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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this critical ethnographic dissertation research was to explore the multiple and
diverse ways in which university student activists in Honduras constructed oppositional political
cultures within the institutional constraints and possibilities of the university and the broader
neoliberal and authoritarian postcoup context. In this research, I considered studying up and down
and anything in between a necessary task to understand the complexity of student activism in
relation to the university’s complicity with the coloniality of power and knowledge (Nader, 1972;
Quijano, 2000, 2007). Critical ethnography, decolonial, space and place, and collective action
theory provided the philosophical, methodological, conceptual, practical, political, and ethical
commitments to understand how the University Student Movement’s political culture resisted
neoliberal higher education reform. This research, in addition, offers an ethnographic analysis and
interpretation of the student movement’s political culture and the role it played in democratizing
the university. First,  used a historical perspective to contextualize reemerging student movements
in Honduras. After tracing Latin American student movement’s origin to the Cordoba Student
Movement of Argentina, I examined the ways in which the student movement of Honduras
adopted, reclaimed, and extended the democratic principles implemented in the former. University
autonomy, ideological pluralism, democratic governance, academic freedom, and curriculum
reform were salient points of analyses. Second, I examined the student movement’s horizontal
organization, identified the democratic social practices and political culture that emerged after the
coup of 2009, and interpreted student activists’ knowledges born in struggle through a decolonial
lens concomitant with a sensitivity to space and place and collective action. Particularly, the direct
participation of students in all decision-making processes within the student movement was

interpreted as an act of resistance to reclaim democratic spaces within a sociopolitical context
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increasingly becoming dictatorial. Third, I analyzed the student movement’s impact in
democratizing the university’s governance structure and resisting neoliberal higher education
reform. Fourth, I shared the knowledge produced collectively by student activists. The way
students conceived of the university and its curriculum and governing practices unsettled the
authorial individualism still present in educational research. The knowledges born in struggle, I
argued, have sociopolitical, cultural, and decolonial implications. In addition to the analytical and
interpretive work which included the research, knowledges, and practices student activists shared
with me during the 12 months of fieldwork and participant observation in Honduras, I highlighted
how the emergence of a heterogeneously articulated student movement slowed down, at the very
least, the neocolonial and neoliberal reconfiguration of the university. This dissertation thus
addressed the political relationship between the global and the local. The re-localization of politics
here must not to be confused with reactionary politics. It means instead to recognize how the
particular is enmeshed in a more complex web of power, domination, resistance, and reexistence.
To resist locally means that collective actors engage global powers, even if indirectly and
unintentionally. Student activists, who were able to put a stop to the series of neoliberal reforms
implemented since the coup of 2009, reminded those in power (local, national, and global) that
neoliberal higher education reform within a re-politicized autonomous university with an
organized student movement will be faced with resistance. This ethnographic account will
hopefully reveal the ways in which student activist built a politically culture characterized by
alternative forms of organizing to resist what is too often conceived fatalistically as the inevitable
neoliberalization of education. These fatalistic perspectives will hopefully be unsettled throughout
the dissertation. The significance of this study is that it is oriented toward an ethnographic

understanding of higher education reform and student resistance in Latin America, a region with a
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student population which continues to be engaged in collective action. The educational
significance of this work revolves around the need to rethink and rebuild universities in radically
democratic terms. This rethinking involves the need to not only democratize access to higher
education but rather to democratize governance, curriculum, knowledge, research, and ways of
knowing and being. Transforming the university into a democratic place in which students are
directly and meaningfully involved in governance and curriculum reform opens a path toward
decolonial futurities where knowledge is no longer dictated from above but rather deconstructed
and reconstructed from below. This dissertation research, lastly, as it works at the intersections of
curriculum studies, decolonial theories, methodologies, pedagogies, and emerging university
student resistance in Latin America, offers, I hope, a valuable way to do curriculum inquiry in

higher education institutions within international contexts.
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PERSONAL VIGNETTE

Justifying the reasons why I am interested in university student activism in Latin America
while never having attended one of its universities is not an easy task. I immigrated to the United
States from Honduras when [ was only five years old. I learned English without much difficulty
because of my young age, and I became the first person in my extended family to graduate from
high school and college.

This story gets more complex if I mention the village and campesino life I left behind in
Honduras, the undocumented status I held in the United States for eighteen years, my lived
experiences in the streets of southern California, and my ultimate return to Honduras. “What
does this have to do with university student movements in Honduras?” you might ask. In what
follows, I attempt to answer this very question.

When I was in high school, the way I saw and experienced the world and the people
around me drastically changed. Perhaps I became more observant to the way my mom talked
about Central America’s history, the reasons we left Honduras in 1992, and the role the United
States played before, during, and after the 1980s. Perhaps, there was something to my “illegal”
immigrant identity that did not let me forget that I am from the South [que soy del sur]. Perhaps,
it was the denigrating ways I was reminded by my fellow “American” teachers, classmates, and
even strangers that I belonged to a filthy, mestizo, Amerindian, Spanish-speaking third world
country. The constellation of these lived experiences and hostile encounters made it difficult to
forget the place from which I immigrated. Soy del sur.

As a philosophy professor once told me, being Central American did not in fact make me
an American. José¢ Marti (1985) could not have disagreed more when he referred to Latin

America as Nuestra América. I now know, however, that Nuestra America, our America, also
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formed part of a Eurocentric White/mestizo urban imaginary in Latin America which
romanticized the past, thereby rendering Indigenous peoples and campesino mestizos as
nonexistent or insignificant to the national or regional modern identity. My educational
experiences, broadly understood, and the way my identity was constructed in the United States
were, nonetheless, always intimately linked to the way I imagined myself in Latin America’s
past, present, and uncertain future. My supposed illegal, criminal, alien being, furthermore,
positioned me in a peculiar place from which to experience and read the world—a place some
scholars have conceptualized as colonial difference (Mignolo, 2000), borderlands (Anzalduaa,
1987), double consciousness (Du Bois, 1903), and third space (Bhabha, 1994). When I went to
college, the difference between the university’s space and the places I identified with outside of
its White walls became more prominent. At the university, I met Black, Brown, and Indigenous
students who, like me, were historically excluded from higher education. Although I was not
alone, the guilt I felt because I had left my barrio in southern California remained. I did not
belong in the exclusive labyrinths designed for the White middle and upper class.

Now that I have reached this point in my abridged biographical account, how am I to
justify my interest in higher education research in Honduras? Why university student activism? It
appears [ would be better off inquiring about Latino/a and immigrant students’ educational
experiences in the United States.

My abrupt return to Honduras, however, brought me closer to the social, political, and
economic issues of the (neo)colony in which I was born. In many ways, my older brother’s
deportation in 2007 motivated me to take this somewhat-impulsive decision to return to
Honduras. In 2009, when the democratically elected president Juan Manuel Zelaya Rosales was

overthrown many fled (and are continuing to flee) the country’s repressive regime within a
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postcoup authoritarian and dictatorial context, risking their lives not so much to chase the
American Dream but to escape the endless Central American nightmare. While others were
heading North, however, I was looking South (Dorfman, 1998). In 2010, I applied for a teaching
position in Honduras, and to my surprise I was hired. I finally had the opportunity to leave the
United States, and I took it without hesitating. I may very well be considered a voluntary
deportee. As an act of self-determination or perhaps resentment or perhaps both, I bought a one-
way ticket to the place I only knew vaguely through stories and distorted memories.

I had constructed in my mind a Honduras I could help transform. Because of my
sociology degree and my extracurricular Marxist readings, [ was convinced that I could be the
next Ernesto “Che” Guevara! My naive thoughts faced a cruel reality once I stepped into the
piss, shit, smog, and wretchedness of the Honduran capital, Tegucigalpa. As I walked toward the
main street outside of the airport, I stopped a taxi and asked the middle-aged man to take me to
the bus station that had routes to the southern part of Honduras. While in the backseat, I got a
glimpse of this wretched, colonial city. Doubt finally found its way to my mind, eating away at
all the hope and revolutionary fervor I had built up before my plane departed from the Los
Angeles International Airport (LAX).

When the taxi dropped me off at the bus station located in Villa Della, a barrio
considered to be prone to robbery because of its chaotic and crowded space filled with poverty, a
pack of teenage boys rushed toward me asking me simultaneously where I was heading. Each
one assured me that their bus was the best option. The cheapest! The fastest! One kid persuaded
me who said his bus would leave in ten minutes. I did not have time to waste. On the way to my
village, I tried to convince myself that my decision to return to Honduras was the correct one. I

told myself that my decision to give up the possibility of becoming a permanent resident and a
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United States citizen was not a mistake. My mom warned me before checking in my bags at the
Los Angeles International Airport that she did not leave our village, Los Llanitos, so that I could
return to it. She did not look for a better life [una mejor vida] in the United Stated so that I could
return to the life she left behind. I refused to listen.

It took eight, long hours to get to the southernmost mountains bordering Nicaragua, a
region filled with stories and nightmares of the conflicts between Sandinistas and Contras. It was
about eight o’clock at night when the bus finally dropped me off on the nearest path leading to
my village. It was pitch black as I stepped out of the bus. From what I could tell, the electricity
had gone out due to the pouring rain. A woman holding an umbrella and a flashlight walked up
and introduced herself and gave me an awkward side hug, which is quite common in rural areas
in which people’s timid expressions and gestures reveal the distance and unacquaintedness with
the manners and formalities adopted by middle-class city dwellers. This woman, who was at
least 30 years old, was my mother’s youngest sister, an aunt I barely remembered. Another
family member grabbed my 50-pound luggage and carried it on top of his shoulders.

Through the rain, my aunt guided me with her poorly lit flashlight. After about an hour of
walking through the wet, mountainous terrain my feet had forgotten to walk on, we finally made
it to Los Llanitos, the village I left in 1992, the year that marked five hundred years of
colonialism and resistance in our godforsaken lands. Family members who I had not seen for
eighteen years welcomed me with food, bread, and coffee. However cliché it may sound, I did
feel at home, as though I had never left. This feeling reassured me that my decision to come back
was not a mistake. Place does matter, and the people who leave never truly leave, nor are they
forgotten by those who stay. It is the connection I now have to my village and my family who

lives there that motivates me to do research on the institution that excludes them/us—the mestizo
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campesinos and Indigenous peoples whose knowledges and practices are conceived as relics of a
premodern past. There is no room for them in the modern university. What I have seen and
experienced Honduras ultimately led me to research on the National Autonomous University of
Honduras (UNAH) and the student activists who are trying to radically change the university by
articulating their struggle with historically excluded peoples and communities.

My village, like many other excluded communities, only has an elementary school with
two classrooms. Those who want to go to middle school and high school must travel to the
nearest town, which can take at least one hour to walk to. Those who graduate from high school
and aspire to study at the university must, if they have the means, move to the nearest city,
Choluteca. Geographically speaking, higher education has been designed for the White or
whitened upper socioeconomic strata living in urban spaces (Echeverria, 2010). However, things
have begun to change for those with family members living in the United States or Spain who
are able to send money back home. My younger cousins, for instance, who are enrolled at the
university in Choluteca, do so because their parents living in the United States and Spain can pay
for their expenses, such as housing and transportation. Those who are unable to continue their
education leave to find work at the maquilas in San Pedro Sula or in coffee plantations during
the harvest season. Others begin a long journey north in massive migrant caravans (Lakhani,
2018). Others go about it alone. Although immigrants living in the United States and Spain have
made it possible for historically excluded people to gain access to higher education, this does not
mean the sociocultural, epistemic, political, and economic structures in place will dissolve as the
university becomes more socioeconomically, culturally, and racially diverse. Whether more
schooling is good or bad is definitely up for debate (Illich, 1971). What is important to consider,

nonetheless, is that the transnational flow of people and capital has changed the patterns of

19



consumption and has shifted the demographics of tertiary education (Fajnzylber et al., 2008;
Ghosh, 2006). According to some recent statistics published by the College Board, university
students from low socioeconomic backgrounds (e.g. students with a family income less than 400
dollars per month) make up the largest proportion of the university student population at UNAH
(Mendoza, 2014). Since 2012, however, acceptance rates for this group has declined. In 2012,
19,149 freshman students falling under this socioeconomic category were accepted at UNAH
and its regional campuses. In 2013, the numbers dropped to 15,346 (Mendoza, 2014). On the
other hand, the enrollment of freshman students whose families are categorized as middle class
and earn more than 800 dollars per month increased from 677 in 2006 to 3,626 in 2013. What
should be noted is that these changes have taken place during a post-coup context in which the
university has been restructured through education reform following a neoliberal logic.
Admission policy, such as entrance exams, has made it more difficult for students to get accepted
to UNAH. It is within this context that family members from Los Llanitos found out that they
had been denied the opportunity to study at a public university. It is also within this context that
university students initiated a political process to democratize the university in their attempts to
oppose neoliberal higher education reform.

When university students at UNAH began to organize, however, I had many doubts.
Initially, I was not as informed about the university’s demographics as I am now. At first, I was
unsure of how student activists articulated themselves to other struggles in a space which had
historically excluded women and colonized peoples and communities. Was the student
movement an elitist organization? Were the student movement’s leaders from the middle and
upper class? How about the rank and file? As I mentioned above, the geographical arrangements

previously used to limit access to universities are no longer as fixed due to transnational
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migration. In a country with over 67 percent of population living under poverty (Cepal:
Honduras, 2018), however, many continue to be excluded. The questions above convinced me
that I should do research on, with, and alongside the University Student Movement to highlight
the sociopolitical, economic, epistemological, cultural, and pedagogical dimensions of student

activism.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Introduction

In this chapter, I contextualize higher education reform and the emergence of the
University Student Movement at the National Autonomous University of Honduras (UNAH). I
briefly describe the university’s academic and governance structure as well as the student
movement’s organization. In addition, I situate the emergence of student activism within a
broader historical, regional, and geopolitical economic context in which right-wing,
authoritarian, fascist, and dictatorial governments are increasingly becoming the norm (Pitts et
al., 2016; Shipley, 2016). Furthermore, I analyze the neoliberal higher education reforms within
a post-coup context in relation to the politically active student contingent self-identified as /as
hijas y los hijos del golpe. They are the daughters and sons of the coup of 2009 who decided to
organize themselves in a “complex associational complex™ in their politico-academic efforts to
unsettle the neoliberal reform movement shaping the university into an exclusive, gentrified, and
authoritarian space (Baierle, 1998, p. 118). I describe, lastly, how university student activists
transcended the common issues pertinent to the defense of public universities, such as the
privatization of education, by intersecting their struggle with other social movements.

In this chapter and throughout this dissertation, specifically in chapter two and three, I
address the theoretical and methodological dilemmas of doing activist research. I argue against
the dominant theoretical frameworks and methodological approaches used to study higher
education reform and university student activism. I explicate how a decolonial theoretical
perspective and critical ethnography complement each other to do research on, with, and

alongside university student activists. By offering an ethnographic account of the university
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student movement and its diverse actors, I hope that future educational researchers working
within the broad field of international education and curriculum studies will take into

consideration the modest offerings of this work.
Rationale

The purpose of this qualitative, ethnographic study is thus to explore how university
student activists construct knowledges and practices aimed at democratizing, radicalizing, and
decolonizing institutional spaces such as the university (Alvarez et al., 1998; Escobar, 1992,
2008; Escobar & Alvarez, 1992; Melucci, 1989, 1996a, 1996b). The literature demonstrates that
ethnographies of higher education are scarce while K-12 ethnographic research is extensive
(Jones et al., 2014; Pabian, 2013; Wisniewski, 2000). The use of critical ethnography in higher
education, despite earlier pleas for its use (Masemann, 1982), is more uncommon. Apart from
what has been written by the scholarship falling under science and technology studies, few
ethnographies have been written on the university and the everyday practices of its actors. It is
not surprising because universities are unlikely to consent for researchers to study up. Nader
(1972) asks, “What if, in reinventing anthropology, anthropologists were to study the colonizers
rather than the colonized, the culture of power rather than the culture of the powerless, the
culture of affluence rather than the culture of poverty?” (p. 289). In this dissertation, I consider
studying up and down and anything in between a necessary task to understand the complexity of
student activism and the university’s complicity with power. Indeed, there exists an academic
hierarchy that prevents researchers from studying up because this type of work may potentially
unveil the doings of the university and the neoliberal sciences, discourses, and governing

practices it sustains.
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I thus used critical ethnography to analyze and interpret how the University Student
Movement at the National Autonomous University of Honduras resisted neoliberal higher
education reform, curriculum, and hierarchical governance practices. The significance of this
study was twofold; firstly, it aimed to build upon international higher education research,
particularly that which draws from critical globalization studies (Dolby & Rahman, 2008), by
providing an ethnographic, sociocultural account of university student activism; secondly, it
offered an international perspective to curriculum studies—one which problematizes the
internationalization of curriculum as well as the theoretical frames (mis)guiding the field in
settler colonial and neocolonial contexts.

The personal vignette I offered above described the importance of place and thinking
from a situated social and epistemic position. Stating that I am from the Global South does not
simply mean that [ am from a specific country or geographical location. Rather, being and
thinking from the South means one has reached a critical, decolonial understanding of what it
means to think, feel, sense, live, and become otherwise with others from a subaltern position. As
I explicate in subsequent chapters, thinking from a specific standpoint or borderland perspective
is not something that is guaranteed or essential to a subaltern subject. Feminist theorists have
elucidated this point through varying positionalities (Anzaldua, 1987; Collins, 2000; Crenshaw,
1989; Haraway, 1988; Harding, 2016). Instead, thinking from an(other) epistemic position is
exactly what is denied to those who have been colonized and historically subjugated. I clarify
this point so that the Global South is not reified and understood in binary terms as that which is
in direct opposition to the Global North. As Walsh (2012) points out, there are Souths in the
North and Norths in the South, which breaks with the dichotomous conceptualizations and the

strictly demarcated cartographies of the Global North and the Global South.
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I used decolonial, space and place, and collective action theory to inform the
epistemological, institutional, and praxeological dimensions of university student activism
respectively, explicated in the following chapter. I felt it urgent to intersect these theories to
understand the complexity of university student activism in Latin America and their collective
efforts to unsettle the coloniality of neoliberal higher education reform and the knowledges,
values, and meanings sustained by neoliberal university governance and curriculum.

In addition to providing an ethnographic account of student activism, this dissertation
situated activism within the post-coup Honduran context, in which the social, economic,
political, and educational institutions were rapidly restructured to meet the external and internal
exigencies of neoliberal globalization. Above all, this dissertation provided an ethnographic
account of a group of university student activists trying to maintain the collective alive in times

when possessive individualism presents itself as the only option.
University Student Movements

Students do merit political analysis. This becomes clear once we drop the image
of students frequently playing decisive roles in determining national policies, and
instead focus more on matters such as strong influence over higher education
policy itself, political recruitment, the generation of ideas, and legitimacy and
disorder. Student political activity in Latin America has not faded nearly as much
as scholarship about it. (Levy, 1981, p. 354)

In the past, university student movements were considered the vanguard of social,
economic, and political change (Altbach, 1975; Levine, 1980). The year of 1968, known by
some scholars as the “Great Rehearsal” toward a world revolution (Arrighi et al., 1989), was a
point in time when the ostensive intangibility of changing the world did not seem as intangible
after all. Activism was not the volunteerism we see today or what Alvarez et al. (1998) consider

the cooptation and NGOization of social movements, including feminist, LGBTQ,
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environmentalist, Indigenous, and campesino movements. Instead, it was anti-systemic, directed
at “the established power structures in an effort to bring into existence a more democratic, more
egalitarian historical system than the existing one” (Wallerstein, 2014, p. 160). Student
movements, furthermore, refused to conform to the expectations the modern capitalist world-
system had in store for them (Echeverria, 2010), meaning that university students’ struggle
transcended the institutional constraints and political limitations of the university, curriculum,
and the nation-state. Indeed, some student movements, Echeverria (2010) argues, transformed
themselves into social struggles, as was the case with the Mexican student movement of 1968.
Not long after this great rehearsal, however, with the neoliberal configuration of global
capitalism and the fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of the Soviet Union, the end of history
and agency was proclaimed by the West (Fukuyama, 1992; Hinkelammert, 1995, 1996). This
fatalistically inescapable tale void of all alternatives allowed for only one narrative to stand until
the end of time, that of postmodernity and the ceaseless development and progress neoliberal

globalization promises.
Neoliberalism

During the first two decades of the 21% century, we find the implementation of neo-
developmental policies concomitant with neoliberal discourses aimed at restructuring the global
economy into one that is primarily knowledge-based (Torres, 2009; Torres & Schugurensky,
2002). A knowledge-based economy positions the university not only as a producer of
knowledge but also as an invaluable agent of neoliberal globalization. Under this shifting
geopolitical economic landscape, it is imperative to examine the relationship between

neoliberalism, higher education reform (including curriculum reform), and the emergence of the
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student resistance in varying contexts to not lose sight of the ongoing struggles that make it
possible to think of alternative educational models.

Given neoliberalism’s ubiquitous use, one must inquire first how this ideological
discourse formed, and how it articulated itself socially, culturally, politically, economically,
globally, and institutionally. Harvey (2005a) defines neoliberalism as the “theory of political
economic practices proposing that human well-being can be best advanced by the maximization
of entrepreneurial freedoms within an institutional framework characterized by private property
rights, individual liberty, unencumbered markets, and free trade” (p. 2). Harvey’s definition
underlines neoliberalism’s unfaltering and irrational view of individual freedoms, which
transfers the responsibility to individuals’ private interests to achieve social stability without
considering historically embedded social structures (Giroux, 2011). Historically embedded social
structures which maintain asymmetrical relations of power intact are thus ignored. Without the
consideration of sociocultural, economic, and political structures, what we are left with is a
meritocratic system in which a laissez faire liberal ideology reigns supreme, where the individual
entrepreneurial freedoms promised by this neoliberal ideology are only attainable by those who
have historically held the resources, power, and sociocultural capital to do so. Those who fall
behind within this system apparently do so because of their own doing.

Economist Milton Friedman promoted this neoliberal ideology in the United States. His
neoliberal economic theories, including Friedrich Hayek’s (1944, 1948, 1960), were first
experimented in Chile under Pinochet’s dictatorship (Harvey, 2005). They were later put in
effect in the United States and in England under the Reagan and Thatcher administration
respectively (Frazer, 1982). The practical implementation of these neoliberal economic theories

replaced the Keynesian economic model of the welfare state (Peck & Tickell, 2002). Friedman’s
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(1982) work underscored the need to deregulate the public sector, including public higher
education. According to him, this was the only way to guarantee individuals academic and
economic success. Although Friedman’s theories spoke more to K-12 schooling, his ideas
initially found their highest expression outside the United States, where the privatization of
higher education marched an unfettered path under authoritarian regimes in Latin America. It is
not surprising that Friedman’s Chicago Boys would later conduct their economic experiments
after the Chilean Coup of 1973 (see e.g., the neoliberal manifesto written by the Chicago Boys
titled £/ Ladrillo (Spikula & Mendez, 1992)).

Deregulation and privatization, as the Chilean case demonstrates, always involves the
participation of the State. As Gamble (1988) reveals, there is a contradiction between
neoliberalism’s ideological discourse and its practical implementation, for the state continues to
be a critical player within a neoliberal order. To make the conditions ripe for privatization
requires the deliberate implementation of economic policies. Rollback neoliberal economic
policies, for instance, gradually defund public universities, leading to their “discreditation” (Peck
& Tickell, 2002, p. 384), thus validating the neoliberal discourse around deregulation and
privatization. In relation to education, this strategic maneuver is aimed at convincing the
population that public education is inferior to that which is offered by private institutions.
Subsequently, rollout neoliberal economic policies deregulate the public sector, making it
permissible to privatize public services (Peck & Tickell, 2002). The systematic application of
rollback and rollout neoliberal policies enable people to conceive of the public sector as
incompetent. In addition, it presents the private sector as the only rational path toward
innovation, efficiency, competition, success, and salvation. With the strategic and systematic

implementation of public policy, possessive individualism, fatalism, and indifference have
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become the new common sense (Gramsci, 1971). It is what Santos (2002a) coined as social
fascism, which, for him, “is pluralistic, coexists easily with the democratic state, and it privileges
time-space, rather than being national, is both local and global” (p. 186), within which, only the
private individual with the sufficient means to seclude themselves in gated communities can
survive. All others remain on the other side of the abyssal line (Ramon Grosfoguel et al., 2015;
Ramon Grosfoguel, 2016; Santos, 2007a).

Within this neoliberal conjuncture, contemporary higher education reform, in addition to
being ideological and cultural, is yet another colonizing process seeking to meet the demands of
the so-called global knowledge economy. Despite its global scale, the knowledge economy is
dominated by the Group of Seven, which continues to ignore the sociocultural, historical, and
political dynamics of Latin America for example (Lander, 1999), like earlier forms of
colonialism. When knowledge is conceived as global, it creates the illusion that it benefits
everyone equally, when, in fact, this is not case. It gives the illusion, in other words, that the
knowledge economy is the end to which all people must aspire. Knowledge cannot be stripped
away so easily from its complicity in maintaining asymmetrical relations of power, evidenced by
the global division of labor, including the academic labor quantified and ranked in top journals
and World Class universities. The implications of a global knowledge economy are that it
universalizes and naturalizes itself at the expense of all knowledges and ways of knowing that
fall outside of its narrow capitalist parameters. It is thus an urgent task to amplify and make more
visible the knowledge practices which resist being commodified, ranked, and consumed.

Understanding neoliberalism’s ideological and indeed cultural manifestation is important,
yet it is not enough to understand the complexity of today’s globalizing context. The ubiquitous

use of globalization, the global village, and the global era, furthermore, does little to clarify what
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it truly entails and where it emanates from and why. Globalization is often employed to
conceptualize a technologically interconnected world where the fluidity of capital and people
begin to blur political borders and national identities. This blurring of borders apparently allows
for a harmonious world culture to come into being (Robertson & Dale, 2015). Held and
McGrew’s (2003) definition is often cited in the literature:

a growing magnitude or intensity of global flows such that states and societies

become increasingly enmeshed in worldwide systems and networks of interaction.

As a consequence, distant occurrences and developments can come to have serious

domestic impacts while local happenings can engender significant global

repercussions. . .. This does not mean that the global necessarily displaces or takes
precedence over local, national or regional orders of social life. Rather, the point is
that the local becomes embedded within more expansive sets of interregional

relations and networks of power. (p. 3)

Whether the local was ever statically localized is debatable. However, the networks of
interaction, perhaps more amplified today than ever before, helps conceive of global flows in
such a way that it positions universities as potential containers in which commodifiable
knowledge can be deposited, consumed, and reproduced to transform the university into yet
another node within a global network of interaction. It is imperative, therefore, to understand
how neoliberalism, globalization, and knowledge production are interwoven in a complex
colonial matrix of power (Mignolo, 2000). The definition of globalization provided by Gregory
et al. (2009) is worth citing at length, for it intertwines globalization and neoliberalism.

A big buzzword in political speech and a ubiquitous analytical category in academic

debate, globalization operates today rather like modernization did in the mid-

twentieth century as the key term of a master discourse about the general state of

the world. The most common political version of the discourse depicts globalization

as an unstoppable process of global integration, a supposedly inevitable process

that while being driven by free market capitalism also necessitates all the free

market reforms of neoliberalism. (p. 308)

In relation to each other both neoliberalism and globalization can also be conceptualized

in at least three ways: 1) as two universal politico-economic and cultural processes; 2) as late
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capitalism’s globally restructured form whereby unprecedented neoliberal economic forces drive
contemporary globalizing processes more rapidly through technological advancements; and 3) as
inextricably linked processes through which colonial domination finds its continuity in a
reconfigured geopolitical form, where the United States’ political, economic, cultural, and
technological influence rapidly ascended to a superpower after World War II, which became

uncontested after the end of the Cold War (Jameson & Miyoshi, 1998).
The Coloniality of Globalization

It is the third perspective mentioned above that critical and decolonial thinkers use to
conceptualize and contextualize the current neoliberal conjuncture to understand how global
designs stemming from local histories are articulated globally (Mignolo, 2000). Escobar (2004)
labels this process imperial globality and global coloniality while Dirlik (2016) terms it global
modernity, where it is no longer the West who is on its destructive path to reach capitalist
modernity (e.g., Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa (BRICS)). Although not a
decolonial scholar, the prominent comparative education scholar Phillip Altbach asserts that
education reform is a means to attain the ‘servitude of the mind’ of those dwelling in the
formerly colonized and so-called underdeveloped third world (Arnove, 1980, p. 57). Without
doubt, one of the most effective institutions capable of meeting neoliberal globalization’s
political, economic, cultural, social, epistemic, and technological desires is the university. It is
not only the space in which the production and reproduction of knowledge and power is most
effectively disseminated and legitimated; it is also the space in which political, economic, and
cultural deposits are made in the fashion of Freire’s (1970) banking model. These cultural
deposits made by the university allow for a new form of cultural and intellectual colonialism, as

it was initially conceived by Latin American scholars in the 1950s, later reconceptualized by
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decolonial scholars as coloniality in the 1990s (Quijano, 1992; Restrepo, 2001). The university
thus continues to be an instrumental space in which dominant discourses, narratives, knowledges
are perpetuated and ways of being reproduced.

The university and those teaching and learning within its confines are increasingly being
transformed into consumable products (Santos, 2012). That is the primary aim of neoliberal
education reform. Commodifiable knowledge has become the only knowledge worth knowing.
How, then, is neoliberal globalization different from earlier colonial eras led by Spain, France,
and England? The power-wielding hands might have changed yet colonialism seems to have
only changed according to the “evolution of capitalism, modernity, and Eurocentrism” (Gregory
et al., 2009, p. 94). If we examine varying university models closely, one will notice the varying
degrees to which the cultural, political, and the economic are emphasized across them. While the
ecclesiastic Spanish model underscored cultural/religious domination and the French the
ideological and political (used for consolidating the nation-state which also implies cultural
homogenization as well), the Anglo model had, and still has, the tendency to emphasize the
economic domain and instrumental rationality (Ribeiro, 1967). Under neoliberal globalization,
however, the dominant Anglo-American model delicately articulates all three, where the aim is
to create an individualistic and possessive culture, an ideological/apolitical subject who finds no
need for public services, and the entrepreneurial/economic subject who carries knowledge
instrumental for their success alone. I do not mean to sound anachronistic by citing classical
liberal thinkers, but Spencer’s (1860) thoughts on this matter offer some clarity and perhaps
some honesty when contemplating what knowledge is of most worth according to Occidentalist

rationality, morality, and subjectivity. His inquiry on this subject could be referred to today to
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think about the interlinkages between culture, politics, economy, education, colonialism,
neoliberalism, and globalism.

We are none of us content with quietly unfolding our own individualities to the full

in all directions; but have a restless craving to impress our individualities upon

others, and in some way subordinate them. And this it is which determines the

character of our education. Not what is of most real worth, is the consideration; but

what will bring most applause, honour, respect—what will most conduce to social

position and influence—what will be most imposing. (Spencer, 1960, p. 6- 7)

Thus, it is not knowledge in and of itself that makes it worth knowing. What Spencer
clarifies is that knowledge must impose on others; it must provide an individual the means
toward “social position and influence,” that is, toward a position of power, which, in turn, allows
an individual to have an “effect on others.” Individual desires are thus promoted at the expense
of the common good. Neoliberal education reform in Latin America and indeed around the world
is both theoretically and practically aligned with the social Darwinist ideology developed by
Spencer’s classical liberalism. Today, this ideology underlies the social fascist tendencies of
neoliberal globalization.

Notwithstanding the hegemonic neoliberal discourse, there is little agreement as to how
modernity and development—now bundled under the all-encompassing term of globalization—
should be conceptualized in relation to each other (Jameson & Miyoshi, 1998). Some point to
cosmopolitan and post-neoliberal transitions (Beck, 1992; Escobar, 2010), while others find
modernity and development to be two sides of the same colonial coin (Mignolo, 2000). Global
coloniality (Escobar, 2010), internal colonialism (Casanova, 1965), and settler colonialism
(Wolfe, 2006) are just a few other ways to conceptualize neoliberal globalization. How we
choose to conceptualize neoliberalism greatly depends on the historical vantage point one attains

through our own social, cultural, geographic positions. Where one speaks from, in other words,

impacts the way globalizing forces are experienced, theorized, and resisted.
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To challenge neoliberal globalization’s symbolic and material power, one can begin by
disrupting the commonsense use of terms such as the global era or the global village (Mignolo,
2007). There is no global village nor is there a global era not maintained through physical,
epistemic, and cultural violence. If we examine what is happening on the ground, an unsteady
terrain is found, one in which the harmonious global flows are nothing more than a reconfigured
modern/colonial world-system (Mignolo, 2011). On this terrain, you will find violence,
suffering, torture, death, dispossession, and displacement, which the scholarship drawing on
Foucault’s (2010) concept of governmentality and biopolitics describes quite well (Ortner,
2016). While analyzing the negation of life is critical to understanding neoliberalism’s
destructive path, it often leaves little room for thinking of alternatives. In other words, critical
theory’s negative discourse, philosophically understood, is not enough. Critical thought which
does not affirm an alternative project beyond the Eurocentric notions of critique and
emancipation all too often results, albeit unintentionally, into a fatalism fostering indifference
and social fascism.

Decolonial scholars, on the other hand, make resistance more visible to crack open the
monopolized conceptual space to make room for alternatives. Indeed, as social movements and
student movements emerge and as collective identities are constructed to transform the
sociocultural space, institutional foundations begin to fracture, making them less efficient at
subjecting alternative ways of knowing and becoming and perpetuating social hierarchies based

on difference.

Postcoup Context

It is not surprising that postcoup Chile, under Pinochet’s brutal regime, underwent a

neoliberal revolution (Hall, 2011). The democratic gains made during the Allende administration
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were immediately removed from the constitution, education policies, and university’s vision and
mission (Bellei et al., 2014; Cabalin, 2012; Stromquist & Sanyal, 2013). Klein (2007) argues that
these abrupt takeovers, termed by her as the shock doctrine, dominate the political economy and
are inextricably linked to crisis (e.g., natural disasters or financial, political, institutional crises).
Similarly, the Honduras’ post-coup regime implemented neo-developmental and neocolonial
education reforms with force. Paradoxically, within authoritarian neoliberal states there has been
a resurgence of social movements, while in progressive and even socialist governments social
movements have diminished or have been coopted (Zibechi, 2012). It is this contradiction that
makes the University Student Movement of Honduras analytically, conceptually, theoretically,
and practically salient to explore. How were university student activists able to articulate a
student movement? What actions did they take to democratize the university? What experiences,
meanings, and knowledges did they produce in their struggle? These questions are explored in

subsequent chapters.

Historical Background

Since 1982, the National Autonomous University of Honduras (UNAH) has been under
siege. That same year, ambassador John Negroponte and the Supreme Court of Honduras helped
depose the university rector Juan Almendares (Borgen, 2005), with Oswaldo Ramos Soto, who
was later accused by human rights organization for assisting the armed forces in the
disappearance of university student activists in the 1980s (Dunkerley & Sieder, 1996). In the past
two decades, UNAH experienced a series of neoliberal education reforms which began in 2004
but in actuality were enforced under different sociopolitical conditions in 2009. According to the
global tendencies, these reforms sought to restructure the curriculum and governance structure

according to neoliberalism’s new managerialist logic (Gonzalez-Ledesma, 2014).
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Like many public universities in Latin America, graduate programs at UNAH are limited
to a few academic programs such as law and medicine. Given these limitations, it is only
possible for a selected few to attain a masters or doctoral degree in Europe or the United States
(Torres, 2009). The largest undergraduate programs are in economics, engineering, law, and
medicine. By examining UNAH’s admission’s records, one immediately notices the low number
of students in the humanities and social sciences, which constitutes 21 percent, while technical
programs in economics and engineering make up 41 percent of enrolled students (Matricula,
2018). The remaining programs are in the other “sciences,” which means that 79 percent of
students attending the central campus are in academic programs with little to no critical
curricula. These numbers demonstrate how the university curriculum is structured to meet the
economic demands of the increasingly globalized economy and the technical knowledges
required for the new international division of labor (Alvarez et al., 1998). If we do not consider
some of the programs offered in the humanities/arts and social sciences, such as architecture,
foreign languages, local development and social work (which, one can argue, are also
interconnected with neoliberal globalization and the NGOization (e.g., local development) of
civil society (Alvarez et al., 1998), students in the humanities, arts, and social science only make
up 12 percent of registered students. If we only take into consideration first year student
admissions, these numbers drop significantly. These tendencies indicate how the university will
be configured in the upcoming years.

The co-governing university structure constitutive of university autonomy attained by the
broad-based university student movement in the 1950s was also stripped away in 2004 (Murillo,
2017). Before these neoliberal higher education reforms, university students had parity of

representation, meaning that they had 50 percent of the votes in the university council, UNAH’s
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highest governing body. Although co-governance had been coopted before the reforms of 2004,
the reclaiming of democratic practices such as co-governance at the university was only initiated
in 2009, within a postcoup context, in which university student activists expressed a more
radical, meaning to democracy. In the next section, I discuss in more detail the authoritarian
political culture student activists oppose and briefly describe the radically democratic political

culture they are building.
The University Student Movement

In 2016, student activists at the National Autonomous University of Honduras (UNAH)
founded the University Student Movement [Movimiento Estudiantil Universitario], popularly
referred to as MEU (pronounced as meh - U in Spanish). The emergence of MEU as a new
student activist political platform must be understood within the neoliberal and authoritarian
political context in which UNAH became the ideological arm to what student activists and the
general population refer to as golpismo. This concept can be translated at the institutional level as
a coup political culture. University authorities, students, and professors who continue to support
the conservative national party and liberal party responsible for orchestrating the coup in 2009
fall under this pejorative concept.

According to student activists and the research they have produced collectively and
disseminated through alternative media such as a widely read WordPress, UNAH has been ruled
autocratically by golpistas who conceive of the university as their fiefdom. Those who pay
tribute to the golpista regime are rewarded and those who disobey are punished accordingly. The
golpista political culture established within and beyond the university has also helped sustain the
neo-developmentalist and neo-extractivist economic projects initiated since the economic crisis

of 2008. It is therefore imperative to analyze how the reconfiguration of capital and the
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accumulation by dispossession facilitated by authoritarian and fascist governments reshape
autonomous universities. The United States, according to Harvey (2005b), is transitioning toward
“open imperialism backed by military force” which may be interpreted as a “sign of the
weakening of that hegemony before the serious threat of recession and widespread devaluation at
home” (p. 64). His prescient thoughts point to the geopolitical and economic maneuvers
affecting Latin American since the economic crisis of 2008. The authoritarian tendencies in the
region are illustrative of neoliberalism’s material and symbolic crisis. In other words,
neoliberalism globalization can be qualified more as a hegemonic world-system in which
coercion surpasses persuasion as opposed to the “condition of dominance in which the moment
of persuasion outweighs that of coercion” (Guha, 1998, p. 103). We can speak of a hegemonic
crisis within which the university plays a greater role in providing solutions to capitalism’s
inherent material contradictions and modernity’s exhausted narrative. The university thus assists
in extending the lifeline of a fairytale economic model and sociopolitical imaginary, as Chomsky
(1996) refers to capitalism’s irrationality, that benefits the few at the expense of the many.

In this neoliberal moment, university autonomy and co-governance, two paramount
pillars upon which the Latin American autonomous university model was built, began to lose
their democratic substance (Torres & Schugurensky, 2002). University autonomy was emptied of
its democratic content primarily through higher education reform which followed a mercantilist
and neoliberal logic seeking to transform public universities into reproducers of what Lander
(2008) calls a neoliberal science. Some scholars rightfully conceptualize the proliferation of
neoliberal governance and research practices as academic capitalism and new managerialism
(Torres, 2014). The former greatly influences the curriculum and research while the latter

eliminates shared governance.
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A neoliberal curriculum, additionally, allows knowledge produced through public
resources to be transferred to the private sector at the expense of the common good. The
privatization of the university, consequently, takes on another dynamic insofar as the institution
ostensibly remains public while the curriculum is strictly designed to increase the private sector’s
profit margins through scientific and technological innovation funded by the public, usually
disguised as public-private partnerships and research and development networks (Miyoshi,
2000). University autonomy, therefore, ought to go beyond what is guaranteed constitutionally
and must instead pluralize the social and epistemological commitments of the curriculum. What I
mean by this is that universities may appear public in form but may very well contain and enact
practices opposed to the public good. The university curriculum, instead of helping answer the
pressing questions asked by student activists aspiring to democratize the institution, offers

technical solutions to problems intricately intertwined to the sociopolitical and economic fabric.

Political Platform

The self-proclaimed University Student Movement is not a homogenous organization.
Instead, it agglutinates distinct university student collectives, associations, and independent
student activists. Organized around an ideologically plural platform, university student activists
initiated an unprecedented democratic project within an authoritarian institution complicit in
maintaining the dictatorial regime ruling the country in power. The democratization of the
university primarily aimed to disrupt the Academic Norms [Normas Académicas] passed in
2015, which sought to limit access to university students with low academic performance
without first considering how the university and the public education system was pedagogically,

methodologically, and epistemologically at fault. Student activists made this point clear in
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collectively written articles, presentations given in forums, and discussions in public assemblies,
which I analyze, interpret, and discuss in chapter five and six.

At the time the academic norms were implemented, almost two of every three students
had grades lower than 60 percent (Quifionez et al., 2014). For students to enroll in the class the
following year, the minimum requirement was set at 60 percent, which meant that these
measures would affect 40,000 students. These norms served as a catalyst since they created the
material conditions necessary for students from distinct backgrounds to come together to disrupt
the possessive subjectivities and ethical indifference these neoliberal reforms aimed to
reproduce. Student activists organized themselves in student collectives and associations, which
later transformed into the University Student Movement. Student activists believed that a
political platform would be able to, on the one hand, agglutinate multiple and diverse students
and associations to prevent university authorities from implementing the new academic norms,
and, on the other, make it possible to reclaim democratic co-governance practices stripped away
in the series of neoliberal higher education reforms following the hierarchical logic of new
managerialism (Torres, 2014). As a collective, the University Student Movement began to
rethink the university’s social, cultural, political, and economic role in society and the role
distinct communities ought to play to radically democratize higher education.

When the student movement barricaded and occupied for the university for the entire
trimester in 2016, the academic norms were placed on “estandby,” as one student activist
described the academic norms’ status. Their future implementation, Mario assured me, is likely if
the university student movement is disarticulated or fragmented (M. Castro, personal
communication, March 12, 2019). In chapter five, I pay close attention to the ways in which

university student activists engaged in knowledge practices of resistance and created a radically
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democratic political culture to unsettle the university’s dominant, authoritarian political culture. I
also underscore how these social practices, knowledges, identities, and subjectivities constructed
through collective action helped disrupt neoliberalism’s colonial epistemological, ontological,

and axiological project where the valuation of knowledge simultaneously assigns a specific value

to an individual according to the type of knowledge consumed and reproduced.
Geopolitical and Economic Context

Only a crisis—actual or perceived—produces real change. When that crisis occurs,
the actions that are taken depend on the ideas that are lying around. That, I believe,
is our basic function: to develop alternatives to existing policies, to keep them alive
and available until the politically impossible becomes politically inevitable.
(Friedman, 1982, p. ix)

In 2009, Honduras became the first country in the western hemisphere to successfully
organize a military/parliamentary coup in the 21 century (Pitts et al., 2016). Klein’s (2007)
work captures with perfect clarity how any crisis, be they political, economic, or ecological, can
be turned into profit. The functionaries who orchestrated the coup, the golpistas I mentioned in
the previous section, have gone to the extreme of selling the country to the highest bidders
(Geglia, 2016). The National Autonomous University of Honduras (UNAH) has also been
restructured to meet the demands of the so-called global knowledge economy insofar as the
academic programs and curriculum are geared toward producing technocrats rather than critical,
transdisciplinary scholars. This becomes more obvious with the recent reforms aimed at
academic standardization aligned with “global” demands (Council, 2015). The Academic
Aptitude Test designed by the College Board and adopted by UNAH, additionally, increased the
minimum admission score. Consequently, this has lowered the acceptance rate for students from
historically and contemporarily marginalized, oppressed, and excluded social sectors,

particularly student attending public schools. Other filters, as students understand these
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measures, were implemented to limit access to those unwanted students who dare to dream to
enter the academic programs designed for the elite. Salient cases to consider are the medical
programs. Currently, the UNAH only admits 300 students in their medical school annually, while
the Higher Education Council headed by UNAH has granted private universities the right to open
medical programs without having the required infrastructure or strict admission requirements
(Matricula, 2019). This highlights how the privatization of higher education may be more
difficult to discern in Latin American contexts. It demonstrates that the commodification of
education is more elusive in comparison to the overnight privatization of other sectors (e.g.,
telecommunication, energy, water, and other natural resources). In Honduras, at least, there
seems to be a clear difference between the privatization of goods and the privatization of
“services” which could be conceptualized in Spanish as the privatizacion silenciosa de la
educacion which translates into English as the silent privatization of education (Tamayo, 2011).
Let me return to the academic norms discussed above. In many ways, these norms aimed
to gentrify UNAH the university insofar as it sought to transform the university into a place of
consumption for the minority middle and upper class. It is not surprising that new urban projects
in the neighborhoods surrounding UNAH are catering to the dominant aforementioned
socioeconomic classes. Nor is it surprising that a mall-like complex is currently under
construction inside the university. Building 1847, for instance, has a minimalist architectural
design and much of its exterior is covered with tinted windows, giving the UNAH the
entrepreneurial appearance it desperately desires. It is a five-story building which cost the
university about 37 million dollars, enough to cover the family income of at least 15,000
university students from working class families for six months (Sanchez, 2018). This building is

equipped with solar technology and it is open for business. Meanwhile, most students are unsure
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whether a required course will open because of the limited space in other buildings. Some
academic programs such as journalism, sociology, anthropology, history, pedagogy, and
psychology, as student activists expressed repeatedly during their public assemblies, are assigned
few classrooms despite having thousands of students enrolled. Building 1847, however, will
offer the convenience of food courts with the “best” American fast-food restaurants in town.
McDonalds, Burger King, Little Caesars, Pizza Hut, and KFC will be more than glad to offer
their services to the hungry and anxious middle-class students.

Gentrification, however, pales in comparison to what students conceive as la
privatizacion en rafaga of the little that remains public. Rdfaga can be translated directly as the
violent wind that blows in short duration or as the blow of live and instantaneous light used to
describe the rapid fire of an assault rifle. These blitzkrieg methods to privatize is the stuff of
which the shock doctrine is made (Klein, 2007), the rapid assault on public institutions that was
experimented in Chile after the coup of 1973 with the assistance of Milton Friedman and his
Chicago Boys. In post-coup Honduras, however, the neo-developmental and colonizing efforts
underlying education reform or the counter-reform movement, as student activists prefer to call
it, led to organized student resistance. The resurgence of these movements is paradoxical, given
that one would expect social movements to decline under authoritarian regimes (Zibechi, 2012).
It is this paradox that makes student movements in Honduras analytically and programmatically
imperative to explore.

The imposition of neoliberal desires through education reform makes curriculum,
conceived broadly (Pinar, 2004), ideologically (Apple, 1979), politically and pedagogically
(Freire, 1970), and epistemologically relevant to this dissertation research inasmuch as it also

explores how student activists unsettle the university’s neocolonial global designs (Mignolo,
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2000; Walsh, 2012). Fasquelle (2011), in his critical and regionally oriented take on the coup,
lucidly explains the coup’s unpredictable effects.
In Latin America it [the coup] brought about the idea of organizing a Community
of Nations that includes Cuba but excludes the United States and Canada. In
Honduras the citizenry has mobilized beyond the point of no return, although many
do not want to understand that. Today, campesinos of different backgrounds and
traditions; urban workers; organized labor; teachers at all levels and many students;
artisans and artists of the lower-middle class; the majority of intellectuals and the
enlightened clergy actively resist the coup’s successor regime. (p. 20)

As university students continue to organize within and beyond the university, understanding how

they construct knowledges and social practices of resistance is of critical importance.
Conclusion

In this introduction, I contextualized the university student movement at the institutional,
national, regional, and global levels. In doing so, I addressed the complicated ways in which
UNAH?’s curriculum and form of governance are linked to geopolitical, economical, and cultural
forces. My aim was to elucidate how neoliberal globalization is entangled with higher education
reform and, consequently, with university student activism in Honduras. These institutional
changes, as I clarified, do not take place in a void without contradictions, and conflicts, and
resistance. The University Student Movement did not only initiate a process that precluded the
neoliberalization of the university. Of critical importance is rather the ongoing work student
activists continue to engage in to rethink the university in radically democratic terms. This
dissertation thus seeks to elucidate student activists’ the organizational or associational political

culture within the university as well as the social and epistemological implications.
Organization of Chapters

This dissertation consists of six chapters. Chapter one contextualized the emergence of

the university student activism in relation to neoliberal higher education reform in Honduras.
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Chapter two elaborates the theoretical perspectives informing this ethnographic study and
critically reviews the literature using decolonial, space and place, and collective action theory.
Chapter three examines ethnography both theoretically and practically, justifies the use of critical
ethnography, and details the methods used in this study. The ethical and political are also
discussed in relation to doing activist ethnographic research. Chapter four situates the National
Autonomous University of Honduras historically, contextually, regionally, and politically. It sets
the institutional stage for chapter five by analyzing various education reforms and student
movements which have shaped the university’s autonomous, democratic, and political character.
Chapter five offers an ethnographic analysis and interpretation of the University Student
Movement. It examines the everyday practices used to organize, and interprets the political
culture constructed through assemblies as the decolonization of university space, knowledge
production, curriculum, and pedagogy. Chapter six is a co-constructed discussion in which the
theoretical knowledge and social practices student activists produced collectively are presented
in their own terms. It concludes the dissertation with a summary of the findings and the
implications, limitations, and future routes of student activist research within and beyond higher

education institutions.
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CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES

Introduction

From our point of view, studying the history and the logic of the various
philosophers’ philosophies is not enough. At least as a methodological guide-line,
attention should be drawn to the other parts of the history of philosophy; to the
conceptions of the world held by the great masses, to those of the most restricted
ruling (or intellectual) groups, and finally to the links between these various cultural
complexes and the philosophy of the philosophers. The philosophy of an age is not
the philosophy of this or that philosopher, of this or that group of intellectuals, of
this or that broad section of the popular masses. It is a process of combination of
all these elements, which culminates in an overall trend, in which the culmination
becomes a norm of collective action and becomes concrete and complete (integral)
‘history.” (Gramsci, 2005, p. 688)

In this chapter, I expound upon the theoretical perspectives guiding my research. As [
interconnect the conceptual work of various theoretical perspectives, I also offer a critique of the
dominant theoretical perspective informing the research on university student activism and
international higher education (e.g., world polity theory). The review is not exhaustive. Rather, it
points to the theoretical and methodological limitations of the scholarship which tends to
overemphasize either the political, cultural, or economic while ignoring the ways in which these
domains are imbricated. The goal of this chapter is to avoid the conceptual/analytical distinctions
made between political economy and cultural studies which continue to divide academics in
separate and often antagonistic camps, where some follow a materialist conception of the world
while others conceive of it in idealist/symbolic terms. Maintaining these dual conceptions,
however, is not viable if one is to understand the complex, paradoxical, and complementary
realities of this world (Morin, 2008).

Part one of this chapter examines the dominant theoretical perspectives informing

international higher education research. It elaborates the concepts offered by critical and
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decolonial perspectives and addresses the methodological implications of these perspectives.
More specifically, it argues for politically committed theoretical perspectives and approaches to
doing research with activists. Overall, part one examines how critical and decolonial perspectives
entangle the political, social, cultural, and economic with ontological, epistemological, and
ethical commitments. Part two uses the concepts densely articulated by space and place and
collective action theory to understand the institutional and organizational changes of the National
Autonomous University of Honduras initiated by student activists. While part one offers the
concepts utilized in this study to analyze and interpret student activists’ knowledge production as
a decolonial praxis, part two provides the analytics to examine how university student collective
action reconfigures the university politically, socially, culturally, and organizationally. The
former and the latter theoretical perspectives guide the analyses and interpretations of chapter

five and the discussions and reflections of chapter six.

Part 1: Decolonial Perspectives

It is well documented that anti-globalization social movements in varying contexts have
emerged within a historical conjuncture conceptualized as the crisis of neoliberal globalization
and indeed of modernity (Escobar, 2010; Zibechi, 2012). The growth, progress, and economic
development (post)modernity continues to promise, however, are difficult to defend rationally.
Harvey (2005a, 2010, 2018) understands neoliberalism’s ideological discourse around unfettered
economic growth as the irrational rationalization of capitalism’s inherent irrationality—that is,
capitalism’s ontological and ecological contradictions based on finite resources. Under these
irrational conditions, universities are faced with neoliberal globalization’s ontological crisis and
the epistemological justifications sustaining national, regional, and global development projects

(Castro-Gomez & Grosfoguel, 2007). Regarding this crisis, Santos (2012) concisely states, “we
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face modern problems for which there are no modern solutions” (p. 8). Concerning the academy,
these problems must, out of urgent necessity, be worked out in transdisciplinary, un-disciplinary,
and transcultural ways (Castro-Gomez & Grosfoguel, 2007). This type of work necessitates the
participation of social movements and their collective actors. It is not the university’s role to
solve the problems of society, as it is still conceived. Rather, the university has the potential to be
the place in which multiple knowledges, ways of knowing, and cosmologies may converge,
intersect, and entangle with one another. It is the space in which commensurability and
incommensurability between social movements may potentially be found. The epistemologies of
the South (Santos, 2014), for instance, refer to the multiple and diverse modes of thinking and
doing, which involves the construction of other forms of socialibility, co-living,
interconnectedness, communality, and collectivity [sociabilidad, convivencia, vincularidad,
comunalidad, y colectividad], as elaborated by scholars whose social and epistemic positions
belong to the Souths of the Global South. Subaltern interubjectivities, in other words, make it
possible to think of alternatives to the individualist ways of being promoted by capitalist
modernity’s most recent neoliberal expression.

The epistemologies of the South are thus “a set of inquiries into the construction and
validation of knowledge born in struggle, of ways of knowing developed by social groups as part
of their resistance against the systematic injustices and oppressions caused by capitalism,
colonialism, and patriarchy” (Santos, 2014, p. 2). University student movements in Latin
America are one of many sites where knowledge production is born in struggle. Understanding
the theoretical as well as programmatic implications of university student activism in direct

relation to neoliberal higher education reform is one of my primary concerns in the sections that
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follow. In chapter five, I analyze the sociocultural, epistemological, spatial/organizational, and

political contours of university student activism.
Geopolitics of Knowledge

The ongoing work organized by the World Social Forum and the Latin American Council
of Social Sciences Congress (CLACSO) illustrates the critical importance of working alongside
social movements (Santos, 2014). Research in Latin America is, moreover, increasingly moving
away from the political economy paradigm and toward decolonial perspectives aimed at shifting
the geographies of reason through perspectives that enable what Gordon (2011) calls the
teleological suspension of disciplinarity. This means that going beyond the ways of knowing of
each discipline does not only refer to transdisciplinarity. A teleological suspension of
disciplinarity is, additionally, epistemic disobedience (Mignolo, 2009) or, as Gordon (2011)
refers to it, an “epistemic decolonial act” (p. 87). A decolonial perspective must thus be
understood as a geopolitical project seeking to move away from Eurocentric knowledge practices
(Castro-Gomez, 2005; Cusicanqui, 2012; Mignolo, 2011; Mignolo & Walsh, 2018; Quijano,
1992, 2000; Walsh, 2007). This distancing, nonetheless, does not mean that the dominant
scholarship, theoretical perspectives, methodological contributions, and philosophical
commitments produced in the Global North are ignored. In fact, those thinking with and from the
Global South find strength in working at the ontological and epistemological borders—i.e., the
conceptual and material space in which the dominant, residual, and emergent knowledge
practices coexist, converge, and conflict with each other to produce a critical, reflexive, and
transformative praxis.

These necessary tensions are what Dussel (1977) conceives as the geopolitics of

knowledge. Although knowledge articulates itself globally, this should not be conceived as an
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inevitable process. As I discuss below, world polity theory naturalizes the articulation of
knowledge and claims that the uniformity of education and the globally adopted university
curriculum is evidence of the inherent superiority of Western education models. What other
reasons could there be for the uniformity of universities around the world? Without seriously
considering the colonial and neocolonial efforts to design universities according to neoliberal
desires, precludes us from answering this question according to the inseparability of
epistemological imperialism and curricular reform (Sardar, 1989). I try to answer the question
above in chapter four where I analyze the National Autonomous University of Honduras
historically to link it to contemporary epistemological, political, social, cultural, economic, and
global entanglements as well as with the challenges student activists face as they unsettle the
university’s neocolonial project.

These commitments have increasingly made knowledge a means to an end within a
globalized neoliberal order. It becomes a thing one must obtain to reach a desired economic
position. As a specific form of cultural consumption, additionally, knowledge also validates
one’s social position at the expense of those who cannot afford to shop at the knowledge market
of the university. It is imperative to emphasize that universal notions of knowledge permeate
academic, cultural, and political discourses not because what is enunciated is essentially more
valid than other knowledges. Rather, the underlying epistemological commitments taken up
ubiquitously “cross the line between scientific ‘theories’ and scientific ‘ideologies’” (Certeau,
1986), which reveals why certain knowledges are institutionalized while others are invalidated.
When institutionalized, knowledge becomes functional in maintaining the social, cultural, racial,
political, and economic hierarchies already in place. It is worth citing Dussel (1980) at length to

clarify the relationship between pedagogy, ideology, and philosophy.
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Modern European philosophers ponder the reality that confronts them; they

interpret the periphery from the center. But the colonial philosophers of the

periphery gaze at a vision foreign to them, one that is not their own. From the center

they see themselves as nonbeing, nothingness; and they teach their pupils, who are

something...that really they are nothing, that they are like nothings walking through

history. When they have finished their studies they, like their colonial teachers,
disappear from the map geopolitically and philosophically, do not exist. This
pathetic ideology given the name of philosophy is the one still taught in the majority

of philosophy schools of the periphery by the majority of its professors. (p. 12)

What Dussel (1980) addresses is that knowledge sustained by modern philosophical conceptions
of reality travels through the university curriculum and is perpetuated by professors convinced
that Europe and the United States are the only places where reason exists. The professor’s role is
to reproduce blind disciples who will later render the next generation epistemically blind as well.
The reproduction rather than the production of knowledge in relation to one’s geographic and
social position is his main argument. He thus unveils the relationship between abstract space, the
negation of alterity, and the Eurocentricity from which absolute knowledge is ostensibly
produced. Dussel, more importantly, helps situate the university as a node within a colonial
matrix which sustains itself pedagogically. Here, the dominant curriculum is stripped away from
its universality and is situated or provincialized accordingly (Chakrabarty, 2000).

The locus of enunciation is another critical concept in provincializing the apparent
universality of knowledge. It situates the places from which all words and worlds are felt,
spoken, and created which, if taken seriously, has the potential to disrupt the coloniality of
knowledge, power, and being (Lave, 1991; Mignolo, 2000). Conceiving of knowledge as situated
(Haraway, 1988), furthermore, is useful to understand how student activists produce knowledge,
form communities of practice (Lave, 1991), and reclaim collective and convivial relationships

(Zibechi, 2012). Exploring the knowledges produced by student activists goes beyond the

practices of resistance developed to disrupt neoliberal higher education reform. It has more to do
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with making collective efforts and possible alternatives to neoliberal models of higher education

more visible.

A Critical (Re)View of the Literature

The contemporary literature examining the ways university students resist neoliberal
globalization and higher education reform in Latin America is centered around recent Chilean
student movement of 2011-2013 (Bellei et al., 2014; Cabalin, 2012; Stromquist & Sanyal, 2013).
Although these studies discuss student resistance, they do so usually through the macro
theoretical perspectives examined below (Robertson & Dale, 2015), which tend to leave the
locus of enunciation or the cultural and political dimensions of knowledge production on the
ground untouched. Rarely do they explore the ways students form and sustain collective action,
engage in research, produce knowledge, and enact social practices of resistance.

In their review of the broad field of international education, Dolby and Rahman (2008)
acknowledge that theories and scholarly work around comparative and international higher
education research are dominated by the anglophone world, namely, by the United States and
England. They point to the emerging field of globalization and education which problematizes
the very theoretical and methodological foundations on which comparative and international
education have been built. In this study, I built my work around globalization and education as
well as neoliberalism, particularly that which in aligned to critical globalization studies
(Burbules & Torres, 2000; Torres, 2009). While critical perspectives dominate the latter, little
has been written through a decolonial theoretical perspective (Silova et al., 2017). In the sections
that follow, I redress this silence by thinking with Latin America and its intellectuals, activists,
social movements, pedagogues, and philosophers. After reviewing the literature, I elaborate more

on decolonial theory and its relevance for international higher education, critical globalization
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studies, curriculum studies, and activist research. Subsequently, I contrast decolonial theory with

the theoretical perspectives dominating the broader field of international education.
Contemporary Activist Educational Research

After forgetting the importance of student movements (Levy, 1981, 1991), researchers
within the wide-ranging field of comparative and international education recently reignited their
interest on this subject, especially the role university student activists continue to play in
resisting neoliberal education reform (Bellei et al., 2014; Cabalin, 2012; Stromquist & Sanyal,
2013). Outside of comparative and international education research, activist educational research
can also be found under the burgeoning field of public pedagogy. This field can be categorized
as follows: “(a) citizenship within and beyond schools, (b) popular culture and everyday life, (c)
informal institutions and public spaces, (d) dominant cultural discourses, and (e) public
intellectualism and social activism” (Sandlin et al., 2011, p. 338).

Although public pedagogy sustains a critical outlook toward activism’s cultural
dimension, this scholarship falls short theoretically insofar as it refuses to study social
movements and their political, social, and epistemological dimensions. Public pedagogy’s
methodological nationalism also prevents it from thinking of social totality beyond the nation-
state (Patel, 2017). Its primary concepts—public and pedagogy—are indicative of its spatial and
pedagogical limitations, thereby preventing serious analyses of social movements and their
politico-pedagogical implications in varying contexts. If we maintain the nation-state as our unit
of analysis, what meanings can be found to publicness within Indigenous, Black, and Latino
communities? What does the public signify when it is saturated with a racist, White supremacist
ideology manifested in laws and policies, which are mere continuities of colonial practices? The

State, and its panopticon structure, as the overseer that it is, rationally maintains schools, streets,
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and homes surveilled, and it organizes them to facilitate the colonizing and paternalistic
oversight of racialized and gendered bodies while keeping a close eye at the counter-public
networks of poor Black, Indigenous, and Latino communities (Vaught, 2017). What does the
public mean when public forces are the ones violating the privacy of your home? Can you trust
the public? Does Whiteness permeate what we come to understand as public space?

More relevant to this study, what does public pedagogy look and feel like in a narco-state
such as Honduras which is responsible for assassinating hundreds of activists, journalists, and
environmentalists each year (Geglia, 2016)? What are the implications of doing the type of
activist work public pedagogy scholars write about in places where thousands die each year
because public funds allocated for social security are embezzled with impunity? How about the
countless deaths, disappeared, and displaced in the Bajo Aguan Valley, Mosquitia, and Intibuca?
What about war refugees and migrants? What are the sociopolitical consequences when a person
organizes a Permanent Breakfast or dresses like Snow White to expose the publicness of public
space in a context in which the politics of death or thanatopolitics outweigh the biopolitics
Foucault spoke of (Biesta, 2012; Mendieta, 2017; Sandlin et al., 2011; Sandlin et al., 2017). Is
public pedagogy dominated by methodological individualism? In focusing its attention on
individuals’ subjective understandings, does public pedagogy disregard collective struggles?
These questions may be perceived as dismissive of those who engage in or do research on public
pedagogy. That is not my intention. Instead, what I am pointing to are the epistemological and
political limitations context places on activist educational researchers. In the next section, I hope
I can also address the epistemological limitations of world polity and world systems theory as

well as political economy perspectives.
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Dominant, Residual, and Emergent Theoretical Perspectives

Williams (1977) argued in favor of an “epochal analysis” (p. 121), which would provide
social, cultural, and political analysts the conceptual visibility to discern the dominant from
residual and emergent everyday knowledge practices. This analytical frame allows one to discern
between distinct knowledge practices. Similarly, Santos’ (2002b) sociology of absence and
emergence highlights the ways academic and philosophical discourses may become acts of
erasure or of rupture. In other words, a sociology of absence unveils the systematic erasure of
histories, knowledges, peoples, communities, and struggles. The sociology of emergence aims to
visibilize the emerging—that is, the “not-yet-being” (Bloch, 1995)—alternatives in the process
of being built by social movements. I thus use Williams and Santos’s conceptual work to
separate dominant theoretical perspectives from emergent ones. Before addressing the emergent
Latin American decolonial scholarship, I first probe into the dominant theoretical perspectives
and frameworks informing the scholarship working at the interface of neoliberal globalization
and international higher education.

According to Robertson and Dale (2015), the three dominant theoretical approaches
informing international/globalization education research are “world polity theory, world systems
theory, and globalization as providing a ‘structured agenda for education’ (p. 157). World polity
theory adopts a cultural and cosmopolitan outlook toward globalizing forces, and it
conceptualizes Western modernity as an inevitable path toward development. Meyer et al. (1992)
assert ‘that through this century [20th] one may speak of a relatively clear ‘world primary
curriculum’ (as cited in Spring, 2008, p. 335). They go on to argue that curriculum policy is
determined by the local elite who typically choose the most effective education models that

benefit their political and economic interests.
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World polity theory views neoliberal and globalizing forces as natural processes through
which a harmonious world culture and world polity will inevitably be brought into being
(Robertson & Dale, 2015). Those who resist change are perceived as mere detractors who are
stuck in their own backwardness, fruitlessly going against the grain of modernity and the
inexorable march of history. What is left out from world polity theory, however, are everyday
practices of resistance, the political economy and geopolitics of higher education, and the
curricular reforms within and beyond the university imposed by bilateral/multilateral
organizations and international financial institutions such as the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD), World Bank (WB), World Trade Organization (WTO), and
the International Monetary Fund (IMF). World polity theory, therefore, naturalizes neoliberal
globalization and invisibilizes the conflicts that emerge once education systems are restructured
to meet the demands of the so-called global knowledge economy.

Similar in scale, world systems theory uses a political economy perspective to examine
the ways in which decontextualized “narrow ranges of roles and scripts” are expressed in
education reform (Robertson & Dale, 2015, p. 158). These scripts or curricula perpetuate
dependency, on the one hand, and sustain the symbolic and material assemblage of modernity on
the other. World system theorists argue that global curriculum teaches “capitalist modes of
thought and analysis” which assist in maintaining asymmetrical relations of power (Springs,
2008, p. 335). World systems theory thus makes a significant contribution to interconnecting, to
a certain extent, the epistemological with global capitalism.

If world polity theory overemphasizes a universal culture as a future cosmopolitan
imaginary, then world systems theory underscores the global economy and the dynamics it

unleashes at the centers, semi-peripheries, and peripheries. If we were to continue comparing
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these two theoretical frames, we would find that, genealogically, world polity theory is a
continuation of modernization theory, developed after World War II, while world systems theory
is a more complex conceptualization of dependency theory initially articulated by Latin
American scholars responding to modernization theory at the time of its real-world
implementation (see, e.g., the work of Arturo Escobar (1995) who provides a more detailed
discussion on the development of these theories). Because both theoretical perspectives
underscore the macro over the micro, the everyday practices that makes universities work the
way they do is absent from both perspectives. The sociopolitical particularities of distinct
national and regional contexts are also disregarded. As Robertson and Dale (2015) state, the
“experiential and the actual, where power and actors reside” are silenced in the scholarship
informed by world polity and world systems theory (p. 158). As Latin American autonomous
universities emerged through collective struggles, it is imperative to explore the sociopolitical
and epistemological dimensions of these institutions and the practices that characterize them
within the context of neoliberal globalization.

The third dominant perspective is the structured agenda approach. This approach
underscores the political and looks at the ways in which international mechanisms, such as the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the International
Monetary Fund (IMF), promote education reforms oriented toward competitive standards,
accountability, privatization, and the knowledge economy. A structured agenda approach adopts
a political economy paradigm informed by critical perspectives. It stresses the role the nation-
state plays in the “global project of neo-liberalisation” (Robertson & Dale, 2015, p. 158). This
perspective, albeit important for investigating how international, transnational, and extranational

mechanisms impact higher education, tends to ignore the cultural, epistemic, and colonial
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implications of education reform, focusing more on the political (strictly understood within a
nation-state framework) and economic dimensions of higher education reform.

Dominant perspectives used to analyze international education hence ignore how various
social sectors in Latin America are already doing and thinking otherwise to transform and
decolonize higher education institutions. For instance, can dominant perspectives understand
how indigenous movements, campesino activists, student movements, and public intellectuals
organize and articulate their struggles with each other to create alternative spaces of knowledge
production? Can world systems theory conceptualize how other knowledge-practices and
subjectivities are constructed to unsettle education reforms seeking to perpetuate cultural and
intellectual dependency? How can these perspectives understand the pluri-versities
[pluriversidades] (as opposed to uni-versities) in the Andes based on buen vivir/good life (Walsh,
2012), la universidad de la tierra/university of the earth in southern Mexico (Esteva, 1992), the
meeting of knowledges in Brazil and Columbia (Carvalho & Florez-Florez, 2014), and the
pedagogical initiatives taken by the Landless Workers Movement of Brazil (Salete Caldart, 2000,
2001; Tarlau, 2015)? The panoptic theoretical positions discussed above perform a pedagogy of
silence and absence that serve to homogenize the conceptual space and invisibilize alternative
modes of thought and collective action. This homogeneity leaves us hopeless since possible
alternatives are conceived as merely utopic rather than actually existing social practices.
Visibilizing emergent practices and knowledges, consequently, becomes a political commitment
that requires another way of reading/interpreting the world to prevent their systematic absence
(Freire, 1970).

Reductionist perspectives emphasizing solely the political, economic, or cultural also

typically ignore the role socialist and progressive governments in Latin America played toward
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cooperation and integration (Muhr, 2010, 2013). In the first decade of the 21 century, in
particular, several South American governments (e.g., Venezuela under Hugo Chavez, Brazil
under Lula Da Silva, Ecuador under Rafael Correa, Bolivia under Evo Morales, and Argentina
under the Nestor and Christina Kirchner) created counter educational structures that increased
availability and accessibility to historically oppressed groups (Carvalho & Florez-Florez, 2014;
Mubhr, 2010). These measures assisted in slowing neoliberalism relentless march to deregulate
and privatize higher education throughout the region. Referring to these cases demonstrate that
neoliberalism is not an inevitable process independent of time and space. Additionally, these
examples remind us that neoliberal globalization articulates itself varyingly according to the
sociopolitical context of each country and region. Indeed, these regionally oriented, integrationist
measures helped put an end to the Washington Consensus and, to the very least, helped slow
down neoliberalism’s destructive path (de La Cadena, 2017). This last claim might be
questionable and contradicting, given that several left-leaning governments later implemented
neo-extractivist projects and were replaced by right-wing governments with authoritarian
tendencies.

Notwithstanding these contradictions, South-South cooperation, the implementation of
university partnerships, reciprocity programs, and a stronger sense of regionalism—as opposed
to nationalism—began to form part of the social imaginary. Muhr’s (2016) work points to these
geopolitical shifts and expresses that South-South dialogue, cooperation, and integration in Latin
America requires the “emancipation, decolonisation, and collective self-reliance” of the region
(p. 556). State-led regionalism is not enough, however. Rather than thinking of government
initiatives alone, one can also begin with the complicated ways in which university student

movements as well as other social movements work collectively toward transforming the
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pedagogical, social, cultural, and geopolitical economic objectives of the university at the local
and regional level. As university student activists contest neoliberal reform and its discourse
through active political organization and knowledge production, their collective action and praxis
make it possible to rethink of the university as an interpolated place in which social movements
and their collective actors may paint the walls of the university with the forbidden colors of the

people.
Critical and Decolonial Theoretical Perspectives

Every now and then it becomes indispensable to stop at the quotidian dynamics of
our activity to challenge the meaning of what we do. Far away are the times in
which it was possible to ignore all ethical responsibility in the production of
knowledge, from the blind faith in the scientific dogma of the Enlightenment.
Awakening from the sleepwalking that characterizes university life requires
stopping to reformulate some basic questions. Pre-theoretical questions, which
refer to the essential meaning of what we do: for what and for whom is the
knowledge that we create and reproduce? What values and what future possibilities
are fed? What values and possibilities for the future are undermined? (Lander,
1999, p. 25) [my translation]

The practical dimension of decolonial theory is relationally intertwined with social
movements. Its analytics, intellectual activists, theorists, and philosophers who form part of the
transdisciplinary Latin American decolonial scholarship offer alternative forms of theorizing
about knowledge, power, and being (Escobar, 2007; Restrepo & Escobar, 2005). While
postcolonial discourses draw heavily on postmodern and post-structural thought (Tlostanova &
Mignolo, 2012), decolonial theory aims to think from other genealogies and with the situated
knowledges born in struggle.

A decolonial perspective or attitude (as opposed to framework) aims to delink from
Western modernity’s theoretical frames and it “brings to the foreground a silenced and different

genealogy of thought” (Tlostanova & Mignolo, 2012, p. 33), one that speaks to the historical
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specificity and colonial difference of the so-called postcolonial world. Delinking must not be
confused with an essentialist move arguing in favor of all the knowledge produced from the
darker side of modernity or from the subaltern social position of the Global South. As
Grosfoguel (2007) clarifies, it is important to differentiate epistemic location from social
location. The former refers to the places where knowledge is enunciated while the latter refers to
the social position of those who do the enunciating. Being “socially located in the oppressed side
of power relations does not automatically mean that he/she is epistemically thinking from a
subaltern epistemic location” (Grosfoguel, 2007, p. 213). In other words, the modern/colonial
world system’s effectiveness relies on the fact that the knowledge produced in and for the Global
North is taken up uncritically in what may be demarcated strictly as the Global South. Indeed,
much of what is read, discussed, and written in the Global South is dominated by academic
discourses produced in the Global North, primarily from the United States and Western Europe.

It becomes evident, therefore, that the curriculum takes up an axiological dimension in
that it aims to produce individuals who seek to competitively insert themselves in the global
market by consuming the ostensibly universal knowledges produced in the Global North. One
must adopt the dominant theories and epistemologies produced in the Global North if one is to
have value and validation in academia. The subjectivities the global curriculum aims to produce,
therefore, are an integral facet of the so-called global knowledge economy. Bourdieu’s (1988)
description of the university as a contested field in which hierarchies are established was
prescient insofar as we expand his analysis to the multiplicity of actors and sociopolitical and
economic forces contesting to configure the university at a global scale. In Homo Academicus, he
states that:

the university is the locus of a struggle to determine the condition and the criteria
of legitimate membership and legitimate hierarchy, that is, to determine which
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properties are pertinent, effective and liable to function as capital so as to generate
the specific profits guaranteed by the field. (Bourdieu, 1988, p. 11)

Although his perceptive illustration of the university was written over three decades ago, it
continues to resonate with what the university of the 21 century is becoming. The university is
not only a commodity; it is also increasingly a producer of commodifiable knowledges and of
consumers. Bourdieu (1988), however, was speaking more to social and cultural capital and the
advantages granted to the selected few who acquire said capital. Social, cultural, and even
political capital holds true today, yet technocratic capital has surpassed the former three forms of

capital in value.
Decolonizing Post-Colonial Theory

Before explicating decolonial theory’s conceptual armature, it is a necessary task to
compare it to postcolonial theory further. Whereas postcolonial discourses usually underscore the
English and French colonial experience and encounter during the enlightenment (second
modernity), decolonial theory highlights the modern/colonial world system and its articulation
initiated in 1492 during the renaissance (first modernity) (Tlostanova & Mignolo, 2012). The
latter points to postcolonialism’s erasure, namely, the discourses and social practices that enabled
the construction of a Western identity and social imaginary (Coronil, 1996; Dussel, 1996, 2002).
As Coronil (1996) argues, we cannot understand orientalism without seriously taking into
consideration Occidentalism and its Eurocentric discourses and social practices before the 17
century. Orientalism is co-constitutive of Occidentalism. This means that for a regional identity
such as the Orient to exist discursively in another region such as the West presumes that an
Occidentalist identity had already been constructed. Said (1978) recognized this when he wrote,
“Orientalism is a style of thought based upon an ontological and epistemological distinction
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made between ‘the Orient’ and (most of the time) ‘the Occident™ (p. 2). To surpass these
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ontological and epistemological delimitations which are also geographically demarcated, we
must think from third spaces or borderlands (Anzaldia, 1987; Bhabha, 1994; Mignolo, 2000).

To think from the epistemological and ontological borders means that one has the
peculiar sensation of a double consciousness, as Du Bois (1903) termed it, to think with different
perspectives and from something radically other, which may also be conceptualized as border
thinking (Mignolo, 2000). Like transdisciplinarity, border thinking enables one to engage in
dialogue with other knowledges and travel across worlds (Lugones, 1987), resulting in
something that is more than the sum of two or more epistemes. It is the creation of a third space
in which other forms of knowing are made possible and where transcultural perspectives are
constructed. It is not a Third-Worldist or European foundationalist perspective, as Grosfoguel
(2007) admonishes, but it is rather the making of other experiences, meanings, subjectivities, and
ways of knowing. The prefix trans in transdisciplinary refers to the knowledges that go beyond
each discipline, which, for Nicolescu (2002), also means to transcend binary terms.
Transdisciplinary can be interpreted, as Castro-Gomez and Grosfoguel (2007) clarify, as the
transgression of the ontological disjuncture still part of our conception of nature/culture,
mind/body, subject/object, reason/sensual, and modern/premodern.

Contrary to transdiciplinarity and border thinking, the dominant curriculum divides
knowledge into fragments, analytics, objectives, and disciplinary canons which perpetuate a
reductionist way of knowing emanating from Europe and the United States. The founding figures
of each discipline tend to be White males, and it is rare and even blasphemous to question the
validity of their knowledge. In education, we have Dewey, in sociology Marx, Durkheim, and
Weber, in anthropology Boas, in physics Newton, in philosophy Descartes and all the Greek

philosophers before him. I can continue listing other thinkers and the disciplines they founded,
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but that would not make my argument any stronger. What can be concluded instead is that these
well-known thinkers represent the dominant modes of thought of certain regions and languages
which coincided with imperialist/colonialist projects. The university, as I describe in more detail
in chapter four, formed part of these colonial projects and continue to form part of the complex
entanglement conceptualized as the colonial matrix of power sustaining the global project of
neoliberal higher education reform (Quijano, 2000).

The university is a place that teaches knowledge that is diametrically opposed to
students’ lived experiences outside of the university. The university is a space that disavows the
knowledge, world-making practices, and social reality and alterity of others. In relation to the
university, the other here is the historically excluded student who, for one reason or another, did
make it to this exclusive institution. This individual may choose to become a receptacle of
decontextualized knowledge, adapt what is learned according to context, or construct knowledge
collectively with others in a path of uncertainty. The latter choice seeks to disrupt the arboreal
academic structure and neoliberal globalization’s homogenizing and colonizing curriculum. In
other words, it reveals that resistance persists.

Student activists who have decided to read, discuss, reflect, and act with others, have also
produced knowledges, experiences, and subjectivities opposed to neoliberal/neocolonial
curriculum and the global designs to produce commodities, consumers, and possessive
individual. Their disruptive performance is not deemed appropriate in the neoliberal theater on
which individuals are expected to perform alone in their ceaseless path to compete for an
elevated social position at the expense of reclaiming a radical sense of the collective and
conviviality [convivencia]. Producing possessive individuals is the dominant curriculum’s

primary goal, making collective expressions more difficult to be articulated within an
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increasingly precarious and meritocratic world that disposes of unproductive bodies and absorbs
all who produce and consume commodities. As the university has sought to eradicate the
production of subaltern ways of knowing at all costs, however, student activists at UNAH have
begun to organize themselves into associations in which knowledges and practices are being
produced intersubjectively and enacted collectively. What can be more destabilizing to the
neoliberal colonial order dependent on passive, possessive, and indifferent individuals than a
collective praxis?

The fear of alternative ways of knowing and being unveils how modernity/coloniality, in
its neoliberal globalizing form, depends on the university to place at the margins “the threat
posed to it by the existence of worlds that do not operate on the same assumption” (Aparicio &
Blaser, 2008, p. 64). Under these violent conditions of erasure, thinkers and doers drawing from
decolonial perspectives have enacted a sociology of absence and emergence, which examine the
mechanisms aimed at making other worlds invisible while simultaneously highlighting the
emergence of other worlds and knowledges otherwise (Restrepo & Escobar, 2005). Critical
thought must, therefore, transcend negation and affirm the construction of possible alternatives.
One way to do this is to listen to the demands made by student activists. This is what Dussel
(1980) had in mind when he argued in favor of an analectical approach as opposed to a
dialectical mode of understanding. The former positions the thinking and doing, that is, the
praxis of those excluded from the latter’s totality which conveniently positions Europe and the
United States as the world’s central epistemological axis. An analectical approach seeks to work
with the denied alterity of those who could not even be considered other within the West/East

dichotomy, particularly, the epistemic and ontological differences of the Global South.
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Affirming the exteriority of the other, and the knowledges and practices constructed
therefrom, is the primary concern of this dissertation. Although I expand my discussion around
Dussel’s (1980) analectical approach in relation to ethnography in chapter three, I find it
important to mention that an analectical praxis is a necessary task to unsettle the analytical gaze
denying subjects the right to know and act. Student activists’ knowledges and practices, for
instance, as they aim to change the university as well as their communities, must not be analyzed
and interpreted from the vantage point of the researcher alone. Instead, what must be highlighted
is the analytical and interpretive work student activists consistently engage in, as well as their
efforts to publish and share knowledge through alternative media. Juxtaposing the researcher’s
work with the student activists’ research allows for a deeper, richer, co-constructed analysis and
interpretation. The epistemological implications of doing and thinking together, as Smith (1999)
proposes, is a step forward toward decolonizing methodologies.

Disrupting the homogenizing conceptual space through praxeological ways of knowing
aims to point to the alternatives that have always been present, but which have been
systematically repressed from the social imaginary (Mignolo & Walsh, 2018). It is the
affirmation of other worlds, knowledges, and practices born in struggle that distinguishes
decolonial theory from postcolonial theory. The programmatic emphasis to move past
deconstructive critique and postmodern skepticism demands that theorists learn how to share, co-
live, build, and feel [compartir, convivir, construir, y sentir] with Indigenous, Black, campesino,
feminist, LGBTQ, urban, youth, and student movements. Smith (1999) describes, with poignant
prose, the practical implications of decolonization in relation to deconstruction and Western

scholarship in general:
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In a decolonizing framework, deconstruction is part of a much larger intent. Taking

apart the story, revealing underlying texts, and giving voice to things that are often

known intuitively does not help people to improve their current conditions. It
provides words, perhaps, an insight that explains certain experiences but it does not

prevent someone from dying. (p. 26)

Thus, the decolonial turn in theory is a sociopolitical and cultural project interlinking
social movements with situated knowledge practices. This vincularidad and relationality, as it is
expounded by Andean Indigenous thinkers such as Nina Pacari (2009) and Felix Patzi (2004),
aims to fracture the ontological and epistemological foundations on which the modern/colonial
world stands. As Pacari (2009) explicates:

This cosmological vision gives rise to the community as a collective subject aware

of its belonging to creation or life, which is more than the multiple relationships

established by ‘entities’. Human beings are therefore conceived as a part of the

fabric of life and the cosmos. From this vision, the construction of ordinating
principles of complementarity, vincularidad, and reciprocity are built, which
constitute the cognitive scaffolding of Indigenous peoples. [Esta vision
cosmologica da origen a lo comunitario como sujeto colectivo y consciente de su
pertenencia con la creacion o la vida, que no es mas que las multiples relaciones

que establecen los ‘entes’. El ser humano, por tanto, se concibe como una parte del

tejido de la vida y del cosmos. Desde esta vision se construyen los principios

ordenadores de complementariedad, vincularidad y reciprocidad, que constituyen

el andamiaje cognoscitivo de estos pueblos.] (p. 216)

Vincularidad primarily “unsettles the singular authoritativeness and universal character
typically assumed and portrayed in academic thought (Mignolo & Walsh, 2018, p. 8). As the
University Student Movement in Honduras established a political culture aimed at unsettling
neoliberalism’s global designs, it became imperative to inquire the extent to which their project
also created the conditions of possibility or the politics of hope to unsettle the coloniality of the
university and its individualistic form of reproducing and consuming knowledge. To ignore the
politics of hope would otherwise strengthen neoliberalism’s hegemonic position by naturalizing

its inevitable global articulation. Although not intended, fatalistic forms of theorizing the

neoliberal moment does more to convince us that all alternatives have been exhausted. What
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Indigenous scholars, activists, and other subaltern thinkers teach us, however, is that despite
colonialism’s enduring project to erase other ways of being, knowing, and becoming, resistance
and re-existence has persisted since 1492.

In order to prevent the fatalistic views mentioned above, decolonial theory provides a
multifaceted understanding that transcends the political economy paradigm and the three
dominant perspectives used to conceptualize, analyze, and interpret higher education reform,
curricula, governance, and university student movements in Latin America within a globalizing
context. It is not to say that politics and economics are no longer important. Rather, it is the
centrality of Eurocentric analyses that are questioned. A political economy paradigm, for
instance, overemphasizes economic class at the expense of gender, race, and sexuality.
Consequently, emerging epistemological struggles have been categorized as particularistic
because economic class continues to be perceived as a universal category (Zibechi, 2012). The
social classification based on race and gender which provided the foundations for the
modern/colonial capitalist world system is what Quijano (2000) conceptualizes as the coloniality
of power and what Lugones (2007, 2010) terms the coloniality of gender. On the modern side of
things, the social classification of gender predated capitalism’s economic class while in the
darker abyss of colonialism race became the hegemonic category used to classify the purity, sub-
humanity, or nonbeing of the people living in what would later be known as the Americas.

The coloniality of power, furthermore, brings to the forefront global capitalism’s colonial
constitution. For instance, the patterns of social control articulated in the Americas consisted of
racial/patriarchal/cultural/heteronormative configurations based on the nature/culture ontological
duality. This dualist ontology, conceptualized by some anthropologists as the “Great Divide”,

continues to saturate Western thought, practices, and institutions (Aparicio & Blaser, 2008, p.
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63). This great divide sustains modernity’s ontology and its instrumental rationality promoted
through curricular structures that crown European “Man” as the only thinking and historical
Being divinely (Christianity) and then secularly (modern science) responsible for knowing and
dominating the savagery of nature (Wynter, 2003).

Decolonial perspectives teach us that modern lenses distort alterity and establish
numerous hierarchies (Dussel, 1996). To bring clarity to these distortions, decolonial theory
conceptualizes modernity and coloniality as “two sides of the same coin” (Mignolo, 2011, p. 66),
meaning that modernity performs itself only by hiding its darker, underside—i.e., the coloniality
of power, knowledge, and being. As Mignolo (2011) puts it, “there is no modernity without
coloniality”, for the latter is constitutive of the former (p.85). Therefore, by working within the
epistemological and ontological fissures and borders, the decolonial turn’s project seeks to
interrupt modernity’s ceaseless developmental path—a path characterized by multifarious
modalities of domination and forms of destruction. It is the ontological, epistemological,
axiological, social, and cultural structures universities continue to establish and legitimate which
need unsettling. This requires an intersectional project that also dislocates the spiritual,
epistemic, gender, sexual, racial, ethnic, and labor hierarchies institutionalized in the university
and within the social and relational totality of which we all form a part (Grosfoguel, 2007).

A political project seeking to decolonize the university requires a pedagogical-
theoretical-practical commitment with knowledges and experiences that go beyond critique and
toward a future of radical difference and multiplicity. University students learning to work
collectively to create an alternative university—one that allows for co-governance, autonomy,
conviviality, transdisciplinarity, transculturality, and noncommodifiable modes of knowing that

are linked to the greater problems faced by the sociopolitical context—demands our
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collaboration and contribution rather than our guidance. On a cultural level, in this study I
analyze and interpret the ways in which university student activists challenge the possessive
individualism promoted by neoliberalism. On a political level, I examine the university student
movement’s organizational structure and political culture that is transforming the university’s
governance structure. On an epistemological level, I underscore how the knowledges students

produce collectively intersect the political and cultural.

Methodological Implications

I mentioned on several occasions that modern perspectives leave the colonial processes
constitutive to Western capitalist modernity, including the ways in which knowledge and power
are articulated and crystallized within universities, unproblematized. For this precise reason, a
decolonial perspective provides education researchers, scholars, and intellectuals with the
conceptual, ethical, and political tools needed to explore how student activists unsettle the
coloniality of power, knowledge, and being.

Recently, decolonial perspectives have been developed in political philosophy (Dussel,
2008; Mills, 2015), anthropology (Blaser, 2013; de La Cadena, 2017; Restrepo & Escobar,
2005), feminist scholarship (Lugones, 2010; Segato, 2015), and curriculum studies (Paraskeva,
2011, 2016; Tuck & Yang, 2012). Decolonial scholarship thus makes it possible, more
importantly, to seriously consider the epistemic and physical violence caused by Western
modernity’s epistemic and methodological approaches (Smith, 1999). Silova et al. (2017), for
instance, argue that Western theoretical perspectives and methodological approaches usually
study higher education in non-Western societies through an ostensibly universal yardstick.
Consequently, nonwestern epistemic and ontological differences are portrayed as inferior,

undeveloped, valueless, and in desperate need of reform. Silova et al. (2017) believe a decolonial
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perspective can “disrupt the linearity and singularity” of Western epistemologies and
methodologies by privileging forms of theorization from a grounded context that problematizes
the nation-state as the central unit of analysis (p. 76). They use Mignolo’s (2000) border thinking
to conceptualize how and where hegemonic Western knowledges encounter subaltern
knowledges. Border thinking works from this conceptual tension to understand how the
insurrection of subjugated knowledges contests that which is imposed through
neoliberal/neocolonial education reform. Methodologically, Silova et al. argue that it is
imperative to unsettle ‘the tranquility with which we usually ‘consume’ research and its objects
and subjects’ (p. 77). To accomplish this, a polyvocal approach is preferred to include the voices,
knowledges, and actions of others. I quote Silova et al. at length to clarify their theoretical
perspective.

In addition to pluralizing...pasts, presents, and futures, as well as revealing the

relations of different ‘worlds,” we need to analyze the ways in which hierarchies of

knowledge production position academics and create symbolic closures imposed

collectively on people [emphasis added]. To make research politically different

would mean to empower researchers to study their own conditions through

methodologies that encourage anti-essentialist and diverse research approaches, as

well as multiple articulations and representations. Escobar (2007), for example,

argues for ethnographies that would avoid the epistemological traps of the studies

of modernity. These studies would engage with ‘colonial difference and border

thinking from the ground up, so to speak, for instance by engaging with gender,

ecological, or economic difference’....Similarly, Mignolo (2013) contends that this

could be done by engaging in border thinking, that is, thinking within the borders

we are inhabiting—not borders of nation-states, but borders of the modern/colonial

world, epistemic and ontological borders (136-37). This means writing our own

cultures, knowledges, and ways of being without constantly translating or

comparing them to Western norms. (p. S93)
Research thus ought to do more to upset the reproduction of coloniality and the arboreal
academic global structure located in the “lettered city” of Western modern civilization (Aparicio

& Blaser, 2008). Because dominant theoretical perspectives and methodologies tend to neglect

other ways of knowing, it is crucial to adopt alternative perspectives and approaches that
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recognize how student activists enact “border thinking from the ground up” and become
knowledge producers that make an alternative university possible. This last claim is not far
removed from the reality of Latin America if we take into consideration the theoretical and
practical contributions university student activists made after the Cordoba Manifesto of 1918
(Mazo, 1941; Tiinnermann Bernheim, 1991). I discuss these contributions further in chapter four.
Theorizing with student activist intellectuals is perhaps a practical route to take if we are
to become genuine allies in the arduous process of decolonizing the university. More
importantly, this means that decolonial theory must refuse to be academicized for it to stay in
touch with the spaces and places from which it emerged. In other words, decolonial scholarship
must not detach itself from subaltern epistemic, social, and political positions. Through
collaborative and relational ways of thinking and doing, we may begin to disrupt the coloniality
of the Eurocentric canon/curriculum and the destructive world it continues to materialize. It
should be clear by now that what a decolonial theoretical perspective attempts to achieve is to
disrupt the universality of Western modernity’s way of knowing and being. One of its primary
goals, additionally, is to work with others who are unsettling the exclusive, decontextualized, and
colonizing practices of the university. The pedagogical and decolonial imperative of making
other knowledges and worlds visible is what needs to take center stage in our research praxis if
we are to truly enact a sociology of emergence and perform a decolonial project from the social
position granted to us as academics inclined more toward intellectual and activist scholarship. It
is in this vein that, in the following chapters, I examine the sociopolitical, cultural, institutional,

and epistemological implications of the University Student Movement.
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Part 2: Space and Place Theory and Collective Action Theory

If there is only one narrative, one future towards which we are all marching (in the
way in which we imagine the world) then we have suppressed the genuine and
potential multiplicities of the spatial. The single linear history organises space into
temporal sequence. A refusal to temporalise space, therefore, both opens up our
stories to multiplicity and recognises that the future is not already written; that it
is, to some small extent at least, within of course the constraints of circumstances
not of our own choosing, ours to make. (Massey, 1999, p. 11)

Within the historical conjuncture conceptualized as neoliberal globalization (Massey,
2005), imperial global capitalism (Harvey, 2005b), and global coloniality/imperiality (Escobar,
2010), there exists a proliferation of place-based social movements working towards
reterritorializing space from below. It is not surprising that place-based political activity
navigating, using (Certeau, 1984), and creating global, translocal networks and meshworks of
resistance have reignited long extinguished fires in many social theorists and researchers
(Castells, 2015; Escobar, 2008). Bringing collective action back into the conversation within a
seemingly inexorable globalizing process, as Dussel (2013a) poses, requires an ethical as well as
a political commitment to those dwelling in exteriority, that is, those who are materially and
discursively excluded.

Some contend that the resurgence of social movements is dialectically related to late
capitalism’s unresolvable contradictions, namely, that development and underdevelopment are
coconstitutive (Escobar, 2010, 2015). Development seems to have reached a critical point of no
return, which has unveiled to those dwelling in the colonial side of underdevelopment that the
current political economic order is, to say the least, unsustainable. As mentioned in part one, the
crisis at hand has compelled scholars to express that modern problems cannot be resolved by
modern epistemological commitments. Instead, what is proposed is a political-conceptual project

that may work toward constructing an ecology of knowledges and a pluriversal, place-based
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decolonial world where many worlds may fit. It is, in philosophical terms, a political ontological
project aimed at breaking away from isomorphic notions of space, place, and culture (Gupta &
Ferguson, 1992). The politics of place in relation to the geopolitics of knowledge is thus the
problematic space in which I would like to work to explicate its decolonial potential.

Admittedly, one can easily get lost in the vast literature found in geography, sociology,
anthropology, and cultural studies focusing on space, place, and social movement theory. I do
not intend to be exhaustive in my discussion in the following sections. Instead, I examine the
scholarly work I believe underscores the political, broadly conceived as intersubjective,
relational, volitional, and performative in relation to space, place, social movements, and
collective action (Conquergood, 1991; Dussel, 2008). By working at the intersections of
space/place, social movement, and decolonial theory, I hope I can underscore the
epistemological implications of doing research with university student activists. I also hope that,
in articulating these theoretical lenses in tandem, I can complexify the decolonial project

enunciated from and with Latin America.

Space/Place and Social Movement Theory

Low (2009) asserts that space and place have conceptual and empirical implications for
ethnographers. Ethnographers, as she points out, find it “difficult to discuss ‘place’ or ‘space’ in
a way that does not confine the inhabitants” (p. 21). How geographers conceptualize space and
place is imperative if one is to better grasp how place-based collective action, identities, and
knowledges are constructed. Regarding the frequent use of spatial vocabularies, Dirlik (2001)
argues that the ambiguous use of terms such as global and local need clarification and must also
be problematized if one is to understand the sociocultural, political, and economic nuances and

implications of place-based social practices. The local, he posits, is usually conceptualized in
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asymmetrical terms vis-a-vis the ostensible universality of the global. As a result, the only
possible alternatives to neoliberal globalization and modernity are hybrid derivatives. For Dirlik
(2001), however, hybridity or glocality is not political enough (Latour, 1993), for it leaves
radical difference situated and enacted in place conceptually hidden, silenced, and subjugated.
His concern, it seems, is to interpret cultural difference from exteriority in relation to the
emergence of radical alternatives.

Hybridity, on the contrary, tends to underscore modernity’s apparent inexorability, an
inevitable history rendering other cultural expressions as always already determined by
modern/global forces. It also presupposes that culture is statically determined rather than
dynamically interconnected and transcultural (Ortiz, 1947). As Gupta and Ferguson (1992)
cogently state, “For if one begins with the premise that spaces have always been hierarchically
interconnected, instead of naturally disconnected, then cultural and social change becomes not a
matter of cultural contact and articulation but one of rethinking difference through connection”
(p. 8). This claim transforms the global and local into hybrid expressions which, as a result,
complicates the unicity and commonsense understandings of what the global and local represent.
The claim to an always already connected world thus complicates the meaning of hybridity. A
question one must ask is what exactly composes the glocal (a hybrid concept) when the global
and the local are always already hybrid expressions? This question prompts us to think of the
political implications of difference within the context of globalization.

According to Escobar (2007), erasing local particularities can be appropriately termed as
‘the Giddens’ effect,” whereby all future possibilities may only be understood in relation to

modernity’s inexorable expansion. Arguing against this deterministic view, he explains:
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Not only is radical alterity expelled forever from the realm of possibilities, all world
cultures and societies are reduced to being a manifestation of European history and
culture. The ‘Giddens effect” seems to be at play, directly or indirectly, in most
works on modernity and globalization at present. No matter how variously
qualified, a ‘global modernity’ is here to stay. Recent anthropological
investigations of ‘modernity at large’ (Appadurai, 1996) have shown modernity to

be seen as deterritorialized, hybridized, contested, uneven, heterogenous, even

multiple, or in terms of conversing with, engaging, playing with, or processing

modernity; nevertheless, in the last instance these modernities end up being a

reflection of a eurocentered social order, under the assumption that modernity is

now everywhere, an ubiquitous and ineluctable social fact. (p. 183)

This ostensible social fact that modernity has subsumed or is in the process of subsuming all
difference presupposes a teleologically ordered world (that is, a Eurocentric and modern
teleology), rendering all social, cultural, and political differences as always already affected by
modernity’s incurable contagion (this diffusionist perspective is indeed a recycled discourse
articulated in the 19" century (Joseph et al., 1998). Anything other to modernity is aprioristically
negated and placed under an all-encompassing term of hybridity or under the vacuous concept of
glocality. Emergence, in other words, is reduced to residual social practices fused with
dominant, modern ones (Williams, 1977). All other emergent alternatives are simply unrealistic
and utopic in this modern world.

The university, here, may only contain within it dominant and residual characteristics.
Anything claiming radical difference is mere theoretical naivety (Alcoff, 2011). Within a global
neoliberal order, all universities, following the logic of world polity theory, must be uniform and
must resemble in one form or another the Western university model. As I discussed briefly in
part one, there are emerging institutions, knowledges, and practices that are doing more than
unsettling Western university models. Indeed, popular, Indigenous, and even social movement

universities are now part of higher education institutions in Latin America (Santos, 2006).

Although these universities or pluriversities are kept at the margins and are threatened by
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national governments, their emergence is not any less significant. Emergence, understood as the
appearance, visibilization, and politicization of alterity, is exactly what the University Student
Movement is struggling to maintain. How to make the university a place in which autonomy,
interconnectedness, communality, and relationality [autonomia, vincularidad, comunalidad, y
relacionidad] is what student activists are trying to fight for. I know that analysis should be
saved for subsequent chapters, but I find it necessary to provide the intellectual contribution of
student activists as they deconstruct the globalizing neoliberal university while also pointing to
the importance of building a popular, democratic, and decolonial university which is inextricably
linked with social movements, peoples, and multiple knowledges [vinculada con los
movimientos sociales, los pueblos, y los multiples saberes]. 1 cite student activists/intellectuals as
one would cite other scholars, but, in this case, I cite the collective way of producing
knowledge—knowledge which students have constantly reminded me during our conversations
and my awkward attempts to interview them. The production of knowledge is not theirs to keep
as property; it was born in struggle and for that reasons it belongs to the University Student
Movement. Knowledge is meant to be shared and critiqued with others so that praxis takes on a
collective dimension. The translation that I provide below hopefully does justice to the
complexity of their thoughts and actions. In chapter five and six, student activists contribute to
the discussions around the democratization and decolonization of university governance and

curriculum.
Interjection: The University Student Movement’s Manifesto

Human history has been loaded with many revolutions of various kinds and scales—in
families, communities, and even global scales. Various civilizations characterized by territorial

struggles sought to meet their social, political, economic, cultural and spiritual needs have
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resulted in great creations—in the deep poiesis/sociohistorical sense. It is to say that they have
been able to institute new imaginary meanings and representations that have marked the
historical phases of humanity. Meanings and representations such as the ideas of science,
technique, agriculture, democracy, institutions, which in turn have been characteristics of each
civilization, of each community. Lenca and Mayan cosmogony is different from others such as
Quechua and Aymara. All are different from the others despite being in the same historical era.
And each of them has also unleashed their own social, economic, political, cultural and spiritual
revolutions.

Today, after the globalization of social relations initiated in 1492, countless
configurations come into play that burst into thought, and therefore the world’s social and
cultural imaginary, which is widely known as modernity. The whole series of meanings and
representations based on Western Man’s rational dominance over things, namely through
machismo, sexism, capitalism, racism, colonialism, and imperialism, configured itself and
imposed its coercive mode of thought which took form in the great knowledge producing
institutions of modernity: universities, research institutes, NGOs, associations, foundations, think
tanks, and organizations.

Among the problems that appear in modernity is the corruption of the nation-state, just
as the world-system itself has been corrupted through tax havens, terrorism, drug cartels, world
wars, invasions, blockages among others. Then there is the problem of fetishization, that is, the
devaluation of the political in the social sciences which help sustain the social relations of
power. How about the creation of walls and borders or the laws that make humans illegal
according origin, race, religion, gender and sexuality? Also, the fetishization of the economy

continues to believe in universal laws of indiscriminate growth at the expense of human dignity.
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The fetishization of culture believes that Indigenous peoples are merely here for tourism,
available for consumption. Social fetishization believes that social networks are a substitution of
love, affection, empathy and human activities such as work that dignify life for the enjoyment and
satisfaction of human needs, longings and hopes. This has caused great problems of indifference.

Another problem is the extractivism of both natural and human resources (cheap labor)
and epistemic extractivism. The latter refers to the appropriation of our knowledges so that they
could later be repackaged as something modern, European, American, or Western. Finally, there
is the problem of human precariousness in economic, social, political, cultural and spiritual
terms which has created great wave of violence and hopeless pessimism.

Faced with this reality, which overwhelms us and greatly surpasses what we could
address in this essay, we can nonetheless bring our revolution towards the needs of the 2 1st
century. That is why we propose the following contributions to start talking about revolution,
organizing, and revolutionary social practices today. First of all, the protests we organize are
for the common good. These allow us to create bonds and relationships that allow us to fight for
basic needs. These are made based on a sense of belonging and identity, that is, with a shared
focus and sense of territoriality. This involves the following: dialogical communication and
experiences, social-psychic being, that is to say, each human body with their respective social
imaginaries and constitutive boundaries; a necessary collectivized social space, i.e., we share
territorial areas for the exercise of life on earth, spiritual imaginary and cosmogony consisting
of social, political, economic and cultural histories and stories in the social space regarding
activities and our respective beliefs about them.

We need to be transformed into social processes of resistance emerging within

communities which refuse the imposition of colonial institutions. In this case, it is the social
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institution of neoliberalism and neo-extractivism. Resistance in this case, consists of one of the
most important human activities for the preservation of life (human and non-human). For us,
that is why social protest must be transformed into movements of resistance, which is to say, to
be constituted as organizational entities such that it is possible to establish social relations that
permeate in the community for the defense of human and non-human rights.

In these processes we must also continue to make transformational leaps in the creation
of new configurations of struggle, and that is why it is necessary to talk about autonomy as a
revolutionary project of reinventing the meanings, representations, and social imaginary of
modernity that exacerbate the civilizational and ecological crisis. It is necessary to establish new
ideas, concepts, and categories that allows for the creation of popular democracies with
elements of circularidad, esfericidad, y caracolaridad (circularity and spherity) in order to build
an obedient power in addition to a plurisubjectivity. In the current process of globalization, we
must be able to establish transcommunitarian dialogue and action [this surpasses Habermas’s
(1984) theory of communicative action] that allow us to interpret ourselves and deepen our ties
and realities for the exercise of good living at the planetary level.

Autonomy must be understood as a political project in the sense of creating counter
social fields capable of facing and changing the institutionality of the country and of the
university. In the case of Honduras, we are talking about a Democratic State, a State of Good
Living, and a Socialized/Socializing State. In the economic sense, the autonomous project is
about the community and the necessary, collective social work required. In the social sense,
autonomy must begin with a revolution of consciousness aimed at changing our way of thinking
in order to establish an understanding of the common good [el bien comun]. That is why we

place our wager on the collective processes of resistance and autonomy. That is why we say that
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to talk about revolution today is to talk about autonomy. The revolution must pass through the
socio-historical, political, and economic projects of autonomy first and not the other way around
[my translation from Spanish].

The student activists who wrote the manifesto clearly are familiar with various theoretical
perspectives. They use these perspectives to analyze their social and epistemic position situated
in place yet not confined by it. They interconnect their experiences with the experiences of others
at a “planetary level.” It is important to note that their theoretical knowledge is not a result of the
university’s curriculum. In fact, from the conversations I have had with student activists, I
learned that their university courses only required them to read the work of theorists from the
United States and Europe. They would only learn about other theorists as they became activists
and as they interacted and learned intersubjectively. It is important to note that the student
activists who wrote this are also engineering, law, physics, and astronomy majors who also
interact with student activists in the social sciences and humanities who are more likely to
encounter the theoretical work elaborated above. It is also of importance to consider that the
student movement is only composed of undergraduate students. How is it possible for student
activists, who are as young as eighteen years old, to become so fluent in theory and research? It
is this question that is ignored by the research on university student movements in Latin
America. It is this erasure that I hope to redress in chapter five and six, where I seriously
analyze, interpret, discuss, and reflect with and alongside student activists’ theoretical, analytical,
and practical knowledge. In the next section, I elaborate further on space and place. In
subsequent sections of this chapter, I address some of the conceptual tools elaborated by
collective action theory. It is not for nothing that I use these theoretical frameworks to assist me

in the analytical and interpretive work of chapter five.
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Reconceptualizing Space and Place

Conceiving of space and place in different terms is not only an epistemological concern.
It is also a political act seeking to make other social spaces and practices conceptually visible and
materially possible to sustain. It is therefore an ontological concern. In our efforts to counter the
one-world world ontology expressed by (post)modernity’s global and neocolonial designs with
the ontologically multiple concept of pluriversality (Law, 2015; Walsh, 2007, 2012), our
theoretical and empirical work must seek to disrupt the reification of place and identity.
Amplifying relational processes that aim to fissure modernity’s destructive performance must
also be addressed. Out of urgent necessity, our work must commit to what some scholars
conceive as a political ontological project (Blaser, 2009, 2010, 2013), where conflicting stories
and worlds are given conceptual visibility. Ultimately, conceptual visibility must work toward
constructing the conditions in which social practices are not only materially possible but also
sustainable. Here, I am referring to social structures, namely, of institutions such as the
university. Paying specific attention to social practices contesting neoliberal globalization’s
ontological project, including the reconfiguration of knowledge, institutional spaces, and power,
positions the university as a critical space of contestation.

In Low and Lawrence-Zuniga’s (2003) edited volume The Anthropology of Space and
Place: Locating Culture, space and place are conceptualized as embodied, gendered, inscribed,
contested, transnational, and tactical. Their conceptual separation of the collected essays, they
admonish, has the potential to fragment and discipline knowledge. To avoid the dominant
discursive academic practice of compartmentalizing knowledge, they underscore the
“considerable overlap in the ways that sociospatial problems are defined and theorized” (p.1).

Collective actors, for instance, may enact practices of resistance that unfold in multiple spaces,
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places, borderlands (Anzaldua, 1987), and contact zones (Pratt, 1991), thereby revealing the
porosity of statically held categories. Places and identities are not fixed, natural, or
geographically determined. Universities, for example, are historically specific and have their
institutional as well as sociopolitical particularities, not to mention economic. They are
constructed through interaction, intersubjectively, and assembled in complex relationships that
are entangled in an intricate, power-laden “web of social connections” (Low, 2009, p. 27). This
is not to say that homogenizing forces are absent. Indeed, the tensions created between various
actors are what make contestation possible. In Latin American autonomous universities, these
tensions are becoming more acute and the contradictions between autonomy and the neoliberal
higher education reforms are being expressed in direct conflict, at times through massive
manifestations and university occupations and in other cases through latent democratic processes
and ongoing organization.

It is imperative to reconceptualize space and place in relational terms to pay close
attention to the “delicate networks” created between space and place that “remain more invisible
than spiderwebs” (Latour, 1993, p. 4). To understand how student activists engage in practices
that contest ontological designs (Escobar, 2018), deterritorialize hegemonic spatiality, and
reterritorialize knowledge and power from below requires, in addition to the aforementioned
practices, careful attention to collective action which involves the construction of alternative
political cultures and fluid, horizontal forms of organizing and producing knowledge.

Massey’s (1994, 1999, 2005) work is illustrative as to why the reconceptualization of
space is politically implicated. According to her, “the way we imagine space has effects” and
warns that the ways we conceptualize “space as in the voyages of discovery, as something to be

crossed and maybe conquered, has particular ramifications” (Massey, 2005, p. 4). In other words,
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space, conceived as a mere empty container in which content is poured in forcefully and often
violently, needs to be unsettled and reconceptualized if we are to disrupt the coloniality of space,
which continues to be employed as a technology of control and management (Mignolo, 2011). It
is this colonial/imperial practice that converts place, land, and institutions into terra nullius—that
is, into vacant land which can only belong to those who wield sufficient power to colonize and
develop it (Wolfe, 2006)—in need of development. The reconceptualization as well as the
reappropriation of space is therefore a political project insofar as its aim is to contest spatial
technologies of control and management with the emergence of place-based knowledge
practices. Universities, once again, are directly implicated in these forms of social control and
management. Hierarchical university governance and curriculum reform, for instance, are two
ways institutional space is filled with practices and content which are in contradiction with the
autonomous character of the university. As the decolonial feminist theorist Chandra Mohanty
(2003) reminds us, while citing the work of Abdel-Malek (1981), that Western modernity’s
hegemony is not only a result of force, coercion, and domination:

Contemporary imperialism is, in a real sense, a hegemonic imperialism, exercising

to a maximum degree a rationalized violence taken to a higher level than ever

before—through fire and sword, but also through the attempt to control hearts and

minds. For its content is defined by the combined action of the military-industrial

complex and the hegemonic cultural centers of the West, all of them founded on
the advanced levels of development attained by monopoly and finance capital.

(p- 20)

The cultural centers, in this case, are the universities developing theoretical frames which
invisibilize contestation. Controlling the hearts and minds implies the seduction of power. As
Quijano (2007) points out, “beyond repression, the main instrument of all power is its seduction.
Cultural Europeanisation was transformed into an aspiration. It was a way of participating and

later to reach the same material benefits and the same power as the Europeans” (p. 69). The
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university became and continues to be the place in which the desires and aspirations of
modernity may be fulfilled, although today what we find is a neoliberal/neocolonial university
model transforming itself into a market which provides its academic, intellectual, scientific, and
technological services for a reasonable price.

Let me return to the implications of reconceptualization of space as opposed to textual
deconstruction. While some scholars such as Jacques Derrida, as Massey (2005) claims, “tame
the spatial into the textual” (p. 54), others tame the spatial by conceptualizing it as temporal
sequence where nonwestern regions fall within varying levels of development in need of
progress, thereby hiding the close relationship between colonialism, development, and
underdevelopment. Sometimes, even the mental capacity of the distant other is explained in
ostensibly equal terms, where science, technology, development, and civilization could reach the
level of progress of the West and be expressed in the same form only if the right conditions were
established (Fabian, 1983). The relationship between development and underdevelopment,
however, is rarely questioned. Certainly, questioning progress may seem unfathomable and
indeed unfashionable in many circles, including academic ones (Escobar, 1995; Tsing, 2015).
New vocabularies and grammars are being enunciated, nonetheless, which are making it possible
to ask radically different questions regarding the intimate relationship between the discursive and
material dimensions of development.

Massey’s (2005) conceptualization of space diverges from structural, functionalist, and
spatial frames. This makes it possible to think of space in radically different terms. To conceive
of space in a static form, she argues, would only continue to tame the existence of multiplicity,
relationality, and radical alterity. By unsettling the reproduction of abstract space and its

instrumentality, ontological openings and alternative sociospatial practices and institutions are
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rendered more visible (de La Cadena, 2017). Space does not need to be imagined any longer as a
surface in which ideas, concepts, and behaviors—that is, curricula—are injected to cure the
“natural” ills of the underdeveloped, barbaric, and savage third world. Instead, when the
multiplicity of space is untamed, another form of sociality, conviviality, vincularidad, and
comunalidad is made possible (Jaramillo, 2012), one that fissures the bounded and static notion
of place, culture, and identity used to justify the accumulation of capital by dispossession,
destruction, and appropriation (Gupta & Ferguson, 1992; Harvey, 2005b; Rosaldo, 1988).

When space remains bounded, however, what is achieved is uniformity, an epistemically
violent practice Lefebvre (1991) conceives as the domination of abstract space over
representational social space. As social products, representational places may be symbolic,
sociohistorical, aesthetic, ontological, epistemological, political, as well as pedagogical. For
Lefebvre, sociocultural and political relations are spatially contingent historical processes. This
does not mean his diachronic position favors high modernism’s transcendentalism. On the
contrary, his intent is to dislocate the “Hegelian notions of a single totalised history” positioning
Western modernity as nature’s highest and purest cultural expression (p. 41). To open space
means, additionally, that contingency must be understood as a precondition of the political and
the making of the sociohistorical, conceived more in ontological than epistemological terms
(Castoriadis, 1991). As Lefebvre (1991) insists, “If space is produced, if there is a productive
process, then we are dealing with history” (p. 46). This productive process entails social relations
enacting spatial practices that, through collective efforts, work toward deterritorializing power,
knowledge, and being while simultaneously reterritorializing space with a sense of place. It is

thus that student activists at UNAH are not only reappropriating university space but are also
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reclaiming and linking autonomy and democracy with university governance and curriculum

reform.
Social Movements and Rearguard Theory

Conceptually, terms such as contingency and relationality are critical inasmuch as they
provide social movement theories with the language of becoming necessitated to understand how
collective actors reassert other forms of sociability in the process of reclaiming and reinscribing
places with new meaning. These new vocabularies may be used to disrupt the instrumental
discourses used by dominant social movement theories overemphasizing the why of social
movements instead of understanding sow collective actors emerge and, most importantly, how
collective action is sustained despite the extant differences between the actors involved. Rosaldo
(1988) suggests we focus on “knowing how” as opposed to “knowing that” or knowing about (p.
17). When the latter is prioritized, it usually results in a positivistic preoccupation with analyzing
and explaining political economic factors and strategic action at the expense of the symbolic,
cultural, or epistemological. I note in subsequent sections that the division between political
economy and culture is no longer a viable option to understand the complexity of social
movements.

Similarly, Santos (2014) argues against vanguard theories used to validate, invalidate,
and predict the effectiveness of strategies and tactics employed by social movements. These
conservative, progressive, and also leftist academic discourses remain in the god-like realm of
predicting whether social movements will succeed or not. Causality and determinacy no longer
offer—and perhaps never did—the theoretical and conceptual tools needed to understand the
unpredictable cultural dimension of social movements and the actors engaged in collective

action. What Santos proposes instead is rearguard theorizing that takes intellectual activists’
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practical, theoretical, and politico projects seriously. In the next section I address the conceptual
and methodological limitations of social movement theory and juxtapose it to collection action

theory.

Collective Action Theory

Prior to the cultural and spatial turn in social theory, the analyses of social movements
were dominated by resource mobilization theory, particularly in the North American academy
(Escobar, 1992; Zibechi, 2012). These hegemonic theoretical frames offered a rational choice
model for social analysis, but its heuristic limitation consisted in its disavowal of affectivity,
intersubjectivity, and knowledge production. How individuals form collective identities through
emotional ties and learn from each other’s experiences, for instance, was disregarded.
Researchers following rational choice models tended to emphasize the ways in which collective
actors “make use of available resources, recognize them, and organize them for the purposes of
achieving mobilization” (Melucci, 1996, p. 66). The analytical blind spots of these frameworks,
however, prevented researchers from perceiving the social relations and knowledges constructed
through collective action.

Counter to these theoretical frames, Melucci (1989, 1996a, 1996b) stresses the complex
ways in which collective actors navigate social space to change the cultural codes of their
societies and institutions. He explores how collective action diverges from conventional forms of
political organizations solely aimed at attaining political representation or taking power. For
Melucci (1996a), social movements cannot be understood in abstract terms or as units of
analysis, for collective action is always more complex, conflict-ridden, and heterogeneous. How
the social is articulated or “reassembled” and how the social is moved politically, as some

scholars working under Action Network Theory suggest (Latour, 2007), must also form part of
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our analyses. Melucci’s (1996a) conceptualization of social movements, therefore, shifts our
attention toward collective action and identity formation which intersects the social, cultural, and
political economic.

Collective action should not be understood as a means toward reforming institutionalized
political power and less so at overthrowing the State, as was the case with centralized social
movements in the past. Instead, Melucci (1996a) conceptualizes and empirically supports his
claims with “new” social movements in the postindustrial Global North which have brought to
the fore how “noninstitutional forms of collective action” and the construction of collective
identities transform social space (p. 3). Examples he provides are environmentalist, feminist, and
anti-nuclear social movements, which vary from seemingly conventional forms of political
mobilizations to aesthetic sociocultural expressions. Collective action conceived as gradual,
sociocultural change provides a valuable way out of dominant theoretical frameworks, which
only offer rational choice models of understanding student movements.

Melucci’s (1989) theoretical and methodological work posits that social movements and
the collective action they mediate are ends in themselves and not instrumental action
strategically employed against the modern nation-state. Conceiving of student movements, as
ends in themselves transforms them into symbolic, pedagogical gestures capable of challenging
dominant practices expressed through hierarchical governance within the university. These
cultural shifts must first be explored within specific sociospatial fields in which “social groups
take action within it” (p. 4). As Melucci (1996) elucidates:

Contemporary collective action weaves together its different roots in multiple

meanings, legacies from the past, the effects of modernization, resistances to

change.... Keeping open the space for difference is a condition for inventing the

present—for allowing society to openly address its fundamental dilemmas and for
installing in its present constitution a manageable coexistence of its own tensions.

(p. 10)
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“Keeping open the space for difference is a condition for inventing the present” requires a

politics of hope and a sociology of emergence discussed in part one.

Reconstructive Possibilities

While space is usually tamed through modern discourses and institutional practices aimed
at meeting global capitalism’s insatiable desires, a negative critique of these processes and
mechanisms is not enough if our aim is to point to radical alternatives. One can even argue that a
negative philosophy hides alternative projects, leaving room only for deconstruction rather than
radical reconstruction. Agreeing with Latour (1993), Alcoff (2011) challenges the “excessiveness
of our critical epistemologies and the paucity of our reconstructive ones” (p. 69). Additionally,
she problematizes “the refusal to engage in reconstructive work in epistemology, to go beyond
critical skepticism and to reconstruct how to make truth claims both responsible to political
realities” (p. 70). Paradoxically, by focusing solely on the darker side of neoliberal globalization,
critical social theorists perpetuate the ideological project critical theory purports to dismantle
(Allen, 2016). Recognizing this paradox might be an initial step toward thinking and doing
otherwise.

Dirlik (2001) makes an important contribution in this regard. Theoretical limitations, as
he explains, cannot be resolved by simply refining critical theory. Without first planting our feet
on the shaky terrain on which we and others walk would render the social practices and
knowledges of resistance invisible. To enact a sociology of absence and emergence (Santos,
2014), as described earlier, one must work with collective actors currently resisting and working
toward making an ontologically multiple world possible. This demands more than a passing

gesture of solidarity. Some scholars call for an ethical commitment that involves reciprocity,
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commitment, and collaboration (Lincoln & Cannella, 2009), while others point to the ethics of
shifting the geography reason which is implicated geopolitically (Gordon, 2011).

According to Featherstone (2008), place-based politics are insightful for they bring forth
the relational process involved in constructing alternative knowledge. For him, relationality is
“always already intervening in the ongoing construction of flows and routes of political activity,
opens up important possibilities for understanding political identity and agency” (p. 16).
Featherstone also examines the tensions between the ways space, politics, and transnational
networks are conceptualized by social movement theorists. He problematizes the newness of
“new” social movement theories, such as the ones studied by Castells (2015). Featherstone
argues that past social movements did in fact articulate themselves in networks but were
invisibilized because of theoretical, methodological, as well as ideological limitations. Questions
that come to mind are the following: What makes past social movements static? Does this fall in
line with the modern conception of a static past and the present’s ostensible newness as
dynamically related to an unknown, perhaps more modern, future? When does the past end and
the present begin (Braudel, 1970)? In trying to answer these questions, Featherstone (2008)
states the following:

Placing ontological distinctions between the spatial politics of past and present

struggles does work, then, in both theoretical and political terms. Theoretically, it

sets restrictive limits on resources for what Amin has described as the project of

developing a networked vocabulary of the political (Amin, 2004: 38). It closes

down a focus on the different legacies of past political cultures on the spatial
politics of the present, such as the important traditions, subjectivities and repertoires

of solidarity associated with internationalisms. It makes it harder to recover and

account for dynamic subaltern spaces of politics. In political terms this

marginalization of subaltern agency in the past risks feeding a sense of
dispossession of subaltern agency in the present. This is one of the effects of
constructions of globalization as solely the product of networked neo-liberal actors

able to outwit subaltern resistances trapped in the confines of particular places (see
Castells, 1997: 354; Harvey, 1989: 236; Peck & Tickell, 2002). Asserting that there
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have been spatially stretched forms of resistance to globalizing processes in the past
can counter this dispossession of subaltern agency. (p. 20)

The systematic erasures of the past therefore must be uncovered, analyzed, reinterpreted, adapted
to the present. Regarding the “newness” of social movements, Melucci (1996a) also asserts that
newness 1s not meant to be reified. Instead, new social movements must be understood as a
“relative concept” which seriously considers the “comparative differences between the historical
forms of class conflict and today’s emergent forms of collective action” (p. 5). Class conflict,
when examined in isolation, hides other sociocultural and political identities and forms of
organizing aimed at reclaiming autonomy in historically and contemporarily exploited and
colonized territories in which material and symbolic resources are extracted.

Featherstone (2008) reminds us that social movements “demonstrate that political
struggles in particular localities bring together different routes of political activity. They do not
exist merely as discrete struggles waiting to be brought together by intellectuals or broader
political movements” (p. 31). On the contrary, political struggles are enacted relationally by
social movements and are situated enduring struggles that are always already interlinked with
globalizing forces (Holland & Lave, 2001). These partial connections, as Strathern (2004)
conceptualized, take into serious consideration the quantitative differences in scale (i.e., local
and global) as well as the qualitative variations “which renders the world a plural place”
(Holbraad & Pedersen, 2009, p. 379). Ontological multiplicity which continues to exist, coexist,
and resist the hegemonic discourses and practices offers a counternarrative difficult to ignore. It
is this counternarrative politically committed researchers must amplify and contribute to rather
than legitimate or invalidate in academic spaces.

Sociocultural and political struggles also involve the construction of collective identities

and knowledges. Collective identity, however, is not without contestation, and it is indeed
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difficult to speak of identity in nonessentialist ways especially when thinking of situated political
activity (Low, 2003). Rosaldo (1988) asserts that place has been employed ideologically to reify
people into precultural, cultural, and post-cultural categories. Those who fall under precultural
and cultural groups are conceived to be closer to nature and those who are post-cultural as closer
to science and modernity. Hall’s (1995, 1997) work helps reconstruct identity as a fluid,
diasporic concept. He acknowledges that identity, despite its complicated history and subsequent
deconstruction by postmodern theorists, persist both conceptually and materially, and posits that
identity can be reconceptualized without confining it in a static place. Although there have been
numerous accounts of deconstructing identity as a concept, the discursive use of identity and the
reconstruction of collective identities from below persists. Do we ignore, deconstruct, or
reconceptualize emerging phenomena such as the emergence of university student activist
collective identities? If we ignore these emergences, how are we also performing an act of
erasure?

Hall (1996) asks, “What, then, is the need for a further debate about ‘identity’? Who
needs it?” (p. 1). In relation to university student activism, the reconstruction of collective
identities, particularly of a student activist political culture, does not mean that one is arguing for
a ‘return to an unmediated and transparent notion of the subject or identity as the centred author
of social practice, or to restore an approach which ‘places its own point of view at the origin of
all historicity —which, in short, leads to a transcendental consciousness’ (Foucault, 1970, as cited
by Hall, 1996, p. 2). As some feminist theorists have already pointed out (Haraway, 1988), to
return to a transcendental consciousness would only perpetuate a humanist vantage point blind to
the multimodality of domination (e.g., patriarchy, colonialism, and global capitalism). It is this

hierarchical, panoptic standpoint that positions modern “Man” at the center of the historical stage
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of progress and development that we want to avoid (Wynter, 2003). As an alternative, Hall
(1996) reconceptualizes identity and the historical subject by underscoring the process of being
subjected by dominant discursive practices, on the one hand, and the process of identification
and becoming on the other. This political-conceptual maneuver takes into serious consideration
the deconstruction of dominant discourses and the reconstructive possibilities of emerging
subaltern forms of identification (e.g., diasporic identities). Conceived as a process of becoming,
identification—that is, collective identity formation—becomes fluid, incomplete, political, and
contradictory. To elucidate this last point, Hall (1996) provides a lengthy description of cultural
identities.
Though they [cultural identities] seem to invoke an origin in a historical past with
which they continue to correspond, actual identities are about questions of using
the resources of history, language and culture in the process of becoming rather
than being: not ‘who we are’ or ‘where we came from’, so much as what we might
become, how we have been represented and how that bears on how we might
represent ourselves. Identities are therefore constituted within, not outside
representation. They relate to the invention of tradition as much as to tradition itself,
which they oblige us to read not as an endless reiteration but as ‘the changing same’
(Gilroy, 1994): not the so-called return to roots but a coming-to-terms-with our
‘routes’. They arise from the narrativization of the self, but the necessarily fictional
nature of this process in no way undermines its discursive, material or political
effectivity, even if the belongingness, the ‘suturing into the story’ through which
identities arise is, partly, in the imaginary (as well as the symbolic) and therefore,
always, partly constructed in fantasy, or at least within a fantasmatic field.
The narrative ‘routes’ the self takes with others brings us back to student activists and the
varying paths collective actors take to disrupt the dominant narrative by forming collective
identities, understood as always in process, heterogeneous, historically contingent, and
inextricably linked to asymmetrical relations of power.
How power relations are contested is a salient question in need of further exploration.

Conceiving of collective identities in relation to power aims to dislocate the enclosed, unified,

changeless, and essentialist categories of place, identity, and institutions. Identification,
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conceived as a relational process of learning and unlearning, also allows for the
reconceptualization of social movements as collective, pedagogical, and intersubjective
assemblages rather than as solidified units in need of comparative analysis.

New social movement theorists have conceived of space topologically to describe the
formations of collective identities and the intricate networks or articulations “new social
movements” form in postmodern and postcolonial societies. Melucci (1989), for instance,
defines collective identity as an “interactive and shared definition produced by several
individuals (or groups at a more complex level) and concerned with the orientation of action and
the field of opportunities and constraints in which the action takes place” (p. 34). The field of
opportunity he describes is spatial and horizontal, but it does not do enough to conceptualize the
reciprocal relationships actors themselves create to transform space into a place of possibility.
Although Melucci’s work problematizes dominant social movement theories by describing social
movements as dialogic, intersubjective, performative, conflictual, horizontal, and heterogeneous,
it is limited insofar as his theorization is solely aimed at understanding how collective action and
identities are formed and sustained in the so-called “first world.” His narrow account of the ways
in which collective identities are constructed and sustained in “complex societies” erases from
view how collective action in the Global South contests the geopolitics of knowledge and power
by fusing “traditional” political strategies with “new” forms of collective action which intersect
the political with the sociocultural and epistemological (Escobar & Alvarez, 1992). The work of
Dagnino (1998), for instance, convincingly depicts the inextricable relationship between the
political and the cultural. She examines how the cultural is not derivative of political action or
ideologically determined. Rather, the cultural (i.e., the discourses, meanings, values, and

behaviors) are is constitutive of politics, understood broadly and as socially entangled.
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Examining the political implications of culture the cultural and vice versa forms part of the
analytical and interpretive work of chapter five where I examine the dialectics of the politically
material and culturally symbolic dimensions of university student activism.

While the brighter side of modernity is considered analytically important in Melucci’s
(1996) work, the darker underside of modernity and the people enacting alternative political,
economic, and sociocultural imaginaries in colonial and neocolonial contexts remain silenced in
his scholarship. Florez-Florez (2007) addresses this erasure:

for the periphery, the complex processes related to identity construction are

completely canceled out (Melucci himself introduced the analysis of collective

action!). For the ‘exceptional’ case of backward societies, a static perspective of
identity remains valid, reducing alterity to an irremediable space for conversion; to

a space in which, sooner or later, the Other will become the Same (p. 249)

Once again, a linear temporal lens prevents the knower from thinking of space in relational terms
and thinking of place as dynamically related. This perspective, additionally, confines collective
actors dwelling outside of the postindustrial world as those who enact traditional politics. A
Eurocentric teleology, once again, leaves little room for other, perhaps more situated, social
movements to exist.

Let us return to Massey’s (2005) work, as she conceives of space in relational terms. For
her, space is a social product insofar as it is constructed through interrelations and interactions.
As she explains, “Space does not exist prior to identities/entities and their relations. More
generally I would argue that identities/entities, the relations ‘between’ them, and the spatiality
which are part of them, are all coconstitutive” (p. 10). For a sense of place to be produced
through social practice points to the dialectical relationship between place and the construction

of collective identities. Hence, one does not construct a sense of place individually but rather

intersubjectively—always in the presence of and togetherness with others.
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Conceiving of spatial identities in relational terms is not limited to the construction of
human identities. As I argue in chapter four, where I analyze the university at a deeper level,
universities are ontological and shaped by historical, contextual, cultural, and sociopolitical
specificities. Indeed, the university continues to be instrumental for disseminating modern
discourses, practices, and desires. This does not mean, however, that university students are
passive absorbers of knowledge or that neoliberal higher education reform goes uncontested, as I
mentioned above. Students in Brazil (Salete Caldart, 2000, 2001), Mexico (Gonzalez-Ledesma,
2014), Chile (Stromquist & Sanyal, 2013), Nicaragua (Muhr, 2013), and Honduras (Murillo,
2017; Portillo Villeda, 2016), for instance, have demonstrated that collective action is not a thing
of the past. Whether student movements will continue to disrupt the university’s ontological
designs (Escobar, 2018), however, depends on the networks they articulate inside and beyond the
university. Student collective action, as I examine in subsequent chapters, must be entangled
socially and not merely institutionally. How student activists (trans)form the university is thus an
integral part of the analytical, methodological, and theoretical contribution of this dissertation.

There is still much to say about identity and its close relationship to experiencing and
sensing place. The conceptualization of experience is usually dominated by temporality. To not
consider place-based experiences when speaking of subjectivity prevents one from seeing how
embodiment, situatedness, or standpoint are interwoven with experience (Haraway, 1988). The
way temporality is narrativized, in other words, dominates how collective subjectivities are
interpreted, and it limits our understanding of how people inscribe meaning to particular places
in syncretic ways. Syncretism, as opposes to hybridity, is multidirectional and at times strategic
and tactical. Additionally, the “inseparability of individuality and sociability” in relation to

spatiality must be stressed (Massey, 2005, p. 58). Rather than continuing with the endless task of
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finding where the next revolution will take place, the Longue Durée of the curricular/cultural
order of things must be considered in our aims to understand the role student movements play in
re-centering agency and identity from below (Braudel, 1953)—that is, from social practices
enunciating to the world that neoliberal globalization and neocolonialism do not go uncontested.
Conceiving of social movements and collective actors in this way also disrupts the notion that
history is a total, conflict-free, and inexorable narrative leading to all things global, European,
Anglo American, and (post)modern. Like the epigraph above describes, these politico-
conceptualizations of space “both opens up our stories to multiplicity and recognises that the
future is not already written; that it is, to some small extent at least, within of course the
constraints of circumstances not of our own choosing, ours to make (Massey, 1999, p. 11).

New social movements, as elaborated by Castells (1997, 2015) and Touraine (1977),
must thus be problematized, for they maintain an ontological disjunction between past and
present social movements. Earlier, I asked whether static conceptions of past social movements
ultimately fall in line with the modern discourse rendering the newness of things as dynamically
related to progress. I also indicated that we must rethink of space in relational terms rather than
as an empty space in need of modernization. Taking this last point seriously aims to avoid
transforming space into a Cartesian coordinate system where those who dwell outside of
European and Anglo-American spaces become objects to be seen, interpreted, surveilled,
colonized, developed, educated, and democratized. As Foucault (2010) elucidated, the
biopolitical apparatus converts space and architecture into yet another technology used to
canalize knowledge and power, on the one hand, while crystallizing acceptable behavior and

social relations within any given social space, on the other. The university, in this sense,
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becomes a node through which these forms of social control are articulated within a global
neoliberal order.

Seen in this dark light (Ortner, 2016), however, one is not able to see the complex and
conflictual relationships materializing from subaltern places. It privileges a vertical notion of
hegemonic power, leaving subaltern spaces subjugated once again. Hegemony is not only
achieved through the abstract notion of ideology. Lefebvre (1991) reminds us that hegemony “is
exercised over society as a whole, culture and knowledge included, and generally via human
mediation: policies, political leaders, parties, as also a good many intellectuals and experts” (10).
As Harvey (2005b) also explains, hegemony is performed and sustained through “colonial
policy, an international loan system—a policy of spheres of interest—and war” (p. 137). It is
exercised, therefore, through institutional practices that have concrete effects, thereby silencing
the politically real subaltern knowledge practices. Keeping at bay that which threatens
modernity, whether it be student activists struggling to radically democratize and decolonize the
university or whether it be campesino and Indigenous communities protecting their territories, is
one salient way modernity performs and sustains its hegemonic position. Eliminating all
contesting narratives, knowledges, practices, spiritualities, experiences, and struggles is
modernity’s raison d'étre.

Knowledge and power are articulated spatially (i.e., geopolitically) but they do so with
the assistance of policy, including architecture, urbanism, social planning, and curriculum
reform. There is no naturally governed society. Violence, physical or symbolic (Bourdieu, 1990,
1998), is still a primary strategy used to eradicate multiplicity and difference. One must hence
proceed in a different direction to eschew the ‘fragmentation of the concrete’ into mental space

(Lefevbre, 1991, p. 15), which perpetuates the colonial abstractions and geographical
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demarcations continuing to entrap the sociocultural sphere within absolute categories. There is
an important question Lefevbre (1991) asks regarding the seemingly transparent “nature” of
social space; “If space embodies social relationships, how and why does it do so? And what
relationships are they?”, and “If it is true that (social) space is a (social) product, how is this face
concealed?” (p. 27). It is this hidden dimension anthropologists and ethnographers of space and
place have begun to take interest in. There is, therefore, a noticeable division between abstract
and practical social space. Although both concepts are irreducible to each other, they are also
dialectically related. The politics of place thus involves the symbolic and material possibilities of
building alternative social spaces and institutions. This requires, as Gupta (1992) unequivocally
maintains, a serious consideration of the sociopolitical context in which collective actors find

themselves.
Place and the Decolonization of Power, Knowledge, and Being

Decolonial scholars writing from and with Latin America speak of the politics of place in
relation to the decolonial projects social movements in the region are constructing. Escobar’s
work (Escobar, 1992, 2001a, 2001b, 2004; Escobar & Alvarez, 1992) examines the political,
epistemic, and ontological implications of social movements. Social movements in Latin
America, as he understands them, involve the “reassertion of place” in regions demarcated by
abstract spatial models (Escobar, 2001a, p. 141). To understand how place is reclaimed aims to
unveil the paradoxical character of neoliberal globalization, which, as mentioned above, its
hegemonic crisis has also been brought to light by social movements and activist intellectuals.
The re-localization politics, according to Escobar (2018), involves the emergence of relational
ways of becoming and knowing that unsettle the coloniality of being and the institutionally

mediated ontological global designs of universities.
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By exploring the ways in which student movements in Latin America construct place-
based knowledges, the decolonial project enunciated from academic spaces may complicate its
own individualist conceptions of exilic and border experiences, which are too often dominated
by an intellectual class that remains detached from the social reality of the places their theorizing
is directed. Cusicanqui (2012) is perhaps the most critical in this regard, asserting that the “North
American academy does not follow the pace of our discussions; it does not interact with the
Andean social sciences in any meaningful way (except by providing scholarships and invitations
to seminars and symposia)” (p. 102). Discussions around place-based practices and other
knowledges, therefore, necessitates a serious recognition of what Cusicanqui calls the political
economy of knowledge production. There is an asymmetrical relationship between Latin
American decolonial theory enunciated in the North and decolonial theory enunciated from and
with the South. To disrupt the asymmetrical relationship is not an easy task, however. Our
research imagination must therefore be contaminated by other modes of thinking the decolonial
project (Appadurai, 2000). This requires cracking open the exclusive categories of the
intellectual and philosopher, as Gramsci (1971) did long ago, where knowing avoids being a
practice academics employ but rather that which is integral part of living and existing (Zubiri,
1999). Student activists’ knowledge practices are underscored in chapter five and six to disrupt

the knower and known dichotomy.
Contestation of University Spacey: A Place of Resistance

As mentioned above, spatial identities are not limited to human identities. Universities
are ontological insofar as their identity is inscribed with historical, contextual, political, cultural,
and social meaning (Nergard, 2016). They are instrumental institutional spaces in which modern

discourses are articulated with ease. The university, however, is also a place where knowledge is
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contested (Lander, 1999). The internal conflicts and negotiations of space and place is thus
crucial to understand how student movements produce knowledge that interpolate the
university’s dominant curriculum and establish governance practices aimed at democratizing the
university.

For emerging political actors to create conditions in which counter structures may be
sustained, they must also “project themselves into the spaces that are presently the domains of
capital and modernity” (Prazniak & Dirlik, 2001, p. 39). Certainly, universities are spatial
arrangements through which capital flows and modern/colonial discourses, practices,
subjectivities, and values are diffused and legitimated. Universities, additionally, continue to be
instrumental for the systematic erasure of other ways of being and knowing. Their ontological
designs aim to produce neoliberal subjects who will continue to perform the modern, neoliberal
narrative despite its insurmountable social, political, economic, and ecological contradictions.
When students work collectively to disrupt (or slow-down) the university’s epistemological,
ontological, and spatial/organizational arrangements, what actions do they employ to
democratize and decolonize the university? To answer this last question, I examine the ways in
which student activists intersect their struggle with other social movements and the extent to
which they open the university to other social movements’ epistemic, territorial, political, and
cultural struggles.

If space, knowledge, and ways of being are being contested, is it accurate to say that
universities are contact zones, as Pratt (1991) conceptualized? Contact zones “refer to social
spaces where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly
asymmetrical relations of power” (p. 34). In the National Autonomous University of Honduras

conflicting stories are being told and enacted by student activists from distinct backgrounds, who
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aim to create an autonomous and democratic university within a post-coup context. They want to
transform the university’s authoritarian governance structure through a radically democratic
project built from below that gives students direct participation and decision-making power in
student associations and assemblies as well as in the highest governing bodies of the university.

The university curriculum, however, continues to narrate a discredited story about
globalization, sustainable development, and progress. How students tell and enact other stories to
reclaim autonomy points to the ways in which university space may be transformed into a
“placeful” university (Nergard, 2016). As Norgard and Bengtsen (2016) state, “education at the
university is meaningful to the extent that we can be there, dwell in it, have a sense of
(co)ownership of it and feel agency in relation to it” (p. 8). As newly organized departmental
student associations have articulated themselves into a broad-based political platform and are
currently working toward co-governing the university, the university’s sedimented knowledge
practices and governance structure are beginning to crack. These fissures are creating the
conditions of possibility of decolonizing the university. In chapter five and six, I dig a little
deeper with student activist intellectuals as they discuss the profound sociocultural and

epistemological transformations their democratic project aims to achieve.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I intersected decolonial theory with space/place and collective action
theory. In working at the interface of these theories, I underscored the epistemic and ontological
implications and sociocultural and political consequences of reconceptualizing collective action
through relational and spatial terms which are globally and locally imbricated processes
involving institutions such as universities. The reconceptualization of space and place theory has

indeed strengthened social movement theory. In return, social movement theories have begun to
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engage in conversations around place-based politics. With the resurgence of political collective
identities, additionally, I discussed the importance around the decolonization of knowledge
which goes beyond the intellectual work taking place in the halls of academia. As university
students are increasingly being transformed into consumers of knowledge rather than producers
of situated knowledge, engaging in activists research becomes an ethical concern. In chapter
three, I clarify the ethico-political dimensions involved in doing ethnographic research and argue
in favor of an approach centered around knowledge and practice rather than a superficial notion
of cultural behavior. Overall, there is still much to learn from university student activists
resisting the modern/colonial spaces universities represent. In the following chapters, I hope I

can provide a glimpse of this complexity.

104



CHAPTER 3: CRITICAL ETHNOGRAPHY, THEORY, AND PRACTICE

Introduction

In chapter two, I discussed the methodological implications of a decolonial perspective. |
briefly discussed why an analectical approach to ethnography was an ethico-political position
activist researchers must take to go beyond dialectical modes of thinking. Before discussing
analectics any further, however, in this chapter I examine the development of ethnography and
its key features and practices, explore how critical forms of ethnography contribute to the
understanding of student movements, and discuss the ethical implications of doing ethnographic
work on, with, and alongside university student activists.

This chapter is divided in five parts. Part one examines the historical context in which
anthropological, sociological, and educational ethnographies developed. Part two explores how
ethnography is conceived and applied according to varying ontological and epistemological
commitments. Part three argues in favor of a critical ethnographic praxis that can contribute to
the understanding of student movements’ political culture, organization, subjectivities,
knowledges, and practices. Part four discusses the ethical dimension of doing activist research.
Part five explains the procedures I used to gain access to student activists, provides a short
description of participants, and details the methods used in this study. The former two parts are
more historical and theoretical while the latter three are focused on the practical and ethical
dimensions of ethnographic research.

Although decolonial theory has problematized ethnography’s complicity in sustaining
colonial discourses (Asad, 1973; Harrison, 1991; Hymes, 1972; Smith, 1999), ethnography,

paradoxically, offers a valuable methodological praxis that may assist researchers to “pursue a
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novel hybridization between theory and practice, between knowledge and action, by innovating
with forms of knowing and writing applied to our understanding of the new social practices of
collective social actors” (Escobar, 1992, pp. 419-420). This research praxis entails the
visibilization of social practices that involve new forms of identification and organization and
thus of collectivization, as discussed in chapter two. In addition to highlighting the importance of
visibilizing or enacting a sociology of emergence, I examine ethnography’s methodological and
theoretical development, expound upon the paradigms used to guide this ethnographic study, and
discuss how ethnography allowed me to navigate through the complex terrain on which
university student activists collectively worked toward building an alternative university to

neoliberalism’s colonial designs.

Theoretical Underpinnings of Ethnography

In broad terms, this qualitative study sought to understand how university student
activists in Honduras engage in collective action. Collective action, as Melucci (1996) describes,
is a process that is “negotiated through the ongoing relationships linking individuals or groups”
which “crystallizes into forms of organization, systems of rules, and leadership relationships” (p.
67). 1 used a critical approach to ethnography (Denzin et al., 2008; Dolby, 2001; Escobar, 1992;
Foley, 1990, 1994, 2002; Ortner, 2016; Valenzuela, 1999; Villenas & Foley, 2011; Willis, 1977)
to inquire on the ways university student activists construct knowledges and social practices
aimed at resisting and transforming the asymmetrical power relations embedded within and
beyond the university.

Conquergood (1991) clarifies that “critical theory is not a unitary concept” and it is
“committed to unveiling the political stakes that anchor cultural practices—research and

scholarly practices no less than the everyday” (p. 179). Critical, as conceived by decolonial
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theory, refers to the analytic and programmatic potential of situated knowledges and social
practices (Mignolo & Walsh, 2018). The paradigmatic position I adopted in this study worked
along the theoretical and methodological lines of Freire’s (1970, 1985) and Fals Borda’s (1970)
work, both of whom used critical and constructivist perspectives to understand situated
knowledge practices dialogically and praxiologically. On a theoretical level, this study
interconnects deconstructive/critical thinking with the constructive, refusing to value one over
the other. Merging these paradigms, additionally, is useful in conceiving the construction of
collective identities (social, political, economic, and cultural) as intimately related to knowledge
and power. Ultimately, the way we read or interpret the world has social, political, and historical
implications. Dominant ways of knowing are not inherently more valid but attain legitimacy
through persuasive, coercive, and violent mechanisms and institutions that subjugate alternative
ways of knowing, being, and becoming. A critical constructivist approach to ethnography,
furthermore, is committed to unsettling these very institutions and is aimed at sociocultural and
political transformation (Escobar, 2008). On an ethical level, a critical constructivist approach to
ethnography engages in analectical ways of knowing. In this study, I hope that by amplifying the
“subjugated knowledges that point to experiences of suffering, conflict, and collective struggle”
(Giroux, 1988, p. 220), I can also point to a research praxis characterized by a sociology of
emergence. In the next section, I examine ethnography’s historical and theoretical development

before discussing the practical, political, and ethical dimensions of engaging in activist research.
Part 1: Ethnography’s History

Ethnographic accounts of others were not always written by professional anthropologists
or sociologists. Considering its long history, one could begin with the colonial encounter in 1492

and the numerous travelers’ accounts and utopic novels exoticizing the other “discovered” in the
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so-called New World. It can be argued that these para-ethnographic tales provided the
foundational texts for the illustrious thinkers of the renaissance and the enlightenment. The
colonially embedded theories and concepts such as the state of nature first proposed by Thomas
Hobbes and the self-imposed immaturity of Immanuel Kant are clear examples of how existing
ethnographic discourses on the other influenced the development of humanist theoretical
discourses (Castro-Gomez, 2005). The discursive creation of the savage other, as noted by
Trouillot (1991), was not a result of academic anthropological discourse, for these discourses
would only emerge in the 19" century under the epistemic order of things which had already
been articulated in the social imaginary prior to said emergence (Foucault, 1970). The
implications of this claim are that the fertile conditions under which academic anthropological
discourses emerged was part and parcel of a greater discourse—that is, that of modernity and its
darker side of coloniality.

Ethnography’s history thus cannot be understood without also taking into serious
consideration its colonial context. As it is well-known, institutionalized forms of ethnographic
practice has its beginning in England and the United States in the late 19" and early 20" century
(Wolcott, 1999), a time when the West’s colonial/imperial power was on its way to reaching its
apogee. As important as it may be to extend the discussion around ethnography’s early colonial
context further, it is beyond the scope of this dissertation. It will suffice to say that education
researchers using ethnography must be reflexive and critical as they go about working with
others.

In what follows, I address the professionalization of ethnography. I also maintain
ethnography’s colonial background in my discussion around its development to not lose sight of

the potential dangers of this methodological approach. The brief historical account I provide is,
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as all forms of knowing, a partial truth (Haraway, 1988). Naming foundational figures is, for
instance, problematic as it is canonical rather than transgressive. In other words, it fortifies rather
than fissures epistemological and disciplinary foundations. Because I focus primarily on
ethnography’s development in the United States, this section is certainly limited in scope, since it
erases from view the contributions made from other onto-epistemological locations. In
subsequent section, I redress these erasures.

Let us begin with a brief introduction to Franz Boas’ contribution to ethnography. His
theoretical and ethnographic work assisted in disrupting, albeit not entirely, the evolutionist,
diffusionist, and deeply embedded colonial theories dominating Victorian anthropological
discourse since the publication of the work of Darwin, Spencer, Tylor, and Morgan (Boas, 1920).
Boas’ work would later be categorized as historical particularism and cultural relativism, two
interrelated schools of thought which conceived of culture as historically contingent and
overdetermined rather than mechanistically determined by linear conceptions of evolution or
gradual diffusion. Mead’s (1928) The Coming of Age in Samoa and Benedict’s (1959) Patterns
of Culture developed Boas’ theoretical and methodological approach to ethnography. Rather than
explaining these cultures developmentally and deterministically, they sought to understand how
other sociocultural systems were historically particular, relative to a specific milieu and/or
region. More importantly, other ways of being and knowing were conceived as different, rather
than inferior, to Western ontological and epistemological commitments. Hurston’s (2006, 2008a,
2008b) and Deloria’s (1988) work, though significant as they situated theory and methodology in
their own communities, were not recognized by academic norms, given that they also wrote their
ethnographic accounts in novel form. Additionally, being considered native ethnographers

studying their own people, was counter to the dominant paradigm at the time, where the
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ethnographic gaze required distance and objectivity. The role women also played in Black and
Indigenous societies were central to their analyses which also went against the grain of the
dominant ethnographic discourse.

Some of these ethnographies, however, came with their own problems. As Fabian (1983)
reminds us, Mead and Benedict entrapped the Samoan and Pueblo peoples in “culture gardens or,
in sociological jargon, in boundary-maintaining systems based on shared values” (p. 47).
Relativism in any of its forms (Spiro, 1986), he posits, maintains an allochronic discourse that
freezes the other in the past, even if the language used denotes contemporaneity. Hence, it is not
the denotative use of language but rather the connotative that assigns the other to the past. In
other words, temporal forms of representation, the coevalness or contemporaneity of the other is
denied. Concepts such as primitive and kinship, which are not temporal words, parallel the
Kantian immature other. Notwithstanding these important critiques, long-term fieldwork, and the
ethnographies that resulted from them, did in fact dislocate the colonially embedded theoretical
hubris practiced by anthropologists representing other places, peoples, and sociocultural worlds
from a distance.

While anthropologists worked diligently to develop ethnography both in theory and
practice, the Chicago School of sociology was also actively engaged in developing ways to study
communities in urban settings. The emerging school of urban ethnography aimed at
understanding how demographic shifts caused by rapid urbanization and immigration changed
the social and cultural landscape in the early 20 century (Gubrium & Holstein, 2008). George
Herbert Mead, for instance, dedicated much of his work to understand the “self to everyday life,
in particular, the social interaction, and situations through which self-understanding develops”

(Gubrium & Holstein, 2008, p. 243). His work, including the work of other pragmatists, would
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eventually influence a long line of sociologists dedicated to studying the sociocultural through
ethnography. Overall, these ethnographies were undergirded by a pragmatist philosophy, which
later served as the empirical foundation for the sociological theory of symbolic interactionism.
Genealogically, it seems that the relativist Boasian school of thought and the pragmatist Chicago
School greatly influenced the interpretive/symbolic anthropology and symbolic interactionist
sociology respectively.

After World War II, however, both disciplines were faced with a shifting geopolitical
context in which the theoretical and methodological work of the first half of the twentieth
century no longer weighed as heavily in academia. In fact, in this critical historical conjuncture
the geopolitical, economic, and cultural landscape was reconfigured, whereby the geographies of
reason and power at a global scale shifted as well (Escobar, 1995). Moreover, the economic,
epistemic, and technological power of the United States ascended to unprecedented levels
(Jameson & Miyoshi, 1998). Some scholars consider this conjuncture as inextricably linked to
modernity and coloniality, whereby colonial domination found its continuity in a reconfigured
form (Mignolo, 2000, 2011; Tlostanova & Mignolo, 2012). Consequently, a new exterior space
was recreated in which destitute “third world” others awaiting development could be found,
studied, and colonized. In this newly reconfigured space of alterity, eager anthropologists packed
their bags to study the soon-to-be modernized third world cultures. Stated more emphatically,
this renewed interest toward nonwestern others followed in line with Europe’s civilizing mission
to save those who were already condemned to the past by history’s inexorable march toward
progress, capitalist development, and salvation.

The three-world development model articulated by modernization theory coupled its

ideological discourse around the expansion of communism with the potential dangers posed by
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the so-called underdeveloped world (Escobar, 1995; Pletsch, 1981). The discursive creation of
“naturally” and unevenly developed worlds, more importantly, cemented a rigid division of
disciplinary knowledge production and invoked the evolutionist and diffusionist specters of the
past. While anthropology kept its stronghold in the newly coined third world, sociology held
tight to the first world. That these cartographic demarcations of knowledge emerged from a
specific geopolitical context underscores the dialectical movement of knowledge production and
the reconfiguration of the modern/colonial world system. We hence cannot understand one
without the other. Doing so would disregard the material conditions of possibility under which
certain discourses are conceived.

Referring to epistemological and methodological distinctions, Pletsch (1981) makes a
convincing argument regarding the ideographic and nomothetic tendencies found in
anthropological and sociological discourses. While the former’s use of ethnography described,
interpreted, and represented the so-called third world and the peoples and cultures therein,
sociology was more inclined to develop generalizable categories and laws maintaining societies
functioning in the developed world. Anthropology studied the particular, while sociology’s
emerging discourse led by a Parsonian structural functionalist perspective sought to discover the
“laws” governing societies, institutions, and human behavior.

Although Pletsch’s arguments are insightful, he converts each discipline into a monolithic
entity. He avoids discussing, for instance, the ways in which nomothetic knowledge practices
formed part of anthropology or how the ideographic was employed by sociologists whose
intellectual lineage could be traced back to the Chicago School of urban sociology (Atkinson et
al., 2001). This discussion can be complicated and complexified even further if we also account

for the differences found between social anthropology in England, which could be characterized
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as more nomothetic (etic) in comparison to cultural anthropology’s ideographic (phonemic)
accounts in the United States (Ingold, 2008). Additional differences and complexities could be
examined if we compare how functionalism (Lévi-Strauss, 1955), structuralism (Lévi-Strauss,
1955), structural-functionalism (Radcliffe-Brown, 1935), structural Marxism (O’Laughlin,
1975), cultural materialism (Harris, 1979), cultural ecology (Steward, 1977), and political
economy (Wolf, 1982) were articulated on both sides of the Atlantic, or how they were
syncretized by scholars in the Global South aiming to understand the neocolonial contexts in
which they lived (Fals-Borda, 1970; Restrepo, 2001; Ribeiro, 1968; Stavenhagen, 1971).
Pletsch’s major argument, however, was to emphasize the tendencies the geopolitics of
knowledge revealed after the second world war.

Although extending the discussion around colonial and neocolonial contexts is beyond
the limits of this chapter, I do want to emphasize how the emergence of anticolonial and
antiimperialist movements helped disrupt the aforementioned philosophical, theoretical, and
methodological foundations on which ethnography was built. Latin American thinkers and doers
such as Ribeiro (1968) and Kusch (1953, 1962, 1966, 2010) initiated another way of thinking
and doing ethnography by accentuating imperial/colonial and transcultural relations between
peoples and civilizations. Stavenhagen’s (1971) Decolonialization of Applied Social Sciences,
Fals Borda’s (1970) Ciencia Propia y el Colonialismo Intelectual (Our Science and Intellectual
Colonialism), and Casanova’s (1965) Internal Colonialism and National Development also
began to shift the terms of the conversation against intellectual colonialism, which was later
conceptualized as the coloniality of power, knowledge, and being (Quijano, 2000). It is not
surprising that the modernity/coloniality research group traces its intellectual genealogy to

philosophers such as Enrique Dussel (Escobar, 2007), who, along with his contemporaries,
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aimed to develop conocimientos otros con y desde los horizontes del sur [other knowledges with
and from the South’s horizon].

The politico-theoretical moves in Latin America anticipated the development of similar
discussions led by Hymes (1972), Asad (1973), and Harrison (1991). With these epistemic shifts,
other knowledge practices emerged from the very people and places anthropology and sociology
had merely seen as objects of study. Herzfeld (2001) reminds us that the people in the Global
South do in fact read what is written about them and are increasingly writing accounts of their
own sociocultural and political worlds. Why these accounts continue to be left unmentioned in
academic discourses simply comes to show the persisting silences maintaining other epistemic

positions subjugated.
Educational Ethnography

Now that I have provided a brief historical account of the conditions under which both
anthropological and sociological ethnography emerged, it is apropos to mention how educational
ethnography developed. The subfield of educational ethnography finds its theoretical beginnings
in the early 20" century, but it is only with the founding of the Council on Anthropology and
Education in 1968 and the Anthropology & Education Quarterly in 1970 that its
institutionalization begins (Comitas & Dolgin, 1978; Emihovich, 2005). Yon’s (2003) review of
the field points out that educational ethnography begins primarily with “anthropology’s
conventional preoccupation with native ‘others,” within the dominant paradigm of cultural
relativism” (p. 413). This time, however, ethnographers no longer had to travel to distant places
but could study others at home just like sociologists had done previously in urban communities.
Mead’s (2001) interest in the psychological development of “primitive” youth eventually led her

to publish The School in American Culture, bringing to the fore the importance of understanding
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the lives of children immersed in a post-World War II context in which the geopolitical,
economic, demographic, and sociocultural landscape began to shift rapidly. If we are to look for
other foundational figures, the literature would point directly to George Spindler and Louise
Spindler’s work (Comitas & Dolgin, 1978; G. D. Spindler, 1963; G. Spindler & Spindler, 2000;
Suarez-Orozco, 1991).

The theoretical and methodological debates in educational ethnography
corresponded with the debates in anthropology arguing for a critical reflexive practice. The
West, including its modern institutions, was no longer exempt from research (Hymes, 1972). A
great example is Jackson’s (1968) Life in Classrooms. By uncovering the “daily grind” of the
hidden curriculum, he uncovered the critical nexus between schooling and the social, cultural,
political, and economic life outside of schools. Jackson’s work argued for a thick description
resonant with Geertz’ (1973) interpretation of the everyday cultural ‘nods’ and ‘winks’ in that his
interests rested in the ‘things that come and go’ and the ‘twinkling-things like a student’s yawn
or a teacher’s frown’ (Yon, 2003, p. 416). Because Jackson emphasized the culturally normative
effects of schools and their cohesive role in society, however, his work could also be aligned
with structural functionalist approaches of his time seeking to understand how schools, as social
institutions, maintain the order of society in place.

The seventies experienced a heightened interest in Marxist theories of social and cultural
reproduction in relation to schooling (overall, the shift had much to do with the reignited interest
sparked by the resurgence of social movements in the 1960s which culminated in the “Great
Rehearsal of 1968 (Arrighi, Hopkins, & Wallerstein, 1989). Freire’s (1970) Pedagogy of the
Oppressed, Gramsci’s (1971) Prison Notebooks, and Althusser’s (1971) essay Ideology and

Ideological State Apparatuses also influenced much of the work in the United States and in
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England (Yon, 2003). The resurgence of the latter’s structural Marxist critique, one may argue,
casted a large shadow over dependency theory and prevented the emerging philosophy of
liberation (which offered a frontal critique on what they considered Althusserianism) from
reaching a wider audience in a Eurocentric Latin America (Dussel, 1988).

Although outside of the aims of this chapter, it is important to acknowledge how cultural
Marxism propounded by the Birmingham School of Cultural Studies began to challenge the
monopoly anthropology held in ethnography. Willis’ (1977) Learning to Labor portrayed how
students resist schooling in ways that were not only reactionary or merely oppositional (Ortner,
1995). We can say his work underscored the ways in which students constructed a sub-culture of
their own that was both oppositional and creative—i.e., a youth culture that was both negatively
resistant and positively constructive, albeit one that perpetuated the socioeconomic relations of
power. Willis’ work would later influence future ethnographies in the field of education (Anyon,
1981; Dolby, 2001; McLaren, 1989; Valenzuela, 1999; Weis, 1988). In these studies, schools
were no longer conceived as static, mechanistic institutions but rather as contested political,
economic, and cultural spaces. It is worthy to address, however, that educational ethnographers
study K-12 settings and therefore perpetuate the averted gaze of the field (Wisniewski, 2000). It
is thus that I inverted the ethnographic gaze or made the familiar strange in my attempt to

explore university student activism and its relationship to neoliberal higher education reform.
Part 2: Defining Ethnography

Hammersley (2018) conceptualizes the meaning of ethnography in “education and
beyond” (p. 1). Understanding ethnography both theoretically and methodologically, he suggests,
requires a transdisciplinary perspective. In other words, to decompartmentalize our

understandings of ethnography, ontological and epistemological commitments emanating from
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other disciplines ought to be taken seriously. Although Hammersley does not point to citation
practices explicitly, acknowledging the politics of citation and the ways in which it sustains
Western discourses at the expense of erasing many others, especially the writing of women and
historically and contemporarily colonized peoples (Lutz, 1990). Citation practices are crucial in
our efforts to think beyond the confinements of our disciplines as well. Ultimately, conceptual
visibility, as I addressed in the previous chapter, is the political question at hand.

Citing the same authors certainly has the potential to make ethnographic inquiry stagnant
and dominated by a few theoretical perspectives and conceptual frameworks. There are severe
implications when a handful of ethnographers are taken up uncritically as the sacred canon of
educational ethnography. Behar’s (1993) powerful argument against anthropology’s sacred
foundational texts is an important contribution to this discussion. If read closely, her critique
untangles the intricate relationship between curriculum, knowledge production, ideology, and
power. As I, too, cited the founding “fathers” of anthropological, sociological, and educational
ethnography because of an unspoken colonial/patriarchal academic convention, a correction
ought to be made. Genealogically, ethnographers must reclaim the work of those left forgotten in
the noncanonical abyss to challenge what Harrison (1991) considered the core “curriculum
menu” sustaining the disciplinary foundations in place (p. 315). Through the university
curriculum, therefore, a narrative has been constructed beginning with a mythical, founding
moment from which all thought subsequent to its enunciative birth must inevitably follow. There
is much to learn from ethnographers thinking and doing in transdisciplinary and un-disciplinary
ways (Restrepo & Escobar, 2005). Rather than merely disseminating knowledge about
qualitative research methodologies and methods, my citation practice in later sections proposes

an ethnographic praxis from a transdisciplinary perspective.
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An Elusive Definition

To define ethnography is indeed problematic, yet it is important nonetheless to
understand the ways it is conceptualized. Hymes (1977) believed the “definition of ethnography
is an elusive and complicated question” (as cited in Hammersley, 2018, p. 3). According to
Hammersley (2018), varying definitions complicate rather than elucidate what ethnographic
practice entails. Examining the rapid proliferation of adjectival ethnographies also makes things
more ambiguous. Consider the following examples:

autoethnography, casual ethnography, citizen ethnography, cognitive ethnography,

collaborative ethnography, constitutive ethnography, critical ethnography, digital

ethnography, duoethnography, educational ethnography, ethnomethodological
ethnography, feminist ethnography, focused -ethnography, functionalist
ethnography, global ethnography, hypermedia ethnography, insider ethnography,
institutional ethnography, interactionist ethnography, interpretive ethnography,
linguistic ethnography, literary ethnography, longitudinal ethnography, Marxist
ethnography, micro-ethnography, militant ethnography, multi-scale ethnography,
multi sited ethnography, narrative ethnography, performance ethnography,
postmodern ethnography, practical ethnography, public ethnography, race
ethnography, rapid ethnography, rural ethnography, slow ethnography, team
ethnography, urban ethnography, virtual ethnography, visual ethnography.

(Hammersley, 2018, p. 5)

How to describe different forms of doing ethnography is even more problematic if one ignores
the various philosophies undergirding them. It seems that the neoliberal preoccupation to equate
everything which is new with progress has more to do with the incessant proliferation of
methodologies than with the paradigm proliferation Lather (2006) speaks of. It is the
methodological obsession Fals Borda (1970) warned political engaged researchers against five
decades ago, which, according to him, would only lead to intellectual colonialism.

The methodological discrepancies found in ethnography are therefore not so much about

how ethnographic methods are applied in the field. Rather, these discrepancies are inextricably

related to the ontological, epistemological, ethical, and political positions adopted by researchers.
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Without recognizing the perennial philosophical and theoretical debates, ethnography becomes
just another technique to implement in our investigations. This is exemplified in commodifiable
qualitative “how-to” methods found in synoptic texts (Hammersley, 2008). The
instrumentalization of ethnography is most pervasive, to return to the adjectival ethnographies
just mentioned, in corporate ethnography, where methodology is transformed into a means to a
profitable end (Anderson, 2009). Some claim that to use “ethnographic” methods does not make
it an ethnography. As Merriam (2002) points out, researchers typically use ethnographic methods
such as participant observation while disregarding the product—that is, the written text about a
social or “cultural” group. I place cultural under quotations for this concept no longer can be
applied uncritically or blindly to understand what has been demarcated as ethnic, native, and
traditional. In chapter two, for instance, I explicated how space and place has been used to
confine cultures.

While the production of cultural texts involves interpretation, the theoretical
commitments throughout the research process is also indicative of what the product will look
like. Geertz’ (1973) and Turner’s (1967) symbolic and interpretive work, for example, guide us
toward a hermeneutic and performative ethnographic practice. For Geertz (1973), “ethnography
is thick description” that can nuance the sociocultural “winks from twitches and real winks from
mimicked ones” (p. 16). Thick descriptions, he claims, are fictions, like all discursive practices,
given that fictio refers to the poesis, that is, the craft from which all things are made. The role of
the ethnographer is, furthermore, that of an artisan who paints the landscape of other
sociocultural worlds (Ingold, 2008). Interpretive texts representing others are “imaginative acts”

that disentangle the socially, culturally, politically, and historically underlying significance of
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symbolic actions and discourses (Geertz, 1973, p. 15). Interpretation is, in other words, the
translation and re-articulation of other worlds.

While Geertz’ (1973) work conceptualizes culture as ‘the ensemble of texts, themselves
ensembles which the anthropologist strains to read over the shoulders of those to whom they
properly belong’ (as cited in Conquergood, 1991, p. 188), Turner’s (1980) understands culture as
performed, enacted, and conflict-ridden, meaning that it cannot be understood solely as a text but
rather as a political enactment. Turner’s “performative paradigm is an alternative to the
atemporal, decontextualized, flattening approach of text-positivism” (Conquergood, 1991, p.
189). This means that the ‘world as text’ must be reconceptualized as ‘world as performance’ (p.
190). This reframing, as Conquerhood (1991) argues, has serious implications for ethnographic
practice as well as for activist research. Conquergood enumerates five potential “planes of
analysis”:

1. Performance and Cultural Process. What are the conceptual consequences of
thinking about culture as a verb instead of a noun, process instead of product?
Culture as unfolding performative invention instead of reified system, structure, or
variable? What happens to our thinking about performance when we move it
outside of Aesthetics and situate it at the center of lived experience?

2. Performance and Ethnographic Praxis. What are the methodological implications
of thinking about fieldwork as the collaborative performance of an enabling fiction
between observer and observed, knower and known? How does thinking about
fieldwork as performance differ from thinking about fieldwork as the collection of
data? Reading of texts? How does the performance model shape the conduct of
fieldwork? Relationship with the people? Choices made in the field? Positionality
of the researcher?

3. Performance and Hermeneutics. What kinds of knowledge are privileged or
displaced when performed experience becomes a way of knowing, a method of
critical inquiry, a mode of understanding? What are the epistemological and ethical
entailments of performing ethnographic texts and fieldnotes? What are the range
and varieties of performance modes and styles that can enable interpretation and
understanding?

4. Performance and Scholarly Representation. What are the rhetorical problematics
of performance as a complementary or alternative form of "publishing" research?
What are the differences between reading an analysis of fieldwork data, and hearing
the voices from the field interpretively filtered through the voice of the researcher?
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For the listening audience of peers? For the performing ethnographer? For the
people whose lived experience is the subject matter of the ethnography? What about
enabling the people themselves to perform their own experience? What are the
epistemological underpinnings and institutional practices that would legitimate
performance as a complementary form of research publication?

5. The Politics of Performance. What is the relationship between performance and
power? How does performance reproduce, enable, sustain, challenge, subvert,
critique, and naturalize ideology? How do performances simultaneously reproduce
and resist hegemony? How does performance accommodate and contest
domination? (p. 190)

Although symbolic and interpretive anthropologists acknowledged the fictional, performative,
symbolic, and imaginative character of ethnographic practice, it remained within anthropology’s
residual practice of enclosing the other and ignoring the material realities of imperialism and
colonialism. Some anthropologists and critical scholars have pointed to these very issues (Asad,
1973; Fabian, 1983; Smith, 1999), clarifying that descriptions and representations of others “is
never ideologically or cognitively neutral” (Ahmad, 1992, p. 99). Nevertheless, performativity,
social practice, and the politics of performance offer the analytical tools needed to understand

how student activists engage in collective action and produce knowledge in the process of

resisting neoliberalism’s colonizing effects.
Ethnographic Practice

Although defining ethnography may be complicated and perhaps undesired, there are
some key features that predominate its practice. According to Ingold (2014), ethnography
literally means the “writing about the people” while the oxford dictionary describes it as ‘a
scientific description of races and peoples with their customs, habits and mutual differences’ (p.
385). Ingold provides these definitions not because he aims to confine ethnography to the study
of races and peoples. Instead, he does so to contest these delineations and initiate a discussion

around what ethnographic practice entails.
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Fieldwork is ethnography’s constant, yet in and of itself, fieldwork does not amount to
ethnography. It is true that to better understand other sociocultural and political worlds, one must
be immersed in the field. Ethnography, as stated earlier, cannot be equated to method, that is, to
the techniques and procedures implemented in the field to collect data. Instead of thinking of
methods used during fieldwork, one must think of the primary labor that is required to do
ethnography. The work required, as Ingold (2014) claims, is participant observation. Conceiving
of participation observation in such a way may help avoid conflating “ethnographic” methods
with the lived, embodied, relational, and intellectual work in which ethnographers engage.
Likewise, Wolcott (1999) distinguishes between “doing ethnography” and “borrowing
ethnographic techniques” (pp. 41-42). To do ethnography means one takes distance from
techniques aimed solely at gathering data in a systematic manner. Ethnography perhaps is more
than what Wolcott considers as “a way of seeing” in the field. It is instead a way to sentipensar
or feelthink involving “skills of perception and capacities of judgment that develop in the course
of direct, practical, and sensuous [and political] engagements with our surroundings” (Fals-
Borda, 2009; Ingold, 2014, p. 388). Ethnography is, according to Ingold (2014), equivalent to
participant observation. It is, therefore, its primary and most valuable way to participate in and
learn from other sociocultural worlds.

Participant observation presents us with an ongoing ontological and epistemological
debate. Jackson (1989) states that ‘one can observe and participate successively...but not
simultaneously’ (as cited in Ingold, 2014, p. 387). In other words, observation and participation
“yield different kinds of data, respectively objective and subjective” (Ingold, 2014, p. 387).
Observation is epistemological insofar as it is a way of “knowing about the world” and

participation is ontological inasmuch as it refers to “being [and becoming] in the world” (p. 387).
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By interweaving ontological/being/participation with epistemological/knowing/observation, the
gap between being in the world and knowing about the world is narrowed. One cannot know the
world without participating in and being an integral part of it. Conceptualized this way,
observing (knowing about the world) no longer means to objectify through participation (being
in the world) is taken seriously in a committed process of thinking, being, becoming, learning,
unlearning, and sentipensando [feel-thinking] with others. Ethnography, as I discuss later, is
pedagogical inasmuch as learning, unlearning, and relearning are part of its methodological
praxis.

There is still much to say about observation, however, for observation is with is ocular-
centric. Some scholars argue, as did Foucault (1980) before them, that what is observed and
described or represented is often objectified or thingified (Baker, 2017; Césaire, 2000). To bring
Ingold’s (2014) philosophical-anthropological discussion back to the ground, taking the critique
made by postmodern/post-structural (Foucauldian power/knowledge strand rather than the
Derridean textualist variant) and critical/decolonial scholars seriously is needed. Haraway (1988)
makes a cogent argument against ocularcentrism, which is worth quoting at length:

I would insist on the embodied nature of all vision and so reclaim the sensory

system that has been used to signify a leap out of the marked body and into a

conquering gaze from nowhere [emphasis added]. This is the gaze that mythically

inscribes all the marked bodies, that makes the unmarked category claim the power

to see and not be seen, to represent while escaping representation. This gaze

signifies the unmarked positions of Man and White, one of the many nasty tones of

the word ‘objectivity’.... Vision in this technological feast becomes unregulated

gluttony; all seems not just mythically about the god trick of seeing everything from

nowhere, but to have put the myth into ordinary practice. And like the god trick,

this eye fucks the world to make techno-monsters.... (p. 581)

Decolonial theorist Castro-Gomez (2005) echoes Haraway’s “conquering gaze from nowhere”.

He conceptualizes this practice as the hubris of zero-point epistemology enunciating the objects
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to be known while hiding the locus of enunciation—that is, the Deus absconditus who sees and
knows all things without ever being seen.

These god-like acts of knowing and objectifying are the things of which the crisis of
representation is made. After fieldwork, fieldnotes, participant observation, and interviewing, the
ethnographer proceeds with the most important task of all, the “making of texts” (Clifford &
Marcus, 1986, p. 2). The making of texts requires the representation of others. Prior to the
publication of Writing Culture (1986), the discussion around writing and representation was
absent, at least to the white men in the Global North (Behar, 1993), indicative to the intimate
relationship between representation, ideology, and academic discourses.

Postmodern and post-structural thought did not only assist in destabilizing modern
binaries such as subject-object, researcher-researched, knower-known; it also dislocated the
authorial voice of ethnographers. One of the contributors of Writing Culture, Vincent
Crapanzano, for instance, disrupts the seemingly accurate accounts of cultural texts. According
to him, ethnographers often employ rhetorical devices, “theatrical narrativity,” and “interpretive
virtuosity” aimed at convincing readers about the other’s essence or way of being. These writing
practices enable the reader to also capture the life of the other as told by the ethnographer rather
than by the people with whom the ethnographer interacts. As Crapanzano (1986) states,

The ethnographer is a little like Hermes: a messenger who, given methodologies

for uncovering the masked, the latent, the unconscious, may even obtain his

message through stealth. He presents languages, cultures, and societies in all their

opacity, their foreignness, their meaninglessness; then like the magician, the
hermeneut, Hermes himself, he clarifies the opaque, renders the foreign familiar,

and gives meaning to the meaningless. He decodes the message. He interprets. (p.

51)

Albeit sardonic in tone, his argument against the ethnographer’s authorial voice contributed

substantially to our understanding of a dialogic ethnographic practice from which a relational
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and intersubjective ethnographic praxis may emerge. For this reason, the knowledge produced by
student activists took on a central role in this study. As I worked with student activists, I learned
that it would be impossible to know and experience the university as they did. I also learned,
moreover, that I could not capture a reality as if it were statically there for me to apprehend.
What I could do, however, was participate in the readings, discussions, writings, forums,
meetings, and protests to which I was invited. Sharing ideas that were pertinent to certain
situations were often critiqued and discussed, which was a valuable way to develop an ethico-
political ethnographic praxis where what is written by researchers seeks to contribute to a social
struggle and at the same is made more transparent.

Notwithstanding Writing Culture’s contribution to theory and practice, some thinkers
writing from other philosophical commitments and standpoints critiqued its textualist position
(Behar, 1993; De Landa, 2009; Herzfeld, 2001). De Landa’s work, for example, challenges the
“linguisticality of experience” sustaining the “hermeneutic/deconstructive belief that there is
nothing outside the text” (1985). As De Landa (2009) expresses, “by coupling the idea that
perception is intrinsically linguistic with the ontological assumption that only the contents of
experience really exist...leads directly to a form of social essentialism” (p. 43). Social
essentialism, according to De Landa, transforms social reality into a mere text, thereby ignoring
social practice and its epistemological implications (Bourdieu, 1990). This does not mean,
however, that the deconstruction of texts has lost all value. Indeed, deconstruction is useful
insofar as it leaves room for reconstructive possibilities (Dussel, 1996). It is the realm of the
virtual, that is, of emergent alternatives and futurities that leads us to a critical, reflexive,

decolonial, analectic, and relational approach to ethnography.
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Part 3: Critical Ethnography

This is not a question of innovative techniques alone. It entails, as part of the very
process of research, rendering ever more explicit the social relations and the options
that provide the procedure with its basis and which make it possible. In other words,
what is called for is, as it were, a situational epistemology, which social research
increasingly needs if it is to break out of the illusion that it stands outside or above
the circular observer-actor game. (Melucci, 1996, p. 396).

While some anthropologists in the 1980s were busy deconstructing cultural texts, those
writing from other theoretical perspectives asked themselves whether the deconstruction of texts
was a politically detached scholarship, resonant to what some consider another form of
positivism (Conquergood, 1991). Critical, feminist, postcolonial, and decolonial scholars already
working toward making the political—understood as the everyday practices of resistance
accompanied with epistemological and cultural decolonization—more explicit in their
scholarship did not find deconstruction viable to work with collective actors.

Herzfeld (2001) is one of many critics whose work problematizes the use of Western
categories to do research on nonwestern societies. Like many decolonial scholars, he speaks of
shifting the geographies of reason and geopolitics of knowledge (Gordon, 2011), and aims to
provincialize occidental ways of thinking and being (Chakrabarty, 2000). Investigating how
accepted categories and taken-for-granted concepts are practiced, resisted, or syncretized reduces
the explanatory power determining, aprioristically, all that is yet to be understood on the ground.
Minh-ha (1989) expresses a similar concern when she states, “Despite our desperate, eternal
attempt to separate, contain, and mend, categories always leak’ (as cited in Conquergood, 1991,
p. 184). To avoid absolute categories, Ortner (1984) also argues in favor of an ethnographic
approach that focuses on the everyday practices as understood, conceived, and theorized by the
actors themselves. Instead of perceiving culture as a given or as something that needs to be

captured or represented as an artifact, the multifarious ways in which sociopolitical relations
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articulate themselves in distinct contexts and places must take priority. This requires new ways
of conceptualizing, usually originating from the actors with whom we choose to work. Therefore,
the very practices, enactments, and conceptualizations of collective actors become the
theoretical, empirical, and pragmatic grounding of our research. Once again, it is for this reason
the knowledge student activists produced collectively forms part of chapter five and six.

The re-emergence of critical ethnographies of resistance is not only aimed at
understanding emerging political subjectivities and identities for understanding’s sake. Rather, it
is also intended to work from the borders, that is, from the small epistemological and ontological
openings modernity’s neoliberal, global, and colonial project has, paradoxically, made more
apparent (de La Cadena, 2017). When an ethnography of resistance and emergence brings these
small openings to light while also working toward fissuring the seemingly indestructible wall of
neoliberal capitalism, it carries the potential to become a “discourse of critical resistance to the
conceptual and cosmology hegemony of this global common sense” (Herzfeld, 2001, p. 14).
Resistance to conceptual homogenization, moreover, requires participation and keen
“observation that underscores the importance of maintaining a strong sense of the conceptual and
social diversity that still exists in the world” (p. 14). In a similar fashion, Santos (2014) expresses
that “the understanding of the world by far exceeds the Western understanding of the world” (p.
237). Committing to diverse sociocultural practices such as those enacted by university student
activists is, on the one hand, a political enactment against prescriptive theorizing, and, on the
other, a form of doing and thinking of scholarship that is materially, symbolically, and
historically embedded.

Writing about student movements and their resistant practices is not enough, however.

Only by engaging in dialogue with emerging collective actors can we begin to establish our
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intellectual labor in ethico-political terms. The university student activists in Honduras, for
instance, which are collectively working toward changing the university’s neoliberal governance
structure and its exclusive practices are also constructing knowledge and other forms of sociality
in the process.

To challenge the lack of engagement with and alongside emerging social movements and
collective actors, Ortner (1995) recommends we write thick descriptions of the complex ways
subjects engage the cultural and political in their own terms:

it must be emphasized that the question of adequate representation of subjects in

the attempt to understand resistance is not purely a matter of providing better

portraits of subjects in and of themselves. The importance of subjects (whether

individual actors or social entities) lies not so much in who they are and how they

are put together as in the projects that they construct and enact. For it is in the

formulation and enactment of those projects that they both become and transform
who they are, and that they sustain or transform their social and cultural universe.

(p. 187)

This ethnographic study thus explores the sociocultural and political contours of university
student activism as well as the knowledges and practices which emerged from the political
project of which I increasingly became a part. Understanding how collective expressions
contested neoliberalism was also an indispensable component of this study. How university
students formed a collective political identity or culture and produced knowledge
intersubjectively, furthermore, despite the obvious heterogeneity of its members, was another
dimension to which I paid close attention.

In addition to focusing on collective identities, I related the University Student
Movement’s political culture as always-already interconnected to the power-knowledge
assemblage articulated in and beyond the university. In other words, a dialectical practice was
accompanied with a commitment to the inquiry of sociocultural possibilities and the “powerful

realities that constrain and shape access to knowledge” (Herzfeld, 2014, p. 1). As an education
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ethnographer, I was not only immersed in the field to know all there is to be known about a
specific sociocultural and political economic context. Rather, I, too, was shaped by the
contextual realities and the intersubjective dimension of this study. The pedagogical implications
of doing research with others are highlighted in chapter five.

Regarding the relational dynamic involved in working with university student activists,
much can be learned and applied to ethnography from new social movement theories developed
in sociology. Particularly, those developed by Touraine (1977, 2002), Castells (1997), and
Melucci (1989, 1996a, 1996b) point to the relationship between collective action, institutional
change, and sociocultural transformation. Although these scholars developed useful conceptual
frames (e.g., such as action theory, social movement networks, collective action, and collective
identity) that helped challenge old social movement theories (e.g., resource mobilization theory,
rational choice theory, and the various theories developed by crowd psychology), one must be
careful not to generalize or mimetically apply the theories developed to conceptualize “new”
social movements emerging in post-industrial countries to the Global South.

Melucci’s (1996a) work, as discussed in chapter two, provides a useful theoretically
perspective, making it adaptable to the understanding of social movements in Latin America
(Escobar, 1992). As the epigraph above demonstrates, he calls for a situational epistemology
aimed at disrupting the researcher/researched binary, a theoretical praxis that simultaneously
links theory with practice and also engages knowledge practices resisting and transforming
dominant cultural codes. More importantly, Melucci (1989) explores the rearrangement of power
relations and the cultural implications of collective action. Conceived this way, student
movements are no longer “characters” on a historical stage waiting for the right conditions to

appear for a revolution to take place. Instead, Melucci conceives of collective action as a spatial
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and emergent phenomenon rather than as a temporal event (i.e., not as events that appear,
disappear, and reappear at the right historical moment) in that collective action takes place in
theoretically unpredictable contexts which follow other logics. His perspective resonates with
Deleuze and Guattarri’s (1987) theorizing inasmuch as he conceptualizes social movements as
rhizomatic, place-based meshworks characterized as leaderless, headless movements. Networks
and webs are articulated dendritically by actors not always and not necessarily involved in direct
action against the state as was the case with centralized, unionized, and class-based social
movements. This does not mean, however, that social movements do not engage in collective
action to resist state policies. That state, without doubt, is still an important and indeed violent
player within a globalizing context.

The University Student Movement in Honduras is one of many social movements
reclaiming social spaces, collective identities, and radical political subjectivities in new ways. As
student activists formed and sustained collective identities and enacted spatial practices of
resistance, they, too, have made a symbolic pedagogical gesture toward sociopolitical and
cultural transformation within, across, and beyond the university. I cite Melucci’s (1996)
definition of collective identities at length to understand its intricate relationship with collective
action.

[Collective identity] is an interactive process through which several individuals or

groups define the meaning of their action and the field of opportunities and

constraints for such an action. This common definition must be conceived as a

process, for it is constructed and negotiated through the ongoing relationships

linking individuals or groups. The process by which a collective identity is
constructed, maintained, and adapted always has two sides to it: on the one hand,

the inner complexity of an actor, its plurality of orientations; on the other, the

actor’s relationship with the environment (other actors,

opportunities/constraints).... Constructing a collective identity entails continuous
investment and unfolds as a process: identity crystallizes into forms of organization,

systems of rules, and leadership relationships the closer the action draws towards
the more institutionalized forms of social behaviour. In collective action, the
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construction of identity assumes the character of a process that must be constantly
activated if action is to be possible. (p. 67)

This definition, like all definitions, is incomplete yet it does provide an alternative way of
understanding student movements as dialogic, intersubjective, performative, conflicting, and
heterogeneous. But how are student movements directing their actions toward power and
knowledge? To begin to answer this question, critical ethnography begins from the ground up to
develop a theoretical and methodological praxis that is collaborative, situated, and politically

committed to social movements.
Part 4: The Ethics of Liberation as an Ethnographic Practice

To approach the Other in conversation is to welcome his expression, in which at
each instant he overflows the idea a thought would carry away from it. It is therefore
to receive from the Other beyond the capacity of the I, which means exactly: to
have the idea of infinity. But this also means: to be taught. The relation with the
Other, or Conversation, is a non-allergic relation, an ethical relation; but inasmuch
as it is welcomed this conversation is a teaching. Teaching is not reducible to
maieutics; it comes from the exterior and brings me more than I contain. In its non-
violent transitivity the very epiphany of the face is produced. (Levinas, 1969, p. 51)

To begin a discussion around ethics in relation to activist research, several questions must
be clarified. What are the ethical implications of doing research on, with, and alongside student
movements? How is knowledge production an ethical issue? What role do collective actors and
researchers play in producing theoretical and practical knowledge?

Cannella and Manuelito (2008) contend that an ethical approach to research ought to first
immerse its practice in a community for it to be genuinely anticolonial, transformational, and
egalitarian. Being in community does not simply mean to be immersed in a specific sociocultural
context long enough so that the intentionality of a “wink” could be distinguished from an
involuntary “twitch.” Being in the midst of things also requires an ethico-political praxis when

interacting with others. This necessitates that we establish relationships with others based on
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reciprocity, active solidarity, collaboration, and political commitment. This way of doing and
thinking of research departs from the dualistic frame still present in the dominant academic
discourse, where the objects to be known are laying out there for the knower to apprehend,
analyze, synthesize, and repackage for the world to truly know their essence. What happens,
then, when students refuse to be objects of analysis and express themselves instead as thinking
subjects willing act upon the world to change it? What shall the ethnographer’s role be when
collective actors are also researching and theorizing about their world? The university student
activists I worked with presented me with the possibility of rearticulating the relationship
between educational research, theory, and practice. Activists’ engagement with the social,
political, economic realities surrounding them often required learning, unlearning, and
relearning—sometimes through readings, discussions, debates, workshops, rallies, forums, public
assemblies, and artistic performances that combine fear, rage, despair, sorrow, and hope to create
a dissonant space within an institution that forbids affectivity. University student activists offered
a gesture, better yet, a gift, in the Levinasian sense, for me to contemplate why they put their
formal education on hold for an uncertain future where the collective will, rather than individual
will to power and knowledge, may work toward weaving a network of sociopolitical
organization. In the next section I explicate further the analectical approach I briefly discussed in

chapter two to elaborate further the ethical implications of this ethnographic study.

Analectical Ethnographic Approach

Dussel (1973, 1977, 1980, 1996, 2013b) has written extensively on the philosophy of
liberation as a way to think, do, and philosophize from an ethico-political position from
exteriority and alterity, extending the philosophical contribution of Levinas. He proposes an

analectical approach, a methodological proposition that begins from exteriority, thereby
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transcending the totalizing Hegelian/Marxist dialectic. Alcoft (2011) contrasts Dussel’s
analectical approach with dialectical modes of thinking in the following way:

While Marxist dialectics stays within the realm of intelligibility, in a dialogical

opposition and sublation of the dominant worldview, analectics seeks to bring that

which is beyond the dialectic into visibility. Dialectics remains in an internal
critique by contradicting what exists, but it takes its terms of reference from the
existing foundational concepts. New formulations are indeed possible through
dialectics, but they will be achieved through the conflictual process of
counterpoint.... Thus, Dussel argues that, in order to conceive of living labor, we
need more than dialectics: we need what he calls analectics, a neologism for an
attempt to think beyond what is currently thinkable, to reach beyond dialectics
toward the unintelligible and incommensurable or that which is beyond the existing

totality. (pp. 67-68)

Dussel believes it is necessary to depart from alterity if one is to begin a methodological praxis
that is explicitly political and in solidarity with those dwelling in Western modernity’s darker
side. By working from exteriority, subjugated knowledges and their political and collective
enactments gain discursive visibility. Ultimately, bringing forth subjugated ways of knowing and
doing reveals that hegemonic power continues to be contested.

Ethical and political research requires researchers to position their academic work as a
vocation rather than a profession. The original meaning of vocation is “to be called upon”, and
those who call are the people and communities always already politically positioned (Dussel,
2008, p. 45). As Dussel (2008) states, “the one who is called feels ‘summoned’ to assume the
responsibility of service” (p. 45). The ethnographer’s responsibility is not to emancipate,
empower, give voice to the so-called voiceless, or to provide transformative options to others.
Latin American philosophers, theologians, and scholars such as Enrique Dussel, Maria Lugones,
Leopoldo Boff, and Franz Hinkelammert clarify the difference between emancipation and

liberation. The former concept maintains the modern individual subject who is emancipated and

thus humanized when they acquire the critical consciousness to know and change their reality.
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The latter is about liberating struggles which are internally mediated rather than externally led by
an emancipating savior or a group of vanguard intellectuals who will lead or enlighten the
unfortunate out of the Platonian cave. Instead, the researcher’s social responsibility is to amplify
collective actors’ political enactments, narrations, knowledge practices, and ontological
openings. It means, in short, to enter the politics of possibility, hope, resistance, and solidarity
(Freire, 1970, 1985; hooks, 2003; Walsh, 2015). This is what some scholars ignore when they
critique Freire’s work as they focus on emancipation rather than liberation, thereby confounding
a liberating praxis with rationality. Instead of validating or invalidating social movements with
vanguard theories which remain in the god-like realm of anticipating ripe conditions for success,
ethnographers must take on an ethical rearguard position that accounts for collective actors’
failures, successes, obstacles, and conditions of possibility. Only by making “other” ways of
being, becoming, and knowing as well as the alternative political practices and stories more
visible, can we begin to say that our work is politically, ethically, epistemologically, and
ontologically aligned with social movements. It is our ethical responsibility, therefore, to work
with the communities which are challenging destructive ways of being and knowing by giving
more discursive visibility to their projects of resistance. Pedagogically speaking, collective actors
are the ones who teach us that it is possible to create other worlds, knowledges, institutions, and

social practices.
Part 5: Gaining Access, Participants, and Methods

It was not easy to gain access to the University Student Movement. | sent invitation
letters via Facebook informing various student organizations or associations which formed part
of the movement about my research and the possibility of me attending one of their meetings to

discuss my research project in more detail. After about a month or so, I realized that Facebook
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was not the best approach to contact student activists. I would only learn about student activists’
precautionary behavior and their indifferent attitude toward me and my research project as I
witnessed the brutal tactics used to repress student activists during protests. Infiltrators, for
example, have taken pictures of student activists when unmasked during meetings. This has led
to the arrest, torture, and assassination of students at the secondary and tertiary levels. The masks
student activists wear in protests, press conferences, and assemblies are meant to protect them
from said brutal tactics.

Before returning to Honduras, I never thought that university student activists would be
suspicious of me, but they were. After I participated in one of the political workshops organized
by the University Student Movement, their suspicion of my research intentions lessened. Only
through their questioning me was I able to give an honest response of what my study was about
and why I wanted to pursue a topic such as university student activism. In my fieldnotes, I
detailed the problematics, queries, and dilemmas involved when trying to gain access to activists
in a violent post-coup Honduran context. In the following narrative, I reconstruct my fieldnotes
to illustrate the learning process involved in trying to do activist research in the post-coup

Honduran context.

1.7.2019: Contact

Today I wrote two student movement organizations, which form part of the student
movement, through Facebook messenger. No one has responded. It is frustrating I must admit,
but why should student activists respond to me in the first place? Are they not simply being
precavidos [cautious]? They are taking precautionary measures because of the context in which
they live. The post-coup context is one in which silencing oppositional groups implies

incarceration, torture, and, death. However, I cannot stop thinking that time is running out and
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that I will never have participants. Having participants as if they are my property! The colonizing
research practices of entitlement, of ownership, of exploitation is exactly what I am trying to
challenge, but it is easier said than done. This comes to show that decolonizing research is not
something one says but rather something over which one constantly struggles. It is ongoing. It is
never complete. It appears that the way I am contacting student activists might have something to
do with their lack of interest in my research, however. What could I do differently? Will there be
some comradery if [ mention in my communication more about who I am and where I come

from? How can I find a way to attend some of their workshops?
1.26.2019: Response

One student organization finally wrote me back a couple days before the academic year
began on January 28, 2019. They informed me that they were planning to have a meeting once
the semester began, and that one of the topics they would discuss would be whether their
organization could collaborate with my proposed research project. All I could do in the
meantime was wait for an answer. I contemplated whether things would have been different if
the student activist spokesperson I met in 2017 would have stayed at the university. Surely, he
would have introduced me to some of his friends. However, he received a scholarship in Europe
to finish his studies there. I would only learn of his abrupt departure as I met other student
activists. The student activist organization which wrote me back, however, never contacted me
again. [ wrote the following reflection in my researcher journal:

Qualitative research, as some wrongfully believe, is not easy. It requires you to

have patience when things do not go as planned. I still do not have participants. It

is frustrating, but why? Maybe I feel this way because of the pressure to graduate

and the overwhelming sensation that failure is around the corner. These feelings

contradict the elaborated ethical position I wrote in my prelims. Is this hypocritical

sensation a reflection of my real interests? I claim to want to do transformative

activists research, research that conceives of participants as subjects rather than as
objects. So, why do I feel like I am wasting my time? Doubt takes over my thoughts,
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convincing me the work I want to pursue in Honduras is futile, a meaningless
pursuit to seek how activist identities are formed, the reasons behind them, and the
meaning-making process involved. Why do I even care about collective identity
formation, and why should I inquire over such thing? Is it a theoretical cloud void
of the practical realities lived by students at the UNAH? Why should I pursue these
activities anyway? Shouldn’t I think about curriculum theory, curreré, educational
experiences, and complicated conversations? Or are students creating their own
curriculum and educational experiences through social struggle? What can I do
differently to gain access in a way that is less imposing?
When the first semester began on January 28, 2019, I decided to go to UNAH to walk around
and make some observations. After an hour bus ride, I was dropped off on Suyapa Boulevard, in
front of UNAH. In my notes I described the clear skies, warmer than usual weather, and the
chaotic noise typical of busy streets in Latin American cities. I looked at my surrounding, trying
to capture all there was to capture, as if everything I saw could or should form part of my study.
While I walked toward UNAH’s main entrance, dozens of buses and taxis filled the
streets. New students walked hesitantly toward the institution that would potentially provide a
space in which a sense of community could be built or where the possessive individuality
promoted by neoliberalism would be solidified. Once I reached UNAH’s main plaza named La
Plaza de Cuatro Culturas (The Four Cultures Plaza), I decided to find a shaded area where I
could sit down. A group of student activists who were all wearing black shirts, whose faces were
covered with make-shift masks made of tarnished t-shirts, started to gather near the plaza. I then
noticed an unmasked male student handing out some flyers in the middle of the plaza as students
heading to their next class passed him by. I knew he was a student activist because his black shirt
had his organization’s logo imprinted in the front. The flyers, from what I could tell, were used
to recruit new students, but I was not certain of this. To make sure I decided to walk up to this

student and, before I could say anything, he handed me a flyer. I introduced myself and my

research project. Our conversation was interrupted by the explosion of some fireworks the
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masked student activists decided to light in the middle of the plaza, almost as a ritual to initiate
another year of struggle. Perhaps these fireworks were used to make noise in a crowded space, so
everyone could see who was causing it. The masked figures seemed to enjoy each other’s
company as the muffled sound of laughter penetrated the masks covering their faces.

Once I resumed my conversation with the student activist recruiter, I kept talking about
my study. He said that his organization would consider it. He then asked me if I wanted to write
my number down. I took my cell phone out of my front pocket and saved it with a pseudonym.
He said that I should WhatsApp him later and that maybe he could provide me with the contact
information of some student activists who were heavily involved in the student movement. I
thanked him for his time, and then we shook hands. I then decided to return to where I was
sitting. In the plaza, the masked student activists continued to light huge fireworks which were
launched from a mortar. After about twenty minutes, they decided to leave the plaza all at once.
At that point, I decided to walk toward the main entrance to catch a bus home.

As I crossed Suyapa Boulevard, I saw dozens of riot police and military police standing
in formation behind their riot shields. They were most likely waiting for student activists to
attempt to barricade the streets. Maybe they were waiting for the masked student who abruptly
left the plaza. UNAH undoubtedly a militarized zone. It does not matter whether students burn
tires to block the streets or not. The riot police and military police make their presence,
nonetheless. Their presence communicates fear, social control, torture, death. Once I caught the
bus heading to my house, I took the time to process why students had not replied via Facebook
messenger. | realized that in a context such as this one, contacting activists is a delicate process.
Once I finally made it to my house, I saw on the local news that the riot/military police had

launched hundreds of tear gas canisters after students peacefully made their presence on the
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streets. The students who I had seen at the plaza setting off fireworks and who had left so
abruptly were the same ones on the news. I saw the violent nature of these confrontations. As
tear gas canisters were launched, the women selling food on the side of the street in front of
UNAH ran inside to escape the suffocating and blinding gas. Students ran to help others who
were not as used to its overpowering effects. Student began to throw rocks at the police. Several
students were injured.

The ways in which students defend UNAH’s “territory” resembles the way campesinos
and indigenous movements in Honduras defend their communities (Zibechi, 2012). The first day
of classes at the National Autonomous University of Honduras was initiated in the streets, where,
as activist journalist Levy Nacho described at the CLACSO conference of 2018, countless of
“books” are written but which will never be “read” by the increasingly frightened academics who
distance themselves from ongoing struggles. These books are inscribed in places and bodies. It is
unlikely that they will be written as mere texts. The streets are instead the places where the
political is lived, enacted, and practiced. Those who choose to write with and alongside a social

struggle indeed aim to make these silenced books more visible to those who refuse to read them.

Participants

This research involved working with university student activists attending the National
Autonomous University of Honduras’ flagship campus in Tegucigalpa. Student activists also
self-identify as active members of the University Student Movement. Some of the participants
became principle interlocutors, such as Mario Gomez, who organized many of the existing
student associations since 2013 and who helped articulate various associations and collectives

into the student movement. Without Mario having vouched for me, I would not have been able to
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meet other student activists. Thanks to him I was able to participate in certain spaces such as
meetings, assemblies, forums, and workshops.

This study consisted of six participants, all of whom have taken leadership positions
within the student movement or have represented their student associations as presidents, vice
presidents, or secretaries. Because students may be easily identified, everyone will be identified
as a secretary, a term which is increasingly being used by student activists to unsettle the vertical

structure of their associations. Pseudonyms are used throughout.
Eduardo Martinez

Eduardo comes from a poor mestizo campesino background in central Honduras. His
windowed mother took care of the home since he was five years old. He was the first to graduate
high school and the first go to college. You can say that he and I come from similar backgrounds
and have much in common. He is 28 years old and is much older than most students at UNAH.
Eduardo first attended the National University of Pedagogy where he finished all his courses, but
he did not complete his final practicum to receive his bachelor’s degree. He has postponed his
practicum since 2015, when he decided to enroll in some classes at UNAH. Because his
admissions test scores were high enough, he was able to enroll in the engineering program. That
same year, he also became involved in organizing student associations within the engineering
department.

I met Eduardo through Ricardo, the student activist handing out flyers at the university’s
main plaza. Ricardo had given me Eduardo’s number and after contacting him and meeting him
and some of his friends, I was invited to some of the political and historical workshops organized
by student activists. I later learned that Eduardo’s political formation was not necessarily

influenced by his direct involvement in the University Student Movement. Rather, his critical
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attitude and political formation stems from his learning the importance of organizing at the high
school level. Eduardo hence began to work with others to create workshops that would help new
student activists recover la memoria historica 'y la cultura organizativa [historical memory and
organizational culture] of the university student movement. Situating the student movement
historically and understanding the contextual, social, political, and economic differences formed
part of the workshop’s curriculum. The first workshop’s objective was the following: “The
students participating in this workshop will learn reciprocally from one another since all
knowledge is collective.” [Los estudiantes presentes que estamos participando en el taller
aprenderemos reciprocamente ya que el conocimiento es colectivo.] (Workshop 1, February
2019). Freire’s (1970) clearly takes an important role within these learning spaces organized and

led by student activists.
Mario Gomez

Mario grew up middle class in San Pedro Sula, the industrial capital of Honduras, where
working in maquilas and in African palm tree plantations are the most common sources of
income. I mention these industries because his dad was a lawyer who defended campesinos from
the land grabs initiated by the oligarchic Facussé and Rosenthal families. Mario’s father was also
involved in organizing university students in the tumultuous decade of the 1950’s, where the
University Student Movement successfully attained the university’s autonomy. His father was
also a representative of the student movement in the 1950s and was the secretary of the
University Student Federation of Honduras (FEUH), which I discuss further in the next chapter.

Mario’s involvement in organizing students in associations and co-founding many
political platforms stems from his father’s ethico-political commitments. His father did not get

involved in student activism out of self-interest, as it is still the case with some students, where
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perfiles politicos or political figures are built for individual aspirations within a traditional
political party. Mario’s father did not stop with student activism. Instead, he continued to fight
alongside campesinos and Indigenous communities whose territories were being taken forcefully
by the most powerful families of Honduras. Independent of the dangers involved, his father
continued to defend the territories that rightfully belonged to campesino and Indigenous peoples.
Right before his father’s death, Mario began to understand why he was also involved in
university student activism. He learned that an ethical stance towards others should be
inseparable from political action. When Mario was criminalized for engaging in what university
authorities and the media consider “disruptive” student activism, he went in hiding as the police
had a warrant out for his arrest. The articulation of the University Student Movement in 2016,
which was catalyzed by the criminalization of Mario and 25 other students, transformed itself
into a broad-based student activist political platform. The demands initially made were the
following: 1. End the militarization of the university and absolve student activists from all
criminal charges; 2. Rescind the newly implemented admission fees; 3. Rescind the Academic
Norms discussed in the introduction which sought to exclude thousands of students. When these
demands were not met, student activists barricaded the university and paralyzed UNAH and its
regional campuses for several months. UNAH became yet another territory to defend. I met
Mario during the workshops Eduardo helped organize. He led the discussion around the
university student movement’s origin in Latin America and the way it emerged in Honduras.
There, I learned about Mario’s involvement in student activism.

Since that first workshop, I have met with Mario and other student activists at least once
a week to discuss ways to re-organize student associations and to democratize the university. In

our meetings, I learned that Mario was working on his bachelor’s thesis that focused on higher
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education reform in relation to the national development projects since Hurricane Mitch. I
consider him a higher education activist researcher and a critical scholar whose work is unknown
by academics because it is only published in a WordPress he helped create in order to
disseminate the collective knowledge produced by the student movement. The purpose of the
student run online newspaper he founded is the following:
In order to generate debate, analysis and reflective criticism about University
Reform and problematics behind it, an interdisciplinary group of students from
various departments have taken the opportunity to create the University Student
Newspaper. The proposal arises from the need to respond to many concerns within
our alma mater, and to show how the regime imposes its “idea” of a mercantilist
university, undermining the main actors: student and professors. It is a newspaper
at the service of the university student community, for student associations at the
departmental and college levels, regional campuses, and independent student
collectives. We hope to reach out to our readers with knowledge and information

that is not currently provided by the university and the mainstream media. (May
2016)

Mario recently handed over the right to administer the newspaper and Facebook page to a
younger activist generation. Like most of his decisions, he did it for ethical reasons, believing
that the older generation of student activists must learn to let go of certain things (often related to
power), such as leadership positions and in this case managing the student movement’s social
media and newspaper. Demonstrating trust to the new generation of activists who need to
develop a sense of ownership and responsibility of what the University Student Movement has

reclaimed as their own is ultimately an ethical position.
Héctor Espinoza

Héctor comes from a campesino community in the eastern province of Honduras. He is a
third-year history major who expressed his love for historical materialism when I first met him.
This is what I wrote on my fieldnotes the day I met him during the first political workshop

organized by MEU:
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After several minutes passed, another history student walked into the classroom.
He shook hands with the male students and gave a hug and kiss on the cheek to the
female students in the room. Everyone started talking to each other at once. They
all seemed to know each other. I was the only stranger in the room so I didn’t say
much. I just listened and laughed or smiled accordingly. Héctor, a history student,
abruptly asked Eduardo, “y este man porque no ha dicho nada” [and why hasn’t
this dude said anything?]. He didn’t use an aggressive tone, but I was caught off
guard anyway. His calm voice, however, sounded familiar. I thought of the masked
student who I talked to at one of the “tomas” (takeovers) last semester when I
participated in the assemblies held in front of UNAH when students barricaded the
entrances. To answer his question, I started talking about my research. I said that I
was there to learn from student activists and about the student movement at UNAH.
I said that I was a doctoral student studying pedagogia and that I was writing my
thesis on the student movement.
As I got to know Héctor some more, I learned that he was openly gay in Tegucigalpa but had to
pretend otherwise in his campesino community. He was raised by his conservative grandmother
since he was seven. He does not know his father and his mother currently lives in the United
States as an undocumented immigrant. He got involved in student activism in 2016 and forms
part of a student collective which later became part of the student movement. He feels that his

involvement in student activism is not only about the university but the relationship the

university must build with society.
Julio Ramirez

Julio is a third-year law student. He is six feet and two inches tall, making him much
taller than most Hondurans. His hazel eyes, fair complexion, tall stature, and demeanor reveals
that he comes from a wealthy family. His family forms part of the traditional agricultural elite
which has exported coffee for over a century. His family comes from a line of liberal politicians
who have even reached the presidency. Julio’s formal way of speaking also reveals the political
culture in which he was raised. His careful choice of words and his use of legal jargon makes
him an ideal political figure for the liberal party. However, he supports LIBRE (Libertad y

Refundacion), the leftist oppositional party which emerged after the coup of 2009. His thinking
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and actions betray the ideals his family tried to instill in him as a child. In some ways, he has
betrayed his class.

I met Julio at a meeting Mario organized at his house. The purpose of that meeting was to
discuss various methodologies that could be used to organize student associations at the
departmental level. My first impression of Julio was not a positive one. I could not help but
compare his demeanor with the other activists I had met. My own bias toward those who come
from money, at first, made me doubt Julio’s intentions in trying to form part of the student
movement. [ initially thought that he was one of those students who engage in activism to gain
publicity only to become a political figure for a traditional political party. When I learned that his
great uncle was the Honduran president who worked closely with the CIA and ambassador John
Negroponte to militarize Honduras in 1980s, my bias toward him only intensified. I came to find
out much later that these biased perceptions were held by other student activists as well. I would
only learn, after many discussions with Mario and Julio, that it is not an easy thing to challenge
your family’s political lineage because it is always aligned to economic interests. Now that he
openly supports what many consider a socialist party, Julio must face the political and economic
consequences that come along with betraying the ruling political class. Julio’s refusal to take a
leadership position also demonstrates that he is not involved in student activism for individual
aspirations. His knowledge of how certain political spheres work has also benefitted the student
movement as it works toward democratizing the university which, at times, has required some

diplomacy during meetings with university authorities.
Maria Guzmdn

Maria is a third-year sociology student. She is from a rural community near the

Nicaraguan border. She is one of the student movement’s spokespeople and is also a member of
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several feminist organizations. Her participation in the latter has brought to light the importance
of self-critiquing the student movement’s gender dynamics. Maria considers herself working
class. In our conversations, she mentioned her father’s involvement in the protests that followed
the coup, which were organized by the teacher’s union of which he is a member. Her
involvement in the student movement, like many others, began in 2016 when the academic
norms were implemented. Maria initially took interest in the student movement because she
thought that it would prevent the academic norms from affecting her course schedule. She later
learned that UNAH had many more problems than the academic norms. She became more
involved in trying to democratize UNAH and eventually became the general secretary of the
Sociology Student Association, the association Mario co-founded. The general secretary is like
being the president, but that terminology has been changed to make the sociology student
association more horizontal, where all members have equal decision-making power. This
structure is what Mario, Erica, Hector, Eduardo, and Julio also want for University Student
Federation of Honduras (FEUH) where every member will be a secretary with equal voting
power. Each member will represent a regional campus and college. The vertical structure led by
a president who often decided on all matters and who usually was from the capital is what needs
to change. This form of organizing usually alienated the regional, rural campuses such as the one
Maria attended for one year. Maria rightfully believes that verticality easily lends itself to
cooptation.

Maria also believes that students must first be organized within their departments for the
FEUH to be structured horizontally. The FEUH has been dissolved since student elections have
not been held since 2004. She has expressed on several occasions that the student movement

must first democratize each department and college (self-governance) and the University Council
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(co-governance). Only then can the student movement begin to restructure the University
Student Federation of Honduras, which is equivalent to a syndicate agglutinating multiple
university student associations with the purpose of coordinating action at a national level. Maria
is currently working with the university coalition, which she co-founded. It is composed of
students, faculty, and staff. She believes this coalition will allow students, professors, and
workers to join forces toward common goals once they form part of the university council. Maria
thus has a strong commitment toward organizing and creating a political culture that will enable
social and institutional transformation. As she asked during one of our meetings, “What good
will it do if students have representative in the university council if students do not find value in
their own associations?”” She also mentioned that “change starts at the bottom and not the other
way around.” What this entails is the creation of a direct and participatory democracy as opposed

to a liberal democracy where representation is the end goal.

Erica Escobar

Erica is a third-year anthropology and journalism major. She grew up middle class. She
has been working with Mario, Julio, Eduardo, Hector, and Maria, for over a year now in their
efforts to organize more student associations and the general elections at UNAH. This year, she
became more involved in the Anthropology Student Association (ASA), where she now serves as
general secretary. Her role as general secretary makes her a legitimate representative within the
student movement’s political platform. She also participates in the activities organized by
journalism students.

Erica’s thinking is highly informed by Gramscian scholars. In discussions, she usually
remains quiet, but when she chooses to participate, her thoughts are articulated with precision

and her analyses get straight to the point. Her voice often carries a tone of insecurity, but the
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audience listens carefully, nonetheless. Her role in the ASA and her participation in the
journalism association has allowed her to get a lot of experience in a short amount of time. She is
now well-known in the “world” of university student activism and is one of the student activist
representatives who will lead the process to coordinate the National Encounter for Honduras—
one of the most important projects organized by the student movement, which aims to transform
the university into a place of convergence where social movements will come together to share
ideas and coordinate action at a national level. As she has participated in forums organized by
Mario and has also been interviewed numerous times by the university press and local news

reporters, she has become an important figure within the student movement.
Methods

The data collection methods I used were classified in three categories: participant
observation, interviews, and document analysis. Data obtained through these methods were
composed and organized in fieldnotes, transcriptions, and research memos. Rather than thinking
of these methods in rigid ways, we must think of them within the context in which they were
used. As I became more involved in the student movement, the analytical work I engaged in with
other student activists was only partially related to my dissertation. Most of the analytical work
such as document analysis was aimed at understanding the series of neoliberal education reforms
and institutional/organizational changes implemented in the recent years. Understanding these
changes were at times an urgent task so that we could share our analyses with the university

community.
Participant Observation

Though some disagree whether participant observation is a method in and of itself (Yin,

2011), it is unarguably the most effective way for a researcher to be immersed in the field in
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which a study takes place. It is the primary work involved in conducting ethnographic research
(Ingold, 2014), which makes it possible to gather different types of data (Jackson, 1983), thereby
enabling the researcher to use various ethnographic techniques during participant observation.

Participant observation, for instance, allowed me to immerse myself in the everyday
practices and meaning-making processes student activists engaged in. As the researcher,
however, I had to be cognizant that I would also influence the social space in which participants
interacted. Power dynamics were always at play. For this reason, I took a participant-as-observer
and an observer-as-participant approach to accommodate for context and situation. The former
and the latter approach varied depending on the stage of my research and the relationships I had
developed with participants. Initially, for example, my role as a researcher was that of an
observer-as-participant where my participation in activities was minimal. The reason for this
position was that it was not ethically nor methodologically justifiable to assume a participant-as-
observer position when participants continued to see me more as a stranger than as an integrated
nonmember (Agar, 1980). In the first workshop and meeting to which I was invited, I mainly
spoke when students had some questions about my research or if the workshop’s dynamic
allowed for my participation. Once I had developed a reciprocal relationship with student
activists, that is, after having contributed to the student movement in meaningful ways (e.g.,
participating in forums, meetings, co-research, assemblies, workshops, and protests), I took on a
participant-as-observer position.

On several occasions, the student activists with whom I worked closely asked me to co-
author articles that would be disseminated through their social media and WordPress with over
200,000 followers. During the final stages of my dissertation, Mario also asked me if I wanted to

be an editor of student movement’s WordPress so that we could begin to ask other student
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activists to write reflective pieces around decoloniality, philosophy of education, curriculum
reform, social struggles, and the relationship these have with the democratization of the
university. Through my participation in these activities, I learned that articles should not only be
directed to academic journals for them to be submitted to peer review journals. Instead, writing
must also meet the politically urgent demands of social struggles. The publication of ideas must
be submitted and disseminated to the public through alternative media. I also learned that writing
for and with a social struggle is not for individual gain but rather is a sacrifice (of time and labor)
dedicated to the collective. Most importantly, I learned from student activists that ideas and
practices born in struggle are stripped away from their sociopolitical context and prevented from
materializing when they are directed only to academic circles. Social struggles do not have the
luxury to wait for the findings researchers have to offer after months of being peer reviewed.
That is not how social struggles unfold. In my time in Honduras, in contrast, I participated in
several livestreamed forums dealing with university student activism within a neoliberal context.
Other student activists participated in these forums where ideas and varying experiences were
shared and critiqued and where knowledge was co-constructed. The peer review process, thus,
was transformed into a social and pubic matter. This form of sharing became an important way
of member checking, as I put some of my analytical and interpretive work to be reviewed and
critiqued by university student activists.

Overall, much of my time was spent at the plaza, at assemblies, workshops, and meetings
that were held at the university, a coffee shop, or at someone’s apartment. I also participated in
massive protests students organized with other social movements. By immersing myself in the
everyday doings and happenings, I was able to understand the ways student activists created a

political culture in which actions, interactions, practices, and knowledges were expressed.
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Assemblies often lasted a couple hours and took place weekly, and meetings were at times
planned but many times they took place on an ad hoc basis, depending on the political
conjuncture.

As for data collection, I organized the data collected through participant observation in
fieldnotes and research memos. I recorded descriptive fieldnotes and reflective fieldnotes. In the
former, I recorded activities, interactions, settings, and conversations. In the latter, I reflected on
what I observed and participated in and how it may have been related to a particular theme,
context, concept, theory, and praxis. Research memos were used to analyze and interpret

fieldnotes.
Interviews

In addition to descriptive and reflective fieldnotes, I collected data through unstructured
interviews. Unstructured interviews, in this case, were more like conversations between
researcher and participant, which took place while I was engaged in the field as a participant
observer (Madison, 2005). Following the critical constructivist paradigm and decolonial
theoretical commitments of this study, unstructured interviews allowed me to engage in dialogue
with participants through casual conversations (Freire, 1970). The length of each unstructured
interview varied in quantity and quality, for conversations highly depended on the rapport I had
established with student activists. To illustrate this point further let me give several examples. I
met Eduardo for coffee during the initial stages of my research, and the interview did not last
more than 30 minutes, and the conversation was not as fluid as I had expected. However, when |
met Mario, we talked for eight hours straight even though I had told him beforehand that it
would only take one hour of his time. He said that he did not have any other plans, so he

continued to share his experience in the student movement and his criminalization and the way
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that it had prevented him from receiving his sociology degree. I also shared some of my life
experiences and the reasons behind my interest in doing research related to university student
activism. Since then, Mario became the principal interlocutor of this research. Mario and I
collaborated on many projects that strayed both from his research as well as mine.

I also conducted semi-structured interviews further in the research process. These were
used to understand participants’ backgrounds, the reasons behind their involvement in activism,
and the roles they have taken within the student movement. I used an interview protocol which
prompted participants to answer open-ended questions related to their experiences and
understandings of being a student activist (included in Appendix A). Interviews were conducted
as conversations which were meant to be dialogic (Spradley, 1980). Interviews varied between
60 to 90 minutes. I audio-recorded, transcribed, and translated all interviews.

Document analysis involved collecting and analyzing documents related to the university
student movement and higher education reform at UNAH. These documents provided data which
could not be easily attained through interviews and participant observation. Additionally, they
assisted in clarifying how the student movement was organized and the role some of its members
had taken before, during, and after its formation. Data collected through document analysis,
lastly, helped me triangulate, substantiate, and contradict data acquired through interviews and
participant observation. Chapter four, where I examine various education reforms at UNAH, is

primarily a result of document analysis.

Data Analysis

I used Wolcott’s (1999) work which draws on Geertz’ (1973) cultural interpretation that
is “theory-laden” but not theory-dependent to analyze data (p. 70). From the very moment one

collects data, theoretical commitments are always-already informing what is observed. This
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means that from the moment one makes an observation, analytical and interpretive work already
forms part of what is perceived and written as fieldnotes and memos. Quoting Burke (1935),
Wolcott (1999) states that ‘A way of seeing is always a way of not seeing’ (p. 70), meaning that
one cannot separate description from analysis and interpretation so easily. In other words, “you
can’t even pick up rocks in a field without a theory” (Wolcott, 1990, p. 60). Consequently,
observation is always incomplete, participation always partial, and analysis/interpretation always
an ongoing process.

Semi-structured interviews were transcribed and uploaded onto Nvivo 12, a qualitative
data analysis software. Data collected though participant observation were written as fieldnotes
and were divided into descriptive/analytical and reflective/interpretive sections and were
uploaded onto this software. To analyze and interpret fieldnotes I wrote research memos, which
provided initial interpretations based on preliminary analyses. I reread and coded data to support
and contradict previous interpretations. Memos were shared with participants to analyze,
interpret, and critique during forums and written articles. Relevant data attained through
document analysis were organized and classified through Nvivo as well. I coded data for
triangulation as well to develop concepts, themes, and categories relevant to the student
movement’s social practices and the context in which these practices emerged.

To lessen the theoretical weight during analysis and interpretation, I engaged in a
dialogical and co-constructive research praxis. To achieve this, I used member-checking
frequently and involved participants’ analyses and interpretations of research memos and early
drafts. More importantly, I collaborated with students to produce and share knowledge in distinct
forms. As mentioned above, I participated in live-streamed forums, wrote and published articles

with students, and analyzed ongoing conflicts at the university and at the national level. The aim
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was to reach a multi-voiced interpretive praxis that emphasized the intersubjective way of
knowing of which all knowledge and ways of becoming are a part (Lincoln & Cannella, 2009).
This interpretive praxis, in turn, allowed me to re-analyze and re-interpret student activists’
interpretation and critique of my work, thus changing the individualistic notions of analysis into
a collective process. As I worked alongside student activists, it became clearer to me that they
are also researchers and producers of knowledge. In addition, as student activists did not hesitate
to question or critique my contribution to discussions and articles, I knew that I was beginning to
be perceived as another contributor to their struggle and not as the “expert” in the room trying to
analyze from a distance. It was through critical discussions that ideas were problematized,
adapted, and reshaped before transforming them into action. Often, ideas or strategies resulting
from discussions did not materialize into anything significant. Other times, however, I witnessed
how ideas were debated in public assemblies at UNAH in which the social base of the student
movement determined collective action which was often expressed in massive walkouts and
mobilizations.

The praxiological dimension of university student activism, finally, allowed me to learn
how collective action is built. Praxis, understood as thought-reflection-action (Mignolo & Walsh,
2018), allowed student activists to interpret, that is, theorize their sociopolitical context and
subsequently to take reflective action. The knowledges built praxiologically, collectively, and
intersubjectively form part of chapter five and six, where I discuss the epistemological and

sociopolitical implications of university student activism.
Translations

Throughout this dissertation, Spanish is used to underscore the commensurability or

incommensurability of concepts developed in Latin America when interpreted and translated to
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English speaking contexts such as the United States. Concepts such as vincularidad, for instance,
is not easily translated but is only approximated by a combination of concepts, namely, by
concepts such as linkage, interconnectedness, and relationality. In the text, both Spanish and
English are included to not lose sight of the original expressions, meanings, and knowledges
participants manifested. With any translation, text in addition to context must form part of an
interpretive process, in a hermeneutic sense, always taking the particular to understand the whole
and vice versa (Gadamer, 1984; Ricouer, 1969). Spanish text is italicized in all instances and

placed in brackets.
Positionality and Ethical Implications

Acknowledging both in ourselves as scientists and in the collective actors the
limited rationality which characterizes social action, researchers can no longer
apply the criteria of truth or morality defended a priori, outside of the relationship.
Researchers must also participate in the uncertainty, testing the limits of their
instruments and of their ethical values. (Melucci, 1996, p. 395)

As a researcher who ultimately wrote an account of university student activism, Villenas
(1996) and Smith (1999) admonish that, even though one may identity with the participants’
culture, taking a colonizer position is not absent throughout the research process. If a reflective
and ethical practice is not taken, one may develop the tendency to exploit and extract information
and appropriate knowledge from those who form part of the study. There is also a risk for an
essentializing and “othering” representation of university student activism. After all, I decided
what to observe, what “data” were collected and analyzed, and how it was interpreted. Rather
than analyzing and interpreting others, however, I tried to amplify participants’ voices and
knowledges—as opposed to giving a voice to the so-called voiceless—so that the door remained
open, as Viveiros de Castro (2015) illustrates, for participants to escape the analytical and

interpretive ethnographic gaze. To amplify voices means that knowledge production becomes an
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ethical concern (Chesters, 2012). For this reason, student activists’ knowledge practices are
highlighted in subsequent chapters. I refused to transform knowledge producing subjects into
objects of analysis waiting to be refined into theory, repackaged, and shipped to be sold in the
academic market. I thus refused to confine student activists into static cultural identities and
chose rather to underscore the dynamics of their intellectual, political, and activist culture in their

own terms.
Potential Risks

Here I will share something that is not easy for me to write because I risk exoticizing the
violence which student activists face. I risk portraying a “third world” image so easily consumed
in the “first world.” That brutal, cannibalistic savagery used to capture the essence of our
undeveloped cultures always forms part of the social imagination.

As I write these words, dozens of university students remain incarcerated in unknown
locations and hundreds of activists are being persecuted. Some have been arrested by the
balaclava-wearing police unit which resembles the infamous Battalion 316, the death squad
responsible for killing and disappearing numerous political activists, including university
students, in the 1980s. Several students have been reported to be taken from their homes by this
modernized death squad. Several university students’ dead bodies have been found with the same
clothes they were wearing on the day of their arrest. The typical image of lifeless bodies with
hands tied behind their backs is what you find in local news outlets. The elimination of unwanted
others—be they political or cultural others—saturates the media. The discourse transforms
tragedy into symbolic violence. Drawing on Bourdieu’s (1977) habitus, Pine (2008) argues that
this symbolic violence involves the subjectivation of those willing to oppose the social, political,

economic, and cultural structures maintaining, as I understand it, the colonial order of things in
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place. For Bourdieu, habitus is “a whole symbolically structured environment, without
specialized agents or moments, which exerts an anonymous, pervasive, pedagogic action” (Pine,
2008, p. 8). The pervasive, pedagogic action Bourdieu specifies is what the post-Honduran
context feels like. It is difficult to ignore the possibility that this violence can be delivered at your
doorstep at any moment. It is difficult, at least, not to imagine it knocking on your door when
you least expect it. Colonial subjectivation mediated through fear, in short, is what I am speaking
of.

In a country with a population slightly over nine million, thousands of students have been
murdered since 2009 (Aguilar, 2016). I am not claiming that these murders are all politically
related. What I want to emphasize rather is that many university student activists engage in
oppositional politics in this violent neocolonial, thanatopolitical context which has awarded
Honduras the highest murder rate per capita for civilians and oppositional groups of all kinds,
including journalists, student activists, environmental activists, and social movement and
political leaders (Geglia, 2016; Global Witness, 2017).

I still remember the night before defending my preliminary exams in 2018 when my
partner asked me about a journalist’s body being found in the capital’s central district. She told
me that she did some research and had come across Berta Caceres, the Indigenous environmental
leader who was murdered 11 months after receiving the Goldman Environmental Prize. As she
did more research and came across countless political assassinations, arrests, and exiles, she
asked, “if journalists, students, and Indigenous leaders are being killed, is your research and
involvement with student activists potentially dangerous? If you are investigating and working
with the people the government sees as a threat, will you also be seen as a threat? Are we also in

danger?”
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I know that student activists who decided to participate in this study risk being identified
in my study. And I also know that their identities were most likely already known by adversaries
and allies alike. I know that they have put their lives at risk in this violent context even before
participating in this study. I know that my life is not at risk in the same way as it is for activists
working to change their communities. I can leave Honduras at any time. But, when asked to
think about the potential dangers involved in doing activist research in Honduras, I could not
help but think of the CIA torture manuals so carefully studied in the Schools of the Americas and
put into practice in Latin America and around the world. I could not help but think of those
lifeless bodies who could not say goodbye to their loved ones. I could not help but feel nauseated
from the sickening thoughts that involved the brutality of the state and the lawless transnational
corporations they represent. These tormenting thoughts always implicated my family. My
partner, son, and daughter. Thoughts that should not be imaginable are sadly too real in these
wretched colonial geographies of nonexistence/nonbeing/nothingness. With these thoughts in
mind, the ethical dimensions of activist research became the most delicate and intricately woven

thread of this ethnographic study.
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CHAPTER 4: HIGHER EDUCATION REFORM, STUDENT
MOVEMENTS, AND UNIVERSITY AUTONOMY

Introduction

When some day we enter the university—that is to say, when we occupy and
decolonize it—we will not merely open the doors and redecorate the walls. We will
destroy both so that we may all fit in. (Santos, 2014, p. 14)

In order to speak from and with the reemerging university student movement of
Honduras, it is imperative to understand the historical specificity of Latin America. Historical
specificity is what decolonial scholars conceptualize as the colonial difference (Mignolo, 2000).
Latin America’s colonial difference includes its institutions (e.g., religious, political, economic,
and educational institutions) and the subjectivities constructed therein. Conceptualizing the
dialectical or, better yet, trialectical relationship between history (Lefevbre, 1991), biography,
and social structure is what Mills (1959) termed the sociological imagination enabling one to
analyze, critique, reimagine, and transform the social structures and institutions in place. In
writing this chapter, I intentionally refused to ignore the region’s shared colonial past, for it
would have distorted the social reality of the neocolonial present.

More specific to this dissertation, the historical perspective adopted in this chapter
underscores curricular and academic structures established first by Spain’s colonial universities
between the 16" and 19" century and later by the liberal, positivist, and progressive education
reforms of late 19" and early 20" century. A historical perspective allowed me to better
understand the ways in which neoliberal higher education reform transformed the National
Autonomous University of Honduras (UNAH) according to neocolonial and mercantilist logics.
It is through a neoliberal philosophy of education, one may argue, that coloniality is also

reproduced. The possessive individual, for instance, whose social position is attained within an
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ostensibly meritocratic system, sustains and perpetuates multifarious forms of domination by
strictly attributing academic success and failure on the individual rather than on social,
epistemological, linguistic, political, and economic factors.

In this chapter, I pay special attention to institutional changes and analyze the extent to
which the university continues to perpetuate the coloniality of knowledge, power, and being. |
intersect local transformations within a modern/colonial world systems framework to situate the
university beyond the political economy. Here, we are dealing with the subjective as well as the
intersubjective, that is, the sociocultural, political, and epistemological dimensions of the
university.

Furthermore, by examining higher education’s curriculum broadly within a Latin
American colonial context and later within a globalizing neocolonial context, I hope I can point
to the complicity of the curriculum in perpetuating the coloniality of knowledge, power, and
being. In doing so, I intend to portray the institutional workings of UNAH as well as the ways in
which student activists worked toward effecting change from below. Situating the curriculum
geopolitically, additionally, provides a valuable way out of the analytical and theoretical dead
end in which many curriculum theorists in the United States buried themselves when
conceptualizing, framing, and thus confining curriculum solely as a national concern (Pinar,
2006). The curriculum, as I explicate below, was always-already intertwined globally and
utilized as an instrument of control.

In addition, I conceptualize and analyze the coloniality of curriculum vis-a-vis its real
effects in higher education in Latin America, particularly, the instrumentality it continues to play
in maintaining asymmetrical relations of power both within and between countries. In the

process of analyzing the university’s curriculum, I hope I can also illustrate how the coloniality
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of power and knowledge functions within a global neoliberal/neocolonial order of things. Since
my research pays close attention to UNAH, I hope that I can also demonstrate how the
curriculum articulates itself within and beyond national contexts and how it is resisted by
university student movements.

The knowledge embedded in the university’s curriculum cannot be separated from its
intimate relationship with power, as Foucault (1980) cogently pointed out. For this reason, inter
alia, I briefly examine Spain’s colonial university and the specific role curriculum played in
maintaining colonial power relations in Latin America. I solely focus on Spain because Portugal
and other empires did not establish universities in the region. Higher education institutions such
as those administered by Jesuits (Ribeiro, 1967), for example, never attained university status in
Brazil. The University of Coimbra remained the only institution with this status during
Portugal’s colonial rule in South America. In fact, Brazil opened its first university in the 1920s
(Ribeiro, 1967).

This chapter primarily focuses on UNAH’s historical, contextual, and political economic
particularities. It is aimed at setting the historical stage for the analytic-interpretive and
ethnographic components included in subsequent chapters. This chapter primarily analyzes the
extent to which higher education reform in Honduras transformed the curriculum according to
the epistemological and ontological commitments demanded by geopolitical and economic
forces. The political economic is thus linked to the sociocultural domain. I intertwine the
neocolonial exigencies with the internal colonial projects of the criollo elites aimed at building a
national Honduran identity within a heterogenous region (Euraque, 1997, 2018). National unity
and progress were the central axes around which the curriculum revolved in the 19" century and

20" century. Today, other concepts such as globalization, democracy, internationalization, and
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freedom have replaced the master concepts just mentioned. Reconceptualizing the university
curriculum thus involves a politico-epistemological commitment aimed at decolonizing the
university from below, where conflicts unfold and where students construct political cultures of

resistance and re-existence.
The Coloniality of Curriculum in Latin America

The university curriculum in colonial Latin America was strictly limited to jurisprudence,
letters and arts, engineering, and theology (Reina, 1999). These branches of knowledge were
organized as faculties, compared to the way a university college today envelops several
departments and academic programs (e.g., College of Education would be the Faculty of
Education). The compartmentalization of knowledge unveils the intimate relationship curriculum
has with power. The university curriculum, for instance, assisted in sustaining Spain’s
imperial/colonial political (letters and arts and jurisprudence), economic (engineering), and
religious institutions (theology). The colonial university, furthermore, resembled medieval
universities insofar as it continued to emphasize the trivium and quadrivium—a liberal arts
curriculum divided in seven subjects ranging from logic and grammar to geometry and
astronomy (Mignolo, 2000). The colonial university curriculum differed substantially, however,
because it played a central role for the first global imperial and colonial power configured by
Spain

The university articulated both the political economic and the theological, and it opened
the gates to early modernity’s high culture. The so-called uncultivated masses remained outside,
as the cultivated few studied the outside for studying sake, blissfully out of touch with the social
reality and misery of the colonies. The university, therefore, has always been part of a larger,

globally entangled colonial project which was, since the early 16" century, inextricably linked to
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Latin America. The colonial project could continue only if the university could produce subjects
who could effectively control the colonies. Rama (1996) believes the lettered cities of Latin
America were perfectly designed to form these colonial subjectivities. These lettered cities could
be conceptualized as the intellectual nodes of domination, which were intricately articulated by
the higher education system in the region. Rama (1998) argues that the colonial project was
maintained by learned men of letters who ruled the colonies by pen and paper, that is, through
the symbolic hegemony intimately linked to the materiality of colonial life. As he points out, an
“essential function of the lettered city, already signaled, was the intellectual and professional
formation of the Creole elite” (p. 20). In the second half of the 18" century, however, the
Spanish monarchy changed its policy toward Creoles, deciding that it could continue its colonial
project without their collaboration. Spanish-born elite, known as peninsulares, strengthened their
influence in the colonies but not without the discontent of the Creole elite. This internal conflict,
one could argue, anticipated the wars of independence or political decolonization in the early 19
century in Latin America.

Although the university curriculum between the 16" and 18" century was not completely
secular, the humanist, political, and colonial subjectivities constructed during the renaissance
assisted in maintaining Spain’s colonial power. Initially, physical violence predominated, but
violence or coercion alone, as has been discussed extensively by Rama (1998), does not create
the conditions of domination through persuasion understood today as hegemony. Dussel (1980),
for instance, argues that the conqueror ethos and colonial ontology he coined as the conquiro
ergo sum preceded Descartes’ cogito ergo sum. The latter, as he clarifies, “arose from a previous
experience of domination over other persons, of cultural oppression over other worlds. Before

the ego cogito there is an ego conquiro; ‘I conquer’ is the practical foundation of ‘I think’ (p. 3).
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Colonization hence created the conditions of domination in need of justification—e.g., the
Valladolid debate between Bartolomé de las Casas and Juan Ginés de Septlveda exemplifies the
importance of ideological/theological justification of exterminating and/or colonizing the other.
Since then, knowledge production has become the central axis around which colonial power
revolves. The hegemonic knowledge filtered down to the curriculum, at all levels, is the social
structure legitimating cultural, epistemic, political, and economic colonization. The coloniality
embedded in the curriculum is another way Western modernity perpetuates itself as effectively
as it does.

Without seriously considering the role of the university curriculum, it would be difficult
to understand the effectiveness of Spain’s political, economic, and religious institutions in
maintaining the colonial order intact. Within the university, biographies, to use Mills (1959)
understanding of subjective positions and histories, were constructed in relation to the social
structures in need of creating the conditions of its own reproduction. In addition, without
centering the importance of knowledge, one would naturalize colonialism, placing the colonized
as inferior beings incapable of escaping their wretched conditions. It would, in other words, erase
the dialectical relationship between knowledge and power and the subjectivities that are
produced from this dialectical exchange. The curriculum, as a canonizing instrument, sought to
reproduce the creole and peninsular subjects (in addition to Indigenous nobility) vital for the
effective administration of the Spanish Empire (Mignolo, 2000, 2011), while aiming to subjugate
and invalidate other ways of knowing, being, and becoming. Regarding coloniality, Brazilian

anthropologist Darcy Ribeiro (1967) addresses the following:
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In the colonial period the Latin American university was a replica of Spanish higher
education: aristocratic, academic, clerical. Its social function was to mould the
educated Creole classes who dominated colonial life as a political aristocracy
subordinate to the representatives of the mother country, an aristocracy that was

more alive to the interests of metropolitan Spain than was the local body of

employers who owned the industrial firms. (p. 1974)

Ribeiro’s description of the Creole elite resonates with Rama’s (1998) account of the lettered
cities in Latin America. The lettered cities in which the political aristocracy lived, for instance,
could not be conceived without the presence of the university and the learned men therein who
mimetically adopted a Eurocentric curriculum and who were responsible for maintaining the
colonial order.

The university curriculum was complicit in reproducing colonial power and hence
responsible for sustaining the asymmetrical social relations based on racial classification. Only
the dominant ethnoclass, as Wynter (2003) conceives the “Western Bourgeois”, could enter the
university (p. 268). As for knowledge, only that which represented European superiority could
form part of the curriculum. The curriculum’s aim was the systematic canonization of knowledge
and thus of the erasure of knowledge. Nothing else could exist outside of the Eurocentric
narrative and teleology. No “countervoice” could be allowed to speak (Wynter, 2003, p. 269).
The university instead produced for the Spanish Empire “administrators, educators, professional,
notaries, religious personnel, and other wielders of pen and paper” (Rama, 1998, p. 18). As 1
mentioned above, only through the university’s bureaucratic structure could the Spanish Empire
hold on to power for as long as it did. Colonialism, therefore, depended on learned men who
could wield their power from the lettered cities and universities of the region. All others were
positioned outside of the university’s walls according to racial caste; black and brown bodies

were designated to slave labor, which varied in form and intensity by region, while whites were

designated to free waged labor (e.g., physical and intellectual labor) (Castro-Gomez, 2005).
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Women were systematically excluded from political, intellectual, and public spheres (Lugones,
2007). Systematic exclusion and violence, however, varied depending on the racial category of
women. The intersectionality of gender, race, and class should therefore not be ignored
(Crenshaw, 1989). In other words, Black, Indigenous, and White women experienced colonial
life differently due to their racial categorization and thus their varying social inferiorization
(Crenshaw, 1989; Lugones, 2007). Only in religious circles were White women granted the right
to read and write, as exemplified by the work of Sor Juan Ines de la Cruz (2017) who offered a
feminist critique of colonial societies.

What makes Latin America’s colonial experience unique and devastating at the same
time is that it is the only colonized region shaped by the renaissance university for nearly three
centuries. As Mignolo (2009) points out, “In the Americas, notably, we encounter something that
is alien to Asian and African regions: the colonial European university, such as the University of
Santo Domingo (1538), the University of Mexico (1551), [and] the University of San Marcos,
Lima (1551)” (p. 6). This means that no other colonized region in the world has been exposed to
a Western European curriculum or way of knowing and being longer than Latin America. I make
this factual claim not because Latin America somehow benefitted from this exposure. Nor am |
asserting that Latin America deserves a rightful place in the occidentalist imaginary (Coronil,
1996). I make this claim instead to highlight the university curriculum’s epistemicidal effects
(Paraskeva, 2016; Santos, 2014). From the universal knowledge the university purported to
produce, which was always provincial and dialectically related to colonialism and complicit with
power (Chakrabarty, 2000), one attains a clearer picture of how colonial power was/is

maintained.
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The university’s political ontology was intimately linked to Spain’s imperial/colonial
project between the 16" and 18th century, and its curriculum played a central role in creating the
subjectivities that would make other institutions run accordingly. As I mentioned above, without
the complicity of the university and its geopolitically implicated curriculum and pedagogy, the
domination of a region as vast as Latin America would be inconceivable. Knowledge, in short,
was a political project which sought to silence the other and place the European ethnoclass as the
only speaking, thinking, and knowing being.

Castro-Gomez (2005) and other decolonial scholars elucidate that coloniality is
constitutive of modernity. Colonialism and the capitalist world system cannot be disentangled
from the epistemic violence enacted in Latin America and throughout the world. Rethinking of
universities as historically and colonially embedded institutions enables one to explore how
coloniality is performed through higher education reform today, and how university student
movements express knowledges and practices pointing to the creation of alternative universities.
How collective actors contest and reshape the dominant curriculum and institutional governance
structures will be discussed extensively in chapter five.

So far, I have not paid enough attention to resistance because I will discuss it in more
detail in the following chapters. It will suffice to say that resistance has always formed part of
(neo)colonial life. Resistance as well as the numerous attempts to construct alternative worlds are
still part of the region’s unresolved political ontological conflicts.

In the next section, I address the influence the political philosophy of liberalism had in
curricular matters. I then analyze Honduras’ liberal education reform and curriculum and argue
that the liberal curriculum of the late 19" century integrated Honduras according to the

reconfigurations of the modern/colonial world system. I also examine the autonomist/reformist
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movement of the 1950s led by the student movement and then point to its neoliberal undoing. In
chapter five, I demonstrate how the collective efforts students engage in aim to change the
coloniality embedded in the university’s governance and curricular structures implemented by

the neoliberal higher education reforms.
Independence and Liberalism

Does the vast regulation of the Code of Public Instruction that today begins to
govern mark for us a high degree of progress? Quite the opposite. Although it may
seem paradoxical, I ensure you that it marks our backwardness. The governments
that govern less, in matters of public instruction, are those that correspond or should
correspond to the most educated nations, in which science is a negotiated society
that only requires legal guarantees in which science has its own organism; in which,
like religion, like industry, like commerce, it is a social activity full of life and
power (Rosa, 1882, p. 6). [my translation]

After Latin America gained its independence from Spain, the epistemic shifts of the
enlightenment, namely, the secularization of knowledge, began to permeate the university’s
curriculum and governance structure. These changes stripped the old ecclesiastic curricular order
from its divine foundation by replacing it with a scientific and positivistic religiosity. The
epistemic/curricular transformations, as Wynter (2003) contends, coincided with the demands of
the nascent modern nation-states, the individual bourgeois citizen, and the expanding
modern/colonial capitalist world system (Quijano, 2000). Scientific knowledge was articulated in
and sustained most cohesively by the modern university and its positivist curriculum.

The epistemological shifts of the enlightenment mentioned above demanded a drastic
social and politico-pedagogical transformation. For power and knowledge to be articulated at the
institutional level, the state had to intervene in such matters. A positivist curriculum, understood
as an instrument of social control, provided the nation-state the axiological, epistemological, and

ontological commitments demanded to foster a new national identity within a heterogeneous
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country (Euraque, 2018). The cultural unification France achieved through its Napoleonic
university and its curriculum and governance structure offered the predominantly white Creole
and Peninsular ruling classes in Latin America the blueprint to homogenize the cultural diversity
of each country. Because of its centralized vertical structure and normalizing principles, this
Napoleonic university could be directly linked to the liberal nation-state’s political economic as
well as cultural interests. In Latin America, this university model could be characterized as an
elitist higher education model for and by the so-called enlightened men of the colonies
(Bernasconi, 2008; Brunner, 2014). In France, this was not the case as it took a more popular
character (Ribeiro, 1967). Because of the university’s exclusive character in Latin America,
paradoxically, cultural homogenization was never achieved in spite of its original intent to unify
a nation under one identity.

Despite attaining political independence from Spain, the adoption of a French university
model left the region intellectually colonized (Fals-Borda, 1970, 2009; Restrepo, 2001;
Thiong’o, 1986). In Honduras, the second higher education reform adopted the Napoleonic
model under President Marco Aurelio Soto’s administration in 1882 (initiated with the Code of
Public Instruction written by Ramon Rosa in 1882). Although political colonialism in Latin
America had officially ended, the coloniality of power, knowledge, and being remained intact.
Political decolonization, as Casanova (1965) conceptualized Latin America’s wars of
independence long ago, only unveiled Latin America’s internal forms of colonialism. Internal
colonialism becomes more complex if one also interweaves its relationship to settler colonialism
in countries such as Argentina, Chile, United States, and Canada and neocolonialism throughout

the so-called post-colonial world.
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As I analyze in the next section, the university curriculum implemented by the higher
education reform of 1882 superficially adopted a positivist philosophy of education which did
not aim to produce scientific knowledge. Instead, the curriculum simply applied and reproduced
technical knowledge emanating from Europe and the United States. The pretentious discourse at
the time revolved around positivism’s potential in developing Honduras socially, economically,
and culturally. None of this is a surprise given positivism’s hegemonic intellectual position
during the 19" century. What is significant, nonetheless, is the reconfigured way the first
politically decolonized region perpetuated the colonial practices and power dynamics of the past.
It is important to note that the former Creole subjects now in power had to construct a new
national identity they believed should homogenize the varying cultural identities within the
demarcations of each national territory.

In the next section, I specify how the curriculum and the various carreras positioned
Honduras as a dependent nation within a restructured modern/colonial capitalist world system.
Carrera can be directly translated to career or race, and it could be described etymologically as a
racecourse conforming the curriculum (Pinar, 2004). Its use in Latin America refers to the
academic program which is directly linked to the professional career one will exercise. Academic
program, curriculum, and career are almost indistinguishable. The global division of labor was
thus reproduced through liberal, positivist education reforms, which were diametrically opposed
to the liberal/humanist position in the late 19" century dominating curricular matters in the
United States (Kliebard, 1998). This comparison nuances the understanding of liberal education
in Latin America. It could be argued, therefore, that the positivist philosophy of education in the
region, which took effect during the liberal reform movement of the 19" century, was

comparable to a philosophy of industrial education exemplified by vocationalism. Vocationalism
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in Honduras, analogous to the vocational training used to “educate” Indigenous peoples in the
United States, as demonstrated by Kliebard (1999), formed part of the national curriculum in
Honduras from primary to tertiary education. While in the US, vocationalism was still marginal
in comparison to the humanist curriculum during the same period, in Honduras, it took a
centralized form where all students were geared toward a vocation or a technocratic and
economically instrumental job or profession. Reproducing rather than producing knowledge was
the curriculum’s main objective.

The liberal education reforms mandated by the national constitution of 1880 and the
Code of Public Instruction of 1882 complemented the liberal economic reforms initiated in 1876
(e.g., Labor Reform of 1876 and Code of Public Instruction of 1882). The latter, in addition to
opening Honduras to US mining and agriculture companies, set the stage for the creation of a
geopolitically and strategically important Banana Republic under the control of the United Fruit
Company (Chiquita Brands International) and the Standard Fruit Company (Dole Food
Company). Both reforms, additionally, set the stage for the sociopolitical and economic conflicts
that would later unfold throughout the 20" century in Honduras as well as in Central America
(Barahona, 2005). The most notable changes made to the curriculum during these reforms is that
the positivists curriculum completely removed all knowledge from the education system that was
not instrumentally aligned to the knowledge, skills, and commodities demanded by foreign
companies. Examples are provided in the next section where I further examine the university
curriculum. For now, it will suffice to say that the curriculum—that is, the knowledge, skills,
values, and subjectivities constructed—adds to the missing, yet critical dimension scholars
drawing on world polity theory omit from their analyses insofar as epistemological/cultural

matters are concerned.
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The positivist curriculum stimulated a monocultural and extractivist economy which, to a
great extent, dictated the political culture of Honduras, varying significantly form other Central
American countries whose economy was more diverse. Honduras, therefore, became the classic
Banana Republic, dominated by two US corporations. In other countries such as Costa Rica, a
productive coffee enterprise dominated by family-owned plantations allowed for a more
democratic political and economic system (Euraque, 1996).

The economic and education reforms in Honduras in the late 19" century reveal the close
relationship the university curriculum began to have with the economic demands of emerging
powers such as the United States. These reforms, more importantly, coincided with the Second
Industrial Revolution which allowed the United States’ economic interests abroad to take a more
defined form. The university curriculum in Honduras, additionally, complemented these
technological advances and promoted what we might call today “national interests.” These
interests, as we know, were reserved for the few whose rule depended on domination and
exploitation.

Prior to discussions around neoliberalism and the supposed weakening of the state by
globalizing forces (Gamble, 1988), what stands out in Honduras in particular and in Latin
America in general is that the United States and the corporations representing its national
interests have a long history in engaging in the geopolitics of knowledge and the political
economy of ideas, to borrow a phrase used by Cusicanqui (2012) to conceptualize the ways in
which certain ideas and practices produced in the Global North carry more force than those
enunciated from subaltern spaces. As Gamble (1980) contends, a strong state fortifies economic
interests globally in its favor. Without a strong state, we are left with an immanent or essential

understanding of global capitalism, conceived as an inevitable force wielded by the invisible
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hand of the market without human intervention and thus without the “visible fist of the State”
(Amin, 2009, p. 15). What the invisible hand of the market is incapable of achieving, the visible
fist of the State complements with its destructive force.

It is critical not to forget that the corporation and the State have always complemented
each other, both politically and economically, though, contemporaneously, the power and
influence transnational corporations wield far outweigh that of the State. This does not mean,
however, that the latter is no longer instrumental in defending its national interests through
military force or through economic warfare or, for that matter, defending the interests of more
dominant countries as is the case in Honduras and in other formerly colonized regions now under
neocolonial conditions. The Honduran government is a clear case illustrating the instrumental
role the State plays in creating the right conditions for foreign investment, understood less
euphemistically as recolonization. Through concessions of fertile and mineral-rich land in the
late 19" and early 20" century, for instance, foreign companies came to dominate the political
economy as well as the educational policies of Honduras. The knowledge and skills embedded in
the curriculum, as a result, sought to meet these geopolitical and economic demands.

So far, in this section I have described the broader colonial context in which Latin
American universities emerged. I addressed the liberal education reforms in the late 19" century
in relation to the economic interests of the United States. In the following sections, I examine in
more detail the three higher education reforms that culminated with the creation of the National
Autonomous University of Honduras (UNAH). The first education reform transformed the
literary academy into a university. The second reform was initiated by the Code of Public
Instruction of 1882, which was implemented within a broader liberal reform movement in Latin

America (Reina, 1999; Reina-Valenzuela, 1986). I analyze the positivist curriculum included in
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the Code of Public Instruction implemented in 1882. It was the second reform which followed
the logics of coloniality in that it perpetuated and indeed exacerbated the conditions of
exploitation. I then detail the sociopolitical context in which university student movements
emerged and explain how student activists transformed the university. This transformation
initiated the third higher education reform. These reforms provide historical context to the recent
neoliberal higher education reform (fourth reform-cuarta reforma) first introduced and solidified
in 2004 and 2010 respectively. This last reform, however, was faced with the University Student
Movement which emerged during the post-coup political climate. Although this research is
primarily situated in the last reform, it is imperative, nonetheless, to understand the history
behind the university to fully grasp what university student activists in Honduras are resisting
and working toward changing, namely, the governance and curricular structure. Overall, in the
next section, I analyze the education reforms from 1847 to 1957 to point to the ways in which the
university curriculum began a recolonization process (internal colonialism and external-
neocolonialism) aligned with the ever-expanding economy of the United States and the necessity
of fomenting liberalism (ideology), positivism (economy), and nationalism (cultural identity and

politics).

First Reform: From Academic Society to the University of the State

Between 1830 and 1840, the first steps to secularize the University of San Carlos of
Guatemala were taken, but this initiative alone could not articulate its liberal philosophy
throughout the Federal Republic of Central America, let alone assist in constructing a national
identity. Indeed, these efforts proved futile. Once the federation was officially dissolved in 1841,
the University of San Carlos reverted to the ecclesiastic model (Tiinnermann Bernheim, 1991).

Central American countries established their own university systems responsible for pursuing the
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interests of the newly configured national conservative elite (oligarchy) and the Catholic Church
(Tiinnermann Bernheim, 1991). The University of the State in Honduras followed in the same
ecclesiastic path. Since the dissolution of the Federal Republic of Central America in 1841,
which could be adequately described as an unsuccessful progressive liberal political project,
conservatives began to dominate the political economy and academic life of Honduras (Reina,
1999; Reina-Valenzuela, 1986). Thus, the regional integration intended by the ideologues of the
Federal Republic could only go so far without the consolidation of a liberal university system
and a public education system.

In 1845, four years after the Federal Republic of Central America dissolved, a small
semi-secularized religious circle of intellectuals in the nascent Republic of Honduras founded
The Society of Entrepreneurial Genius and of Good Taste (Reina-Valenzuela, 1986). The
following year, President Juan Lindo granted the small academic society the title of Literary
Academy of Tegucigalpa. The Literary Academy would remain a private institution under the
protection of the State. In 1847, President Lindo along with Father Jose Trinidad Reyes, founder
of the Literary Academy, transformed the academy into the University of the State (Ministerio
General, 1850). Academic activities continued to be held inside the convent of the San Francisco
Church under the leadership of Father Reyes. The university’s location is representative of the
control the church continued to have over the curriculum within a renewed conservative context.

The university status given to the former literary academy allowed it to offer philosophy,
law, and theology licenciaturas (licenciate) equivalent to bachelor’s degrees. The curriculum
gave priority to the three branches of knowledge or faculties of knowledge pertaining to the
Church, namely, jurisprudence, philosophy, and theology (Ponce, 2003). But it also included

several technical degrees that slightly secularized the university. What drastically changed was
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the status granted to an individual who attained the prestigious title of /icenciado. The
ecclesiastic university model of Honduras maintained its hegemonic position until it began to
lose its credibility in the last quarter of the 19 century.

Once the politico-philosophical and liberal movement inextricably linked to the ever-
expanding capitalist world system displaced ecclesiastics, knowledge with “intrinsic value”
(Spencer, 1860, p.7), namely, that of science and the utility it potentiates, became curriculum’s
raison d'étre. Instrumental knowledge became the ideal, rational education model for the growing
global industrial demands of the late 19" century. The theological education project of the
Catholic Church had finally been replaced by liberalism, at least in public institutions. The
religiously conservative sociocultural fabric, however, remained intact (Euraque, 1996). It is not
surprising that in several countries Catholic universities in Latin America were established in the
second half of the 19" century as a response to liberalism’s political, economic, and

cultural/epistemological project.
Second Reform: Liberalism and Positivism

The liberal education reform of 1882, initiated by the Code of Public Instruction,
restructured the curriculum at all educational levels, and it was implemented within a broader
liberal reform movement in Latin America. As early as 1849, Domingo Fausto Sarmiento, most
famous for writing Facundo: Civilization and Barbarism (1845), also spoke of the need to use
education to modernize/civilize barbarous social element, foster a national identity, and increase
economic production. Coloniality, in other words, was embedded in the first education reforms
of Latin America and the pedagogical was always imbricated with the political economic and the
sociocultural objectives of the nation-state. Language, gender, class, and race differentially

positioned students within the stratified societies of the region. Liberal ideologues at the time
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believed that the positivist curriculum of education systems in other countries, such as Prussia’s
education system, could also be implemented, albeit mimetically, to meet the exigencies of
global capitalism and the growing international interests of the United States as well as the local
interests of the national ruling class.

The positivist curriculum privileged rationality, science, progress, and, most importantly,
the utility of knowledge at all educational levels. As Sarmiento (1848) argued in favor of liberal,
positivist education,

A nation’s power, wealth, and strength depends on the industrial, moral, and

intellectual capacity of the individuals that compose it; and public education must

have no other purpose than to increase these forces of production, action and

direction, increasing more and more the number of individuals who possess them.

(p. 14-15) [my translation]

If one examines the curriculum included in the Code of Public Instruction of 1882 and the
congressional speech given after its ratification, the dominant discourse intersecting knowledge,
power, and political economy is also made explicit. Ramén Rosa, one of the most influential
liberal ideologues at the time, who was also the Secretary of State under Soto’s presidency, gave
the congressional speech after the ratification of the Code of Public Instruction. In his speech,
Rosa demonstrated an unshakeable compromise with positivism’s promise toward scientific,
socioeconomic, and cultural progress. He justified his opposition toward philosophy and
theology equally, as they both lacked utility. Rosa addressed instrumental knowledge in the
following way:

Who are more useful and happier, our students who, after four or five years of

study, speak to us a lot about ontology, theology, and dialectics, yet cannot find a

profitable occupation; or our telegraph operators who, with six months of study in

one of the applications of electricity, render very important services, and always

have a job that satisfies their needs and those of their families?.... If the purpose of

life is to do good, let us seek the good of our youth, by providing him with a
positivist education, fruitful in results for his individual happiness, and for the
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welfare and progress of the nation. (my translation, Code of Public Instruction,
1882, p.14) [my translation]

Higher education thus became an instrumental institution aimed at individual economic
ends, and the curriculum became an instrument of control within a neocolonial context in which
the expanding economic interests of the United States prevailed over the interests of Europe,
particularly, the interest of England (Barahona, 2005). Curriculum became strictly limited to
Honduras’ position within this changing global economy. The reconfiguration of capitalism
necessitated the reconfiguration of knowledge as well. Only knowledge and skills which could
insert themselves effectively within the modern/colonial world system could form part of the
university curriculum. This might resemble what is happening today, and it comes to show the
ways in which the curriculum continues to be used to meet the external demands of the newly
positioned centers (i.e., first Spain, then France and England, the finally the United States and its
transnational corporations). By emphasizing the external demand does not mean I am seeking to
sustain the dichotomous conceptualization dependency theorists failed to disrupt (Frank, 1998).
What I am arguing is that changing geopolitical landscapes influences the production of
instrumental knowledge at a global scale at the expense of other forms of knowing. Even during
the early colonial period, one could find the multiplicity of educational discourses and
philosophies being debated between Dominicans and Jesuits (Tlinnermann Bernheim, 1991). In
the 19th century, however, the narrowing of Western knowledge, as a result of the hegemonic
position of positivism, could already be observed. The narrowing of knowledge is what Santos
(2014) understands as epistemicide, which is the systematic destruction and subjugation of other
knowledges, including the knowledges produced in Europe and the United States which do not
conform to the political, economic, cultural, and epistemological demands of Western capitalist

modernity
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Although this research is not a comparative study, it is indispensable to consider other
national contexts in order to situate the positivist curriculum at a global scale. I find Kliebard’s
(1999, 2004) account of the US curriculum in the late 19" century useful because it points to the
dominance of a humanist, liberal arts curriculum, and its gradual reform led by developmentalist,
social efficiency educators, and social meliorists. The contradiction between the United States’
liberal arts curriculum and Honduras’ liberal/positivist curriculum is that the former continued to
dominate curricular debates in the US, even within the context of industrialization. The fact that
a liberal arts curriculum dominated schools and universities disrupts the linear causality
attributed to education and economic growth as though capitalism was solely limited to
national—as opposed to global and colonial—tendencies. The United States’ economic growth
could not be attributed exclusively to its education system, for vocationalism was kept at the
margins throughout the 19™ century.

In 1894, for instance, there were only fifteen manual training schools (Kliebard, 1999),
indicative that it was not a positivist curriculum which led to the United States’ economic
growth. Rather, it was an overdetermined political economic and colonial context in which the
United States expanded territorially, militarily, and technologically. The positivist curriculum in
Honduras, on the other hand, even with its pretentious claims of scientific, economic, and social
progress, limited itself to creating the conditions under which economic growth could take place,
even if that meant displacing Indigenous peoples from their lands. The liberal/positivist
reformers at the time believed that economic growth would only be possible if Honduras adopted
an export-led growth economy. For them, supplying raw materials to the increasing industrial
demands of the United States was the only option. The economic position of Honduras, within a

modern/colonial world system, thus did not change. Instead of exporting raw materials to Spain,
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Honduras began to export most of its resources to the United States (Euraque, 1996). What did
change, however, were the means to exploit natural resources. Modern instruments were
employed and an educational apparatus corresponding to the global division of labor was
created. Modern forms of exploitation therefore left the colonial structures intact. While the
ruling classes found themselves content with maintaining the social practices of exploitation and
exclusion in order, an emerging imperial power began to play a stronger role in shaping
Honduras’ political economic and educational policies.

The curriculum implemented in 1882 hence confirmed Honduras’ peripheral role within a
modern/colonial world system. Supplying raw materials to an emerging center became the raison
d'étre of Honduras’ political economy. And the positivist curriculum sought to form a dependent
homo economicus and homo academicus ready to work for foreign companies (e.g., technocracy:
agricultural and mining engineers) or help defend and maintain their economic interests by any
means (e.g., bureaucracy: lawyers and politicians) (Bourdieu, 1988).

It is evident that the positivist curriculum implemented in Honduras did not seek to
produce scientific knowledge as one might suppose. Rather, the curriculum’s main objective was
to train the technocrat engineer and the bureaucrat lawyer and politician who could facilitate the
process of material extraction, the exploitation of cheap labor, and the continuation of colonial
relations of power. As mentioned above, technical knowledge was intimately intertwined with
the modern/colonial world system. The coloniality of power, as Quijano (2000) lucidly
demonstrated, involves a matrix of domination that transcends military force and political
colonialism. It involves rather the “colonization of the imagination of the dominated; that is, it
acts in the interior of that imagination” (Quijano, 2007, p. 169). The coloniality of knowledge, in

other words, is the primary form of colonization, and military force is only a secondary response

180



when all other forms of domination fail. Quijano (2007) suggests that “repression fell, above all,
over the modes of knowing, of producing knowledge, of producing perspectives, images and
systems of images, symbols, modes of signification, over the resources, patterns, and instruments
of formalized and objectivised expression, intellectual or visual” (p. 169). Coloniality found its
continuity in the liberal education reform movement and the positivist curriculum. With these
curricular reforms, power reconfigured itself according to the shifting geopolitical and economic
context.

In short, the second higher education reform and its positivist curriculum repositioned
Honduras at the periphery within a reconfigured capitalist world system. In the United States,
however, various theoretical currents such as the humanists, developmentalists, social efficiency
educators, and social meliorists, continued to debate the question Spencer (1860) posed: What
knowledge is of most worth? In Honduras, this question was answered unequivocally with the
ratification of the Code of Public Instruction of 1882. The positivist curriculum implemented in
Honduras took place before the Committee of Ten, which, according to Kliebard (1986),
eventually led the curricular debates of the late 19 and early 20™ century. In Honduras, the
curriculum would only be questioned with the emergence of the university student movement in
the 1950s. In the next section, I discuss the ways in which the first and second wave of the
university student movement lead the third education reform to democratize the positivist Central
University of Honduras, which was later transformed into the National Autonomous University

of Honduras.
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Third Reform: Student Movements and University Autonomy

The Cordoba Manifesto meant a new way of thinking of the Latin American
university. Trying to separate it from the colonial spirit that characterized it,
students in the region promoted an educational institution with a strong social and
political commitment, intertwined with the principle of self-government, [and] the
representation of students and graduates.... (Murillo, 2017, p. 40)

Student movements in Latin America, led by an emergent middle class, initiated a
political process that broke the very foundations on which the colonial, ecclesiastic, liberal, and
Napoleonic university was built (Mariategui, 2007; Tlinnermann Bernheim, 1991). In Argentina,
for instance, the Cordoba Manifesto of 1918, written by university student activists attending the
University of Cordoba, initiated a reformist movement from below in Latin America. This
movement sought to transform the universities structurally, culturally, epistemologically,
politically, and ideologically (Mazo, 1941). In addition to unsettling the colonial foundations of
the university, the student movement proclaimed itself “anti-imperialist, anti-clerical, anti-
military and against oligarchic governments” (Murillo, 2017, p. 39). It did not take long for
student movements to emerge in other Latin American countries. It is evident that the student
movement of Cordoba had rippling effects throughout Latin America. This reveals the relational
character of the region’s sociopolitical movements (e.g., Indigenous and campesino movements,
liberal independence movements, student movements, socialist movements, and even fascist
movements). The sociopolitical tendencies of one national context, therefore, were/are always
already interconnected regionally and globally.

It was paramount that the university student movement of Argentina democratize the
university by eliminating its elitist and hierarchical governance structure. Historically excluded
students in Argentina finally were able to attend the university (Tiinnermann Bernheim, 1991).

These collective efforts eventually led to national education reforms toward secularism,
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autonomy, shared governance, and universal higher education. These reforms, in contrast to
education reform movements in other contexts, were initiated by students and later guaranteed by
the national constitution.

Institutional autonomy provided the university the right to self-government. This meant
that autonomous universities could pass and ratify internal laws, change the curriculum
according to the social, cultural, economic, and political reality of the country, and administer the
funds allocated by the State without external intervention. In addition to self-government, shared
governance gave students, professors, and representatives of professional colleges or guilds the
right to form part of the university’s governing council in which decision-making power was
shared equally. In Honduras, parity of representation gave fifty percent of the voting power to
students. Autonomy and shared governance were the ends of these student movements, but these
ends were also the means to other ends, meaning that autonomy would provide them with the

conditions of possibility of effecting institutional as well as societal change.
The First Wave of the Honduran University Student Movement

The first wave of the university student movement in Honduras, like the Cordoba student
movement, also played an important role in transforming the elitist, positivist university model.
Founded in 1925, the University Student Federation of Honduras (FEUH) took the initial steps to
changing the stagnant quasi-positivist, liberal university established in 1882. The FEUH,
however, strictly positioned itself institutionally, ignoring the sociopolitical and cultural context
outside of the university’s exclusive walls. It is important to note that the FEUH did not intend to
change the governance structure in place or democratize access higher education; nor did it seek
to articulate itself politically with other social movements (Murillo, 2017). Considering that the

Code of Public Instruction of 1882 was still in effect, the university continued to educate the
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local elite. Women, Indigenous peoples, Black communities, and campesinos were still excluded
from the university. The student movement’s radical position would only emerge within the
tumultuous social context of the 1950s.

The Central University of Honduras continued to be the training ground for the ruling
elite. A case in point is Juan Galvez, who received his law degree from this institution. Before
becoming president in 1949, he was the vice president of dictator Juan Vicente Carias and lawyer
of the United Fruit Company’s. During Galvez’ presidency, vast quantities of land were
conceded to the United Fruit Company, in addition to tax exceptions (Murillo, 2017). This
conflict of interest as well as the events unfolding in Guatemala significantly impacted the
sociopolitical landscape of Honduras. The Guatemalan Revolution of 1944, for instance, which
was led by university students, teachers, and workers unions was able to overthrow the fascist
dictatorship of Jorge Ubico (Gleijeses, 1991). University students and other social sectors in
Honduras believed that they, too, could change the oppressive and authoritarian conditions under
which most of the population lived.

Meanwhile, in Guatemala a democratic government was finally being configured in a
country ruled by a dictator since 1931. The democratically elected presidents Juan Jose Arevalo
(1945-1951) and Jacobo Arbenz (1951-1954) immediately passed progressive labor and agrarian,
and education reforms (Gleijeses, 1991). The Guatemalan Revolution of 1944, additionally,
transformed the National University of Guatemala into the University of San Carlos of
Guatemala. The former, like the Central University of Honduras, had implemented a positivist
curriculum in the late 19" century geared toward meeting the demands of transnational mining
and agricultural companies, namely, the economic interests of United Fruit Company and

Standard Fruit Company. In addition to gaining its autonomy which was guaranteed by the new
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constitution of 1945, the University of San Carlos of Guatemala adopted a social justice-oriented
mission aimed at studying and solving the social, political, and economic problems of Guatemala
(Tiinnermann Bernheim, 1980). Knowledge was no longer a means to an economic end for the
few. Rather, knowledge was intended for the common good. It was this precedent university
student activists in Honduras at the time considered most influential to their politico-academic
project (Barahona, 1994, 2005).

Why are these historical events important if the topic of interest is the emergence of the
university student movement in Honduras? One reason is that while Guatemala implemented
progressive reforms, thereby limiting the United Fruit Company’s dominance over the political
economy as well as in education policy, Honduran President Galvez offered larger concessions
to his former employer (Barahona, 1994, 2005). University students became more vocal
regarding these concessions and decided to act in their hopes that it would lead to transforming
the political and economic structures solidified by the liberal education reforms of the late 19
century (Murillo, 2017). This second wave of university student activists was distinct to the first
in that student activists’ political involvement no longer was confined to the walls of the
university. Like their Guatemalan counterparts, they believed agrarian, labor, and education
reforms were integral components to building a democratic society. This student movement was
thus conceived as a social struggle.

On May 1, 1954, almost two months before Jacobo Arbenz was overthrown, the largest
recorded campesino strike in Honduras paralyzed the economy. This strike is now referred to as
the General Strike of 1954 or as the Huelga Bananera (Barahona, 1994). With university

students’ involvement in social, political, and economic issues, the Huelga transcended the
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campesino’s demands. Levy (1981) argues that, within oligarchic societies such as Honduras,
broad-based collective action carries the potential to change the status quo.

Should students defy the oligarchy’s obstacles to participation, however, they may

have significant impact. They raise issues and demands perhaps already common

elsewhere but still radical at home. They introduce or promote ideologies of

fundamental change. Student activity, which might be only a nuisance to more
complex, broader based regimes, might ultimately pose serious threats here. When
crisis politics strikes oligarchies, student activity may reach its height of widespread

participation. (Levy, 1981, p. 357)

In an attempt to prevent the widespread participation of the university student movement
in the broader sociopolitical and economic context, the government conceded partial autonomy
to the university. Partial autonomy allowed students the right to elect deans in each department.
The university student movement, however, continued to demand full autonomy. In 1956,
students organized once again around the University Student Federation of Honduras and
articulated its demands with the ongoing struggles of secondary students and the campesino
movement which they had previously allied themselves to in 1954. After months of protests,
congress finally conceded (it is this student movement that Mario’s father was involved in).
Article 160 of the Honduran constitution guaranteed the UNAH complete autonomy, including
the right to co-governance and to organize freely in associations at the departmental level
(Murillo, 2017). Article 1 of UNAH’s Organic Law of 1957 granted autonomy as well as the
social responsibility it previously had ignored. Autonomy was linked to a social justice mission
aimed at solving the problems of Honduras, differing significantly to the intellectual autonomy
granted to those thinking within the confining walls of the ivory tower of academia. However,
with the neoliberal reform movement initiated in 2004 and fully implemented after the coup of

2009, as I mentioned in chapter one, co-governance was stripped away completely while

UNAH’s autonomy lost its democratic and social justice mission. It is within this post-coup
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context, nevertheless, which saw the emergence of an organized student movement and a
radically democratic political culture.

As I mentioned previously, the emergence of the Honduran university student movement
in the 1950s was relationally linked with the sociopolitical movements in Argentina and
Guatemala. While the Argentinean student movement focused its actions toward democratizing
the university, the Guatemalan student movement sought to transform the university’s role in
society, hence going beyond the Cordoba principles established in 1918 (Tiinnermann Bernheim,
1980). The latter movement, most importantly, was a social movement articulated by many
organizations, unions, and associations of which university students formed a part. The
university student movement of Honduras intended to do the same by refusing to be confined
politically to the expectations designed by the ruling class. Instead, the student movement defied
the liberal/positivist university and articulated their struggle with other social movements such as
the campesino and labor movements. In doing so, it reshaped the collective imaginary
[imaginario colectivo] of what the university’s social, political, and epistemological-cultural role
should be in Honduras. In defying “the oligarchy’s obstacles to participation” in other words,
student activists “raise[d] issues and demands perhaps already common elsewhere but still

radical at home” (Levy, 1981, p. 357).

Conclusion

It is critical to note that the “Latin American” autonomous university model only exists as
an ideal type. In other words, the university autonomy does not have essential qualities that we
can categorize. What we have is an ideal of what university autonomy should be. Ideally, an
autonomous university fosters a pluralist, independent, self-determined and co-governed

academic institution in which multiple and diverse epistemological commitments may emerge,

187



converge, and diverge. However, university autonomy should not be conceived as separate from
the social reality of which it is a part, and thus must have to be conceived instead as another
institution immersed in the sociocultural, political, economic dynamics unfolding within a
particular context which is also linked to regional and global dynamics.

It is also important to keep in mind that the Honduran university student movement of the
1950s was formed by a proportionately small socioeconomic, political, and cultural sector of the
region. As one reads the Cordoba Manifesto of 1918, for example, the transcendent plea made by
modern men and the erasure of other voices are obvious. I mention this as a precautionary
measure so that the absences of the past can be placed in close relation to the emergent
sociopolitical practices enacted by increasingly diverse actors forming part of the university
student movement in the present. As I have already set the stage to understand the political
constitution of the National Autonomous University of Honduras, in the subsequent chapter I
will portray a more complete picture of the university student movement and the social practices,
knowledges, subjectivities, historical memory, and political culture student activists are building
within and beyond the university. I hope that through an ethnographic account of university
student activism, I can provide a methodological, epistemological, and ethical shift in doing
research with collective actors seeking to make small, yet significant changes. In chapter five, I
provide a more complete picture of the multiple and diverse ways student activists build a
political culture to democratize the university. I hope that I adequately relate the cultural with the
political and vice versa. I, additionally, pay close attention to the knowledges student produce in
distinct spaces (e.g., meetings, assemblies, workshops, protests, tomas, and collectively written

documents and articles). Analyzing the knowledge produced by university student activists is
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intended to highlight the student activists’ theoretical production, which, regrettably, is often

ignored in activist research.
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CHAPTER 5: STUDENT ACTIVISTS WEAVING RADICALLY
DEMOCRATIC POLITICAL CULTURES

Introduction

Before writing about university student activism at the National Autonomous University
of Honduras (UNAH), I would like to begin at the end of my fieldwork. Although I am aware
research is truly never conclusive, I find it necessary to begin this chapter at the very moment I
realized I had been around student activists long enough to understand, albeit partially, their
collective narratives, memories, knowledges, and organizational practices. I use the term
partially because, as a researcher, I could never know entirely what it is like to be a university
student activist in Honduras. To pretend that I could analyze student activism to a point at which
I could apprehend and interpret its reality would not only contradict the decolonial work at hand,
but it would also risk reducing student activism to analytical points on a cartesian coordinate
plane, fixed and set in abstract space. It is worth quoting Lefebvre (1991) at length, for he
provides an eloquent description of reductionism which I hope to obviate:

Reductionism thus infiltrates science under the flag of science itself. Reduced
models are constructed—models of society, of the city, of institutions, of the
family, and so forth and things are left at that. This is how social space comes to be
reduced to mental space by means of a ‘scientific’ procedure whose scientific status
is really nothing but a veil for ideology. Reductionists are unstinting in their praise
for basic scientific method, but they transform this method first into a mere posture
and then, in the name of the ‘science of science’ (epistemology), into a supposed
absolute knowledge. Eventually, critical thought (where it is not proscribed by the
orthodox) wakes up to the fact that systematic reduction and reductionism are part
and parcel of a political practice. The state and political power seek to become, and
indeed succeed in becoming, reducers of contradictions. In this sense reduction and
reductionism appear as tools in the service of the state and of power: not as
ideologies but as established knowledge; and not in the service of any specific state
or government, but rather in the service of the state and power in general. Indeed,
how could the state and political power reduce contradictions (i.e. incipient and
renewed intrasocial conflicts) other than via the mediation of knowledge, and this
by means of a strategy based on an admixture of science and ideology? (p. 106)
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My intention in this chapter, therefore, is not to eliminate contradictions or to enact an epistemic
violence onto those whose knowledge surpasses that of the researcher. I thus avoid representing
student activism as a fixed thing waiting to be apprehended. Student activism is too dynamic and
complex for it to be only analyzed and interpreted by academic researchers. It is for this reason
that I share the knowledge student activists produced of their own experiences and practices in
the student movement to disrupt the authorial individualism that continues to pervade research
practices.

Important to note is that only when I could understand the student movement as narrated
and enacted by student activists was I confident enough to write something that would, at the
very least, approximate the complexity of their student movement. When I heard other student
activists, former student activists, and university professors discuss topics related to the student
movement during public assemblies, meetings, or forums, for instance, many of the things
discussed were no longer as strange to me as they were when I first arrived in Honduras to make
my first observations. Making the strange familiar and the familiar strange is not an easy task,
even after one year of fieldwork. In times when student movements and social movements seem
stranger (in the Global North) than they used to be and when universities seem more familiar and
uniform than they really are, it is necessary to nuance our understanding of student activism in
relation to the university and sociopolitical context in which their practices unfold to preclude the
fatalistic notion that neoliberal globalization is an inevitable process absorbing everything in its
path. It is thus an urgent task to denaturalize neoliberal globalization—modernity/coloniality’s
most recent expression—by unveiling its colonial implications while also offering ways in which
it is resisted through horizontal forms of organizing, radically democratic practices, and

knowledges of resistance, known by student activists as knowledges and practices of struggle
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[conocimientos y practicas de lucha]. These terms are not unique to the student movement but
rather are borrowed from other struggles and scholars in Latin America (Santos, 2014). In spite
of being a heterogeneous region, common ground can still be found between distinct social
movements.

For a researcher to reach a more nuanced understanding of university student activism
and other forms of social activism requires a serious undertaking which involves convivencia or
coexistence. Here, convivencia means more than participant observation. It also means more than
being together in the same space. It may not be translated to conviviality either, for conflict is
also part of learning to convivir [co-live, coexist, and be together] with others. Instead,
convivencia 1s a collective intersubjective way of learning and unlearning, being with, and
knowing with rather than knowing about (Santos, 2018). For instance, when activists and I read,
analyzed, interpreted, planned, strategized, debated, and discussed for hours on end, hoping that
it would all mean something in the long run, convivencia was being enacted. Convivencia, at
times, meant sharing a meal together or staying up late to write a political statement [comunicado
or a pronunciamiento] in solidarity with a specific political conjuncture or because of someone’s
disappearance, assassination, or arrest. Writing, as I learned much later, is an urgent, collective
task when it emerges from a social struggle. Knowledge, here, does not have exchange value.
Instead, it is meant to the be shared to disrupt el cerco mediatico (el cerco mediatico refers to the
skewed reality represented by mainstream media) and the unengaged intellectuals dominating the
discourse. I hope that by sharing the knowledge produced by students unsettles the authorial
individualism that continues to position the researcher as the knower and participants as the
objects to be known (Santos, 2018). I also hope that the many conversations, forums, workshops,

meetings, and writing projects I participated in added un granito de arena [grain of sand] to the
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student movement’s democratic project. As Mario told me at my going away barbecue he and
other student activists helped organize, the night before leaving to the United States, “un granito
de arena es todo lo que podemos aportarle al movimiento estudiantil” [a grain of sand is all we
have to offer the student movement]. When everyone adds a grain of sand, we become, to use
Erica’s words, “young builders of dreams.” In the end, we all can potentially contribute to a
social struggle if the will to do so is present.

In this chapter, in addition to detailing the University Student Movement’s radically
democratic practices, I situate the movement as a pedagogical site in which knowledge is
produced collectively. Collective ways of producing knowledge disrupts the irrational neoliberal
ideology manifesting itself as possessive and narcissistic individualism. In other words, it
unsettles the notion that individuals learn in isolation and reproduce knowledge solely to attain
social, cultural, academic, and political capital. Rather than dedicating more time to studying for
exams or writing mid-term papers, for instance, Mario, Erica, Eduardo, Julio, Hector, and Maria
dedicated their time to things that did not have concrete rewards waiting for them at the end. As
student activists enacted democratic practices within their own associations and organizations,
they began to unsettle the recolonizing neoliberal logic of the university and the social atomism
it purports to establish.

A collective autodidactic praxis, as student activists often expressed, was the only way to
extend or break the limits placed by the university’s curriculum and governance structure. Here,
an autodidactic praxis implies unlearning hegemonic ways of reading the world with others. In
contradistinction to intersubjective ways of knowing, when I first began to participate in student
activists’ laborious meetings, readings, and discussions, I could not help but think that I should

spend more of my time writing my dissertation. I wondered whether my time would be better
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spent transcribing interviews or analyzing data. The positivist residues difficult to get rid of
constantly reminded me of choosing my time more wisely, that is, more rationally. I gradually
learned to think and act otherwise as I became more involved in the student movement. It was
only by collaborating with and contributing to the student movement’s ongoing struggle to
democratize the university that I began to learn the importance of working collectively toward a
common cause. As I learned to unlearn dominant knowledge practices, I realized that other
students might have experienced the same thing as they immersed themselves in the pedagogical
spaces (e.g., assemblies, meetings, live-streamed forums and conferences, student movement’s
WordPress, newspaper, workshops, gatherings, fomas or occupations, and protests) opened by
the student movement. Learning to learn with others while dedicating less time learning the
dominant curriculum unsettled the colonizing effects of neoliberalism in ways I had not
considered previously. In the following sections, I take a serpentine path to detail the

complicated ways this unsettling took place.
The End is Just the Beginning

After 12 months of fieldwork and hundreds of pages of fieldnotes, memos, and interview
transcriptions written, I was obviously faced with an overabundance of data. Where, I asked
myself, should I begin? To start at the beginning of my fieldwork, would have confined me to a
timeline I would have to follow, that is, a linear timeline that would risk reducing the complexity
of student activism to a series of events. I thus decided to begin at the end of my fieldwork,

hoping that, as I made my way to the beginning, things would cohere as intended.
Decolonizing Practices

At the end of the academic calendar year in November of 2019, a week before

permanently returning to Houston, university student activists from the sociology department
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organized a forum at the Juan Lindo Auditorium to share their research and experiences with the
university community and the public. Mario and I were invited to discuss the university’s
autonomy, reform, and governance structure in relation to the student movement’s democratic
project. To present something meaningful, we decided to reread UNAH’s Organic Law, the
series of education reforms implemented since the coup of 2009, and Cortina’s (1993) work on
radical democracy. We also analyzed various student organizations and platforms that emerged
in this same time period as a response to the university’s restructured governance structure and
curriculum. We thought it necessary to use a historical perspective to underscore the different
ways university autonomy had been conceived in different historical contexts and the role
student movements played in shaping university autonomy.

Our presentation’s main objective was to discuss the ways in which the student
movement’s horizontal form of organizing through student associations disrupted the
university’s authoritarian political culture student activists rightfully called a “parisitocracy.”
According to Mario, this institutional parisitocracy’s lifeblood was drawn from the liberal and
conservative political parties. Our main argument was that the university’s autonomy had been
violated since the university embroiled itself in party politics, which only served to create a
clientelist authoritarian political culture which impeded the radical democratization and direct
participation of students and professors in co-governing the institution as guaranteed by the
national constitution.

The violation of university autonomy is not only about governance, however. It has more
to do with the limitations placed on critical thought when authoritarian, hierarchical governance
structures are established to silence oppositional voices. To democratize the university’s

governance structure means to democratize knowledge which also works toward decolonizing
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the university. Decolonization here is not a metaphor (Tuck & Yang, 2012). Rather, it refers to
the concrete transformation of how a public university is run, who makes decisions and for
whom, and what knowledges and other ways of knowing should form part of the curriculum.
Why and for whom is knowledge produced or reproduced? What values and what possibilities
are fomented? What values and future possibilities are undermined (Lander, 2000)? What role
should the university play in converging knowledges and practices born in struggle? Do entrance
exams serve as filters which exclude unwanted Black and Brown bodies, as student activists
have indicated numerous times during assemblies? How are professors and administrators held
accountable for acts of corruption, violence, and complicity with power? Is the decolonization of
the university possible?

What I have learned from my fieldwork, which consisted primarily of participant
observation, is that we cannot decolonize the university if an undemocratic governance structure
remains intact. This is something often omitted from discussions around decolonizing higher
education and public education in general. Decolonization will also not take place through
academicist discussions around decoloniality or individual hermeneutic practices (Zibechi,
2012). I agree with the scholars and activists thinking and acting to make another world possible
who believe that the decolonization of the university and of society must be born out of a
collective struggle. Expecting that publishing scholarly journals or writing books about
decolonizing knowledge without taking into serious consideration the concrete practices creating
the conditions of possibility of decolonizing the university’s ontological, epistemological, and
political commitments, will only result in establishing lucrative careers as decolonial theorists
who integrated themselves in the political economy of ideas emanating from privileged

epistemic, social, and geographic positions (Cusicanqui, 2012). Rethinking instead of how
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concrete collective practices, including democratic practices such as shared or co-governance,
enables the decolonization of knowledge must thus be taken seriously if one is to radically
transform an institution such as the university. Beginning with collective practices seeks to avoid
the metaphorization of decolonization (more on this topic in chapter six where I reflect on the
decolonizing implications of a democratic university). Colonial governance practices historically
embedded in universities must therefore be unsettled. The democratic social practices and
knowledges born in collective struggles, such as the ones enacted by the University Student
Movement, thus point to the unsettling of what Quijano (2000) calls the coloniality of power
(governance) and the coloniality of knowledge (curriculum).

Like other institutions, the university regulates more than knowledge. In addition to
reducing the social imaginary to a Eurocentric and modern teleology, it also regulates and
perpetuates exclusive practices, values, and behaviors. The university, in other words, reproduces
modern/colonial subjectivities, ways of knowing, becoming, doing, feeling, sensing, and living.
The university, additionally, reproduces a reductionist view of space. It transforms it as that
which needs to be fragmented into fields, studied and understood, and conquered.
Decolonization, therefore, takes into serious consideration the re-appropriation of space and
place in relation to the new meanings, values, and practices resulting from said re-appropriation.
The transformation of space into a place of resistance and reexistence must hence also emerge
from a collective struggle.

Scholars writing about epistemic decolonization by citing other scholars who write about
decolonizing knowledge is an important task insofar as it visibilizes other knowledges, but this

alone is not enough. As Zibechi (2015) argues,
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My argument is that decolonization is a process of class/race/gender/generational
struggles and conflicts, in which the process is made up of subjects that embody
decolonization. In short, there is no decolonization (neither political, cultural, nor
epistemic) outside the framework of multiple/heterogeneous conflicts. But conflicts
involve two central questions: collective subjects to lead them and the ability to
create a new world so that the oppressed do not repeat history that leads them to
take the place of the oppressor. This statement may seem obvious, but an important
part of the work on coloniality/decoloniality highlights peoples as victims of
colonialism but does not emphasize their status as collective actors. An
emancipatory critical thought, in my view, cannot be limited to seeing oppressions,

but must also focus on the paths and forms of action to overcome them, based on

the lived experience of the collective subjects born in the world of the oppressed....

There can be no decolonization in general; it must be short, face to face, direct,

territorial... it is a horizon of collective and individual transformation, material and

symbolic. (p. 109)

Zibechi’s (2015) reflection on decolonization indicates the importance of reclaiming
territorial struggles and the relation these struggles have with concrete meaning-making
practices. Reappropriating space, as Maria informed me, was an integral part of the student
movement. Giving new meaning to a seemingly neutral space or non-place such as the
university, in this regard, becomes subversive and transgressive (Auge, 1995). At UNAH, the
reappropriation of space consisted of painting murals throughout the university, politicizing the
university’s main plaza with music, speeches, theatrical performances, concerts, forums, and
public assemblies. It entailed, in other words, territoriality aimed at building a place in which
new experiences and meanings could emerge. Territoriality surpasses, furthermore, our
understanding of liberal public spaces where individual actors engage in contractual
relationships. I discuss later in this chapter how university student activists conceived of space
and place in relation to the university’s autonomy and how they gave new meaning to a space of

indifference. The forum in which I participated at the end of my fieldwork illustrates how student

activists opened pedagogical spaces to give the university new meaning. In the next section, |
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direct the reader’s attention to the ways in which student activists opened pedagogical spaces in

which knowledges and collective lived experiences were shared intergenerationally.

Student Movement Forum

The forum organized by student activists, which I was invited to, took place at the Juan
Lindo Auditorium at the National Autonomous University of Honduras. When I arrived at the
auditorium, right before going inside, I saw dozens of students waiting in line. Other students sat
on the benches nearby while others sat on the grass under some shade. I did not expect so many
students to show up. Once I made my way inside, I sat in the front row next to Mario and his
family. I noticed that Mario was a little frustrated because a projector had not been set up yet. At
first, he thought we would have to present without our PowerPoint presentation. This meant that
our presentation would not make much sense without the images we decided to include on the
slides. Luckily, the forum began 30 minutes after its scheduled time, giving Mario some time to
borrow a projector from Eduardo who was in the engineering building at the time.

In this forum, I had the opportunity to listen to Dr. Juan Almendares, who is now 80
years old, share his experience as the rector of the National Autonomous University of Honduras
(UNAH) in the early 1980s, a time period when Honduras confirmed its status as a neocolony.
When I first met Mario at a coffee shop ten months ago, he described Almendares’ experience as
a perfect example to understand UNAH in the present. As I sat next to Mario in the front row,
waiting for students to write name plates and place water bottles in the front table where we
would sit, I remembered that in our first meeting Mario had mentioned Almendares’ unwavering
support of social movements. Since he was deposed as UNAH’s rector, he has lived a life as a
public intellectual and activist, linking his thoughts and acts of solidarity with social struggles in

Honduras and Latin America. From what Mario shared with me, I learned that Almendares’

199



solidarity with environmental, Indigenous, campesino, feminist, and student movements
triggered a curiosity in many student activists to unearth the reasons why he was pushed out of
the university. Why would a person who had dedicated his life collaborating with and working
alongside social movements not be valued by a university which claims, at least in its organic
law (Organic Law, 2004), that it aims to transform society through solidarity and knowledge
production linked to the social, political, and economic problems of Honduras? Why depose a
person whose work demonstrates these objectives and much more? To find answers to these
questions, Mario and other student activists took a careful look at the geopolitical context in
which Almendares found himself. They decided to uncover a past that had greatly shaped the
university they wanted to transform. They learned that their struggle was an enduring one and
that is was intimately related to an authoritarian and violent context in which dissidence is
forbidden, no different to the 1980s.

It is thus that Mario decided to use Almendares’ story to talk to me about the reasons why
students needed to organize in associations to reclaim a university that was besieged, occupied,
and recolonized under new logics in 1982, when the confluence of military, economic, and
ideological forces violated the university’s autonomy by undemocratically placing Oswaldo
Ramos Soto as UNAH’s rector (Borgen, 2005). According to an article published by the
Chronicle of Higher Education (Anonymous, 1988), Soto was suspected of having ties to
General Alvarez Martinez, a School of the Americas graduate who headed the military forces
and dictated the actions of the infamous Battalion 316. The university, consequently, prohibited
the production of critical oppositional knowledge, criminalized student activism and
organization, and eliminated potential threats to the geopolitical maneuvers in the region. In

addition to the installation of one of the largest US military bases in Honduras, the university
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legitimated the United States’ colonial military presence in Central America. The former
provided the material force necessary to repress oppositional voices, organizations, and social
movements while the latter offered the ideological and symbolic power to justify the brutal
actions taken against student activists and anyone daring to question the neocolonial
reconfigurations in the region.

Since 1982, university authorities have worked diligently to create an authoritarian
political culture that could effectively control and manage student activism and organization by
delimiting representation to traditional student political fronts. In the Chronicle of Higher
Education article mentioned above, Almendares is cited describing one of the conservative
political student fronts as ‘an armed group with links to the military high command’
(Anonymous, 1988, p. A41). Almendares expressed that ‘Since 1980...the organization
[conservative student front] has participated in the kidnapping, torture, and murder of leftist
students, creating a ‘climate of terror’ at the university’ (p. A41). In fact, the university’s new
rector also belonged to this conservative organization as a university student (Perdomo, 2016).
According to Mario and Almendares, Soto used his power and connection to the military to
repress student activists and prevent, at all costs, the radical democratization of the university
and the direct participation of students and professors in the university’s governing council. Very
little has changed regarding these undemocratic, authoritarian practices sustained by the
“parasitocracy” of which university authorities and student political fronts continue to form part.
Important to consider is that student political fronts formed part of the hidden curriculum of the
university, where students learned how to do politics the “right” way, that is, within the limits
established by the State. This rendered everything outside of party politics illegitimate and

potentially dangerous. Indeed, students thinking outside of the logics of party politics and the
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State threatened the status quo. It is for this reason that student activists in Latin America have
been disappeared, so that their voices would never be heard.

It is not surprising that many Honduran presidents once had leadership positions in
student political fronts at the university. Juan Orlando Hernandez Alvarado, the president of
Honduras, for example, was also the president of the abovementioned conservative student
political front at UNAH (Perdomo, 2016). Ordorika (2003) considers these organizations as
“student gangs” which are instrumental to university authorities as well as politicians who see
oppositional groups as a threat to the academic and political elite (p. 376). After the coup of
2009, students began to organize within each academic program, college, and campus to
challenge the student political fronts and the authoritarian political culture they helped sustain.
Reclaiming [reivindicando] the democratic principles the student movement gained in 1957 (e.g.,
autonomy, academic freedom, co-governance, free tuition, social responsibility) and adapting
them to the contemporary sociopolitical context became integral to the student movement’s
collective efforts.

Since the coup, student activists began to weave a political culture grounded in a
horizontal political organization aimed at ridding the university from its authoritarian tendencies
and practices. By doing so, they pushed student political fronts to the side, paving a way toward
the radical democratization of the university where, as student activists expressed many times,
los de abajo mandan y los de arriba obedecen [those from below command and the ones above
obey]. This decolonial attitude toward reclaiming power from below is drawn from the
Zapatistas who coined the dictum and put it into practice: mandar obedeciendo [lead by
obeying]. In subsequent sections, I describe in more detail the democratization of university

governance. | argue that the democratic project initiated by the university student movement
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entails decolonial openings and futurities insofar as it is inextricably related to the decolonization
of power, knowledge, and being.

Many of the details I have provided so far may seem strictly related to UNAH and its
institutional crisis and possible democratization. Much of what unfolds within the university,
however, is interconnected with the global, regional, and national contexts. The coup of 2009,
for instance, and the fraudulent elections of 2013 and 2017 which gave birth to a dictatorial
right-wing regime linked to drug trafficking (Palmer & Malkin, 2019), neoextractivism, and
displacement are interconnected to global capitalism’s neocolonial reconfiguration (Pitts et al.,
2016). Since the coup, additionally, hundreds of thousands of people took to the streets not only
to demand the return of an ousted president. Instead, they demanded for the right to have rights
(Arendt, 1973), something that has always been denied to those dwelling on the other side of the
abyssal line of nonbeing (Santos, 2018). As Xiomara Zelaya-Castro recently mentioned in an
interview, “The US has turned Honduras into a laboratory for new forms of colonization in Latin
America” (Romero, 2019). Within this reconfigured, neoextractivist colonialism initiated after
the coup of 2009, Honduras lost the little autonomy and sovereignty that was gained through
social struggle. Zelaya-Castro states,

27 days before the ‘De facto government’ of Roberto Micheletti [immediate

successor of Manuel Zelaya after the coup d’etat of 2009] handed over executive

power, 150 mining concessions were granted, and hundreds of environmental
licenses have been given in an unbridled manner, initiating conflicts in
communities primarily composed of indigenous and Afro-descendants. Today,

there are 854 extractive concessions for the exploitation of mines, forests and rivers,

which are really affecting the conditions in which these communities live. [my

translation]

The university is implicated in these neocolonial reconfigurations. Its silence says everything. As

Almendares mentioned in the forum, “There is something that is not often admitted by

academics and liberals”, and with his soothing and heartwarming voice expressed, “we never
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admit that Honduras is occupied militarily by the United States” [nunca admitimos que
Honduras estd ocupada militarmente por los estados unidos]. He is right. We never admit that
we live in a neocolony and that we are also internally colonized by the White-mestizo elite. In
relation to the university’s autonomy, Almendares expressed that the university ceased to be
autonomous when it remained silent and indifferent in the presence of injustice. The university
thus does not only foment apathy, pathetic nihilism, and passivity; rather, to use the words of
Castoriadis (2011), it is one of the most important institutions “propagating the desert” of
indifference and irrationality (p. 27), while proclaiming itself as a site in which absolute
knowledge and “rational mastery” are produced (Castoriadis, 1991, p. 6). The university,
therefore, with its complicity with power, helped legitimate a coup which has resulted in the
colonization of autonomous territories in Honduras, including Indigenous and campesino
communities as well as the National Autonomous University of Honduras.

In times when structure, agency, and relations of power have been decentered and
deconstructed, colonialism and collective struggles seem more like a strange thing from a distant
past. That which formed part of modernity’s grand narratives no longer holds any currency in
what has been conceived as a postmodern and postcolonial world. If we were to only deconstruct
the dominant discourse, even if it is only a knowledge practice enacted in privileged spaces with
little resonance in most parts of the world, then things will somehow be less oppressive and more
just. However, the millions who continue to struggle against displacement, incarceration,
militarization, extractivism, patriarchy, and neoliberal recolonization know that deconstruction
(even if this concept is not employed) is a small piece to a much larger and complex puzzle
(Smith, 1999). As the Maori anthropologist Linda Tuhiwai Smith (1999) addresses in her work,

deconstruction does not create the material conditions to stop people from dying. A more
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politically engaged approach to research is demanded where being and knowing with activists
seeks to strengthen their social struggle.

Collective action and varying forms of organizing politically are the few ways student
activists have begun to rethink the university in radically democratic terms, which involves
conceiving of it as a territorial struggle. Since its emergence, the student movement made this
sentiment clear: UNAH belongs to the people; the university belongs to everyone; UNAH is our
territory; UNAH is your home; it does not belong to those in power [La universidad es del
pueblo, la universidad es de todas y todos;, La UNAH es nuestro territorio; la UNAH es tu casa;
no le pertenece a los que tienen poder]. The university, student activists claim, must be
transformed into a place in which knowledges and practices born in struggle converge. In a post-
coup context in which territories are being sold off indiscriminately to mining, agriculture,
logging, and textile companies, autonomous territories, such as the National Autonomous
University of Honduras, must be defended at all costs. The little that remains autonomous to the
State must be defended from being absorbed by capitalism’s relentless commodification and
colonization. It might sound like I am exaggerating the urgency of these matters. I wish that were

the case.
Geopolitics and the Recolonization of the University

In this section I describe in more detail Juan Almendares’ story to contextualize the
authoritarian political culture briefly discussed above. Between 1979-1982, the US Ambassador
to Honduras, Jack Binns, who was appointed by Jimmy Carter, began to report human rights
violations and continued to do so during the Reagan administration. These reports included the
kidnapping, torture, rape, and assassination of a group of nuns in El Salvador in 1980, the same

year and a couple months after Monsignor Oscar Romero was assassinated (Borgen, 2005). It
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was during this time period that Juan Almendares headed the National Autonomous University
of Honduras (UNAH) alongside the University Council in which university administrators
(rector, directors, and deans), professors, and students participated. Shared governance still
formed part of the democratic life at UNAH. Shared governance, let me clarify, differs from the
hierarchical and delegated governance model described by an article published by the Chronicle
of Higher Education:

The truth is that all legal authority in any university originates from one place and

one place only: its governing board. Whether it is a private college created by a

charter, or a public institution established by law or constitution, the legal right and

obligation to exercise authority over an institution is vested in and flows from its
board. Typically, the board then formally delegates authority over the day-to-day
operation of the institution (often in an official ‘memorandum of delegation’) to the
president, who, in turn, may delegate authority over certain parts of university
management to other university officials—for example, granting authority over
academic personnel and programs to the provost as the chief academic officer, and

so on (Olson, 2009, p. A33).

Shared governance at UNAH, in contradistinction to this hierarchical definition, includes
students and professors not as delegates that will form part of some ad hoc committee, but rather
as elected members who will have equal decision-making power at all executive and
administrative levels, including the university’s highest governing council. Co-governance, as
mentioned above, was coopted in the early 1980s.

In 1981, Jack Binns was asked to resign, mainly because his reports did not align well
with the United States’ geopolitical intentions in the region (Borgen, 2005). The information he
had to offer to the international community, in other words, would have revealed the US’s
financial, logistical, and tactical support to regimes with human rights violations. John Dimitri
Negroponte, whose name still brings memories of terror to families who lost their loved ones at

the time, was assigned as ambassador to Honduras by Ronald Reagan (Borgen, 2005). Why do I

refer to these events that took place so long ago? How is this related to UNAH today and the
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student activists I worked with for over one year? Primarily, I refer to these events to
contextualize the ways in which the university’s autonomy was violated and the ways in which
the university became an instrument of power and a place where critical thought was repressed,
paralleling what transpired after the coup of 2009. Secondly, I discuss these events because
student activists such as Mario refuse to forget the 1980s and the university’s instrumental role in
legitimizing the geopolitics of knowledge and power. Thirdly, I mention these historical facts
because they reveal a moment in time when the university was unmistakably recolonized. The
atrocities of the 1980s, lastly, are not a list of events one retrieves from a history textbook.
Instead, past events form part of the collective memories of social movements, including the one
expressed by student activists.

Collective memories manifest themselves occasionally in forums such as the ones
organized by student activists. In this forum, a storyteller who lived and survived a tumultuous
time period was invited to share with a much younger generation the university’s role in society.
Collective memories are the oral histories that will never be written but will always be
remembered, invigorated, and rewritten by ongoing social struggles led by youth movements.
These stories compose the infinite number of unwritten books that are narrated by those who
choose to remember a past many prefer to forget. In the dictatorial context in which social
movements have emerged, the storyteller creates, to use Benjamin’s (1969) words, the “means to
seize hold of a memory as it flashed up at a moment of danger” in order to “wrest tradition away
from a conformism that is about to overpower it....where even the dead will not be safe from the
enemy if he wins” (p. 255). Although Benjamin spoke of the historian’s role in retrieving these
memories, here, a storyteller shares not only their individual lived experience but rather brings to

light the knowledges which emerged from said experiences and the way these stories are
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embodied by ongoing social struggles. These actions of remembrance are enacted in the present
and directed toward an uncertain future. Remembering and storytelling form part of a social
movement’s pedagogy of hope and affectivity. As Andreotti (2019) expresses, this pedagogy of
hope is more of “an invitation to re-imagine and experience education as collective onto-genesis:
an expansion of horizons and constellations of knowledges, affect, lived experiences,
sensibilities, temporalities, spatialities, rhythms, neuro-metabolic processes, and possibilities of
(co)existence” (p. 62). Collective memories are therefore pedagogical, intergenerational, and
transgressive.

As Almendares continued to speak in the forum, he made sure to remind others to remain
critical of the Unites States’ military occupation of Honduras, the university’s complicity with
power, and the implications of co-governing the university. When Almendares narrated his
encounter with the US ambassador in 1982, he first said that he received a call from the US
Embassy to schedule a meeting with John Negroponte. He recalled the moment he walked into
Negroponte’s office. The ambassador’s wooden desk sat elevated, on top of some sort of
platform, while Almendares’ chair was positioned directly across, on a lower level. Negroponte
sat on a throne and was king of Central America. He did not move or stand up when Almendares
walked in. He did not shake his hand either. Negroponte simply sat there and stared at him. To
use Almendares’ words, “he sat there like a gestapo ready to interrogate and torture his
prisoner.”

According to Almendares, the ambassador finally asked him whether he was planning to
get reelected as UNAH’s rector. Instead of answering his question, Almendares responded with a
question in return, asking Negroponte if he knew when the United States’ military forces were

planning to leave Honduras and Central America (as Almendares narrated this encounter, the

208



audience with over 300 students and professors gave him a round of applause while others
whistled and cheered). Almendares said that Negroponte replied by telling him that he would
make sure to answer his question once he was reelected as rector. For Almendares, this was a
sarcastic answer because Negroponte somehow knew he would not be allowed to be reelected.
The brief exchange passive and not-so-passive aggressive words concluded their meeting.
Almendares walked away from US ambassador’s throne, somewhat agitated, in violation of the
decorum expected of a subaltern Honduran.

That same year, Almendares received the majority of votes during the university’s
elections (Borgen, 2005). The Honduran Supreme Court, however, immediately intervened and
annulled the election’s results, thereby violating the university’s autonomy (Borgen, 2005). Soon
after his victory, the chief justice of the Honduran Supreme Court contacted Juan Almendares.
He told Almendares the following: “If you tell this story, I probably will be killed. I don’t want
that to happen. I want to tell you that we were called by Negroponte, General Alvarez, and the
President of Honduras. They called all the judges of the Supreme Court to a meeting. The
purpose of the meeting was to prevent your reelection at all costs. Because you and the political
forces behind you are a threat to national security” (Borgen, 2005, 27:17). New elections were
held in which Almendares was not allowed to participate. Oswaldo Ramos Soto, the right-wing
faculty member with ties to the military, as mentioned above, won the rigged elections. Since
then, UNAH has been run by members of the conservative national party. It is to no surprise that,
in 1982, student activist Eduardo Becerra Lanza and Félix Martinez Medina, the president of the
university’s workers union, were kidnapped and assassinated, while hundreds of other student
and social activists were disappeared (Fox, 2011). The following depiction of murdered activists

is what university student activists refuse to forget:
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One afternoon, in the summer of 1982, I received a call from Alexander Hernandez,
Chief of the Batallion 3-16, which at that time was called the Directorate of Special
Investigations (DIES). He told me in an understandable code between us: ‘there are
two packages that you must pick up.’ I went to the site indicated to me, and there,
a police officer handed me Felix Martinez and Eduardo Lanza, with the following
orders: ‘El Flaco (Eduardo) must be disappeared so that no one ever finds his body;
As for the Big One (Felix) leave him in the open field with wounds such that no
communist who sees him wants to be in his skin.” At night we drove to the South
and in a remote place, we got out of the car to open a pit. When it was finished, I
ordered Lanza to lie inside it. He then told me that he was a leader of the Federation
of University Students and if we could give him a paper and pencil to write a note
to his mother. I responded by giving the order to shoot him. But my friend did it so
badly that the boy shouted and there were houses nearby. I decided to shoot him in
the head with a silencer gun. When he was finally still, we covered him with lime
to avoid the bad smell. Then we continued further south. We arrived at Concepcion
de Maria, and at a place called Las Pintadas, we stopped. It was Felix Martinez’s
turn. We shot him three times in the chest. Then we stabbed him 69 times all over
the body, except his face. The order was that it would be possible to identify him.
(Drucker, 1986, p. 24)

This account has also been told in the third person in a preliminary report published in English
by Human Rights Watch (1994). That year thus marked the beginning of the era of terror which
made its horrific reappearance with the coup of 2009. It seems that the brutal residues of the past
always live in the present, tending to manifest themselves in times of sociopolitical and

economic crises as they aim to reconfigure power through violent force.
A Political Culture in Crisis

It was in 1982 when the university began to establish an authoritarian political culture
seeking to silence, repress, and disappear oppositional voices and bodies. Student political fronts
coopted democratic co-governance and supplanted the democratic principles previously
established by student movement of 1957 with a clientelist and authoritarian political culture in
which loyal political party members could reap the benefits (Perdomo, 2016). After the coup of
2009, however, a politicized student contingent helped organize other university students in

alternative forms such as in student associations according to academic programs [asociaciones
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de carrera], independent student movements [movimientos y colectivos independientes], and
broad-based political platforms such as the University Student Movement (Movimiento
Estudiantil Universitario).

With the liberal and conservative consensus broken after the coup, the political culture
inside the university dominated by party politics was also shattered. These were the unexpected
and indeed paradoxical consequences of the coup. As [ mentioned in previous chapters,
organized resistance did not diminish within a repressive sociopolitical context. The coup, albeit
successful in reconfiguring the political economy according to neoextractivist and colonial
logics, failed tremendously since traditional party politics no longer holds a hegemonic position
both at the national and institutional levels. They have lost all legitimacy and can only sustain
themselves strictly by force and violence. The dominant political culture may only hold on to
power through coercion instead of persuasion. In an online video conference streamed by the
University Student Movement’s Facebook page with over 200,000 followers, I was invited to
participate in discussing the difference between domination and hegemony and clarified, using a
Gramscian perspective, that the latter requires persuasion to outweigh coercion.

La crisis de la hegemonia material del capitalismo se pudo observar en el 2008. La

crisis de la hegemonia simbolica del neoliberalismo es notable con el resurgimiento

de gobiernos derechistas, autoritarios y fascistas. La dominacion ahora prevalece.

Cuando la dominacion supera la persuasion retorica del discurso neoliberal,

podemos decir que la hegemonia se encuentra en crisis. El movimiento estudiantil

nos ha ensefiado que el estudiante se opone tanto a las practicas autoritarias de la

universidad como la del sistema politico tradicional. Esto ha agudizado la crisis

hegemonica del neoliberalismo y a puesto un obstaculo formidable en contra de la
contrareforma universitaria. Quiero concluir esta ponencia con lo que dijo Berta
sobre la democracia: ‘no creemos que la democracia sé6lo la “ejerce” el pueblo
cuando va a votar a las urnas; la democracia, el poder y la refundacion es otra cosa;

tiene que ver con justicia, equidad, desapegarnos del patriarcado, del racismo, del

capitalismo y fortalecer nuestras propuestas de vida...que son contrarios a ese

proyecto de muerte y dominacién.” La universidad, sin duda, ha sido un instrumento

de muerte y ha sido uno de los pilares coloniales mas duraderos. Ahora, mas que
nunca, necesitamos refundar la universidad. [The crisis of capitalism’s material
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hegemony was best observed in 2008. The crisis of symbolic hegemony of

neoliberalism can also be observed with the resurgence of right-wing, authoritarian

and fascist governments. Domination through coercion now prevails. When

domination overcomes the rhetorical persuasion of neoliberal discourse, we can say

that hegemony is in crisis. The student movement has taught us that students

opposes both the authoritarian practices of the university and that of the traditional

political system. This has exacerbated the hegemonic crisis of neoliberalism and

put a formidable obstacle against the university counter-reform. I want to conclude

this presentation with what Berta Caceres said about democracy: “We don’t believe

that democracy only is ‘exercised’ by the people when they go to vote at the polls;

democracy, power and refoundation is another thing; it has to do with justice,

equity, and delinking from patriarchy, racism, and capitalism and strengthening our

purpose in life... that are contrary to that project of death and domination.” The

university, without doubt, has been an instrument of death and has been one of the

most enduring colonial pillars. Now, more than ever, we need to rebuild the

university. ]
When in crisis, however, domination makes its brutal appearance, evidenced by the emerging
fascist tendencies in Latin America, North America, and Europe. In other words, when
persuasion loses its effectiveness, domination, that is, coercion, manipulation, torture, and death
form part of the solution to maintain power. With the coup and with the protests that ensued, the
multidimensional face of domination peeked its head out to reveal itself. Unveiling power’s true
face through protest has also been recently evidenced in other struggles, such as in Ecuador,
Chile, Columbia, and Haiti. When violence is used rather than persuasion, we may very well
determine that neoliberalism’s hegemony has begun to lose its rhetorical charm. It is in that
moment that university students confirmed their distrust in party politics and decided to engage
in the political in different terms.

Changing the terms of the conversation means more than epistemic or discursive
delinking (Mignolo, 2009). It is instead a political disobedience implicated ethically and
entangled epistemically. It is about the knowledges born in social struggles that are constantly

moving, adapting, and refusing to be fixed. This means that border thinking, pluriversal

hermeneutics, and a decolonial attitude are not enough if they are abstracted from their concrete
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sociopolitical contexts. What is demanded instead is a sociology of emergence which seriously
considers collective resistance in relation to varying and multiple epistemological positions
(Santos, 2018).

The emergence of alternative forms of organizing corresponds to the opening of
alternative sites of knowledge production and learning. Student activists organized their own
research teams to analyze the series of reforms implemented after the coup, studied the
constitution to learn the rights they were being denied according to the university’s organic law,
and published dozens of articles in their widely read WordPress Newspaper and Facebook page.
In the process, they uncovered how co-governance had been coopted and came up with ways to
reclaim what was rightfully theirs. They learned that students belonging to traditional political
fronts were handpicked [puestos de dedo] by the university’s authority to illegitimately
participate in the University Council. This was, according to Mario, Julio, Erica, Hector,
Eduardo, and Maria, yet another violation of university autonomy and the co-governance
structure established by UNAH’s Organic Law of 1957, when the university student movement
at the time gained the university’s autonomy through massive protests.

The reason why students have been handpicked to participate in co-governance relates to
the way university authorities are selected. University council members, for instance, are
responsible for appointing members of the Board of Trustees. The latter, in turn, is responsible
for hiring the university’s administrative and executive structure, which includes the rector,
deans, and directors of regional campuses. At UNAH, the Board of Trustees has maintained the
corrupt authoritarian, clientelist, and nepotist political culture intact, evidenced by the fact that
they did not oppose the former rector’s intent to be reelected (an illegal act according to the

organic law) for a third term. When students serving in the university council are handpicked by
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UNAH’s rector, selecting members of the Board of Trustees becomes a unilateral decision, for
the role of handpicked students is precisely to vote according to the rector’s vote. Coopting
student representation, in addition, allowed the rector to select loyal Board of Trustees members
who would, in turn, help the rector stay in power. With student associations articulated as the
University Student Movement and with the occupation of the university’s main and regional
campuses, however, the rector was prevented from serving a third term when she was forced to
resign. The resignation of an illegitimately imposed rector, nonetheless, was only the first step in
democratizing the university. Indeed, the democratization of the university is not an end but
rather a means to transforming the university. As Mario added during the forum at the Juan
Lindo Auditorium:

Our struggle to democratize university governance is a means and not an end.

Democratizing the university is an issue that requires a reformist political project.

We need to break away from the neoliberal university to transform it into a popular

pluriversity. This must form part of the reformist spirit we have been talking about

for so long. The university student movement is a few steps away from

democratizing university governance. Now, our main challenge is to build a radical

democracy which at the same time aims for a profound decolonial transformation.
It is important to emphasize that Mario’s knowledge has influenced my own thinking and that
my thinking has influenced his own understanding of the university and its social implications.
An intersubjective and collective epistemic minga, as Santos (2018) takes up the campesino and
Indigenous term referring to collective and cooperative ways of producing for the community, is
what was created through our constant collaboration in urgent research projects or in writing
political statements with other student activists. Before, Mario did not use the term decolonial or
pluriversity, and I hardly used the term reform in the same way he understood it. In working

together, different concepts came up, such as radical democracy, which now forms part of this

dissertation and the University Student Movement’s most recent political project. In one of our

214



meetings which no longer felt like meetings, Mario said “you have changed the way I think of
certain things” [vos has venido a cambiar mi forma de pensar las cosas]. I expressed the same
thing to him. On another occasion, I sent him a WhatsApp message on some ideas I had been
thinking regarding the radical democratization of the university and society.

Since Juan Antonio Herndndez Alvarado [the Honduran president’s brother] was
indicted in the United States District Court for the Southern District of New York,
there have been massive protests across the country, organized primarily by
students and youth in general. For the first time, students from private universities
joined the social struggle as did the Chilean student movement several years ago.
The student movement in Honduras is not, as I have repeated many times, a
movement aimed at transforming the university through a representative
democracy. It has to do more with changing the social relations of power and
knowledge. It’s about the radical link it should have with society and its diverse
actors and communities. It’s about decolonizing the social, epistemic, and
ontological institutions and structures that subjugate entire peoples and
communities. Let’s consider the actions and practices that take place in the streets.
On the one hand, massive mobilizations offer a glimpse of hope and happiness. On
the other hand, when the military police make their spectacular appearance, a
darkness envelops everything in its path. The military police repress by firing live
rounds at protesters who simply want to defend the dignity of their people and
communities. The streets, nonetheless, become educational spaces where people
from diverse backgrounds come together to create the conditions of possibility of
building a radically democratic country. Much of the research (usually informed by
postmodern and postcolonial theory) conducted by social scientists argues against
state-centered forms of protest, but I think state-centrism is only problematic when
taking power is the goal rather than creating alternative sociabilities. Protesting here
in Honduras is not about taking power but getting rid of a dictator who is clearly in
the way of our democratic project of organizing a National Constituent Assembly.
A constituent national assembly will require the participation of all social
movements. It is not a question of taking power, but rather of reconfiguring power
horizontally and socially. Continuing to conceive of power vertically is the problem
with Eurocentric theories of the State. When the collective is built among various
actors in struggle, power is built from below and through reciprocal social
relationship. If political parties dominate the terms and conditions of the constituent
national assembly, then power will once again be reconfigured vertically and leave
out social movements and prevent the construction of a radical and participatory
democracy. Even if it’s a leftist political party in opposition to the conservative
party, let’s not allow any party to strip away the people of their legitimate right to
self-determination. If we are going to build a new society, we will have to distance
ourselves or perhaps break away from the nation-state. We will not only have to
distinguish these terms (nation and state) conceptually but we must also separate
them in practice. If they are understood isomorphically, we will result with a
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homogenizing nation-state, where one group will represent the ideal “personhood”
of a heterogenous territory. The alterity of others, consequently, will be annihilated
as has always been the case. If we are going to build something beyond the nation-
state, let us think what a state rooted in and self-determined by autonomous
campesino, Indigenous, Black, and urban communities will look like. Maybe we
have to get rid of these concepts altogether. This does not mean we must configure
a new political map, but rather of changing the meaning of being part of a territory
where radical democracy underpins the practices and knowledges of all the
communities that are within the geographical demarcations that we consider
Honduras. There is no recipe to make this happen. However, to achieve this we, at
least, need what Dussel (2009) calls “a plural and united general will” where a
project will be built intersubjectively and collectively (p. 138), where power will
be reconfigured horizontally through the articulations of the diverse social sectors
of Honduras, particularly conformed and informed by social movements that
struggle every day to rethink and reconfigure the country in more radical terms.
Finally, to break away from neoliberalism’s colonizing logic expressed through
individualistic values, the collective must be strengthened to avoid the
fragmentation caused by possessive individualism. This does not mean that there
will be no differences and conflicts between individuals or diverse groups once we
start building a new society. Rather, through these tensions we hope to strengthen
our democracy. Let us avoid, at all costs, when it is our time to build a new society,
that those who wield communicative power and communicative action continue to
silence the people and communities that have resisted colonialism, neocolonialism,
and internal colonialism for 527 years. It is not for nothing that the word radical, if
we take its original meaning, refers to that which has roots. We do not want a liberal
democracy where the sum of individuals determines the direction of the diverse
communities found in this territory we now know as Honduras. What we want is
something more radical, something that is rooted in our communities and in our
sense and way of being. Let us root our radical democracy in our territories and
build something truly historical, where future generations will be able to see and
feel the past in the present as the path to the future.

When he read my long message, he asked me if he could publish it in the University Student
Movement’s WordPress. I said that it would be nice to have students read my thoughts and to
critique it. Although I previously did not know that this form of member checking existed, it
became the most valuable way to share what I had learned with student activists. The epistemic
minga thus consisted of sharing as well as collaborating in research that many times strayed
away from my research proposal, that is, it moved toward strengthening, however little possible,

the University Student Movement’s political project. Never was I a lead investigator or
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discussant in our laborious meetings and research projects, which points to decolonial research
practices disrupting epistemic extractivism and colonizing methodologies (Grosfoguel, 2016;
Smith, 1999). As a collaborator, instead, I simply contributed to the discussions and at times
shared texts that were difficult to find. In our first meetings, on the other hand, Mario told me
that my thoughts were important to the meetings and discussion but that at times they were too
academic and abstract, and he was right. It took some time to learn to contribute with more
concrete examples. [ had to sacrifice the academic in me to learn how to think with, know with,

and be with those in struggle.
Student Movement’s Politico-Academic Project

Although cooptation and coercion have been (and continue to be) undeniable factors
impeding the democratization of the university, student activists have continued to restructure
and rearticulate the student movement horizontally. To create a horizontal student organization,
student activists have organized student associations in each discipline. Coopting students has
become more difficult within a horizontal structure with multiple and diverse leaders,
spokespeople, delegates, secretaries, and representatives who are held accountable in public
assemblies. Horizontality, concomitant with a radical political culture, has begun to rid the
university from its impregnated authoritarianism which began its gestation in 1982. As a result,
the authoritarian political culture no longer has the hegemonic position it once enjoyed.
University reform implemented without student participation, for instance, would be faced with
massive protests and long-term occupations.

The university is now a place of contestation where students are continuing to weave a
radically democratic political culture of their own, organized as a network of student associations

or, better yet, as a complex ensemble of social relations through which the political and cultural
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are intermeshed (Gramsci, 1971). Maintaining this network articulated within an institution
receiving a flow of new students every year, however, is not an easy task. In one of our
conversations, Mario described newly admitted students as less political. A higher percentage of
admitted students come from the middle and upper class since the College Board admissions test
was implemented (Mendoza, 2014). This may be a contributing factor to the depoliticization of
university students. While more students attending public schools are filtered out of public
universities by entrance exams and thus are prevented from attending public universities, an
increasing number of students exposed to the “international” curriculum taught in private
bilingual schools teaching the knowledge the College Board evaluates are being accepted by
UNAH. When I interviewed Julio, he emphasized the need to change these exclusive entrance
exams.

Another issue that we have is the admissions exam designed by the College Board.

If you fail to pass the exam three times, you are prevented permanently from

attending a public university. If these students still want to get a higher education,

they must go to private universities. This mercantilist logic which commodifies

education has been adopted by our autonomous national university when it enforced

an admissions exam and when it imposed other exams specific to each academic

program. What we see is a decline in student enrollment and fewer academic

programs offered at the university. In contrast, we see a steady rise in student

enrollment in the private sector. Certainly, student enrollment is increasing in

private universities, but this does not mean that it is because there is a real capacity

of the Honduran population to pay for a private education. But there is no other

alternative, which leads many to take out loans for simply wanting to receive a

higher education when the state can provide a higher education to many more

students.
As student activists democratize university governance, they have realized that the curriculum
and the academic programs offered must also form an integral part of what they call their

academic-political project. In the next section, I discuss in more detail the “international”

curriculum disguising the neocolonial efforts to restructure the university’s governing bodies and
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curriculum. How student activists conceptualize the curriculum in relation to their academic-

political project is discussed in subsequent sections.

Neocolonial Curriculum and Governance

Imagine a world where a curriculum is implemented to dictate what knowledge
universities should teach, how it should be taught, what type of research and approaches are
likely to yield promising results, that is, lucrative results (a contradiction of what an autonomous
and socially responsible scientific/academic/intellectual practice should look like), and what
instruments should be used to evaluate said knowledge production. Imagine the impact this
curriculum has on the overall education system in each country as PK-12 schools aspire to meet,
what I call, the curricular adjustment plans dictated from above. I also want you to imagine a
world where a neocolonial curriculum is used to instruct, evaluate, and enforce the
implementation of said curriculum. What mechanisms are used to implement this neocolonial
curriculum? Which international organizations are involved? Who benefits from these curricular
adjustment plans? Who is excluded? What impact does this neocolonial curriculum have on
public universities and on public education in general? These questions point to international
economic and financial organizations such as the World Bank (WB), International Monetary
Fund (IMF, and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
(Burbules & Torres, 2000; Torres, 2009, 2014; Torres & Schugurensky, 2002). Knowing the
organizations responsible for designing said neocolonial curriculum is not enough, however,
because it does not address its concrete implementation. It also hides the ways in which
curriculum is resisted on the ground.

In order to meet the conditionalities and standards imposed by international economic

and financial organizations responsible for designing the neocolonial curriculum, universities in
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the peripheries must increase their competitiveness. They must move along a ranking system and
meet a set of criteria elaborated in the Global North and implemented by the domestic elite
(Ordorika & Lloyd, 2015). Foucault (1975) was right when he discussed ranking as both a form
of discipline and punishment: “Discipline rewards simply by the play of awards, thus making it
possible to attain higher ranks and places; it punishes by reversing this process. Rank in itself
serves as a reward or punishment” (p. 181). Within this ranking system, scholars must publish in
prestigious journals which usually entails publishing in English, thinking with dominant
theoretical perspectives, and capturing reality by effectively employing rigorous methodologies.
Scientific production is, additionally, limited to increasing patents usually sold off to the highest
corporate bidders or handed over to corporate donors who have become the rightful owners of
said patents (Lander, 2008). Higher education reform, in this regard, aims to increase efficiency
and productivity. The coloniality of the curriculum consequently positions universities in the
Global South as traditional institutions in need of development and progress. Discursively
positioned as backward institutions, universities, as a result, must promote how to think like the
developed modern world and must do whatever it takes to outperform other universities to
compete for potential transnational companies interested in the products universities in the
Global South have to offer, namely, the cheap skilled labor produced by universities.

The coloniality of education reform becomes more evident when considering the
discourse on traditional and inefficient institutions which can only be fixed, developed, and
modernized by external agents. This resonates with the evolutionary and developmentalist
discourses of the 19th century and modernist perspectives in the second half of the 20th century.
The white man’s burden is to civilize others in the political, social, and economic image of its

own Whiteness. Pedagogy, additionally, has been reduced to efficient teaching practices. It no
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longer refers to the complex ensemble of learning processes that intersect the social, political,
economic, and cultural. Its vital connection with social life and philosophy have been
disarticulated and invalidated within a modern/colonial capitalist world system (Puiggrds, 1980).
It is not surprising that the politico-cultural and pedagogical experiences within the student
movement and the creation of democratic spaces, meanings, and practices are perceived as
threats and must therefore be silenced at all costs.

If the French and Anglo educational models in the 19" century sought to form
technocrats and professionals and intellectuals to sustain the modern capitalist world system and
nation state, as I analyzed in chapter four, then the Latin American educational model sought and
continues to seek to get rid of the barbarity left in the continent, that is, the Indigenous and
resistant ways of thinking, sensing, being, belonging, and becoming. Colonization, in other
words, is the dominant curriculum’s main objective. To understand the coloniality of the
curriculum requires a sociohistorical and geopolitical outlook toward pedagogy. In other words,
pedagogy entails multiple, diverse, and conflicting forms of learning within the sociohistorical
particularity of a region, country, or place. The hegemonic form involves the subjugation of an
individual or collective to conform to the dominant subjectivity. Nevertheless, we continue to
find spaces of resistance to this subjugation, such as university student activists who, however
fragmented their ideas, content, and form of organizing, demonstrate that an education system,
understood as a social and socializing system of learning, is always contested. We must, out of
ethical responsibility, visibilize these sites of resistance. When capitalist conceptions of the
world and modernity/coloniality’s ontology are contested, we must highlight these struggles to
not lose sight of the possible alternatives that are being built in the very process of resistance and

reexistence.
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We must, therefore, be careful not to conceive of the neocolonial curriculum in
deterministic terms. To conceive of it deterministically would only naturalize it, leaving the very
actors involved hidden from this multidimensional picture. How, then, does a curriculum
produced by international organizations in the Global North articulate itself in the Global South?
How do hegemonic knowledge practices following a neoliberal logic become to appear natural
and thus inevitable? Like colonial and neocolonial governance structures working at the national
level which facilitate the extraction of resources and the implementation and enforcement of the
global political economy, universities, too, must establish hierarchical governance structures to
enforce and sustain the coloniality of higher education policy and curriculum.

In neocolonial contexts, this mechanism requires an authority willing to discipline its
faculty, staff, and students seeking to disrupt—that is, to democratize—the established order or
status quo. Maintaining order is, at the end, the main objective. To maintain order, punishment is
an invaluable instrument. Mario, for instance, who is one of the criminalized university student
activists, may potentially receive three years in prison for “illegally” occupying university
facilities. In the first week of November 2019, several student activists were found dead. One
student was arrested by the police and later found dead in a ditch, with a burnt tire on top of his
face, symbolizing, in a brutal form, the consequences of student activism which is often
expressed by blocking streets with burning tires. His death sent a message of terror. Student
activists fearing that something similar would happen to them, have fled the country and are

currently living in exile in neighboring Central American countries.
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Modernizing “Traditional” University Governance

“Traditional” co-governance structures, as some scholars argue (Bernasconi, 2008),
impede the effective implementation of policy aimed at modernizing Latin American
universities. As comparative education scholar Bernasconi (2013) asserts,

Sadly, in some countries, that function of autonomy continues to be necessary

today. However, in most of the region, stable democracies with reasonable

leadership are consolidating a space of civilized dialogue in which universities can
afford, at low risk to their prerogatives, to allow more policymaking in higher
education on the part of elected officials, rather than slamming the door of

autonomy in their faces. (pp. 4-5)

There is thus a clear difference between modern universities with those which “sadly” continue
to hold on to traditional notions of university autonomy. The colonial discourse used to describe
universities in the region as traditional, archaic, uncivilized, or chaotic intends to justify their
modernization through neoliberal education reform. When considering the “modern” character of
Latin American autonomous universities, as addressed in the previous chapter, and the political
ontology of these institutions we begin to see their dynamic character more clearly. If some
institutions became stagnant and corrupt perhaps has more to do with the political cultures within
and beyond the university preventing democratic political cultures from emerging (as one can
easily observe in the Honduran student movement in the 1980s, the Mexican student movement
of 1999, and the Chilean student movement (Bellei et al., 2014; Gonzalez-Ledesma, 2014;
Meneses-Reyes, 2019; Murillo, 2017; Ordorika et al., 2019)

The modernization and effective governance of the university entails the creation of a
neoliberal institution capable of producing possessive individuals such as highly competitive
researchers and students who may be easily absorbed by the colonial system disguised as

meritocratic. Indeed, merit hides the historically embedded social structures continuing to

exclude according racial, ethnic, gender, and sexual markers. Academic capitalism is only one

223



unit or maybe one lesson to be learned from this neocolonial curriculum and governance
structure (Slaughter & Leslie, 1997; Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004). As academics compete for
spoiled crumbs, they also detach themselves from their social reality and from the collective
struggles emerging within and beyond the university.

This neocolonial curriculum has not only been implemented toward education as it may
first appear. If we examine how it was implemented toward healthcare, we find that a neoliberal
pedagogy sought to create a commonsense delimiting what types of institutions are imaginable.
The colonization of the imagination or the imaginary is what is at stake where only the private
sector may provide the solutions to the public’s demands (Castoriadis, 1987). This neoliberal
pedagogy is what feminist decolonial scholar Rita Segato (2018) calls, although for different
reasons, the pedagogy of cruelty, which, for her, is

a practice of expropriating jouissance made to serve appropriative greed. The

repetition of violence and cruelty produces an effect of normalization and thus leads

to the low levels of empathy that are indispensable for predatory enterprises.

Habitual cruelty is directly proportional to the isolation of citizens that results from

their desensitization to the suffering of others and to narcissistic and consumerist

forms of enjoyment. A historical project guided by the aim of forging bonds that

might sustain mutual happiness turns into a historical project guided by the aim of
acquiring things, by acquisition as a dominant form of satisfaction. While bonds
produce community, things produce individuals, who are in turn transformed into

things. (p. 202)

This neoliberal pedagogy of cruelty is a hegemonic form of sociability sustained by a pedagogy
of power. Curriculum, understood in its hegemonic form, therefore, is a complex ensemble of
social, pedagogic, and intersubjective relations of power. As Gramsci (2005) argued long ago:

Every relationship of ‘hegemony’ is necessarily an educational relationship and

occurs not only within a nation, between the various forces of which the nation is

composed, but in the international and world-wide field, between complexes of
national and continental civilisations. (p. 666)
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There is a multidimensional articulation when it comes to the neocolonial curriculum
since it works at the global, societal, institutional, collective, and individual levels. The
neocolonial curriculum teaches aspiring students to consume knowledge at a hefty price. It
teaches parents that they have the freedom to choose whether their children will succeed or not.
Indeed, it delimits what success entails. After all, in a neoliberal society it is the individual’s
decisions which ultimately lead to success or failure. Institutionally, the neocolonial curriculum
instructs university administrators in charge of attaining accreditation and higher ranking how
their university may improve through evaluation instruments, new managerialism, and
curriculum reform. In addition, it teaches/disciplines faculty members that they must compete for
resources in order to outperform colleagues and friends. Here, performance is determined by
quantity rather than quality, individual as opposed to collective ways of producing knowledge.
Faculty members, who spend their time publishing papers and consuming conferences as
commodities and thus follow the logics of neoliberalism (Nicolson, 2017), also teach these
values to their students. This is the hidden curriculum of this globally articulated neocolonial
curriculum impacting higher education institutions and education systems in general. The
coloniality of power and knowledge is, in other words, embedded in academic structures.
Consequently, the latter sustains and legitimizes the former. It is for this very reason student
activists believe that organizing politically and reclaiming democratic spaces are critical for the
construction of an inclusive, pluriversal curriculum and university. This is what Santos (2007b)
conceives as the ecology of knowledges where varying and multiples ways of knowing converge
in an intercultural or interepistemic space of translation and intersectionality.

Diametrically opposed to this radically democratic and pluriversal project is the

neocolonial curriculum seducing administrators, professors, and students with rewards. Maybe a
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promotion, a raise, a research incentive, or a scholarship to the first world is awarded when
performance levels are maintained high. But for whom does the university perform? Surely, the
criteria used to quantify performance are valid and reliable markers, at least from a corporate
point of view, but what about other factors such as the public university’s role in society (Rhoten
& Calhoun, 2011)? Has the university’s public relevance been limited to their capacity to
produce knowledge that may be transformed into commodities and services? Has it become an
institution that thingifies all that passes through it (Césaire, 2000)? If that is the case, what we
have are publicly funded universities which transform students and academics into commodities,
thereby positioning students and academics according to their social, epistemic, geopolitical,
technical, and economic value. For a more elaborate account of how public universities remain
public on paper but private in practice, Lander (2008) discusses the laws that were rescinded or
passed which ultimately allowed public universities to transfer publicly funded knowledge
production to the private sector. The severity of where universities are heading or, better yet,
where they have arrived, points not only to the privatization of universities but rather to the ways
in which public universities may remain public in appearance insofar as they continue to receive
public funds, and, at the same time, use their resources to produce knowledge, patents, skilled
and semi-skills labor, and other technological innovations for the private sector. Inasmuch as the
university produces what Lander (2008) conceives as a neoliberal science geared toward
incessant commodification, exploitation, displacement, and (epistemic) extractivism, then one
may be correct to say that universities have indeed been recolonized by the global knowledge
economy which has rendered biotechnology, ecology, and life itself as a source of profit. In what
follows, I share how student activists conceptualize the university curriculum in their own words.

I then describe in more detail the university student movement’s struggle to democratize a
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university within a neocolonial, postcoup, and dictatorial context. The fatalistic perspectives
conceiving of neoliberal globalization and the curricular adjustment plans reforming higher

education as inevitable are thus unsettled.
Maria: A Sociological Perspective

The student movements’ primary goal is for the public university to remain public.
There’s an article in the constitution, article 160 I believe, which states that the purpose of the
university is to give answers and alternatives to the social problems faced by the Honduran
people. So, our political project was based on that, that the university should respond to the
country’s social problems and that it should include every social sector in this transformative
process. To achieve this, we must first be critical of the university’s educational model and the
way we are taught at the university because we’re not being taught to think, to criticize, and to
construct. The university simply instructs you to obey in order to prepare you for the precarious
labor force. But the university doesn’t teach students constructive, critical, and humanist
paradigms, which may contribute something to society.

Many of us have read much of what is being written in Latin America, but, most
importantly, we have also shared our knowledges of resistance [conocimientos de lucha] with
each other. Many of our classmates not involved in the student movement, however, do not even
consider the problems Latin America is facing, which means they remained [intellectually]
colonized. Many of them continue to adhere to the paradigm of neoliberal globalization. We, on
the other hand, try to defend our university from being absorbed by this privatizing neoliberal
model.

We must build an alternative where we can continue to preserve what is public, and that,

in this case, the public opens itself up to the diverse population of Honduras in order to build
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something radically different. Because, as Boaventura de Sousa Santos argues, the university is a
reflection of the type of society we live in, and, in turn, the type of society we have is the
reflection of the university. So that was our purpose. If we get to change the university and the
ways in which knowledge is transmitted and how students are formed, then we will also help
change our society. And here, we are talking about a sociological principle. Sociology should not
only interpret; it should not only analyze; it should not follow classical perspectives. Rather, its
purpose is to assist in transforming society. So that’s what the university student movement
proposes to do.

For me, personally, my experience in the student movement completely changed my life.
Completely, because I initially thought that I would go to the university to get a degree. But as |
got involved with the student movement, I learned why we had to transform the university. I
learned to have conviction. If it was necessary, we would give our life for this struggle. That’s
one of the most important things the student movement continues to teach me, which is the

conviction of change.
Julio: A Juridical Perspective

As student activists, we have maintained neoliberalism as our priority as it relates to the
education that’s being offered at the university. We see the University Student Movement as a
platform which organizes various student collectives and associations as the only viable way to
fight against neoliberalism. We are already seeing the expressions of these neoliberal trends
precisely in the curriculum and the types of academic programs offered.

We have strong convictions when it comes to these changes. Related to this are the
abundance of technical programs offered at the university. Currently, the university produces

technical knowledge with the objective of offering the market cheap labor instead of producing
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knowledge that may provide us with the tools to criticize our society and think and create
possible alternatives. The fact that the university intends to eliminate critical thought is what we
oppose. The university doesn’t want students who criticize the system. It doesn’t want students
to become aware of what’s going on around them. It especially doesn’t want students who are
willing to raise their voices when they disagree with the injustices they see and experience.
Therefore, there is a shift in what’s being offered academically. From the social sciences
or from reflexive critical theory what we learn is that there is a movement toward the
technification and the mass production of cheap labor for transnational interests. The university’s
authorities are restructuring the curriculum to adapt it to what is demanded of students according
to the international market, which totally neglects the needs of the Honduran people. The
university and its academic programs must be reconnected with the diverse needs and aspirations

of the Honduran population.
Erica: An Anthropological Perspective

Social space is where a reality of multiple dimensions converge, which involves different
protagonists who generate a social meaning of an autonomous university. This is being disrupted
by the recolonizing logic of a mercantilist education which has crystallized itself as the only way
of knowing. This is the neoliberal ideology we are resisting.

When we talk about regaining our territory, we are referring to the identification we have
with this space. The meaning we give to this space revolves around a spiritual framework and
feelings and emotions that require the recovery of public spaces that have been historically
dominated by the few. We are the ones who for so long were invisibilized by and excluded from

these spaces. Because we form part of history, we also have the possibility of being young
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builders of dreams, art, and knowledge, while maintaining the pedagogical principle of learning
by doing. We are the joy of today.

The student movement, in this regard, has created social spaces for the full realization of
democracy and the interrelationship of fields of knowledge that contribute to the reconfiguration
of a new university system associated with the trends of interdisciplinary knowledge. This

reconfiguration revolves around a complexity of changes demanded of our time.
Mario: A Radically Democratic and Pluriversal Perspective

In our university, we need research linked with social action aimed at a paradigmatic
transformation. It is necessary to deepen our understanding of the sociocultural content already
present. With this we understand the need to know, do, coexist, and be in democracy as a cross-
cutting axis in education. In other words, the quality of higher education must be understood as a
process of curricular reform, which entails the decentralization of the university curriculum so
that it is open, flexible, diversified, adaptable, scientific, and holistic. This involves the
reconstruction of critical thinking, which requires us to rethink the epistemological,
gnoseological, ontological and teleological bases for the understanding and transformation of
society.

It is an ineluctable responsibility that faculty and students participate in democratizing the
university. Only direct student participation in the construction of the new university through
student associations will we ensure a quality education. It is the inclusion of student associations
in the construction of a new curriculum and university which we have been struggling for since
the coup.

A quality university education is one that allows pedagogical, didactic, and androgynous

approaches and the inclusion of different sociocultural content. This requires the transformation
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of a university lacking popular and cultural content into one that is linked to distinct
communities, localities, and regions. This will lead to the creation of a new university
curriculum, that is, the creation of an open, flexible, participatory and adaptable university
curriculum that allows us to understand and comprehend all the visions and worldviews of the
diverse cultures of Honduras. Above all, we want a liberating and transformative university, that
is, a university that allows us to become independent.

In contrast to what we demand, the transitional commission at the university
implementing higher education reforms sought to build a modern university. The question is,
what modernity are we talking about? The one with endless wars, violence, and xenophobia? The
polarization of society? The accumulation of capital in a few hands? Hyper-specialization?
Neoextractivism? The homogenization of curricula for the internationalization and exchange of
human capital worldwide? The elimination of disciplines and technification of knowledge? The
decay of thought?

An education model that does not help solve the country’s problems lacks a curriculum
that contextualizes the needs of the country. But how can society be transformed from these
contents? What content, values, and valuations must be built to transform our reality? Due to the
lack of epistemological sustenance and ontological and teleological conceptions, such a large
vacuum is created that it almost seems impossible to create methodologies and pedagogies that
allow for the transformation of reality. This lack of vision is a result of the university we now
have, characterized by a hyperspecialized sense of being and knowing. That is, the university is
the largest expression of scientific reductionism that incapacitates us in solving the problems we

face.

231



The epistemological, gnoseological, ontological and teleological sustenance of
understanding, systematizing, deepening, and transforming the ways of being, thinking, living
together [conviviendo], acting and generating knowledge must come from the communities.
These communities provide us with a general understanding and even a methodological
guideline of resistance (praxis) to transform our realities from everyday life and practice to more
organized forms of resisting social institutions. This is opposed to the obscurantism of an
academic, institutionalist, objectivist, and technocratic paradigm where the imaginary institution
of the university tries to convince us by telling us that, ‘We have the truth; what we say is the
right thing to do; what we say has to be done; what we do and have been doing is the right thing
to do; you are wrong and we are right; do not protest; do not speak and do not criticize; study and
work.’

But this doesn’t convince us. What we want is to build a liberating, pluriversal, popular
and transformative education. We want an education that begins with a paradigmatic shift from
the destructive sciences to ecological, anti-capitalist, anti-imperialist, anti-extractivist, and
ancestral knowledges, and, above all, a university that prioritizes the learning capacity of
communities to develop their own autonomy, that is, the ability of each society or community to
challenge their reality and to constitute their own freedoms towards a more just world where
people may live with dignity. This requires us to change the statically predetermined curriculum
into a dynamically undetermined curriculum. That is why we need to set up curriculum reform
committees made up of faculty members, students, and social activists. What impedes all of this
crystalizing is that the university still conceives of students and our pueblos as mere recipients of
content and not as active subjects capable of building critical ideas related to education. The

active link between university and society that allows the democratic participation of
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communities, parents, and students in reforming the university is thus indispensable. For these
reasons we fight for the democratization of the university’s government, which will allow us to
lead university reform from below. It is our hope that this will also lead to a profound

sociocultural and decolonial transformation.
A Subaltern Curriculum

I shared the knowledge produced by students to disrupt the authorial individualism that
continues to form part of the way we do research. I hope that what I shared demonstrates how
student activists think of curriculum in relation to the changes they demand. I hope that their
knowledge of the university and the critical importance of changing the curriculum demonstrates
more than knowing about such matters but rather underscores a deep understanding of how the
dominant curriculum impacts their lives and the communities from which they come. I would
also like to emphasize, once again, that what student activists hope to change goes beyond
deconstruction. Their politico-curricular project is a praxis that reimagines the university as a
radically democratic, situated, and engaged institution, one that is always-already an integral part
of the distinct communities or pueblos to which they belong and the conocimientos y practicas
de lucha they have constructed collectively.

Through the social relations student activists have built collectively and through
intersubjective ways of learning, an emergent, albeit hidden curriculum has been constructed. In
contrast to Giroux’s (1977) understanding of the hidden curriculum, here, the curriculum refers
to the subversive, subaltern, infrapolitical, molecular, and constructive rather than the unintended
capitalist values, behaviors, and knowledges taught in schools. What undergirds student activists’

understanding of the curriculum is the knowledge that is excluded from the university. It is about

the stories that will never be heard and about the struggles that will never be visibilized in an
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institution designed to erase alterity and collectivity. The struggle to democratize governance and
curriculum is a decolonial struggle even if the concepts such as decoloniality, coloniality of
power/knowledge/being, or the geopolitics of knowledge do not form part of the discourse. What
counts are the decolonial practices student activists are enacting and the conditions of making
another university possible. Cusicanqui’s (2012) argument clarifies this last point: “There can be
no discourse of decolonization, no theory of decolonization, without a decolonizing practice” (p.

100).
Emerging Political Cultures and the Democratizing of the University

Those who only have individual aspirations, will never understand a collective
struggle. (University Student Movement, 2019)

In the adversity of ideas, it is possible to construct a diversity of solutions. (M.
Gomez, personal communication, August 19, 2019)

Williams (1977) conceptualized dominant, residual, and emergent sociocultural practices
as politically dynamic. These concepts can be utilized to understand the ways in which student
movements and social movements construct political cultures that resist dominant and residual
political cultures. The political cultures at hand do not have ontological solidity or essence. In
other words, there is no true political culture. What exists instead are tensions, dissensus, and
conflicts that unfold in power-laden fields and contexts. The political and the cultural are,
additionally, not ontologically separated domains without any sort of overlap. Indeed, the
political has cultural implications and the cultural has political as well as social consequences.
Both are relationally interconnected and enacted by social actors. As student activists create
resistant collective political identities and subjectivities, they also make it more difficult for the

dominant political culture to articulate itself hegemonically.
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When the dominant political culture finds a way to exacerbate internal conflicts, the
emerging political culture may lose the vitality it gained through the webs of significance and
identification built across distinct groups (Geertz, 1973). This is precisely what happened in
2018 when I began writing my preliminary exams and dissertation proposal. The student
movement’s internal conflicts seemed to have reached a point of no return. What follows is an
account of student activists who decided, despite their fragmentation, to rebuild the student
movement into a radically democratic movement aimed at transforming the university into a
popular university where distinct social movements, collective actors, and multiple experiences
and knowledges born in struggle could converge. Creating the conditions of possibility is what
student activists demanded. To re-build the student movement, student activists created
workshops, organized student associations, held assemblies, and re-appropriated university space

to give it new meaning and purpose.

La Escuelita del Movimiento Estudiantil

The first workshop of La Escuelita del Movimiento Estudiantil [The Student Movement’s
Little School] I was invited to took place in the engineering building. Eduardo, who is studying
electrical engineering, sent me a text message on WhatsApp to inform me that the first workshop
would be in room 405 at 11 a.m. on Saturday, February 9, 2019. That Saturday morning, I felt
like my research was finally going somewhere. I finally had gained access to the pedagogical
spaces of which I had only discussed theoretically in my dissertation proposal. In many ways,
this workshop ended the disappointment I initially felt as I failed to gain access to various
student activist organizations which, for very good reasons, ignored my requests to meet with

them.
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Reconstructed Fieldnotes

The first thing I did as I got off the bus and made my way to UNAH’s main entrance was
to Google search the university’s campus map. Once I found a map with the names of each
building, I walked around the campus with my phone in hand as though it were a compass. Every
building had its assigned letter and number (e.g. A1, A2, B1, B2). After making several wrong
turns in my attempt to find building B2, I finally saw the large yellow letters in front of a four-
story building with chipped and faded paint covering its facade. I expected a much more modern
building for the College of Engineering, like the ones you may find in universities in the United
States. The architecture, however, was no different from other buildings. It was 10:45 a.m. when
I found room 405 on the fourth floor. I peeked through the door’s narrow vertical window and
saw that no one was inside. I did not want to be the first person in a space [ was just invited to, so
I decided to sit and wait in the hallway.

As I sat there, trying to cool down from the long walk, I thought of the sacrifices student
activists make as they spend their Saturday mornings and a good part of their afternoons in
workshops that have little relevance to their academic programs and the official curriculum they
are expected to learn and succeed in. Perhaps sacrifice is the wrong word. Maybe the words I am
looking for are commitment and active solidarity. Students could very well be hanging out with
friends, studying for an upcoming exam, or recovering from the previous night’s outing. Instead,
they choose to spend their time learning what will never be taught in their classes and what will
unlikely make them more academically successful. It is a sacrificial offering of their time that
disrupts the neoliberal values and subjectivities ingrained in our sense of being and way of
knowing. Time no longer measures money but rather the quality of experiences shared in a

common space.
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In a neoliberal university, in contrast, students must learn as individuals and work
diligently to outperform their classmates in hopes of climbing an already broken, precarious
social ladder. Students are dehumanized and thingified as they are transformed into commodities.
Knowing what type of human commodities are produced by the university may be a good
indicator as to where the university is positioned or ranked. The university thus becomes what
Santos (2018) considers a “gulag of falsely autonomous individuality” (p. 99). It is the self-
fetishization and the dehumanization which must form part of any discussion around
decolonization. In this escuelita, on the other hand, students come together in the same space to
learn collectively. They refuse to be turned into things. In these workshops, there are no
specialists. There is no division between teacher and learner. The escuelita reveals a collective
will to learn together as opposed to the individual aspirations of those seeking the material
rewards promised by neoliberalism’s meritocratic ideology.

After about 30 minutes of waiting, thinking, and reflecting in the hallway, I decided to
text Eduardo. He did not reply. It did not take long to convince myself that I had misunderstood
Eduardo or that somehow I was in the wrong building. I decided to reread his old WhatsApp
messages just to confirm. I was in the right place after all. “Maybe something came up, and the
workshop was cancelled,” I thought. Shortly after, I walked down the hallway toward the
stairwell. I thought of leaving, but for some reason or another I convinced myself to wait a few
more minutes. I stood in the hallway for five more minutes looking down the stairwell, hoping
that [ would hear the echo of someone’s voice. I felt like I was the only person in the building. It
was Saturday after all.

Not too long after, luckily, I saw Eduardo walking up the stairs with some of his friends.

Eduardo was dressed casually. He wore blue jeans and a gray short sleeve button up shirt. His
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university student ID attached to a lanyard hung in front of his chest. As I walked up to him, he
introduced me to his three compas [companions/friends] as “the guy I was talking to you about
who is writing his dissertation on the university student movement.” After we all shook hands,
Eduardo gestured for me to follow him to room 405. I have to admit that I felt a little nervous
because I did not know what other student activists would think of my participation in a learning
space specifically designed for them. From my previous encounters with student activists, I
learned that they are usually cautious when it comes to strangers entering their social space since
hundreds of student activists and social activists have been profiled, criminalized, and accused
for sedition (e.g., Eduardo and Mario) (Vommaro & Bricefio-Cerrato, 2018).

Immediately after entering the classroom, the five of us sat down in the individual
wooden school desks. Eduardo then had us rearrange our desks in a circle. It did not take long for
everyone to start talking about their carreras which can be translated to English as both a career
and an academic program. The academic program chosen is directly related to a specific career
or profession. The emphasis placed on professional education is the Napoleonic residue
continuing to corrode the university into an apolitical, functionalist university within a neoliberal
context.

The female student to my right, Carmen, who had several tattoos exposed on her wrist
and neck, began to share what social work students “really” do after they graduate. She was the
first one to share because Eduardo asked sarcastically, “what do social workers in Honduras do
anyway?” Carmen informed us that the few students who can find jobs usually enter the public
sector and are employed in distinct government institutions or non-governmental organizations.
Sometimes, she continued, “studies are done and then applied to the needs of certain

communities.” Eduardo then pointed at me (because he knew I had a sociology degree) and said,
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“isn’t that what sociologists do?” Carmen said, “I guess sociologists conduct the studies and we
try to implement the supposed ‘solutions’ their investigations points to,” she clarified. Her tone
revealed her incredulousness of what social scientists have to offer through their analytical gaze.
Social scientists are detached from the social reality of Honduras and usually use quantitative
data to justify the use of specific social programs, without necessarily knowing what
communities demand or considering what historically excluded peoples know about the social,
political, economic, and ecological problems they are facing. From what I could pick up from the
conversation, students distrust the government and the social projects they apparently implement.
With the embezzlement of public funds destined for healthcare and education programs (“IHSS,”
2018), students know that social work in Honduras is nothing more than a smokescreen
concealing the government’s corruption and complicity with extractivist projects and special
economic zones in these very communities, which continue to defend their territories with their
lives.

Another student named Eric joined the conversation and said that he was initially unsure
to which academic program he was going to apply. His form of expressing himself revealed his
socioeconomic and cultural background. Even within a space which privileges formal, academic
Spanish, he refused to portray himself as someone he was not. This form of resistance was a way
to maintain his sociocultural identity. Eric’s dark brown skin combined with his form of speech
proudly portrayed to others his social position. After taking several placement tests, Eric felt
more confused as to what he would study. After changing programs several times, he finally
decided he wanted to study law. At UNAH, you can enroll in any academic program as long as
your admissions exam scores are above the minimum score requirement of the academic

program of interest. There are, however, new limitations being placed in other programs,
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especially in the medical field. He said that nothing else seemed more “productive” than
becoming a lawyer. It was not clear whether he meant that in Honduras other careers do not have
a high demand or whether being a lawyer was more lucrative. Eduardo quickly said, in a
humorous tone, that all Eric wanted to do was “defend cartel bosses and politicians.” We all
laughed at Eduardo’s joke because we all knew he was referring to Honduras’ narco-state status.
Eric also started laughing.

When the first student responsible for facilitating the workshop entered the classroom,
the jovial mood of the class remained the same. Eduardo introduced me to Angélica and told me
that she, along with two other history students, were responsible for facilitating the class. She
then asked me if [ was the person that was coming to observe. Jokingly, I said, “observando
suena un poco feo” [observing sounds a little ugly]. She laughed and said that it did sound more
like I was there to supervise.

Once Angélica began to get things ready in front of the classroom, Héctor, also a history
student, abruptly asked Eduardo, “y este man por qué no ha dicho nada” [and why hasn’t this
dude said anything?]. He did not use an aggressive tone, but I was caught off guard anyway. His
calm voice and the way he enunciated his words sounded familiar. Hector was the same masked
student activist who served as the spokesperson in one of the fomas [university occupations] I
observed in November of 2018. To answer his question, I told him that I was attending the
workshop to learn from student activists’ experiences in the student movement and to learn about
its history. I added that I was a doctoral student studying pedagogia (curriculum studies does not
exist in Honduras and in many parts of Latin America, so it would have interrupted the flow of
the conversation if I had explained the subfield of education scholarship) and that my dissertation

focused on university student activism at UNAH, particularly student activism after the coup and
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the current student movement. He said that my dissertation topic was a great choice and said that
we could talk some more about the student movement after the workshop.

When the other two history students who were supposed to facilitate the class walked in,
they apologized for arriving late and said that they thought the class began at noon. The male
history student, José, had dreadlocks, a green long-sleeve flannel shirt rolled up to his elbows,
and black shorts and boots. He had several tattoos exposed in his arm. The female history
student, Claudia, wore grey baggy pants and an oversized black t-shirt. A white middle finger
was imprinted on her T-shirt, and the finger was surrounded by the following phrases in bold
letters: NO PARES DE LUCHAR, NO TE VENDAS [DON’T STOP FIGHTING, DON’T
SELL OUT]. Claudia’s t-shirt expressed her relentless commitment to the student movement as
well as her activist identity. It also expressed the possibility of coercion and cooptation, which
have gravely affected the student movement. Now that the three history student facilitators had

arrived, the workshop began.
Collective Learning Begins

When the three history students introduced themselves, Claudia shared the following
objective she had written on the whiteboard: “The students participating in this workshop will
learn reciprocally from one another since all knowledge is collective.” Their goal was to create a
pedagogical space in which knowing would form part of an intersubjective and collective
process. At first, I thought that the student facilitators would only share their knowledge with us,
but this was not the case. We were all asked to share what we knew about the student movement
or what our experiences were in the student movement. Some students talked about political
conjunctures, historical contexts, ruptures, articulations, horizontality, and verticality in relation

to social organization as well as coercion, cooptation, and betrayal. They used these concepts to
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talk about their social reality and their collective lived experiences in the student movement
rather than a show of intelligence, as may be the case in some graduate courses where students
try to outdo each other theoretically, competing, at times, without realizing it. I say this because
I, too, have engaged in said competitions. Student activists, however, used concepts as heuristic
devices to read or interpret the world they were trying to help change. Dialogue was praxis
oriented. Abstract language that is far removed from reality was avoided. Their words were well-
thought out and fluid. They spoke from experience rather than from a book or an article. There
was no scholarly regurgitation. Concepts were used to read or interpret the world. Rather than
reifying concepts, they used them prudently, always aware that, in the end, concepts are meant to
understand, analyze, interpret, critique, reimagine, and transform a social context. They gave
concrete examples of the abovementioned concepts and the way they experienced them.
Specifically, they discussed the student movement’s organizational structure and the political
implications of creating a horizontal organization to avoid hierarchies and cooptation. The
knowledge student activists shared that day could not be understood outside of social struggle
and praxis, that is, of thought, collective action, and reflection. How else would an engineering
student such as Eduardo, for example, learn to use concepts outside of his technical field?
Consider, for instance, Eduardo’s opinion related to the engineering curriculum:

We are taught that human beings must be replaced by machines because they are

not as efficient. That’s what they teach us here. It must be the other way around,

where the machine is used for the benefit of humanity. That’s what we’re trying to

do in our associations and assemblies, and that’s why the College of Engineering

is becoming more human in a sense. We need to get out of our technical world and

start getting to know the social issues more closely. All disciplines must ask social

questions, not only sociology, not only history, not only anthropology, but we all

ought to have that social component. If not, our disciplines will end up destroying

society, by the way they are teaching us. The curriculum has not been transformed

and that’s why I wanted to be involved in this process because I'm also a

pedagogue. That part is humanistic. I studied math education at the Pedagogical
University. What I want is for engineering to be more human, more humanistic,
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more social. I want the College of Engineering to teach the future engineer to work

with people. To do so, we must transform the curriculum. We don’t have classes

on ethics or interpersonal relationships. We only learn pure technique. Only now

have engineering students started to think in interdisciplinary ways. Before, they

only cared about whether their machines functioned well. We need clarity where

we want the university to go.

Transdisciplinarity, here, is not a theoretical posture or fad to resolve disciplinary decadence.
Instead, it is a knowledge practice emerging within the student movement, where student
activists from distinct sociocultural and academic backgrounds, to borrow from the workshop’s
objective, “learn reciprocally from one another since all knowledge is collective.” The student
movement has thus created politico-pedagogical spaces in which knowledge attained from their
own disciplines, extracurricular readings, and lived experiences have simultaneously opened an
intersubjective space of learning.

As the discussions continued, another student walked in, about two hours late. When this
student first spoke, he used expressive hand gestures. His mode of expressing himself reminded
me of Slavoj Zizek, albeit with less spit. He was the most chele or light skinned student in the
room. He wore a sleeveless black shirt like the ones worn by skaters in southern California. He
also wore his hat backwards. His skinny jeans made his expensive looking Nike tennis shoes
look bigger than they actually were.

When Federico spoke, the dynamics of the class began to change. Perhaps it was his
demeanor or facial expressions. His gaze was analytical rather than attentive. At times,
Federico’s facial expression simply revealed doubt of what another student had said. He did not
hide his disagreement. When he spoke, he articulated himself with finesse. He was not
necessarily rude when he spoke but was rather straightforward and assertive in his discourse. As

he dominated the discourse, the newer members, spoke less with the Zizekian personality in the

room.
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After a while, however, José calmly yet assertively told Federico that there were new
members in the workshop and that the way we talk to each other must be pedagogical and
dialogical, and that all of us in the room were part of the escuelita popular [popular little school].
Jose said, “This is not the way knowledge is constructed,” while assuring Federico that he
appreciated his participation, enthusiasm, and arguments. What I found most valuable about this
interaction was the way Federico reacted. He apologized and said that sometimes being
passionate and angry at the same time makes a person talk in ways that might not be shared by
everyone. He spoke less after this interaction. When he did speak, however, he contextualized his
arguments and elaborated them in ways that were accessible to everyone in the room, especially
to those who were just entering the world of university student activism.

From what I could deduce from Federico’s engagement with the topics at hand is that he
felt nostalgic about the times the student movement took over the university and the days when
tens of thousands of students took to the streets at a national level. He mentioned several times,
“those were the days.” Those days are over for now, however. The University Student
Movement has entered a new phase, one that involves organizing student associations and
reestablishing co-governance and curriculum reform, which was coopted in 1982 and eliminated
after the coup of 2009. What needs to be underscored from my first participation in this
workshop is that students are producing knowledge that is being used for the student movement.
It is not only practical knowledge activists embody. Instead, theoretical knowledge and research
forms part of these workshops, where students share their “findings.” They theorize about their
experiences and investigate to maintain the student movement moving dynamically and
horizontally. To ignore, as José suggested, the processes changing the student movement usually

results in emphasizing the facts of the student movement as though it were a fixed entity when it
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is constantly adapting itself to the shifting sociopolitical and economic landscape as well as the
university’s institutional constraints and possibilities. In one of our initial conversations, Julio
mentioned something similar when he said that we needed to rethink how we understand success
and failure, specifically as it relates to what the student movement has accomplished or failed to
accomplish. When student activists refer to the student movement’s failure, what often results is
disenchantment. In this regard, unlearning deficit, instrumental vocabularies is needed to learn
how to speak in vocabularies of process, relationality, and possibility.

Ang¢élica questioned Federico’s reminiscing of past events: “what is it that matters most,
the facts or the process [los hechos o los procesos] of the student movement?” If we only focus
on historical facts, then we are left disillusioned with what we have failed to accomplish. If we
consider the process of a social struggle, then we know that more work is always necessary, and
that we must look at this political project as unfinished and in the making, always already
entangled to that which came before and that which is in the process of becoming. On the other
hand, once we accomplish something in an instrumental way and regard it as factual evidence of
“success,” it may very well work against the social movement because its members feel like the
entire essence or being of the movement has been fulfilled, while not realizing that its
sociohistorical raison d’étre is paradoxically being stripped away. But if process is underscored,
we are seriously considering the becoming of a movement and its collective actors. In what
follows, the process of building a political culture through associations and assemblies disrupts

the disenchantment that results from thinking of social movements in instrumental terms.
Self-Governance and the Construction of Obedient Power

In just weeks, students and organized groups that began to express themselves in a
non-formal way became a collective without defined organizational and
management procedures; they quickly went into the framework of a common
agenda, making decisions at the level of student assemblies in each academic
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program. It is from this process of interaction and that students began to challenge
the university’s authoritarianism. At the same time, there was a need to give identity
and direction to this collective expression now known as the University Student
Movement (MEU). This process of interaction and unity brings together all student
actors including academic associations, college associations, and independent
movements. In this sense the student movement needs to be understood as a social
movement. (University Student Movement, 2019)

University student activists have created at least three different types of associations with
their respective assemblies that form part of the self-governance structure within the university.
The first association is quantitatively smaller and qualitatively more intimate and limited in
sociopolitical and academic scope. The College of Social Sciences, for instance, has a student
association in each discipline and each association holds their own student assemblies outside,
usually in the smaller plazas in front of the college, to discuss internal issues related to
infrastructure, student elections, curriculum, and unethical pedagogical practices of professors or
corrupt behavior of administrators. At times, discussions revolve around broader issues
impacting other student associations. Other times, issues relate to the social context or political
conjuncture, as students refer to it, when each association must decide, during the assembly,
what actions must be taken to meet the urgency of said conjuncture. Should the student
association write a political statement to show solidarity? Who will write it? What should be
included in the statement? Does the association want to support the protests and mobilizations
organized by feminist, environmentalist, Indigenous, and campesino movements? Should the
student association occupy the installations when dialogue is denied or when demands are not
met? These are common questions discussed and debated during assemblies. Many times, the
answers are obvious, but the discussions are unpredictable and indeed contribute more to student

activists’ political formation.
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Assemblies are spaces in which dissensus and consensus are expressed. The elected
representatives of the student association may not make decisions without the consensus of those
participating in the assembly. It is becoming the new common sense of organizing where the
political base commands [aqui, las bases mandan]. This political culture disrupts the verticality
of politics of social movement in the 20" century (Melucci, 1996). Horizontality displaces
hierarchical structures of governance where the president of an organization, syndicate, or social
movement decides unilaterally what is best for the masses. The student association’s
representatives or spokespeople, in contrast, are forced to lead by obeying the voices of the
political base. Here, autonomy, as described by Almendares during the forum mentioned at the
beginning of this chapter, stands out more than ever: “autonomy is about self-determination and
the courage to recognize our territory and the dignity of peoples to defend their sovereignty.” In
relation to the autonomy of each assembly, Mario interconnected the political with the affective:

Since society is based on dialectical and therefore also conflicting relationships, the

political becomes dynamic through dialectical relationships. As an assembly we

also politicize pain, as long as we are able to learn from it to transform our reality.

That is why this constant, fluctuating and growing politicization of society is being

visualized because of the profound contradictions that produce grievances and

injustices against the Honduran population. With this we can raise the need for
politics as a mediator of social conflicts for the transformation of our own reality
according to our needs, longings, hopes and potentialities. With this we can
elucidate the panorama in which as a society we can debate, reflect, and change the

ideas about our institutions and laws that govern us. Here, we are talking about

autonomy (auto=self and nomos=laws or customs), that is, to be able to think of

our realities critically and reflexively to institute new laws (or “eidos” =

institutions) capable of meeting our demands and needs as a society.

Assemblies are spaces in which the political unfolds and where autonomy is born. The self-
determination of student activists demonstrates their discontent not only with the university but

also with the nation state and its exclusive laws and liberal forms of governance. This is what

Cortina (1993) considers a procedural democracy where representation is the end goal rather
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than the direct participation in matters affecting the collective. The political, understood broadly
and socially dynamic, is a way to build institutions that are more just. The political culture
created in assemblies aims to do just that, mainly, to unsettle the neoliberal university and
rebuild one that is radically democratic and self-determined by the demands from below.
Radical, ultimately, means to be rooted or situated as opposed to having a fundamentalist
ideological position.

The second type of association and assembly is organized at the college level. Student
associations of each academic program or discipline assist these assemblies. Here, student
activists discuss the same questions stated above. Topics discussed in these larger assemblies
may relate to the administration’s suspension of a professor’s contract. For instance, professors
deemed too critical for the university have lost their jobs for not following the standard
curriculum (Mario, for example, introduced me to several professors who lost their jobs in the
recent years, including anthropologist Danira Miralda Bulnes, who I conversed with for several
hours during my going away party in Honduras). When university authorities refuse to listen to
the assembly’s demands, what results are massive occupations of installations and walk outs.
Frequently, the boulevard in front of UNAH is blocked and occupied by student activists. Other
times press conferences are organized so that other colleges and the broader community may be
informed about the issues affecting university students.

Coordinating collection action has been facilitated by the University Student Movement
since it created logistics, security, communications, and political commissions. The
communications commission, for instance, is usually composed by journalism students who are
responsible for contacting news outlets to provide the assembly a larger audience. Similarly,

student associations in each academic program and college have created their own
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communications commissions responsible for managing social media and the student
association’s Facebook page. Assemblies are scheduled and shared through Facebook. Strategic
information discussed in meetings outside of the university, however, is usually shared through
alternative applications such as Telegram rather than WhatsApp, for the latter is, according to
students, unsafe. Maria made this clear when I asked her if she could send me an audio message
through WhatsApp to inform me about a meeting I could not make it to. She sent me the
following message: “If you want me to inform you about the meeting, it is better that we talk in
person. Audio or text messages should never be sent through WhatsApp. You just never know”
(M. Guzman, personal communication, May 23, 2019).

The University Student Movement makes up the largest university student association,
which is more accurately understood as a political platform articulating multiple student
associations. General assemblies are usually held at the university’s main plaza, which has been
“baptized” by the student movement as the Eduardo Becerra Lanza Plaza. This plaza now
belongs to student activists. At the plaza, student activists remember those who lost their lives in
the 1980s as well as the countless lives lost since the coup. It is evident that the renaming of the
plaza forms part of the student movement’s collective memory which refuses to forget the time
when the university lost its autonomy and when Eduardo Becerra Lanza along hundreds of others
lost their lives for simply raising their voices against what the Honduran journalist and poet Felix
Cesario called, in one of his Facebook posts, the “long nights of dread” (2019, August 2). In
despair, however, one can also find glimmers of hope. The sentiment of hope emanates from the
walls covered in graffiti surrounding the plaza: “They have taken so much from us, that they also
took away our fear” [Nos quitaron tanto que nos quitaron el miedo]. As Cesario Felix also wrote

on his Facebook page, “The disappeared must appear at the exact moment of history, with all of

249



terror’s tenderness” (2019, August 2). Student activists thus refuse to allow the dead to vanish
from our memories. They make them appear at the “exact moment of history” to guide us in a
treacherous path of uncertainty (2019, August 2). As student activists name and give meaning to
spaces that for so long forbade and brutally silenced oppositional voices and bodies, the
university, too, begins to (trans)form itself into a place of possibility and hope.

In these assemblies, the plaza transforms itself into a political space in which most
student associations participate. Figure 1, 2, and 3 show the participation of student associations
during these assemblies. Usually there is a microphone connected to a speaker at the center of
the plaza while a couple of volunteer facilitators responsible for limiting the time of each
participation make sure no one dominates the discussion. The issues discussed usually are larger
in scope (e.g., education reform, a recently passed bill seeking to privatize education, healthcare,
or water, the criminalization of students, the democratization of the university, and a wide range
of issues related to mining concessions, displacement, and territorial struggles). After having
listened to the discussions, the general assembly determines the actions the student movement
will take. Massive walkouts, mobilizations, protests, and occupations are organized in these
general assemblies. Figures 4-17 represent direct confrontation with the police and the military,

when all other options have been exhausted.
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Figure 2: Student associations and their banners
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Figure 4: Student activist walkout and mobilization
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Figure 5: Riot police waiting for student protesters
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Figure 6: Direct confrontation with military

253



Figure 8: NationaPolice retreating from the cloud of tear gas
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Figure 9: Journalists taking cover

Figure 10: National Police launching a teargas canister
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Figure 11: Military Police violating UNAH’s autonomy before opening fire with live bullets
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Figure 16: UNAH’s main entrance
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When asked about the general assembly, Maria talked about it in relation to the
sociopolitical context as well as the assembly’s relational autonomy, form of governance, and
potential for creating a constituent assembly. Reclaiming democratic spaces within a dictatorial
context, as clarified by Maria, is a central concern for student activists.

What we really want is a university constituent assembly. That’s still the student
movement’s ultimate goal. We want every social sector to come together to reform
everything! Everything! We want to reform the university’s sense of being public.
We need to reorganize the university because, after the coup, everything was lost.
When the coup happened, university students were the first to protest. That’s when
we saw the first occupations at UNAH. Then, in 2013, the university’s rector
decided to get re-elected, which was forbidden, but the authorities here went to
congress to amend the organic law. That’s when they also eliminated student
representation or co-governance. That’s also when students started to organize
themselves to reclaim what previous generations had fought for.

In relation to the autonomous character of each student association, Mario believes that the
general assembly responds to the demands of each academic program, and that it creates a larger
democratic space or collective.

If you’re the representative of your association, you’re not able to interfere in
another association. That’s why there’s a big difference in the way each association
is organized and governed because in each association you only work with your
comparieros and comparieras. In contrast, a broad-based organization such as the
University Student Movement is made up of multiple associations, and it makes
decisions as a larger collective. As an association, to make decisions, you must
always do so in an assembly. What is determined in an assembly is what you [as a
representative or spokesperson] must take to the University Student Movement’s
general assembly. The student movement acquires its maximum representation
from the student associations’ representatives and attains its maximum
participation in each assembly. When a political proposal is written [in the name of
the University Student Movement], representatives must go down to their
association to convene an assembly. They must share the proposal, often through
social media, and, in the assembly, students will discuss which points may be
modified, critiqued, opposed, or added. Representatives of each association meet
once again to discuss the revisions that their association demands. Then,
representatives vote on what will form part of the final proposal. After voting, each
representative goes back to his or her association to share what was modified,
considered, or omitted. As an assembly, each association votes whether they accept
the final proposal. Representatives then meet again to give the general assembly’s
vote [as opposed to the representative’s vote]. The political actions or projects
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initiated by the student movement were ultimately determined by student

associations and their respective assemblies. Once representatives have given their

final vote, you [as a representative] must go back to your association and say

something like, “this is the final political proposal; we have to assume it.” That is

how a real democracy works, where every student participates directly in decision-

making.
What Mario elucidates is the participatory democratic process introduced by the University
Student Movement. He points to the student movement’s horizontal character, and the way
assemblies are used to determine what elected representatives will decide as a larger university
student collective. When representatives make decisions against the assembly’s collective will, a
referendum may be held to elect new student representatives. This shifts our understanding of
vertical power conceptualized negatively toward positively affirmed collective power built from
below (Dussel, 2009). It is the decolonization of power that is at stake insofar as we are seriously
considering the role the university plays in reproducing the subjectivities, epistemologies, and
hierarchical social relations sustaining the modern/colonial world system. Leading by obeying is
what student activists are enacting. In addition to being a horizontal organization, the student
movement’s political culture is radically democratic inasmuch as students directly participate in
the assemblies where decisions are made and governance is shared. The student movement’s
democratic project is best explained by Erica, who belongs to the younger student activist
generation who, like many other women historically and contemporarily excluded from engaging
in the political, significantly influenced the student movement by adding to it a strong presence
of feminist thought and experiences.

A democracy is no longer the imposition of a minority on the majority. The

imposing minority is constituted because they have all the legal-political

superstructure in their favor. The democracy for which we are advocating today is

no longer one imposed to pursue an order, but that which is built directly by

students. Assemblies are the foundations that give the student movement organic

life in a participatory, democratic, plural, inclusive, equitable and responsible way.
UNAH must ensure a participatory democracy and the full exercise of students for
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both men and women, with equal opportunities and conditions. The University

Student Movement has created the conditions that allow women to be incorporated

into all aspects and areas of the democratic process. To accomplish its objectives,

the student movement will be based on the principles of democratic participation,

egalitarian representativeness, ideological pluralism, accountability, transparency,

equity, equal opportunities, accountability, solidarity, and companionship.

Decision-making power at the university may seem unimportant for dominant groups in
liberal democracies. However, in Honduras (and in other Latin American, African, and Asian
countries), reclaiming democratic spaces and practices looks and feels more radical when
considering the colonial and authoritarian political culture continuing to deny the vast majority
the right to think, feel, speak, live, and become otherwise. Reclaiming democratic spaces and
practices in the university is, furthermore, an ongoing struggle to decolonize an institution
historically complicit in maintaining the coloniality of power, knowledge, and being.
Democratizing and decolonizing are thus two sides of the same coin. May we decolonize
knowledge, power, and being without building radically democratic social practices? Is a society
democratic when colonial structures are maintained? It is the dominant use of democracy, I
believe, that empties it of all decolonizing potential. Rethinking the relationship between
concrete democratic practices born in social struggles and the their decolonial potential hence

becomes an indispensable task. University student activists are one of the many social actors in

Honduras posing these very questions.

University Constituent Assembly: A National Encounter

With student associations articulated horizontally as the University Student Movement,
student activists were able to organize massive mobilizations and long-term occupations which
forced the university’s authorities to sit down to negotiate with the student movement. In April
2019, the Student Electoral Regulation Mario (Sociology Student Association), Hector (History

Student Association), Eduardo (Electrical Engineering Student Association), Julio (Law Student
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Association), Erica (Anthropology Student Association), and Maria (Sociology Student
Association) helped write with other student associations was finally ratified by the reluctant
interim government running the university since the student movement forced the previous rector
to step down in 2017. In April 2020, elections will be held at the university’s main and regional
campuses. During these elections, each student association will elect new representatives. Each
college and regional campus will designate one member to participate in the University Council.
Representatives for the University Student Federation of Honduras (FEUH) will also be elected
(the student federation, as I described in chapter four, was established in 1925). It is likely that
the University Student Movement’s candidates will become the new FEUH representatives, since
it is the only broad-based political platform.

The goal is to restructure the FEUH horizontally. It is for this precise reason that, within
30 days after the elections, a University Constituent Assembly will be held in which student
representatives from student associations of each campus, in addition to faculty members and
university authorities, will meet for three days to amend the university’s organic law (i.e., the
national constitution will be amended), which includes restructuring the FEUH horizontally.
Once the federation is restructured, one delegate will be selected during the assemblies held by
each college student association. A horizontal structure will transform the University Student
Movement into a national platform organized under the student federation, which will enable
students to coordinate protests, activities, and events nationally. Presidents, vice presidents,
secretaries, or treasurers will no longer form part of this horizontal structure. The student
federation, instead, will become a counter-structure difficult to coopt because every member will
have equal decision-making power, who, in the last instance, is accountable at the assembly

level.
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UNAH’s organic law forms part of the national constitution, meaning that students will
have the opportunity to change the very foundations on which the university stands. As
mentioned above, one of their goals is to restructure the student federation into a real federation
of secretaries where every member is a mere delegate of a college student association. One of the
most important changes student activists want to make to the organic law is the right to a
referendum, where representatives of each association, university council, or student federation
may be held accountable during assemblies. Of critical importance, moreover, is to eliminate the
Board of Trustees or to restructure it. The latter option will allow students and professors to
participate in this governing body. Student activists believe that the Board of Trustees holds too
much power and has, since the coup of 2009, been one of the principle governing bodies
responsible for coopting student organization and representation and violating the university’s
autonomy. I will describe the university’s co-governing bodies in more detail in the following
section while also clarifying how they are interconnected to self-governance and university

autonomy.
Co-Governance

In addition to electing representatives for the three self-governing bodies (academic
program student association, college student association, and the University Student Federation
of Honduras), student associations within each college and regional campus will elect one
representative for the University Council, UNAH’s highest co-governing body. The two other
co-governing bodies (College Council and Academic Program Curriculum Committee), will be
established after the elections as well. In the University Council, students, professors, and the
university’s administrators share governance (Organic Law, 2004). It will be composed of 54

members, divided equally between students, professors, and administration. UNAH’s rector will
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also be an active member of the University Council but will only have voting power to untie a
vote. The University Council is thus a tripartite governing body where each part holds equal
voting power. Because UNAH’s rector, deans, and regional campus directors currently hold
interim positions since the student movement’s actions forced university authorities to resign and
at the same time reclaimed the general elections after congress reluctantly ratified its first citizen
bill (established a precedent for other social movements trying to get a law passed that will
strengthen their struggle—e.g., mining concessions), the interim Board of Trustees must initiate
a hiring process to fill all administrative positions prior to the elections.

A problem begins to emerge, nonetheless. The seven Board of Trustees members also
currently hold interim positions because none of them have been nominated by a University
Council quorum with legitimate student representation. However, the interim Board of Trustees
will have the power to rehire the interim rector, deans, and directors because limitations to a third
term only applies to those who have held official administrative titles. Interim positions do not
impede reelection, for instance. Once all administrative positions have been filled, the university
will convene to nominate new Board of Trustees members who meet the criteria listed in the
organic law (e.g., academic degree and experience). Mario believes that the interim Board of
Trustees has too much power because it has the power to give administrative roles to loyal
faculty members who will also form part of the University Council. As a result, said
administrators will also become members of the University Council and will likely return the
favor by voting in the same Board of Trustees members who hired them. In the past, this created
a vicious clientelist cycle where only the academic and political elite could participate. However,
there are several limitations to this cycle of corruption. Board of Trustees members may only

serve two four-year terms. Students and professors will also have 66 percent of the votes in the
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University Council (Organic Law, 2004), which, to a certain extent, limits the administrative
faction of the University Council which used to nominate Board of Trustees members
unilaterally for personal gains. In order to form part of the Board of Trustees, an individual must
receive 66 percent of the votes as well (University Council Regulations, 2015). Lastly, students
and faculty members must return to their respective associations and assemblies to make public
the curriculum vitae of each potential Board of Trustees members. The assembly will ultimately

decide how students and professors vote in the University Council.
Academic Cogoverning Bodies

Other co-governing bodies, such as the College Council and Academic Program
Curriculum Committees, will be formed after the elections. In the former, the college dean, three
faculty members, and two students will participate. The latter will be composed of the academic
coordinator, two faculty members, two students, and two professionals working in the field. The
College Council and the Academic Program Curriculum Committee in the College of Social
Sciences, for example, will lead curriculum reform autonomously. Education reform without the
participation of these co-governing bodies will be viewed as a violation of the university’s
autonomy. It is for this reason that the student movement’s self-governance and co-governance
bodies serve as counter-structures which will help resist neoliberal higher education reform.
With the horizontal restructuring of the University Student Federation of Honduras, in addition,
where all student associations have direct participation, collection action at a national level will
be taken if the university is suspected of being reformed without student participation. This does
not mean, however, that university authorities and interested political parties are no longer
capable of reforming the university according to neoliberal logics. Rather, what I am arguing is

that neoliberal higher education reform will be met with organized student resistance.
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Nevertheless, there is no guaranteeing that university student activism will not experience any
obstacles in the future. If student activists participating in the co-governing bodies do not
eliminate the entrance exams gradually gentrifying and thus whitening and depoliticizing
university students, then opposing the neoliberalization and privatization in the future seems
unlikely. If the National Autonomous University of Honduras becomes a public university where
only students whose Whiteness [blanquitud] is performed through consumption (Echeverria,
2010), then the university will lose the potential it now has in becoming a pluriversal and popular
university. Democratizing and decolonizing the university, I fear, will only become a metaphor
used by academics if students from historically excluded communities lose access (Tuck &

Yang, 2012).
Social Implications

Student activists believe that the democratic practices constructed at the university will
radiate into the communities to which student activists belong. They believe that, once they
graduate, they will also help democratize the professional associations or guilds of which many
will become members. For Mario, this is not wishful thinking. Several professional associations,
such as the teachers’ unions and the national lawyers’ guilds, according to him, are currently
facing resistance from recently graduated student activists entering these spaces which have also
been dominated by the same authoritarian, clientelist political culture. The democratic political
culture which continues to form part of the student movement is hence becoming an important
reference for other social movements and organizations. Democratizing an institution such as the
university is, as Maria indicated in one of our conversations, a political practice with
sociocultural implications. For her, the university serves as a laboratory for the sociopolitical

context. Referring to Boaventura de Sousa Santos’ work, Maria stated the following: “the
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university is the reflection of the type of society we live in, and, in turn, the type of society we
have is the reflection of the university”. To radically (trans)form the university, namely, to go
beyond the democratic limits imposed by the university, legitimate student representation in co-
governing bodies is not enough. What is needed is a University Constituent Assembly. Mario
described the emergence of the student movement’s political culture and its organization as a
gradual process initiated after the coup. His account, additionally, unsettles the state-centric
revolutionary perspectives which dominated social movements in the 20" century.

The generation of students during the coup of 2009 was the generation that came

up with the university constituent assembly. There were two attempts without much

success. Our generation did organize a student congress where student activists

from every campus met. We named it the Eduardo Becerra Lanza Congress. So,

while their generation was the first to build internal student movements or

collectives within the university as organizational alternatives, we organized

students by academic programs before any sort of university constituent assembly.

This new generation has organized student associations [and their respective

assemblies] which are the heart and soul of the university student movement. We

have accomplished a lot of things because the movement is diverse and we must

learn to work with so much diversity. The only way to do so was through consensus.

In the adversity of ideas, it is possible to construct a diversity of solutions. In reality,

these are democratic spaces. In the university student movement, decisions are

made democratically. And horizontality was key. We did not have permanent

leaders. Everyone was a spokesperson [vocero/vocera] at one point.
Mario’s complex understanding of the student movement’s political culture based on assemblies
emerged because he formed part of the arduous process of organizing students of what he refers
to as el trabajo de hormiga [the work of an ant]. This is what he considered the steady and slow-
going work required to organize students. Organizing is, therefore, at the heart of the student
movement, without which the articulation of various student associations would be impossible.
In the next section, I examine, in more detail, the collective action that result when all other

options have been exhausted. Much of what follows is a reflective account to my participation in

student-led protests.
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Collective Action

Unknown faces hid behind makeshift masks made from ragged T-shirts. In a way, student
activists resembled the Zapatistas of southern Mexico. In many ways, they resembled no one.
The faceless students, los encapuchados [those who are masked], portrayed by the mainstream
media as a violent, anarchist organization, marched the streets of the Honduran capital city of
Tegucigalpa. Those who walked in front of the massive mobilization carried an enormous banner
for the media to capture images and words of rebellion. On the banner, the image of Karl Marx
was accompanied by a cigar-smoking Che Guevara and a peace-sign-wielding Berta Caceres, the
recently murdered environmentalist Indigenous leader. Superficially, these images illustrate
some well-known thinkers, revolutionaries, and activists. At a deeper level, these images
represented what the University Student Movement believes the route to political change is—a
stance which includes both militant collective action and a strong desire to live in peace and with
dignity. The words surrounding the images expressed the following: Sociologia es Mujer,
Cultura, Ecologia, y Lucha Colectiva [Sociology is Woman, Culture, Ecology, and Collective
Struggle]. The text challenged the androcentric and dualist (nature/culture) epistemology and
ontology held by modern perspectives. Instead of sociology signifying the abstract concept of
society, the ontological word ““is” revealed how being, knowledge, power, and resistance are
inextricably linked. A body of knowledge such as sociology, in this case, is formed by women
and it is intersected by political, ecological, and cultural struggles. As I read this, I thought of the
social practices that unsettle the coloniality of knowledge, power, and being. As a mere spectator
in this massive protest, I could not ask student activists what “sociology is woman” meant to
them. At that moment, I did not know the impact women had in the University Student

Movement’s horizontal structure. I would only learn this after talking to Maria and Erica and
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participating in meetings, protests, and workshops organized by the student movement. At that
moment, however, I knew very little about the complex network of social movements to which
student activists were articulating themselves.

Other banners were more poetic and artistic than the one mentioned above. Poetic words
from Marti’s (1974) Nuestra América [Our America] whispered to those willing to listen. The
music of Silvio Rodriguez and local folklore singers played from a black column speaker being
carried by a pickup truck moving at the pace of student activists. The faceless listened and sang
along. The faceless students continued their march under the beating sun. Some cars heading in
the opposite direction honked in solidarity. Some angry drivers yelled out of their windows
because the blocked street prevented them from getting to work on time. The streets now
belonged to student activists.

The faceless mass of students continued to walk in unison toward the legislative building
where congress meets. As we walked, students chanted Latin American unity and solidarity
slogans. “El pueblo unido, jamdas serd vencido™ [the people united, will never be defeated]. This
translation does not express the semantic difference between pueblo and people. Pueblo means
much more when enunciated in the wretched lands now known as Latin America. It
conceptualizes the intricacies between the communal, cultural, and political instead of the
individual collection of contractual relationships forming part of the modern nation state. A
united pueblo is always already connected to power and the ways it can be taken back through
collective action directed at institutionally mediated power. Los pueblos always refer to the
historically and contemporarily exploited and oppressed campesino, Indigenous, Black, and
urban communities. In the streets, los encapuchados enacted and narrated the collective. Indeed,

they performed a very dangerous counternarrative within a dictatorial context. As I would later
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learn from Maria, as she cited the many slogans used to foment a collective identity within the
student movement, “those who only have individual aspirations, will never understand a
collective struggle,” and that the reasons they covered their faces, in addition to concealing their
identity, was to “reveal their hearts to the world.” The mask symbolized the student movement’s
collective identity. It hid the identity of the individual and thus prevented the creation of a
dominant leader who could potentially be coopted. “We are the student movement” was a
common expression. Putting on the mask expressed the collective and hid the individual. As I
asked in chapter one and similarly in chapter two, “If the individualist neoliberal ideology of
progress and development is a colonizing global force, can the collectivization of students be a
decolonizing practice?” It is this question that continued to come up as I participated in protests,
meetings, workshops, discussions, and assemblies which also pointed to the unsettling of
neoliberal and colonial subjectivities.

Why were university students protesting? The student movement demanded the
resignation of the university’s rector, who was only a neoliberal agent of the State and a minor
player in a brutal transnational game. Another demand they had was for the State to respect the
university’s political and academic autonomy (Ordorika, 2003). Autonomy refers to the right to
self-determination, namely, the right to decide what is taught, how it is taught, and who it is
taught by. Autonomy, more than anything, means to reclaim co-governance, foment social
responsibility, and democratize and decolonize the curriculum—i.e., the right to have collective
power over matters that have historically been held by the powerful grip of the few. Almendares
made this point clear during the forum I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter:

Autonomy is about self-determination and the courage to recognize our territory

and the dignity of peoples to defend their sovereignty. There can be no university

autonomy when university authorities and faculty refuse to speak of the great
problems we are experiencing in this country. This silence betrays the social
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conscience of this country. This leads me to ask, ‘what is an intellectual?’ It’s not
just about knowledge. UNAH is said to be climbing international ranks. What we
should be proud of is that UNAH is involved in defending the human rights and
dignity of its students, professors, and social activists rather than protecting the
interests of the market. This leads us to a discussion around the subject. What is the
subject? Some who study pedagogy think that the teacher is the only one who has
knowledge. This is an authoritarian pedagogical model. They think young people
do not think. That is false. We need the critical thought of youth, and we need a
rebellious youth, not a domesticated and servile youth. And so, even if many people
don’t like him, there’s something very beautiful about Che Guevara when he said,
‘when you witness a humiliation or an injustice, never keep quiet.” We have kept
quiet for too long, and young people know this and much more.

A Distant Observer

If one were to decontextualize the student movement, the social structures would clearly
remain hidden and the student actors involved in creating counter-structures would be left
omitted from the story. Students are not organizing, protesting, blocking major highways, and
democratizing university governance and curriculum within a militarized postcoup context only
because higher education is increasingly being privatized. Rather, the sociopolitical, economic,
and colonial structures of Honduras, which are interlinked with transnational processes, are the
motivating factors driving many to unsettle them, even if slightly. It is the ya basta or the “we’ve
had enough” that finally explodes from youth, student, feminist, Indigenous, campesino,
LGBTQ, and Black movements. As modern institutions lose legitimacy, including the university
which for so long has remained silent, as Almendares reminded us in the forum, the energetic
student movement has begun to rebuild the collective to face the colonial/neoliberal storm to
come. In the next section, I describe in more detail how student activists made their voices heard

by transforming university space into a place of resistance and organization.
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On Space and Place

Imagine yourself attending a university with no running water in the restrooms for most
of the day. Imagine yourself juxtaposing the dilapidated buildings you know so well with the 13-
story administrative building enveloped by tinted windows. You stare at this imposing modern
structure standing proudly on the university’s main campus. You imagine how it feels to have a
privileged vantage point to stare down at students hastily going to class. For now, you still do not
know that social mobility in Honduras is nearly impossible even after attaining a college degree.
You, however, feel like the fortunate one from your barrio, colonia, or village who was able to
make it to the National Autonomous University of Honduras, the so-called maximum house of
study. You feel confident that, once you graduate, you will find your dream job. Progress is all
you know. Being successful is what you dream of. What you do not know is that only a small
percent of students who graduate from UNAH acquire jobs in their field. The rest will be
unemployed or perhaps will work at transnational call centers. Only those who speak English,
however, will land a job in said call centers. The merit you alone have acquired, you constantly
remind yourself, must amount to something. The people running this place decide what you learn
and determine access to graduate programs and scholarships abroad. According to you, the only
way to succeed is to go to class like the diligent student that you have always been. In many
ways, you are seduced by the power the modern administrative building represents, for it
excludes so many and accepts so few. You, too, aspire to one day be one of those looking down
at the insignificant bodies moving about.

Fatalism leads you to not participate in student activism and say, “what difference will I
make, anyway?” You would rather choose the route where rewards await. There is no need to

worry about being punished if you act accordingly. To avoid being punished, all you must do is
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make sure to stay away from those lazy students constantly disrupting classes. Stay away from
those masked students—/os encapuchados—who like to barricade the university’s main
entrances as well as the entrances to all other installations as a form of protest. Stay away from
those who claim to be activists trying to organize you into what they call student associations. If
you think about it, they are violating your human right to an education when they decide to
occupy the university. Do your best to circumvent the university’s main plaza to not have to
listen to the ongoing discursive and theatrical performances around what they consider the
privatization of the university and the loss of university autonomy, co-governance, democracy,
and the criminalization of students. They speak of democracy, but they prevent others from
attending class. You ask yourself, “Why should students have any say in university matters?
Why can’t we just go to our classes, graduate, and find a job like everyone else in the first
world?”

The hypothetical university and diligent student above symbolizes the panopticon
Bentham (1995) conceptualized, which Foucault (1975) took up to theorize various mechanisms
of social control and self-regulation. Similarly, Bourdieu (1977) analyzed the “structuring
[social] structures” or habitus at the institutional level (p. 72), which makes the university a field
in which domination is effectively maintained through the reproduction of modern subjectivities
which designate cultural capital in the form of possessive tendencies, efficiency, competition,
and indifference. This institution punishes those who oppose its authoritarian governance
structure and grants privileges to those who perform a neoliberal habitus and are willing to
maintain the status quo. Controlling the hearts and minds therefore implies the seduction of

power. As Quijano (2007) points out,
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beyond repression, the main instrument of all power is its seduction. Cultural
Europeanisation was transformed into an aspiration. It was a way of participating
and later to reach the same material benefits and the same power as the Europeans:
vis, to conquer nature—in short for ‘development’ (p. 169).

The university is the primary institution which continues to offer individuals the knowledge and
the space to develop a habitus that allows them to reach the power promised by modernity,
capitalism, and progress. Instrumental reason hence becomes a universal paradigm everyone
must follow. Let me quote Quijano (2007) at length to elucidate the importance of decolonizing
knowledge, power, and being.

It is necessary to extricate oneself from the linkages between rationality/modernity
and coloniality, first of all, and definitely from all power which is not constituted
by free decisions made by free people. It is the instrumentalisation of the reasons
for power, of colonial power in the first place, which produced distorted paradigms
of knowledge and spoiled the liberating promises of modernity. The alternative,
then, is clear: the destruction of the coloniality of world power. First of all,
epistemological decolonization, as decoloniality, is needed to clear the way for new
intercultural communication, for an interchange of experiences and
meanings....Nothing is less rational, finally, than the pretension that the specific
cosmic vision of a particular ethnie should be taken as universal rationality, even if
such an ethnie is called Western Europe because this actually pretends to impose a
provincialism as universalism. The liberation of intercultural relations from the
prison of coloniality also implies the freedom of all peoples to choose, individually
or collectively, such relations: a freedom to choose between various cultural
orientations, and, above all, the freedom to produce, criticize, change, and exchange
culture and society. This liberation is, part of the process of social liberation from
all power organized as inequality, discrimination, exploitation, and as domination.
(p. 177-178)

Observing the University’s Social Space

The first day I visited the National Autonomous University of Honduras (UNAH) was in
June 2018. I reached what seemed like the university’s main plaza. Like most plazas in Latin
America, these spaces are usually the gathering places for city dwellers who simply want to sit
down on a bench to read a book, people watch, talk, or drink a cup of coffee. Plazas in Latin

America, as Echeverria (2010) described, express a baroque ethos where use value rather than
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exchange value envelopes the actions, thoughts, and behaviors of those who socialize in these
spaces. In contradistinction to classical, modern, and postmodern space, have not been
commodified and absorbed by neoliberalism’s insatiability. In other words, a baroque ethos
carries the potential of resisting a capitalist and neoliberal ethos.

In the middle of the university’s plaza, there was an empty water fountain. In the middle
of the fountain, there was an obelisk which was about 20 feet tall. There were four
malfunctioning clocks on top of the obelisk, each one indicating a different time. Each clock
faced a different direction. I later found out that the plaza’s name was the Four Cultures Plaza.
According to the university’s newspaper, the clock represents the Mayan, Egyptian, Greek, and
Roman civilizations. The fountain symbolizes knowledge. The university seems to be a replica
of the National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM) for it also has a plaza with a similar
name. The Three Cultures Plaza at UNAM, however, represents pre-Columbian, Spanish
colonial, and modern Mexican culture (‘“Plaza de las Tres Culturas,” n.d.).

As I observed my surroundings, I noticed the political graffiti covering the walls of each
surrounding building. Everywhere I looked, I found graffiti denouncing the political and
economic elite of the country as well as the transnational interests they represent. I knew I was in
the right place. The popular FUERA JOH (out with JOH) slogan used to denounce the dictatorial
president Juan Orlando Hernandez was the most common expression spray-painted on each wall.
The graffiti expressing solidarity with Berta Caceres and the Council of Popular and Indigenous
Organizations of Honduras (COPINH) was the most striking, for it denounced the transnational
and national powers student activists believe were involved in her assassination and the
assassination of many other campesino and Indigenous activists. Other slogans depicted the need

to democratize the university. As Maria recalled in one of our conversations, the slogans often
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displayed on the walls by student activists were always related to the reappropriation of space.
“UNAH is our territory! It is your home! It does not belong to those in power!”

It is not only in the main plaza where students gather in large numbers. Near the library
and coffee shop, for example, students also play music, dance, and play cards. The way students
dress and the way their bodies occupy space reveal their upper middle-class status as well as the
gradual gentrification of the university. Political graffiti is absent in these spaces. There are no
masked students or political assemblies. At the plaza, however, graffiti and murals are the most
common expressions of student dissensus. The plaza narrates the lived experiences of those who
dwell outside of the university’s walls. Feminist student activists, for instance, spray-painted the
plaza with the following statement: No somos histéricas,; somos historicas [We are not
hysterical; we are historical]. This statement, as I learned much later, is used by feminist
movements around the world. It refers to the way women are portrayed when they denounce the
patriarchal society in which they live and the multidimensional violence they experience. The
word play “we are not hysterical, we are historical” becomes pedagogical insofar as it is intended
to change oppressive discursive and social practices. The meanings inscribed in this space
contradict the social, cultural, and political expectations of women. They contradict the
pedagogy of cruelty and power mentioned above.

During one of my observations at the plaza, I attended the Feminist Fair organized by
student activists known as the Feministas Universitarias [University Feminists]. The slogan used
for the fair was, “We Make the Economy Move.” Their aim was not only to play music,
disseminate information, or sell homemade goods. Instead, they wanted to demonstrate that
women are collectively creating alternative economies. Women in Honduras resist the social

roles expected of them when they insert themselves in the formal and informal economy or when
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they refuse to be positioned socially, politically, and economically as housewives or stay-at-
home moms. Cusicanqui (1986) and Zibechi (2007) understand these actions as the subterranean
and molecular forms of resisting patriarchal, colonial, and capitalist modes of production and
sociability, similar to the infrapolitics addressed by Scott (1990). During the fair, I bought
several feminist magazines and a couple “FUERA JOH” stickers. Student activists mentioned
that these collective efforts aimed to promote the idea that the economy is not synonymous to
capitalism. One would easily assume from the discourse used by feminist student activists that
they had already read Gibson-Graham’s (2006) The End of Capitalism (As We Knew It): A
Feminist Critique of Political Economy. It is more likely, however, that they learned these
discourses through their engagement in feminist struggles outside of the university, such as the
feminist discourse and praxis embodied by Berta Caceres and other Indigenous, Garifuna, and
campesina activists defending their territories (Alvarado, 1987).

Although money formed part of the medium of exchange, when the student activist who
sold me the magazine said, “muchisimas gracias compaiiero” her words transformed our
transaction into a gift. A simple thank you compariero included me in her collective efforts. I no
longer felt like a customer consuming a commodity for consumption’s sake. Instead, I became
part of a gift economy which, as argued by Mary Douglas in the foreword to Mauss (1990) work,
aims to enhance solidarity of the parties involved in the exchange while also making it possible
to disrupt neoliberalism’s instrumental rationality, unfettered individualism, utilitarianism, and
sociability. I know that I am not part of a feminist collective but the words the student activist
enunciated with no exaggerated excitement but rather as a matter of fact as if she knew me

already, did make a significant difference in our interaction. Will I ever truly know their
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struggle? No, of course not. Can I be a compariero or a companion willing to walk alongside

them in their struggle? I hope so.
The Making of a Rebellious Place

At the Eduardo Becerra Lanza Plaza, university students hang out, smoke, gamble, listen
to music, occasionally dance, laugh, and, most importantly, have conversations that would
otherwise not take place. Many of the students who hang out at this plaza are part-time activists.
Some of them are just sympathizers. They are the rebels who refuse to act according to the
university’s neoliberal expectations of producing globally competitive individuals which, in the
end, translates to cheap semi-skilled labor. The neoliberal university does not make room for
collective identities, nor does it have to tolerate alternative forms of sociability and organization,
especially more democratic forms of governance. Despite the administration’s attempt to
depoliticize the plaza, student activists have continued to occupy this space. They have inscribed
new meaning and a radical sense of belonging to a space which apparently is neutral and
transparent, void of any political, cultural, and social content. As student activists re-appropriate
university space, they also unsettle the university’s neoliberal/colonial design.

This unsettling entails artistic expressions displaying what student activists oppose and
what actions may assist in transforming the university into a popular university [Universidad
Popular]. Every building is covered with graffiti, paintings, and murals. The plaza belongs to
student activists; it is their territory. The markings in this space make it theirs. The multitude of
students who walk by the plaza usually stare at the murals and at times engage in conversations
with student activists demonstrating their discontent artistically through theatrical performances
and discursively through public assemblies and speeches. These intersubjective, pedagogical

exchanges point to the cultural infrapolitics, on the one hand, and the repolitization of space on
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the other. The plaza has become a space in which knowing with and being with a movement in
struggle as opposed to knowing about is made possible.

On one occasion, student activists began to set up a medium-sized column speaker. Once
they connected the microphone, one student started reading something he had written, perhaps
the night before, to commemorate Berta Caceres’s death. As he began to speak, somewhat
nervously, he informed everyone at the plaza that many students were planning on going to the
Lenca communities belonging to the Council of Popular and Indigenous Organizations of
Honduras (COPINH), the organization Berta Caceres co-founded in 1993. Their goal, as the
student clarified, was to learn from these communities and organizations and, most importantly,
to commemorate Berta, the woman who planted seeds of hope in Latin America and the world
[la mujer que sembro semillas de esperanza en América Latina y en el mundo]. 1 sat on one of
the benches surrounding the plaza and listened. The student activist then stopped talking and
placed the microphone on top of the speaker. Music then began to play. At first it was rap, then
punk, and finally the folklore music of Violeta Parra, Silvio Rodriguez, and Victor Jara’s E/
Derecho de Vivir en Paz [The Right to Live in Peace] filled the plaza with hope, solidarity, and a
strong sense of community.

With the various banners on display and with the music playing while others painted a
mural of Berta, I got a sense of how these activities help build community in a space designed to
erase the collective. I, too, participated in the painting of this mural after Hector, the student who
questioned my silence during the first workshop I attended, asked me if I knew how to paint as
he handed me a paint brush, not giving me a chance to answer. On another wall, some students
spray-painted the poetic words of Elvia Zelaya, the mother of Roger Samuel Gonzales who was

killed by the Battalion 316 in the 1980s: “I have my tongue stuck to my palate from repeating
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your name to the wind so many times. My hands grow old, touching insensitive gates that offer
silence as a response” [Tengo la lengua pegada al paladar de tanto repetir tu nombre al viento].
Mis manos envejecen tocando portones insensibles que me ofrecen silencios por respuestal].
Once we were finished painting the mural, I took a picture of the mural (illustrated by Figure 18
and 19). The next day, however, the words placing blame on one of the richest families of
Honduras which owns the energy company involved in the Berta Caceres’ murder, were erased
(Lakhani, 2018). Whoever painted over the mural, for one reason or another, did not have the
courage to paint over Berta’s portrait. Student activists took advantage of the situation. Effigies
were laid on the ground. Caution tape was placed around the mural, simulating a homicide scene.
The yellow tape surrounded the “dead bodies” were covered in “blood.” Student activists made
sure that Berta’s memory would not be forgotten and that those responsible for her murder and
the murder of other social activists would one day face the consequences. As the new words
painted on the vandalized mural expressed, “NO CALLARAN LA VOZ DEL PUEBLO!” [The

people’s voice will not be silenced!] (illustrated by Figure 18 and 19).
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Figure 18: “Bodies” surrounding the vandalized mural
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Direct Action

A barricade blocks a street but also opens a new path. (Anonymous Graffiti, 2019)

On April 29, 2019, student activists decided to take direct action to make it clear that they
opposed the narco-state and the transnational and colonial interests it represents. Each student
association held an assembly to discuss the new bills introduced in congress which aimed to
privatize water, healthcare, and education. Each assembly decided to walk out to protest.
Hundreds of masked students, women and men, came from all directions to barricade the
boulevard in front of the university. It is important to note that this irruptive confrontational
behavior is not about violence. Rather, it is about a collective enacting resistance within a
brutally violent context. What student activists spray paint on the streets, this makes it clear that
they are no longer afraid as a collective. “They have taken so much from us, that they also took
away our fear.” “They fear us because we are no longer afraid.” “Those who only have
individual aspirations, will never understand a collective struggle.” These phrases can be found
spray painted throughout the city, on university buildings, and on major streets. It is through
these collective expressions, as Holloway (2010) suggests, where flashes of light of hope help us
visualize alternative ways of being together in an uncertain world.

Like a flash of lightning, they illuminate a different world, a world created perhaps

for a few short hours, but the impression which remains on our brain and in our

senses is that of an image of the world we can (and did) create. The world that does

not yet exist displays itself as a world that exists not-yet. (Holloway, 2010, p. 30)
Student activists are creating a world in which fear no longer justifies the unethical indifference
toward those who fight to defend their dignity. As the Hidhfiu social activist Estela Hernandez
cogently expressed in her speech, Hasta que la dignidad, se haga costumbre [Until dignity

becomes a custom] (Hasta que la dignidad, 2017). Dignity is what many student activists fight

for.
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When students take to the streets, the military police usually respond with brutal force to
disarticulate their collective struggles’ hopes and dreams of building another world. While I was
talking to Hector as he helped barricade the boulevard with large rocks and tires, the shots of
“non-lethal weapons” were fired. As I looked up, I saw a shower of teargas canisters heading
toward us. Without hesitating, student activists wearing construction gloves ran toward the
canisters and threw them back at the police. One canister impacted me on my right shoulder and
landed next to my feet. I kicked it off to the side as hard as I could, away from student activists. I
then retreated along with other students toward the university. The women and children who sell
street food near the university’s main entrance also ran inside. They, too, knew that the
autonomy of the university would provide safety because it prevented the police from going in.
Tear gas canisters, however, entered freely inside the campus, causing a middle-aged woman to
faint as she ran away from the suffocating gas. Many gasped for air with tears in their eyes.
Everything happened so fast, at least for me anyway. Students activists reacted in a different
way. They ran toward those who needed help, assisting them with water and vinegar, which they
believe helps relieve the pain inflicted by tear gas. Several students asked me if I was okay or if I
needed water.

Once I could see and breathe somewhat normally again, I turned around to stare at the
main entrance where students scrambled to pick up more teargas canisters. The masked students
[los encapuchados] started to throw rocks at the police. It was in that instance that I felt an anger
I had not felt in a long time. At that moment, I thought of the many encounters I had with the
police in southern California, of the time I was dragged out of my car while several police
officers pointed a gun at me for simply refusing to answer their questions. I thought of my

incarceration as a teenager. I thought of my friends who are still in prison. I thought of the
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violence designed for colonial subjects, that is, for those who live on the other side of the abyssal
line of nonbeing, where human rights are mere illusions used to justify more violence. In front of
my swollen eyes, | saw the power differential so clearly. Armed military police with helmets, gas
masks, lethal and non-lethal guns, and shields. Students whose relentless energy was slowly
being choked out from the suffocating gas. I felt the desperation all through my body. I, too,
wanted to build the courage to confront the police. The body knows and remembers the violence
it once experienced under its own flesh. There is no need for discourse analysis in moments like
these. There is no need to discuss metanarratives, deconstruction, or even decolonial theory when
it does not stop people from dying.

At that very moment, while my thoughts travelled to my younger, gang affiliated self,
Héctor walked up to me and said that I could handle the gas better than some of his friends. With
tears in both of our eyes, we both laughed. We both knew this was not the case. A group of other
student activists trying to get some fresh air sat next to me. We looked at each other and laughed
our tears away. Almost simultaneously, they said, “hijos de puta” [sons of bitches]. Héctor then
invited me to go to the frontline once again. I hesitated primarily because of the “ethical” issues
related to my research. He said that to know what direct action is, we need to vivirlo en carne
propia. The best translation of this phrase is to experience something in one’s own flesh. This is
not a romantic depiction of direct collective action. Héctor knows that these actions are a result
of desperation. He knows that throwing a canister or a rock at a fully equipped military police is
hardly effective. Direct action is an end in itself insofar as a collective identity is built through
these experiences. I wrote the following in my fieldnotes:

When 1 walked toward the frontline, I did not throw rocks at the riot police,

although las ganas no me faltaban. The urge to throw rocks was there. In that

moment, two canisters landed in front of me. I immediately grabbed the hot
cannister and threw it as far as I could, away from student activists. My hands were
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badly burnt. As I type these words, my hands still smell like gun powder, tear gas,
and burnt flesh.

On that day, I stayed at the university for six hours since every entrance was blocked by
the police as they continued to launch tear gas. Within that timeframe the riot police launched
hundreds of teargas canisters to repress student activists and everyone willing to join them
(illustrated by Figure 20). According to what has been reported by some news outlets, each
teargas canister is worth at least 150 dollars. That day, the military police launched over 500
canisters. One could only imagine how much the State has spent on the hundreds if not
thousands of protests organized in different parts of the country every year since 2009. For
obvious reasons, Honduras increased its defense and national security budget from 182 million
dollars in 2009 to 631 million dollars in 2018 (Presupuesto general, 2018). In comparison, in
2018, only 262 million dollars were allocated to the National Autonomous University of

Honduras.
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Figure 20: Collected caniters

What I experienced on that day was more than police brutality. What I experienced en
carne propia involved the anguished faces and bodies surrounding me. Some students cried
because of the tear gas while others cried because of anger caused by powerlessness. This anger
and sense of powerlessness, however, has been channeled positively to unite various student
activist associations once again. Even one student organization which had previously criticized
direct action joined this struggle. UNAH is becoming a territorial struggle. It is what students
have learned from the campesino and Indigenous struggles with which they have established
active solidarity. The strategies and tactics employed by student activists are similar, although
the space and place are radically different.

When the student movement became involved in other social struggles, it did not do so
with the pretentious vanguardism practiced in the past. When the political conjuncture demanded
their commitment, they decided to join or acuerpar la lucha social [join the social struggle] at
the expense of the institutional politico-academic transformation they were already working on.

Their ethico-political position was primarily concerned with other struggles which transcended
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the university. When students joined other struggles, they also did so within a specific
sociopolitical context. Within a postcoup context, particularly, student activists learned that their
struggle could not be isolated from other social movements. Joining other struggles has thus
broadened the student movement’s radically democratic project. It is for this reason that the
national encounter organized by student activists plans to bring together distinct social
movements.

The actions taken by student activists thus interweave the ongoing struggles of many
others outside of UNAH. These actions transcend the conventional understanding of student
movements as collective action directed at defending the publicness of the university. What these
confrontations reveal are territorial confrontations which connect themselves to the global,
extractivist context under which Latin America and many colonized regions find themselves.
These struggles teach social movement researchers the complexity of global coloniality, the
institutions which help sustain it, and the multiple and diverse actors resisting its reconfiguration.
Student activists are, to cite the Iranian scholar Hamid Dabashi (2015), “thinking and acting in
terms at once domestic to their immediate geography and yet global in their consequence” (p.
86). Where collective action will lead is uncertain. What these actions construct in the process,
however, are collective ways of knowing and becoming which are no less important than their

objectives.
Conclusion

In this chapter, I examined the self-governance and co-governance structures of the
university. In the former, I distinguished three types of self-governing bodies. On the first level,
there are student associations for each academic program. On the second level, there are college

student associations. And on the third level, there is the University Student Movement which will

287



be organized under the University Student Federation of Honduras (FEUH). Although the
student federation was coopted for many years by traditional student fronts, as I addressed
throughout this chapter, the University Student Movement will, nonetheless, try to restructure it
during the University Constituent Assembly. After the elections in April 2020, the three co-
governing bodies (University Council, College Council, and Academic Program Curriculum
Committee) will be constituted by the delegates selected by student associations and their
respective assemblies. How co-governance will look after the University Constituent Assembly
depends greatly on the University Student Movement and the student associations articulated
around its political platform. If the student movement is disarticulated when the University
Constituent Assembly takes place in May 2020, the politico-academic agenda during the
constituent assembly will likely be dominated by traditional student fronts which continue to
receive financial and institutional support from the dominant traditional political parties (e.g.,
National Party and Liberal Party).

In this chapter, I also examined the University Student Movement’s political culture and
its democratic and decolonial implications. Horizontal forms of organizing, as practiced by
student activists, points to the decolonization of power through the creation of a radically
democratic university consisting of co-governance, self-determination, and autonomy. I,
additionally, analyzed the re-appropriation of university space in which new meanings and
alternative forms of sociability emerge. Collective action was briefly discussed to interconnect
the student movement’s solidarity with other social struggles. In the next chapter, student
activists discuss their democratic project in their own terms. The discussion is a co-construction
as well as a reconstruction gesturing towards decolonial subjectivities, knowledges, practices,

futures, and ways of knowing and becoming (Stein, 2019). Rather than maintaining the authorial
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individualism still prevalent in research, I highlight student activists’ collective understandings,
practices, and knowledge of their politico-academic project. Their thoughts will hopefully
present to the reader and potential activist researcher that student activists are knowledge
producers, researchers, and collective actors who refuse to be conceived as extractible data. To
enact decolonial research, we must thus go beyond academicist perspectives. The discussion
which concludes this dissertation gestures toward decolonizing research by decentering authorial

individualism.
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CHAPTER 6: A CO-CONSTRUCTED DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Student Activists Think, Speak, and Act

There are many who think, speak, and act to make this world more just who will never
work in nor be known by academia. The few that do, are likely to work at the margins because
their expected productivity levels are often not met, for much of their time is likely spent in less
academically productive areas such as in sociopolitical organization. Productivity, as mentioned
in chapter five, relates to efficiency, competition, and rank. Those who think from inferiorized
geographies and languages, additionally, will hardly ever be cited by academics in dominant
positions. It is more common for analyzable data/information to be collected for it to be
transformed into theoretical knowledge. The epistemic, social, and geographic location of those
who write in subaltern languages will likely be forgotten or silenced to a point of invalidation. If
Latin American decolonial theory, for instance, is focused on the locus of enunciation, then, the
contradiction lies in the fact that many well-known and widely cited decolonial theorists write in
English and from privileged social locations in the geographic Global North (Grosfoguel, 2013;
Lillis, 2010; Ordorika & Lloyd, 2015; Phillipson, 1992, 2008). Even within Latin America, those
who are widely cited usually come from more “developed” countries with access to universities,
journals, and publishing companies with far greater reach (e.g., Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and
Mexico). In Honduras and in Central America, we are apparently theoretically mute. We do not
speak, so it seems. Others speak for us. I do not believe, however, that widely known decolonial
theorists such as Walter Mignolo, Enrique Dussel, Maria Lugones, Santiago Castro Gomez, and
Anibal Quijano intentionally silence those who think from distinct places. I merely want to point

out that there exists a political economy of ideas (Cusicanqui, 2012), where those who theorize
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with and from Latin America are no longer speaking only from this region. Indeed, some of them
have detached themselves from the sociocultural, political, and economic context from which
their ideas and experiences originally emerged. If knowledge is situated and embodied (e.g.,
Mignolo’s (1999) “I am where I think™), then surely our way of thinking will shift once our
bodies travel across real and imaginary borders and interact in distinct spaces, places, and
institutions. If we are to take decoloniality and its concepts seriously (loci of enunciation,
geopolitics of knowledge, and coloniality of power), we must not only analyze how
“epistemology is embedded in languages and in particular genealogies” but also in particular
geographies and institutions (Mignolo, 1999, p. 236). Mignolo (1999) addresses that the loci of
enunciation works at the intersection of politics of location, colonial differences, and
epistemology, but in refusing to acknowledge the role his epistemic institutional location plays in
the political economy of ideas, his work and the work of others tend to impinge upon and distort
academic and non-academic discussions around decolonization in other spaces. As he admits, he
is “not interested in either playing the role of the ‘Hispanic’ victim or of the successful marginal
who publishes in English in American university presses and works at Duke. I am interested in
making the (epistemic) colonial difference visible” (p. 240). This argument, though important
when considering his theoretical contribution to understanding modernity/coloniality
genealogically, falls short insofar as decoloniality is conceived as that which is enunciated from
academic circles and by an individual seeking to make coloniality “visible” for others to see and
interpret the world properly. The universities from which decolonial scholars speak, additionally,
do influence and in some ways limit the thinking that is situated in the social practices emerging
from distinct geographies of Latin America. This is of great concern if we are to prevent

decoloniality from being adopted uncritically in distinct places with varying historical and
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contemporary particularities. Can decolonial theory keep up with the social practices enacting
decolonial futures? Can decolonial theory exist without decolonial social practices? Does
decolonial theory become hegemonic when it emanates predominantly from the Global North?
When decolonial theory travels back to the Global South does it erase decolonial thought and
action situated in place? Does decolonial theory have the potential to silence and subsume
emerging decolonial praxis, and does it abstract it from its concrete sociopolitical context? There
are no absolute answers to these questions. These questions are useful insofar as they direct us
toward a more critical stance toward our own theoretical commitments, so that we may enact a
knowledge practice that avoids the dogmatic and enchanting traps of theory, especially the
vanguard (as opposed to rearguard) theory produced by academics working in “world-class”
universities, which have established for themselves an aura one mistakenly hopes to emulate. In
subsequent sections, I reflect on these questions in relation to the metaphorization of
decolonization.

In contradistinction to academicist discussions around decolonial theory, the student
activists with whom I had a chance to work interconnected their thinking with action, always
situating their thoughts to the sociopolitical context and the university they hoped to transform.
The knowledges born in struggle point to the ways in which activist researchers can engage in
work that simultaneously enacts a sociology of emergence and a decolonial praxis where lived
experiences are no longer conceived as data or information but rather as collective knowledges
and social practices of resistance creating the conditions of possibility of building a world
otherwise. The knowledges and practices produced by student activists, as I mentioned in the
previous chapter, disrupts the authorial individualism continuing to pervade knowledge practices

in “post” discourses as well as in decolonial theory (Blaser, 2010; B. de S. Santos, 2018). In
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underscoring the student movement’s praxis, my intention was to bring forth knowledges
emerging from autodidactic processes situated alongside and outside the university, while also
revealing the unmaking and remaking of the curriculum, broadly understood epistemologically,
ontologically, and axiologically. How else would future electrical engineers, such as Eduardo,
for instance, come to understand and critique the university’s neoliberal logic if it was not for his
lived experience, struggle, and transdisciplinary (and undisciplinary) form of knowing with
others in the student movement? How would an anthropology, sociology, history, and law
student come to understand the social, political, cultural, colonial, and economic implications of
university reform and the conceptual limitations of dominant theories if not through their own
investigations, theoretical praxis, and interepistemic mingas? What follows is a co-constructed
discussion which draws on the work of Mario, Erica, Eduardo, Maria, and Julio. The writing was
produced by them (at times with my participation and contribution) on different occasions when
political statements and communications were going to be disseminated on the student
movement’s newspaper and Facebook page or when they simply wanted to share with the
university community and the public in general their thoughts on issues that were impacting
them internally in the university as well as externally in their communities. Some of their
thoughts were drawn from interviews, conversations, forums, and meetings. I hope that my
selection of their elaborate ideas makes it evident that students, as young as 19, do in fact think
and act otherwise and are interpreting their world instead of being interpreted by others (i.e., by
academics). I also hope that what follows stresses the complex ways in which student activists
are rethinking the university in radically democratic terms and are at the same time doing
something to make that happen. I would also like to remind the reader that everything was

translated by me, so, if there are any phrases or terms that sound odd, the blame would entirely
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have to fall on me. The topics students preferred to discuss situate the student movement’s
emergence according to the social, political, cultural, and economic context. Their actions,
knowledges, and reflections were part of an intersubjective process born in struggle, which
explored the university’s complex entanglement with global processes, its historical role in
subjugating people, and its possible transformation through democratic governance. The
complicity of the curriculum in subjugating knowledges and preventing alternative modes of
thought is also emphasized below.

Like a coyote smuggling people across the border, I intend to smuggle in knowledge into
an academic space that continues to ignore the collective voices emerging in the epistemic and
geographic Global South, especially the youthful and resistant voices often silenced because of
their ostensible immaturity. This smuggling might be interpreted as the appropriation of
knowledge. This is not the case, however. Situating student activists as knowledge producers
instead of data producers aims to disrupt the coloniality of research practices which extract
“data” and repackage “information” into commodifiable theory (similar to the way raw materials
are extracted and manufactured into commodities and later shipped back for consumption). I cite
their work at length to enact rather than to speak of decoloniality. The ideas included in the
following sections, often discussed as a summary of “findings,” were co-produced with student
activists who thought it necessary to share their experiences and knowledges in hopes that their
understanding of institutional and societal change may offer other activist intellectuals,
researchers, and pedagogues another vantage point from which to understand the relationship
between university and social transformation. Ultimately, their ideas are meant to be read by

anyone interested in making this world more just.
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The Coup

The 2009 coup resulted in the re-politicization of society and therefore in the creation,
empowerment, and mobilization of popular resistance throughout the country, which included
teachers’ unions, student movements, bus drivers, taxi drivers, street vendors, campesinos,
Indigenous and Black peoples, feminists, LGBTQ, and various sociopolitical organizations.
Since 2009, an authoritarian political regime imposed itself in the university, paralleling the
state’s authoritarian political regime. The university’s rector, at the time, centralized university
governance and marginalized students and professors. These actions reduced the University
Council to a homogeneous body with a hierarchical structure excluding faculty members and
students from participating in the institution’s governance and curriculum reform. What
happened since then was not higher education reform. Rather, they were counter-reform
measures which eliminated the participation of the university’s main actors. It took away the
decision-making power of students and professors.

In Honduras, there is now a new oligarchic-capitalist financial model that emerged from
the reconfiguration of political, economic, and military forces in 2009. This new hegemonic
model has deepened the sociocultural and political crisis in which we were already living. This
crisis is clearly visible in the statistics that the government itself provides. Unsurprisingly, this
has only benefitted national and transnational interests by granting mining concessions,
privatizing public services, and using state institutions to maintain the status quo. This new
regime has created a decontextualized and completely isolated educational system servile to
oligarchic and transnational interests. Restrictive fiscal and monetary policies have also reduced

social spending, which has been followed by deregulation and privatization.
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It is necessary to understand that student repression at UNAH is a result of the
implementation of state policy supported by university authorities as a means to silence the
voices that have historically struggled to transform the university and society. The student
movement’s historical memory, for example, helps us understand that the violent repression of
student activists is not new. We have always been perceived as a threat. Student activists, now
organized as the University Student Movement, have resisted since the university counter-reform
movement was initiated in 2009.

Henceforth, we have been fighting to build a public, plural, inclusive, participatory,
holistic, popular, and democratic university in hopes that it will transform society. We are
against a market education. We advocate instead for a truly liberating, transformative, and
popular educational model. This means that, unlike the technocratic education proposed by a
corporate, elitist, and militarized university, we advocate for an education that is a collective
social right. For an education to become a collective social right, we must oppose all measures

aimed at privatizing education.
Authoritarianism

The absence of legitimacy makes the university authoritarian. The neo-fascist governance
structure, additionally, works the same in all regional campuses. There are sentinels who receive
and broadcast information from these spaces, but the intentions to discipline bodies and minds
has only generated tension and creativity expressed in the rebelliousness of the student
movement.

The limited vision of those who arbitrarily run the university does not allow them to
critically and reflexively value the creative abilities, changes, and transformations demanded by

the student movement. Nor can they appreciate the student movement’s organization which is
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composed of subjects moving in an open system as opposed to the confined system used by the
grotesque forces of modernity seeking to indoctrinate and transform us into consumers and
passive individuals.

All of this is accompanied by faculty members who distribute scholarships to lackeys and
vassals that support the university’s regime. Some students, unfortunately, have already turned
their backs on our struggle to defend public education. This has generated a clientelist and
nepotist culture, no different to what the dominant political parties have done with other
institutions, unions, and syndicates. A parasitocracy is what we call this culture. That is why,
under a clientelist logic, faithful employees and the relatives of deans, directors, and vice-
chancellors are awarded scholarships to other countries in order to become the next generation of
professors who will later maintain the status quo.

The coup of 2009 unveiled the antidemocratic practices of the state and its institutions. It
confirmed that the two-party system was in fact composed by the same ruling class. Within the
university, the same parasitocratic, clientelist, authoritarian, and antidemocratic forms of
governing were also deeply embedded. Traditional student fronts which had been coopted, rather
than representing the interests of students, did the bidding of politicians. UNAH had become a
place for political campaigning and a place where representatives of these student fronts could
ascend the socioeconomic and political latter through their alliances with university authorities.
UNAH’s authorities thus used these fronts to perpetuate their rule like a lord over his fiefdom.
Deans, rectors, and directors could make decisions without student opposition. After the coup,
however, we became more informed as to how the country and the university was run. In 2010
and 2011, several student activist organizations and platforms emerged in the Tegucigalpa and

San Pedro Sula Campus. Our inflamed discourse immediately attacked the antidemocratic
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practices student fronts and university authorities used to maintain power. The plaza became a
place where the parasitocracy and bipartisan golpista culture of the university could be attacked
in front of students, professors, and university authorities alike. At the plaza, we blamed the
student political fronts for helping university authorities coopt co-governance. We blamed the
student fronts for handing over the parity of representation previous student activists had fought
for and defended. The University Student Federation of Honduras was also dissolved. We were

left with nothing. Organizing was the only way forward.
Repression: A Student Activist’s Reflection

As I walked inside my house at 7:50 pm, the first thing I did was cry. I cried because of
the damn helplessness that engulfs me. I never imagined seeing anyone fall at my feet injured,
seeing gunshot wounds around me, or hearing dreadful pleas from wounded friends saying “bro,
don’t leave me here alone” [maje no me dejes solo]. Bullets, tear gas, the violation of
university’s autonomy. I didn’t expect to see groups of students under the cars crying because of
the terror of bullets released by the military police.

I cry because of the gunshot wounds my friends received, who are thinking minds
fighting for a better Honduras. It is not just, damn it, that the military police can kill the future of
Honduras. It’s not fair that this country is going to shit because of the fucking corruption of that
drug-trafficking party. When will we have justice in this country? How much longer will our
dignity be denied? People reading this might think I am too dramatic or perhaps that [ am
exaggerating but having a battalion of killers shooting directly at you and seeing university
students and friends shot at while others took cover behind cars as they cried out of fear does not
leave room for embellishment. Only if you witnessed this will you feel the same outrage. While

those to blame for this terror are roaming free, our friends are in the hospital dying.
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Not too long after the shooting at the university, the president linked to drug trafficking
said that we were “a group of radicals that have had the National Autonomous University of
Honduras on its knees for more than 10 years. These things are not often said, but if we do not
attack the root of the problem, this problem will not be solved. We must say things by their
name” (“JOH sobre disturbios,” 2019). The root of the problem is us, who refuse the conformist
and indifferent attitude the university and the state demand of us. According to our so-called
president, the root must be attacked to solve the problem we represent. Fortunately, our roots are

sporadic, relentless, and unyielding.

Neoliberal Globalization and the University

Global capitalism reconfigures itself during a crisis so that it could continue to dominate
the world. During an economic crisis, there is, at times, an inability to think politically. There is a
hegemonic discourse that prevents us from thinking as such. This discourse aims to convince us
that we must not politicize healthcare, education, and social justice during precarious times. The
social institutions capitalism is increasingly commodifying should not be politicized or
intervened by the state. We must let the market run its course. Higher education reform,
however, aligned perfectly with the state’s developmentalist vision and mission published in
2010, which resulted in neoconservative and authoritarian governance structure, limited to the
fundamentalist ideology of neoliberal globalization. This did not only result in the expansion of
privatized higher education, but it also reduced the state’s responsibility in guaranteeing a higher
education to historically oppressed peoples. Additionally, in its aim to increase revenues, the
university increased fees (e.g., registration and lab fees), limited access to certain academic

programs (e.g., cap of 300 students medical programs and the few academic programs offered
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were designated to those who could afford the tuition fees), and significantly reduced the number

of students graduating from the social sciences.

Decolonizing Politics and the University

The student movement is not to be understood as strictly political but is rather configured
by suffering, knowledge, and the collective power to transform our realities. We have felt the
pain of daily injustices and the precarious state of living. That suffering, in turn, has been
converted into knowledge of our social, political, cultural, and economic realities in order to
transform the conditions that make this suffering possible in the first place. The knowledges we
have created collectively are directed toward a good life [buen vivir], social welfare, and the
collective social right to demand them through sociopolitical and cultural organization.

All this is related to public space, the spatial scenario where multiple and diverse
dimensions of reality converge in which different protagonists generate a social meaning of the
university, based on social conditions historically produced of what “The Public, National, and
Autonomous University” signify. These social as well as political meanings we give to the
university disrupt the recolonizing logic of a market education which crystalizes itself into the

hegemonic ideological knowledge system of neoliberalism [e/ pensamiento unico].

Decoloniality

History cannot be conceived as mere facts. History demands a critical apprehension and
reinterpretation, in a historiographic sense, for its reconstruction. Colonialism, for instance, is not
a historical period or even found in the past but is rather a latent phenomenon and underlying
structure of our society, with different faces, protagonists, and institutions, largely supported by a
symbolic and intellectual field, expressed in the desires in some and an authoritarian self-

realization in others.
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At the university, the superficial inclusion of certain customs and practices from Lenca,
Miskitu, Garifuna, and campesino communities (such as music and dance) does not resonate, at
least profoundly, with students who come from these very communities. Real change to the
curriculum demands critically reflective and spiritual spaces that position social practices
situated in community as our present rather than some historical artifact found in a museum
meant to be displayed occasionally during some sort of “cultural” event.

The knowledge of the other only falls into the exoticization of certain practices. We are
specifically referring to when Indigenous and Black peoples and campesinos are invited to open
events with their dance and music. It is not necessarily a bad thing to experience such things if it
were also complemented with a curriculum on Indigenous philosophies, Indigenous, Black, and
campesino organizations, resistance, etc. There is, therefore, the need to reflect on Indigenous
thought within public higher education, because topics such as interculturality are not
exclusively related to Indigenous peoples but of education in general, understood as a relational

practice of learning, freedom, love, ethics, and social justice.
Higher Education Reform

In Latin America, it does not take much effort to examine the negative impact
universities have on society, especially in the neoliberal and neocolonial model allowing
transnational companies to exploit natural resources indiscriminately and to accumulate capital
for neoliberal globalization and financial capitalism. A university that does not confront the
neoliberal, neoextractivist, and neocolonial model only promotes and legitimizes structural
violence and displacement.

In contrast to what we demand, the transitional commission at the university

implemented higher education reforms seeking to build a modern university. The question is,

301



what modernity are we talking about? The one with endless wars, violence, and xenophobia? The
polarization of society? The accumulation of capital in a few hands? Hyper-specialization?
Neoextractivism? The homogenization of curricula for the internationalization and exchange of
human capital worldwide? The elimination of disciplines and technification of knowledge? The
decay of thought?

If we read and analyze these higher education reforms, we can see how the university’s
supposed essence is gradually articulated and shaped from the vision of its own institutionality,
which is starkly against our communities’ realities. The concepts of identity, participation,
inclusion, equity, globalization, for instance, expose the university’s modern vision. In
themselves, these concepts dictate what the university and society need to finally catch up to
modernity. These concepts contain within them an integrated identity. What we have seen is the
elimination of interculturality and democratic participation. Does inclusion refer to the private
sector’s management of all that is public? When university authorities speak of equity and
globalization, are they referring to the global exchange of human capital and the so-called
internationalization of higher education? When they speak of a national identity, what identity
are they aspiring to create? Are they referring to the touristy consumption and romantic
Mayanization of our diverse Indigenous, Black, campesino, and urban identities? As student
activists, we have asked the following questions:

What is the purpose of having university reform with a fragmented curriculum if

we cannot transform our reality and build the society to which we all aspire? Is

UNAH really aspiring to change or is there another hidden logic? Is there a logic

which conceives of us merely as human capital to be exchanged and consumed like

commodities within and between the national and international private sectors?
Does university reform seek to maintain cultural and political hegemony?

302



Academic norms intended to formally and legislatively instrumentalize and legitimize the
structural crisis of the university, particularly its ontological crisis and its epistemological and
methodological inability to know and understand our social reality from our worldviews. At the
same time, in the academic standards we find acute contradictions between the university and the
social context. Because these standards express explicitly the need to use the university as a
social public good, we need to understand how public good is interpreted. Providing academic
and “cultural” services in reality only lead students to the private sector. Academic standards,
furthermore, homogenize individuals for the exchange of human capital at the international level.
They prepare individuals for neoextractivist processes. Standardization, in short, is the decline of
critical thought. University counter-reform has resulted in the following:

1. Curriculum counter-reform entails the evaluation and accrediting processes to

homogenize our curricula, intended to train more effective “professionals” (that
is, to effectively produce human capital).

2. The strengthening of a public university that serves as a concatenated thread
between private enterprise and public higher education, as a means to
effectively implement educational policies that are servile to the needs of the
transnational labor market.

3. The creation of technical, technological, televised, virtual, and vocational
education centers which offer countless technical careers exclusively designed
for neoextractivist projects and the service industry.

4. The creation of a university with a hyperspecialized epistemology. This is the
clearest expression of scientific reductionism creating a greater inability to
solve our country’s social problems.

With these egregious consequences, there is an urgent need to build a radical democracy
that will become the transversal axis in education. The epistemological, gnoseological,
ontological and teleological sustenance of understanding, systematizing, deepening, and
transforming the ways of being, thinking, living together [convivencia], acting and generating

knowledge must come from our communities. Our communities provide us with a general

understanding and even a methodological guideline of resistance (or praxis) to transform our
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realities from everyday life and practice to more organized forms of resisting social institutions.
This is opposed to the obscurantism of an academic, institutionalist, objectivist, and technocratic
paradigm where the university tries to convince us by telling us that, “We have the truth; what
we say is the right thing to do; what we say has to be done; what we do and have been doing is
the right thing; you are wrong and we are right; do not protest; do not speak and do not criticize;
study and work.”

But this does not convince us. What we want is to build a liberating, pluriversal, popular,
and transformative education. We want an education that begins with a paradigmatic shift from
the destructive sciences to ecological, anti-capitalist, anti-colonial, anti-imperialist, anti-
extractivist, and ancestral knowledges. Above all, we fight for a university that prioritizes the
learning capacity of communities to develop their own autonomy, that is, the ability of each
society or community to challenge their reality and to constitute their own freedoms towards a
more just world where people may live with dignity. This requires us to change the statically
predetermined curriculum into a dynamically undetermined curriculum. That is why we need to
set up curriculum reform committees made up of faculty members, students, and social activists.
What impedes all of this is that the university still conceives of students and our pueblos as mere
recipients of content and not as active subjects capable of building critical ideas related to

education.

Organization

Everything mentioned so far implies that we must transform bureaucratic organizations
(e.g., university, colleges, and schools) into learning communities. Initially, we recognized that
the construction of a new university through a reform process—that is, through academic

standards, educational models, and curriculum management, etc.—contained a void. What we
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now see in these counter reforms is that they have lacked the direct participation of the main
actor in any pedagogical act: the student. Such a contradiction was made visible by the student
movement and in its smaller student associations, yet many of our practices at the beginning of
our struggle were distorted by the institutional apparatus (for example, many of us still believed
we were mere recipients of content rather than active subjects and builders of critical ideas and
knowledge). Conceiving of ourselves as builders of critical ideas and knowledge made it possible
to understand the student movement’s methodological framework of political action [praxis] in
relation to its sociocultural and educational implications. We no longer thought of ourselves as a
student movement that only resists university reform but rather as a social movement with a
strong commitment to build a radically democratic university linked to and interpellated by a

diversity of collective actors.
Curriculum, Space, Identity, and Popular Research

Our fight is not only against higher education reform. Instead, it is a struggle that entails a
process of identification or recognition among students of what we collectively understand as the
political. Therefore, our struggle can be defined as a political struggle in terms related to the
exigencies of regaining our voice and reclaiming power in institutional decision-making spaces.
This is a social struggle as well in the sense of democratizing the curriculum to respond to the
political, ideological, and cultural reality of students, who, before becoming students, are
historical subjects situated in community. As an intercultural struggle, in addition, through the
opening of educational spaces outside the university, we are building critical and ethical relations
between subjects. The recovery of our territories and the creation of rebellious schools, popular
radio stations, and newspapers, for instance, are all part of the pedagogical axis around which our

struggle revolves.
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Our struggle is thus conceived from a rebellious pedagogical standpoint, where the issues
of conscientization, organization, and action are intersected. These become basic tools for
understanding political and power relations, synthesized in an intercultural and dynamic space.
This requires creativity, criticism, knowledge, and praxis. It has been challenging, however, to
move from an academic method to a popular method. To clarify, the latter does not mean the
lack of objectivity. On the contrary, a popular method is more rigorous as it reaffirms and
integrates collective actions with various artistic, symbolic, and conceptual expressions of our
critical consciousness.

The symbolic elements (the banners, murals, concerts, slogans, use of the mask, etc.)
together determine the joy and conviction to continue in the construction of a movement that
advocates for the defense and promotion of our social right to a public education. These are
cultural manifestations that generate discussions and debates revolving around the actioning of
the collective [historical] subjects within a diverse space. We also encourage debate around the
recovery of public spaces. We have visibilized the violence experienced in its different
modalities (direct/indirect, visible/invisible, structural, and cultural violence) by women,
LGBTQ members, Indigenous and Black peoples, and campesinos—violence that is not only
embedded in the academy but rather in society. Our comparieras and comparieros from the Black
Fraternal Organization of Honduras (OFRANEH) and the Council of Popular and Indigenous
Organizations of Honduras (COPINH) have been critical references, allies, and teachers

regarding the multidimensionality of violence.
A Cultural Space

When we talk about regaining our territory, we are referring to the identification we have

with this space. The meaning we give to this space revolves around a spiritual framework and
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feelings and emotions that require the recovery of public spaces that have been historically
dominated by the few. We are the ones who for so long were invisibilized by and excluded from
these spaces. Because we form part of history, we also have the possibility of being young
builders of dreams, art, and knowledge, while maintaining the pedagogical principle of learning
by doing. We are the joy and hope of today.

These cultural manifestations have been expressed by many student activists in the
dispute between an organized university community and a regime’s strategy to stigmatize our
movement in its attempt to demobilize us by utilizing the mainstream media against us. This has
made it difficult to open a critical, participatory, academic, and democratic dialogue.

Important elements such as the use of the mask and the slogan, “we cover our faces to
show our hearts”, has been a collective responsibility to avoid persecution, disappearance, and
death of those who are directly or indirectly involved in our struggle. Other strategies involved
generating various actions to deconstruct the stigma the media had constructed regarding the
“masked criminals” and “lawless anarchist.” We emphasized this issue to humanize the mask,
using it in every space of our struggle and in every recreational and cultural activity. We danced,
sang, and played games with our masks on. We simultaneously visibilized the impunity of the
national justice system and the fight against cultural and institutional alienation. The
humanization of the mask meant going against fear, especially against the terror administered in
deadly dosages to the Honduran population. We learned these strategies from the knowledges
and experiences shared by the Zapatistas of southern Mexico.

Disrupting the discourse against the student movement has brought more voices together,
and it has linked a diversity of social demands with the democratization of the university. At the

same time, we have articulated our struggles with other social movements and have expressed
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our discontent through our power to mobilize with others, where participation is not dominated
by university student activists but is rather integrated by a diversity of social organizations,
parents, teachers, people with physical disabilities, Indigenous and Black peoples, campesinos,
and human rights organizations as other companions. This complex articulation demands that we
pay careful attention to the student movement’s sociopolitical and academic project, since it is
not a homogeneous but a heterogeneous and intercultural movement [intercultural here refers to
the deeper interepistemic spaces created between peoples and communities rather than the
superficial meanings given to “culture”]. There is no single ideology determining the political
and organizational identity of the movement [i.e., the student movement’s political culture]. This
makes student movement research a necessary praxis for student activists, professors, and
scholars interested in effecting change in their educational institutions. Working collaboratively
will not only provide a better understanding of the movement but will also help it become
reflexively critical of its practice and sociopolitical context. The solidarity of diverse groups
found at the university is not some sort of activist fad but a recognition of the legitimate claims
the student movement has established to defend and expand the meanings of public education in
more radical terms. At the political level, this involves a methodological process in terms of
organization and as a movement capable of continuing to break boundaries in the understanding
of social justice and democracy. This necessitates an ethical and political responsibility. Making
the contradictions of institutionalized education at all levels a public discussion has been one of

our most salient, albeit modest, contribution.

Curriculum Reform

According to article 101 and 102 of the academic norms, the curriculum is a human-

educational and cultural project in which experiences of research and the interconnections with

308



society may be constructed through meaningful, formative, and planned learning linked to the
innovations and advances in science, art, culture, and technology. These interconnections are in
coherence with the educational model defined by the institution. The curriculum must allow for
scientific, technological, cultural, artistic, and ethical contents to be organized, classified, and
scaffolded to make them accessible to students during the instructional process, thus enabling
them to develop the skills defined by their profession.

The curriculum, however, except for its superficial inclusion of cultural, artistic, and
ethical content, is enveloped by technical knowledge and is intimately linked to local (tourism),
national (extraction), and international development (neoliberal globalization). The words used
in higher education reform often hide their referents. As euphemisms, these words hide their
deeper meanings. The discourse hides how the higher education model being configured
eliminates critical thought. It does not mention how neoliberal education reform turns curriculum
and pedagogy into a violent act of decontextualization. The discourse hides the way art and
culture are instrumentalized for economic ends. Art and culture are not artefacts over which the
university has ownership.

By not being built in a democratic way, that is, by not responding to the needs of the
Honduran people through the participation of the educational communities of teachers, students,
and society, we consider these institutional changes as administrative, organizational, and
curricular counter-reforms that have made it more difficult to build a university that is a
guarantor, promoter, and transformative body of the social reality of Honduras.

The relevance of education reform should instead be focused on the reappropriation of
the sociocultural, political, and economic content [curriculum] of society. The active link

between the university and society that allows for the democratic participation of communities,
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parents, and students in reforming the university is indispensable. It is for these reasons that we
fight to democratize university governance, which will allow us to lead university reform from
below. It is our hope that this will also lead to a profound sociocultural and decolonial
transformation. The questions posed by Santos (2015) are critical in this regard:

So how are we going to create a counterhegemony under these new conditions and

a democracy that can’t be like the one we have? Does it have to be another

democracy that really has the potential to be radicalized? Because for me...,

‘socialism is civil democracy’, in the family, in the community, in the factory, in

the office, in the university, in the school, in the street; we have contented ourselves

in Western modernity’s democratic island, which is nothing more than an isolated

political process containing an archipelago of despotism. (p. 33)

The university should thus be a space of convergence to enable the articulation of diverse social

struggles and the formulation of a counter-hegemonic decolonial project.
Democracy

Liberal democracies have created atomized individuals unable to help create a democratic
culture—a culture of solidarity and communal justice. In that sense, the ontology of liberalism
was the creation of a dead society (Marcuse, 1964). Democracy should be a democratic
deliberation and not an electoral procedure competing for political power to represent others. A
radical democracy, in contrast, aims to give direct participation to social movements so that a
democracy may be shaped and established from the people’s collective power. As argued by the
ethics of professor Enrique Dussel’s (1980) philosophy of liberation, democracy’s purpose is to
achieve the greatest dignity of the community of those who are systematically oppressed through
distinct though intersected modalities (colonialism/racism/displacement/subjugation of ways of
being and knowing, patriarchy/sexism/heteronormativity, and capitalism/classism/exploitation
constitute the social hierarchy which positions the White heteronormative middle-upper class

man as superior). Historically, this has been achieved through ethical social practices of
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liberation. Ethics, here, is also based on the political and philosophical problems of truth. The
community must resolve and sustain its existence through knowledge and action. We are not
speaking of absolute knowledge but rather are referring to the real pain, resistance, suffering, joy,
and aspirations of historically oppressed and colonized peoples, communities, regions, and entire

continents.

The Ethico-Political

For Dussel (2013), the ethical-political construction of an institution’s publicness must
have, as its first and final reference, the power of the community. In other words, it must be
founded through direct participation and consensus among its actors, and not through the
exercise of hierarchical power. If we understand the university as a contested field, then each
subject interacts and intervenes in relationships and conflicts that this field delimits. The
university is an academic-political field where teachers, students, workers, and authorities
interact in permanent exercises of power, counterpower, and representation, which are internally
and externally related to curricular, economic, cultural, and administrative spheres. The
intersubjectively political processes developed within the university, therefore, provide the
framework of action and interpretation that university reform must seriously take into
consideration.

The university cannot be a fixed institution, but one characterized by social struggle
where leaders lead by obeying what is determined by students and professors in their public
assemblies. Putting into practice the semantic resignification Dussel (2009) gives to potestas and
potencia, originally addressed by Spinoza, allows for a distinct conception of power. Dussel
argues that dominant political philosophy prevents us from reconceptualizing power outside of

its negativity. What this means, to use a famous dictum, is that power tends to corrupt, and
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absolute power corrupts absolutely (De Janosi, 1940). Outside of this notion of power, nothing
else exists unless we work outside of the tendency enunciated by this very statement. This
Eurocentric conception of power points to the coloniality of political philosophy (Mills, 2015).
Even if we conceive of the political by using terms such as strategic action (Machiavelli, 2015;
Tzu, 2007), rational action (Weber, 1978), a friend/enemy dynamic (Schmitt, 2008), hegemony
and counterhegemony (Gramsci, 1971), communicative action and power (Arendt, 1954;
Habermas, 1984), or biopolitics (Foucault, 2010), we are still left with little conceptual room to
think of alternative forms of political activity. This negative critique, so it seems, does more to
prevent us from thinking of the ways power may be resisted and built collectively and from
below in different terms. As Scheper-Hughes (1995) cogently addresses in her critique of
postmodernism’s conception of power, “Once the circuits of power are seen as capillary, diffuse,
global, and difficult to trace to their sources, the idea of resistance becomes meaningless. It can
be either nothing or anything at all. (Have we lost our senses altogether?)” (p. 417). This leads to
an endless deconstruction of all forms of power, even the collective power built from subaltern
spaces. The contradiction is that these conceptions have been developed by anti-
essentialist/foundationalist postmodern and postcolonial theories, which ultimately circle back
around to essentialism since power is naturalized and thus essentialized through a negative

discourse, thus eschewing everything that affirms to reconstruct power from below.
Student Activist Research and the Prefiguration of Political Cultures

In the previous sections, student activists discussed their knowledges and practices in
their own terms. The university they aspire to build points to the politics of place and
prefigurative politics, as addressed in chapter two. The emergence of the University Student

Movement’s horizontal form of organizing and social practices of resistance entails the
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performative and prefigurative component of their struggle to democratize and decolonize the
university and society (I use society for its economy of expression although this term is
problematic). Student activists’ efforts to democratize the university through a radical linkage
and interconnectedness [vinculacion y vincularidad)]. with social movements goes beyond
institutional transformation. Democratization here prefigures not only the decolonization of the
university but also of the social relations, practices, and knowledges that sustain coloniality. A
complex articulation has thus been formed to democratize and build a new university and, in
turn, help rebuild a society ethically and politically. Because this dissertation used a politically
engaged ethnographic approach to understand the student movement’s cocreation of knowledge,
organizational practice, and political culture, it contributed to body of literature focused on
university student activism.

The University Student Movement thus needs to be understood as site of resistance in
which a radically democratic culture is being expressed through student associations, public
assemblies, the reappropriation of university space, and, most importantly, the creation of
knowledge. The democratic practices used by student activists have established a radically
democratic political culture within an institution which has historically been dominated by an
authoritarian political culture complicit with the three modalities of domination previously
mentioned, colonialism, patriarchy, and capitalism. The student movement must additionally be
understood as the prefiguration of a political culture extending itself beyond the limits of the
university. Prefiguration, however, must not be conceived deterministically but rather as that
which reflects the student movement’s aspirations, politics of hope, and dreams of living with
dignity and in peace. The sociology of emergence I discussed at length in other previous chapters

is the stuff of which prefiguration is made. Prefiguration here is understood as a sociocultural
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and political process requiring the direct participation of diverse communities in building a more
just and radically democratic society. Mario and Maria both agreed with my understanding of the
university as a place in which prefigurative politics were being enacted by student activists. The
student movement’s project to democratize the university, they clarified, was sort of like a
“laboratory” or a “little school” [laboratorio y esceulita] for student activists and other social
movements. To a certain extent, the student movement’s political culture and the knowledges
and social practices constructed therein were subsequently implemented in communities,
professional guilds, unions, protests, and social movements (Funez, 2019; Licona, 2019;
Persisten tomas, 2017.).

The name of the student movement might eventually change, as it will likely revolve
around another political platform. The emerging Regeneracion Estudiantil Democratica (RED)
[Democratic Student Regeneration] created by the fourth student activist generation (2019-
present) since the coup is likely to become the new political platform. The collective identity and
organizational, associational, and political culture constructed since 2009, however, is likely to
remain.

Through massive mobilizations, student activists were able to force the university’s rector
and other university authorities to step down. This initiated a new phase of activism where
students worked toward reestablishing the electoral process at the university. This will culminate
in a university constituent assembly in which all statutes, including UNAH’s organic law, will be
modified. If the university constituent assembly is dominated by student political fronts or
reactionary student collectives, however, the newly established statutes will likely aim to counter
the student movement’s democratic project. To prevent this, the student movement must

maintain itself united in one political platform so that delegates from each student association, as
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discussed in the previous chapter, will have the collective power and decision-making power to
shape the terms of the conversation during the constituent assembly.

The importance of the university constituent assembly is that it prefigures a national
constituent assembly where social movements, political parties, and civil society in general will
participate. The latter assembly, according to student activists, is not about taking power as
previous social movements used to believe but rather about reconfiguring it socially. To continue
to conceive of power vertically and negatively, as mentioned above, is problematic when
examining the ways in which emerging political cultures reconstruct power from below. When
the collective is built between diverse and multiple actors, power is built through reciprocal
social relations. If political parties dominate the conversation during the national constituent
assembly, then power will reconfigure itself vertically and once again exclude social movements.

The radical democratization of the university has serious implications for the
decolonizing of the university. These implications, however, are not limited to decolonizing the
symbolic dimensions of coloniality. It also involves decolonizing practices emanating from the
university, practices which have historically sustained and legitimized exploitive relationships
within and beyond its walls. The democratization of the university is ultimately about reclaiming
autonomy in more radical terms in hopes that it will enable us to rethink and reposition the
university as socially, culturally, politically, epistemically, and ontologically situated in
Indigenous, campesino, Black, and mestizo communities. In the following sections, I reflect on
this dissertation’s theoretical and methodological contribution to decolonial thought, student

activist research, and curriculum inquiry in higher education.
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Reflections and Contributions to Decolonial Scholarship

In 2017, prior to having my preliminary examination questions formulated and approved,
my advisor suggested that I keep a research journal to reflect on personal, academic,
methodological, and theoretical concerns related to my potential dissertation research topic. In
the following sections, my reflections point to the dilemmas, contradictions, conflicts, and the
ethics involved in doing activist ethnographic research. In these reflections, I intersect the
pedagogical with the theoretical, methodological, and political dilemmas of doing this type of
work. Learning, researching, thinking, knowing, theorizing, and doing were all linked to the
pedagogies of resistance [ was invited to participate in by student activists who, at first, were
rightfully suspicious of my intentions during the initial stages of my dissertation research, which

later became a collective endeavor.

A Reflection on the Sociopolitical Context and Research Focus

Given the sociopolitical context, what did it mean for me to do politically engaged
research in Honduras? Anthropologist Nancy Scheper-Hughes (1995), though in distinct
circumstances, also questioned her objective position in Brazil when her companheiras
demanded her to take on a more serious political position because they saw very little value in
her objective fieldnote-taking stance. Similarly, how will my work take on an ethical and
political approach? What will be gained from said approach? What will be learned? How can
researchers contribute to a social movement? Before engaging in fieldwork, I asked myself these
questions without knowing how to answer them. Throughout the research process, which
probably began in 2017, even before knowing exactly what my dissertation topic would be, my

thoughts were already traveling back to the country I left in 1992 and returned to in 2010. It was
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the sociopolitical context in which I had immersed myself ever since that continued to haunt my
thoughts.

In 2017, I was in Honduras during the massive protests organized after the fraudulent
elections in November. I remember that I could not stop thinking of the reasons why I wanted to
do research related to this sociopolitical conjuncture. At times, doubt clouded my mind,
preventing me from coming up with a “real” justification to work with the university student
movement. A research question escaped me. Finally, a question made its way to capture exactly
what [ wanted to study. Contrary to the messiness involved in doing activist research, this
research question neatly placed the parameters of my study and confined a phenomenon and its
objects into a specific field. Was I not, however, the one who would learn from university
student activists? Was it possible for my research questions to focus more on how students
formed collective political identities and constructed knowledge in the process? How were these
questions related to curriculum studies? Doubt remained. Just because I had a sociology degree
did not mean I was a sociologist. Only because I enjoyed reading anthropological texts did not
make me an anthropologist. The one reason for doing activist research in Honduras, which
continued to make its way to my thoughts after returning to the United States, was that I wanted
to work alongside student activists in their efforts to democratize the university which, though a
public institution, excluded the vast majority. Schools and universities, I told myself, might be
the last remaining public spaces where so many rebellious students meet, talk, and learn from
each other. Where else do so many restless teenagers and young adults gather and share their
discontent, hopes, and dreams? Being an autonomous space equivalent to an embassy
transformed the university into a potential place of contestation, hope, resistance, and

organization within a violent postcoup context. It could be argued that the university is the last
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autonomous institution in Honduras. This dissertation was partially a result of some of these
reflections but most importantly it was a result of the constellation of experiences that I did not
anticipate before my participation in the student movement. Understanding and reflecting upon
the unexpected is the stuff inquiry is made of I suppose. In the following sections, I reflect on the

theoretical, methodological, and pedagogical and the ways in which they are interconnected.

A Reflective Discussion: Decoloniality and Curriculum Inquiry in Higher Education

If the neoliberal university purports to foment extractivist knowledge practices as
revealed by the neoliberal science Lander (2007) and Miyoshi (2000) examine, can we consider
neoliberal higher education reform as yet another instrument to sustain coloniality? If the
university intends to create possessive individuals willing to displace others, is this a colonial
practice? If the neoliberal university narrows its curriculum by placing Western science and
instrumental rationality as the only future to which we must aspire, then what may we consider
actions that simultaneously challenge neoliberal higher education reform and the subjectivities it
seeks to produce? Are these actions decolonial? As Tuck and Yang (2012) admonish, am I not
merely using decolonization as a metaphor? In other words, am I emptying decolonization of its
concrete political meanings and its inseparability to settler colonialism? Let us think about these
questions for a moment. It is evident that some decolonial scholars, intellectuals, and individual
activists claim to decolonize certain institutions and discourses (political, cultural, epistemic)
without a collective subject and without seriously taking into consideration the importance of
Indigenous territories and places. As I mentioned in chapter five, we can endlessly cite others
who write about decolonization in the academy or draw from the work of those who speak in the
same decolonial vocabularies, but doing so, we must admit, is also implicated in erasing other

forms of knowing and doing that enact or prefigure decolonial alternatives and futures. Insofar as
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scholars are detached from the practices and knowledges emerging on the ground, they will,
unintentionally ignore and invisibilize the prefiguration of decolonized territories and
institutions. They will, consequently, erase the politics of place and decolonial practices.
Decolonization thus becomes a metaphor employed to re-center theory and perpetuate “settler
moves to innocence” (Tuck & Yang, 2012, p. 10).

Although Tuck and Yang (2012) make a compelling argument when we situate
decolonization within settler colonial contexts in North America, Australia, and New Zealand,
the multifaceted character of colonization and thus of decolonization cannot be understood in the
same terms or have the same assumptions in distinct geographies with varying histories and
sociopolitical contexts. Even though I find it difficult to write the following arguments, for I risk
perpetuating the divisive and antagonist diatribes used by academics, I must acknowledge that
Tuck and Yang (2012) use a monolithic conceptualization of colonialism which ignores other
histories and experiences. The categories used to illustrate settler colonialism’s triad (settler-
native-slave) ignores how some of these categories are blurred in distinct contexts. To use the
words of Minh-ha (1989) once again, “Despite our desperate, eternal attempt to separate,
contain, and mend, categories always leak’ (as cited in Conquergood, 1991, p. 184). The airtight
categorization of settler-native-slave, for instance, is used by Tuck and Yang to position migrants
as potential settlers. Consider the Miskitu in Honduras who are a pluriethnic Indigenous group
one could easily categorize as a former fugitive slave community, but they are more than that.
The Miskitu, for instance, speak a Mesoamerican Indigenous language and maintain connections
to their territory and cosmologies. What category should we place the Miskitu who are
simultaneously Indigenous to Africa and Mesoamerica? Do we place them in the slave category?

When Miskitus are forced out of their lands and decide to migrate North, do they become third
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world migrants? Do they become potential settlers? Is migration colonial or something that is
more complex? Are they complicit with settler colonialism? Were Indigenous groups in Africa,
Latin America, and Asia complicit with the colonization of other Indigenous territories before
and after political and territorial decolonization? If land is repatriated within the North American
context, it obligates one to ask who has the power to repatriate land? When land was reclaimed,
as opposed to repatriated, during the decolonizing movements in Africa, Asia, and in Latin
America did some Indigenous people benefit at the expense of others? Were there newly
established hierarchies? These questions, although difficult to ask, point to the importance of not
only reclaiming colonized land but also to our complicity or “moves to innocence” that leaves all
that is Indigenous uncritiqued. Thinking of the neoextractivist policies of Evo Morales in Bolivia
suffice to unsettle these moves to innocence when the coloniality embedded within our
Indigenous, Black, and mestizo campesino communities are intimately linked to the conceptions
(metaphors) imposed onto us through the pedagogy of cruelty implemented by churches, schools,
encomiendas, and plantations. These conceptions have, without doubt, legitimated ongoing
colonial relationships. The materiality of metaphors and the metaphorization of materiality are
dialectics one must not ignore as both make it possible to narrate and enact the stories that
perpetuate and indeed reconfigure the modalities of colonization and domination. How
metaphors are implicated in the material and vice versa is what makes sociocultural and political
research so important inasmuch as political economy (material) and culture (symbolic) are not
separated in their categories. The student movement’s political and indeed sociocultural project
work at this very intersection.

The monopolistic and monolithic view of decolonization maintained by Tuck and Yang’s

(2012) arguments thus prevents us from thinking of colonialism’s multifariousness in distinct
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places. Their understanding of colonialism and decolonization does not consider other forms of
colonization, such as the ongoing displacement of peoples who do not necessarily identify as
Indigenous but who are inhabitants of their territories (e.g., Afro-Ameri-Indigenous and mestizo
campesino communities in Colombia, Honduras, and Brazil (Escobar, 2008); Southeast
Europeans and peoples within the Russian federation resisting contemporary hierarchies,
displacement, and colonial tendencies in the region (M. Tlostanova, 2015); China’s internal and
external colonialism (Dirlik, 2001); and the settler, internal, external, and neocolonial contexts in
which Latin American Black, Indigenous, and campesinos live). We could also take into
consideration the violent, destructive, epistemicidal practices that displaced and devastated the
lifeworld of those who were pejoratively termed moros and marranos (Arabs, Berbers, and Jews)
before 1492. All the colonial practices that were later implemented in the so-called new world,
such as the burning and appropriation of books and knowledge in Al-Andalus, have their origin
before 1492. We must not forget these genealogies. Colonialism also becomes more complex
when we consider the effects of orientalism and its imperial/colonial implications, links between
colonialism and slavery (displacement of people and not the direct appropriation of land but of
bodies), and financial neocolonialism within a global neoliberal context which displaces peoples
and consumes everything in its path. Let me cite Bhambra, Nisancioglu, and Gebrial (2018) at
length to extend my arguments further:

colonialism (and hence decolonising) cannot be reduced to a historically specific

and geographically particular articulation of the colonial project, namely settler-

colonialism in the Americas. Nor can struggles against colonialism exclusively

target a particular articulation of that project: the dispossession of land. To do so,

would be to set aside colonial relations that did not rest on settler projects (such as,

for example, commercial imperialism conducted across the Indian Ocean littoral,

the mandate system in West Asia, the European trade in human beings, or

financialized neo-colonialism today) or to turn away from discursive projects

associated with these practices (such as liberalism and Orientalism). It would not
only remove from our view these differentiated moments of a global project of
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colonialism, but also interactions and connections of these global but differentiated
moments with settler-colonialism itself. Put differently, whereas dispossession
might be the ‘truth’ of colonialism, it is not its entirety.

Taking colonialism as a global project as the starting point, it becomes difficult to
turn away from the Western university as a key site through which colonialism—
and colonial knowledge in particular—is produced, consecrated, institutionalised
and naturalised. It was in the university that colonial intellectuals developed
theories of racism, popularised discourses that bolstered support for colonial
endeavours and provided ethical and intellectual grounds for the dispossession,
oppression and domination of colonised subjects. In the colonial metropolis,
universities provided would-be colonial administrators with knowledge of the
peoples they would rule over, as well as lessons in techniques of domination and
exploitation. The foundation of European higher education institutions in colonised
territories itself became an infrastructure of empire, an institution and actor through
which the totalising logic of domination could be extended; European forms of
knowledge were spread, local indigenous knowledge suppressed, and native
informants trained. In both colony and metropole, universities were founded and
financed through the spoils of colonial plunder, enslavement and dispossession.

(p-5)
As universities are instrumentalized to increase capitalism’s efficiency, so, too, does the colonial
project of displacement and deterritorialization become more perverse. Under these
circumstances, it also becomes more difficult to listen to counter narratives. It is for this reason
that knowledges born in social struggles, such as the ones that emerged in the student movement,
carry within them the elements to tell a counter narrative of resistance and reexistence. To
decolonize the university in Honduras within similar colonial contexts refers not only to the
Eurocentric knowledge embedded in the curriculum but also to the knowledges practices and
subjectivities that sustain capitalism’s colonial project. To decolonize the university is not a
metaphor but a concrete practice seeking to end ways of knowing, being, and valuing that sustain
colonial social relations. This research thus sought to intersect the institutional struggles with
broader issues related to decolonization, understood as a situated political praxis instead of a

textual deconstruction.

322



Above, I mentioned that it was difficult to express certain arguments against Tuck and
Yang (2012) because I, too, feel the colonial wounds inflicted onto my ancestors. I identify with
contemporary campesino and Indigenous communities resisting extractivist transnational
megaprojects which cannot be understood outside of the colonial past and present. My village,
for instance, has organized and declared itself against all mining activities, namely, the recent
attempts of a mining company to exploit the surrounding mountains we depend on to subsist. On
a more familial level, my Paito and Maita [little father and little mother refers to grandparents],
have taught me to connect with the land, to plant corn and beans during the rainy seasons, to fish
in the nearby creek, to pay attention to the lunar cycle when planting, and to identify the plants,
trees, and animals that form part of the territories that we co-inhabit. The connection we have
with our territory represents, in one instance, resistance, and in another, the wisdom, knowledge,
and experience that are produced with the territory we inhabit. I belong to the detribalized rural
mestizo campesino communities who continue to live in the mountains and subsist off the land
with technologies developed thousands of years ago, taught to each generation since then.
Growing up in California, I learned about my Indigenous roots but my imagination of
Indigeneity was distorted by the Mayanization and Aztecization of Mesoamerica. The memories
and stories of my village, however, reminded me that I was not the mestizo who formed part of
Honduras’ White-mestizo urban imaginary, but formed part of the Indigenous and Brown
campesino mestizo who was systematically taught to hate all that is “Indio” through religion and
schooling yet resisted in latent forms by maintaining a strong connection to place and a strong
sense of the communal. Five centuries have passed since these lands were colonized and we

continue to resist. We continue to exist.
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Electricity arrived in 2005 along with all the wonders of capitalist modernity. Pesticides,
herbicides, mining, dams, television, Nike, and coca cola. It was all that we ever dreamed of.
During these difficult times, it becomes harder to listen to the words and knowledges situated in
the territories to which we belong. Ancestral social practices, knowledges, and technologies
persist, nonetheless. Though these comments are tangential to the purpose of this dissertation, let
me give another example. People in my village, for instance, continue to nixtamalizar their corn
with limestone powder, a technology almost as old as the domestication of corn which helps to
eliminate mycotoxins through a chemical process (Guzman-de-Pefia, 2009). This complex
process required to prepare dried corn to dough is later used to make tortillas, tamales, and other
Indigenous dishes is an integral part of my village. The complex process of planting, harvesting,
degraining, drying, and nixtamalizando comes to show that, after five hundred years under
colonial and neocolonial conditions, ancestral knowledge and technology has not been lost and
indeed are one of the most important ways this community continues to resist modern/colonial
tendencies of displacement. This process might seem unimportant, but it is the primary technique
and knowledge used to sustain the community, without which, mass migration becomes
inevitable. Despite the systematic detribalization of those who later became campesinos,
indigeneity continues to thrive even if it is in contradiction with other practices.

Where am I going with this anecdotal account of my village’s ancestral knowledge when
I should be concluding this dissertation related to university student activism? The reason I
reflected on indigeneity is to emphasize the varying characteristics it takes in distinct contexts
and the ways in which we can think and act toward a decolonial future. For the university to be
decolonized, student activists, many of whom are originally from villages like mine, recognize

that they must situate the knowledges already embedded in their communities, including the

324



urban barrios to which they now belong. As a junior scholar from Egypt suggested during a
symposium at the American Educational Research Association annual meeting in 2019 in which
Ruben Gaztambide-Fernandez participated, perhaps we need to think of indigeneity in different
ways. This does not mean to appropriate indigeneity as Tuck and Yang (2012) rightfully
admonish. This Egyptian scholar led me to ask the following questions: What does it mean, for
instance, to be Indigenous in Egypt and in other Arab and non-Arab Muslim countries, Africa,
Eastern Europe, Siberia, India, and China? Honduras? How is colonialism reconfiguring itself
within the context of neoliberal globalization? How do people experience colonization in
different contexts? If colonization is not an event that happened long ago but is rather an ongoing
process as Tuck and Yang (2012) elucidate, then we must also think of colonialism’s
institutional and global entanglement which impacts racialized others living on the other side of
nonbeing.

In addressing the relationship between university student activism, knowledge practices
of resistance, and the democratization university within Honduras’ postcoup context, this
dissertation sought to demonstrate the implications of institutional transformation and the
potential decolonization of the university’s curriculum and governance. Decolonizing the
university through its radical democratization where distinct social movements, communities,
and student activists participate is, at the last instance, about profound social transformation.
Ultimately, decolonization involves holding the university accountable, answerable, and
responsible for the knowledges and practices it continues to produce to subjugate and displace
others. Decolonization is, in short, about reclaiming the autonomy (governance, curriculum, and

territoriality) of a university that still has the political conditions of possibility of being
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transformed thanks to the many struggles, past and present, led by university student activists
and their allies.

Of great importance, perhaps for future research, is determining what and how changes
will be made at the National Autonomous University of Honduras once student activists are
integrated to the self-governance and co-governance structures. The first National Encounter
proposed by the student movement, which is scheduled to take place in the first week of April
2020, for instance, seeks to create a space of convergence where multiple social sectors will
participate in developing a national alliance that will go include and go beyond transforming the
university. How will this National Encounter include Indigenous, Black, and campesino activists
and what role will they take after the encounter ends? How will curriculum reform be addressed
during the National Encounter? Who will participate and who will not? Which voices will be

heard, and which ones will be silenced?
A Tangential Epistemological Reflection

José Saramago wrote two books about blindness and absence. The first book has
epistemological and ontological implications while the second book portrays the political and
resistance in other terms. The former portrays a world in which everyone abruptly becomes blind
from an unknown illness, and modern science is unable to find a cure. This sudden affliction
prevents everyone from “seeing” and interpreting the world as they used to. Old perspectives
vanish. Worldviews disappear. The other disappears along with all (mis)conceptions and
(mis)representations. Paradoxically, it is the characters’ vision which previously prevented them
from seeing and interpreting the world in (an)other way, perhaps in more ethical terms. Their
new blindness, however, enables the reader to imagine a world where one may “see”, sense, and

interpret the world in new ways, ways that are not predispositions or impositions but rather are
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social compositions made possible through reciprocal relationships. The second book imagines a
world where mundane practices such as voting are suddenly challenged, where everyone
abruptly decides to leave their ballots blank. Detaching oneself from the mundane makes it
difficult to predict behaviors and dispositions. The political world illustrated in this book thus
finds itself in crisis. How do we, as researchers, detach ourselves from our mundane academic
practices?

I read these books while doing activist research, and I thought of similar thought
experiments that would unsettle dominant research practices. What would happen if all
academics and scientists stopped producing knowledge for universities? What if every academic
(including adjunct professors and graduate students) abruptly refused to show up to work at the
beginning of the academic year? What if these academics, in their time away from the university,
went to the communities their articles and books were directed? Agriculture engineers, scientists,
electrical engineers, sociologists, anthropologists, education researchers, and many more lived
and learned from these communities and contributed, in what they could, with their specialized
knowledge in return. Grants are not needed in this thought experiment because these
communities managed to take care of the expenses of these engaged researchers for an entire
year. Like Saramago’s book of absence, where the government finds itself in an unexpected
predicament, not knowing how to reestablish the government legitimately, universities, too, find
it impossible to hire qualified professors to teach anxious students. Some well-to-do parents find
themselves angry after listening to what the mainstream media had to say about these
irresponsible professors who supposedly care about social justice when, in fact, they cannot even
provide an education to their own students. They are apparently stripping students away from a

human right. Corporations which have donated millions of dollars to universities no longer have
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access to the knowledge produced in the so-called public universities. The patents they often buy
at a cheap price or have rights to because of established Research and Development partnerships
no longer are produced (Miyoshi, 2000). Highly ranked journals and publishing companies can
no longer commodify knowledge. Instead, the knowledge produced collectively now belongs to
the communities in which they emerged. There is no room for extractivist knowledge practices in
this imaginary lifeworld.

Although patents are not produced and discourses are not being deconstructed and shared
in academic circles, hegemonic knowledge practices are nonetheless being decolonized in the
process. Academics, who used to find “issues” and “problems” to do research on historically and
contemporarily excluded and colonized communities, no longer extract knowledge from what
they used to consider data gold mines. Conversely, these new researchers, scholars, technicians,
and scientists, now integrated in distinct communities, will use another approach, one that is
more aligned to transdisciplinary participatory action research and politically engaged
ethnography.

I shared this thought experiment as an extreme case to conceptualize what knowledge
practices would look like if they were genuinely linked to the community or social movements.
Of course, the reader may question the illogical elements of this thought experiment. The point,
however, is to suspend rationality for a moment to think of collective ways of producing
knowledge and creating the conditions of possibility that can make this world more socially,
cognitively, culturally, ecologically, and politically more just. What I hoped to achieve with this
exaggerated account was to highlight the subtle and not so subtle forms of hypocrisy of
academia. I also wanted to highlight other ways of doing activist work in more radical terms. If,

for one reason or another, the knowledge produced by this “sabbatical movement” had to be
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published in peer reviewed journals, would the “findings” cool down during the peer review
process? What if co-researchers instead shared knowledge in alternative media as they worked
alongside social activists, community leaders, and social movements? Like in Saramago’s
“Blindness” where people stopped seeing and started sensing the world in distinct forms with
others or like his “Seeing” where voters intentionally left their ballots blank, thus preventing
political parties from attaining constitutional legitimacy, rethinking of possible alternatives to
dominant research practices also enables us to imagine what socially and politically committed
research may look like outside, alongside, and in spite of academia. Throughout this dissertation,
for example, I made several attempts to highlight the ways in which activist research requires the
co-creation of knowledge, always-already entangled with the collective, intersubjective, and
pedagogical dimensions of knowing and being with others in struggle. Researchers who choose
to take this arduous path of studying with and not on social movements will, without doubt, learn
that activists also engage in research to try to understand their sociopolitical context in which
their struggles are immersed. Recognizing and learning from other co-researchers is where
pedagogy, research, and praxis intersect in ways that make them difficult to distinguish. Indeed,

it is the separation of these concepts that prevent us from “seeing” their inextricability.

Methodological Reflections

One of the student activists’ most recent and perhaps most democratic proposal was
written in September 2019. The proposal sought to create an Encuentro Nacional (National
Encounter) in which social movements of all sorts will come together to share their struggles
with others and to find points of commensurability and incommensurability. When the proposal
was completed, thousands of students walked to the administrative building to make an event of

it all. Representatives of each association gathered in front of the building in a circular
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formation. Student activists made sure to invite local journalists so that they could help
disseminate the proposal to the wider community. The proposal was written entirely by students.
The ideas included therein, however, formed part of a larger conversation around the
democratization of society with other social movements. Most of the ideas were previously
shared in meetings, assemblies, forums, and articles. As I also participated and contributed with
some ideas, I could not help but think of the praxeological dimensions of politically engaged
research (investigacion comprometida as Fals Borda (1970) preferred to call it). Praxis is not a
concept one employs because it resonates well in academic circles. It is not an abstraction but
rather a concrete experience which, at times, is about life and death. When ideas materialize or
are exteriorized, as Mario expressed frequently in our conversations, it is not certain how they
will unfold in practice. We must continue to work even harder so that the ideas born in struggle
are not coopted by those in positions of power. The National Encounter, for instance, might very
well be instrumentalized by university authorities and political parties, as they are likely to claim
this project as their own. Praxis is therefore a constant struggle in which ideas are reflected upon,
modified, or discarded completely.

The co-creation of knowledge in which researchers participate is another dimension that
is often omitted from the literature on university student activism. One day, for instance, Mario
invited me to his apartment so that we could work on his thesis. While we ate lunch, Mario told
me all about his deadlines and his plans to finish his thesis in the upcoming months. He
expressed that he wanted to write his introduction and theoretical framework chapters in one
month. During conversations such as these, | was participating in the co-creation of knowledge
without realizing it at first. Informal as it may seem, Mario and I analyzed each other’s work and

shared it with others. Through dialogue and conversation, analytical work becomes more organic
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as one learns to think of concepts not so much as to what they have to offer academically and
theoretically but as to what they have to offer to a concrete sociopolitical context. Everything
else becomes solipsistic posturing. Radical democracy, for instance, is emptied of all meaning if
it is merely an abstraction rather than a practice one can begin to implement in different spaces.
One learns to find the limitations of theory in understanding the particularities of each context.
The student movement’s associational and organizational political culture, for instance, has put
into practice the radical democracy they hope to build outside and in relation to the university.
As I engaged in co-research, I learned to look elsewhere to not be blinded by theory’s
illumination. Dialogue, research, theory, praxis, pedagogy, and collective action are thus
entangled in such a way that one begins to lose track of each thread in the complexity of the
social fabric of which each one is a part. Knowing and learning with others is indeed a never-
ending process that leads one to ask or, perhaps, wonder where teaching, learning, researching,
theorizing, and doing begin and end. As I mentioned above, it is such delimitation that limits our
ability to conceptualize the complexity of our world in different terms. Perhaps Maturana and
Varela (1992) were right when they wrote that “every act of knowing brings forth a world” and
that “All doing is knowing, and all knowing is doing” (p. 26).

On one occasion, after a long discussion on political economy and the relevance of
critical theory and decolonial theory, Mario shared with me that he was overwhelmed with his
deadlines and was disappointed with himself because he was unable to answer a question his
chair asked him during one of their meetings. The question was related to the distinctions
between paradigms, theoretical perspectives, and theoretical frameworks. He told me that he did
not know how to answer it and knew that it would affect his ability to write his thesis. We talked

some more about some paradigms (positivist, critical, postmodern, poststructural, constructivist,
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etc..). I shared with him what I understood as a paradigm and how I was using critical,
constructivist, and decolonial perspectives in my dissertation. From similar conversations, I
learned that Mario’s knowledge of university reform in the Honduras context is extensive. What
I know about university reform in Honduras pales in comparison to the knowledge he has
constructed with others in the process of being involved in student activism seeking to resist said
reforms. What I learned while writing my preliminary examinations and through fieldwork, in
other words, will never compare to the knowledge produced by student activists. As I only
worked alongside several student activists for 12 months, I have to admit that my understanding
of the student movement will never surpass the knowledges produced by the student movement
since the coup of 2009.

One area left out of student activist research is related to the researcher’s contribution to a
social struggle. On one occasion, Mario asked me if I could gain access to the archives on higher
education reform at UNAH, which for one reason or another had not been released to the public.
To gain access to the university reform’s archive stored in the university, I decided to write the
academic dean, asking her whether the archives could be used for research purposes. Mario
asked me for this favor because he knew that access would be denied to him because of his role
in the student movement. However, as I used the US researcher card, the dean found it more
difficult to deny us access to the archives. Soon after, we were given access, and Mario and |
spent long hours going through the dusty books no one (except for student activists) cared to
look at. We found meeting minutes, the names of participants, and the national and international
organizations involved in leading higher education reform. We analyzed the higher education
reform drafts and discerned that the dominant political parties were involved in revising the

drafts. We noticed how the first drafts were more democratic than the last, given that student
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participation was stripped of all meaning as revisions were made before UNAH’s Organic Law
was approved by congress. From this collaborative research experience, I learned that this type
of research goes back to its original meaning, that is, to “seek out, search closely” or “to seek
for” or to “go about, wander, traverse” (Etymonline, n.d.). On another occasion, Mario asked me
to interview some former rectors, deans, and directors with him. Researching up is difficult but
also necessary to understand the restructuring of the university within the context of neoliberal
globalization. The more I collaborated in Mario’s research project which he also shared on an
ongoing basis with other student activists, I learned that doing research on the university is
crucial to understand the tendencies in K-12 education reform. Universities set the stage, in other
words, for K-12 education reform and the curriculum the latter will seek to implement. More
importantly, I learned how researchers may contribute, even if it is through discussions or by
getting involved in co-research that, like I mentioned in other instances, may stray away from the
“objectives” of one’s research topic.

After interviewing former university rectors with Mario, I thought of the importance of
collaborating seriously with student activists and the research in which they are engaged. Mario
and I had lunch after the interview where we talked about democratizing university governance
and curriculum, without which one would find it difficult to speak of university autonomy
(financial, academic, curricular, intellectual, institutional, and territorial), more so of
decolonizing the university. In our conversations, we often imagined how a university could be
organized without a hierarchical structure. If that were the case, how would university authorities
be elected or hired? Who would participate in curriculum reform? What role would social
movements and activists play in transforming the university? To decolonize the university

without democratizing governance, knowledge, and practices, we often concluded, is
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inconceivable. Once again, scholars writing about decolonizing the university through its
curriculum is important insofar as hierarchical university governance is also unsettled.
Underscoring the coloniality of curriculum while leaving the governance unproblematized points
to the culture of fear in which many academics are immersed, thereby making a frontal attack
(through academic and political action) on the university’s hierarchical structure a salto mortale.
University student activists, as they are liminal beings, cannot be categorized as academics or
workers and thus are not as fearful of expressing their thoughts and actions against the
university’s hierarchical governance structure. By also unsettling the rhetoric of social justice,
diversity, and democracy which universities integrate in their missions and visions, student
activists have made more visible the contradictions of forming part of an institution that
superficially supports social justice, diversity, and democracy while maintaining an authoritarian
political culture intact which excludes students and professors from participating in the
democratic life of the institution. If democracy is to mean something, then it surely cannot only
mean to vote once a year. Instead, it must form part of an institution’s political ontology or
politically entangled sense of being and becoming. Within the university, in other words,
democratic life should be experienced rather than taught and democratic governance should be

enacted politically with the inclusion of diverse actors.
Future Research

It is uncommon in the literature on university student movements to analyze prefigurative
politics, less so on the impact university student activists have in other institutions. Little
research has been done in Honduras and in Latin America to link student movements’ emerging
practices and knowledges socially. The ways in which former student activists, for instance,

engage in their professional guilds, unions, and communities, once they graduate, could also
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form part of a follow up study seeking to make the social implications of student activism more
visible. Another dimension that could be examined in more depth are the gender dynamics of
student activism. Male student activists, as Maria shared with me, at first had difficulties learning
to use inclusive language. In one meeting, she recalled, one of the male activists said “nosotros”
(the masculine use of “we”) and immediately after, the women in the room yelled out in unison
“nosotras!” Slowly, the student movement’s discourse and practice began to change to include
other groups such as women and LGBTQ students. According to Maria and Erica, no longer will
other voices and bodies be silenced and invizibilized in the student movement. Much work,
however, is to be done to understand the complexity of gender and sexual dynamics in student
movements and their sociocultural, political, and institutional implications.

Disruptive behavior and collective action taken by students, furthermore, shows more
than resistance toward those who hold power within the university. Defiant, militant, and
irruptive behavior also reveals that political action within the university is “una escuelita” for all
those who are already taking action outside of the university. Maria referred to the student
movement as an escuelita [a little school] because, in it, student activists co-produced knowledge
and engaged in social practices of resistance which were later used in their own communities.
She shared this with me because she helped coordinate various “networks” linked to the tomas
barriales [neighborhood occupations] during the massive protests organized since the fraudulent
elections of 2017. According to her, other student activists also helped organize their
communities to engage in similar actions. Weaving social networks of resistance was what she
believed to be the most important facet of organizing, without which social struggle becomes
merely a text to be deconstructed, a social imaginary to be endlessly critiqued from privileged

academic spaces. A collective struggle instead is an ongoing concrete organizational and cultural
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process. It is both a means and an end where social practices and knowledges emerge. More
research, however, can be done to understand and contribute to the building of social movement
networks in Honduras and in Central America, which are at the same time creating alternative
pedagogies, media, and research. Consider, for instance, Radio Dignidad [Dignity Radio], Radio
America [ America Radio], and Equipo de Reflexion, Investigacion y Comunicacion [Reflection,
Investigation, and Communication Team], Movimiento Amplio por la Dignidad la Justicia
[Broad Social Movement for Dignity and Justice]. These examples point to the ways in which
Indigenous, Black, campesino, feminist, and student movements are working together to create
alternative research journals and communication channels to articulate their stories, experiences,
and struggles with each other. The student movement is merely one node of many other social
movements in Honduras and in Latin America trying to articulate itself to an increasingly
complex network of sociopolitical and cultural organization and resistance. It is thus imperative
for researchers to engage in this type of work not only to understand but to strengthen the

articulation of these networks of resistance.
Concluding Thoughts

Collectively, university student activists created knowledges of resistance, reassembled
themselves politically as a horizontal organization, and reclaimed and enhanced the democratic
principles of the National Autonomous University of Honduras. Because the student movement
became a counter-structure within the university, neoliberalism’s possessive, fatalistic, and
narcissistic indifference found it more difficult to recolonize university space. Student activists
disrupted the verticality of politics precisely when communities and institutions were
systematically targeted within an authoritarian postcoup context. Owing to their political and

intellectual contribution to discussions around university reform in direct relation to social,
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cultural, economic, political, and cognitive justice, I consider students activists to be the first
organic intellectual bloc to form since the coup and perhaps since the 1980s. Paradoxically,
never have so many students questioned traditional political parties while also taking the political
domain so seriously. Indeed, they have contested the geopolitics of knowledge and power,
including the transnational economic interests represented by curricular adjustments and the
implementation of hierarchical governance structures. The knowledges students will continue to
create and the actions they will continue to take to distance themselves and their autonomous
university from future neoliberal education reform is yet uncertain. What can be concluded is
that modernity’s irrational developmental path, at the very least, was slowed down through
knowledge-practices of resistance and organization that constituted a radically democratic
political culture. The student movement’s knowledges of resistance and organized political
culture, in addition, prevented neoliberal education reform and the knowledges embedded therein
from crystalizing within autonomous university spaces. They have, in other words, interrupted
neoliberalism’s ideological normativity and axiological commitments from settling in
institutionally. I have argued throughout this dissertation that neoliberal education reform is not a
mechanistic process, but one characterized by contestation and organized resistance, expressed in
manifest forms and at times as less politically threatening (e.g., workshops, assemblies,
meetings, forums, speeches, theatrical performances). When the series of education reforms were
implemented within a postcoup context, students from every department and regional campus
created their own student associations to counter these measures. Organization was not a
spontaneous overnight process but one that has been unfolding since the coup, which required
what student activists called the slow and steady work of an ant [trabajo de hormiga]. When

recently organized associations articulated themselves into a political platform and when
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university authorities were forces to step down, neoliberal education reform was placed on
estandby, to borrow from Mario’s expression regarding the university reform’s current status.
Given that higher education is on standby means that student activists must continue to work to
officially put an end to previous reforms and initiate a new education reform process from below
which will include diverse actors participating in the National Encounter and university
constituent assembly.

The democratic Cordoba principles first included in the national constitution of 1957
have finally been reclaimed and are in the process of reconstruction. The student movement’s
organization began an unforeseen political project, a project which at first seemed impossible but
is now more real than ever given that, in April 2020, co-governance will finally be established.

In summary, after the implementation of the new academic standards and curriculum, the
University Student Movement was formed. It became a political platform for all existing
departmental student associations which were organized after the coup of 2009. By converting
itself into a broad-based student organization, the student movement also became, as mentioned
above, a counter-structure capable of resisting the state’s intention to transform the university
into yet another neoliberal instrument. Student activists, additionally, have shown that, when all
other strategies fail, they can disrupt all university activities by occupying and paralyzing public
universities at the national level. The dominant discourse was contested through student
assemblies, social mobilization, publications, and public speeches. Social media was used as a
virtual democratic platform for collective decision-making and as an alternative to mainstream
media. Unlike other dissipating social movements, the student movement may be characterized
by constant horizontal movement, which articulates itself within, across, and beyond the

university. It thus cannot be understood only as university student activism nor as a transient
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protest never to be seen again. The student movement has now become a political collective
within the autonomous university, recognized at the constitutional level—one that, from the
strength it has gained, will not disappear any time soon, although emerging internal conflicts are
pointing to cooptation and yet another fragmentation prior to the elections in April. The student
movement’s name might change in the future, but the radically democratic political culture
weaved since the coup, is unlikely to disappear. From the knowledge students have created and
shared regarding higher education reform and the unconstitutional nature of preventing students
from participating in university governance, university authorities and politicians, independent of
ideology, lost, to a certain extent, the dominant position they enjoyed since the early 1980s.
Ultimately, thinking and doing otherwise was effectively employed through political action that
shifted some power back to students. The student movement has thus become an organized
collective in which social, cultural, and political institutions are deconstructed, reimagined, and
reconstructed.

Student activists have also made the distinction between traditional politics and
collectively enacted sociopolitical action. How student activists interpreted the university in
relation to the state and the national and transnational interests it represents also conceptualized
the greater forces they are up against. What is important to note is that the student movement
went beyond conventional forms of politics inasmuch as it challenged various forms of knowing,
being, and organizing in a world that increasingly portrays individualism as a key to success. The
student movement instead refused to center the individual at the expense of the collective.
Instead of being a centripetal movement revolving around the charisma of one or several leaders,
the student movement has created a centrifugal organizational and associational political culture

and collective force which expands horizontally and toward the streets, communities, and
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institutions, thereby linking them to national and transnational political, economic, and military
power structures. How events will unfold in the upcoming years will only depend on the actors
themselves, namely, the student activists, community leaders, and organic intellectuals who are
already political organized and in constant movement.

In April 2020, students will elect their representatives at the departmental level. Once
elected, they will form a student government (self-governance). How this self-governance
structure will function in practice is unclear. What will its political project be after it is
constituted? Will it have one? Will it assist in coordinating direct action at a national level? Will
it disarticulate the student movement with the illusion of making it more cohesive and radical?
The issues here are related to the institutionalization of the student movement. When social
movements are institutionalized into political parties, for example, what has been documented in
Latin America is the cooptation and abandonment of the very practices and knowledges that
made the social movement “move,” that enabled them to take collective action and to produce
knowledges and practices otherwise, independent of the state and institutionalized power such as
the university (Zibechi, 2012). It is the disjunction between leadership and the political base that
distances the former from the latter. The complex movement of the social and the articulation of
the collective are often forgotten. How will students work out these contradictions? Will
assemblies still form part of the student movement’s political culture once co-governance is
established? How will this self-governing and co-governing structure maintain its presence in the
streets, barrios, and communities? Overall, how will student activists prevent cooptation and
hold student representatives accountable once in positions of power?

Throughout this dissertation, I focused on the student movements’ political and

organizational culture and the knowledges that were born out of a collective struggle. As |
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mentioned above, other studies may focus instead on what I only briefly analyzed, such as the
political and epistemological contribution of women. Engaging gender dynamics and the ways in
which women not only transformed themselves in the process of a social struggle but also
changed the dynamics of a student movement are salient points to consider. Erica’s reflection
(which I read as I was writing this conclusion) points to the need to understand these internal
tensions:

What no one likes to speak of is that in the student movement, as a political space,

patriarchal behaviors and patterns are often repeated. I have experienced this, and

it hurts and enrages me, but the beauty is to turn that rage into more coherent,

determined, and situated positions. I’ve been yelled at to my face by men, as they

boast their machismo (even by those who promote political projects drawing on

Freire’s praxis). There are many things that are denied to you, such as being ignored

when you ask to speak. When you are given the chance to speak, your contribution

to the discussions are ignored while a male student is taken more seriously even if

he practically repeats what you had already said. And if your partner is a man and

he also shares the same spaces of militancy, there is always the “argument” that

you are manipulated or conditioned by him as if we do not have the capacity to

think for ourselves. One day, I will dig deeper into this issue. But for now,

comparieras, do not be discouraged by these progressive machos (machiprogres)
who try to tell us how we should act and think.

Student Activists’ Last Words

We are not criminals. We are not lazy. We are young. We are el pueblo [the people]. We
have dreams. We have family and friends. We cover our faces for our safety and the safety of our
families, because we live in a country where the government orders to kill whoever gets in the
way. We wear masks to fight for our families, for you, and for the Honduran people in general.
Our demands are to guarantee a real public education. But, most importantly, we demand that
our dignity be respected. We fight for the justice that has been denied to us for so long. They
took so much from us, that they also took away our fear. Always remember that young people

are not the future but the present.
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An Activist’s Words of Solidarity

Once, a friend explained to me that we are also the ones who impose obstacles on
ourselves, that we are the ones who choose to live a lonely existence that prevents something
particular, concrete, and beautiful from happening to us. Tomorrow we will go back to the
streets, those streets that we have traveled back and forth, on one lane and on another. We will
return to the streets our resilient feet have learned to walk on. Our feet know in advance every
pothole in this city and which corner to turn, where unknown voices rumble like echoes of war,
lost in the wind, sweat, tears, and rain. Does the same action have any meaning when repeated
over and over again? Like cartoon characters, we count one, two, and three and repeat, only
changing the banners and slogans. I cannot answer this question without simplifying or reducing
that which is rather more complex. I could perhaps answer it rationally to find some political
sense of repeating the same action, but qualitatively, each is not the same. It is necessary to go
out and shout to the world that our struggle is not over, that we’re still here and others are
waiting for us in the streets to join them. And, above all, we make our presence felt with our
hands raised up high in the air, begging the heavens for a better future. As an individual who is
also part of a collective or community, I need to be in the streets because I’'m still pissed off and
everyone around me is still suffering. Tomorrow, I want to tell the world that not only is our
fight not over but that it’s just the beginning. Of course, the multitude of people and the millions
of footsteps we have taken together in our protests is not our best political proposal. We
recognize this. However, every social movement is based on concrete social relationships.
Tomorrow, those nodes, those bonds of solidarity that we have built with so many companions
[compafieras and compaiieros], will be present as we walk, scream, laugh, vandalize, and break

away from the mundane through our disruptive action. And it is at that moment, in that
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crossroad, that our personal contradictions become flesh and blood, when one must make a
choice, when it is no longer an obstacle in one’s head but rather a concrete barrier one must
overcome to join a struggle.

What do I do with this abstract love for others? When such an ideal is projected and
grounded in solidarity with others, when those others take on a name, and when their pain is
mine and my pain is theirs, do we not create human bonds where what hurts the other also hurts
the self? When the abstraction of a people’s pain condenses and when I am embraced by my
generation, I will not laugh with my own smile but with the smile of others. So many other times
I wasn’t there. So many times, I simply watched from a distance. Once again, there is no one-
way to answer how the love and pain I feel at the presence of suffering faces and anonymous
others becomes so real. That is why [ will walk tomorrow, and not because of the sum of all the
reasons given so far is greater than the people who can inspire me to make this choice. Instead, I
have chosen to be there. I made that decision. Because, indeed, the obstacle and the loneliness
which accompanies us everywhere we go is, partially, of our own doing. In this ugly world, it is
our choice to join others in their struggle or to die from the embrace of indifference which cures
everything and changes nothing. Yet I still do not understand the social indifference. Let’s not

find joy in our solitude. Tomorrow let us all walk, act, live, suffer, laugh, and be together.
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

Introduccion

Primero le quiero agradecer por su tiempo. Tengo varias preguntas aqui alistadas y espero que
estas preguntas puedan tocar varios temas sobre el movimiento estudiantil universitario y su
participacion en este mismo.

La investigacion que estoy empezando utiliza la etnografia como su metodologia y pretende
comprender en toda su complejidad la colectividad y organicidad del movimiento estudiantil y
también se enfocara en el por qué los estudiantes deciden entran en tales luchas. Mas que todo,
pienso subrayar los conocimientos y practicas que se producen colectivamente en las luchas
estudiantiles. Pienso que las ciencias sociales han analizado el mundo a través de una perspectiva
distante y hegemonico (entre sujeto y objeto), y quisiera cambiar esta perspectiva para focalizar
los conocimientos que se producen en las calles, en la proximidad e intimidad de los cuerpos, y en
procesos colectivos, dindmicos, y conflictivos.

Las preguntas se dividen en dos partes. La primera parte se enfocara brevemente en lo biografico.
La segunda parte se enfocard en sus experiencias y participacion en el movimiento estudiantiles
en la UNAH.

Esta primera pregunta es muy abierta y se puede contestar en cualquier forma.
I. Biografico

a. Quisiera saber mas sobre su vida antes de entrar a la UNAH. ;Me puede contar un
poco de su vida? ;De Su Familia? ;El lugar donde usted crecio? ;La secundaria a
donde fue? ;Antes de entrar a la universidad?

II. Experiencia, Identidad, y Conocimiento
a. ¢Por qué decidi6é o que o quien la motivé participar en el movimiento estudiantil?
b. (Me puede contar sobre las experiencias mas memorables que tuvo durante su
participacion en el movimiento estudiantil? ;Cuales son los saberes o
conocimientos mas importantes que aprendi6 a través de estas experiencias?
c. (Como ha cambiado su identidad o su forma de ser y pensar a través de estas
experiencias?

III. Democratizacién (espacio institucional)
a. (Porque hay asociaciones y asambleas?
1. (Cual es la estructura y funcién?
b. He platicado con varios estudiantes y parece que la democratizacion de la UNAH
es sumamente importante. ;De lo que usted entiende sobre este tema y de lo que
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usted a participado, porque es necesario tener representacion legitima estudiantil
en el consejo universitario?
i. (Y sise alcanza la democratizacion de la universidad, que es lo que sigue
después? ;Cual seria el proyecto/papel del movimiento
estudiantil/estudiante?

IV. Dinamica y Conflicto—Liderazgos
a. Se habla mucho en los estudios de los movimientos sociales y parece que existen
dindmicas y conflictos internos adentro de los movimientos sociales, incluyendo
los estudiantiles. ;Cudles fueron unos de los conflictos mas notables del
movimiento estudiantil?

i. (Hubo alguna experiencia donde su género, o por otra razon, afecto su
participacion o experiencia en el movimiento estudiantil? Elaborar por
favor.

ii. A cuadl clase socioecondmica pertenecen los liderazgos en las asociaciones
de carrera. ;jPiensa usted que el liderazgo movimiento estudiantil
representa proporcionalmente la demografica del pais?

iii. (Como se ha resuelto los conflictos internos?

V. (Ultimas palabras? ;Tal vez unas cosas que no pregunté o que usted quiere agregar sobre
su experiencia en movimiento estudiantil?

345



Interview Protocol (English)

Introduction

First, I want to thank you for your time. I have several questions listed here and I hope that we can
cover various topics related to the University Student Movement.

The research that I am doing uses ethnography as its methodology and aims to understand in all
its complexity the collectiveness and organization of the student movement and will also focus on
why students participate in activism. More than anything, I intend to underline the knowledge and
practices that are produced collectively within the student movement. I think that the social
sciences have analyzed the world through a distant and hegemonic perspective (between subject
and object), and I would like to invert this perspective to focus on knowledges and practice that
emerge from the streets and through resistance and as a collective, dynamic, and conflicting
process.

The questions are divided into two parts. The first part will focus briefly on the biographical. The
second part will focus on your experience and participation in the student movement.

This first question is very open and can be answered in any form.

L. Biographical
a. Tell me about your life before entering the university?
i. How were the schools where you grew up?

II. Experience, Identity, and Knowledge

a. Why did you decide or what motivated you to participate in the student
movement?

b. Can you tell me about the most memorable experiences you had during your
participation in the student movement? What are the most important things you
learned from these experiences?

c. How did these experiences impact you as a person?

I1I. Democratization (institutional space)
a. Why are there student associations and assemblies?
i.  What is the structure and function?
b. How is democracy related to the student movement?
i.  What have you participated that shows how democratic practice form part
of the student movement?
c. Ifthe democratization of the university is achieved, what will be the student
movement’s political project?

IV.  Dynamics and Conflict—Leadership
a. What are the internal dynamics and conflicts that have emerged within the student
movement?
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i. Was there any experience where your gender, race, or socioeconomic
status affected your participation or experience in the student movement?
Elaborate.

b. Do you think the student movement’s spokespeople proportionally represent the
demographic of the country?

1. How have some of the conflicts been resolved?

Last words? Maybe some things I didn't ask or that you want to add related to your
experience in student movement?
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