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ABSTRACT
Agroecology is recognised as a socio-political and agricultural praxis
and as a scientific domain. However, the dominant anthropocentric nar-
rative that views nature as an exploitable resource is still present in agri-
culture faculties. In this contribution, we use three avenues to advance
the possibilities of linking two counter-hegemonic forces to transform
agriculture higher education. Firstly, the article examines the connection
between decolonisation as a theoretical concept and the practices of
decoloniality unfolding in agroecology. Secondly, we explore the di�alogo
de saberes, the Latin American approach of knowledge dialogue, as a
bridge to connect diverse knowledge systems. The third path correlates
literature findings with a Bolivian higher education program that has
been around for three decades. Our experience shows that the dyad of
agroecology and decolonial turn plays a significant role in transforming
agricultural education by opening new paths to engage in a collabora-
tive process between multiple knowledge systems.
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Introduction

Ending hunger by 2030 was one of the renewed global commitments for people and the planet
of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. The promise plan of action for people is to
end poverty and hunger, ensuring that everyone can fulfil their potential with dignity and equal-
ity and in a healthy environment. On the other hand, the commitment to the planet is to safe-
guard its natural resources by taking urgent action on climate change through activities such as
sustainable consumption and production (United Nations, 2015). Despite these commitments,
the outlook of the unprecedented COVID-19 crisis shows that reaching this goal is challenging.
Studies show that in 2019, 2 billion people in the world were hungry, and food insecurity for the
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most vulnerable populations can worsen due to the persistent impact of the COVID19 pandemic
(FAO et al., 2020).

The globalised industrial food system has not only failed to feed the world but also lead to
climate change, displaced communities, destroyed the environment, diversity, and peoples’
health (Figueroa-Helland et al., 2018; Vandana, 2016). As a counter-hegemonic movement, agroe-
cology has been growing during the last decades to challenge industrial agriculture (Figueroa-
Helland et al., 2018) and defy power structures in all spheres (Giraldo & Rosset, 2018).
Agroecology is trying to position itself as a social and alternative model for sustainable food pro-
duction. It sustains food sovereignty, land, territory, and self-determination (Mart�ınez-Torres &
Rosset, 2014) by revitalising Indigenous and Local Knowledge (ILK) (Figueroa-Helland et al.,
2018). It also contributes to empowering local actors through peasant-to-peasant knowledge and
wisdom sharing (Altieri & Toledo, 2011).

The interest in agroecology as a science has also been proliferating, with a growing number
of programs and degrees worldwide (Altieri & Nicholls, 2017; M�endez et al., 2013).
Agroecological education raises awareness about the effects of industrial agriculture on the
environment and health, while its emphasis is still on increasing agricultural production, viewing
nature as an exploitable resource and giving little attention to the social, political and educa-
tional dimensions (Figueroa-Helland et al., 2018).

Parallel to this agroecological movement, there is another contra-hegemonic movement in
education, advocating to transform knowledge production. The decolonial turn is a critic of
hegemonic forms of knowledge production. Its objective is the decoloniality of power, know-
ledge, and being in all its manifestations – economic, political, cultural, and spiritual
(Maldonado-Torres, 2019). Some authors consider that to deal with this complexity, it is neces-
sary to develop heterarchical thinking (Castro-G�omez & Grosfoguel, 2007, p. 16) – a new lan-
guage capable of facilitating a dialogue with other knowledge systems and within different
paradigms. A creative encounter or Di�alogo de Saberes (DS) between culturally differentiated
beings (Leff, 2004) that do not annihilate other forms of thinking but instead complement each
other (Rivera, 2012).

This paper examines possible paths to integrate the social and political dimensions in agricul-
tural education by asking (i) what it means to decolonise education? (ii) how the di�alogo de
saberes can help in this decolonisation process? (iii) what challenges and mutual benefits emerge
from bridging two counter-hegemonic movements, agroecology and the decolonial turn, trans-
forming knowledge production? To answer these questions, we use three avenues. Firstly, we
investigate the literature (i) to debate agroecology as an agricultural practice, social movement
and scientific discipline and (ii) to identify strategies in the Higher Education (HE) literature used
by authors to facilitate a dialogue between different knowledge systems. The latter categorises
five analytical dimensions – methodological, epistemic, ontological, ethical and socio-political –
and diverse workable solutions to deal with barriers inhibiting decolonial practices. Secondly, we
explore the possibilities that offer the Latin-American approach of knowledge dialogue, namely
the di�alogo de saberes (Ghiso, 2000; Leff, 2004), as a bridge to intertwine agroecology and
decolonial education. Finally, this research discusses an agroecological educational program,
named Programa de Formaci�on Continua Intercultural y Descolonizador (PFCID), using the five ana-
lytical dimensions identified in the literature along with the DS approach. We focus our attention
on the program’s evolution, the methodological approach, the target population, and how it
intertwines the academic, social, and political dimensions in the educational process. We also
reflect on the lessons offered by integrating agroecology and decolonial movements to find new
ways to improve our transformative educational goal to face the globalised industrial
food system.

The paper starts by stating our positionality, followed by a literature review section discussing
agroecology and the decolonial turn. Then, we introduce the PFCID program analysing possible
decolonial paths based on the five dimensions identified in the literature review and the
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challenges of building a pluriverse of knowledge. Later, we discuss the insights of bridging the
two counter-hegemonic movements to transform Higher Education (HE). We conclude with a
final thought.

Positionality

The authors of this paper are an interdisciplinary group consisting of a Belgian researcher with
Colombian origins together with six Bolivians researchers who have been collaborating for three
years in the PFCID program. As a team, we started a self and collective reflexivity process about
the evolution of the PFCID based on our participation in the different moments of the program,
looking at it from different perspectives and disciplines. The interdisciplinary team includes four
agronomists with 31, 29, 19 and 12 years working with the PFCID, respectively, one economist
(27 years), one specialist in communication science (7 years) and one educational science special-
ist (3 years) collaborating in the PFCID. All the Bolivian researchers have indigenous or rural ori-
gins and were beneficiaries of PFCID before being enrolled as professors, researchers, or
collaborators within PFCID. The Belgo-Colombian researcher and first author of this paper initi-
ated the collective reflexivity process, implementing iterative thoughtful conversations about the
program’s evolution. Our reflexivity process is not only based on life histories but also guided by
the multiple publications and reports produced in the framework of the PFCID during its 30 years
of praxis.

Agroecology as an alternative agriculture paradigm

Agroecology is the name given to science developed from ancestral knowledge and trad-
itional agricultural systems that, for centuries, Indigenous people and local communities have
used to deal with hostile environments. They have been practising sustainable agriculture to
feed their communities without depending on mechanisation, chemicals, or other modern
science technologies (Altieri & Nicholls, 2017). But agroecology is not only an agricultural
practice; it is also a way of being, understanding, living, and feeling the world (Giraldo &
Rosset, 2018). For Indigenous people and local communities, agroecology is not the technical
concept of organic food production (Giraldo & Rosset, 2018). Agroecology is the way to guar-
antee their life, their territory, their culture, and their worldview. It embodies the struggles
for food sovereignty, agrarian reform, and land and territory defence (Mart�ınez-Torres &
Rosset, 2014).

In recent times, agroecology has been positioning itself as a new paradigm based on diversity
and collaborative work to solve problems generated by the green revolution, such as hunger,
rural poverty, and sustainability (M�endez et al., 2013; Vandana, 2016). The green revolution, sup-
ported by modern science and under the motto of development while promising hunger aboli-
tion, has denied ancestral, local, and women knowledge. In the name of this denial,
development missionaries invaded rural communities to teach Indigenous people and local com-
munities how to plant, what seeds to use, how to increase production (Vandana, 2016). This
dominant agricultural narrative also spread in Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), making, to a
certain extent, agronomy faculties perfect allies for agribusiness. Dominant narratives turned agri-
culture into a monopoly of destruction that affects the soil with monocultures and chemical
products and deteriorates the environment and people’s health while impoverishing them
(Cleaver Jr, 1972; Vandana, 2016). The green revolution and industrial agriculture displaced and
destroyed sustainable food systems that have nourished humanity over millennia (Vandana,
2016). Still today, agro-industrial monocultures and land-grabbing continue to displace rural
communities from their territories (Santos, 2014).
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Agroecology has been recognised as a social and political movement, an agricultural practice,
and a scientific discipline (Altieri & Toledo, 2011; Wezel et al., 2009). As a social movement, it has
been developing on different fronts against the economic, social, and ecological costs originated
by agroindustry (Altieri & Nicholls, 2017; M�endez et al., 2013). It has been pressing to transform
the neoliberal discourse on food security towards a focus on food sovereignty (Altieri & Toledo,
2011; Mart�ınez-Torres & Rosset, 2014). It is struggling to decolonise food production systems
through the revitalisation of Indigenous people/culture/knowledge (Figueroa-Helland et al., 2018)
and empowering local actors through innovation and peasant-to-peasant wisdom sharing (Altieri
& Toledo, 2011).

As an agricultural practice, agroecology promotes an integrated and sustainable
way of understanding agriculture that reconciles the social, environmental, and
economic needs of the food production system. It deals with agro-food production from
seed to the fork (Altieri & Toledo, 2011; Gliessman, 2020; Vandana, 2016), and in which
social movements share their praxis and co-create new knowledge (Mart�ınez-Torres &
Rosset, 2014).

Agroecology, as a science, has its roots in western ideologies that view nature as an exploit-
able resource (Figueroa-Helland et al., 2018). The agroecology taught in universities has a slant
towards the natural sciences, focusing on the agricultural production process, diminishing or
ignoring the social and political dimensions (Figueroa-Helland et al., 2018; M�endez et al., 2013).
In a recent synthesis paper analysing the what (required competencies, skills, and attitudes),
the how (teaching and learning models), and the who (learners and teachers) of agroecological
education, David and Bell (2018) concluded that it is essential to (i) adopt transdisciplinary and
experiential learning approaches in agroecological education, (ii) diversify the origins and gen-
der of the students and instructors, (iii) embrace participatory knowledge and (iv) adopt humil-
ity and appreciation for the value of other perspectives. At the same time, the paper raised the
difficulty of integrating science with a political dimension since ‘scientists may fear a loss of
legitimacy as neutral discoverers of truth’ (David & Bell, 2018, p. 5) by incorporating the agroe-
cology socio-political dimensions in their teaching and research activities. Other scholars con-
ceded that this situation prevails mainly among academics from the North. In contrast, in the
South and especially among Latin American scholars, there is a consensus that transforming
agricultural education is made by embracing transdisciplinary, participatory and place-based
education, connecting them to the social and political realities (Altieri & Nicholls, 2017;
McCune & S�anchez, 2019; M�endez et al., 2017; Rosset et al., 2021). These principles are in line
with the decolonial turn’s ideals and the core concept of the PFCID program, as will be shown
in the following sections.

Decolonising higher education – complexities and challenges

Scholars have long singled out HEIs as a legacy of colonialism that (re)produces modern Western
hegemonic colonial schemes based on the presumed universality of their knowledge (Ahenakew
et al., 2014; Andreotti et al., 2015; Bhambra et al., 2018; Stein, 2019; Tuck & Yang, 2012). The
colonial is still present until today, not only in the former colonies but also in the neo-colonial
powers where the voces perdidas (lost voices) continue to be silenced and ignored by power and
privilege (Salinas, 2017). Colonial schemes delegitimise other ways of knowing and being and
reproducing the violence of modernity – capitalism, colonialism, racism, heteropatriarchy
(Andreotti et al., 2015; Maldonado-Torres, 2016; Stein, 2019) and ‘it will not allow itself to be
pushed over without resistance’ (Dei, 2016, p. 29). Decolonial movements worldwide have shown
us that the content, methodologies, and hegemonic power structures remain principally gov-
erned by Eurocentric thinking. Therefore, the importance of decolonising knowledge production
and the power structures and the being (Maldonado-Torres, 2016). Similarly, Tuck and Yang
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(2012) alert us to the risk of turning decolonisation into empty signifiers, settling surface changes
rather than structural transformations. While all of these challenges are already difficult to face,
Stein (2019) challenges us further by asking:

How we might unlearn colonial habits of being that we might not even realise we have and learn to be
affected by the world in unexpected ways that could then inform possibilities for higher education that are
unimaginable from where we currently stand. (Stein, 2019, p. 159)

Being aware of the challenges mentioned above and considering that decolonisation implies
a variety of definitions, aims, and strategies (Bhambra et al., 2018). We decided to examine the
recent literature on what it means and what strategies could decolonise HE practice. We identify
five dimensions – methodological, epistemological, ontological, ethical and socio-political – for
which we sketch in Table 1, a non-exhaustive list of possible paths to start a decolonial process.

The set of strategies structured into five dimensions presented in Table 1 offers varied and
overlapping commitments and examples to advance HE’s structural changes and decolonise
knowledge production. At the same time, it gives insights into how to break modernity’s vio-
lence while engaging in a collaborative process for multiple knowledge systems’ co-existence.

Linking agroecology and decolonial education

There are various similarities between agroecology and decoloniality. Both are social, political,
and academic counter-hegemonic movements pressing to transform neoliberal capitalism domin-
ance. Moreover, as highlighted by Altieri and Nicholls (2017), agroecological movements in Latin
America have been promoting several epistemological innovations, some of them linked with
decolonising dimensions such as (i) valorisation of IKL, (ii) the use of transdisciplinarity and holis-
tic approaches, and (iii) the promotion of critical self-reflectivity. These three elements are crucial
aspects for decolonising power structures in HE and the being. At the same time, they are the
pillars of the DS approach.

Di�alogo de saberes is an approach developed in Latin America in the 70 s. Its origins are linked
to the emancipatory movements of Participatory Action Research (PAR) of Fals Borda and the
use of popular education by Paulo Freire as a guide for developing critical consciousness
(Archila, 2017; Ghiso, 2000; McCune & S�anchez, 2019). To understand the idea behind DS is
necessary first to establish the difference between wisdom and knowledge. The Spanish word
saberes could be associated with saber (to know – knowledge), but it is also related to sabiduria
(wisdom). In looking at the meaning of the word knowledge, the classical definition refers to the
idea of justified true belief. Instead, wisdom goes beyond the intellectual or cognitive domain. It
is a cultural and collective product that results from the combination of cognition, self-reflection,
self-awareness and openness to all kind of experiences that transform the individual in the pro-
cess (Ardelt, 2004). It is not just about what is true; it is about what is right and fair. It is to
know ‘how to lead a life that is beneficial for oneself, others, and society’ (Ardelt, 2004, p. 272).
Having clarity about the meaning of the world saberes, we can understand the philosophy
behind the di�alogo de saberes.

As Leff (2004) proposes, DS is an encounter of collective identities founded on cultural
autonomies, from where an intercultural dialogue unfolds. It starts from recognising the other
and their knowledge embodied in feelings, sensualities, and senses. DS deactivates the violence
of the forced homogenisation of the diverse world and connects beings and wisdom. Crucial for
decolonising HE and knowledge production. It goes beyond a strategy of inclusion and participa-
tion using methodological tools such as the pedagogy of solidarity (Gaztambide-Fern�andez,
2012) and the listening dialogue of wisdom (Moreno-Cely et al., 2021), among others. DS is a
social practice that intertwines the real, the symbolic, and the imaginary in the act of thinking,
feeling, and building a diverse world (Leff, 2004). DS proposes breaking with the subject-object
duality of Western scientific knowledge. It suggests a constructive dialogue of multiple
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ontologies, epistemologies, and cosmologies, considering all kinds of knowledge as equally valid
(Tapia Ponce, 2016).

As Grosfoguel (2016) elucidated, Western science has not only denied other ways of knowing.
It has also been practising an epistemic and ontological extractivist approach. These extractivist
practices exploit ILK and wisdom and redefine them from Western logic to transform them into
economic capital. Western sciences appropriate indigenous peoples’ ideas by colonising, subsum-
ing, and stripping them of their political radicalism, spirituality, and cosmology. In this regard,
agricultural Western scientific knowledge has been used to shape the agro-industrial food system
that uses violent technologies and promotes profit-driven economies while creating knowledge
apartheid by diminishing Indigenous wisdom and creativity of Mother Earth (Vandana, 2016).
This looting symbolically and economically excludes Indigenous peoples who possess this know-
ledge, deprives them of their resources, and destroys their environment (Grosfoguel, 2016). This
knowledge apartheid ends up appropriating indigenous agroecological knowledge, leaving aside
the spirituality and cosmologies on which they are grounded (Figueroa-Helland et al., 2018). As
discussed above, the decolonial turn offers multiple strategies to counteract this know-
ledge apartheid.

Decolonising agroecological education is about opening learning spaces for resistance, liber-
ation, and self-determination. It is learning to establish a more reciprocal relationship with
mother Earth and all its occupants. It is learning to build a more equitable world so that the
communities’ poverty is no longer the result of their land’s abundant resources (Galeano, 1988).
We cannot limit teaching agroecology to technical aspects to increase organic production for a
capitalist market (M�endez et al., 2017). Without the political, social, and spiritual components,
agroecology is as deprived as an indigenous person is without land, seeds, and community.

Transforming agriculture HE

In the following sections, we exemplify how agroecology and decolonisation intertwine in the
Programa de Formaci�on Continua Intercultural y Descolonizador – PFCID program. We analyse the
PFCID in the light of the five identified analytical dimensions to decolonise HE – methodological,
epistemological, ontological, ethical, and socio-political, summarised in Table 1.

The PFCID is an educational program developed by the Centro de Investigaci�on Agroecolog�ıa
Universidad Cochabamba (AGRUCO), a research centre that belongs to the agricultural, livestock,
and forestry sciences faculty of the Universidad Mayor de San Simon (UMSS). The centre was cre-
ated in 1985 by an interdisciplinary and multicultural team focusing on agroecology and rural
development. For around 30 years, AGRUCO has been developing and implementing an educa-
tional program rooted in the Andean cosmovision. The PFCID was born with the idea of dealing
with the impacts of the green revolution in Bolivia. But soon, it became a process of mutual
learning between the Andean communities and academics from the UMSS, who wanted to acti-
vate and motivate the new generations with the continuous sharing of knowledge through the
Yachaj-yachachij cycle (learn-teach-learn).

The methodological approach of the PFCID

The PFCID program uses a combination of methodologies strongly connected with the commun-
ities and links agroecology with the university’s three pillars. The program is using (i) a
Participatory Action Research (PAR) approach, (ii) the revaluation of ILK, (iii) transdisciplinary
research, bridging academic disciplines and ILK, and (iv) a project community-based approach to
promote social interaction.

PAR offered the program the possibility of integrating teaching, research, and social inter-
action with political militancy committed to the local populations’ realities. (Fals-Borda &
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Rahman, 1991). Combining the revaluation of ILK with PAR opened new possibilities for bridging
different knowledge systems. Participatory Research for the Revaluation of Indigenous and local
knowledge (PRR-ILK) – became the core of PFCID’s methodology. It combines the ideas of PAR
and the DS approach. What is innovative about PRR-ILK is the revalorising component, which
places the knowledge of communities at the same level as the academic knowledge, putting
both in equal dialogue (Tapia Ponce, 2016). Figure 1 outlines the PRR-ILK process. First, it does a
community self-assessment, highlighting the relevance and pertinence of ILK. The second step
consists of establishing a DS by identifying the existing knowledge to be recovered and revalor-
ized. It is followed by the process of analysis and systematisation that later will be presented to
communities to be complemented and validated. This validation is carried out among the com-
munities, evaluating the usefulness, effectiveness, and relevance of the knowledge for the local
communities. Finally, the knowledge is shared within the communities using different communi-
cation forms, like almanacs, posters, booklets.

PFCDI’s students permanently apply the PRR-ILK in their community-based research projects.
In the process, students must deal with the complexity of local reality while doing their research.
Students will exchange university classrooms for the ayllu (community) and share daily life with
local families, learning about their agricultural practices and their culture, beliefs, and way of life.
In this process, the community leaders also change their roles, contributing their knowledge and
wisdom to the students’ educational process and developing the research projects. Students
must present their results to the community and the academic team; both will evaluate their
research results.

The implementation of community-based projects facilitated starting a DS with communities
and discovering the richness of the Andean cultures. It nourished robust and long-lasting rela-
tionships with those communities by searching together for appropriate solutions to the local
needs. The program uses agroecology as a vehicle for endogenous and self-sustainable rural
development, prioritising people’s visions, values, and potentials of development (Rist et al.,
2011). Community-based projects require students to think critically about which solutions might

Figure 1. Outline of PRR-ILK process. Adapted from (AGRUCO, 2000).

8 A. MORENO-CELY ET AL.



be most technically appropriate and how these might (or might not) support community devel-
opment principles, including traditional values and decision-making processes (Harvey & Russell-
Mundine, 2019, p. 7).

The epistemic dimension of PFCID

The purpose of PFCID was to initiate a process of academic and research transformation of
higher education in Bolivia. The first attempt to materialise the educational strategy was the
implementation of extracurricular courses. These courses targeted agronomy students from six
Bolivian public universities from the cities of Cochabamba, La Paz, Oruro, Potos�ı, Tarija, and
Chuquisaca. The lessons were given for more than seven years (1990–1997), reaching the best
students enrolled in the agronomy faculties of the country. The purpose of the courses was to
share experiences and build an intercultural dialogue around their practices.

For PFCID, intracultural education is an earlier process of intercultural dialogue. Intercultural
education is not limited to multi or bilingualism. It requires a profound transformation of the
whole education system based on the decolonisation of knowledge (Walsh, 2010). In other
words, while intercultural education seeks students to recognise the social, economic, political,
cultural, environmental, and spiritual diversity, intercultural dialogue pursues to promote an
encounter of collective identities based on cultural autonomies (Leff, 2004) by diversifying and
deracialise the curriculum and, at the same time, revitalise ILK.

The PFCID has a training program from the technical level to the doctoral degree that combines
ILK and academic knowledge. It has six focal axes: (1) agroecology and sustainable development, (2)
food safety and food sovereignty, (3) resilience and climate change adaptation, (4) plural and alterna-
tive economies, (5) governability, and (6) alternative development paradigms. In this complex reality,
it is not possible to conceive the technical aspects isolated from the economic, socio-cultural, and
spiritual issues. The curriculum combines scientific domains such as agroecology, economics, rural
sociology with ILK. It incorporates subjects related to Indigenous technologies but also includes spir-
ituality and Andean cosmologies in the study plan. Therefore, the program proposes implementing a
transdisciplinary approach involving natural and social sciences and other knowledge systems. The
main elements of the program are synthesised in Figure 2.

PFCDI offers tailored specialised courses to the youth, men and women adult learners,
Indigenous people, farmers, professionals, and civil servants from diverse cultural backgrounds.
The students, professors, and practitioners who were following the classes opened new horizons
for the educational program, paving the way to the first version of the agroecology mas-
ter’s degree.

Other formal education is offered to rural and urban undergraduate and postgraduate stu-
dents. It includes a bachelor’s program, short courses, and a doctoral program. However, the cen-
tral core of PFCID is the master’s program (10 promotions since 1998). The program wants to
reach persons interested in agroecology and Andean culture and want to be the drivers of aca-
demic change in HEIs and promoters of social and economic growth.

Alternative and technical education is followed mainly by the adult rural population that did
not complete primary school but wanted to follow introductory courses to improve their agroe-
cological activities. The difference between alternative and technical training is that students
enrolled in alternative education only require primary education (read and write). In contrast, stu-
dents enrolled in technical courses need to have a secondary school diploma.

Figure 3 gives an overview of the locations and scope of the modalities offered by PFCID
from 1998 until today. Around 1,150 students followed at least one training program. Among
them, 536 youth and adults from Indigenous rural communities received tailored alternative and
technical courses in their communities. Many of them are working in the municipalities support-
ing the agricultural sector or are employed by national or international NGOs. A total of 45
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students followed the bachelor program, 133 students in the master’s program, and 24 doctoral
researchers; however, less than 30% are women. Gender equality is a pending task of the PFCID.

The ontological dimension of PFCID

PFCID goes beyond the training of professionals. For Indigenous peoples, research should not be
done if it does not generate benefits and improve the communities’ quality of life (Louis, 2007). For
this reason, the program adopted the modality of community-based projects not only as an educa-
tional strategy but to be reciprocal and accountable to the communities. From an Indigenous per-
spective, the search for knowledge is considered to be a spiritual journey (Louis, 2007, p. 134).
However, the emotional, relational, and spiritual have often been marginalised and neglected in aca-
demic spaces (Castleden et al., 2017; Shahjahan, 2005). Therefore, to decolonise HE, we need to start
revitalising the spiritual component and incorporate it into the curriculum (Dei, 2016).

In the PFCID, honouring cultural protocols was one way to incorporate the spiritual dimension
in our praxis. Students not only follow academic courses about Andean epistemologies and
ontologies. They are also immersed in daily life with the communities, establishing a relation
between the three spheres of life: the material, the social, and the spiritual (Rist & Dahdouh-
Guebas, 2006). Participants enter in a dialogue with the communities who share their knowledge
and their cultural and spiritual wisdom rooted in the harmonious relationship of all beings with
Mother Earth.

The ethical dimension of PFCID

Decolonising HE entails as a first step the recognition of the other and the otherness existence.
However, there is no existence outside of a co-existence (Gaztambide-Fern�andez, 2012). For

Figure 2. Epistemological foundations of PFCID. Adapted from (AGRUCO, 2011).
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Andean people, co-existence is a requirement to maintain balanced, reciprocal, and complemen-
tary relationships (Quiroz, 2006, p. 60); we exist insofar as we co-exist with our opposite. This co-
existence will be possible by building ethical spaces where there is a place for all different
knowledge systems. It also implies building equitable relationships based on a pedagogy of soli-
darity (Gaztambide-Fern�andez, 2012) and justice.

The PFCID contributed to this co-existence process by (i) recovering Andean values, (ii) pro-
moting reciprocal relationships between modern science and ILK through a DS and a transdisci-
plinary approach, and (iii) re-establishing a responsibility with the other and otherness while
reconnecting with the Mother Earth.

The socio-political dimension of PFCID

Building on the previous sections, we consider that a decolonisation process’s ultimate goal is
social justice. But social justice cannot exist in a world where other knowledge and other ways
of understanding reality are marginalised, delegitimised, and denied. In other words, while social
justice is the end, epistemic, ontological justice, ethical liberation, and DS are the means to
engage in a collaborative action to transform reality. In the following paragraphs, we introduce
some of the PFCID transformations at the academic, social, and political levels.

Figure 3. Overview of the beneficiaries of PFCID per municipality (1998–2019).
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Academic transformation
Disseminating the academic program offered by the PFCID was possible thanks to (i) the partici-
pation of many professors from the Bolivian HEIs, and rural development professionals from GOs
and NGOs and mainly the community members who followed the bachelor, master’s and doc-
toral program of the PFCID; (ii) the approach was built in a participatory way, constructed with
community leaders, national and international scholars, practitioners and policymakers from
diverse disciplines; (iii) a large amount of academic and non-academic publications have been a
reference for many scholars working with Indigenous Andean communities.1

The PFCID managed to establish interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary work at UMSS, signing
agreements with social communication, sociology, food engineering, industrial engineering, eco-
nomics, and auditing faculties. This collaboration allowed us to carry on research and develop-
mental projects, also creating opportunities for graduation for students from the different
faculties with the modality of a joint bachelor’s and master’s thesis. It is noteworthy that many
community students received grants to continue their higher education through PFCID projects.

Social transformation
The new Bolivian Political Constitution, in its article 93, numeral IV (Estado Plurinacional de
Bolivia, 2009), offers the possibility for HEIs to establish programs outside the university. These
programs, called desconcentracion academica, implement training and teaching according to the
local and Indigenous people’s needs in their communities. The PFCID’s bachelor’s program in
endogenous development and agroecology has been developed within this framework. The
bachelor’s program allowed students to undertake their higher education in their communities.
This modality reduces the social, cultural, and economic costs of internal migration. With the
bachelor’s program’s modular system, students complete three continuous weeks of face-to-face
courses and three weeks in their rural communities of origin. This system leads them to carry
out their productive activities as well as non-face-to-face studies. Another meaningful impact is
related to students’ knowledge in the training process, which is continuously incorporated into
the curriculum and allows the development of new local technology based on the ILK. Some
examples of the contributions of Indigenous students participating in the PFCID are the develop-
ment of local technology for the production and processing of ca~nahua, a native cereal source
of proteins and minerals. They were involved in a development project to improve pirhuas (trad-
itional warehouses for saving crops). Also, in a project about chu~no (dehydrated potato) produc-
tion, revaluing ancestral potato production, and storage techniques (AGRUCO, 2011).

Another social transformation was the empowerment of the local communities. Some commu-
nity leaders who have been trained within PFCID now hold influential positions in municipal
administration. It is the case for Fabian Choque, a community leader from Jachapampa, who cur-
rently serves as Deputy Mayor of the Challa district in the Tapacar�ı municipality. Another
example is Donato Maldonado, president of the FUPAGEMA Foundation (Foundation for
Environmental Management) in the Independencia municipality.

The participation of municipal governments and social organisations, both in the planning
and implementation of PFCID, was a success factor that allowed a timely response to local com-
munities’ demands. It also helped to provide further scope to actions in the municipalities, since
in some cases, local governments and local NGOs participated in the co-financing of the projects.
This dynamic generated with local knowledge-holders allowed the Bolivian university to be
closer to the local societal problems.

Political transformation
According to PAR, an intervention should include academic or research aspects and be socio-pol-
itically oriented (Fals-Borda & Rahman, 1991). The political transformation of PFCID occurred at
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three levels: (1) public policy, (2) management instruments (programs, projects, and methodolo-
gies), and (3) budget allocation to implement the regulations and management tools.

For the first level, public policy, PFCID supported the process of the Constituent Assembly of
Bolivia, which aimed to insert the vision of Indigenous peoples into the issue of biodiversity, nat-
ural resources, land reform, community justice, and education. The AGRUCO team, together with
Indigenous and political leaders, participated in different Commissions. They managed to incorp-
orate critical elements of the PFCID approach in Bolivian legislation, including the National
Constitution (2009), the National Education Law (2010), Mother Earth Law (2013), Productive
Revolution Law (2013), Organisations Economics Law (2013), Control and Social Participation Law
(2015), Integrated State Planning Law (2016); and supreme regulatory decrees, departmental,
Indigenous and municipal laws.

For the management instruments, the program took part in a territorial planning project.
Their role was to advise on the elaboration of the territorial plans of 24 municipalities in Bolivia.
The team worked with NGOs and local leaders, adjusting and contextualising territorial planning
methodologies (AGRUCO, 2011).

At the local level, one example is a project with an association of agroecological producers in
the municipality of Totora. This community association was awarded the provision of school
breakfasts at the municipal level (1 million BOB per year). The project has been running for three
years (2017–2019), supporting the association’s development and offering healthy food for
young people (AGRUCO, 2011).

PFCID challenges

PFCID has made a significant contribution to how a decolonising agroecology curriculum may
impact communities, students and teachers, opening new opportunities and reflections for the
educational system. However, there still a lot of hurdles to overcome if we want to expand
this experience.

The PFCID as an integral approach required the implementation of a community-based strat-
egy, which, in turn, needs economic resources. In Bolivia, as in almost all of Latin America, few
resources are devoted to scientific research, and those available come from foreign institutions
(Camacho et al., 2015). Others come from royalties from exploiting various natural resources,
mainly mining or loans facilitated by the Inter-American Development Bank (UNESCO, 2015). It
cannot be said which of the options is the worst. It is a paradox that research depends on the
looting and appropriation of natural resources. At the same time, internationalisation represents
a constant threat to decolonisation (Sultana, 2019) as loans strongly influence national research
and innovation policies (UNESCO, 2015). Still, the PFCID had no other possibility of financing its
activities than with money from these three sources and has been able to make the most of
these resources. The problem is that hacking the system and using its resources carries high
risks. As explained by Andreotti et al. (2015), there can be a time when it is difficult to recognise
who is hacking whom.

As mentioned above, the PFCID program tried to incorporate indigenous and local commun-
ities leaders in the evaluation processes. Maintaining and institutionalising this type of practice
in academic structures is much more complicated. It is necessary to invest time and resources.
Following most funding schemes’ logic, community participation is often considered a commu-
nity contribution to the project. Paradoxically it is difficult to grant a remuneration to a commu-
nity expert, which is not the case for academic experts who can be hired and even paid higher
wages if they are foreigners.

Although the Bolivian national constitution promotes decolonisation at all levels, the strict
structures of higher education institutions and Western scientific knowledge’s supremacy prevent
a change at the institutional level. In the 30 years of experience of the program, we have seen
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that senior professors and mainly those who have been trained under a Western positivist edu-
cation are the most reluctant to change. Although the PFCID program has tried to give equal
value to the different knowledge systems, incorporating cultural and spiritual elements has gen-
erated reluctance by academics that still consider ILK as data to be validated by scientific know-
ledge (Whyte, 2018). Therefore, it is necessary to continue offering a decolonised education to
the new generations and engage senior professors in the process.

From the professors’ perspective, they have to deal with limited time, resources, and institu-
tional support. Many academics have hourly contracts, and full-time professors have a consider-
able teaching load limiting their involvement in research and social interaction activities. Another
issue is that the project-based approach demands a lot of time and effort that not all professors
are willing to pursue.

Finally, since the coloniality of being is a result of the effects of colonisation’s living experi-
ence (Maldonado-Torres, 2016), the experience of many Indigenous scholars in Bolivia is related
to the loss of their language, their culture, and ancestral knowledge. Many of these Indigenous
people that until recently, have been denied their political and cultural existence, ended up
rejecting their indigenous condition and all that is related to it (Rivera, 2015). Therefore, many
efforts are needed to decolonise the being, not only the knowledge production.

Discussion

The present study investigated linking two counter-hegemonic forces: agroecology and the
decolonial turn. What are the insights gained by connecting them to transform knowledge pro-
duction? And what is the role of DS in this transformation? As explained earlier in this article,
the DS can be used as a tool to develop (awake) historical and collective consciousness to con-
nect diverse knowledge systems and break with the HE monologues (Moreno-Cely et al., 2021).
It opens the avenues to imagine alternative futures of a decolonised education that put in dia-
logue scientific theories developed by diverse knowledge systems and consider equally ILK and
wisdom, including their social, cultural, environmental, and spiritual aspects. This equal footing
could be the only way to end the knowledge apartheid (Visvanathan, 2009) imposed by the
Western colonial approach. However, it is a challenge for ILK that has been silenced and dimin-
ished for decades. Therefore, it is necessary to create the conditions for the Indigenous and local
communities to re(belief) and re(valorise) their ancestral knowledge (Andreotti et al., 2015). To
this aim, the PRR-ILK method could play an essential role in revitalising ILK and bring it to the
HE spheres.

Combining cultural, political and spiritual elements into academic training is imperative for
decolonising agriculture education in particular and HE in general. This article offers methodo-
logical, epistemic, ontological, ethical and socio-political strategies to decolonise HE and simul-
taneously re(valorise) ILK instead of instrumentalising it (Ahenakew, 2016). The aspiration is to
lead to substantial transformations and building an epistemic pluriverse (Grosfoguel, 2012), as
shown in the PFCID program.

As academics, we have an incredible responsibility in the transformation of HE. It is in our
hands to revitalise and value ILK to motivate them to share their knowledge with us through the
Yachaj-yachachij cycle (learn-teach-learn). Embracing complexity and uncertainty is the first step,
but above all, we have a duty to revive ancestral cultures and sciences that have been dimin-
ished by Western science. A di�alogo de saberes can help us promoting this co-existence of
diverse knowledge systems and decolonising HEIs. However, in parallel, we need to continue to
address the multiple violent relations that constitute the ‘Modern/Colonial Capitalist/Patriarchal
Western-centric/Christian-centric World-System’(Grosfoguel, 2012).
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Concluding thoughts

This contribution sought to highlight the possibilities offered by the dyad agroecology and
decolonial turn to open new paths to engage in a collaborative process for multiple knowledge
systems’ co-existence. The Latin-American di�alogo de saberes approach demonstrated to be an
essential tool decolonising knowledge, power, and being, through the recognition and revitalisa-
tion of ILK, creating new spaces of diversity and transformation. It confirmed that dialogue
between different knowledge systems is possible and necessary to transform agroecological edu-
cation and higher education as a whole. This dialogue of wisdom (in plural) has profound impli-
cations across the higher education system and how we produce and use knowledge to advance
substantial societal transformations. By sharing our PFCID experience, we wanted to illustrate
how social and political struggles are closely related to science and that engaged scholars can
impact no only education in the classroom, but also policy and society at large. We argue that
decolonising HE requires structural changes in the methodological, epistemological, ontological,
ethical and socio-political aspects (Table 1). Acknowledging that there are many challenges but
the benefits, even the smallest, compensate the efforts. Decolonising HE is a process under con-
struction, neither pure nor perfect but needs collective actions’ engagement and self and collect-
ive reflexivity to explore alternative paths to keep it growing. Although many might consider
this path utopian, we believe that it is worth trying. As Eduardo Galeano, the Uruguayan writer,
said, ‘the point of a utopia is to keep walking.’

Note

1. http://www.umss.edu.bo/index.php/centro-de-investigacion-agroecologia-universidad-cochabamba-agruco/
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