four modes proposed by the GATS cover all 

expected examples of internationalisation of higher education to be found during this research.  

 

It is important to introduce the concept of trans-nationalisation, which is a component of 

internationalisation. Internationalisation is a wide process which can also happen through 

internal initiatives that do not involve a cross-border move. This domestic aspect can be 

illustrated in a university or a class which creates an intercultural environment with the 

objective of helping students to develop new international skills without leaving their home 

country. Trans-national initiatives refer specifically to the ones where there is cross-border 

mobility of students or teachers, where they relocate to a different country from their own. 

(Larsen, Momii and Lancrin, 2004) 

 

Stakeholders: 

For the purpose of this research, stakeholders include any individual or organisation which is 

directly or indirectly involved in any aspect of internationalisation of higher education and the 

GATS debate in Brazil. It refers to the interested and relevant parties for this study. Actors is 

another way of referring to these individuals or organisations. Throughout this thesis there are 

essentially two categories of stakeholders which are referred to, namely the state actors and 

the non-state actors.  

 

State actors are the people who work in official government positions. They may be ministers, 

diplomats, ambassadors or others who can speak for the state. They may be located either 

inside government buildings or elsewhere, for example in the Brazilian mission for WTO in 

Geneva. State actors have a more explicit role in the internationalisation discussion since they 

are the ones who represent the Brazilian position in the GATS and Mercosur debates. The state 

is also the main regulator of education, even with the recent increase in private funding in the 

sector.  

 

Non-state actors are also important for this research since they represent stakeholders which 

are either affected by decisions, such as the students, or have a role to play in guaranteeing 

that education fulfils its function, like teachers. Non-state actors can be members of NGOs, 

university representatives, union members, students, teachers, other educational workers, 

researchers or academics.  
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Impact: 

In this research, impact refers to a change produced in a policy decision, in the process of 

policy making or in the structure of the system around it. Impact can be the direct or indirect 

effect of action from an individual or a movement.  

 

The concept of impact used here is based on the theories of social movements. These theories 

look at a movement’s actual impact in terms of observed change and whether these effects are 

positive or negative for the society and for the movement itself. Giugni, McAdam & Tilly (1999) 

also explain that in spite of social movements’ efforts for social change, their consequences 

are often unintended and are not necessarily related to their demands.  

 

The impact of social movements as proposed by Kitschelt (1986, cited by Giugni, McAdam & 

Tilly, 1999) and agreed by various authors can be threefold: 1) it is substantial, when it forces 

policy change, 2) procedural, when it alters the power relations between challengers and 

authorities and 3) structural, by provoking broader and usually more durable systemic changes. 

An alternative definition is proposed by Schumaker (1975, cited by Giugni, McAdam & Tilly, 

1999) who defines social movement outcomes in terms of the responsiveness of the political 

system. He distinguishes 5 criteria of responsiveness 1) access responsiveness, 2) agenda 

responsiveness, 3) policy responsiveness, 4) output responsiveness and 5) impact 

responsiveness. The advantage of this approach over others is that it avoids the dichotomy of 

whether a movement has succeeded or failed since it considers different levels and types of 

impact. 

 

Non-state actors usually lack the institutional resources possessed by state actors in order to 

influence policy making. Therefore they have to come up with innovative and disruptive tactics 

if they want to achieve their goals and transform their concerns into concrete suggestions. 

Disruption, for example, is a powerful resource used by many movements to reach their 

objectives, however there is no agreement whether this is actually effective. According to 

Giugni, McAdam & Tilly (1999) disruption is more likely to cause repression when the contested 

regime is strong and not receptive to challenges. Protests and mobilisation is another tool 

which can strengthen internal solidarity and may shift public opinion on a given issue.  

Exchange of information, ideas, knowledge and practical experiences is another, more 

moderate strategy for impacting policy. This is possible through networks of civil society 

organisations existing in the national as well as foreign territory. (UNRISD, 2004) 

 

It is difficult to measure the exact impact of a movement and the extent to which an observed 

change is the direct product of a certain group’s activities or simply the consequence of a 
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wider political reform. This research includes an investigation of the tools, the tactics and the 

strategies used by Brazilian non-state actors in order to influence the government’s position in 

internationalisation of higher education. There is also an analysis of how effective they turn 

out to be and how much they actually impact the final position. This is done taking into 

consideration that certain conditions and circumstances are necessary to make impact possible. 

Impact will be considered significant and positive when the demands which have been pre-

defined as goals by the non-state actors are achieved with a direct or indirect contribution 

from them. It will be considered negative if the predefined goals of the non-state actors are 

not materialised. 
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CHAPTER 4 RESULTS 

 

In this chapter, the empirical data collected through interviews, academic readings and 

internet research will be presented. The results are organised based on the research sub-

questions introduced in the methodology chapter (chapter 3). Firstly, the various initiatives 

being developed and pursued by the Brazilian higher education institutions to internationalise 

the system will be presented. I will examine the content of these forms of cooperation, the 

countries they tend to involve and will discuss the reasons why they value and encourage such 

initiatives. Secondly I will introduce the debate on GATS, what it entails, how the negotiation 

process has developed until now and what is the position of the various stakeholders in the 

Brazilian higher education system towards the agreement. The position of each of these actors 

will be analysed and contrasted with the opportunities and threats perceived by them. Thirdly, 

the higher education programmes within the Mercosur region will receive special attention and 

their advantages and disadvantages for Brazil will be examined to understand whether and how 

they differ from the other forms of cooperation. The objective is to shed some light on why the 

Brazilian government and its universities are more in favour of exchanging within the Mercosur 

than outside it. The last sub-question refers to who are the actors participating in the decision 

making process with regards to the GATS and other initiatives to internationalise the higher 

education system in Brazil. The strategies used by non-state actors to influence the official 

position are analysed and especially how effective they have been. 

 

4.1 Initiatives to Internationalise Higher Education 

4.1.1. Existing Initiatives  

The larger universities in Brazil tend to have an internal department which takes care of their 

international relations and all types of cooperation programmes with foreign universities. 

There is a general interest by all of them in increasing internationalisation of higher education 

by offering more and better opportunities for their students and teachers to exchange with 

other countries. This is supported by an active role of the International Department of the 

Ministry of Education in international meetings and in establishing bilateral and multilateral 

partnerships. The reasons presented by the government for doing this are improvement of the 

Brazilian educational service and knowledge sharing through technical and financial 

cooperation. (MEC, 2008. Interviews MEC_01, MEC_02, NGO_03)  
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Student exchange is the most widely practiced form of internationalisation of higher education 

in Brazil. Notwithstanding, many universities are still unable to offer international exposure 

opportunities for its people. Receiving foreign students requires some basic infra-structure 

from the Brazilian university, like support in housing, health insurance and especially language. 

Almost no university in Brazil is able to provide classes in English, Spanish or any other foreign 

language. In such cases, the foreign student either comes from a Portuguese-speaking country 

or learns the local language well enough to take classes and exams in Portuguese. FGV-EAESP, 

a private school in São Paulo, is one of the few universities which has done student exchange 

for more than thirty years and have managed to currently offer seventeen courses in English in 

addition to Portuguese lessons to the foreigners who wish to pursue it. In 2006 they received 

fewer than a hundred foreign students at their higher education level. Comparing to other 

schools in Brazil, seventeen courses in English and a hundred foreign students in a year is quite 

an achievement, but comparing to its counterparts in the US or Europe, this is still a timid 

number. (Interviews UNI_01, UNI_02, UNI_03) 

 

Sending Brazilian students abroad also involves a certain level of infrastructure, especially in 

terms of having pre-established cooperations which students can enrol in and depend on 

support for visas, accommodation, etc. In addition to this, recognition of courses taken abroad 

needs to be guaranteed by the sending university, and also some mapping of the subjects 

should exist before-hand. The school needs to offer some security that the foreign institution is 

of good quality and that the knowledge acquired there will be recognised and integrated in the 

students curriculum. According to UNESCO Institute for Statistics, the total number of Brazilian 

students who studied abroad in 2005 was 19.621. Their most common destiny was the European 

Union. Latin America and especially the country members of the Mercosur also exchange a 

large number of students with Brazil. (Interviews MEC_01, UNI_01) 

 

A second and increasingly popular international initiative is the so called double-degree or 

shared programmes. Few universities in Brazil offer this type of opportunity, however it is 

gaining attention since students can do a part of the programme in their own country, a part 

abroad and at the end they get a diploma from the two institutions involved. In addition to the 

international experience that students receive, this usually adds credibility and some diversity 

to their acquired degree. Most of these double-degree programmes offered in Brazil involve an 

European university. (Interviews UNI_01, UNI_02, UNI_03) 

 

A third way of internationalising higher education is the exchange of teachers. Having a foreign 

teacher in a Brazilian university contributes to creating an international environment. Local 

students and teachers will have to speak another language, read books in English or Spanish, 
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make contacts in different countries and share knowledge and perceptions about the world and 

life. This is also known as internationalisation at home. Sending a teacher abroad is perceived 

as an excellent opportunity to develop the individual and to increase the links with a foreign 

institution. It can also serve to promote the national university and its programmes abroad. 

However, exchange of teachers is something that costs significantly more than that of students 

and it requires more infrastructure to support them. (Interviews UNI_01, UNI_02) 

 

Distance learning is a new concept that allows international barriers to be crossed more easily 

and with fewer financial resources. FGV-EAESP is one of the few Brazilian universities who 

already offer distant learning courses and programmes. At the moment, due to language 

restrictions, they have students only from Portugal and some African countries. (Interview 

UNI_01) UFSM, a public university from the south of Brazil, is opening a virtual campus in 

cooperation with universities from Spain, Italy, Portugal, Argentina, Mexico and elsewhere in 

Brazil. At this stage each university member offers its courses through the virtual university 

but in the future they intend to jointly develop courses and even facilitate the exchange of 

teachers. This programme is financed by a Spanish agency and is focused on supporting 

development of education in Latin America. (Interview UNI_03) 

 

Distance education has received increased attention in Brazil during recent years but still with 

a small international aspect to it. The size of the country and its unequal distribution of schools 

between rural and urban areas makes it a perfect terrain for this new type of learning. The 

current government has developed new programmes and supported the virtual expansion of 

existing institutions but they are all internal and have a national focus. In parallel it has 

worked on new mechanisms to evaluate courses being offered, criteria to regulate online 

institutions and to officially authorise the high quality ones. (MEC website. MEC, 2008. 

Interviews UNI_03, MEC_01)  

 

Shared research is also a new dimension in the process of making higher education more 

international. It is a joint effort of institutions that commit some of their highly educated 

students or professionals to pursue deep research and increase knowledge on a certain topic. 

These combined actions contribute to sharing information and experience among the countries 

involved and promote knowledge-based development. Brazil participates in a series of 

international research programmes coordinated on a national level by the Ministry together 

with university representatives. (MEC, 2008. Interviews UNI_01, UNI_02) 

 

In addition to the individual initiatives that universities pursue to internationalise their higher 

education systems, there are joint spaces where institutions can share knowledge and build 
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capacity on the various modes of internationalisation, their strategies and the issues 

encountered. FAUBAI (Fórum de Assessorias das Universidades Brasileiras para Assuntos 

Internacionais) is an example of such environment where private and public universities come 

together to share information and help each other to improve the international opportunities 

offered to their students and teachers. (FAUBAI website. Interviews UNI_01, UNI_02) 

 

The International Relations department from the Ministry of Education has produced a report 

describing all the international initiatives and activities in the area of education which have 

been pursued by the government from 2005 to 2007. The document explains that the greatest 

priority for the period has been the educational integration within the Mercosur. In addition, 

there was a great expansion in South-South types of cooperation with countries in Africa, 

Central and South America, Middle East and Asia. Programmes with developed countries have 

also intensified, especially with North America, Japan and the European Union. (MEC, 2008) 

 

4.1.2. Rationale Behind Existing Initiatives 

 

“There is consensus among Brazilian universities that some international experience is a 

condition for the evolution of universities.” (Interview MEC_01) 

 

Higher education institutions are working to increase the number of international opportunities 

offered to their students and teachers. The traditional initiatives explained above seem to be 

encouraged by universities, by the present government and by society in general. The rationale 

for supporting and favouring them over new ways of internationalising was identified and is 

proposed to be based on the following three core ideas: 

 

• Sovereignty 

There is a perception among Brazilian higher education stakeholders that the country depends 

on a well educated population in order to be autonomous and to maintain its own culture and 

traditions. Building the nation is also attributed as one of the goals of education in the country. 

International partnerships are ways of positioning the nation as independent, as holder of a 

unique culture and as producer of knowledge worth exchanging. According to the Brazilian 

National Constitution (1988 – article 205), education is a right of all, a responsibility of the 

state and family, and it has three objectives: personal development, citizenship and labour 

qualification. Higher education is of special importance due to its research and development 

aspects. In the article 207 of the Constitution it says that universities should pursue the tripod, 

the inseparable principles of instruction, research and practical application (ensino, pesquisa e 
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extensão). However there is an emergence of many universities that only offer the instruction 

part and nothing on research or application of knowledge in society. There is a concern that 

Brazil may stop producing its own knowledge and will end up only absorbing what is created 

elsewhere, mainly in the core countries. One example mentioned was research on species of 

plants and animals in the Amazon forest, which could be done by Brazil but is mainly funded, 

coordinated and ran by foreign institutions. If Brazilians wish to use new information produced 

on the topic, they will have to import it. Keeping the education tripod alive and portraying 

national achievements to other countries is perceived as essential to guaranteeing the 

country’s sovereignty. (Interviews SIND_01, SIND_02, UNI_01, ACAD_01) 

 

The National Education Plan (Plano de Desenvolvimento da Educação, 2007), launched in April 

2007 by the Ministry of Education, presents the national priorities for education and is 

considered the landmark of the current government. In the plan, sovereignty is also mentioned 

as one of the objectives of the sector in Brazil. However here it is linked to the individual 

level, to the capacity of learning new things and taking on a critical posture towards them. It 

positions education as part of the dialectic process between individual development and the 

socialisation process. Cooperation programmes with universities in other countries have this 

idea as a basis and aim at contributing to the individual’s maturity through the exchange of 

knowledge. 

 

• Reciprocity 

Reciprocity is a principle that is very important to the universities interviewed and to the 

Ministry of Education. It implies a balance between Brazilian students/teachers who are sent 

abroad versus foreigners received. This is considered to be crucial in international cooperation 

programmes since it reduces the risk of brain drain of highly educated Brazilians. Some 

universities told that they have been approached by foreign institutions who offered to pay for 

Brazilian students to go abroad but were not interested in sending any of their students to 

Brazil. Because it did not involve a real exchange, they have rejected the offer. Other 

universities do engage in one-way study abroad programmes but the number of two-ways 

exchanges is higher since they all want to guarantee a balance of incoming and outgoing 

students/teachers, at least on the medium to long term. Australia and UK were identified as 

the main countries offering opportunities for Brazilian students to go abroad without the 

corresponding opposite. (Interviews UNI_02, UNI_03, MEC_01, NGO_03)  

 

The reciprocity aspect can also be identified in South-South partnerships. Brazil intends to 

expand cooperation within the developing world since its programmes and public policies are 

recognised and have some prestige among countries in this group. In its latest activity’s report 
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(MEC, 2008, pg. 9), the international department of the Ministry of Education explains that 

cooperation offered by Brazil is untied aid and based on the needs of the receiving countries. 

The proposal is to transfer the Brazilian “management technology” to other developing 

countries who wish to develop its institutions in order to formulate proper public policies and 

programmes to structure and reform its education system. The Ministry recognises it cannot 

compete with the developed countries in terms of resources, however it can develop its own 

style of cooperation, directed to structural reforms. It involves stimulating local authorities to 

come up with development projects which are focused on internal needs but based on the 

Brazilian experience. (MEC, 2008) 

 

Brazil is pleased with the recognition it gets abroad for its education system and institutions, 

increasing the interest of both developed and developing countries in establishing partnerships 

with them. There is general pride about the prestige the country has in the international 

education community, and therefore it plans to increase its external presence and improve its 

academic, intellectual and scientific diplomacy. (MEC, 2008)  

 

• Quality of Education 

There is a general consensus that some international experience is vital for an individual to 

have a complete educational foundation. International cooperation initiatives are seen to 

contribute to the quality of learning experiences and therefore to the development and 

evolution of universities. (Interviews MEC_01, SIND_02, NGO_01, NGO-02, ACAD_01, ACAD_03) 

 

Increasing quality of education is mentioned in the National Education Plan (Plano de 

Desenvolvimento da Educação, 2007) as one of the country’s goals5 for the sector. 

Internationalisation does not appear explicitly as an objective, however it is interpreted by 

many actors as a tool to achieving the other objectives. The international environment which is 

created through partnership with foreign universities contribute to knowledge sharing, 

combined research, exchange of experiences and therefore an improvement in the quality of 

education (goal number 2).  

 

International cooperation as it exists today offers students and teachers opportunities for 

personal and professional development since international exposure usually opens doors for 

learning a new language, exchanging ideas with others who have a different background and 

perhaps becoming more critical of national practices. This can be linked to the idea that a well 

                                                 
5 The higher education goals mentioned in the National Education Plan are: 1) increased number of vacancies in 
universities, 2) better quality in education, 3) social inclusion, 4) better distribution of offers between rural and urban 
areas and 5) social and economic development. (2007) 
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informed and conscious individual may impact the people and society around them and 

contribute to the general development of the country (goal number 5).  

 

 

Table 1: Initiatives for internationalisation of higher education in Brazil, and their rationale: 

 

 
 

4.2 The GATS 

4.2.1. Overview of the GATS 

 

Services were included in formal multilateral trade discussions for the first time in the Uruguay 

round of the WTO negotiations. This round took place between 1986 and 1994 and it saw the 

design of preliminary rules and guidelines for trade in services and the first commitments by 

some countries to open up their sectors for foreign participation. The General Agreement on 

Trade in Services was then created and it entered into operation on January 1, 1995 with the 

objective of governing and regulating services trade. (WTO website) 

 

The GATS covers 12 service sectors6, one of which refers to education. The agreement also 

defines four possible modes of supply of any of these services. Mode 1 refers to cross border 

supply which in the case of higher education can be exemplified in a student from country A 

taking an online university course from country B without any of the two actually moving 

                                                 
6 The services included under the GATS are 1. Business Services, 2. Communication Services, 3. Construction and 
Related Engineering Services, 4. Distribution Services, 5. Educational Services, 6. Environmental Services, 7. Financial 
Services, 8. Health Related And Social Services, 9. Tourism and Travel Related Services, 10. Recreational, Cultural And 
Sporting Services, 11. Transport Services, 12. Other Services Not Included Elsewhere. Available on 
http://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/serv_e/serv_e.htm 

STAKEHOLDER INITIATIVES PURSUED RATIONALE 

 
Universities • Student exchange 

• Teacher exchange 
• Double degree 
• Shared research 
• Distance learning 

• Form citizens who will develop the country and 
guarantee its sovereignty. 
• Improve quality of education by increasing 

opportunities for international exposure.  
• Internationalisation at home. 
• Increase university prestige and recognition abroad. 
• Share knowledge with counterparts. 

 
Ministry of 
Education  • Student exchange 

• Shared research 
• Distance learning 

 

• Form citizens who will develop the country and 
guarantee its sovereignty. 
• Improves quality of national education sector. 
• Contribute to achieving national educational goals. 
• Learn from others, exchange of ideas. 
• National prestige. Help other developing countries. 
• Do not lead to brain-drain. 
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territory. Mode 2 represents consumption abroad which in the present case is the typical 

exchange student who goes to another country to get a degree or part of it. Mode 3 is the 

commercial presence of foreign providers such as, for example, an American university opening 

a branch in Brazil. Mode 4 refers to the movement of natural persons which can be illustrated 

by a teacher from country A who goes to country B and teaches there. (GATS) 

 

In addition to the four modes of supply, the GATS includes a set of principles which were 

agreed upon by member countries and that have an influence on trade in services. Two of 

these principles are especially important for this study on educational services. The Most 

Favoured Nation Treatment (Art. II) implies that countries will not discriminate among the 

WTO members. This means that Brazil, for example, cannot offer certain conditions of trade 

for one country and deny them for another, considering they are both WTO members. This 

principle has even greater importance for countries that have existing bilateral agreements or 

for the ones participating in regional trade blocks, as is the case of Brazil in the Mercosur. 

There is a possible exemption for ten years from the Most Favoured Country Treatment, but 

only for cases meeting the specific conditions indicated in the agreement. After this exception 

period, the conditions offered have to be equalised for all WTO members. The second principle 

which is relevant to this study is the one related to National Treatment (Art. XVII). In this 

article it is stated that a country is obliged to give the same treatment to foreign services and 

service suppliers that it gives to its own. A treatment is considered to be less favourable when 

it modifies the conditions of competition in favour of the national suppliers. This becomes 

especially sensitive in the case of state subsidies which are often provided in public sectors like 

in state universities for example. There is a specific article about subsidies (Art. XV) in the 

GATS, however it is imprecise and does not clarify what types of subsidies apply to the National 

Treatment principle and what types could be maintained by governments for internal reasons, 

like developmental objectives. (GATS) 

 

The concept of market access (Art. XVI) is also central to the understanding of the GATS. It 

stipulates the elimination of barriers that may obstruct the entrance of foreign providers in the 

national market. According to this clause, when a WTO member country commits a sector 

under the agreement, it cannot adopt measures such as limitations on the number of service 

suppliers, on the value of service transactions, on the number of service operations, on the 

number of natural persons employed, or on the participation of foreign capital. This means 

that unless clearly specified in a country’s schedule or list of commitments, it will not be able 

to limit, require measures or restrict services and service suppliers of any other member, not 

even on the basis of a regional subdivision. (GATS)  
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Another important part of the GATS is its list of commitments where countries specify which 

services and under which modes they plan to liberalise. In theory countries are free to choose 

which sectors they would like to open and they can also place limitations to the commitments 

or qualifying conditions for a service supplier. However in the launch of the GATS, the WTO 

made clear that the agreement would “commit member governments to undertake 

negotiations on specific issues and to enter into successive rounds of negotiations to 

progressively liberalize trade in services.” This indicates a certain pressure, or at least a 

tendency, to gradually increase the openness of sectors and markets to foreign participation. 

(WTO, 2002, pg. 81)  

 

In general, the GATS provisions are not strictly nor accurately defined. This, combined with a 

broad and ambiguous terminology, makes it a weaker agreement if compared to its precedent, 

the GATT. Such flexibility may facilitate negotiations but it can also favour discretionary 

interpretation or even cause insecurity in countries who are deciding which sectors to commit 

and which limitations to make. (Chanda, 2002. Interviews MRE_01, MRE_02)  

 

A representative of the Brazilian mission in WTO explained: 

 

“Services was included in the Uruguay round with enormous resistance from developing 

countries. Therefore the GATS was made very different from the other agreements, it 

is more flexible. There are many ways to escape, it gives margin to define exactly what 

you want to liberalize and how.” (Interview MRE_02) 

 

4.2.2. The GATS negotiation process 

 

Educational services were included in the WTO agenda during the Uruguay round of 

negotiations which took place between 1986 and 1994. During this period, Brazil was one of the 

developing countries which showed strong resistance to including services in multilateral trade 

agreements. This opposition was based on the perception that services sectors should be under 

domestic regulation and not international. If states lost control over such areas, they might 

become less able to balance internal social and development goals with commercial interests. 

(WTO website. Interview MRE_01) 

 

On January of 1995 the GATS entered into operation. Since then, commitments have been 

made in many sectors but have been least forthcoming on the ones related to public goods like 

education. (Chanda, 2002)  Brazil’s position from the start has been against making any 

commitments on education under the GATS. Jamaica, on the other hand, is an example of a 
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WTO member that included its higher education sector in the agreement on an early stage. The 

country was going through a liberalisation process and expected foreign participation to help 

expanding access in the sector, however, when the government opened the sector to foreign 

providers under the WTO framework, it did not register any exceptions or limitations. There 

were also no clear internal policies or regulatory mechanisms to control the emerging dynamics 

within the sector and to guarantee quality among the new service providers. As a result, 

several institutions have begun to offer distance learning and other programmes in the country 

and have demanded the same subsidies that the Jamaican government provides to its national 

universities. For this reason, Jamaica has been portrayed as an example of GATS failure since 

its implementation has made it more difficult for the higher education system to support 

national development and social mobility. (Frater, 2006) 

 

In 2001 the Doha round of WTO negotiations initiated and this time Services was formally 

included. During the following years countries would carry on with the negotiations. In Brazil, 

the debate on GATS only started and gained public attention in 2002 during the Cumbre de 

Rectores Ibero-Americanos (Ibero-American Summit with University Deans) in Porto Alegre. 

During this meeting, Marco Antonio Dias, Brazilian who has been UNESCO’s director for higher 

education, lectured on the impact of GATS for higher education. At that moment, Latin 

American deans and other key actors on education realised the importance of the issue and 

started mobilising civil society against the agreement. Unions, together with university 

representatives, organised events, conferences and meetings with government representatives 

to discuss the matter.  

 

The year after, Cristóvão Buarque, who was the Brazilian Minister of Education at the time, 

gave a key note speech at UNESCO’s international conference alerting against the GATS and 

defending education as a public good. UNESCO had not discussed the GATS impact on education 

until this global conference in 2003 when it actually proposed to change “education as a public 

good” to “education as a global public good” with the addition that UNESCO would become the 

institution responsible for controlling and guaranteeing quality in the provision of education. 

This surprised most participants and created such an intense debate that the proposal was not 

included in final conference report. (Interview NGO_01) 

 

During this period there was growing discussion about GATS and education in other Latin 

American countries (Verger, forthcoming. Interview NGO_01)  In November 2003, the Brazilian 

Ministry of Education organised an international seminar to discuss the global trends of higher 

education and possible reform to the Brazilian system (Seminário Internacional Universidade 

XXI – Novos Caminhos para a Educação Superior: o Futuro em Debate). Representatives from 
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thirty one countries and key national actors in the higher education sector attended the event. 

As an outcome of the seminar the Brasilia Declaration (Declaração de Brasília, 2003) was 

produced. Other than discussing the role of education in the context of globalisation, this 

paper re-enforces their opinion that education is a public good and not a tradable commodity. 

 

In parallel, similar declarations were being produced by other developing countries. The Joint 

Declaration on Higher Education and the General Agreement on Trade in Services was signed in 

2001 by the Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada (AUCC), the American Council on 

Education (ACE), the European University Association (EUA) and the Council for Higher 

Education Accreditation (CHEA). The Accra Declaration on GATS and the Internationalization of 

Higher Education in Africa was signed in 2004 by the Association of African Universities (AAU) 

in collaboration with UNESCO and the Council on Higher Education (CHE) (South Africa).  

 

In 2005 in a WTO meeting in Hong Kong, the idea of a plurilateral approach was introduced. 

This facilitated the discussions since countries which had something to offer and the ones who 

were being offered something sat together in the same room to analyse the proposals. This is 

when Brazil, together with other 20 countries, received a collective request in private 

education services from New Zealand, Australia, Taipei, Malaysia and the United States. They 

were invited to participate in discussions about private education liberalisation. The Brazilian 

Ministry of Education discussed the proposal internally and re-enforced their position that 

education should not be opened and no commitment on education should be made under GATS. 

Therefore the Brazilian representatives in WTO only attended the first meeting where they 

passed on this message, making clear that education was a red line and not going to be 

discussed nor negotiated in that forum. Brazilian representatives have not returned to any of 

the subsequent meetings. (Interviews MRE_01, MRE_02) 

 

There is no consensus on whether the WTO members are putting pressure on Brazil and other 

developing countries to liberalise their education sectors. Some argue that there is a general 

understanding that public services sectors are delicate and will not be opened soon or easily. 

Others say that countries like Australia and Switzerland are starting to force the developing 

world to open up their education sectors. Australia and the United States seem to want their 

capital to be free to enter territories, to build schools and structure the required facilities. 

Switzerland, on the other hand, would like to offer distant education provided through the 

internet. They would like individuals to take an MBA through the internet and to be able to 

guarantee that their diplomas will be validated afterwards. These countries complain that 

Brazilian legislation is restrictive and does not allow recruitment of local teachers, for 
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example. Another opinion is that the educational services discussion is interesting for 

developed countries only, and still irrelevant for poorer ones. (Interviews MRE_01, MRE_02) 

 

In 2005 the Brazilian university Anhembi-Morumbi was acquired by Laureate Education, an 

American company offering university degrees through its international network of accredited 

campus-based and online universities. In the same year, they also entered Honduras with a 

university called UNITEC and opened a new campus in Mexico. (Laureate website) There has 

not been much study done on the impact that this acquisition has had on the students and 

teachers and whether it has increased opportunities for international exposure. The fact that 

Laureate has entered the Brazilian territory and is successfully providing education services to 

the population indicates that there is currently no legislation against it and nothing that would 

stop a foreign provider from installing itself in Brazil. On the other hand, there is also no 

protection for this company in terms of future changes in the national legislation. This is the 

type of corporation which would benefit from the GATS. If Brazil had included higher education 

under the GATS, Laureate would have juridical protection that the country would not change 

any laws related to the subject. (Interviews UNI_01, MRE_01, MRE_02)  

 

It is possible to note a certain parallelism between the global timeline and the local (Brazil) in 

the contestation of the GATS. This may be due to the fact that Brazilian universities, unions 

and some key individuals have been active players in international discussions about the 

agreement and in the global struggle against it. 
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Table 2: Key events in the GATS negotiation process for education: 

 
DATE EVENT 

1986-1994 • Uruguay round. 
• No commitments on education are made. 

2001 
• Doha round starts. 
• Services are included in the Doha Round. 
• ‘Porto Alegre Declaration’ is signed as outcome of World Education Forum. 

2002 
 

• First Doha Round services demands, mostly on sectors which are not related 
to public goods. 

2003 • First services offer is published. It does not include education. 
• ‘Brasilia Declaration’ is signed. 

2005 • WTO Ministerial Conference in Hong Kong introducing plurilateral approach. 
• Laureate Education acquires 51% of Anhembi-Morumbi university in Brazil. 

2006 

• Plurilateral negotiations start. 
• Brazil and other 20 countries receive plurilateral demand on education 

coordinated by New Zealand. 
• Brazilian education stakeholders are consulted and confirm their red line 

position. 

 
 

4.2.3. Stakeholders’ Positions 

 

The majority of stakeholders and key actors in the higher education system in Brazil are against 

the GATS, but there are variations in their positions and in the reasons for it.  

 

• Government: 

The current Brazilian president and ministers have clear views that education, culture, water 

and sanitation services are not for trade, they are public goods and human rights. The official 

position of Brazil in the WTO discussions with regards to education in the GATS has been the 

same from the start, i.e., education is a red line and will not be discussed nor negotiated in 

this forum. Basically the country does not accept treating education as a commercial product 

or a service bound to international market rules. This position was conceptualised by the 

Brazilian Ministry of Education and it is based on the national constitution where it states that 

education is every citizen’s right and the obligation of state and families. The Ministry of 

Education believes trading education is therefore unconstitutional. (MEC, 2008. Interviews 

MEC_01, MEC_02, MRE_01, MRE_02, NGO_01, SIND_02) 

 

Those who voice this position at the WTO tables are the representatives of the Ministry of 

Foreign Relations, who are part of its mission in Geneva. They have a slightly different view on 
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the GATS when compared to the Ministry of Education. According to them, the argumentation 

that the agreement is unconstitutional is questionable. In their opinion, the existence of 

private schools reflects an already existing commercialisation of education. Even so, the 

service offered by these institutions is totally regulated and controlled by the Ministry in the 

pursuit of quality.  

  

The representatives from the Ministry of Foreign Relations see a general lack of knowledge by 

education stakeholders about the GATS and its implications. Most people have a principled 

position against it without understanding what it really means and how it works. There is a 

general fear of loosing control over quality and curriculum, however with strong regulation and 

quality assurance mechanisms they believe this cannot come to happen. In addition, close 

supervision of new providers can open up opportunities and bring benefits, such as competition 

and higher quality. 

 

“Even if we liberalise under GATS, the government will continue to be the regulatory 

entity and can still guarantee quality by controlling the mechanisms of diploma 

validation, for example.” (Interview UNI_01) 

 

They also consider that Brazil could perhaps experiment by liberalising a sub-sector like 

language schools in order to see the actual impact and consequences. Distant education is 

another option mentioned as possible beneficiary of foreign participation. Since it is a new 

area, it is easier to regulate. It also needs new technology and therefore could gain from 

foreign investment. (Interviews MRE_02, MEC_02) 

 

The Ministry of Foreign Relations also mentioned the fact that the Brazilian education market 

is, in practice, already open. There is no limit to foreign capital in education and yet this has 

not caused an influx of foreign suppliers like some people expect to happen when committing a 

sector under GATS. On the other hand, the sector’s legislation is not in a stable situation at the 

moment. There is a law proposal under discussion in the national congress to limit foreign 

ownership of educational institutions in Brazil to 30% (law project number 7200/2006). If 

approved, this would impact any international education supplier installed in the country, like 

the owners of Anhembi-Morumbi mentioned earlier. (Interviews MRE_01, MRE_02, UNI_01) 

 

It is important to contextualise the official government position in the current political 

conjuncture. The present regime, which is under the leadership of Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva, is a 

leftist one and is therefore against liberalisation of public sectors or any major liberal project. 

When Paulo Renato was Minister of Education and Fernando Henrique Cardoso was president, 
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the environment was more favourable for privatising public services and there were many 

initiatives to bring foreign participation to the Brazilian education sector. This indicates that 

the official state position towards the GATS is linked to a wider external policy and therefore it 

could shift with a change in government direction. It is interesting to note that in spite of the 

fact that both the Ministry of Foreign Relations and the Ministry of Education are part of the 

Lula government, they have different positions with regards to education under the GATS. 

(Interviews MRE_02, NGO_01, SIND_02, MEC_02) 

 

• Universities and academics 

There are different kinds of higher education institutions in Brazil and they seem to have 

different positions with regards to the GATS.  

 

The first type, public universities, has a strong position against the GATS. They tend to be more 

traditional and to value the essence of the university, which is detailed in the tripod of 

instruction, research and practical application and in the National Constitution’s goal of human 

development. With an open market they expect to see an increase in schools that neglect the 

research and community work dimensions, since this is already happening with the recent 

growth in private national schools. Also the university environment which encourages 

discussion, criticism, search for the truth and experience sharing may lose space for one where 

the main priority is getting a degree. (Interviews UNI_03, ACAD_01, ACAD_03) 

 

Public universities are also concerned with GATS because of the possible lost of control by 

government and their mechanisms of quality assurance. Regulating foreign universities which 

are commercially protected by an international agreement is even more difficult than 

controlling national suppliers, which are already used to the education policies and institutions. 

The curriculum and its role of developing citizens, building a nation and transferring culture 

may be overlooked or not properly administered by foreign schools. (Interviews UNI_01, 

UNI_02, UNI_03) 

 

“We are moving away from international solidarity in the direction of predatory 

globalisation. The internationalisation proposed by the GATS is totally different from 

the one aimed by cooperation programmes.” (Interview UNI_02) 

 

The private universities seem to come from a different perspective; they represent the 

business of education where education and degrees are, to a certain extent, already 

considered a commodity. In this context, the principle that education should be a public good 

and a human right doesn’t seem to make much sense. They do recognise a possible negative 
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impact of GATS in the quality and curriculum, therefore they see an increasingly important role 

for the government and quality assurance institutions to control the foreign providers. As with 

the need for national private institutions to conform with the education policies, guidelines 

and country’s educational goals, the foreign suppliers would have to do so. (Interviews UNI_01, 

UNI_02) 

 

Nevertheless, private schools also see opportunities arising from the GATS. Competition for 

them is perceived as positive for the end consumer, which in this case are the students. They 

believe that it can push the quality up and increase access for students. They also expect it to 

lead to an improvement in salaries and working conditions for teachers since foreign schools 

have to hire local people and adjust to local regulations. The presence of a foreign university 

may also increase the chances of exchanging teachers and students with the head institution, 

doing research together and other forms of international interaction. (Interview UNI_01) 

 

 “Michigan University (which is a top ten) installed a school in Brazil but didn’t last 

long. For a foreign institution it is very difficult to open a chapter abroad on its own, 

they need to speak the language, have local teachers.” (Interview UNI_01)  

 

The benefit of competition is not so straight forward, sometimes it can become an unfair deal. 

Some private universities, like religious schools that have a public mission but private 

ownership, tend to offer good quality education for a reasonable price. They have to compete 

with the public schools which are excellent and for free, and with the low quality providers 

that charge a lower price to attend to a demand for fast and easy diplomas. Depending on 

which foreign institutions are installed in Brazil, the private-religious universities may lose 

their space and may need to lower the quality and price to maintain their position in the 

market. In their opinion, competition does not necessarily increase quality. It depends on the 

kind of schools that will enter the country. There is a mindset in Brazil that foreign and 

imported products are essentially better than national ones and this can create a favourable 

condition for providers coming from abroad independent of the quality offered by them. 

(Interview UNI_02) 

 

The favourable position of some stakeholders towards GATS may also be a consequence of a 

growing and more competitive international labour market. Brazilian universities are concerned 

that their students have less chances to work in Europe because the masters degree is more 

difficult to acquire in Brazil than in European countries, for example. As a result they have less 

mobility and the country ends up lagging behind others who are more open. Students also seem 

to prefer a school which offers exchange programmes to developed countries in well-known 
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universities in opposition to less renowned schools in poorer countries. (Interview UNI_01)  A 

coordinator of the international relations department of a prominent private higher education 

institution in Brazil explains:  

 

“I would prefer a liberalisation which allows me to exchange with a school in the first 

world instead of one in Paraguay.” (Interview UNI_01) 

 

The private universities interviewed were not so enthusiastic when asked about their exporting 

interests to other developing countries, for example in the Mercosur. They believe that the 

Brazilian market is not totally explored yet and regions in the countryside represent such a 

large pool of potential students that they do not need the Mercosur market. In addition, they 

would not have the infrastructure required to offer courses in Spanish. These are some of the 

reasons why the country does not need to export education or to recruit international students 

like most developed countries have to. The impression is that Brazil does not need foreign 

students since it has ample internal demand. (Interview UNI_01, UNI_02) 

 

It is important to mention that some universities and academics interviewed were not aware of 

the GATS and its implications for education services.  

 

• NGOs: 

Education related NGOs can have different opinions with regards to the GATS. Those 

interviewed for this study were sceptical and not in favour of including education under the 

agreement. They are mainly concerned with the quality aspect which is directly associated 

with the types of institutions that may enter the Brazilian market under the GATS. They don’t 

expect the most renowned universities to be interested in investing there, but instead, that 

low quality institutions will fix ground. They are afraid that Jamaica’s situation will repeat 

itself and that degree franchisers with poor content enter the country and end up demanding 

state subsidies on the basis of equal competitive conditions. Brazil has seen a tremendous 

increase in the number of national private schools during the last decades and it has faced 

great challenges in guaranteeing quality and alignment to national goals and regulations. With 

international liberalisation, the government will need very strong mechanisms to control the 

suppliers in order to avoid that poor institutions enter the country and to facilitate the 

installation of good ones. (Interviews NGO_01, NGO_03) 

 

Another concern from NGOs is that the government’s position towards the GATS may shift in 

the future. The current government is clearly against the agreement and against 

commercialising education however there is no guarantee that this will last for ever. The plans 
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for education are directly linked to a wider national strategy. Thus, if a more neo-liberal 

president is elected, the Education Ministry will also be affected and, as a result, the official 

position in the WTO discussion rounds may shift. For this reason, NGOs propose that knowledge 

and the rationale behind GATS’ position are embedded in the permanent and stable institutions 

like universities, unions and NGOs. They may support in keeping a consistent and stable 

position throughout the various, and perhaps inconsistent, political terms. (Interview NGO_01) 

 

• Teacher unions: 

Just like the Ministry of Education, the unions defend education as a public good and as an 

obligation of the state to maintain it. They do not accept the concept of commodity and the 

idea that education is made subject to market and trade rules. (Interviews SIND_01, SIND_02) 

 

The position of teacher unions can also be seen in the Brasilia Declaration (Declaração de 

Brasília) signed in 2003, where they emphasise education as a public good and not a tradable 

commodity. Their view is part of a wider concern with the many changes that globalisation has 

produced in the education sector and system. They are apprehensive that Brazilian higher 

education institutions are not able to absorb these changes and to maintain is importance in 

society.  

 

The teacher unions are very critical of international institutions in general. In their opinion 

Brazil faces strong pressure from them to improve its education numbers. With Education for 

All and the Millennium Development Goals, the country has to improve quality and access to 

education. However, to achieve these indicators, Brazil needs to redirect its resources and its 

focus away from other internal issues towards the priorities defined outside. One of the 

domestic issues of great concern to the unions is the vicious cycle existing between social 

inequality and education. The poorer people, due to low quality basic education, are not able 

to pass the entry exam for public universities, which are for free and of best quality. The richer 

individuals, on the other hand, can afford an excellent basic education and therefore succeed 

in entering the public universities. This inversion of opportunities in education contributes to 

perpetuating social difference, since the ones with best degrees tend to get better jobs while 

others may not even be able to afford a diploma, ending up with low paid jobs. This change of 

focus from internal to external demands, combined with pressures from WTO to open the 

sector for private foreign institutions, are seen by the union as an additional obstacle for the 

country to achieve the national goals. In addition, the financial resources invested by the 

government on higher education are too limited to actually make a difference on quality and 

access. (Interview SIND_01) 
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There is also a perception that the market for higher education is already over explored and 

that there is no need for new universities. In such fierce competition, private schools tend to 

offer cheaper and easier degrees, simplifying the tripod of instruction, research and practical 

application into instruction only. They are concerned with the increased number of faculties 

and universities that only educate through classes, where there is no research being developed 

and little concern with sharing knowledge between university and the society around it. There 

is a risk that GATS will make it easier for foreign institutions of higher education to enter 

countries like Brazil with the sole intention of selling diplomas. This is perceived as very 

dangerous and as having a negative impact on the country. According to the unions, research 

and the production of independent and internally-relevant knowledge plays an important role 

in guaranteeing national sovereignty. (Interviews SIND_01, SIND_02)  

 

During an interview, one of the union representatives stated: 

 

“The core countries are the producers of knowledge. If research is not strong in Brazil, 

the country will only absorb what others have found.” (Interview SIND_01) 

 

 

Regardless of being against or in favour of GATS, most stakeholders recognise that the 

movement towards international trade liberalisation and countries’ tendency to open up their 

markets and sectors is inevitable and irreversible. Their main concern refers to how they can 

take ownership of this debate, understand the implications and make sure they are not left 

behind others. There is a belief that the only way around this is to make sure national 

education institutions are strong and that regulatory and quality assurance mechanisms are in 

place. (Interviews UNI_01, UNI_02, UNI_03, NGO_01, ACAD_01) 

 

4.2.4. Rationale Behind Stakeholders’ Positions 

 

The rationale behind the position of each of the higher education stakeholders is not always 

the same, however it is possible to identify common threads in their perception of GATS.  

 

• Commercial vs. public good 

There is a general agreement and acceptance that education, health, water and sanitation are 

different from other services. They have a social dimension which makes it very sensitive to 

treat them as a commercial product. They are perceived as a human right and as important 

factors for the social development of a country and of its citizens. There is apprehension that 
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by committing such services under GATS the country may see a “corporate takeover” by foreign 

multinationals which could lead to a privatisation of the sector. (Chanda, 2002) In the case of 

education, the number of people who have access to it may reduce, since the ones with better 

financial conditions will be able to pay for good schools while the poorer ones will be left with 

the low quality education or none at all. This could have a negative impact in society by 

perpetuating the existing social inequities in Brazil.  

 

On the other hand it is important to remember that the Brazilian education sector is already a 

market where education and degrees are treated as commodities. Education in Brazil can no 

longer be called a public good, since 70% of higher education students in the country already 

attend private schools. The government has created many new programmes trying to benefit 

from this private expansion and to increase access to education. The PROUNI, for example, is a 

programme where private universities can convert their taxes into scholarships for poor people. 

(MEC website)  The state has also been effective in controlling the quality of these institutions 

and in guaranteeing that they follow a similar curriculum. However, this increase in private 

institutions can be an indication that the state is no longer able to finance education and that 

it needs to spend significant amounts of time and money on controlling the private provision of 

education.  (Interviews MRE_01, MRE_02) 

 

It is also worth highlighting that many actors agree on the social role of education but they link 

it with basic and primary education and not so much with higher education. The majority 

agrees that primary and secondary schooling have a role to play in forming citizens and 

developing a national identity. Also the human right aspect is more often associated with basic 

skills like literacy, calculations, etc. Still, the public aspect of education was consistently 

brought up as a rationale for not including higher education under the GATS. 

 

• Quality control  

Most of the education stakeholders have a shared fear of losing control over the quality of its 

higher education institutions. One of the issues is the national curriculum which is based on 

cultural aspects, tradition and other topics which are considered relevant to the country. 

Whether foreign institutions will be capable and willing to offer this curriculum is a question 

mark for many. (Interviews MRE_01, MEC_01, ACAD_01)  

 

“The Ministry of Education is afraid of losing its role of establishing the curriculum, 

making policies and guaranteeing that programmes achieve the quality criteria.” 

(Interview MRE_01)  
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Recognition of courses and validation of diplomas is another issue that Brazil is currently very 

strict about and it represents a tool for guaranteeing standard high quality in its instruction 

level. Making a commitment under GATS may bring along pressure from foreign suppliers to get 

their diplomas recognised and may increase the challenge of controlling provision. (Interviews 

MRE_01, MRE_02)  

 

Comparing with other Latin American countries, Brazil is actually well protected in terms of 

regulatory mechanisms. Its institutions have a long history and tradition of quality assurance. 

They have done an important work during the last two decades when the country saw an 

expansion in the number of private universities. It has been difficult to control this internal 

growth in private educational offerings and to guarantee satisfactory outcomes. Many schools 

have been closed and others put under pressure to improve their levels. The GATS would add 

another layer to this challenge, as it may become even more difficult to control quality of 

international suppliers, especially when they are endorsed by a larger political and economic 

regime like the WTO. (Interviews MEC_02, NGO_01) 

 

According to many stakeholders, the trend towards cross-border education and liberalisation is 

irreversible and impossible to control. The only alternative for developing countries is to 

safeguard themselves through regulatory mechanisms and strong institutions. Most the actors 

interviewed believe this can be done and that Brazil currently has all the necessary conditions 

to regulate foreign presence in its education sector, but they still prefer not to run the risk. 

(Interviews UNI_02, MRE_01, MRE_02, NGO_01) 

 

• One-way street 

When countries make commitments at international level, they need to adjust their national 

legislation to accommodate the agreements made. This is one of the benefits of the WTO; it 

provides legal stability and predictability to its member countries. Currently Brazil has no 

legislation against foreign suppliers of education, however it would like to have the possibility 

to create such laws should the need arise or a situation ask for. If the country opens its 

education sector under the WTO, it will not have the option of changing its local legislation on 

this sector. Moreover, the GATS has an extensive coverage of regulations, when a commitment 

is made, it applies to all levels of government, from central to regional and municipal levels. 

The progressive liberalisation proposed by the WTO through agreements like the GATS 

generates a concern that governments will lose authority to regulate their sectors in the 

pursuit of national interests. (Interviews MEC_02, MRE_01, MRE_02) 

 



 55

Additionally, once a commitment is made, it is not simple to withdraw from it. If a country 

realises it has not made the right decision and decides to revoke its commitment, it will need 

to compensate those involved. The agreement demands commercial compensation in two ways. 

One is by offering another sector in exchange for the one being withdrawn. The second is by 

paying back the lost profit of five years to the suppliers which invested in the country. The 

case of Jamaica is an example of a country that opened up its education sector and is currently 

suffering major and unexpected challenges to the functioning of its higher education 

institutions. They would like to withdraw their commitment on education, however this means 

a major trade off for another sector and significant financial compensation. For a poor country 

like Jamaica, this is unrealistic and practically impossible economically. (GATS. Interviews 

MEC_01, MRE_01, MRE_02, NGO_01) 

 

In terms of legislation, at the moment there is no legal provision that would stop a foreign 

university from entering the Brazilian territory. In practice the education sector is already open 

to suppliers from abroad. However, what Brazil would like to have is the flexibility to change 

its law system in case it finds necessary. If the country makes a commitment for opening a 

sector under the GATS, it will no longer be able to change its legislation to, for example, limit 

foreign capital. Any international agreement needs a legal endorsement at the national level. 

It is expected that as soon as Brazil makes any commitment on education, it will be pressured 

by developed countries and its business lobbies to facilitate the rest of the process, like setting 

up a campus, flexibility on the curriculum, hiring foreign teachers, recognising diplomas, etc. 

One of the issues lies with matters such as validation of diplomas which, under Brazilian 

legislation, is the responsibility of universities. The government cannot make an international 

commitment that will force universities to recognise a diploma. (Interviews MRE_01, MRE_02, 

MEC_01, MEC_02) 

 

“If we make a commitment under WTO, this represents a commitment to recognising 

the diplomas later on!” (Interview MRE_01) 

 

Another issue for the country is the possible impact on the labour market. An agreement that 

facilitates diploma validation interferes with the internal market and this creates a dispute 

among Labour Ministry, professional associations, the Education Ministry and universities. The 

Ministry of Education has had some bad experience with previous agreements involving 

employment rights and has since tried to avoid interfering in labour matters. (Interview 

MEC_01) 
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This one-way approach is quite frightening for developing countries and it may be working 

against progressive liberalisation. If conditions were more flexible, perhaps Brazil would try out 

with a sub-sector or a mode in order to evaluate the consequences. This would make its 

stakeholders better able to judge whether this brings more benefits or disadvantages. 

 

• Ambiguity / Uncertainties 

The text of the agreement is considered by many to be vague and ambiguous. The GATS’ 

principles like Most Favoured Nation, National Treatment and Market Access, which have a 

direct effect on internal regulations, are not clearly explained and its boundaries are not well 

defined. The concept of subsidies, for example, leaves room for different interpretations in 

terms of what counts as a subsidy and what doesn’t. Various education stakeholders are 

concerned that the financial support given by the state to public universities is considered as a 

subsidy under the national treatment principle. If this is the case, state subsidies will be 

judged as producing unequal competitive conditions and unfair treatment favouring national 

over foreign suppliers. (GATS)   

 

One of the negotiators in the WTO says: 

 

 “It is very difficult to define what subsidy is. For example, a fiscal incentive is a 

subsidy? And market reserve? How about an easier loan plan? This is a very sensitive 

topic and is still open.” (Interview MRE_02) 

 

In addition, it is important to highlight the complex and somehow confusing architecture of the 

GATS commitment list. It is a mixture of positive and negative approaches. The sectors that are 

intended to be liberalised should be positively listed while the limitations to the commitments 

should be negatively listed inside the sectors selected. Even the WTO negotiators who deal 

with the agreement daily recognise that it leaves much space for questions and that it can 

cause confusion if countries are not used to it. (Interview MRE_01 and MRE_02) 

 

The issue with ambiguity increases with the general lack of knowledge that people have about 

the GATS. Many of the education stakeholders interviewed recognise their unawareness of the 

exact features of the agreement and of the impact it actually had on other countries. Most 

people showed a principled position that the agreement goes against the traditional role of 

education without actually being able to explain how this happens. Unfortunately there are 

still not enough examples of developing countries with a similar reality to Brazil which have 

opened their sectors and could serve as case studies to understand the possible impacts of such 

a commitment. It is also difficult to foresee the exact consequences because they may well 
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depend on the types of institutions that enter the Brazilian education market. If the new 

universities are of high quality the country may strongly benefit from it, but if the education 

offered by the new providers is poor and unaligned to national goals, it may generate new 

problems and challenges to the sector. (Interviews MRE_01, MRE_02, MEC_01, NGO_01, UNI_02, 

UNI_03) 

 

 

Table 3: Stakeholders’ positions towards GATS and rationales behind it: 

 

 

STAKEHOLDER POSITION  RATIONAL 
 
Ministry of 
Education  

AGAINST GATS 

• Education is not a commodity and should not be subject to 
market rules. 
• National constitution envisages education as a public good, a 

right of all and responsibility of the state. 
• GATS may pressure the state to loosen up quality criteria and 

control mechanisms. 
• Poor quality institutions may enter and competition may lower 

the quality of education. 
 
Ministry of 
Foreign Relations AGAINST GATS 

• GATS over-rules national legislation, so Brazil would have to 
adjust its internal regulations accordingly. 
• Education legislation is not stable enough to sign an 

international agreement on the sector. 
• GATS text is ambiguous and open for discretionary 

interpretation. 

PRO-GATS 

• Countries can protect themselves by including limitations in 
their commitments. 
• Fosters competition and may increase the offer and quality of 

education. 
• The country is protected if the service is well regulated 

internally. 
• Should try out with a sub-sector to evaluate the consequences.  

 
Universities 

AGAINST GATS 
(most 
universities) 

• Education is not a commodity. 
• Alters traditional functions of education (instruction, research 

and application in society).  
• With GATS state may need to loosen up quality criteria and 

control mechanisms. Universities will feel obliged to validate 
diplomas. 
• Poor quality institutions may enter and competition may become 

unfair and lower quality of education. 

PRO-GATS 

• Free trade and competition can benefit education. 
• Market is already open and nothing negative has happened. 
• State needs private institutions since it is not able to provide 

free education for all. 
 
Teacher Unions 

AGAINST GATS 

• Education is not a commodity and should not be subject to 
market rules. 
• Education is public so privatisation should be minimal. 
• GATS puts national sovereignty at risk. 
• GATS may pressure the state to loosen up quality criteria and 

control mechanisms. 
 
NGOs 

AGAINST GATS 

• Education is a public good. 
• More difficult to control and assure quality of foreign suppliers.  
• Uncertainty about the quality of institutions that may enter. 
• GATS text is ambiguous and open for discretionary 

interpretation. 
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4.3 Mercosur 

 

Mercosur stands for “Mercado Común del Sur” and it represents the regional trade agreement 

of South America. It exists since 1991 and it includes the countries of Brazil, Argentina, 

Uruguay and Paraguay, and the associate members Chile and Bolivia. The admission of 

Venezuela to the group is currently under discussion. For its member states, the Mercosur is 

the most relevant international project they are involved in. Its ambition is the expansion of 

national markets through integration, which is seen a basic condition to accelerate their social 

and economic development processes. (Mercosur website)  

 

The Brazilian government has engaged in cooperation programmes within the Mercosur in many 

sectors, one of them being education. In practice there is no natural preference by the 

Brazilian higher education institutions to exchange with its counterparts in the Mercosur 

countries, however there is a compromise, a national commitment to building a regional 

partnership. (Interviews UNI_01, UNI_02, UNI_03) 

 

Mercosur has an internal institution called “Mercosur Educacional” which is the forum where 

ministries of education and other representatives from the education sector of the member 

countries get together, discuss projects and programmes and make decisions on education 

matters. They deal with issues like accreditation, validation of diplomas, quality standards, 

mobility of students and teachers, exchange visas, etc. (Mercosur Educational website. 

Interview MEC_01) 

 

In parallel, the Mercosur also has a forum where services negotiations and agreements take 

place. The Protocolo de Montevidéu sobre Comércio de Serviços do Mercosul is a set of rules 

regulating trade in Services in the regional scale. Just like the GATS, this protocol proposes 

progressive liberalisation of services by member countries. (Protocolo de Montevidéu sobre o 

Comércio de Serviços no Mercosul) 

 

The Brazilian government encourages educational exchanges with mostly any country in the 

world but it positions the Mercosur states as having a priority over others. This has many 

advantages for Brazil if compared to exchanging on a global scale. The first is that the 

relationship is one of equals, there is a perceived symmetry between the countries where the 

reality and the problems are similar. Brazil does not see a risk of being exploited, invaded by 

foreign capital or having its sector denationalised like it sees when dealing with the developed 
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world. It experiences more influence and control over the Mercosur members than over other 

countries. Secondly, the risk of brain drain is smaller than with sending students to Europe, or 

at least it is counter-balanced inside the region with a similar number of incoming and outgoing 

students. Thirdly, there is an understanding that the region already has some standardisation in 

the higher education systems and institutions which facilitates cooperation programmes at that 

level. Lastly, inside the Mercosur Brazil can consolidate its commitment to the development of 

its neighbour countries and secure its image of leader in the region. (Interview MEC_02) 

 

International cooperation within the Mercosur also has important disadvantages and challenges. 

Firstly, the language is seen as an important barrier for Brazilian institutions who want to 

receive Spanish speaking students or want to expand its presence to these countries. These 

universities don’t have the infrastructure and skills to offer courses and lectures in Spanish nor 

in English, and Portuguese is not of interest to the Spanish-speaking students. Secondly, 

Brazilian students are more interested in exchange opportunities with well known institutions 

in Europe or in the US in opposition to less prominent schools in the Mercosur countries. 

Therefore, Brazilian universities tend to engage in more exchange programmes with the 

developed world. The fact that Europe has more funds and offers a variety of financing 

mechanisms also makes it easier to cooperate with them. An additional challenge is that the 

Mercosur also has important restrictions in its educational cooperations, like validation of 

diplomas and visas. There is no intention to unify the curriculum in the region as happened in 

Europe through the Bologna process. In this case, validation of diplomas needs to happen on 

the basis of quality equivalence between the involved programmes and not so much by 

matching to corresponding courses. (Interviews UNI_01, UNI_02, MEC_01) 

 

Officially, the educational partnerships within the Mercosur are not based on economic 

interests. Brazil and Argentina are seen by its partners as having a leading role in fomenting 

development of the South American countries. In this context, Brazil does not consider 

education as a potential export inside the agreement area. The objective is to establish 

cooperation aimed at reducing the differences among the countries. This also gives prestige to 

Brazil and re-enforces its position of command in the region. For similar reasons Brazil also 

engages in cooperation programmes with South Africa and other African countries. (Interviews 

MEC_01, MEC_02) 

 

The Brazilian private universities do not have commercial interests in the Mercosur either. The 

main reason for that is the perception that the Brazilian market is large enough and partly 

unexplored. There is no need for international recruitment since there is sufficient internal 
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demand to keep the schools running. This is a problem in many other countries like Portugal or 

Costa Rica that depend on foreign students. (Interviews UNI_01, UNI_02) 

 

The Ministries of Education of the country members of Mercosur have met in 2006 to discuss 

their position as a group towards the GATS and other multilateral negotiations on education. 

They unanimously agreed that education is a public good and should not be included in the list 

of offers and negotiations carried out under the GATS. On the other hand, they have shown 

more flexibility with regards to trading education among the Mercosur members. The following 

sentence can be found in the report produced by the International Relations department of the 

Ministry of Education describing their initiatives on the area:  

 

“With regards to Mercosur – and not the global market –, the Ministry of Education could 

have some flexibility in favour of opening the intra-regional educational services in some 

areas.” (MEC, 2008, pg. 57) 

 

With this statement they confirm their opposition to trading education with WTO members, 

however they indicate some openness about doing it among the Mercosur participants. In the 

same report there is reference to a series of commitments made in the region in the areas of 

higher education, youth and adult education and special education. These agreements were 

extended to Chile, despite the fact that it is only an associate and not a full member country of 

the Mercosur, and it is the most liberal state in terms of education in the region. The two 

countries have carried out negotiations to trade some educational services but there is still 

insufficient information available on the status of these deals. The Brazilian Ministry of 

Education has been consulted and has participated in the discussion. This inconsistency in 

Brazil’s position may open a precedent for trading educational services on a wider scope in the 

future. (MEC, 2008. Interviews MEC_01, MEC_02) 

 

Having a common position as a region is also important since it brings a competitive advantage 

for those countries whose voice would probably not be heard if expressed in isolation at WTO 

negotiation tables. If Mercosur develops further and becomes stronger, it can help its member 

states to voice their concerns and to advocate for their interests as a block. Another aspect to 

be highlighted is the poor standard of regulatory and quality assurance mechanisms in most 

Latin American countries. In this context, Mercosur can add value by providing a forum where 

countries like Brazil and Argentina can share their knowledge and experience and become 

benchmark for other countries to develop and improve their national systems, institutions and 

regulations. (Interview NGO_01) 
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In summary, Brazil is against trade in education as a matter of principle, but it has chosen to 

leave a door open for the Mercosur and other countries in Latin America. This demonstrates 

some inconsistency in the official position, however such contradiction should be put into 

context. There are more reasons why Brazil prefers to have educational cooperation inside the 

block, being for commercial or developmental purposes. It is a combination of rationales that 

makes the country more comfortable and therefore more favourable to the regional level in 

opposition to the global. Firstly, it feels safer and more in control of the initiatives pursued, 

since it is the strongest economy in the region. The national assurance mechanisms are strong 

enough to guarantee a high standard of service, and the risk of brain drain is smaller. Secondly, 

these cooperations form part of a broader and deeper work being done to integrate the region. 

Brazil is one of the leaders and it plans to support the development of its neighbour countries 

through the agreement. This perspective is clearly different from the discussions on trade in 

education happening at the WTO level, where the driver for any deal among countries is 

basically commercial. For a sector like higher education this difference has an enormous 

impact on the way that Brazil reacts to proposals coming from the Mercosur and the ones 

through the GATS. (Interview MRE_01) 

 

4.4 Influential Actors 

4.4.1. Process of Constructing the Official Position 

 

The process of developing the official position is not formally structured and does not involve 

all relevant stakeholders as it would be expected. Non-state actors find alternative ways of 

having their opinions heard and of influencing the final position towards GATS and towards 

other internationalisation initiatives. 

 

The Brazilian position presented at WTO negotiation rounds is voiced by diplomats from the 

Ministry of Foreign Relations. Since they usually do not have expertise in every good or service, 

they consult the relevant Ministries. In theory, the construction of the position is decentralised 

and happens through working groups called GICI (Grupo Inter-ministerial de Trabalho sobre 

Comércio Internacional de Mercadorias e Serviços) and through separate meetings with each of 

the relevant Ministries whenever it is necessary to go deeper in the discussion. During GICI the 

Ministry of Foreign Relations coordinates the positions from the various sectors and tries to 

reach a common agreement on trade in goods and services. (Interviews MRE_01, MRE_02) 
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In practice, the GICI meetings don’t occur frequently since their main objective is fine-tuning 

the various positions or coordinating when one sector is giving too little and another is giving 

too much. Each Ministry gets a short time to present its position, assuming they all understand 

the trade vocabulary, the GATS text and its implications. This is not well received by the 

Ministry of Education who feels pressured and prefers to keep a red line position. They also feel 

a certain lack of interest in the education matters by the Foreign Relations Ministry. 

(Interviews MEC_01, MEC_02) 

 

“They call representatives from all ministries, make a round of opinions and positions 

but it is too generalist, there is little space to expose. There are usually around 40 

people, we get 10 minutes to talk and to position ourselves about a long, complex and 

very ambiguous piece of text.” (Interview MEC_01) 

 

The other, more specific, meetings are not that frequent either. In the last four years, there 

has been only one gathering where the Ministry of Foreign Relations, the Ministry of Education, 

the main teacher union and some education institutions were present all together to discuss 

matters like the GATS. (Interview SIND_01)  

 

In preparation for these sessions where the official position is discussed and agreed upon, the 

Ministry of Education cascades this process down to other education actors and civil society. In 

theory they consult relevant institutions like teacher unions, student union, UNESCO, 

associations of universities, board of university deans and NGOs in order to construct an opinion 

that represents all stakeholders. The Ministry also sends notes to the press, and produces 

articles and speeches from the minister explaining the matter under discussion. (Interviews 

MEC_01, MEC_02) 

 

In the report prepared by the International Relations department of the Ministry of Education 

there is reference to meetings organised by the Ministry in order to hear the opinion of key 

education stakeholders. In the context of the New Zealand proposal for the private higher 

education sector, a series of such meetings was organised in Brazil between the WTO 

negotiators, representatives from the Education Ministry and regulatory agencies with the 

objective of clarifying the proposal and the technical and political implications included in 

WTO_GATS negotiations about educational services. As an outcome of this meeting, the New 

Zealand proposal was turned down and the Brazilian official position against including 

education under the GATS was re-enforced. (MEC, 2008) 

 

When speaking with some of the teachers responsible for international relations department in 

various universities, it is possible to note that this debate does not reach them with the same 
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intensity. Some have heard about the discussion, a few have participated, but most are not 

really aware of the GATS and its implications. They are of the opinion that the Ministry of 

Education decides internally what will be the official position and then simply passes on their 

conclusion to the universities. (Interviews UNI_01, UNI_02, UNI_03)  

 

One of the teachers interviewed was aware of the agreement but was of the impression that:  

 

“This topic is still not very debated. We need to take ownership of this discussion, 

understand so we can recover from this evil view. We cannot be left behind on this 

discussion. Our negotiators are not prepared.” (Interview UNI_02) 

 

4.4.2. The Role of Non-State Actors 

 

The non-state actors are indeed invited to take part in discussions with the Ministry of 

Education and a few including the Ministry of Foreign Relations. However they feel that these 

discussions are only open when the topic has already been decided upon, there is little 

flexibility to change and no involvement in more strategic discussions. (Interview SIND_01)  

 

As a result, the unions organise parallel debates on topics such as the GATS. One of their 

strategies is creating declarations where their position is stated as well as the rationales for it. 

These letters or statements are developed in a thorough process which goes beyond the simple 

action of writing. It involves negotiation with various education stakeholders, organising and 

hosting meetings, and developing a shared position. Most teachers do not follow a debate like 

the GATS because there is no immediate effect on their every-day profession, so the unions 

play in important role in bringing them together, explaining how these international 

negotiations work, their implications, and coming to a common ground on the way forward. 

This whole process is key to creating knowledge among relevant stakeholders and building a 

consensus in society about what education means and how it should be dealt with in 

international debates. (Interviews SIND_01, SIND_02) 

 

In 2006, while UNESCO had a conference in Brazil, the unions organised a parallel meeting to 

discuss similar issues like the GATS. As an outcome of the meeting, the unions came up with a 

commitment letter (Carta de Compromisso de Não Inclusão do GATS na Educação) asking the 

Brazilian and Argentinean governments not to include education under the GATS. Another 

example is the Brasilia Declaration (Declaração de Brasília) which was signed in 2003 by key 

actors in the higher education system together with the Brazilian Ministry of Education and 
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representatives from thirty one other countries. The letter discusses the importance and the 

meaning of higher education institutions in the twenty first century. It raises the question of 

whether Brazilian universities are experiencing a crisis since they have not been able to absorb 

the changes occurred in the world during the second half of the 20th century and to overcome 

challenges such as new information technology in the pedagogic process, new skills and 

competencies required for an international labour market, expansion of the private sector, 

reduction of the state presence in education, as well as the new concept of trade in education. 

It also proposes to restructure the national system in a way that institutions can engage in a 

constructive globalisation of knowledge, where they jointly create new information and ideas, 

and share experience with one another. The Porto Alegre Letter (Carta de Porto Alegre pela 

Educação Pública para todos) is another document signed as an outcome of the World 

Education Forum which took place in the city of Porto Alegre, in the south of Brazil. That event 

had fifteen thousand participants including teachers, students, researchers, union 

representatives and state authorities. The document talks in favour of public education for all 

people and against neo-liberal globalisation. These letters are examples of how the unions 

know that working independently will not be enough nor efficient. Therefore they tend to 

involve other stakeholders like students, NGOs, academics and local leaders in their events, 

position formulation and declarations. (Interview SIND_02)  

 

Another strategy often used by non-state actors is the audiencias, which are official meetings 

with the Minister of Education where they can challenge the government’s strategy, discuss 

public policies and make sure that teachers and students are taken into account in new 

decisions. During the more liberal government, when Fernando Henrique Cardoso was 

president, CNTE (a major teachers union in Brazil) had only two audiencias with his Minister of 

Education Paulo Renato. With the current Minister they have had many more meetings and 

discussions. For them this is a positive sign since it indicates that a higher level of interaction 

and communication has been reached. Beyond this, discussion forums, working groups, and 

commissions to debate educational matters, were all created in the current government for 

unions and other non-state actors to have constant interaction with the Ministry. (Interview 

SIND_02) 

 

The fact that the current government is more leftist may have created the conditions for 

establishing such an alliance with the unions. This relationship, however, could also lead to 

internal negotiations or trade-offs between the union and the government since they know well 

each other’s interests. One of them could, for instance, make concessions in the exchange for 

something else. The GATS issue might, in this context, become a bargaining chip.  
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It is important to mention that education stakeholders from other countries have manifested 

themselves in similar ways. The Declaración de Managua (2007), the Accra Declaration on GATS 

and the Internationalization of Higher Education in Africa and the Joint Declaration on Higher 

Education and the General Agreement on Trade in Services are examples of how universities 

and other non-state actors around the world have combined efforts to express their concerns 

with the GATS and with commercialisation of education. The Australia teacher union is playing 

a very active role in sharing their experience with other countries on the consequences of 

including education under the GATS. They produce and distribute regular reports to their 

counterparts abroad and also to the missions of diplomats who sit at the WTO discussion tables. 

In these documents they highlight a series of negative events which took place after Australia 

opened its education sector, including a decrease in teacher salaries, lost of job stability, 

changes in the national curriculum and exclusion of the aboriginal language from schools. 

(Interview MRE_02) 

 

There are also some key individuals who are currently not related to the state but who used to 

have important roles in different national institutions like university boards, and teacher 

unions. Some of these people have now taken leadership positions in international institutions 

combining their knowledge of local realities with some power to influence the global direction. 

These people can circulate through the various stakeholders, understand the different 

perspectives and become close enough to the state to impact the official position. 

 

In summary, the majority of non-state actors are against including education under the GATS. 

They do not formally participate in the construction of the official national statement, 

however they find alternative strategies to make their voices heard and to put pressure on the 

government in order to maintain the country’s unfavourable position on the WTO discussion 

rounds. Examples of their actions are the declarations produced, the audiencias and official 

meetings attended, and the active participation in international events on education. They also 

manage to mobilise civil society by raising the issue of GATS in every opportunity encountered.  
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CHAPTER 5 ANALYSIS 

 

In this chapter, the results encountered during the research, which were presented in Chapter 

4, are analysed using the two theories identified in Chapter 2 and the methodology proposed in 

Chapter 3. The discussion is organised based on the hypotheses, and throughout the analysis I 

evaluate whether they have been confirmed.  

 

5.1 First hypothesis 

 

Both GATS and international cooperation initiatives contribute in some way to the 

internationalisation of higher education in Brazil. However the way their individual 

contribution takes shape and their implications to the broader education system are not the 

same. As a consequence, the perception that the various actors have about each of them also 

differs.  

 

In my first hypothesis I propose that the majority of education stakeholders are against the 

inclusion of education under the GATS but in favour of other initiatives of international 

cooperation. I anticipated that this would happen because education stakeholders feel 

threatened by the agreement and do not foresee any added benefits on top of what they 

already get from traditional forms of internationalisation. The evidence encountered through 

the present research has confirmed this, but also brought to light some additional reasons and 

ideas which lie at the heart of such a position.  

 

The results of this study showed that the rationale for Brazilian higher education stakeholders 

to engage in international cooperation programmes are basically three: 1) they contribute to 

national and individual sovereignty by supporting the three principles of education defined in 

the Brazilian constitution, 2) they are based on reciprocal exchange, and 3) they play a role in 

improving quality of education and in achieving other national education goals. On the other 

hand, the rationale for being against the GATS is based on four aspects: 1) the fact that the 

agreement alters the conception of education from a public good and human right into a 

commercial good, 2) it puts at risk the control over national regulations and over quality 

monitoring mechanisms, 3) it represents a one-way street, being practically impossible to 

withdraw from if the consequences are different from expected, and 4) the text of the 

agreement is ambiguous and causes uncertainty. These results indicate that the set of 
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rationales behind the various forms of internationalisation of higher education is more complex 

than initially expected. 

 

International regimes theory, and more specifically the constructivist approach, adds an 

interesting perspective to the analysis of rationales. According to this school of thought, the 

WTO, together with the GATS, constitute a regime since they represent a collection of rules 

and principles that guide the behaviour of states. In the context of this regime, it is not only 

the material interests of states that will define their position in international negotiations, but 

also their perception of interests. According to the constructivist approach, knowledge and 

ideas can shape this perception of interests and therefore can impact decisions. When looking 

at the different rationales identified for Brazil being against or in favour of certain modes of 

internationalisation, it is possible to see that they are based on perceptions which are in turn 

produced by ideas and knowledge.  

 

This approach can be illustrated in each of the rationales identified for Brazil’s preference for 

other international cooperation initiatives. The concept of reciprocal exchange works as a 

motivator for the government and other stakeholders to encourage exchange initiatives and 

engage in south-south partnerships. The idea of joint programmes seems to bring more trust 

and confidence than the international regime of the GATS/WTO, thus influencing their 

preference for the first. The notion of sovereignty is also an important one for Brazil, and it 

relates to the ability of controlling the internal system and making sure all institutions follow a 

pre-defined national curriculum, practise research and apply their knowledge on the 

community around it (the tripod proposed in the Brazilian Constitution). The fact that 

traditional programmes add value to these three areas and strengthen the country’s feeling of 

autonomy makes it logical to favour them over new ways of internationalising. Their alignment 

with the educational goals included in the national education plan also influences Brazil’s 

standpoint and preferential treatment towards them. 

 

The same constructivist approach may help in understanding the rationales for being against 

the GATS. Brazil perceives the foreign interests represented by the agreement as mercantile 

and aggressive. The principled idea that education is a public and not a commercial good seems 

to strongly influence Brazil’s position against it and in favour of other cooperation initiatives. 

As a result, Brazil sees the GATS as an agreement that benefits mainly the developed countries 

and the exporters of education. As showed in the results chapter, Brazil does not trust that it 

may bring benefit to its higher education system, and it doesn’t necessarily feel safer because 

such regime exists, on the contrary, many actors are of the opinion that the agreement 

jeopardises the control it has over internal quality and the curriculum. The ambiguities of the 
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document also produce a feeling of lack of knowledge which in turn has a negative impact on 

the country’s position towards it. There seems to be little information available about the real 

consequences of GATS for a country in a similar stage of development as Brazil. There are not 

many experiences to share, with the exception of Jamaica which was not very positive. There 

is also Australia, which is more developed than Brazil, but whose civil society has been strong 

in the message that opening their education sector was not beneficial for teachers nor 

students. The impression that this is a one-way street alarms Brazil and contributes to 

developing a cautious attitude with regards to including higher education or one of its sub-

sectors in the WTO negotiations.  

 

Another perception shaping Brazil’s opposition to GATS and favouritism for other forms of 

international cooperation is the trans-nationalisation effect of the agreement. The rationales 

identified for Brazil to internationalise its higher education system (sovereignty, reciprocal 

exchange and increased quality in education) are not accommodated by the trans-national 

environment created by the GATS. While the country wants mainly to increase international 

exposure to its students and teachers, the agreement goes beyond; it focuses on standardising 

and creating common rules of the game for all WTO member countries. As a result, Brazil 

perceives the GATS and the WTO regime as infringing its national borders and going against 

their main rationales for internationalisation.  

 

The new-regionalist theory offers another useful framework to understand the difference in 

rationales identified earlier. They propose regionalism to be a new way of organising the world, 

an alternative to globalisation. Europe is an example of an advanced regional integration, but 

its strong protectionism in trade seem to cause similar counter-reactions from other countries. 

Brazil’s defensive behaviour with regards to opening its education system can be understood as 

a reflection of this. Europe’s fear of losing control over its internal agricultural production can 

be compared to Brazil’s caution towards education. Just as Europe’s position is based on ideas 

of subsistence, independence and internal regulatory power, Brazil’s opposition to including 

education under the GATS is founded on the rationales identified earlier. With traditional 

cooperation initiatives the reaction to Europe’s attitude is more positive and leads to a series 

of partnerships and cooperations on education which do not seem to threat any of the two 

sides. In this case, Europe’s success as a region works as a model to be followed. 

 

In summary, there is a complex combination of different rationales which lie behind Brazil’s 

opposition to the GATS and favouritism towards other forms of international cooperation.  
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5.2 Second hypothesis 

 

The second hypothesis of this research is about Brazil’s preference for pursuing international 

cooperation initiatives on higher education inside the Mercosur as opposed to globally. I 

suggested that these regional initiatives could also involve trade in education. The reason 

proposed for that was that the country feels safer and more in control of programmes pursued 

inside the Mercosur, even if they entail commerce. The results presented earlier confirmed 

only part of this hypothesis. 

 

There is indeed a preference for initiatives inside the Mercosur and a clear understanding that 

cooperation in the region is different. There is an effort, a commitment to build programmes 

within the Mercosur in views of reducing the social differences between the countries. The 

reasons identified for Brazil’s interest in the region were 1) it is a relationship of equals, 2) the 

risk of brain drain is less than with developed countries, 3) there is already some 

standardisation in the region’s systems and institutions, and 4) it allows Brazil to be portrayed 

as a leader, the one who supports its neighbours and promotes development. 

 

The reasons for preferring programmes inside the Mercosur can be better understood by using 

the ideas of new-regionalism. According to this theory, regionalisation is a process of change 

from heterogeneous to more homogeneous cultures, security and economic policies. The 

education cooperations are part of the cultural integration in the region which is inserted in 

the larger project of Mercosur. The existing standardisation in education systems and 

institutions is also part of this process. For Brazil, which is the largest country and the 

strongest economy in the region, there are more chances that it will set the standards in many 

aspects. With Argentina, which is the second largest in the block, a partnership of equals will 

still guarantee more control over decisions than if compared to the global scale. These two 

countries together play the role of leaders and offer no threat to each other in terms of 

educational exchanges within the region. 

 

In the international trade arena, regionalisms used to be seen as an obstacle to globalisation 

and a contradiction to the idea of market liberalisation. However, during the last decades, 

regionalisation has been better received and even positioned as a first step to multilateralism. 

Currently the WTO accepts regional agreements like the Mercosur as playing a role in the 

expansion of trade and liberalisation. This understanding may be one of the reasons why Brazil 

has not received much pressure to open its education sector by other WTO members. They may 

expect developing countries to undertake a phased approach, starting with services trade on a 

regional level and then moving into the global one. 
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On the other hand, there has not been enough evidence to prove the part of the hypothesis 

related to trade. According to the report from the International Relations department of the 

Ministry of Education, the country is indeed more favourable for opening the educational 

services market within the Mercosur. However, trade in education was not found to be actually 

happening in the region. It was not possible to identify any commercial interest in the 

initiatives which are currently pursued by Brazil with the other members. The Brazilian private 

universities also did not show any ambition to export their services to other countries in the 

region.  

 

The Mercosur has some characteristics which may have contributed to the emergence of a 

flexible attitude with regards to internal trade, even if it is still undeveloped today. The wider 

social agenda of the regional agreement, and the search for a balance between financial and 

social issues in the various sectors, is something that matters, especially for a social-

democratic government like Brazil. Also the size of the Mercosur and the fact that it represents 

a south-south type of relation helps to create an environment of equality, fairness and 

security. Scale matters significantly in this case since a single phenomenon like education 

liberalisation can be perceived in different ways depending on the scale involved; threatening 

on the global level and appealing on the regional. These aspects combined work as explanatory 

variables of the more flexible attitude of the government towards opening their higher 

education sector in the remit of the Mercosur. 

 

It is still important to ask whether this regional preference is so strong that it could embrace 

an unrestricted commercial approach to education in the future, i.e., even if Brazil does not 

trade education on a global level as a matter of principle, could it end up doing so inside the 

Mercosur? At this stage, it is difficult to answer such question, but the report has definitely 

opened a precedent for trade in the region. If Brazil intensifies its relation with Chile, a much 

more liberal country, this could eventually happen.  

 

Summarising, there are a few reasons why Brazil prefers to have higher education cooperation 

inside the Mercosur as opposition to the WTO remit. However, these do not seem to be based 

on any commercial interests. There is evidence of a more open attitude and some flexibility 

towards educational trade in the region, which could become concrete in the future, but at the 

moment, there are no practical examples of this actually taking place. There is a combination 

of factors that makes Mercosur a special case, but it is not possible to say that Brazil has 

double standards or shows two different faces when pursuing higher education initiatives in the 

region and globally.   
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5.3 Third hypothesis 

 

The third hypothesis of this study refers to the actors involved in the process of constructing 

Brazil’s official position with regards to internationalisation of higher education. I proposed 

that non-state actors have a strong view against including education under the GATS and that 

they put pressure on the government to maintain the country’s unfavourable position on the 

WTO discussion rounds. In the results chapter it was possible to see that this is basically true; 

that non-state actors are generally against trade in education and therefore are sceptical about 

the agreement. The research also showed that their political action did not directly produce 

Brazil’s official position, but it has indirectly contributed to achieving the goal of an 

unfavourable attitude at the WTO table and to fixing the commitment of the government 

against the GATS. According to the concept of impact, which was operationalised in Chapter 3, 

this is enough to say that they have had a significant and positive political impact by convincing 

the state of the drawbacks of the GATS and influencing it to be against it. 

 

This is supported by the structuration approach to international regimes which recognises the 

importance of agency and non-state actors in the design, implementation and monitoring of 

international policies. According to them, social change depends on individuals who reflect on 

knowledge and ideas available and who act upon them. This way, non-state actors have 

exerted a significant impact on Brazil’s official position towards the GATS and other initiatives, 

despite the fact that they did not have any formal authority. However, international regimes 

theories also acknowledge that the state is the one with the ultimate legal power to produce 

any fundamental change in world politics.  

 

It is definitely easier to influence the state’s position when the claims are in line with what the 

government wants. An important question to be asked is whether non-state actors would be 

able to change it if their positions were contradictory. It is difficult to know for sure. Social 

movement theories explain that interest organisations usually have little direct impact on 

legislative action if their proposals are different from the majority, however that does not 

mean they have no impact at all. Success can go beyond the impact/no impact discussion. For 

example, the acceptance of non-state actors and organisations as legitimate mouthpieces for 

society already represents an important achievement.  

 

The principle of education as a public good which works as a rationale for the current position 

is an example of a belief which is already consensus in the Brazilian society. Non-state actors 

have played a role in spreading and establishing the idea that GATS is not beneficial for the 

country and, as a result, indirectly impacting government’s opinion. This illustrates how 
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legitimising public ideas can also be considered an indirect way of influencing the state’s 

decisions and official position in the WTO.  

 

Another question to be asked is whether the position of the Brazilian government would be 

different if the non-state actors did not exist or did not produce any declarations like the 

Brasilia letter? In this case the answer is probably no, because the Ministry of Education has a 

similar view and would be unfavourable towards the GATS even without the active role of non-

state actors. However, if the state shifts to a neo-liberal position due to a change in 

government, the action of the non-state actors may become more crucial. Since they are 

already mobilised, they may be able to impact the official perception and to guarantee the 

preservation of the current view. If they are still not successful in sustaining a cautious 

approach towards GATS, they have at least built stable national institutions and strong 

regulatory mechanisms that protect the quality of education in Brazil.  

 

In summary, the impact of non-state actors can be considered significant and positive since 

they have achieved their pre-defined goal of Brazil holding an unfavourable position towards 

the GATS in the WTO forums. Their contribution was indirect through their declarations, 

meetings and mobilisation of public opinion. It is important to mention that the circumstances 

were also favourable. The fact that the government was open to non-state actors’ opinions and 

was against the GATS as a matter of principle made it possible for such impact to happen.  

 

To conclude, despite the fact that non-state actors were not the main responsible for 

producing the government’s position on the GATS issue, they have clearly contributed to 

securing and guaranteeing an official commitment against the agreement. 

 

5.4 Further research 

 

With the completion of this study, a few points have emerged as in need of further research. 1) 

Anhembi-Morumbi is the first example of a Brazilian university which was acquired by a foreign 

company and is already offering education services. It would be extremely useful to analyse 

this case, whether it has been beneficial for the education system, how difficult it is to control 

and regulate their provisions and what is the quality level of education offered there. It would 

also be interesting to know whether this brought more international opportunities to students 

and how many were actually impacted. This study may shed new light on the GATS debate and 

may help Brazil in either proving GATS is not beneficial for the country or taking advantage 

from the proposals of trading education. 2) Other countries in Latin America have similar 
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concerns so it might be useful to understand how the GATS debate is developing there, how 

civil society is involved and how prepared the countries are to opening up their education 

sectors. A case study of a few countries in the region would allow some comparison on the 

various aspects of internationalisation of higher education. There could be valuable experience 

and knowledge to share between them. 3) Considering Chile is the most liberal country in the 

region, it would be interesting to understand how far it plans to go with regards to education 

cooperations, and what are its real interests in building education partnerships with the 

Mercosur. There is a need for more clarity on what is already happening between these 

countries and how consistent are their programmes with the views of Brazil identified in the 

present research.  



 74



 75

APPENDIX I: INTERVIEWS 

 
 
Number Category Institution Code 

1.  University 
representative 

International Relations Department of FGV-
EAESP (Private University in São Paulo) 

UNI_01 
 

2.  
University 
representative 

International Relations Department of PUCSP 
(Private/Catholic University in São Paulo) 

UNI_02 
 

3.  University 
representative 

International Relations Department of UFSM 
(Public University in Santa Maria) 

UNI_03 
 

4.  Ministry of Education 
representative 

Ministry of Education – Mercosur matters MEC_01 
 

5.  Ministry of Education 
representative 

Ministry of Education – International 
Relations Department for Education 

MEC_02 
 

6.  
Ministry of Foreign 
Relations 
representative 

Ministry of Foreign Relations – Diplomat 
involved in Services discussions at the WTO 

MRE_01 
 

7.  
Ministry of Foreign 
Relations 
representative 

Brazilian Mission in the WTO negotiations – 
Representative from the Brazilian 
Government in the GATS discussions  

MRE_02 
 

8.  Union representative National Union for Higher Education 
Teachers (ANDES) 

SIND_01 
 

9.  Union representative National Confederation of Education 
Professionals (CNTE) 

SIND_02 
 

10.  NGO representative UNESCO Institute for Higher Education in 
Latin America and Caribbean 

NGO_01 
 

11.  NGO representative Brazilian NGO Ação Educativa NGO_02 
 

12.  NGO representative International Student Organisation AIESEC NGO_03 
 

13.  Academic Universidade Federal de Santa Maria – 
Education Department 

ACAD_01 
 

14.  Academic Universidade de Brasilia – International 
Relations Department  

ACAD_02 
 

15.  Academic Universidade de Brasilia – International 
Relations Department 

ACAD_03 
 

 
 



 76

APPENDIX II: INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 
• Introduction of myself and general introduction of my research 
• Explanation of interview objectives 
• Clarify anonymity and ethical issues 
 
Introductory questions: 
1. What is your job?  
2. How many people work with you/here and what is their background?  
 
Higher education initiatives: 
3. What are the main initiatives to internationalise higher education in Brazil? 
4. What are the positive and negative aspects (opportunities and threats) for Brazil of 

internationalising its higher education system? 
5. In what level are these initiatives decided and coordinated (university, city, state, Ministry, 

national, regional, international)? 
 
Mercosur: 
6. How does this fit in the context of Mercosur? What would be the main benefits and 

drawbacks for Brazil to open education under Mercosur?  
7. What is “Mercosur Educacional” doing? What is their objective? 
8. The initiatives agreed on Mercosur level, how are they brought back to universities and 

Ministry level? 
 
GATS: 
9. What is your opinion and how much do you know about the GATS? 
10. Are there any differences in the interests of Brazil in Mercosur and in international 

agreements like GATS? 
11. How does Brazilian higher education fit into the GATS discussion in the WTO? 
12. What are the opportunities and threats of this agreement? 
13. Is there an educational organisation supporting the WTO in the GATS discussion? Is there 

anything like “Mercosur Educacional” in the international level? 
14. How does the Mercosur cooperate with WTO? Do you think that the 10 years exception of 

regional trade agreements by the GATS could be a problem for Mercosur? 
15. Who participates in defining the position of Brazil in the GATS discussions? 
16. If one of these actors (non state) was (not) present in the discussion how different would 

the final position/agreement be? 
17. When decisions or agreements are made internationally, how are they transferred on to 

national institutions like universities, CNTU, other ministries? 
 
Reactions to GATS: 
18. Do you know about the “Carta de Porto Alegre”, “Declaração de Brasília” and “Declaracion 

de Managua”? Were you involved in their conception? How were they developed and by 
whom? How do they reach the position makers? 

19. If these letters were never made, what would have been different? 
20. Were there other kinds of action against the GATS? 
21. What has been the involvement of civil society? 
 
Other: 
22. Are there continuities and changes between the last governments on the issue of 

internationalisation of education? 
23. Could you give me a historical overview/explanation of this process (GATS or “Mercosur 

educacional”)? Who started, how it went, etc. 
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