
SYLLABUS AND SCHEDULE - Landless Worker’s Movement (MST) and Brazil 

A five-week, 6-credit study Summer abroad program in Brazil 


The “Landless Worker’s Movement (MST) and Brazil” is an accredited study abroad program 
offered by the Autonomous University of Social Movements (AUSM) and the Landless 
Worker’s Movement (MST) in conjunction with the Universidade Estadual Paulista.


Social justice framework


The Landless Worker’s Movement (MST in Portuguese) is the largest social movement in the 
western hemisphere with two million members – one of every 100 Brazilians.  With a presence 
in 23 of Brazil’s 26 states and powerful social/political influence in more than 2,000 
municipalities, the MST wields unparalleled political power for a grassroots movement, yet the 
organization is only 32 years old.  How did an organization consisting almost exclusively of 
campesinos and the working poor develop so quickly?  In a country where 46% of rural land 
is controlled by 1% of the population, how was the MST successful in liberating 100 million 
acres of farmland for and with landless campesinos? In a country with some of the worst 
disparities of wealth in the world, how has a campesino-led social movement come to occupy 
such an important social/political space?


In this context, a social justice framework provides students with a set of paradigmatic 
questions that are familiar enough to generate energetic questioning, while the Brazilian 
context moves students outside of the debate parameters and political/social discourses that 
generally mark their experiences in the US.  Among the key social justice questions students 
confront are:


- Decision-making processes and citizenship rights:  Electoral democracy replaced a 
military dictatorship in 1985, opening new possibilities for social movements, but 
Brazil’s relatively new experiment with electoral politics is fraught with corruption.  A 
majority of the current Congress is under indictment or investigation for illegal money 
transfers from the national petroleum company, Petrobras.  Though not involved in the 
Petrobras debacle, President Dilma Rousseff was impeachment in 2016, in a 
complicated power play by right wing politicians.  Can electoral democracy function in 
Brazil?  What is the future of the direct participatory democracy exhibited by the MST?  
Do social movements have a role in defining democratic spaces in the context of a 
system dominated by a corrupt political class?  What constitutes genuine political 
participation?


- Social justice vs wealth production:  Governments from both the Right and Left have 
demonstrated a propensity for neoliberal solutions to complex economic challenges, 
resulting in one of the most unequal distributions of wealth in the world.  A series of 
Worker Party (PT) administrations generated the bolsa familia, a basic family wage for 
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the poorest families, but have moved little beyond populist measures.  The MST calls 
for radical social justice from a socialist orientation, yet has staunchly opposed the 
impeachment of Dilma Rousseff and aligned itself tactically on occasion with the PT.  
The MST political analysis is often considered among the most sophisticated in Latin 
America.  Students will have an opportunity to learn how the MST strategic and tactical 
orientations are grounded in the real lives of campesinos and the working class.  Is 
land reform a real step toward wealth redistribution and radical social change?  Do 
campesinos have a future in an increasingly industrialized world?  


These questions and contradictions are not simple abstractions.  They manifest themselves in 
discussions at the market, at family dinners, in the mainstream media, and in government 
discourses.   They unfold in a particular historical context: a representative democracy 
emerging from a recent military dictatorship, a powerful land-holding class, and a country 
marked by contentious racial and class differences.  The MST/AUSM study abroad program 
offers a unique opportunity to learn from Brazil’s largely invisible working class majority, who 
don’t appear in the media-produced fantasy land that dominates popular international 
impressions


Core program


The core program consists of two classes integrated in a modular system that utilizes an 
interdisciplinary pedagogy, combining theoretical classes with workshops and experiential 
learning.  Instruction focuses on a distinct theme each week.  Reading materials are drawn 
from sociology, political science, anthropology, economics, history, literature, and other 
relevant disciplines.  Students meet in formal academic classes organized around discussion 
of assigned readings and lectures by some of Brazil’s leading social actors and academics.  
Experiential learning enables students to connect theory with practice.


Students prepare a research project grounded in the theoretical content of classes and the 
practice observed in experiential learning.  The final project may be a written piece, or a 
public presentation on the MST or some aspect of Brazilian society, a class syllabus that 
students intend to teach when they return home, a work of art, etc.  Subjects may include the 
future of the campesino class in an industrializing world, an ethnographic study of one family 
or settlement, race and/or gender relations in Brazil, etc.


Students write a weekly one to two page reflection on the week’s events and/or an analysis of 
the week’s readings, including addressing any questions that arose during classes or 
workshops.


Lead professors


- Thomas Hansen, PhD – Dr. Hansen holds a PhD in Rural Development from the Universidad 
Autonoma Metropolitana in Mexico City.  He was founder and lead professor of AUSM’s study 
abroad programs in Mexico and Cuba, and also developed AUSM’s master program in 
community organizing.
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- Fabio Tomaz Ferreira da Silva – is a graduate of the Federal University of Juiz da Flora as a 
Specialist in Latin American studies.  Fabio completed his undergraduate degree at the 
Federal University of Sao Carlos.  Fabio has been active in the MST since 2000.  He currently 
works in the MST International Relations committee and is a member of the State Directorate 
of Sao Paulo.  He develops coursework at the Florestan Fernandes National School in 
political education and Latin American political theory. 


Housing


Students are housed the first two weeks and the fifth week at the Florestan Fernandes 
National School (ENFF), about an hour from Sao Paolo.  The school is a training and 
leadership development center for MST activists and working class students.  Inspired by the 
popular education methodology of Paulo Freire and the groundbreaking sociology of 
Florestan Fernandes, the school has become a national center for education, research and 
analysis from the Left.  The extensive grounds include housing for up to 400 students, organic 
gardens, meeting spaces and a kitchen that serves up some of the best food in Brazil.  


Weeks three and four, students will be housed at one or more MST encampments in southern 
Brazil, with the exact encampment(s) determined in consultation with MST leadership.


Accreditation


The 5-week, 6-credit program is accredited by the Universidade Estadual Paulista (UNESP), 
one of six public universities located in the state of Sao Paulo.  The MST enjoys a long-
standing relationship with UNESP, which accredits and provides professors and pedagogical 
development for many MST educational projects.  


Courses


390/590 Brazil and the MST – Past and Present, 45 hours, 3 credits: Overview of Brazilian 
history, including colonization, race relations, and the military dictatorship and post-
dictatorship democracy, with a particular emphasis on agrarian struggles.  History of the MST 
includes struggles for agrarian reform, structure and politics of the organization, and social 
change methodology.


Course goals:


- Understand Brazil’s basic social/political structures.


- Understand the impact of colonialism and under-development.


- Understand the transition from military dictatorship to representative democracy.


- Understand the role, scope and program of the MST, with special emphasis on the 
politics of agrarian reform and the role of campesinos in society.


- Understand the politics around the recent presidential impeachment
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Bibliography:


- Carter, Miguel, 2009, “Social inequality, democracy and agrarian reform in Brazil”: A 
brief overview of the history of Brazil’s land reform and the role played by the MST. The 
author discusses Brazil’s efforts in the context of other land reform projects around the 
world.  Of particular interest is the final section where the author outlines pro and anti 
land reform debates, and the divergent world views that under-gird the debates.


- Harnecker, Marta, 2002, “Landless people – Building a social movement”: Written by 
one of Cuba’s leading sociologists, this investigation offers a constructively critical 
overview of the MST from a Marxist perspective.  Harnecker, originally from Chile, 
emphasizes the MST’s organizational and educational efforts to promote collectivity 
among traditionally independent campesinos.  The English translation is a bit 
challenging in some spots, and the introductory historical section is better covered in 
other works (we suggest starting at page 30), but Harnecker’s critical eye enlightens 
the reader to opportunities, challenges and difficulties faced by the MST during its first 
18 years. 


- Stedile, Joao Pedro, 2004, “The international context of agriculture”:  As leader of the 
MST, Stedile offers an analysis of world agriculture in preparation for the Fourth 
International Conference of Via Campiesina, focusing on the impact of neoliberal 
capitalism on campesino struggles and food production.


- MST National Secretariat, 2014, “Agrarian program of the MST”: Written as a strategic 
and analytical document for the Sixth national conference of the MST, this pamphlet is 
the result of discussions since 2011 that included most of the active membership of 
the MST.  The pamphlet offers an historical analysis of the impact of export-oriented 
commodity production in the agricultural sector, and an analysis of various types of 
agrarian reform carried out under different stages of capitalism.  The MST outlines a 
comprehensive program of agrarian reform suitable to current conditions in Brazil and 
a plan for struggle to achieve the reform.


Supplementary readings:


- Fernandes, Florestan, 1981, “The formation and development of the competitive social 
order”: One of the world’s most perceptive sociologists offers an overview of Brazil’s 
development from colonialism to capitalism.


- Moyo, Sam, Praveen Jha and Paris Yeros, 2013, “The classical agrarian question: 
Myth, reality and relevance today”: A comprehensive, if dense, overview of the 
historical development of the “agrarian question” from various Marxist and neo-Marxist 
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perspectives.  The text requires a good deal of historical knowledge and fluency with 
basic Marxist analytical categories related to the agrarian question.	 


- Plummer, Dawn M, 2008, “Leadership Development and Formação in Brazil’s Landless 
Workers Movement (MST)”: Plummer highlights the role of core political and technical 
training to social movement development, with special focus on the Portuguese term 
formação, which encompasses the layers of consciousness-raising work, political 
education, and leadership development that occur within the MST.  Plummer is the 
former National Coordinator of US Friends of the MST, and presented this paper for 
her master’s thesis. 


- Boron, Atilio, 2004, “Hegemony and imperialism in the international system”


Grading criteria for class participation: 

Students are allowed no more than one absence, other than for illness.  Students who surf the 
internet or sleep during class receive a zero for the day.  Class participation includes 
punctuality, completing assignments on time, coming to class prepared, participating in class 
activities with enthusiasm, and active collaboration with the instructor and other students.  
Students are expected to read all assigned readings and come to class with pertinent 
questions for discussion.  Professors grade for each class period on a 0-4 scale. Grades for 
class participation are based on:


- Active participation in class discussions


- Questions pertinent to materials under study


- Quality of verbal presentations


- Attendance


Grading criteria for weekly reflections 

Students write a one to two page paper each week consisting of a reflection/analysis of the 
week’s events and/or an analysis of the week’s readings, plus any questions that arise during 
classes or workshops. Reflections are due each Monday for the previous week and are 
submitted on a USB port provided by the professor.  It is the student’s responsibility to insure 
the files are not corrupted by virus and are accessible in Word document format.  Late 
reflections will not be accepted for any reason, however, students may skip one reflection 
during the semester.  Grades for reflections are based on:
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- Depth of reflection


- Depth of questions and pertinence to class discussions


- Extra credit for students who enter into debate with the authors or professors


Grading criteria for investigation: 

Students research some aspect of Brazilian society, with subject matter determined in 
consultation with professors.  The research project may be a written piece, or may be a public 
presentation on Brazil or the MST, a class syllabus on some aspect of Brazil, a work of art, 
etc.  Works of art or other projects that are not written must include a written theoretical 
justification.  Final projects may be individual or collective.  With collective projects, all 
participants receive the same grade.  All final projects are presented in a colloquium with 10 
minutes for presentation and 15-20 minutes for class discussion.  Late final projects will 
receive a grade of zero – there are no exceptions.  Grades are calculated 50% on 
presentation and 50% on written work.  Investigations are submitted on a USB port provided 
by the professor.  It is the student’s responsibility to insure the files are not corrupted by virus 
and are accessible in Word document format. If a student prefers a subject different than 
those outlined in the class schedule, the student may propose an alternative investigation.  
Grades are based on:


- Depth of investigation


- Coherence of arguments


- Quality of composition


- Creativity


Portuguese language course


Portuguese language courses utilize popular education pedagogies to develop conversational 
capacity, cultural understanding and integration into the MST culture.  More advanced 
students learn, in part, by helping to teach less advanced students.  The resulting 
construction of a collective learning/teaching environment sets the stage for similar learning/
teaching strategies in other courses.


Primary Text and Required Materials: 


Texts and reading materials drawn from daily interaction with Brazilian culture, with particular 
emphasis on news media.
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Learning Objectives:


- Build upon previous Portuguese knowledge through speaking and listening. 


- Develop vocabulary that builds on existing language skills.


- Effective verbal communication. 


Grading rubric:


25%: Active class participation. 

25%: Homework assignments 
25%: Mid-term exam. 
25%: Final Exam


Grading Criteria for Class Participation:


Students are allowed no more than one unexcused absence for reasons other than illness.  
Class participation includes punctuality, speaking only Portuguese in class, completing 
assignments on time, coming to class prepared and on time, participating in all class activities 
with enthusiasm, collaboration with the instructor and other students (as applicable), and 
demonstrated effort at improving Portuguese abilities.


Grading Criteria for Compositions:


- Grammar 


- Vocabulary 


- Spelling 


- Punctuation
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Schedule 

Weeks 1, 2 & 5 are housed at the Escola Nacional Florestan Fernandes


Weeks 3 & 4 are housed at various encampments and campesino communities in southern 
Brazil


Sunday arrival in Brazil:


- Orientation, including health and safety, intro to ENFF, cultural orientation, logistics, 
program content 


Week 1: History of Brazil (ENFF)


Week 2: History, practice and theory of the MST (ENFF)


Weeks 3 & 4: MST practice in the field (MST projects and encampments in southern Brazil)


Week 5: Final papers/presentations, student-led discussion groups at ENFF 

Typical M-F schedule at ENFF


	 7-7:30: Breakfast


	 7:45: Mistica


	 8-10: Portuguese


	 10-10:15: Coffee break


	 10:15-12: Academic class


	 12: Lunch


	 2-4 Collective work


	 4-4:15: Coffee break


	 4:15-6: Academic class


	 7: Dinner


8-10: Classes/Film/Study group


Typical Saturday schedule at ENFF


	 7-7:30: Breakfast


	 7:45: Mistica


	 8-10: Portuguese


	 10-10:15: Coffee break


	 10:15-12: Academic class


	 12: Lunch


	 2-4 Collective work


	 PM: Sports, homework, etc


Sundays are typically free days 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