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Public Social Sciences and the decolonisation of 
European universities
• In recent years, different debates over the

problematic of exclusive academic spaces have
arisen over...

• ...on the decolonisation of "westernised"
universities and their curricula (Santos 2021,
Grosfoguel 2022, Ndolvu-Gatsheni 2021)...

• ...and on the link between society and science, for
example in public anthropology (Borosfky 2007) or
sociology (Burawoy 2005).

• However, looking at indigenous and community-
based university education processes, we realise
that problem goes beyond that…
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The production of academic knowledge within the
geopolitics of knowledge and epistemic oppression
• Epistemic oppression “[…] refers to persistent epistemic exclusions that hinder

one’s contribution to knowledge production. Epistemic exclusion, here, will be
understood as an unwarranted infringement on the epistemic agency of
knowers” (Dotson 2014:115)

• In the context of indigenous knowledge characterised by historical
Epistemicides (Santos 2018) and Internal Colonialism (Gonzalez Casanova 2006)

• Different orders of Epistemic Oppression within the Geopolitics of Knowledge,
structured by an epistemological North-South-Divide (Krotz 1997):

1. Colonial, racial and sexist prejudices deny subjects the capacity to
articulate knowledge with value for the (Social) Sciences.

2. The unequal landscape of academic knowledge production hinders other
types of knowledge beyond the dominant epistemic system to enter
hegemonic discourses.

3. The epistemological framework of scientific knowledge production
systematically excludes other epistemic lifeways and render their
knowledge as non-knowledge within their discourse.

“The epistemological privilege that modern science grants to itself is thus the
result of the destruction of all alternative knowledges that could eventually
question such privilege” (Santos 2016:153)

• Within this unequal epistemic system, we must situate decolonial discourses
(Rivera Cusicanqui 2010, Makaran and Gaussens 2020) Alperin (2018) found in Torres Heredia (2021)
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Methodology
• Institutional Ethnography (Smith 2005) and Comunal

Research Methodology.

• Document analysis, interviews, informal discussions and
participatory observation.

• 2 weeks in Guelatao de Juárez, Sierra Norte, Oaxaca.

• I joined master's and bachelor's classes as a student at
the Centro Universitario Comunal

• This is part of a comparative study between the UACO,
the Universidad Campesina en Red Indígena and the
Universidad Autónoma Indígena de México.
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Geographical Context

Source: Instituto de Órganos Históricos de Oaxaca, A.C. 2024

• Oaxaca is characterized by a 
high ethnic diversity, with 16 
recognized Indigenous 
peoples, and 39% of the 
population speaks 
Indigenous languages.

• Since 1995, Oaxaca has been 
the only state of Mexico 
primarily governed by 
Indigenous self-governance 
(Sistema de Usos y 
Costumbres).

• Guelatao de Juárez is 
located in the Zapotec 
region of the Sierra Norte 
and has 554 inhabitants and 
forms part of the system of 
Usos y Costumbres.
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Comunalidad
• A concept that emerged from the collective struggles in

defense of territory in Oaxaca in the 1970s.

• It has four pillars:

1. The communal territory

2. The communal organisation

3. The communal work

4. The communal festivities

“Communality is the verbal predicate of the We. It names its action and not its ontology.
Incarnated verbs such as eat, speak, learn are collectively created in a specific place. It
only exists in its execution. The We is realized in the ‘spiral of experience’. We can
distinguish three moments within it.” (Osorio Guerrero 2019:130)

Lopez Mendoza (2023:13)
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Precedents of Communal Education

Maldonado Alvarado and Maldonado Ramírez (2018:3)
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• The gap between Primary and Upper Secondary
Education in Indigenous Education Plans in Mexico
gave birth to autonomous initiatives for Communal
Education.

• 2012: Plan for the Transformation of Education in
Oaxaca (PTEO), provides a framework for the
implementation of education with a critical
intercultural community approach.



La Universidad Autónoma Comunal de Oaxaca
• Foundation: 20 April 2020

• Objectives:

◦ To provide education with cultural and communal sensitivity and
knowledge.

◦ To develop research activities and communal, humanistic and
scientific projects, primarily in response to the problems of the
community.

◦ To preserve, promote and disseminate culture, indigenous languages
and communal knowledge.

◦ To establish training programmes aimed at community outreach and

organisation.

• 1200 students in 16 Community University Centres.

• From full autonomy...

• ...to administrative autonomy.

• CNDH lawsuit for lack of consultation with indigenous peoples
and invalidation of the university law by the SCJN (2021).
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Findings from my participation at 
the Centro Universitario Comunal 

de Guelatao de Juárez
• 3 Bachelor's and 1 Master's degree

• Between 40-50 students

• Bi-weekly classes
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Knowledge exchange of CUC Guelatao with the Universidad Autónoma
Indígena Intercultural de Colombia
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What does it mean for decolonising traditional academic spaces?
• Historically, understanding academic spaces as a territory of struggle, resistance and contradictions.

• The link between university and community makes us rethink the discourse of Public Social Sciences through
the very conceptualisation university, research and teaching.

• We should regard academia as a space that enables different worldviews and their validation in the
geopolitics of knowledge, i.e. diverse imaginaries of university education, given an epistemic humility of
professionalised Social Sciences.

• The need for pluritopic hermeneutics (Santos 2005) for the decolonisation of universities: Searching for the
“ruins seeds" (Santos 2018) of university education and systematising the dialogue of knowledge.

• It shows that we need to understand decolonialisation as a political, militant and engaged practice, beyond
theoretisation and traditional academic spaces.

• So, how can we rethink our own institutions in dialogue with the UACO?
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Many thanks for your attention!
Mail: vincent.pascal.Kretschmer@univie.ac.at
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