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Abstract
I investigated the sustained participation and disengagement of Landless Rural Workers Movement (Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem
Terra MST) activists in Brazil. The MST is the largest Brazilian social
movement and has mobilized activists for over 30 years. The participation of its activists serves as an emblematic case for the study of sustained
participation and disengagement in social movements in general. This
research sheds new light on the study of social movements in two ways.
First, some characteristics of the MST open up new possibilities for the
analysis of factors that influence sustained participation and disengagement pointed out in previous studies. In addition, this research covers
more variables than past studies on sustained participation and disengagement in order to arrive at a more comprehensive understanding of
the phenomena. The second contribution is its innovative character, i.e.
the study of the sustained participation and disengagement of activists
who started to participate in the movement during childhood.
I used a mixed method approach, i.e. the combination of qualitative
and quantitative methods, for the data collection and analysis. With
this research design, I aimed to obtain the most compelling and in depth
information on the complex phenomena under consideration.
The activists’ commitment played a central role in the understanding of
their sustained participation and disengagement. In this study, I analysed
the three components of commitment stated by Allen and Meyer (1990),
i.e. affective, continuance and normative commitment, in order to cover
different aspects of this variable. One of my main results shows that the
influence of each commitment component depends on the specific stage
in an activist’s trajectory of participation. More specifically, continuance
commitment affects the beginning of the activist’s participation, affective
and normative commitment are most relevant to sustained participation
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over time, and only affective commitment influences the activist’s willingness to participate in the future. In addition, I found that gratifying
participation plays an important role in the sustained participation of the
MST activists as a whole. My analysis of disengagement shows that this
process is dominated by the personal characteristics of each activist rather
than following a theoretical model. Finally, I observed that affective commitment and the context in- and outside of the movement play a major
role in the participation and disengagement of activists who grew up in
communities formed by MST activists.
Keywords: sustained participation, disengagement, commitment, gratifying participation, MST, children’s participation.
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Resumo
No presente trabalho, eu analisei a participação contínua e a desengajamento dos militantes do Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra
(MST). O MST é o maior movimento social brasileiro, o qual vem se mantendo mobilizado por mais de 30 anos. A participação dos seus militantes
serve como um caso emblemático acerca da participação contínua e do desengajamento de militantes em geral. Tal pesquisa contribui para o avanço
dos estudos em movimentos sociais de duas formas. Primeiramente, alguns
aspectos do MST possibilitam a análise de fatores, previamente estudados
por outros pesquisadores, que influenciam a participação contínua o e desengajamento. Ademais, no presente estudo, eu analiso mais variáveis que
os estudos precedentes sobre mesmo tema, visando obter um entendimento
mais abrangente sobre os fenômenos em questão. A segunda contribuição
do presente trabalho é o seu caráter inovador, visto que a participação
contínua e desengajamento de militantes que iniciam a participar ainda
quando crianças são temas ainda pouco explorados pelos pesquisadores da
área.
Eu usei mixed methods, ou seja, uma combinação de métodos quantitativos e qualitativos, para coletar e analisar meus dados. Desse modo,
pude obter informações abrangentes e detalhadas dos complexos fenômenos estudados.
O comprometimento (commitment) dos militantes com o movimento
social tem um papel central para o entendimento do participação contínua e a desengajamento dos mesmos. No presente estudo, eu analisei
os três componentes do comprometimento propostos por Allen e Meyer
(1990), i.e. affective, continuance e normative commitment, com o intuito de entender diferentes aspectos dessa importante variável. Um dos
principais resultados da pesquisa é que o papel de cada componente do
comprometimento (commitment) do militante com o movimento social va-
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ria de acordo com que estágio da sua participação. A saber: continuance
commitment é mais relevante no início da participação, affective e normative commitment influenciam a participação contínua dos militantes ao
longo do tempo e somente affective commitment é um fator que contribui
para a predisposição dos militantes em continuarem a participar do movimento no futuro. Além disso, eu observei que a satisfação em participar
tem influência determinante na participação dos militantes do MST como
um todo. Minhas análises sobre o desengajamento demonstraram que tal
processo varia a depender das características pessoais de cada ativista ao
invés de seguir um modelo predeterminado. Por fim, eu pude constatar
que affective commitment e os contextos fora e dentro do movimento são
os fatores que mais contribuem para a continuação da participação bem
como para o desengajamento dos indivíduos que foram criados dentro das
comunidades organizadas pelo MST.
Palavras-chave: participação contínua, desengajamento, commitment, satisfação em participar, MST, participação de crianças.
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The Struggle Goes On!
Sustained Participation and Disengagement of the MST Activist

Introduction
Participating in a social movement is a life-changing experience. The social relations of those who choose to act for change are shaped by the
process of struggling for something that is considered fair and well deserved. This is the case for the activists of the Landless Rural Workers
Movement (Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra [MST]), the
largest social movement in Brazil. During the life cycle of a social movement, some activists leave while others continue to participate and adopt
political engagement as their lifestyle. Why do some individuals continue
to participate in the MST? Why do others decide to leave the movement?
I address these questions in this dissertation. My research focuses on the
sustained participation and disengagement of the MST activists.
The MST has been a central actor in the Brazilian political arena and
a widely-known social movement throughout Brazil since it was founded
in 1984. Most Brazilians have an opinion about the MST and are often
sharply divided. The broad visibility and controversy that accompany the
MST stem from the movement’s assertive political agenda. Indeed, some
MST activists, known as Landless (Sem Terras) 3 , have been participating
in the movement for more than three decades. Many scholars attribute
the MST’s longevity to the movement’s impressive ability to put pressure
on the government to meet its demands (see e.g. Sigaud, 2009). The
movement’s activists advocate for effective agrarian reform in Brazil, i.e.
the distribution of agrarian properties to the families of rural workers who
are willing to farm, but cannot afford to purchase land.
The MST activists form a heterogeneous group of people: illiterate and
well-educated, poor and middle class, people who do not have a history of
3

The MST activists call themselves Landless (Sem Terras) with capital letters, denoting someone who participates in the movement, while landless (sem terras) refers to
any rural worker who does not own a plot of land.

3

Introduction
militancy and others who have already participated in social movements.
Nevertheless, the MST is mainly a grassroots movement. The majority of MST activists occupy land, forcing the government to expropriate
the property and to redistribute it among them. In the occupied lands,
the activists set up camps with makeshift tents and basic infrastructure.
These camps become communities since the activists often live in them
for long periods of time, sometimes over many years. In the camps, the
activists are exposed to physical and psychological privation and, in some
cases, violence. They often risk losing their belongings, arrest and even
death during conflicts with the police or gunmen who are employed by the
landowners.
The challenging conditions in the camps are even more impressive when
ones considers that entire families - men, women, teenagers, children and
the elderly - form the movement. The children, known as Little Landless
(Sem Terrinhas), live in the movement’s communities with their parents
and attend the movement’s meetings and other collective actions. Therefore, they do not voluntarily decide to join the MST, but are introduced
to the struggle for land at an early age by their parents and relatives. If
the families, after a long period of occupation, receive their plot of land,
they live together in settlements. Although their struggle for land ownership has ended, these settlers are still organized by the MST. Many
settlers continue to participate in marches, meetings and other movement
activities. Indeed, once settled, many are still part of the movement and
self-identify as Landless (Sem Terras). Thus, the MST activists organize
and administrate daily life in both communities, camps and settlements.
In many social movements, the activists participate in meetings and
collective actions, but before and after doing so they go home, go to work,
and generally lead lives outside the social movement. In these cases, activism is a part-time activity, which may have more or less relevance to
the activists’ lives as a whole. In the MST, being an activist is a full-time
activity. Almost all daily activities are related to their participation in the
movement. They go to the movement’s headquarters, participate in the
decision-making process, visit camps and settlements, establish contact
with politicians, and participate in demonstrations and marches. When
they return to their homes, they remain in contact with the movement,
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because he or she lives in a MST community where almost all neighbours
are Landless as well. Thus, the activists spend a majority of their lives
inside the movement. Their main social relations are constructed with
other activists: partners, friends, relatives, neighbours, co-workers, etc..
who are also Landless. In the words of Marcos, an MST activist: “(...) life
happens inside the movement” (Quote 0.1: 36, 17 years of participation,
Rio Grande do Sul).
The aforementioned characteristics of MST participation justify the
choice of investigating the sustained participation and disengagement of
its activists. It is a long-term social movement, meaning that many activists partake in sustained participation. Moreover, the heterogeneity of
MST activists allows me to study in detail the sustained participation and
disengagement of certain groups of people that have earned little attention
in previous studies. The literature about sustained participation mostly
focuses on the phenomenon of activists from the middle class(e.g. Hirsch,
1990; Gamson, 1991; Passy & Giugni, 2000). My study with the MST
considers the effects of the long-term activism of the middle class and the
poor.Furthermore, the majority of activists live together in communities, a
characteristic that is often neglected by scholars interested in the activists’
sustained participation and disengagement (see for an exception Nepstad,
2008).
The children of many activists are raised inside communities organized
by the MST. This allows me to understand the effect of early and regular
socialization in a context where the ideology of the movement is shared
and legitimated on the decision of the activists’ children to become activists as adults. The effects of this kind of early socialization in tight-knit
communities organized by activists on an individual’s decision to become
an activist have never been studied, although some scholars have highlighted the importance of early socialization in a context that reinforces
political engagement (e.g. Downton & Wehr, 1998).
Previous studies have found an interrelation between this high-risk activism and the activists’ decision to continue to participate (e.g. Nepstad,
2004). However, this does not mean that it is a precondition for sustained
participation, given that other studies have shown that many individuals
still participate in social movements even if high-risk collective actions
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are not adopted (e.g. Passy & Giugni, 2000). The study of sustained
participation in the MST enables me to investigate both high and lowrisk activism within the same movement, because participation in risky
collective actions is common, but not undertaken by all activists.
During the data collection for my research, the movement experienced
a period of reduced achievement due in large part to the Brazilian government’s unfavourable policies. As Tilly and Tarrow (2007) state, the
number of opportunities and barriers to individual participation in collective actions offered/imposed by the political system influences how,
when and how often the collective actions take place. Hence, the current
political system, with scarce opportunities for the MST, provided a suitable occasion to understand how a political context unfavourable to the
movement’s mobilization influenced the activists’ participation.
I chose to use a questionnaire to assess the hypothesis raised in my model
of sustained participation. Nevertheless, social movements are strongly
associated with contexts that are often complex. This context-dependence
leaves much room for unpredictability, which is impossible to assess in
questionnaire-based research. In this vein, I also used qualitative methods,
i.e. interviews, participant observation and documentary analysis, in order
to assess unexpected contextual factors and individual meanings. The
assortment of methods allowed me to carry out both explanatory and
exploratory research.
The results of my study provide greater knowledge of two processes of
social movement participation that have not been researched in detail:
sustained participation and disengagement. Moreover, I also contribute
to an understanding of the sustained participation and disengagement of
individuals who grew up in tight-knit communities organized by the social
movement’s activists, a category of activists that has been neglected in
social movement studies.
This dissertation is divided into three parts. The part I, History and
Context, is composed of two chapters. Chapter 1 provides detailed information on Brazilian context and history and how they relate to the
demands of the MST activists. The characteristics of the MST are discussed in Chapter 2. The part II, Theories and Methods, aims to review
the literature and explain the theoretical framework (Chapter 3), as well
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as the methodology of my study (Chapter 4). The part III, Results and
Discussion, contains five chapters. In each chapter, I will present and
discuss the results related to a part of one of the two research questions
stated in Chapter 3. In Chapters 5 and 6, I discuss the role of commitment
and gratifying participation in the activists’ sustained participation. In
Chapter 7, I look at four activism trajectories and discuss activist disengagement. Chapter 8 is dedicated to a discussion of the sustained participation of the activists who grew up in the MST communities, while, in
Chapter 9, I discuss the disengagement of the same group of individuals.
I end my dissertation with a conclusion that provides a summary of the
aforementioned topics.

7

Part I

History and Context
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Chapter 1
History and political context of the
struggle for land in Brazil
The history and context in which a social movement is embedded are
crucial to understanding how it mobilizes. In this chapter, I will explain
the trajectory of the Brazilian struggle for land and how agrarian reform
has been carried out over the years. Understanding the history of the
struggle for land in Brazil, from Portuguese colonization to the founding
of the MST (Sec. 1.1), provides the answers as to how and why the movement was founded. In addition, knowledge of Brazilian agrarian reform
(Sec. 1.2) enables one to comprehend the circumstances under which MST
activists have struggled for land.

1.1 History of the struggle for land in Brazil
The agrarian question is a term used in rural sociology to designate the
social, political and environmental problems related to agriculture in a
specific context. It varies in different societies over time (Martins, 2000).
In Brazil, the most relevant agrarian question is the concentration of land
possession, i.e. when the majority of land used for agriculture belongs to
few owners.
The last agrarian census in Brazil revealed that, in 2011, 51.7% of the
land was owned by only 1.9% of proprietaries (Departamento Intersindical
de Estatística e Estudos Socioeconômicos [DIEESE], 2011). These large
rural properties are called ‘latifundia’. According to the National Institute of Agrarian Reform this unbalanced distribution of land is rooted
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in Portuguese colonization (Instituto Nacional de Colonização e Reforma
Agrária [INCRA], 2011a) (see also (see also de Medeiros, 2003).

1.1.1 Portuguese colonization
Since the period of colonization, land ownership has been considered a
privilege granted to the few. In 1534, the Portuguese monarchy instated
hereditary captaincies (capitanias hereditárias) in its Brazilian colony under a regime of land division known as the Tordesilhas lines. These lines
divided the land into slices that stretched from the coast to what the
Portuguese considered the western borders of the colony(INCRA, 2011a).
During the period of colonization, Portugal owned all the land in Brazil,
however, the monarchy conceded the right to cultivate the land to the
members of the Portuguese captaincy (donatários) in exchange for 1/6
of its production. This right was inherited by the male progeny of the
donatários (INCRA, 2011a).
During the same period, an allotment system (sistema de sesmarias)
was implemented in Brazil. This Portuguese system allowed the donatários
to lend their land to whoever was willing to pay the ‘decimal tax’- ten percent of the production (Fundação Sistema Estadual de Análise de Dados
[SEADE], 2006).
The Portuguese practice of cutting the Brazilian territory into large
tracts of land from west to east and the concession of this land to a small
number of donatários helped transform the Brazilian agrarian system into
what it is today: a vast concentration of rural property in the hands of
few owners (latifundia)(INCRA, 2011a).

1.1.2 The independence of Brazil
After Brazilian independence in 1822, the concentration of rural land ownership deepened. It was a period of violent dispute between poor rural
workers and landowners during which the poor were prohibited from owning land.
In an attempt to end the violence in the countryside, the Brazilian Empire introduced the Land Law (Lei da terra) in 1850, establishing rules
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for land ownership. Nevertheless, these rules further aggravated the conflict. The occupation of public land was forbidden and land could only
be acquired with currency. As rural workers did not have the means to
purchase properties in this manner, and since they could not occupy public agricultural areas, the social gap that separated the largest landowners
from the rural workers increased (INCRA, 2011a).
Therefore, the Land Law attempted to attenuate the conflicts not by
addressing the need for land division, but through the formalization of its
inaccessibility to poor rural workers. These measures ensured the privileges of the landowning aristocracy and denied access to the poor (Navarro, 2009; de Medeiros, 2003). Furthermore, Navarro (2009) notes that
the same measures also prevented former slaves from acquiring property
following the end of the slavery in 1888.

1.1.3 The first signs of organized struggle for land (19th and
20th centuries)
Prior to the 18th century, social movements did not organize to struggle for
land in Brazil. Gohn (2003) states that the first peasant social movements
originated between the 19th and mid-20th centuries with the appearance
of messianic movements. These movements were headed by religious or
charismatic leaders who wished to create a new society based on social
justice.
The most famous messianic movement in Brazil is the Canudos movement of the late 19th century (see e.g. Silva, 1959; Arinos, 1985). This
movement was led by the religious leader Antônio Conselheiro. It is cited
in the MST’s documents as a predecessor to their movement because of
what it represents: the resistance of the poor who suffer severely under
the repression of large landowners and political elites (Movimento dos
Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra [MST], 2014b).
The people who formed the Canudos movement were from one of the
most neglected and poor regions of the country, the Sertão in the Northeast
of Brazil1.1 Many people moved to the community of Canudos in the
1

The Sertão is a geographic region situated in the semi-desert climatic zone in Brazil.
It includes many northeastern states.
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state of Bahia where they challenged the local latifundia owners, known as
coronéis (de Lima, 2009). The coronéis, with the support of the Catholic
Church, spread the rumour that those who followed Antônio Conselheiro
were planning to depose the republic and reintroduce the monarchy in
Brazil (de Lima, 2009). The rumour was never confirmed, but it was used
as an excuse to start the Canudos War (guerra de Canudos). Between
1896 and 1897, the Brazilian army waged a war to expunge the residents of
Canudos from the land. However, the army did not count on the resistance
of the sertanejos a term used to refer to the people of the Sertão. The
sertanejos won the first three battles against the Brazilian army. However,
in the fourth battle, the followers of Antônio Conselheiro succumbed to
the state army and were massacred. Canudos was destroyed and around
twenty thousand sertanejos were killed (see Galvão, 1977).

1.1.4 The 1940s and 1960s: the first wave of protest
In 1945, the situation of rural workers in Brazil was still precarious. They
did not have access to land and, consequently, conflicts were frequent.
The recently-legalized Brazilian Communist Party (Partido Comunista
Brasileiro [PCB]) started to organize rural workers by founding the Peasant Leagues (Ligas Camponesas). The PCB had the aim of mobilizing
rural workers and publicizing agrarian issues throughout the country, as
well as expanding its own political influence from the urban centres to
the countryside by placing urban and rural workers side by side (Azevedo,
1982). However, after a period of successful attempts to place the agrarian
question on the political agenda, the party was declared illegal and the
Peasant Leagues weakened and eventually disappeared towards the end of
the 1940s (Fernandes, 1999; Azevedo, 1982).
In the early 1950s, the presence of a vast number of unproductive rural
properties and an increase in rural unemployment, due to the replacement
of the human workforce by new agricultural technologies, once again, created the proper conditions for the struggle for land in Brazil (de Medeiros,
2004). In 1954, new Peasant Leagues were formed by rural workers from
Pernambuco, who organized themselves as the Pernambuco Society of
Planters and Cattlemen (Sociadade Agrícola de Plantadores e Pecuaristas
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Pernambucanos [SAPPP]) in order to fight for better working conditions
in the countryside (de Andrade, 2009; Julião, 2009). In an attempt to
delegitimize this new movement, the media referred to it as a Peasant
League, equating the SAPPP to the previous communist movement (Julião, 2009). Nevertheless, according to the SAPPP leader Francisco Julião,
the re-denomination of the movement was well accepted by its members,
and from that point on, they presented themselves using the new name
(Julião, 2009).
The new Peasant Leagues expanded towards the North and South of
Brazil and became even stronger in the Northeast where they were founded (Azevedo, 1982; de Andrade, 2009). According to de Medeiros (2003),
it was the first time that rural workers organized marches and rallies. Nevertheless, with the military coup in 1964, the Peasant Leagues disappeared
due to state repression (de Medeiros, 2004).
It is important to mention that many scholars agree that one of the
aims of the military coup in Brazil was, indeed, to stop any mobilization
of rural workers that threatened the privileged status quo of the latifundia
owners (see e.g. Skidmore, 1988; Stepan, 1973; Lewin, Ribeiro, Souza et
al., 2005). This shows the historic importance of the struggle for land and
the impact it has had on the political agenda in Brazil since the 1960s.
The social movements described in this subsection and in the subsection
1.1.3 inspired the founding of the MST in the 1980s (MST, 2014b, 2016a).
These precursor movements were also comprised of the poor and organized
rural workers, such as the Peasant Leagues, and struggled for land, dignity
and social justice. Moreover, similar to Canudos, the MST adopted land
occupation as its primary collective action and, like the Peasant Leagues,
it became a nationally-organized social movement instead of mobilizing
people from one specific region of the country.

1.1.5 The 1970s and 1980s: the organization of the landless
workers
With the first signs of re-democratization by the end of the 1970s and
the beginning of the 1980s, the peasant movements gained force again.
This was mainly due to the Pastoral Land Commission (Comissão Pas-
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toral da Terra [CPT]), an entity founded in 1975 by a group from the
Catholic Church linked to Liberation Theology2 , with the aim of supporting rural workers during the military dictatorship (Comissão Pastoral da
Terra [CPT], 2006). Although the CPT was founded by Catholics, its
activities were ecumenical from the outset, gaining the support of other
Christian churches, especially protestants from the Lutheran Church of
Brazil (Igreja Evangélica de Confissão Luterana do Brasil [IECLB]) (CPT,
2006; Esterci, 2009). Through the CPT, both churches helped politically
organize the rural workers (CPT, 2006). Hence, the CPT had a major
role in ensuring that rural workers could remain in the countryside and in
reviving the peasants’ ideal of owning land in a period of moderate political repression during the last years of military dictatorship (CPT, 2006;
de Medeiros, 2004).
Political organization was prohibited under the dictatorship. However,
with the support of the churches, the landless workers were able to meet in
secret and organize together (Branford & Rocha, 2002). These meetings
culminated, in January 1984, with the official foundation of the MST. One
year later, the military dictatorship ended. During a historical meeting in
Cascavel, a city in southern Brazil, a group of almost one hundred landless
workers approved the statute of the new social movement (MST, 2016a).
They decided that: (1) the struggle for land had to be carried out on
a national level, (2) the movement would be open to anyone, (3) union
membership would not be required of participants and (4) the movement
had to be autonomous, i.e. independent from the church or any political
party (Stédile & Fernandes, 1996). Furthermore, the members blamed the
government for the conflicts in the countryside and for the increase in the
number of rural workers without land (MST, 2016a). To summarize the
meaning of their struggle, the participants of the new movement chose the
MST’s first mottos: Terra para quem nela vive e trabalha! (Land for those
who live and work on it!) and Ocupação é a única solução! (Occupation
is the only solution!) (MST, 2016a).
2

Liberation theology is a political movement in Christian theology, which interprets
the teachings of Jesus Christ in terms of liberation from economic, political or social
injustice.
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Wolford (2003) points out that the vast number of landless people, the
political opportunities presented by the new democracy that would allow
negotiation with the state, and the support of the churches were all relevant factors that contributed to the emergence of the MST. Moreover,
Branford and Rocha (2002) report that the first occupations of land in the
South worked as an encouraging model, which was crucial in motivating
people to organize and fight for land rights.
The account of Leonardo, an activist with 30 years of participation,
summarizes how the MST was founded.
“So, the MST celebrates 30 years [of existence] (...). It celebrates 30
years, because the first national meeting happened 30 years ago (...). The
inaugural meeting happened in Cascavel, where the acronym MST was
adopted. There always existed landless’ movements, before the MST.
(...) The struggle for land in Brazil has always existed, but with the
dictatorship, they disappeared. Nothing happened for 20 years. And,
after that, the movement came up near by. (...) In Planalto Nonoai.
(...) In that period, the government kind of said: ‘go occupying [land].
Go to live in countryside’. It was good land. The farmers started to
occupy with the guarantee of the state. But, one day, the Indians who
lived there began to mobilise and evicted the farmers from the land.
They set everything on fire. I saw that. They burned everything. So,
many people went to Mato Grosso. They passed in front of my house. I
saw the trucks passing, the cars passing. But others didn’t leave. They
resisted and pitched their tents on the roadside and remained there...
They didn’t know what to do neither what they would like to do. And
the CPT came up. It was a period of political transition [to democracy].
I remember Friar Sérgio, João Pedro Stédile3 ... They were supporting
that thing and thought that something good could come up from that.
(...) And the army came, (...) everybody wanted to evict them. The
people resisted, resisted, resisted until the end and they got their plot
of land. The government had to give some land to them, because they
3

Friar Sérgio Antônio Görgen is a Franciscan friar and member of the Small Farmers
Movement (Movimento dos Pequenos Agricultores[MPA]). João Pedro Stédile is one
of the principal leaders of the MST.
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wouldn’t give up. So, the word spread: ‘If they gained [land], why can’t
I gain some too?’ And in this way, [the movement] came up.”
Quote 1.1: Leonardo, 62, 30 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
Sul

1.1.6 The 1990s: the second wave of protest
During the 1990s, the MST became the most important social movement in
Brazil in terms of size, visibility and number of mobilizations (see Ondetti,
2006; Fernandes, 2000; de Medeiros, 2004, 2003; Branford & Rocha, 2002).
Indeed, Navarro (2010) states that the MST was actually born in the 90s,
given the movement’s expansion beyond the southern states. The MST,
thus, became a national movement, mobilizing people from almost all over
the country (Navarro, 2010; Fernandes, 2000).4
In addition, the MST gained national and international visibility. However, the reason for the media attention was not the MST’s claims or its
collective actions, but two brutal massacres. The Corumbiara massacre,
in 1995, and the Eldorado dos Carajás massacre, in 1996, broadcast the
Brazilian agrarian question to the world. On both occasions, the landless
workers who occupied land in the Amazon region were victims of brutal
attacks conducted by the Brazilian military police. At least thirty landless
workers were killed, including seven children.
Despite the tragedy of these events, they provoked a wave of sympathy
and support towards the struggle for agrarian reform in Brazil (MST,
2016a). To Ondetti (2006), following these two incidents, concern regarding its national and international image and pressure from civil society
forced the government to accelerate agrarian reform. In turn, this context also contributed to an increase in the number of collective actions
performed by the MST in the 1990s (Ondetti, 2006; de Medeiros, 2003).
4

Currently, the MST is organized in 24 Brazilian states (MST, 2016a).
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For over 30 years, the principal demand of the MST remains the same:
Brazilian agrarian reform. According to INCRA (2011b), Brazilian agrarian
reform consists of a set of measures implemented by the government to increase access to land and promote equitable land distribution throughout
the country. Since the MST’s inception, Brazil has implemented a variety
of measures towards agrarian reform in different political contexts. Therefore, one would expect that, after the MST’s long struggle for land and the
government’s agrarian reform measures, the main demands of MST activists would have been met. However, the facts remains that MST activists
must still struggle for agrarian reform.
Agrarian reform measures are implemented through government policies.
Awareness of these policies in different political contexts is useful to understand how Brazilian agrarian reform has been carried out and how it will
continue in the future. Moreover, agrarian reform only makes sense if there
are landless people who are willing to work in agriculture. Hence, demand
for land is another point to be considered in order to understand whether
the activists’ objective reflects a real need in society. These aspects help us
understand to what extent the main demand of MST activists, Brazilian
agrarian reform, is still justifiable.

1.2.1 Policies and political context
Brazilian agrarian reform procedures were implemented in 1964 under the
military regime with the Land Statute (Estatuto da terra). This currently
valid statute stipulates ways to deal with the ‘unproductive latifundium’.
The Land Statute establishes that rural properties must fulfil a ‘social
function’ (função social) and contribute to, or at least not damage, social
well-being. The ‘social function’ of the land is fulfilled when:
• The cultivation of land fosters the well-being of the owners, their
families and their employees.
• The property has a satisfactory level of productivity.
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• The preservation of natural resources is ensured.
• There is a fair relationship between employers and employees.
This ‘social function’ outweighs the property right to the land. Hence,
someone who owns a rural property but does not respect the principles of
the ‘social function’ can lose the property to someone who is able to fulfil
the principles stipulated by the statute. The statute also stipulates that
the rural landowner who does not fulfil the social function and who has
his or her land expropriated is entitled to government compensation (paid
in government bonds).
Finally, the Land Statute establishes a maximum area for rural properties based on the geographical characteristics and the kind of cultivation
specific to each Brazilian region (e.g. sugarcane, soybean, raising cattle,
etc.).These guidelines are known as the módulo rural. When a rural property exceeds 600 times the average allowed in the módulo rural of a specific
cultivation in a specific area, this property is considered a ‘latifundium’.
Overall, the Land Statute implemented three measures:
• The criteria to determine the ‘social function’ of the land.
• The determination that land expropriation would be paid with government bonds.
• The elaboration and use of a formal typology of rural areas (módulo
rural).
Alongside the Land Statute, the government created two agencies responsible for carrying out agrarian reform: the Brazilian Institute of
Agrarian Reform (Instituto Brasileiro de Reforma Agrária [IBRA]) and the
National Institute of Agrarian Development (Instituto Nacional de Desenvolvimento Agrário [INDA]). In 1970, the National Institute of Agrarian
Reform (Instituto Nacional de Reforma Agrária [INCRA]), was founded,
substituting the other two agencies. It is currently the Brazilian federal
agency responsible for carrying out agrarian reform and regulating the
area of rural properties throughout the country INCRA, 2015 5 .
5

INCRA was closed once, in 1987, and it was re-enacted in 1989.
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Although the military government created a statute and agencies to
regulate and carry out agrarian reform, the real interest of the state in
that period lay in the colonization of the Amazon region. Along with
the foundation of INCRA, the military government of President Emílio
Médici created the Program of National Integration (Programa de Integração Nacional [PIN]). Its motto, ‘Homens sem terras para terras sem
homens’ (‘Send men without land to land without men’), embodied plans
for colonization. PIN sought to install a workforce, drawn specifically from
the Northeast, in the uninhabited areas of the Amazon in order to protect
the region’s borders. INCRA was the agency responsible for putting the
plan into practice. Yet the program was not successful (see Velho, 1976;
Mello, 2006). Mello (2006) points to the settlers’ inexperience with agriculture, an increase in the number of land conflicts in the region and the
high costs of the project as causes of PIN’s failure.
With the end of the military dictatorship in Brazil in 1985, agrarian
reform returned to the spotlight with the elaboration of the National Plan
for Agrarian Reform (Plano Nacional de Reforma Agrária [PNRA]) during
José Sarney’s presidential term (1985 - 1990). Morissawa (2001) observes
that this government aimed to enforce the Land Statute by distributing
land to 1.4 million families between 1985 and 1990.
Nevertheless, members of the Rural Democratic Union (União Democrática Ruralista [UDR]), a powerful entity that represents the interests of
the latifundiários (owners of latifundium), lobbied the government against
the PNRA. As a result, the National Program of Agrarian Reform lost importance in the political agenda and did not achieve its initial goal. By
the end of Sarney’s mandate only 90.000 families were settled (Morissawa,
2001), slightly more than 6% of the established target of 1.4 million families.
According to Stédile and Fernandes (1996), President Sarney’s successor, the extreme right wing Fernando Collor de Mello (from 1990 until
1992), represented the worst period in the history of the MST. In an interview with the researcher Bernardo Maçano Fernandes, João Pedro Stédile,
one of the most important leaders of the movement, described the period
of political and physical repression. He stated that Collor de Mello was not
content banning agrarian reform and the occupation of land; he also put
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the federal police in charge of repressing, through physical violence, any
attempt to advance land reform. According to Stédile, the movement’s
only options involved not occupying land and strengthening itself as an
organization in order to act in a more favourable political context in the
future (Stédile & Fernandes, 1996).
After almost three years of strong repression, the short term of President
Itamar Franco (mid-1992 - 1994) was, in Stédile’s words, “a great relief”
for the movement (Stédile & Fernandes, 1996, p. 132). Agrarian reform
negotiations were re-opened with the MST as agrarian reform’s principal
representative (Stédile & Fernandes, 1996). Indeed, it was during Itamar
Franco’s term, in 1993, that the Agrarian Reform Law (Lei da reforma
agrária) was included in the Brazilian Constitution of 1988 (law 8.629/93).
It established mechanisms to accelerate the expropriation process in order
to allow more people to gain access to land. According to the law, the
process involves three main steps:
• INCRA is in charge of identifying the rural properties that do not
fulfil their social function.
• Land that does not fulfil its social function is expropriated.
• The land should be divided in smaller plots and redistributed among
the landless families who are registered in INCRA’s database.
A large number of landless families that receive a plot of land through
the agrarian reform have already occupied land. When they receive their
rural properties, they are also entitled to other benefits from the government, e.g. infrastructure such as roads, electricity and running water, and
credits to buy equipment and seeds.
As mentioned in Section 1.1.6, in the 1990s, the number of occupations
in Brazil increased and, consequently, rural conflicts became more frequent. In addition, there were two massacres involving landless workers
that resulted in 30 deaths and provoked national and international controversy. The then government of neoliberal President Fernando Henrique
Cardoso, known as FHC, was compelled to present an effective solution for
the Brazilian agrarian question as a response to concerns regarding public
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opinion. In the same period, the World Bank6 pushed developing countries towards the adoption of neoliberal agrarian reform: ‘Market-Assisted’
Land Reform [MALR] (Pereira, 2007).
In the MALR, land was considered a commodity and access to land
subject to the laws of the market. Moreover, it aimed to alleviate poverty
in the countryside, especially in areas marked by land conflicts that might
jeopardize private capital and the political order (World Bank, 2003). In
this way, the implementation of the MALR in Brazil fit like a glove: it was
in accordance with the government’s economic ideology and it could be
used to placate public demand for land reform (see Pereira, 2009; Filho,
2009; de Medeiros, 2007).
Under the MALR, landowners who were interested in selling their properties were paid in cash by the government, which passed these costs on
to the landless families willing to cultivate the land. Therefore, landless
families had to purchase land effectively. In order to pay their debt, the
landless families could count on special credit lines provided by the government. Some scholars argue that these measures were meant to please
agribusiness and benefit the landowners (Trajano, 2010; Pereira, 2009;
Filho, 2009).
Traditional agrarian reform consists of a rapid and massive redistribution of private rural properties carried out by the state with the aim of
changing the balance of power between owners of latifundia and landless
workers in favour of the latter (Pereira, 2009). In this vein, it does not
involve the commercialization of land. Owning land is considered a right
of the landless workers. Furthermore, traditional agrarian reform implies
a change of the social structure and infrastructure in the countryside. The
social movements demanded this kind of agrarian reform, as opposed to
the MALR. Although both MALR and traditional agrarian reform promote the redistribution of land, they are guided by opposing ideologies
and produce different consequences for each stakeholder (landowners and
6

The World Bank is a United Nations international institution created in 1944, initially,
with the aim of facilitating post-war reconstruction. Its current aim is the worldwide
alleviation of poverty. It provides loans to developing countries stipulating targets
that the country must achieve in order to receive financial credit (see World Bank’s
website: http://www.worldbank.org/en/about).
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landless families).
It is important to note that FHC’s government carried out both MALR
and traditional types of agrarian reform. However, for the government,
traditional agrarian reform meant only the redistribution of land through
the expropriation of rural properties; it did not imply a change in the
power structure. In addition, for Filho (2009) and Pereira (2009), during
FHC’s government, agrarian reform was considered a compensatory social
policy, a favour, instead of a right of the rural poor.
FHC’s agrarian reform was used to overcome conflicts in the countryside
in conjunction with another controversial measure: the criminalization of
the occupations. Families that occupied land were considered outlaws and
lost their rights as beneficiaries of agrarian reform. Consequently, Filho
(2009) argues that the prohibition of land occupations, social movements’
principal strategy for pressuring the government, decreased the number of
poor rural workers who tried to become landowners through social movements. When FHC left the presidency, an impressive number of former
landless families were new landowners; however, the rural social structure
had not changed substantially and social movements had lost their voice
in the political arena.
The presidential mandate of Luís Inácio Lula da Silva, known as Lula,
from the left-wing Labour Party (Partido dos Trabalhadores [PT]), a historical ally of social movements and unions, began in 2003 and was an auspicious sign for the MST. Lula invited representatives of social movements
linked with agrarian reform issues to help elaborate a plan for agrarian
reform (Filho, 2009). According to this plan, by the end of Lula’s term
in 2007, the government would be required to settle one million families.
However, the social movement’s enthusiasm did not last long. The government relented to pressure from the rural caucus, which defended the
interests of the landowners, and decided to formulate a new plan, the National Plan for Agrarian Reform 2 (Plano Nacional de Reforma Agrária
2 [PNRA II]), that met the needs of the landowners. The PNRA II was
elaborated without the collaboration of social movements. Although it
proposed changes in the rural social structure that were demanded by social movements, it decreased family settlement quotas and counted on the
MALR as a complementary part of the agrarian reform plan.
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The PNRA II, which is still in effect, has nine principles according to
INCRA (2011b):
• Democratization and redistribution of rural properties;
• Priority given to food production;
• Generation of jobs and income;
• Reduction of hunger and poverty;
• Supply the demand for public services (education, health, transportation, etc.) in the countryside;
• Reduction of migration from rural to urban centres;
• Promotion of citizenship and social justice in the countryside;
• Diversification of trade and services in the countryside;
• Democratization of power structures.
In addition, during Lula’s term the occupation of land was no longer
a crime. With the decriminalization of the occupations, the number of
occupied lands increased again and the MST maintained an ambiguous
relationship with President Lula. The MST did not agree with the neoliberal measures adopted by the government (i.e. the MALR as part of the
PNRA II), however it still considered the PT to be an ally. Meanwhile,
the government attempted to appease both sides, negotiating with social
movements while giving in to the agribusiness lobby (see Filho, 2009; Trajano, 2010).
Lula’s term represented the first period in which agrarian reform was
carried out as a state policy. As a result, the number of settled families
grew to the largest in the history of the country. Nevertheless, according
to many scholars (see e.g. de Oliveira, 2006; Fernandes, 2008), rural social movements and the official data, these measures did not change the
agrarian power structure, i.e. more than 50% of the rural area in Brazil
still belonged to a small number of landowners (DIEESE, 2011).
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There are two main reasons as to why, despite the impressive number
of settled families during Lula’s presidency, there was very little change
in the Brazilian agrarian structure. Many of the properties used to carry
out agrarian reform were located in the Amazon, where families squatted
illegally7 . The government simply made them legal owners of land, which
they had already lived on for years (Filho, 2009). Moreover, additional
settlements were carried out on public properties. In both cases, land
redistribution did not take place. The land either still belonged to the
same owners or the state distributed its own properties to the landless
families (Filho, 2009)8 .
Overall, the agrarian reform enacted during FHC’s and Lula’s terms
represented a great increase in the number of settlements. However, it did
not change the agrarian social structure. Furthermore, notwithstanding
the efforts of the World Bank, the MALR acts only as a complementary
measure compared to the traditional agrarian reforms of the Land Statute,
which considers land that does not fulfil its social function as subject to
expropriation and redistribution.
During the terms of FHC and Lula, the MST’s representatives claimed
that both administrations tried to carry out an agrarian reform focused
only on the distribution of land, but neither administration took measures
to improve living conditions in the countryside (MST, 2016a). Indeed, the
MST activists have been struggling for what they call ‘popular agrarian
reform’. It consists of an extensive, rapid and national program of property
expropriations and redistribution to all the Brazilian landless. Moreover,
the agrarian reform that the leaders of the MST advocate is more than
the redistribution of land; it involves the improvement of infrastructure,
education and quality of life for people in the countryside and in the cities
(MST, 2016a).
7

The two kinds of illegal landowners in Brazil are the grileiros and the posseiros. The
grileiros are usually representatives of corporations who claim ownership of large
extensions of land using falsified deeds. The posseiros - the aforementioned families
- are farmers who cultivate small plots of lands for a long time. Legally, they have
right of ownership, but for whatever reasons do not have a land deed.
8
The government’s data does not specify either of those cases nor does it highlight the
number of settlements done by the MALR.
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Presidential mandates until 1994

58 317

FHC’s 1st mandate (1995-1998)

287 994

FHC’s 2nd mandate (1999-2002)

252 710

Lula’s 1st mandate (2003-2006)

381 417

Lula’s 2nd mandate (2007-2010)

232 669

Dilma’s 1st mandate (2011-2014)

107 296

Dilma’s 2nd mandate (2015-2016)

26 335
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Figure 1.1: Official number of families settled in Brazil until 2015 (INCRA, 2016).

During the period in which I collected research data, Dilma Rousseff
was the president of Brazil. She became president in 2011, after the end
of Lula’s term, and had her term suspended in May of 20169 .
Dilma Rousseff is also member of the Labour Party (PT), the left-wing
party that is a historical ally of social movements. However, according
to peasant movements and other organizations that support them (e.g.
CPT), agrarian reform was not sufficiently included in her presidential
agenda. Nevertheless, according to INCRA (2012), Dilma’s government
did not abandon agrarian reform, they focused on providing technical
improvements to the settlements that already existed, rather than implementing more settlements without infrastructure. Dilma’s government
claimed that they were executing parts of agrarian reform that were neglected by previous administrations (INCRA, 2012). As a result, the number of settled families was limited when compared to the terms of Presidents FHC and Lula (see Fig. 1.1).
9

On May 12th 2016, the Federate Senate authorized impeachment proceedings against
President Dilma Rousseff and ordered the suspension of her term for 180 days. On
August 31st 2016, the majority of the Senate found Dilma Rousseff guilty of breaking
budgetary laws and removed her from the position of president. The Vice President,
Michel Temer, assumed the Presidency.
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In Figure 1.1, one observes that, although the PNRA II has not reached
all its initial goals, the Lula term represented great improvement when
compared to the number of settlements during the presidential terms before and after. By 2015, the Dilma administration had not been able to
achieve numbers impressive as those of her predecessors.
Yet many scholars agree that, over the last 15 years, the Brazilian countryside has seen advances in infrastructure, and that a substantial number of settled families have had improvements in the quality of their lives.
However, these authors argue that these advances are the consequence
of political pressure from social movements rather than the government’s
spontaneous efforts (e.g. Leite, Heredia, Medeiros, Palmeiras & Cintrão,
2004; Martins, 2000).
Finally, the number of families settled between the administrations of
Sarney and Dilma as well as improvements to infrastructure did not result
in a substantial change in the Brazilian agrarian structure, which remains
almost unchanged from the colonial period. The total area of latifundia continues to represent the majority of all rural properties in Brazil
(DIEESE, 2011). In fact, in January 2015, the Brazilian newspaper O
Globo (2015) released findings of the not yet published study Atlas da
Terra Brasil 2015, coordinated by the researcher Ariovaldo Umbelino de
Oliveira, which demonstrated that the number of large rural properties in
Brazil increased by 2.5% between 2010 and 2014. Moreover, the average
area of Brazilian rural property is still 18 km2 . Thus, the large rural properties known as latifundia are still a prominent component of the Brazilian
agrarian structure.

1.2.2 The demand for land in Brazil
According to INCRA (2012), by 2012, there were over 180.000 families
camping and occupying land10 . They represented the number of people
who were still waiting to be settled and corresponded to the real demand
for land in Brazil. Over 60.000 of these families were part of the MST
10

In the paragraph, ‘camping’ refers to pitching a tent in an occupied land. The camps
reinforce the families’ intention of living in the lands, conferring to the occupations
the meaning of something that should be permanent in the future.
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(MST, 2012). The remaining families corresponded to those who were
organized in other peasant movements and unions and those who occupy
lands without being part of any movement. Between 2011 and 2015, the
government settled 133.631 families (see Fig. 1.1, Sec. 1.2.1). Additionally,
according to the CPT (2016), 31.293 families occupied and camped on land
in Brazil in 2015. Therefore, the data reveals that there is still a demand
for land in Brazil.
The 21st century has not been as successful for the MST as the 1990s
were. Indeed, there are researchers who claim that the movement is going
through a decline. Among them, Navarro (2010) is the most emphatic.
He argues that the movement missed the opportunity to achieve effective
agrarian reform in the 1990s, when the movement was at its peak. He
claims that the current context is not as suitable for a national agrarian
reform as the MST claims, and that there is not real demand for land
throughout the country due to urbanization, the Bolsa Família program
(a governmental grant for poor families that requires children to attend
school regularly) and the improvement of the technological conditions for
cultivating land in the South and Southeast of Brazil. Consequently, Navarro (2010) states that, in the South and Southeast, there is no longer a
demand for land. According to the author, people need land for cultivation in the North and Northeast, the poorest regions of Brazil. In my
fieldwork, I only visited MST camps on occupied lands in the Northeast,
because I was informed by MST leaders from the South that they no longer
organized land occupations.
In Table 1.1, the numbers of new occupations in each Brazilian region
demonstrates regional differences regarding the demand for land.
Less camps means, also, less expropriations of land. Land occupation
is the main tool that the MST and other peasant movements have to put
pressure on the government and more quickly accomplish the principal
aim of agrarian reform: the redistribution of land. In fact, the Brazilian
government mainly expropriates areas that are already occupied (see e.g.
Sigaud, 2009). As can be noticed in Table 1.1, the occupation of land
is especially rare in the South and Southeast, where I could observe that
there is less demand for land.
Adding to the previous discussion, the occupations lost their effective-
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Region

Camps on occupied land
Occurrences Number of families

Northeast
North
Central West
Southeast
South

2
16
5
3
1

255
1,688
5,230
575
15

Total

27

7,763

Table 1.1: Camps on occupied land in each Brazilian region in 2015 from CPT
(2006).

ness since Dilma’s term due to the government’s new priorities regarding
agrarian reform (developing infrastructure in existing settlements as opposed to establishing new settlements (see Sec. 1.2.1). Therefore, people
who are currently occupying land have to wait longer before the government settles some of them. Clearly, more time spent in camps and fewer
rewards for those involved in the occupations jeopardize an incoming family’s motivation to occupy land.
This new context compels MST leaders to reinvent the movement and
look for new demands and strategies that help the movement adapt to
these new challenges and maintain the support of society, as I describe in
the next chapter dedicated to the MST’s characteristics.
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Chapter 2
The Landless Rural Workers
Movement - MST
To understand a social movement one must consider aspects in addition to
the history and political context discussed in Chapter 1. Based on previous studies and on the data collected during my fieldwork in Brazil, which
provides first-hand, up-to-date information, I will describe the characteristics of Landless Rural Workers Movement (Movimento dos Trabalhadores
Rurais Sem Terra [MST]) mobilization: its repertoire of collective actions,
organizational structure, ideologies and goals and achievements.

2.1 The repertoire of collective actions
The MST leaders struggle for land through collective actions: long marches
from the country to the cities, demonstrations and occupations of public
buildings, hunger strikes and, the most known, the occupation of agrarian
properties (MST, 2016a). In an occupation, the activists erect improvised
tents on rural properties. They, then, attempt to negotiate the expropriation of the land with the authorities and, afterwards, the establishment
of a permanent settlement. Scholars are unanimous in emphasizing that
the political power of the movement is strongly tied to the tactic of land
occupation (see e.g. Sigaud, 2009). Through these collective action, the
movement has been able to press the government to expropriate rural
properties and to implement settlements.
The land occupation involves several steps. First, the families of landless workers occupy the desired area. They generally choose properties
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that do not fulfil the already described ‘social function’ principles shown
in Chapter 1, Sec. 1.2.1 (see Navarro, 2009; Stédile & Fernandes, 1996).
After that, the original landowners can go to court to claim the restitution
of the land. If the landowner’s claim is approved, the police evict the families from the property. Gunmen, usually contracted by the landowners,
sometimes are also used to compel landless families to leave the occupied
land using psychological or physical violence. In both cases, the evicted
families often pitch their tents on the roadside near the propriety that
they had previously occupied. When the official eviction request expires,
or the threats become less frequent, the families reoccupy the property.
If the families succeed in occupying the land for a longer period, they
build a camp. The camps are occupied land organized by the movement
and administrated by the landless families and leaders of the movement.
Every family pitches its own tent and the camp, collectively, stipulates
rules for communal living and resisting future evictions.
The dynamics of occupation, eviction and reoccupation may last for
years before the land is expropriated and a settlement is established. In
some cases, families give up or leave one occupation in search of another.
As Branford and Rocha (2002) state, the occupation of land is a ‘baptism by fire’ for the families who participate due to the risks and sacrifices
demanded of the participants. Indeed, it is dangerous and tough to live
in improvised tents with one’s family, sometimes for years, while dealing with physical and psychological threats. In addition, these threats
frequently turn into real conflicts that involve physical and psychological
violence, arrests and, sometimes, death, as in the case of the previously
cited Eldorado dos Carajás and Corumbiara massacres (see Sec. 1.1.6).
In my fieldwork, I visited five MST camps, all in the northeastern state
of Pernambuco. In three camps, where they often received eviction threats
either from the authorities or from the landowners, some people took
shifts working as watchmen (and women) and monitoring the entrances
to the camp. Only people from the movement or, as in my case, outsiders
escorted by an activist, were authorized to enter the camp. The security
was even tighter when I visited the Filhos da luta (Sons of the Fight)
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occupation1 , which was set up only two days prior to my arrival. In
this case, besides common concerns regarding the safety of the people in
the camp, the activists were worried about protecting the leader who had
organized that occupation. People linked to the landowner had threatened
him and he had been living in hiding for some time. The experiences of
violent events mark the individuals’ trajectories of activism. The activists
also reported violent events that they experienced participating in other
activities of the MST.
“(...) And we, in this trajectory [of land occupation], have lost many
companions. They were killed by the police. One companion [was killed]
in Bagé. (...) Too much violence. Really too much [violence]. All occupations where we participated, we were evicted with violence, because
the government refused to negotiate. (...) They made many evictions.
So, they beat us up heavily. There was no mercy.”
Quote 2.1: Bárbara, 45, 25 years of participation, female, Rio Grande do
Sul

The data of CPT (2016) about violence against occupation and land
tenure in 2015 shown in Figure 2.1 gives an estimate of the risk that
someone who decides to occupy land may face. As one notes, all of the
Brazilian regions display cases of violence against occupants.
Even in the South, where the number of occupations has decreased in
recent years (see Tab. 1.1).

2.2 The activists
The MST is comprised of families. Men and women of different age groups,
children, and the elderly participate in the movement. de Medeiros (2004)
observed that a member of these families is often underemployed or unemployed. Since the beginning of the movement in the 1980s, this heterogeneous group has included small farmers who were in debt and had
to sell their properties, agricultural workers and people from the slums of
urban centres (de Medeiros, 2003).
1

See more about the Filhos da Luta occupation in Sec. 9.1.2.
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Northeast

317
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Figure 2.1: Violence against occupations and land tenure by region in 2015 from
CPT (2016).

Poor activists form the majority of the movement, either in the camps
struggling to be settled (camped families) or those that were previously
settled, and fight for better conditions to cultivate their own land. In
general, these activists had nothing to lose and decided to join the MST
in order to strive for better living conditions (Turatti, 2005). Besides the
poor, Stédile and Fernandes (1996) report that, since its foundation, the
MST has also included middle class participants from across the country.
In the report on a MST activist below, one notes that those from the
middle class usually do not have strong ties to the countryside:
“(...) I could say that a large part of my family is aristocratic (...).
And there is a part of the family that is rural. [T]hey are both from the
countryside, but the majority left and went to live, not in the capitals, but
in cities... Cities that resemble urban centres more than the countryside.
(...) I am from Recife [capital of the state of Pernambuco] and I think
that what facilitated my relationship [with the MST] was the politics.
The political context of the struggle for the goals of the movement, the
MST (...)”
Quote 2.2: Nair, 25, 5 year of participation, female, Pernambuco

The activists that I interviewed that came from middle-class environ-
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ments were initially motivated by ideology, while those who were poor
decided to participate due primarily to material concerns (see Chapters 5
and 6). In this vein, the MST’s middle-class participants are what McCarthy and Zald (1977) call ‘conscience constituents’, because they “(...)
are directed supporters of a social movement organization [SMO]2 who
do not stand to benefit directly from its success in goal accomplishment”
(McCarthy & Zald, 1977, p. 1222).
The MST activists from the middle class that I met had joined the movement towards the end of their university education or at the beginning of
their professional life, when they did not already have a consolidated career.
“I studied Social Sciences at the Federal University of Pernambuco and
here, in Pernambuco, I was involved in the Student Movement. And
the social movements of the struggle for land had a close relationship
[with the Student Movement]. Many of their activities were carried out
together, at the University as well as in the streets. We did many things
together.”
Quote 2.3: Nair, 25, 5 year of participation, female, Pernambuco)

“I joined the MST in 1999 (...), when it began to struggle for land in the
region. I was young, I had just finished my school, I was trained as an
agricultural technician... And I joined [the movement] at that moment.
(...) I was so young, motivated to find new experiences. The occupations,
this process [of occupations] was very motivating.”
Quote 2.4: Q3: César, 34, 17 years of participation, male, Rio Grande
do Sul)
2

According to McCarthy and Zald (1977), “[a] social movement organization [SMO] is
a complex, or formal, organization which identifies its goals with the preferences of a
social movement or a countermovement and attempts to implement those goals”(p.
1218). The same authors consider a social movement [SM] “(...) a set of opinions
and beliefs in a population which represents preferences for changing some elements
of social structure and/ or reward distribution of a society.”(pp.1217-1218) and “[a]
countermovement is a set of opinions and beliefs in a population opposed to a social
movement”(p. 1218).
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Despite the different backgrounds, poor and middle-class activists have
things in common. Because of the educational support provided to all the
activists by the movement (see Sec. 2.5.1), there are people in both groups
who are able to contribute through activities, which require training education. In addition, all activists participate in marches, demonstrations
and short occupations.
As mentioned in the introduction, even children participate in the MST.
In Chapter 3, I explain how the MST encourages their ‘involuntary’ participation in many different ways. When these children grow up, they must
decide whether they want to continue participating or not. In contrast,
when someone joins the movement as an adult, he/she is able to evaluate the costs and benefits of participating before joining the movement.
Hence, aside from the classification of activists into poor and middle-class,
I identified two other groups of participants in the movement: the activists who spent their childhood in the MST communities and decided to
continue participating in adulthood, and those who did not grow up in
the movement’s communities and joined the MST as adults3
I addition, I looked for differences between the activists from the South
and the Northeast. I observed that those from the South had usually
participated for periods longer than those from the Northeast. Moreover,
activists in the South are significantly older than those in the North (see
Chapter 4). This is mainly because the MST was founded in the South.
Many southern activists were already struggling for land before the movement was officially founded.
The MST does not have a formal membership system. Membership is
currently a question of self-identification. However, living in a settlement
organized by the MST does not imply that one identify with the MST.
I observed settlements in the Northeast and in the South where people
did not consider themselves to be activists. In some cases, there were
even families who lived in the settlements and did not like the movement.
The majority of these people occupied land organized by the MST out of
necessity, though they never felt like they were part of the movement and,
3

The analysis and discussion of the influence of both backgrounds on the activists’
participation will be shown in Chapter 8.
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after being settled, this did not change. Conversely, there are people who
have never gone through an occupation and do not live in settlements, as
is the case of many of the activists from the middle class, but who still
consider themselves MST activists. The adults self-identify as Landless
(Sem Terras) and the children as Little Landless (Sem Terrinhas), as
explained in the introduction of the dissertation.

2.3 The MST communities
The MST leaders organize meetings to recruit people and families to occupy land. Turatti (2005) argues that these meetings ensure a preliminary
level of sociability among the future neighbours in its communities. I will
describe my experiences when I visited the MST communities in order to
provide unique, first-hand information about these communities.
In the camps, I observed that the families usually do not have running
water and basic sanitation and, although they are located in rural areas,
they often do very limited farming for subsistence, if at all. Usually, they
are forbidden by the then landowners to farm the occupied land, and they
are afraid of being evicted before having time to reap what they plant.
Clearly, they need to have another source of income, which is why many
have informal jobs outside the camps.
In 2013, I visited camps near the city of Petrolina, in the northeastern
state of Pernambuco. On a spring morning, temperatures had already
reached about 30◦ C, which is quite usual in semi-arid regions like this one.
Fortunately, the São Francisco River, one of the largest Brazilian rivers,
softens the aridness of the region. The river enables the development of
a large centre of irrigated fruit production in the region. Nevertheless,
the MST camp Lagoa da Pedra, about one hour away from Petrolina,
had no natural access to water, and was surrounded by cactus and other
resistant plants (see Pictures in Appx. D). There was no sign of the big
São Francisco River. Moreover, although the black plastic tarps that the
families use to cover their tents in the occupations is a symbol of the MST
(see Sec. 2.5.2 and Turatti, 2005; Stédile & Fernandes, 1996), in that
camp as well as in others that I visited in Pernambuco, the families lived
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in mud houses. These houses were set in a row, forming a kind of ‘street’.
The proximity of the houses is a MST strategy to encourage socialization,
which helps to create a neighbourhood relationship between the camped
families (Turatti, 2005).
Twenty-two families that had occupied the land for 5 years formed the
camp Lagoa da Pedra. Some received government assistance through the
Bolsa Família program, 70 Reais per month (between 15 and 20 Euros)
that were shared with the entire family. They had almost no material
belongings. Nevertheless, there were some exceptions. Luís was a retired
rural farmer and lived in the camp with his wife. They had their own
house in the city of Petrolina, but they preferred to stay at the camp
because it was more peaceful. Thus, for Luís and his wife, living in the
camp was a choice, not a necessity.
After a long period of occupation, the land is commonly expropriated
from its former owner and divided into smaller plots by INCRA, thereby
creating a settlement. The plots are redistributed among landless families,
preferably those who had first occupied the land. As previously stated,
only the families that are registered in the INCRA database as ‘landless’
are entitled to receive a plot of land (see Sec. 1.2.1). However, many times
the number of families that occupy a farm exceeds the number of plots
of lands that INCRA is able to create in the settlement. In these cases,
the families that are left without land either receive a plot in another
settlement, or choose to occupy other land and, once again, await its
expropriation.
Generally, the settled families have more benefits than the families in
the camps because they are the owners of the land. They gain the right
to access rural credit, electricity, health and school services, and the government sometimes makes improvements in the road system near the settlement (INCRA, 2016).
Furthermore, I noticed that settlements take two forms: either the
houses are located in villages and the plots of land are in another area
away from the camp or the farmer’s house is located directly on the plot
of farmland. The first case stimulates social relations between neighbours,
while the advantage of the second is easy access to the land for work
purposes. The people in the settlements usually live in brick houses, but
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sometimes government financial assistance towards housing construction
is not immediately allocated and the settlers continue to live in tents, as
they had done in the camps (see Pictures in Appx. D).
A few kilometres away from the camp Lagoa da Pedra, I visited the settlement São José do Vale. The brick houses were organized along streets,
forming a village, and the plots of farmland were located in a separate
area outside the neighbourhood. Bars and bakeries could be found among
the houses, similar to many neighbourhoods. Plants could be irrigated
with water from the nearby São Francisco River. They enjoyed running
water, electricity and infrastructure just as many neighbourhoods in an
urban centre do.
Nevertheless, once activists are assigned a plot of land, things do not
always happen exactly as they expect them to, as is the case of the Milagre
settlement, near the city of Ouricuri in the Sertão do Araripe region of
Pernambuco. Ouricuri is a poor city located about 200 km north of Petrolina, the nearest and most economically-developed city. The population
of Sertão do Araripe faces constant water shortages and there is no big
river nearby. The extremely hot and dry climate and the lack of a source
of water did not allow the settlers to plant much in Milagre. The houses
formed a village, and the plots of farmland were located in a separate area
distant from the community. Since they could not survive by their own
work as farmers, usually, they had extra income. Some had part-time,
informal work in the city and others were retired or received the Bolsa
Família. The only source of water was delivered via a water truck (carropipa), which the municipality sent sporadically. This truck was meant to
distribute water among all the settlers, but in reality, only the friends of
the mayor received water regularly. This inequitable situation generated
an atmosphere of conflict among the 15 families, who often complained
about their neighbours. Therefore, relationships between the neighbours
of that settlement did not form the model of good sociability desired by
the MST leaders (see MST, 2014b; Stédile & Fernandes, 1996).
In 2014, I visited seven settlements in the state of Rio Grande do
Sul, in the South of Brazil. The region has the advantage of having a
milder climate, which allows for better farming conditions compared to
the dry weather of the Northeast. In the settlements near the city of
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Porto Alegre, the capital of the state, the brick houses often had excellent
infrastructure. They were well built with many rooms and furniture and
home appliances (big televisions, air conditioners, fridges etc.) common
to Brazilian middle-class families. Therefore, their demands were geared
towards obtaining more funds from the government to improve farm production, rather than improving the infrastructure of the settlement. As
Wolford (2003) observes, the settlers still depend on the MST, insofar as
the movement’s activists continue to act as a bridge between the settlers
and the state when negotiating new demands.
The activists in these successful settlements had good incomes and good
living conditions due, primarily, to three favourable circumstances. First,
the rural workers in these settlements were organized into production cooperatives, which allowed them to sell in larger quantities, thereby guaranteeing more competitive prices. Second, they were located near the state
capital, the most important regional market for their products (organic
fruits and vegetables). Finally, they added more value to their products by
selling not only vegetables and fruits, but also cakes and bread produced
in their small agribusinesses.
The MST leaders suggest that the settled families collectivize production by working in cooperatives. However, how and when this process is
put into practice depends on the decision of each settlement’s administrators, who are free to adapt the production model to contextual characteristics (see also Branford & Rocha, 2002). In addition, it is not mandatory to
join the cooperatives. Many families do not adapt to work in cooperatives
and continue to work alone, as they did before moving to the settlements.
This resistance to the collectivization of work caused a number of divergences among the settlers and MST administrators in the beginning of the
movement, and many families left the movement, as the activist Samuel
observes:
“Looking back, we might have made many mistakes, too. I can point
to the moment of the creation of the cooperatives, in 1990. There was,
in a certain way, an overestimation of the collective and we lost many
individual families, who used to work individually.”
Quote 2.5: Samuel, 51, 30 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
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Sul

Thus, movement leaders had to learn from their experiences to be more
flexible. Families are not currently obliged to participate in cooperatives,
just because they are part of a settlement organized by the MST (see e.g.
Caldeira, 2008).
Nevertheless, the situation in the southern settlements becomes similar
to those in the Northeast as one moves further away from the state capital.
In the extreme south of the country, 60 km from the border of Uruguay, I
visited the Palmeira and Conquista da Fronteira settlements in the city of
Hulha Negra. In these settlements, the infrastructure was inferior to the
other settlements that I visited near the city of Porto Alegre. Simone, an
activist that I met in the Palmeira settlement, lived in a house without
running water that was also extremely cold due to the holes in the walls.
She explained that they had not received enough money from the government to finish their houses. The houses were located in close proximity
to the individual farms and quite far from one another. However, she reported that this did not damage the neighbours’ social relations. In her
words: “In the end, everybody knows everybody. The distance doesn’t
interfere with it.” (Quote 2.6: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’,
female, Rio Grande do Sul)4 .
Despite all the changes in the lives of the formerly landless families
and settlers, many still self-identify as Landless. However, as described
in Section 2.2, in the case of settled families it does not refer to their
condition as landowners, but to their identification as part of the MST.

2.4 The organizational structure
According to the MST (2015), the families from the settlements and camps
are organized in brigadas, which are groups formed by from 200 to 500
4

The years of participation of an interviewee in quotation marks means that the activist
joined the MST when he or she was a child (up to 12 years old). Therefore, he or
she did not really start participating as a child, but the activist considers him or
herself as part of the movement from that moment on.
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families in a given region5 . The brigadas are divided into small groups
called núcleos de base. These groups are in charge of discussing and solving
the needs of their specific communities. Among the members of these
núcleos, a woman and a man are chosen to be the coordinators of the
settlement or camp. In turn, the núcleos are divided into sectors, in which
members are responsible for a specific issue related to their daily life in
the communities and their activism. The sectors are classified as follows:
education, health, political education, communication and culture, gender,
production, human rights, projects, mobilization, international affairs and
finances (MST, 2016). For issues that relate to more than one sector,
the MST uses the term coletivos (collectives). As an example, there is
the ‘youth collective’ (coletivo da juventude), which focuses on including
young people in the daily life of the community and as activists in the
movement.
The coordinators of the núcleos are subordinated to the regional coordinators (one woman and one man from each region) and the latter are
subordinated to the national coordinators, as can be seen in Figure 2.2.
The organizational structure can differ somewhat from region to region,
but the hierarchical structure remains the same.
As shown in the organigram, the MST’s organizational structure is very
hierarchical. In a discussion on the organizational structure of the movement with two activists, they concluded the same:
“Carlos: ...So, the hierarchy of the administration [of the MST]...
Interviewer: How does it work?
Larissa: It’s not hierarchy, it’s the tier system.6
Carlos: Nevertheless, it’s [a hierarchy], my dear. Let’s not be dem5

This includes members of the movement that live far from their settlements due
to their studies or humanitarian missions. The MST maintains scholarships for
its activists in universities throughout the country and some universities abroad,
such as in Cuba and Venezuela. In addition, some MST activists participate in
humanitarian missions abroad. To illustrate, the movement sends participants to
Haiti to help with agricultural development in response to the challenges of recent
natural disasters and poverty.
6
Tier system, in Portuguese instâncias, is how the MST leaders refer to each level in
their organizational chart.
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agogues.
Larissa: Yes, in a certain way, it is. It’s not a pyramid [chart], but it is.
Carlos: There is a power structure as there is in other places. However,
it’s a more decentralized power.
(...)
Larissa: It’s democratic centralism.
(...)
Interviewer: Democratic centralism? What’s that, exactly? The name
is beautiful, but what does it mean?
Larissa: That’s what it is - centralizing the decision-making, but also
democratizing it.
Interviewer: Everybody has to know the problem and has to help solve
it?
Larissa: Exactly. Everybody has to give his or her opinion.
Carlos: Because we work based on the democracy of participation.”
Quote 2.7: Larissa, 23, 7 years of participation, female, Pernambuco;
Carlos, 27, 13 years of participation, male, Pernambuco

As the activists explained, ‘democratic centralism’ is a principle stipulated by the MST that aims to give autonomy to all activists in the
decision-making of the organization, even though few people are in charge
of the coordination of the activists. In fact, on the MST’s website (MST,
2016a), the movement ensures that this structure works in a very participative and democratic way. The leaders of the movement try to encourage
the participation of all members: adults, youth and children. Apart from
the children, all are allowed to participate in the decision-making regarding the settlements and camps’ daily issues, as well as issues related to
community administration such as voting for new coordinators of the settlements and camps (MST, 2016a).
There are decision-making meetings at each organizational level (núcleos,
regional and national levels). In the settlements and camps, the activists
who form each núcleo debate issues in assemblies. If an issue cannot be
solved among them, it is reported to the regional coordination; and if the
issue pertains to the whole movement, it has to be discussed during the
National Conference.
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State
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Figure 2.2: The MST’s organizational chart as taken from a presentation provided
by one MST activist, used in 2014 in one lesson of the course of political formation
called ‘Feet on the ground’ (Pé no chão) and MST (2016a).
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The National Conference of the MST takes place every five years. In this
period, the activists analyse the political context of the preceding years
and, based on their analysis, predict the circumstances that the movement
may face. Afterwards, they elaborate mobilization strategies to overcome
the obstacles that they expect to face in the future (MST, 2014a). During
the National Conference, activists have a chance to socialize with other
activists from different states and with a large number of people in attendance the movement uses the opportunity to organize mass demonstrations
and marches7 . Additionally, in order to update the decisions that were
taken during the National Conference, every two years the MST schedules
a National Meeting. Activists from all over the country participate, but
in smaller numbers than during the National Conference.
Despite the MST’s attempts to be democratically organized, a common
criticism posed by many scholars is the authoritarianism with which many
leaders of the movement govern the activities (Navarro, 2010; Turatti,
2005; Branford & Rocha, 2002; Martins, 2000). These authors argue
that many leaders do not allow criticism of their decisions and that they
command the members as if the movement was an ‘army’.
Indeed, during my fieldwork, many activists complained about the authoritarianism and corruption of some of the leaders. To illustrate, I
learned a case of a leader’s authoritarianism when I visited the camp
Hugo Chaves in Permenbuco. I met a camper, Francisca, who complained
that it was her second attempt of getting land. The first time, she had
already joined a camp when a leader forbid her to live there, because
she was already retired. Afterwards, she learned from the INCRA that
retires were allowed by the law to be settled, therefore, the leader’s prohibition was a personal decision. In that occasion, I was visiting the camp
with a MST leader, who justified that: “when the leader is a dictator,
the things don’t work well and, in the end, the other members deposed
him/her” (Quote 2.8: Anderson, 40, 18 years of participation, male, Pernambuco). Moreover, in the Milagre settlement in Pernambuco, the settlers’
trust was undermined when it was discovered that a leader of the move7

At the MST’s 6th National Conference, in 2014, the movement’s activists estimated
that sixteen thousand people were in attendance (MST, 2016a).
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ment had fled with part of the government money destined for housing
construction. Consequently, some houses were left unfinished and others
could not be built. Nevertheless, I noticed that these were instances of individual rather than institutionalized behaviour. There were leaders who
lived in modest houses and conciliated their militancy with a formal job
to guarantee income, and there were those who took advantage of their
position and exploited easy access to government benefits for their own
ends.
The choice between democratic or authoritarian leadership, and between
a transparent or corrupt administration, strongly depends on the leadership style and values of each leader. They have significant autonomy to
coordinate their groups due to the national coordination group’s difficulties in maintaining regular contact with the regional coordinators, as
some activists complained. Therefore, although the national council recommends coordinating the groups in a democratic way, in the end, each
coordinator creates an individual leadership method that is influenced by
the movement’s principles, but also by the leader’s values and background.

2.5 Sharing ideology
MST activists follow a socialist ideology that wages class struggle in favour
of the working class and against the ‘capitalist bourgeoisie’ (MST, 2016a).
The MST’s ideology is a controversial topic among scholars. To illustrate, Gilbert (2006) argues that the movement is able to implement a
sophisticated kind of socialism, even though the idea of socialism in a
neoliberal society may sound ingenuous and infeasible. He claims that
democratic arrangements in the daily routines of the MST communities,
improvements in living conditions that transform marginalized people into
citizens, educational opportunities offered by the movement and the democratic organizational structure proposed by the MST are evidence of the
socialist ideology put into practice.
Nevertheless, to Navarro (2010) and Martins (2000), one of the MST’s
problems is an organizational structure that, unlike what Gilbert (2006)
argues, is formed by authoritarian leaders who often do not take the opin-
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ion and interests of the other members into consideration. As reported
in the Section 2.4, I observed cases of authoritarian leaders during my
fieldwork. Finally, to Wolford (1996), the inconsistency between the ideology that the MST defends and the real values of the activists, especially
concerning production, is evident. Although the leaders of the movement defend collectivized work, as also shown in Section 2.3, it is not
easy to convince people accustomed to working alone to do so collectively
(Wolford, 1996). Moreover, the same author points out that one way in
which the MST convinces activists to form a cooperative and work together to produce organic fruits and vegetables is by explaining that this
kind of production is an effective way to compete in the marketplace occupied by agribusiness. According to the author, it is counterintuitive
for a movement guided by socialist ideology to seek inclusion in the same
markets criticized by the ideology that the activists follow.
In my fieldwork, I observed both sides of the coin: people who completely agreed with the MST ideology and considered themselves part
of the movement, and people who did not consider themselves activists
and did not agree with socialism. Commonly, the latter lived in the movement’s communities and behaved in an ‘individualistic way’, as many leaders would say when referring to those who did not collectivize their work
and other activities. For those who shared the MST’s ideology, their comments were full of expressions that resemble socialism, as in the example
below:
“(...) it is very good for a social movement to educate militants with an
anti-capitalistic way of thinking within a capitalistic system. (...) So,
the movement has shown us this perspective. It has what I call ‘critical
thinking’. Seeing the things, knowing how the things are used, as Marx
said its use-value, but keeping your own critical thinking (...).”
Quote 2.9: Jonas, 26, ‘18 years of participation’, male, Pernambuco

Identification with MST ideology differs from one person to another.
There are people who once held values that contradicted those of the
movement, and others who already followed or were more open to socialist ideology. In order to mobilize those who do not identify with its
ideology, and to keep those who already identify with the MST mobilized,
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the leaders actively attempt to share their ideology through different channels of information. Everybody who participates in the movement or lives
in its communities is embedded in this ideology during daily or special
activities. The MST pedagogy (‘Pedagogy of the Movement’), symbols
and ritual, known as mística, are three important channels by which the
movement’s activists share their ideology.

2.5.1 Education: the Pedagogy of the Movement
In 2002, Branford and Rocha already argued that the MST was the
Brazilian social movement that had taken education most seriously. In
2014, during the MST’s 6th National Conference, its leaders reasserted that
one of the main goals of the movement over the next five years would be
guaranteeing access to education for the people in the countryside (MST,
2014b). With this claim, the activists aim to change the disappointingly
high rates of illiteracy (8.5 %) among people aged 15 or over in Brazilian
rural areas (Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística - IBGE [IBGE],
2016).
The movement maintains that it is the state’s role to guarantee universal
access to high quality education, and that the people who have access to
this education should have the autonomy to determine what will be taught
in the schools. Therefore, with the aim of having education resemble
context, the movement’s activists elaborated the MST’s own pedagogy, the
‘Pedagogy of the Movement’. It is a pedagogical methodology based on the
Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Pedagogia do oprimido) and the Pedagogy of
Hope (Pedagogia da esperança) by Paulo Freire (Luciano, 2008; Branford
& Rocha, 2002). According to Freire (1996), the poor learn by reflecting
on their own reality/context in order to become autonomous individuals.
Nevertheless, to the movement, education does not only happen during
the classes at the school. By education, the MST leaders mean access to
different kinds of knowledge and cultural information (MST, 2014b). This
involves basic education, but also professional training, political education
and the transmission of values during daily activities (MST, 2014b). In
each of these circumstances, the Pedagogy of the Movement is the methodology through which people learn basic school curriculum, professional
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skills and how to be combative activists. The MST organizes schools in
many settlements with the economic support of the state. In the settlements that I visited in Pernambuco and Rio Grande do Sul, the school
teachers were contracted by the state, but the class content was determined by the principles of the Pedagogy of the Movement. As public employees, not all teachers were necessarily part of the movement, but they
were all required to attend MST courses and taught how to present the
movement’s pedagogy in the classrooms.
In the settlement schools, the settlers’ children8 learn through their own
experiences in the countryside and exposure to the MST’s values. Most
often, there is class time reserved for singing the MST anthem and introducing the history of the movement’s struggle for land, as well as the other
peasant movements that came before it. The activists call ‘formation’ the
time dedicated to transmitting the movement’s values during the classes
or in other activities. Accordingly, one teacher in an MST school describes
her experience:
“One thing that happens at the school that I consider very interesting
and important is the moment of the formation. All the schools have the
moment of formation every day, before the children enter the classroom.
This time is used to inform the students about recent events, to sing
our hymn, to shout our rallying cries. In this way, the children become
knowledgeable of the things that are happening and learn about our
history. This is, mainly, for the small ones, from pre-school to the last
year of elementary school.”
Quote 2.10: Helena, 38, 17 years of participation, female, Pernambuco

For a long time, the MST also organized schools in camps, known as
‘itinerant schools’. The classes took place in improvised locations inside
the occupied lands. As the campers did not legally own the land, they
did not have the support of the state (see Luciano, 2008). The pedagogy
was the same as the one used in the settlement’s schools, but in these
cases, the MST had total control over the schools’ operation. Since the
8

The MST also organizes adult literacy courses due to the high rates of illiteracy in
the countryside.
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government did not recognize this school curriculum, the activists abandoned the practice9 . In Pernambuco as well as in Rio Grande do Sul, the
activists told me that they did not know of any active itinerant schools.
Today, the children in the camps go to the nearest public school.
The MST also organizes technical courses that train young people, usually the sons and daughters of activists, in professional areas related to
the rural context, for example, land surveyor and cooperative manager.
Anyone who would like to go further in his or her studies can take advantage of the opportunities offered by the movement to enrol in university
courses as well. The MST maintains agreements with several universities
in Brazil and abroad (e.g. in Cuba and Venezuela) that guarantee admissions to a select number of activists. Admissions are granted to the
landless who fulfil requirements specific to each country. Much like the
technical courses, the university courses are related to the needs of MST
activists (MST, 2014b), such as agronomists to help the farmers in their
production; teachers, doctors and nurses, all of whom are scarce in countryside; and lawyers to help the activists in the legal issues related to the
struggle for agrarian reform.
During the technical and university courses, part of the time is dedicated to political education in which activists learn about and analyse the
political context from a socialist perspective. Moreover, in some states,
the MST promotes specific political education courses for newcomers to
the movement. In Pernambuco, during the political education introductory course, called ‘Feet on the ground’ (Pé no chão), new activists learn
about the movement’s values, history and organizational structure, and
analyse political context.
In addition, the movement pays special attention to the recruitment of
new leaders. Teenagers who demonstrate leadership skills and the willingness to be leaders can attend cultural and political training courses for
intermediary leaders (see Luciano, 2008; Branford & Rocha, 2002; Turatti,
2005).
Finally, the Pedagogy of the Movement is also put into practice during
9

The itinerant schools in Rio Grande do Sul, formally recognized as schools by the
State Board of Education in 1996, were an exception.
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other activities (demonstrations, meetings, work, social relations, etc.),
that provide good opportunities for the MST activists to teach and learn
things that can be useful for their development as citizens and activists.
Through these diverse forms of promoting education, the MST activists
seek comprehensive autonomy by training the activists to be: qualified
workers in the settlements, individuals who are able to practice citizenship and activists who are well-prepared to negotiate with the authorities.
Indeed, the national leader of the movement, João Pedro Stédile, explains:
“[n]o organization has a future unless it creates its own staff for all areas
of human knowledge. (...) One who doesn’t walk with his/her own feet
does not go far”10 (Stédile & Fernandes, 1996, p.75).

2.5.2 Symbols
According to João Pedro Stédile (Stédile & Fernandes, 1996, p.132), “[t]he
flag, the hymn, the rallying cries, the work tools, the result of work in the
countryside, etc.”11 ...are symbols of the MST.
To João Pedro Stédile the movement’s use of the colour red represents
the MST’s identification with the working class (Stédile & Fernandes,
1996). When the ‘ocean of red’ floods the streets during marches, all
Brazilians recognize the MST activists. In addition, Wolford (2003) observes that using objects symbolic of the MST, e.g. red caps and T-shirts,
is a way for the activists to show other activists that they are part of the
movement. Thus, the use of symbols is the activists’ way of declaring to
those outside and inside the MST that they are Landless.
Red flags can be seen throughout the MST camps and settlements and
they are always present in the movement’s collective actions. The flag in
Figure 2.3 shows a pair of farmers. The man waves a machete in the air - a
symbol of rural labour - alluding to the fact that the movement is formed
by rural workers.
10

Extract in original language: “Nenhuma organização tem futuro se não formar seus
próprios quadros em todas as frentes de conhecimento humano. (...) Quem não
caminha com as próprias pernas, não vai longe.”
11
Extract in original language: “A bandeira, o hino, as palavras de ordem, as ferramentas de trabalho, os frutos do trabalho no campo, etc.”
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Figure 2.3: The MST’s flag.

Moreover, Issa (2007) infers that the pair represents the family, which
is the core of the movement’s social structure. Black plastic tarps (lonas
pretas), the material used to put up the tents in the occupations, are also
a mark of the movement (see e.g. Fernandes, 2000; Turatti, 2005; Sigaud,
2009). These symbols are used in all MST events, occupations, camps,
meetings, marches and in the mística.

2.5.3 Mística
Branford and Rocha (2002) define the mística as being “MST collective
theatre and myth making” (Glossary, xi). It is a kind of performance, with
songs and representations, which celebrates the most important events in
the MST’s history of struggle and pays tribute to Brazilian heroes who
fought for land in the past.
According to Issa (2007), the mística is more than a ritual. It is also
an “application of theory to practice” (Issa, 2007, p.132). Therefore, the
mística has a pedagogical propose, acting as a channel through which values and culture are transmitted, thereby contributing to the construction
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of the activists’ identity and empowerment (Issa, 2007).
The origins of the mística has roots in the church. The Brazilian countryside is, historically, a religious environment. Indeed, the churches linked
to Liberation Theology had an important role in supporting and organizing the landless workers (see Sec.1.1.5). Stédile explains that the mística
came from the church liturgies (Stédile & Fernandes, 1996). The movement’s activists adapted these liturgies and created something unique as
a means to communicate and inform through emotions.
The mística is a crucial practice in developing collective identity and
a sense of belonging among the Landless. It is also a way to stimulate
solidarity, identification and motivation to participate in collective actions
(Hammond, 2014; Issa, 2007). In addition, it is used to give meaning to
the struggle for land and to motivate people to resist in the camps (Stédile
& Fernandes, 1996).
In my fieldwork, I watched several místicas performed at the beginning of events organized by the movement (meetings, courses, occupations,
marches, etc.). In general, everybody who participated in the event was
part of the mística, which began with the singing of songs related to the
struggle for land and in praise of the rural lifestyle. Afterwards, there
was a kind of performance. It often involved members who recited poems,
danced and/or acted using the symbolic objects of the MST, such as machetes, seeds, fruits and flags. The mística is adapted to the place and the
event. It can be done in a small classroom or in a big stadium, such as in
the MST’s 6th National Conference, as in the Pictures in Appx. D.

2.6 The MST’s achievements and future
Over the years, MST leaders have achieved many goals, securing land
for about 350.000 families (MST, 2016a) and improving the quality of
life of those with land, as reported by César, one of the MST’s national
coordinators:
“We threw a party for the 15th anniversary of a settlement. And, then,
we saw that the people [from the settlement] were very joyful, with those
beautiful houses, but these people had arrived there with a bag of clothes
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and black plastic tarps. So, the evolution that you can see in 15 years
is worthwhile. (...) Living with dignity. (...) Today, some young people
who were raised in the settlement are doctors, teachers, lawyers... ”
Quote 2.11: César, 34, 17 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
Sul

Nevertheless, a decrease in the number of land occupations, the movement’s main collective action and an indicator of the demand for land
in Brazil, signals a certain degree of demobilization and the movement’s
diminishing impact. Indeed, although the MST is organized in 24 of 26
Brazilian states, the most recent data about conflicts for land in Brazil
shows that MST activists participated in new occupations in only 17 states
in 2015 (CPT, 2016)12 . In 2014, Jorge, a national coordinator for the MST,
described the period of demobilization of the movement:
“We have gone through difficult times. We believed that Lula would not
completely implement the agrarian reform because he built alliances that
prevented it, but he would move it forward and strengthen the role of
INCRA in this process. Nevertheless, the conditions did not allow for the
progress of agrarian reform. [The government] abandoned the reform.
Lula became fascinated by the agribusiness... [And] the agribusiness
gained strength and the agrarian reform was forgotten, in the sense of
a project for the development of the Brazil. Well, now we are trying to
recover our capacity for mobilization, for struggle. It is not easy to fight
when nobody is doing it, and the movement tried to do so for a long
time, but we are not doing it anymore.”
Quote 2.12: Jorge, 55, 28 years of participation, male, Pernambuco

Jorge believes that Lula’s mandate was not favourable for the MST’s
mobilization and that the movement was failing to change the situation.
However, this does not mean that MST leaders are not thinking about
ways to turn the tables. One sign of the movement’s reaction to tough
times is its new motto, which represents its strategies and expectations
12

The states were: Alagoas, Bahia, Federal District, Espírito Santo, Goiás, Maranhão,
Mato Grosso, Mato Grosso do Sul, Minas Gerais, Pará, Paraíba, Paraná, Pernambuco, Rio Grande do Sul, Santa Catarina, São Paulo, Tocantins.
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for the years ahead: Lutar, construir a reforma agrária popular! (Fight,
construct popular agrarian reform!) (MST, 2014b). This choice of motto
is an attempt to show society that the struggle for agrarian reform is still
justifiable in a period of diminished mobilization (MST, 2014b). In the
MST’s agrarian program (MST, 2014b), the word ‘fight’ in the motto is
explained as a call to continue to struggle. It refers to the MST’s 30-year
history of struggle, as well. The word ‘construct’ is used in the sense of
a work in progress and implies a movement in constant transformation.
Finally, the term ‘popular agrarian reform’ refers to the aforementioned
new kind of agrarian reform defended by the movement (see Sec. 1.2.1).
Among the movement’s survival strategies, the activists emphasize the
creation of new alliances with urban movements and the mobilization of
young people and women in its collective actions (MST, 2014b). Young
people and women have always been part of the movement. However,
historically, adult men have been the protagonists of the struggle for land
in a rural culture in which they are considered the main productive and
economic force (see Paulilo, 2009; Schwendler, 2009). Regarding the young
people who grew up in MST communities, Jorge points out their relevance
to the movement’s survival:
“(...) [T]he young people have a crucial role in replacing our generation.
[F]irst, they have this role of mobilization, which was different in our time,
because, when we joined the movement there was a political context and
an ideology that allowed us to mobilize effectively and to construct the
movement that we did. Now the mobilization aims to maintain what we
already have, building alliances, pointing a way forward... It is a very
difficult task, but the most important thing is that we will prepare the
young people to replace us without forgetting the principles and goals
that took us this far. This is also a task for all generations.”
Quote 2.13: Jorge, 55, 28 years of participation, male, Pernambuco

Moreover, in the southern states such as Rio Grande do Sul, where
the current demand for land is small (see Tab. 1.1), the movement has
been changing its main goals. Instead of struggling for land, the focus
has been on developing the production and infrastructure of the already
existent settlements in order to compete with the agribusiness and show
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that agrarian reform is worthwhile (MST, 2014b).
To Navarro (2010) these new strategies will ultimately lead to the MST’s
demise because the movement is no longer focused on its principal aim
(agrarian reform). de Medeiros (2003) takes an opposing viewpoint. She
argues that the struggle for agrarian reform represents more than the
struggle for land. It also involves the issues of national food sovereignty
and the environment, which add value to the MST’s struggle.
In spite of these predictions, the MST leaders are optimistic and motivated. In light of the ongoing changes in the political, social and economic
context, they are constantly reinventing themselves in order to keep everyone mobilized. As Jorge states:
“Now, the mass struggle as a whole is starting to grow. The people
are already planning to occupy [land]. Last year, we had important
occupations, good ones. So, I believe that a good period for the movement
is coming. It does not matter who will be in the government, Dilma
or someone else, what matters is that the movement will continue to
struggle, increasingly, for agrarian reform in Brazil.”
Quote 2.14: Jorge, 55, 28 years of participation, male, Pernambuco

Knowing the history and context of the struggle for land in Brazil
(Chapter 1) and within the MST in this chapter is the basis for understanding the rationale used to elaborate the research questions and the
analysis in this study. All these issues will be addressed in the following
parts of this dissertation, starting with a literature review and theoretical
framework in the next chapter.
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Chapter 3
Theoretical framework on sustained
participation and disengagement
Social movement participation has a life cycle formed by mobilization/recruitment, participation and demobilization/disengagement. Sometimes,
the experience of participating in a social movement, such as the Landless
Rural Workers Movement [MST], is brief. In this case, the individuals’ participation ends with their disengagement from the movement. However,
for some individuals, the participation in a social movement becomes one
of their main life-activities. These are the activists who, due to a variety of reasons, have their participation successfully sustained allowing the
movements to survive over time.
Although each stage of participation is equally relevant to understanding
the phenomenon of social movement participation as whole, only the first
stage of the process, recruitment, has been investigated in detail. There
are few studies with the aim of understanding why some individuals continue to participate in social movements and why others quit. In order to
deepen our understanding of sustained participation and disengagement,
I address my first research question:
(1) Why do some MST activists continue to participate and why do others
quit?
This question is divided into two sub-questions:
(1.1) Why do some MST activists continue to participate?
(1.2) Why do some MST activists end their participation?
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Additionally, as I will elaborate in Section 3.1.4, the participation of
children in the MST and the fact that they live in communities organized
by the movement demonstrate an unusual kind of sustained participation.
It begins during their childhood as something ‘involuntary’, imposed by
the context of the communities where their parents decided to live. However, continuing to participate or not is a decision that the individuals
who grew up in MST communities have to make during adulthood. In
this way, I identify two profiles of MST activists: those who grew up in
the movement’s communities and those who did not.
I argue that spending one’s childhood in MST communities and participating in the movement influence these individuals’ sustained participation
and disengagement in the future. Therefore, with the aim of understanding the sustained participation and disengagement of two different activist
profiles, I address the second research question:
(2) To what extent do the sustained participation and disengagement of the
individuals who grew up within MST communities differ from the sustained participation and disengagement of those who joined the movement as adults?
The second research question is divided into two sub-questions as well:
(2.1) To what extent does the sustained participation of the individuals
who grew up within MST communities differ from the sustained participation of those who joined the movement as adults?
(2.2) To what extent does the disengagement of the individuals who grew
up within MST communities differ from the disengagement of those
who joined the movement as adults?
The few existing studies on sustained participation have pointed out
that this phenomenon depends on multiple, correlated antecedents (see
e.g. Corrigall-Brown, 2012; Mannarini & Fedi, 2011; Nepstad, 2004, 2008;
Passy & Giugni, 2000; Downton & Wehr, 1998; Klandermans, 1997; Gamson, 1991; Hirsch, 1990). The antecedents’ influence on individual engagement involves both individual and social factors. Based on the literature,
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I focus on individual aspects (i.e. commitment, identities and perceptions
and social aspects (i.e. social networks), as well as their interrelations, in
order to better understand why some activists continue to participate in
a social movement over time.1
Much like sustained participation, the phenomenon of activist disengagement has yet to be researched extensively. As Van der Veen and
Klandermans (1989) infer, scholars’ lack of interest in ending participation is because some have considered the process of leaving a movement
as the reverse process of joining it (recruitment) (e.g. Glasser, 1972). In
this sense, the extensive literature on individual recruitment in a social
movement would explain activist disengagement as well.
Nevertheless, Klandermans (1997) considers that the decision to leave a
movement involves weighing costs and benefits - as supported by the approach that considers recruitment and disengagement to be different sides
of the same coin, but he also argues that during the trajectory of an individual’s sustained participation, new experiences arise. This makes sustained participation a different process from that of joining a movement.
Indeed, it is after joining the movement that the activists’ commitment to
the movement starts to play an important role in the their participation
(e.g. Van der Veen & Klandermans, 1989; Downton & Wehr, 1998). As a
result, the individual’s disengagement requires the weighing of a new set of
perceived costs and benefits that emerge only after joining the movement.
Following Klandermans (1997) reasoning on disengagement, the activists’ motives for leaving are the result of an unbalanced weighing of the
costs and benefits of participating in a movement. This evaluation is constantly updated during the trajectory of activism and, therefore, different
factors can influence the individuals’ participation in different points of
their activism. In this vein, for those who decide to leave a movement,
participating may be perceived as more costly than gratifying. Additionally, Klandermans (1997) as well as Downton and Wehr (1998) point out
that a series of personal characteristics and circumstances, present in social interactions inside and outside of the movement, and the combination
1

I will explain each mentioned antecedent and their interrelations in Section 3.1 of this
chapter.
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of these features, play a crucial role in the activists’ decision for or against
leaving.
Regarding the activism that begins during childhood, studies on the
phenomenon are scarce. Rodger’s (2005) study of children’s participation, in which she elaborates a typology of three categories of children’s
involvement in social movements, is a rare attempt to analyse children’s
participation, considering them as protagonists in collective actions like
adults (see also Liebel, Overwien & Recknagel, 2001). The three categories of children’s involvement in social movements that Rodgers (2005)
identifies are: (1) ‘strategic participants’, i.e. when the children are used
by the social movement as a flag to create commotion in the society, (2)
‘participants by default’, i.e. when the children are brought to the collective actions of the movement by their parents and other people close to
the children and therefore they participate involuntarily, (3) ‘active participants’, i.e. when children voluntarily participate in a social movement
struggle based on their interests. As will be explained in Section 3.1.4,
the children of the MST usually participate in the movement by default.
Nevertheless, the sustained participation and disengagement of those who
started to participate as children were not the focus of the previous studies
on children’s participation. Therefore, besides using Rodger’s typology of
child participation, I review some general and potentially useful studies on
social movement participation (e.g. Olson, 1968; Downton & Wehr, 1998;
Jennings, 2002) and on life stages (i.e. E. Erikson & J. Erikson, 1998). In
this way, I hope to gain an in depth understanding of sustained participation and disengagement of individuals who began to participate in a social
movement during childhood.
My research sheds new light on social movement studies in two ways.
First, some characteristics of the MST open up new possibilities for the
comprehensive analysis of the factors that influence sustained participation and disengagement that were pointed out in previous studies (i.e.
living in the movement’s communities, being a grassroots movement, being formed by activists with ideological and/or material goals). Second, a
study of sustained participation and disengagement of activists who begin
to participate during childhood has never been done before. Thus, it is a
great opportunity to understand whether and how initiating participation
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in a social movement in childhood, a crucial life stage for human development, influences activists’ decisions to remain in the movement during
adulthood.
According to the literature, commitment, identity, individual perception and social networks influence an activist’s sustained participation.
The following section will cover the theoretical framework - how these
variables’ antecedents correlate - and the elaboration of the hypotheses
and assumptions on how the research questions can be answered. Furthermore, in Section 3.2, I will describe the control variables and explain
the rationale that made me consider these factors.

3.1 Theoretical framework, hypotheses and
assumptions
3.1.1 Understanding the sustained participation process
In the next subsections, I will describe how previous studies conceive the
influence of commitment, identity, individual perception and social networks on sustained participation.
How the activists’ commitment to the movement explains their
sustained participation
Commitment is the most studied antecedent of sustained participation
in a social movement (see Hirsch, 1990; Gamson, 1991; Klandermans,
1997; Downton & Wehr, 1998; Passy & Giugni, 2000; Nepstad, 2004,
2008; Mannarini & Fedi, 2011; Corrigall-Brown, 2012). It has a variety of
definitions. For some researchers, commitment is conceived as behaviour.
Hence, it is a synonym for sustained participation itself (see Downton &
Wehr, 1991). However, more recently, Klandermans (1997) has defined
commitment as: “a psychological state that impels people to remain with
a movement” (p. 29) (see also Passy & Giugni, 2000; Nepstad, 2004, 2008;
Corrigall-Brown, 2012). In this case, commitment is not a behaviour, but
the activists’ behaviours and attitudes are proxies for their commitment
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towards a movement. I adopt the second definition for this study because
of its current frequent use.
Many social movements scholars have adopted Allen and Meyer’s (1990)
conceptualization of components of commitment (Klandermans, 1997; Nepstad, 2004, 2008; Mannarini & Fedi, 2011; Mannarini & Talò, 2011),
although Allen and Meyer (1990) have conceived these components for
organizations where people have an employment relationship. Allen and
Meyer (1990) distinguish three components of commitment, i.e. the three
main reasons that impel someone to remain in an organization, as affective commitment, continuance commitment and normative commitment.
According to the authors:
“[t]he affective component of organizational commitment (...) refers to
employees’ emotional attachment to, identification with, and involvement
in the organization. The continuance component refers to commitment
based on the costs that employees associate with leaving the organization.
Finally, normative component refers to employees’ feelings of obligation
to remain with the organization.” (p. 1)

“Employees with strong affective commitment remain because they want
to, those with strong continuance commitment because they need to, and
those with strong normative commitment because they feel they ought to
do so” (Allen & Meyer, 1990, p.3). The components do not exclude one
another and not all three necessarily emerge in every individual (Allen &
Meyer, 1990; Klandermans, 1997). In addition, the proportions among
the components do not need to be equal. For instance, one could be quite
affectively committed but have low levels of continuance and normative
commitment.
Researchers points out that the activists’ high levels of commitment
towards a social movement increases their chances of continuing to participate in the movement’s collective actions (see e.g. Klandermans, 1997;
Downton & Wehr, 1998; Nepstad, 2004, 2008; Mannarini & Fedi, 2011;
Corrigall-Brown, 2012).
Allen and Meyer (1990) state that different antecedents influence each
component of commitment. The authors explain that affective commitment is affected by the individuals’ “psychological needs to feel comfort-
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able within the organization and competent in the work-role” (p. 4). Accordingly, Klandermans (1997) argues that the activists’ affective commitment towards a social movement depends on how rewarding the social
relations between the activists and the movement are. In this case, the benefits of participating in the movement should outweigh the costs, because
the activists’ participation is a source of satisfaction. In this vein, Taylor
(1989) points out that successful, long-lasting social movements are able to
develop collective emotions and beliefs and, consequently, offer satisfying
experiences. Additionally, Nepstad (2004) notes that gratifying relationships among the activists are constructed during daily activities, which are,
in many cases, organized by the social movement itself. The same author
also describes how long-term activists who live in communities organized
by the movement are more affectively committed because of characteristics
their socialization with other members. Sharing the same opinions transforms the ties into friendship relations (Nepstad, 2004). Therefore, the
movement’s social networks have to provide experiences that the activists
consider satisfying.
Continuance commitment has to do with the magnitude of investments
that the individuals make in order to participate and the lack of alternatives perceived by them (Allen & Meyer, 1990; Klandermans, 1997). Indeed, Klandermans (1997) explains that “[p]eople will sometimes make
extraordinary investments in their movement activities, sacrificing jobs,
physical comfort and safety, friendships and other relationships; taking
risks and perhaps paying a considerable price to simply enter to an organization (...)” (p. 32). Allen and Meyer (1990) observe that when an
individual is part of an organization, he/she ‘bets’ to be paid off for the
energy and time dedicated to the organization. Leaving the organization,
therefore, means paying the cost of losing the chance of future reward. In
this vein, Klandermans (1997) argues that since the activists are already in
doubt about continuing to participate, other alternatives to their participation may seem more attractive. The existence of attractive alternative
organizations - where the activists can achieve goals similar to those of
their current movement - may make the activists more inclined to end
their participation and to shift to other organizations. Then, the activists’ perception that there is no available alternatives may increase the
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costs of leaving the movement, because the activists will not have similar opportunities to achieve their goals outside the movement. Finally,
normative commitment is influenced by the individuals’ experience before
(family/cultural socialization) and after joining the organization (organizational socialization) (Allen & Meyer, 1990). Allen and Meyer (1990)
argue that if the individuals are socialized in a context where the other
individuals share the belief that “the organization expects their loyalty”
(p. 4), they have more chances of being normatively committed to the
organization. This expected loyalty makes the individuals feel morally
obliged to remain as retribution for what the organization has done for
them. In this sense, their moral obligation to remain encompasses the fact
that they recognize the benefits that they have as part of the organization.
Therefore, they feel grateful and, consequently, in debt to the organization.
These feeling of gratefulness and of owing the organization something are
recurring demonstrations of normative commitment that Meyer and Allen
(2004) consider in order to measure the normative commitment in their
TCM Employee Commitment Survey (see Appx. C.1).
In the following sections, I will go backwards through the process of
sustained participation in order to describe the factors (identities, social
networks and individual perceptions) that influence the just cited antecedents of the components of commitment and, consequently, sustained
participation.
How the activists’ identities explain their sustained participation
Previous studies have found that the accordance between the activists’
identities (personal and social identities) and the identity developed by
the group of activists, which form the social movement’s identity (collective identity), is another important antecedent of sustained participation
(see Downton & Wehr, 1991, 1998; Gamson, 1991; Barkan, Cohn & Whitaker, 1993; Passy & Giugni, 2000; Nepstad, 2004; Corrigall-Brown, 2006;
Mannarini & Fedi, 2011). Before explaining how these identities influence the activists’ sustained participation, I will explain what each kind
of identity means.
Usually, when we think about identity, we think about so-called per-
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sonal identity. This is the individual’s understanding about who he/she
is singularly and the distinction between him/her and other people (Jenkins, 1996). In fact, Stephen Reicher (2004) states that personal identity
is what makes someone unique compared to other individuals.
Social identity is conceptualized in terms of group membership. As
defined by Tajfel (1978), this is “(...) an individual self-concept which
derives from his knowledge of his membership of a social group, together
with the value and emotional significance attached to the membership”
(p. 63). In other words, social identity is what makes someone feel part of
a social group (in-group) and different from others (out-groups) (Stephen
Reicher, 2004). It is important to note that being part of a social group
does not necessarily imply participating in any action promoted by members of this group. Social groups are the individuals’ categories, which
are created socially, such as gender, ethnicity, nationality, social class, etc.
Therefore, as people are part of many social groups, they can show many
social identities. An individual is part of a social group when he/she selfidentifies and/or is identified by the society as such. Indeed, Morris (1992)
states that social identities can be ‘imposed’. An individual can be categorized by society as a woman, European or black person, even though
he/she does not self-identify with these categories of gender, regionality
and ethnicity. This person may be ‘read’ by the society in the same way as
another person who identifies with the same categories. Within a movement, the activists can hold many social identifies related to their gender,
nationality, ethnicity, specific preferences, etc. Among those, being an
activist of a specific social movement can be a social identity, as well, as
in the case of the MST activists who identify themselves as Landless (Sem
Terras).
When the members of a group share the same beliefs (Taylor & Whittier,
1992) and when ‘I’ becomes ‘we’ (Melucci, 1989), i.e. when the individuals
start to define themselves as part of a group rather than as single individuals, this group has a collective identity. Moreover, the individuals’
interactions promote the sharing and the reinforcement of the collective
identity among the activists (see Gamson, 1991; Corrigall-Brown, 2006;
Mannarini & Fedi, 2011).
Although social identity and collective identity seem to be similar con-
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cepts, they are not. Social identity is conceived as the in-group characteristics possessed by each member of the group, while collective identity has
to do with the characteristics of the group itself (Klandermans, Sabucedo,
Rodriguez & de Weerd, 2002). To illustrate, someone can be a woman and
participate in a feminist social movement. Being a woman is one of her
social identities. The group of individuals that form the feminist movement, women or not, shares feminist ideas through social interactions,
which form and transform the collective identity of the movement. In addition, someone does not need to consider himself/herself to be part of a
group in order to hold a specific social identity, nor share beliefs with other
members of the same social group (see Morris, 1992). On the contrary,
the collective identity of a specific group develops during the interactions
of the group’s members. It is constructed by the members of the group
through the sharing of beliefs among them.
In sum, there is not a single identity. Each individual has a personal
identity as well as many social identities and those who are members of
a group and interact with the other members may develop the group’s
collective identity.
Stryker and Serpe (1994) state that everybody has a hierarchy of identities. Individuals have a set of personal characteristics (shaped by beliefs
and values) which form their personal identity and determine their behaviour in different contexts. In each specific context, a different identity
is more likely to be displayed. The displayed identity, in a specific context and point in time, is the salient identity and the other individual’s
identities that are not displayed remain in the lower levels of the hierarchy. Identity salience depends on the context in which the individuals
are embedded and on the social relationships that compose the context
(Stryker & Serpe, 1994). The more the individual interacts with a certain
group, the more likely his/her identity that fits better with this group will
be salient. Consequently, it is expected that the individuals who often
participate in a movement behave as activists, i.e. participating in the
movement’s collective actions and expressing values similar to the movement’s ones. In this way, they would have the salient social identity of
activists.
Nevertheless, engaging in social interactions with other activists is not
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enough for the individuals to behave as activists. Firstly, the individuals’ beliefs and values (personal identity) have to be in accordance with
the beliefs shared by the social movement’s activists (collective identity).
According to McAdam and Paulsen (1993), the individuals have ‘multiple
embeddings’, which are a variety of ties that are more or less favourable to
the participation. Then, the participation is possible when favourable ties
to the participation are predominant among these multiple ties. Similarly,
Snow and McAdam (2000) observe that in contexts formed by people who
already have many things in common (e.g. lifestyle, background, etc.), socalled ‘solidarity networks’, the people are more likely to share a common
identity.
Furthermore, Downton and Wehr (1991) argue that people are more
inclined to sympathize with a social movement that already reflects their
own ‘core beliefs’, because, usually, they are only willing to modify their
‘peripheral beliefs’ in order to sympathize with a movement or even participate in it. Core beliefs are the intrinsic beliefs related to the individuals’
sense of identity and morality. They have to do with what the individuals
consider as ‘good’ and ‘evil’. Peripheral beliefs are the remaining beliefs
that are not related to one’s sense of morality and identity. Core beliefs
contribute to the construction of the individuals’ personal identity. Therefore, they are more challenging to alter. An individual has more chances of
joining a social movement when his/her core beliefs are in accordance with
the beliefs already shared by the members of the movement, which form
the movement’s collective identity. Thus, the influence of social movements on the activists’ identities is limited since it depends on previous
compatibility between the movement’s identity and the individuals’ personal identity.
Nevertheless, researchers have found that, after being part of a social
movement, the activists’ social interactions with other activists facilitate a
posterior fit of identities. This happens because the movement’s collective
identity and the activists’ identities are constantly transforming during the
individuals’ trajectory of activism. Therefore, some adjustments between
the movement’s and the activists’ identities have to be made often in
order for both to remain compatible. Passy and Giugni (2000) observe
that the activists’ ongoing interactions with the networks that form their
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personal ‘life-spheres’ (family, studies and work) and with the networks
that are part of their political engagement contribute to their sustained
participation or disengagement. The chances that activists remain in a
movement are higher when the beliefs shared by both, life-spheres and
political engagement networks, still are in accordance. Likewise, Barkan
et al. (1993) note that when the activists’ beliefs and values are compatible
to those shared by the social movement, the likelihood that these activists
are committed to the movement is higher (see also Downton & Wehr, 1991,
1998; Gamson, 1991; Nepstad, 2004; Corrigall-Brown, 2006).
In their study of anti-globalization activists and opponents of a highspeed railroad, Mannarini and Fedi (2011) observed that the activists’
accordance with the movement’s identity is related to their identification
with the movement’s beliefs, which in turn influences, specifically, the
activists’ level of affective commitment. This finding has to do with the
part of Allen and Meyer’s (1990) definition of affective commitment where
they describe that this given component of commitment relates to the
individuals’ identification. Therefore, besides the satisfaction of participating, mentioned in the previous Section 3.1.1, the identification with the
organization seems to be an antecedent of affective commitment.
Overall, the activists whose personal identities are in accordance with
the movement’s collective identity (formed when beliefs are shared by the
members of a group), that is, the individuals who have a strong identification with a movement, have more chances of being committed to the
movement (see Downton & Wehr, 1991, 1998; Gamson, 1991; Passy &
Giugni, 2000; Nepstad, 2004; Corrigall-Brown, 2006). Indeed, Mannarini and Fedi (2011) recognized that the activists’ identification with the
movement particularly influences their level of affective commitment.
How the activists’ social networks explain their sustained participation
The process of sustaining the activists’ participation has its starting point
in the activists’ social networks (Hirsch, 1990; Downton & Wehr, 1991,
1998; Gamson, 1991; Passy & Giugni, 2000; Nepstad, 2004, 2008; CorrigallBrown, 2012; Krinsky & Crossley, 2014). Social networks are social interactions that contribute to the individuals’ cognitive construction of iden-
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tity and influence their perception and preferences regarding their social
context (see Passy & Monsch, 2014).
Diani (1995) states that the existence of social movements depends on
the ongoing interactions of its actors, which shape the movement’s social
networks (Downton & Wehr, 1998; Nepstad, 2008; Corrigall-Brown, 2006,
see also). In fact, it is through the activists’ long and regular social interactions that the social movement’s beliefs, values and norms are shared
(see Downton & Wehr, 1991; Gamson, 1991; Nepstad, 2008; CorrigallBrown, 2012). Gamson (1991) observes that social interactions occur at
a sociocultural level through language. In accordance, Tilly (1998) notes
that, through conversation, individuals are able to shape their social lives.
These social interactions can transform their individual and collective understanding and their social ties, generate cultural materials that are used
in their social interactions and, finally, create, eliminate or change the
individuals’ commitment to participating (Tilly, 1998).
The activists’ social networks will influence their sustained participation
at the individual as well as organizational levels.
Individual level Downton and Wehr (1991) observed that the values
transferred by the ongoing activities reinforce the activists’ most intrinsic
beliefs (‘core beliefs’) which are related to their sense of identity. Thus,
in accordance with many scholars’ findings, the beliefs, norms and values
shared during the social interactions help to shape the individual personal
identities (see e.g. Passy & Giugni, 2000; Krinsky & Crossley, 2014; Passy
& Monsch, 2014).
The beliefs that influence personal identity are shaped through the individuals’ socialization beginning in childhood. It occurs before the activists
join a movement through their relationships with their families and friends
(see Downton & Wehr, 1991). After the individuals join a movement, the
movement still promotes the activists’ socialization during its activities
(Downton & Wehr, 1991; Nepstad, 2004). The feeling of being morally
obliged to remain in an organization develops when the individuals are
embedded in an environment, which is formed by social networks and controlled by rules and norms that encourage them to continue to participate
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(Allen & Meyer, 1990; Nepstad, 2004; Mannarini & Fedi, 2011; Mannarini
& Talò, 2011). When being loyal is seen as an important moral obligation
in a certain context, the chances that the individual will be normatively
committed to an organization is higher (Allen & Meyer, 1990; Nepstad,
2004; Mannarini & Fedi, 2011).
Social networks also shape the individuals’ perception of their social
reality (Downton & Wehr, 1991). Passy and Giugni (2000), in their study
of the life-history of members of the Swiss Solidarity Movement, argue
that not only the activists’ social interactions, but also the way in which
they will interpret what is transmitted through these social interactions
(‘self-interaction’) will constantly influence their perception of reality.

Organizational level Downton and Wehr (1991) argue that social movement organizations, intentionally or not, share their beliefs and values
with their activists in order to stimulate their active participation. To do
so, social organizations use a variety of strategies, such as rituals, meetings, demonstrations and other everyday activities (see Snow, Rochford
Jr, Worden & Benford, 1986; Downton & Wehr, 1991; Nepstad, 2004;
Corrigall-Brown, 2012). More specifically, Nepstad (2004), in her study of
participation in the Plowshares’ Movement, found that rituals strengthen
the normative commitment of their members.
As previously stated, Snow and McAdam (2000) find that the social
interactions formed by people who have many things in common, i.e.
‘solidarity networks’, increase the group’s individuals’ chances of sharing
a common identity. In this way, social movements that represent values
similar to the activists’ ‘core beliefs’, and which are able to transform the
individuals’ ‘peripheral beliefs’, are more likely to maintain these individuals’ active participation in its collective actions. In fact, Nepstad (2004)
observes that the activists’ perceptions can be even more influenced by
social interactions when the activists live in communities formed by other
activists. Social interactions among activists can create what the author
calls a ‘plausible structure’, i.e. a context where even the movement’s beliefs that have very little support outside the movement are legitimated.
In these interactions, the activists play the role of ‘confirmatory others’,
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people who share the movement’s beliefs and confirm that they are right
(Nepstad, 2004).
Therefore, the transmission of a variety of information, such as beliefs, is
a task of the organizations. In the event that this transmission is effective,
it can contribute to maintaining the activists’ participation. In this vein,
Knoke (1981) observes that better communication within an association,
i.e. a context where information can flow, increases commitment among
its members.
Yet social support can increase the chances of sustained participation
(see Downton & Wehr, 1998). It is a feature of some organizational social
networks that makes people’s lives easier (see Putnam, 1995). A place
with social support is a context where the individuals can enjoy much
social capital (see Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 1995). In this context, the
social interactions require the existence of obligations, expectations and
trustworthiness (Coleman, 1988). The author observes that, in contexts
full of social capital, people are always doing something for one another
(social support). Those who gave some support in the past have an expectation that they will be repaid and those who received support have
the obligation to repay the favour in the future (Coleman, 1988). Coleman
(1988) states that when these obligations are met, this social structure is
trustworthy. Therefore, as Lin (2001, p.6)says, social capital is an “(...)
investment in social relations with expected returns”.
The activists’ context outside and inside the social movement can offer
social support for them in a variety of ways. Mannarini and Talò (2011), in
their study of the individual and organizational factors that influence the
three components of activist commitment, noted that the stress generated
by participating in collective actions could be controlled by social support.
Indeed, the same authors observed that the more committed activists are
those who often require this social support in order to cope with the stress.
Aside from stress, another issue that flanks participation is the activists’
lack of time for the responsibilities of their personal life, such as taking care
of the family and having a job outside the movement. In these situations,
studies have shown that activists with more participation time are more
skilful in asking for help and are, in fact, those who more often receive
social support from other members, as well as from people outside of the

73

Chapter 3 · Theoretical framework
movement (Downton & Wehr, 1998; Passy & Giugni, 2000; Nepstad, 2004,
2008; Corrigall-Brown, 2006).
Although the activists’ sustained participation does not depend only
on the organizational networks, previous studies have shown that social
movements have the important and difficult task of sustaining their activists’ participation in order to survive. As Downton and Wehr (1991) point
out, social movements constantly have to apply a great amount of energy
to develop and sustain participation2 among their activists. After the individuals start to participate, the movements have to promote strategies
that encourage social support and strengthen the activists’ social interactions, the bond between their identities as well as the movement’s collective
identities.
In general, the individuals’ social networks are shaped over time and
influence their participation even before they are part of a social movement
and, after that, the movement’s social networks start to play a role in their
participation alongside their personal social relations. The individuals’
social relations influence their identity and perceptions and can facilitate
their participation by offering social support, which makes their activism
less costly.
How the activists’ perception of favourable political opportunity
structures explains their sustained participation
Political opportunity structures refer to the available opportunities and
barriers for contention, which their participants find in a political arena
(Tilly & Tarrow, 2007). A movement that is able to seize opportunities
in a political environment is a movement whose collective actions have an
influence on the political agenda in a way that allows for the achievement
of the movement’s goals (Huberts, 1989). Thus, the extent to which a
social movement achieves its goals represents how well it is able to seize
opportunities offered by a political arena.
2

The authors use the word ‘commitment’ with the meaning of a behaviour similar
to participation rather than use it with the meaning of a psychological state. As
mentioned, I choose this later definition in my study. That is why I replaced ‘commitment’ by ‘participation’ in the paragraph.
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According to citetPassy2000, the individuals’ perception of political opportunity structures may influence the length of their participation. More
specifically, Barkan et al. (1993) noticed in their study of membership commitment in a national anti-hunger organization in the United States, that
the activists who perceived the movement as effective were more committed. This kind of perception has to do with the individuals’ perception of
how social organizations seize opportunities available in a specific political
context.
Nevertheless, as Klandermans (1989) observes, the opinion about the
effectiveness of a social movement varies depending on who is evaluating.
Members of the group tend to take into account their social interactions
with the other components of the group in order to evaluate the group’s effectiveness. On the other hand, people outside the group usually consider
organizational aspects. Therefore, the activists’ perception of the political
opportunity structures are more important to the activists’ sustained participation than the real political opportunity structures. Indeed, Passy
and Giugni (2000) argue that social interactions shape the individuals’
preferences and perceptions, including the activists’ perception of the effectiveness of their involvement in a social movement. The authors found
that the way that the activists perceive the effectiveness of their actions
has an impact on their participation over time.
Besides the activists’ perception of the political opportunity structures,
their perception of how costly or gratifying they consider their participation may influence the activists’ sustained participation, as will be explained in the next section.
How the activists’ perception of gratifying participation explains their
sustained participation
Klandermans (1997) argues that sustained participation is also a result of
the activists’ ongoing evaluation of the costs and benefits of participation.
They evaluate the cost and benefits after joining the movement and, while
the benefits of participation outweigh the costs, they continue to participate. Accordingly, Downton and Wehr (1998) state: “[p]articipants must
feel good about their organization”( p. 541). In other words, the activists
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have to perceive their participation in the movement as gratifying. Then,
the activists may have a greater chance of continuing to participate in a
movement if their participation is perceived as more gratifying than costly.
Downton and Wehr (1998) found that the long-term activists of the
Peace and Social Justice Movement were satisfied with their participation
in the movement because it allowed them to be creative in their activities
for the organization. In addition, they were rewarded for their individual
effort in participating with the social support of the other members of the
organization . It provided a positive work atmosphere and it was effective
in the achievement of their goals (perceived favourable political opportunity structures). Similarly, Mannarini and Fedi (2011) note that long-term
activists frequently consider their activity to be enjoyable, which makes
the collective actions gratifying. Nepstad (2004) notices that gratifying
relationships among the activists are constructed during daily activities,
which are organized by the social movement itself, in many cases (see also
Taylor, 1989). Indeed, Van Stekelenburg and Klandermans (2010)) explain
that the better the social movement supplies some activists’ demands, the
more gratifying the participation in the movement will be.
As one might note, the list of what can be considered gratifying participation is long. Moreover, as it relates to the individuals’ own perception, it can change from individual to individual and from movement to
movement, insofar as individuals’ perceptions are a result of a number of
individual and contextual factors. The activists may feel gratified in participating due to issues that are difficult to list beforehand. The activists’
satisfaction is not only related to their social networks inside the movement; it is also influenced by social contexts outside the movement and by
individual characteristics that the activists may develop even before their
participation. Indeed, as Van der Veen and Klandermans (1989) highlight,
what is gratifying for one person may not be so for another and, likewise,
what is costly for one individual may not be for somebody else.

3.1.2 Understanding the disengagement process
Much like joining and continuing to participate in a movement, there are
many reasons to leave it. Researchers have found that former activists
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usually leave a movement due to a number of reasons: they do not feel
represented by the movement anymore (Passy & Giugni, 2000; Downton &
Wehr, 1998), they feel frustrated and powerless (Klandermans, 1997); they
had negative experiences interacting with others activists (Klandermans,
1997; Corrigall-Brown, 2006), they would like to have more time for their
personal and professional life (Downton & Wehr, 1998; Passy & Giugni,
2000; Nepstad, 2008) and/or they are not able to handle the psychological,
material and time demands that a life of activism requires (Klandermans,
1997; Nepstad, 2008).
Corrigall-Brown (2006) argues that the individuals’ participation tends
to decrease when their beliefs are no longer seen as congruent with their
identity (see also Van der Veen & Klandermans, 1989; Gamson, 1991;
Klandermans, 1997). Indeed, Passy and Giugni (2000) note that the individuals’ perceptions are gradually modified by changes in the individuals’ personal life-sphere, which shares beliefs that are incongruent with
those of the movement. This may lead to the disconnection of identities,
a loss of identification with the movement and less frequent interactions
with other activists (Passy & Giugni, 2000). The authors noted that this
situation makes the individuals’ participation costly. In the same vein,
Corrigall-Brown (2006) states that, when the individuals’ ties inside a social movement become less important, they are less likely to put up with
the costs of participation.
Another circumstance that can cause identity incongruence occurs when
the movement’s beliefs change, but the activists’ beliefs do not. Some
activists may find that the organization does not represent their interests
and beliefs anymore (Corrigall-Brown, 2006). Thus, when the individuals’
beliefs are no longer in accordance with those of the movement, whether
it is because of changes in the individuals’ personal life-spheres or because
of changes in the movement, they no longer identify with the movement.
In addition, Sandell (1999) discovered that changes in the composition of
the members that form the social networks inside the movement have an
impact on their participation. The author concludes that the activists’
chances of leaving a movement increase after relevant others drop out.
At an organizational level, Knoke (1981), studying commitment and
detachment in voluntary associations, noticed that the more difficult the
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communication within the association and the lower the individuals’ influence on the associations’ decision-making are, the higher the chances
become that the individuals leave. As a result, individuals have to feel
that they are able to self-regulate their participation in order to remain
in the association.
Furthermore, when the organization’s tactics fail regularly, that is, when
the activists’ collective actions do not achieve their expected goals, the
activists tend to feel demoralized (Klandermans, 1989) and the perception
of weak control over the collective policy may increase their detachment
towards an organization (Knoke, 1981). Yet, insufficient social support
to cope with the sacrifices, that are common in a long-term career as an
activist, makes handling stress and organizing personal time more difficult
for the activists (see Klandermans, 1997; Mannarini & Talò, 2011).
Lastly, to understand disengagement, the activists’ commitment has to
be taken into consideration. Just as high levels of commitment play a
crucial role in sustaining activism, low levels of commitment may increase
the likelihood of disengagement. To increase the chances of leaving a
movement, Klandermans (1997) explains, the components of commitment
may be negatively influenced by different features: affective commitment
is affected by ungratified experiences within the movement and with others activists, and continuance commitment is damaged by the activists’
perception of new attractive alternatives. On the other hand, normative
commitment, rooted in long-term socialization, is less likely to be affected
after it has already been developed given its relation to the intrinsic belief
(core beliefs) of what is morally acceptable.
All the examples above can make participation costly. If the sum of
the benefits does not outweigh the sum of the costs, participation cannot
provide sufficient gratification and, as a result, the chances of disengagement increase (Klandermans, 1997).
The factors that influence the individuals’ disengagement are the same
that influence their sustained participation (social networks, fit between
individuals’ identities and a movement’s collective identity, perceived political opportunity structures, commitment and a perceived gratifying/costly
participation). One should keep in mind that the individuals’ evaluation of
the costs and benefits of participating involves personal and, therefore, un-
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predictable factors. People with different backgrounds who participate in
the same social movement may consider different reasons for leaving the
movement depending on what is costly and gratifying on an individual
basis.
The activists’ disengagement is similar to the reverse of their sustained
participation and it depends on a variety of factors that are not taken into
consideration during the recruitment process. In fact, Klandermans (1997)
states that the individuals’ identities are not the same after being part of
a movement, especially over longer periods. The experience of participating in a social movement involves social interactions that are different
from those that the individuals had before joining the movement. These
interactions constantly transform and shape their identities and perceptions (see Passy & Giugni, 2000). In this way, the activists’ participation
in a social movement is constantly under evaluation. When the result of
their evaluation is more costly than gratifying, the activists’ participation
is undermined.
In the previous subsections, I used prior studies to show that sustained
participation and disengagement are multi-causal phenomena. The activists’ commitment, identities, perceptions and social networks have important roles in the activists’ decision to continue to participate in or to leave
a social movement. In the next section, I will explain the interrelations of
the antecedents of sustained participation and disengagement and present
my hypotheses.

3.1.3 The interrelation of sustained participation’s antecedents:
the model of sustained participation and disengagement
As explained in Sections 3.1.1 and 3.1.2, studies have shown that the activists’ sustained participation and disengagement from social movements
depend on how gratifying or costly the activists perceive their participation
to be. Moreover, they are influenced by a number of other factors (commitment, identities, perception of political opportunity structures and social
networks inside and outside the movement).
A common understanding among researchers is that the activists’ commitment plays a crucial role in sustained participation and disengagement.
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Generally speaking, the more committed to the movement the activists
are, the higher their chances of continuing to participate in its collective
actions. On the other hand, the less committed to the movement they are,
the higher their chances of disengaging from the movement.
Notwithstanding, the activists’ commitment to a movement is the result
of a variety of individual and contextual aspects that begin to develop
before they are part of the movement and are transformed during their
trajectory as activists.
Taking a step back in the sustained participation and disengagement
processes, studies have found that commitment has a number of antecedents. Moreover, different antecedents directly influence specific components of commitment (affective, continuance and normative commitment).
Affective commitment may be influenced by how much satisfaction the
activists gain through their participation in the movements (see e.g. Allen
& Meyer, 1990; Klandermans, 1997; Nepstad, 2004) and by how much the
activists identify with the movement’s identity (Mannarini & Fedi, 2011).
As explained in Section 3.1.1, the activists’ identification with a movement
is only possible when their identities and the movements’ collective identity
are in accordance (see e.g. Gamson, 1991; Passy & Giugni, 2000).
Continuance commitment may be influenced by the activists’ expectation of being paid off for their effort in participating and the lack/existence
of alternatives. That is, the lack/existence of other organizations that can
provide the activists with similar or better chances of meeting their goals
(Allen & Meyer, 1990).
Normative commitment may be influenced by long-term socialization
embedded in social networks where values, beliefs and rules that reinforce
loyalty to the organization are shared (Allen & Meyer, 1990; Nepstad,
2004; Mannarini & Fedi, 2011). Therefore, the activists’ social networks
derived from long-term socialization are the direct antecedent of normative
commitment, influencing their decision to remain in the movement or to
end their participation. Nevertheless, regarding the activists’ decision
to leave the movement, Klandermans (1997) argues that, once developed,
the activists’ normative commitment is more difficult to damage because it
based upon the intrinsic belief (core beliefs) of what is morally acceptable.
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Regarding the activists’ perceptions, their perceived political opportunity structures have been pointed out as predictors of sustained participation/disengagement (Barkan et al., 1993; Passy & Giugni, 2000). Going
one step further, I argue that the activists who have a positive perception
of the political opportunity structures may believe that they have more
chances of being rewarded by their participation. Consequently, the activists’ perception of the political opportunity structures may specifically
influence the activists’ continuance commitment.
Normative commitment, affective commitments and the activists’ identification with the movement, as well as their perception of political opportunity structures, depend directly on the individuals’ social networks.
As previously stated, social networks are constantly forming and transforming the individuals’ identities (Gamson, 1991; Tilly, 1998; Krinsky &
Crossley, 2014; Passy & Monsch, 2014). This process of identity formation and transformation starts when the individual is born and lasts for a
lifetime. Especially in the socialization with relevant others during childhood, the norms and values that will guide the individual’s core beliefs
are shared (Downton & Wehr, 1991).
It is very difficult to modify the intrinsic beliefs related to the individuals’ sense of identity and morality (core beliefs). As a result, individuals
are more likely to be part of social networks in which the members already
share similar norms and values (Downton & Wehr, 1991). In the case of
the individuals, these beliefs form their personal and social identity, while
among the members of a group, as a social movement, the shared beliefs
form the group’s collective identity. After a long history of activism, some
individuals’ beliefs, as well as the movement’s beliefs, can change.
Based on the previous discussion, I argue that individuals have a greater
chance of continued participation if the members of their social movement’s social networks keep sharing beliefs similar to theirs, i.e. if the
activists still identify with the movement (see e.g. Barkan et al., 1993;
Passy & Giugni, 2000; Nepstad, 2004; Corrigall-Brown, 2006). In this
vein, individuals’ social networks influence the fit between the individuals’
identities and the movement’s collective identity. This happens because
norms, values, and beliefs are shared during the activists’ social interrelationships. Therefore, if the activists’ values, norms and beliefs are still in
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accordance with the beliefs of the social movement, they have a greater
chance of continuing to participate. On the contrary, if the activists’ values, norms and beliefs are no longer in harmony with those of the social
movement, the chances of ending their participation increase.
In addition, studies have shown that social networks also influence the
individuals’ perception of their reality (see Downton & Wehr, 1991; Passy
& Giugni, 2000). As a result, how the activists perceive the political
opportunity structures may influence their social networks. They can
perceive these opportunities as more or less favourable to the movement’s
collective actions. Indeed, individuals tend to perceive their own group
as more effective than the groups of others (Klandermans, 1997). I argue
that strong in-group social networks have a positive effect on the activists’
perception of political opportunity structures.
As strong social networks require time to develop, I also argue that
they may be strengthened by sustained participation itself. This creates a
cycle of positive reinforcement between social networks and sustained participation due to more frequent social interaction among the activists the
longer they participate. Finally, the activists may have greater chances of
continued participation in a movement if they perceive their participation
as more gratifying than costly, and they have more chances of ending their
participation if they perceive it as more costly than gratifying. Moreover,
the longer the activists participate in a social movement, the more they
perceive their participation as gratifying (Klandermans, 1997).
As a result of the previous discussions, I raise the following hypotheses:
Hyp. 1: The activists’ social networks have an influence on the good or bad
fit between the activists’ identities and the social movement’s collective identity (individuals’ identification with the movement).
The greater the frequency, strength and friendliness of the social
relations with other activists, the higher the individuals’ chances
of identifying with the movement.
Hyp. 2: The individuals’ identification with the movement has an influence on their high or low affective commitment towards the movement. The more they identify with the movement, the more affectively committed to the movement they are.
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Hyp. 3: The activists’ social networks have an influence on how satisfying the activists perceive their participation. The greater the
frequency, strength and friendliness of the social relations with
other activists, the higher the individuals’ chances of being satisfied with their participation.
Hyp. 4: The activists’ perception of how satisfying their participation is
has an influence on their high or low affective commitment towards the movement. The more their participation is considered
satisfying, the more affectively committed to the movement they
are.
Hyp. 5: The activists’ social networks have an influence on their high or
low normative commitment towards the movement. The more
their long-term social relations reinforce loyalty and moral values,
the more normatively committed to the movement they are.
Hyp. 6: The activists’ social networks have an influence on the activists’ favourable or unfavourable perception of political opportunity structures. The stronger the movement’s social networks are,
the more favourable the activists’ perception of political opportunity structures.
Hyp. 7: The activists who perceive the political opportunity structures
as favourable may have higher expectations of being rewarded for
their participation, as opposed to those who perceive the political
opportunity structures as unfavourable.
Hyp. 8: The higher the activists’ expectations of being rewarded for their
participation, the higher their levels of continuance commitment
to the movement, as opposed to those who have lower expectations of being rewarded for their participation.
Hyp. 9: The activists’ perception of lack of alternatives to meet their
goals increases the chances of developing/maintaining their continuance commitment to the movement and the existence of al-

83

Chapter 3 · Theoretical framework
ternatives to meet their goals decreases the chances of developing/maintaining their continuance commitment.
Hyp. 10: High levels of affective and/or3 normative and/or continuance
commitment increase the chances of the activists’ sustained participation and lower levels of affective and/or normative and/or
continuance commitment increase the chances of the activists’
disengagement.
Hyp. 11: All the factors that influence the activists’ participation are constantly under evaluation. Thus, the more the activists evaluate
their participation as gratifying, the higher their chances to continue participating. The more the activists evaluate their participation as costly, the higher their chances of disengaging from
the movement.
Hyp. 12: The longer the activists participate in a social movement, the
greater the frequency, strength and friendliness of their social
relations with other activists.
These hypotheses on the processes of sustained participation and disengagement are summarized in the Figure 3.1.
I will conclude this section with a discussion of some assumptions that
help to understand the second research question, which is related to the
participation of those individuals who joined the movement during their
childhood.

3.1.4 Understanding individuals’ participation during childhood
and their later sustained participation or disengagement
The Little Landless (Sem Terrinhas) spend their childhood participating
in the collective actions of the MST and live in communities organized by
the movement (the camps and settlements). The children do not choose
3

I use ‘and/or’ to connect the components of commitment in order to indicate that
these components do not exclude each other and that they do not all have to emerge
in every individual, as I explained in the beginning of Section 3.1.1.
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to join the MST. Their parents and other close relatives decide to join
the movement and to bring the whole family with them to occupy land
and live in the camps. In other cases, the Little Landless are born in
the movement’s settlements where their parents already live. In both
situations, the beginning of their activism is ‘involuntary’ and, as Rodgers
(2005) denotes, they become ‘participants by default’. The author explains
that in this kind of participation, the child is involved in the movement
through his/her parents or other adults, and the ongoing exposure to the
jargon, strategies and goals of the movement (political socialization) can
facilitate their voluntary and active participation in the future.
Indeed, as already mentioned, studies on social movement participation
showed that social interactions help to shape the individuals’ social reality and identity (Downton & Wehr, 1991, 1998; Passy & Monsch, 2014).
During these ongoing interactions, beliefs are shared and the individuals’
identities are being constantly constructed, changed and transformed. In
their study on the participation of pacifists, Downton and Wehr (1998)
explain that beliefs are shared beginning in childhood, through interaction with family members and other people close to the children. It is
such an everyday experience that we do not realize that we are constantly
internalizing the beliefs of our parents (Downton & Wehr, 1991). Thus,
little by little, our perceptions are influenced by the beliefs of others. This
constructed worldview is perceived as the ‘truths’ which are the basis for
our moral and ethical convictions. To illustrate, the authors found that,
beginning in childhood, people close to the children were able to share principles via example that prepared the pacifists for their activism. These
activists learned to help others, to be critical of social institutions, to see
activism as problem solving and to be socially responsible. These values
facilitated their participation in collective actions in the future. Similarly,
some studies have revealed that activists’ children have more chances of
being activists as adults (Jennings, 2002; Duncan & Agronick, 1995, e.g.).
Furthermore, according to Erik Erikson’s stages of psychological development (E. Erikson & J. Erikson, 1998), in the last stage of childhood
(between the ages of 5 and 12), the children have a greater chance of being
aware of their existence as individuals. They gain a better understanding
of the effects that their actions have on their environment. As a result,
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they become more responsible and have a particular interest in developing
skills in order to better control the effects of their actions on the world.
In this stage, children also develop their moral values and are able to classify cultures and individuals as being part of different groups/contexts.
E. Erikson and J. Erikson (1998) point out that adolescence (between the
ages of 13 and 19) is the period in which individuals often question who
they are and what they can be in their context. This is why the authors
consider adolescence to be a period of identity consolidation. Individuals
become increasingly worried about what people think of them and try
to find a way to be included in society. To do so, they can affiliate with
groups that provide experiences that reassemble this identity in formation.
The authors observe that this is a period of ‘identity crises’ in which individuals forge an identity based around their childhood but, likewise, this
identity has to fit within what society considers an adult identity. Thus,
adolescence is an identity transition between the individuals’ childhood
and their adulthood in a specific society.
From the moment that the children start to live in one of the MST
communities, they interact with MST activists. The social interactions
between the Little Landless and other MST activists take place during
common, everyday activities, such as visiting neighbours and attending
school. In general, the movement also organizes the schools, as explained
in Chapter 2. Nepstad’s (2008) aforementioned findings about the ‘plausible structures’ demonstrates the impact of political socialization in tightknit communities such as those of the MST. In short, the author observed
that in the communities organized by the Plowshares movement, ‘plausible structures’ were created, i.e. a place where the activists’ improbable
beliefs could be legitimated and ensured by the others activists (‘confirmatory others’).
A characteristic of the social interactions that may contribute to the
efficacy of these ‘plausible structures’ is the fact that, in reference to the
term ‘multiple embeddings’, coined by McAdam and Paulsen (1993), the
activists who were raised in MST communities are more likely to have
social networks that are composed of ‘few embeddings’. In this sense,
fewer ties form the social bonds. In the case of the Little Landless, the ties
established via family, school and the social movement’s networks overlap.
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Therefore, the movement’s structure may be even more ‘plausible’, given
that a substantial part of their ties plays the role of confirmatory others.
Furthermore, it is important to keep in mind that, as previously discussed, the harmony between the individuals’ beliefs and those shared by
the social movement’s networks are considered, by many authors, as a
precondition for the individuals’ participation in organizations (Downton
& Wehr, 1991, 1998; Gamson, 1991; Barkan et al., 1993; Passy & Giugni,
2000; Nepstad, 2004; Corrigall-Brown, 2006).
With the hope of surviving over time, some social movements intentionally try to convert the activists children to active participants, guaranteeing intergenerational political participation (DeMartini, 1990 in Rodgers,
2002). Rodgers (2005) states that children become ‘active participants’
when they struggle for specific causes, follow age-appropriate strategies
and identify themselves as members of the movement. Accordingly, many
children who participate in the movement describe themselves as Little
Landless and the MST organizes collective actions specifically for them.
It organizes the annual Little Landless meetings (encontro dos Sem Terrinhas) and a variety of demonstrations where the children discuss and
publicize issues related to childhood. In February of 2014, about 750
children participated in a demonstration in front of the building of the
Ministry of Education in Brasília, accompanied by adult activists to demand improvements in the quality of education in rural schools (Central
Única dos Trabalhadores [CUT], 2014). Activities specifically for children,
like those promoted by the MST, encourage their active participation and
autonomy (see Rodgers, 2005).
In sum, socialization during childhood and adolescence has a crucial
role in the construction of the individuals’ identities. The plausible structures, such as the movement’s communities, contribute to the legitimation
of some questionable beliefs shared by the movement. In addition, many
social movements are aware of the influence of the political socialization
of the activists’ children on the intergenerational political involvement
(Rodgers, 2005). Therefore, I infer that the participation of the Little
Landless gives the MST the opportunity to recruit people who can become ‘ideal activists’, i.e. more committed activists, gradually. In the
protected environment, i.e. camps and settlements, the organization’s be-
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liefs and the activists’ core beliefs may be in greater accordance because:
(1) the movement’s communities provide political socialization during the
life stages (childhood and adolescence) in which the sharing of beliefs has
more impact in the individuals’ identity and; (2) the constant and intense
socialization in these communities makes the beliefs, shared by the other
MST activists, less questionable.
According to the collective actions theory (Olson, 1968), participation
in a social movement is a rational decision. As such, the individuals weigh
the costs and benefits of participating in collective actions before deciding
to join a social movement. If the individuals determine that the benefits of
participating outweigh the costs, it is more likely that they will participate
in collective actions. However, the collective actions theory does not apply
to the children’s participation in the MST. As I just described, when they
start to participate in the MST the children do so ‘by default’, that is,
involuntarily.
Nevertheless, participating by default is not a guarantee that the children will become active participants either during childhood or later as
adults (Blee, 2002; Rodgers, 2005). Blee (2002) observes that some children who were exposed to political socialization in a social movement
do not become active participants in the future. In addition, Downton
and Wehr (1991) observe that the networks formed by a group help to
maintain the individuals’ conformity and commitment. If these individuals loose these contacts or do not interact with the other components of
the group very often, adverse external social pressures can jeopardize this
protected context. In this way, the individuals’ disengagement from the
movement becomes an alternative.
Considering E. Erikson and J. Erikson (1998) and the studies of social
movements scholars that I discussed in this section, I argue that individuals who spend their childhood in MST communities have a greater
chance of questioning their initial ‘involuntary’ participation when they
grow up and start to interact with other networks, where the beliefs are
not in harmony with those of the movement. Those who grow up in MST
communities may start to compare the movement’s beliefs with those of
others, e.g. the beliefs of people from their work and leisure places. If contradictions between beliefs from different networks occur, it can generate
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an internal conflict, which culminates in the question: should I continue
to participate or should I quit? Therefore, for those who grow up in MST
communities, the evaluation of the costs and benefits of participation (see
Olson, 1968) may also occur, but at a later point.
Overall, I argue that the social networks of the individuals who grew up
in MST communities play a crucial role in their decision to become activists when they are adults. Continuing to participate may depend on the
strength of their social networks inside and outside of the movement, and
the compatibility between the beliefs of these networks. I suppose that,
for the activists who grew up in MST communities, leaving the movement
is more costly, given that it means abdicating core beliefs that form their
personal identity and potentially breaking away from a substantial part of
their personal networks.

3.2 Control variables of the participation of MST
activists
The MST organizes throughout Brazil. As the different regions of the
country have large geographic and economic differences, I expect these
regional aspects to affect the participation of the activists in some way.
I focus on the comparison of the individuals’ activism in two Brazilian
regions: the Northeast and the South. The Northeast is one of the poorest
regions of the country and has experienced long periods of drought. Sometimes, the climate makes agriculture, the livelihood of the Landless, very
difficult. On the other hand, the South of Brazil is one of the richest regions, and the climate is milder than in the Northeast. Consequently, the
southern Landless have better farming conditions than the northeasterners.
Specifically, I carried out my fieldwork in the northeastern state of Pernambuco, where the MST has operated since 1989, and the in southern
state of Rio Grande do Sul, where the movement has been active since
1984. The analysis of the MST activists’ participation in these two states
helps me to understand how the economic and climatic differences affect
the individuals’ activism.
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Usually, the movement is organized in the countryside, a context in
Brazil known as a male environment. There, the men are responsible for
bringing money into the household and the women are in charge of taking care of the family and working in less profitable activities, such as
the cultivation of vegetable gardens. Indeed, Paulilo (2009) points out
that, for a long time, women in the Brazilian countryside were considered
housewives rather than farmers. As a reflection of what happens in a
broader context, I propose that gender influences how responsibility and,
consequently, power are distributed between men and women in the movement’s context. This situation may affect their participation.
Moreover, the movement is formed by people of all ages and levels of
education as well as different marital statuses and social classes (albeit
the majority are poor and have a low level of education). Therefore, they
bring different backgrounds to the movement. As explained in Chapter
2, not all activists are leaders of the movement, many of them participate but without having leadership roles. Regarding other specificities of
the movement, it is known that some activists are educated in the MST
schools and live in the MST communities (settlements and camps). These
characteristics are checked in order to know whether and to what extent
they influence the activist’s participation.
MST participation is highly demanding due to the risks involved in its
collective actions, and the time one waits to achieve goals (see Chapter 2).
That is why this movement can be described as being a ‘greedy organization’ (see Franzway, 2000; Corrigall-Brown, 2006; Nepstad, 2008). That
is, an organization where participation requires a great amount of time
and energy. These characteristics have to do with two other aspects that
some scholars have taken into account in order to understand the activists’
participation: biographical availability and high-risk/cost activism. These
factors are the consequence of how the activists’ social support is organized and how the movement’s mobilization is risk-demanding, respectively.
However, in literature, there is no consensus as to whether these aspects
specifically affect sustained participation and disengagement.
Biographical availability means not being bothered by “... personal
constraints that may increase the costs and risks of movement participation, such as full-time employment, marriage, and family responsibilities”
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(McAdam, 1986, p.70). Therefore, I expect the activists who are more
‘biographically available’ to have a greater chance of sustained participation in a greedy organization like the MST. However, Corrigall-Brown
(2012) argues that biographical availability is an important precondition
for the recruitment of new members, but it is not particularly relevant
to the permanence of the activists in a movement. Because the influence
of biographical availability on sustained participation is controversial, I
included a series of variables that are related to the biographical availability of the activists in my set of control variables (marital status, having
children, taking care of children and having a job outside the movement).
McAdam (1986), studying recruitment in the Mississippi Freedom Summer Project in 1964, found that high-risk/cost activism increased integration into activists’ networks. This, in turn, contributed to deepening
ideological socialization that increased the likelihood of the construction
of the activists’ identities. Finally, coming full circle, the emergence of the
activists’ identities increased the chances of supporting the high-risk/cost
activism.
As previously stated in the introduction, participation in the MST is
certainly a high-risk activity, which may improve the chances of an individual to continue to participate in a social movement (see Nepstad,
2004; Gamson, 1991). However, it does not mean that activism without
high levels of risk is destined to end sooner. In fact, some studies on
participation in social movements that do not offer considerable risks for
theirs activists revealed that part of the activists continued to participate in these kind of movements for a long time as well (see Downton &
Wehr, 1998; Passy & Giugni, 2000). As this factor does not seem to be
determinant for the activists’ sustained participation, I consider it a control variable. In addition, in order to understand how much the high-risk
activism affects the activists, I also checked the activists’ coping skills and
level of stress.
In this chapter, I reviewed the literature on sustained participation and
disengagement and elaborated my hypotheses and assumptions as to how
both processes may happen during participation in the MST. In the next
chapter, the decision-making for the methodology will be presented.
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Different research methods answer different questions (Teddlie & Tashakkori,
2010; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2006) and must be adapted according to
one’s context (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2006). With this purpose, I mixed
quantitative and qualitative data collection and data analysis methods in
a single study, which can make the task of choosing the proper methods
more complex (see Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2006). In this way, I aimed
to provide a comprehensive understanding of sustained participation and
disengagement.
I used semi-structured questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, participant observation and documentary sources to answer the following research questions:
(1.1) Why do some MST activists continue to participate?
(1.2) Why do some MST activists end their participation?
(2.1) To what extent does the sustained participation of the individuals
who grew up within MST communities differ from the sustained participation of those who joined the movement as adults?
(2.2) To what extent does the disengagement of the individuals who grew
up within MST communities differ from the disengagement of those
who joined the movement as adults?
Before describing how I used each research method, I will present the
research design, including the aims of each research question and the methods suitable for answering them (Sec. 4.1). Next, I will present the elements that compose the methodology of this study: methods (Sec. 4.2),
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data collection procedures (Sec. 4.3) and data analysis (Sec. 4.4). The
chapter ends with thoughts on the study’s limitations (Sec. 4.5).

4.1 Research design
The paradigm of pragmatism is the most accepted, or at least the most
cited, philosophical basis to justify and to support the use of the mixed
methods in a single study (Martens, 2012; Creswell, 2007; Johnson, Onwuegbuzie & Turner, 2007a; Migiro & Magangi, 2011). Using a simplified
definition, the pragmatist approach postulates that the truth is ’what
works best’ to understand a specific problem (Migiro & Magangi, 2011).
As such, the best methods are those that best fit the research questions
of the study.
Barbour (2008) states that quantitative research is suitable to identify
statistically significant relations while qualitative research is able to highlight particular mechanisms between these relations. Migiro and Magangi
(2011) observe: “[w]ords, pictures and narratives can be used to add meaning to numbers (. . . ) [and] [n]umbers can be used to add precision to
words, pictures and narratives.” (p. 3763) (see also Creswell, 2007).
The goals of this study cannot be achieved using either quantitative or
qualitative methods alone, since the research questions require both types
of approaches. Social movements are embedded in social contexts that will
always have an impact on them. Although one knows beforehand that this
influence exists, it is not possible to anticipate how a specific context will
influence a specific social movement. To obtain this kind of knowledge,
I must leave room for unexpected variables by conducting research using
qualitative methods. On the other hand, previous studies have revealed
some patterns that allowed me to raise hypotheses about the phenomena
of sustained participation and disengagement. Therefore, I also conducted
confirmatory research. Consequently, I was able to look at several specific
aspects of MST participation and observe some of the patterns commonly
found in previous social movements studies.
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4.1.1 Mixed methods concurrent triangulation design
I used a ‘mixed methods concurrent triangulation design’ to answer the
research questions concerning the sustained participation of MST activists, RQ1.1 and RQ 2.1. I carried out the data collection and analysis
separately (see Creswell, Plano Clark, Gutmann & Hanson, 2010). The
data sets were merged, compared and contrasted and, whenever possible,
the results of both quantitative and qualitative data analysis were brought
together in the interpretation (see Creswell et al., 2010; Onwuegbuzie &
Leech, 2006; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2010). In doing so, it was possible
to obtain complementary data on the same phenomenon and, therefore,
a better understanding of the research problem (Morse, 1991; Migiro &
Magangi, 2011). The results derived from one method can be used to support and/or explain the results derived from the other method. Moreover,
this design can reveal possible contradictions (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie &
Turner, 2007b) that provide a more thorough interpretation of the data.
For the research question (1.1), I formulated hypotheses based on previous studies that shed light on why the activists decide to continue to
participate. I constructed a semi-structured questionnaire (quantitative
data collection method), in which the items were elaborated with the aim
of checking the hypotheses. In this way, I sought to determine which expected factors (variables) influence the sustained participation of the MST
activists and how these factors are related.
Nevertheless, participation in a movement also depends on individual
factors, which can vary from person to person (e.g., what makes participation gratifying for one person may not be gratifying for others). In order
to cover unexpected individual specificities and contextual factors, I also
held semi-structured interviews with activists and carried out participant
observation in different contexts.
Regarding the research question (2.1), as mentioned in the previous
chapter, studies on children’s participation are still scarce and few focus
on sustained participation. As a result, it is unsurprising that there are
no studies that cover the specific phenomenon of the sustained participation of activists who were born in the movement and begin participating
as children. Thus, I could not count on specific studies in this field to
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infer what might influence sustained participation. To answer this research question, I used the same data sources as the hypotheses related
to research question 1.1. The data derived from the questionnaires and
from the interviews with the activists was split into two groups: (1) data
originated from the answers of the activists who grew up in MST communities and (2) data originated from the answers of the activists who did
not grow up in MST communities. Moreover, I combined the findings derived from the questionnaires and the interviews with those derived from
my field notes whenever the data could provide compelling information on
the difference between both groups of activists.
Therefore, when implementing the mixed methods concurrent triangulation design, I adopted two parallel samples, one for the questionnaires
and another for the interviews (see Onwuegbuzie & Collins, 2007). Both
sets of data were collected in the same period, each one corresponding
to a different sample (40 interviewees and 85 questionnaire respondents),
although the characteristics of the population of interest (MST activists)
were the same (see Onwuegbuzie & Collins, 2007). Concomitantly, I used
participant observation to “(. . . ) uncover inconsistencies between how
people perceive and present their own involvement and what they actually do in practice” (Barbour, 2008, p. 17). Therefore, the data from
participant observation was used to interpret unexpected findings and to
provide explanations for the processes involved in the expected results.
As I discussed in Chapter 2, previous studies on participation in the
MST pointed out that certain leaders of this social movement have authoritarian traits and, consequently, some activists could be uncomfortable
criticizing or speaking out against the movement’s interests. Therefore, I
was aware that it could be difficult for the activists to demonstrate, in recorded interviews and questionnaires, behaviours or attitudes contrary to
the movement’s claims and ideology. In this regard, the data derived from
the participant observation were especially useful because it allowed me to
observe aspects of participation in the MST that activists were ashamed
to openly reveal, e.g. conflicts between activists as described in Section
2.3 of the Chapter 2.
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4.1.2 Multiple-case study design
I used a full qualitative approach, i.e. a multiple-case study design, to
answer the research questions related to the disengagement of activists
(research question (1.2)) and of the individuals who grew up in the MST
communities (research question (2.2)).
A case can be many different things: a single individual, several individuals, an event, an activity or a program (Creswell, 2007). Many scholars
argue that case study designs allow the researcher to build theories and
make analytic generalizations (see e.g. Yin, 2003; Dooley, 2002). This is
possible because, as Dooley (2002) argues, a case study “(. . . ) excels at
bringing us to an understanding of a complex issue and can add strength
to what is already known through previous research” (p. 335). There are
studies that are carried out with asingle cases and studies that are carried out with multiple cases (see Yin, 2003). In the latter, the cases are
cross-compared in order to identify patterns and contradictions (see e.g.
Yin, 2003; Dion, 1998). Yin (2003) explains that the researcher should
carefully select the cases, which can provide similar or/and contrasting
results, and they should be selected based on a theoretical framework.
Finally, the researcher must combine different data sources, such as interviews, participant observation and documentary sources, in order to
obtain more compelling findings (Yin, 2003).
To understand ‘why some activists end their participation’ (research
question (1.2)), four interviews were conducted. Each one represents distinct reasons (critical cases) as to why the activists decided they would
no longer participate in the MST. These reasons were: ideological disagreement, non-fulfilment of a life-meaning demand, insufficient time for
pursuing personal projects and personal duties. The data from interviews
was combined with the data derived from my participant observation field
notes in order to diversify the sources of evidence. Thus, to accomplish
the objectives of this part of the study, I adopted a multiple-case study
design focused on the disengagement trajectories of four individuals.
I chose to conduct semi-structured interviews with the individuals who
had stopped participating rather than applying a questionnaire, because
I wanted to examine a phenomenon that occurred in the past, i.e. the
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individuals’ disengagement. Thus, I had to rely on the interviewees’
memory about a phenomenon instead of relying on their impressions about
something that they were experiencing at that moment. Through semistructured interviews, the interviewees could report, in the form of a narrative, only what they remembered from their trajectory of recruitment,
participation and disengagement in the movement. A questionnaire could
contain details regarding the individuals’ past participation that would
be difficult to remember and could trigger ‘false memories’, which could
produce misleading results.
In addition, regarding the investigation of the reasons as to why some
people who grew up in the MST communities do not become activists in
the future (research question (2.2)), another multiple-case study was conducted. Much like the sustained participation of the individuals who grew
up in the MST communities, there is no study on the disengagement of
these individuals. Therefore, I opted to conduct exploratory research in
order to understand this specific phenomenon. To collect this data, I used
a mix of qualitative methods: participant observation and documentary
sources, as well as accounts derived from the same semi-structured interviews with the MST activists.
During my fieldwork, I did not have access to individuals who decided
to leave the MST after having spent their childhood in its communities.
However, the activists that I interviewed in the South extensively mentioned the disengagement of these individuals, and I observed it during
my research in this region as well. On the contrary, the activists from the
Northeast observed that the participation of individuals who grew up in
the movement’s communities was an important factor that guaranteed the
survival of the movement in the region. In this way, I was able to identify
two contrasting stories/events, each one in a particular context, to compose this case study: the disengagement of the individuals who grew up
in the MST communities in the South and the sustained participation of
the young activists who grew up in the MST communities in the Northeast. These stories demonstrated the role of context in the process of the
activists’ disengagement.
Besides the interviews with the activists from the South and the Northeast (40 interviewees), I used documentary sources on the MST’s strategies
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for youth mobilization, official socioeconomic data and my field notes derived from participant observation in both regions to compose the set of
data.
These research designs allowed me to accomplish different goals. The
mixed methods concurrent triangulation design was used for exploratory
and confirmatory purposes, while the two multiple-case designs were used
for exploratory purposes. Finally, it is important to mention that documentary sources were also used in order to understand the MST as an
organization in relation to different issues such as political position, ideology, organizational structure, the repertoire of collective actions, history
of the struggle, demand, etc., and also to understand the MST’s and activists’ context (see Chapters 1 and 2). This data, combined with the interviewees’ reports and data from field notes on the same topics, does not
answer the research questions. However, it provides relevant background
information, which is useful to understand the study as a whole.
In Table 4.1, I summarize the relevant information on the methodology
of this study.

4.2 Methods

I used several instruments to collect data: a semi-structured questionnaire, semi-structured interviews, participant observation and documentary sources. In the following section, I will describe these instruments and
how they were applied, as well as who the participants were and how I
chose them and established the sample size.
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Research
question

(1.1)

(1.2)

(2.1)

(2.2)

Data sources

MST activists
Events related
to
sustained
participation
Former
activists
Events related
to
disengagement
MST activists
on
Events
differences
of
sustained
participation
between
the
two sub groups
of activists
MST activists
Events
related to disengagement
of
individuals
who grew up
in
the
MST
communities
Documents
related to the
MST’s
youth
organization
strategies

Data collection methods

Semi-structured questionnaire
(N = 85)
Semi-structured
interviews
(N = 40)
Participant observation

Semi-structured
interviews
(N = 4)
Participant observation

Semi-structured questionnaire
(N = 85)
interviews
Semi-structured
(N = 40)
Participant observation

Semi-structured questionnaire
(N = 40)
Participant observation

Documentary sources

Data analysis
methods
Statistical
analysis
Content analysis

Content analysis

Statistical
analysis
Content analysis

Content analysis

Research design

Mixed methods
concurrent triangulation

Multiple-case
study

Mixed methods
concurrent triangulation

Multiple-case
study

Sampling scheme

Convenience sampling combined
with maximum variation sampling

combined

Maximum variation sampling

Convenience sampling
with critical cases

Convenience sampling combined
with maximum variation sampling

Maximum variation sampling

Contrasting cases (two cases)

Table 4.1: Summary of the methodology of the study.
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4.2.1 Semi-structured questionnaire1
Instrument construction
The semi-structured questionnaire that I elaborated, a paper-and-pencil
instrument, is composed of 62 items, distributed over nine sections (see
Appx. B.2 for the English version of my questionnaire). The first section
covers personal data and is formed by multiple-choice and open-ended
questions. The items in the remaining 8 sections were designed using the
Likert scale from 1 to 5, that indicates either frequency (1=never, 2=almost never, 3=sometimes, 4=often and 5=always) or degree of accordance
(1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=indifferent, 4=agree and 5=strongly
agree).
The first section of the questionnaire, on personal data, is formed by
items that cover the control variables (gender, age, marital status, educational level, occupation and so on) and the dependent variable ‘sustained participation’ (current length of participation). Sections B.2.2,
B.2.3, B.2.4, B.2.6, B.2.7 and B.2.8 cover independent variables (‘social
networks’, ‘commitment’, ‘gratifying participation’, ‘movement identification’, ‘reward expectations’, ‘perceived absence of alternatives’ and ‘perceived political opportunity structures’), while section B.2.5 covers three
control variables (‘high-risk activism’, ‘stress’ and ‘coping skills’) and section B.2.9 has two questions to measure again the dependent variable
‘sustained participation’.
Apart from the items about coping skills and commitment, I elaborated
the other items on the questionnaire based on the operationalization of
each variable (see the sustained participation questionnaire in Portuguese
and its English translation in Appx. B, and the variables operationalization
in Table 4.2.
Regarding the wording of the items, I anticipated that illiterate respondents and others with low levels of education would form part of the
1

A questionnaire is a kind of survey in social research presented on paper, on a screen
or via telephone that includes the same set of questions, statements or scales for
all respondents (Stake, 2010). Questionnaires allow researchers to make inferences
regarding specific parameters of a population by observing a portion/sample of it
(Roy, Acharya & Roy, 2016).
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sample (see Chapter 2). Therefore, the elaboration of the questionnaire
paid special attention to language in order to facilitate comprehension.
The sentences were as short as possible and most of the items were about
the activists’ real experience instead of hypothetical questions. To illustrate, questions that started with ‘imagine that...’ and ‘if you were/could...’
were avoided. Moreover, as the South and Northeast of Brazil each have
their own specific vocabulary, the language of the sentences was carefully
chosen to be understandable in both regions.
The Table 4.2 specifies what each variable measures and gives an example of how an item for each variable is worded2 .
For this study, I conceptualized satisfaction and gratifying participation in the same way. Nevertheless, I use both denominations in order
to differentiate the variables used in the quantitative study (satisfaction)
from the variable used in the qualitative study (gratifying participation).
Notwithstanding, as I explained in Chapter 3, the evaluation of what is
or is not satisfying/gratifying participation is individual and context specific. Therefore, it is not plausible for someone to be able to identify all
the reasons that make a specific group of activists gratified in participating beforehand. Therefore, I completed exploratory research to provide
additional information on what makes the participation of MST activists gratifying. In this case, I used the term ‘gratifying participation’.
The scale of satisfaction elaborated for the questionnaire measures the
activists’ satisfaction derived from two reasons: the movement’s effectiveness and improvement in the quality of the activists’ lives. On the other
hand, the analysis of the qualitative data revealed that, aside from the two
aforementioned reasons, there are seven additional reasons for gratifying
participation.
The reliability scores of the questionnaire scales are summarized in Table
4.3. As one notes, some scales obtained low Cronbach’s Alpha or Pearson correlation values (continuance commitment, normative commitment,
perceived political opportunity structures, coping skills, stress, high-risk
activism and sustained participation). The low reliability of a scale may
be caused by a small number of items or/and by the fact that each item of
2

For more details, see the questionnaire in Appx. B.2.
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Variable

Scale or
item(s)

Measurement

Example of item

Biographical
availability

Set
of
items∗

Who is the primary caretaker of your
children?
( ) you ( ) your partner ( ) other

Coping skills

Scale

Activities and responsibilities outside the movement
that facilitate and impede
activist participation
How the activist deals with
stress.

Stress

Scale

Stress level of the activist

High-risk
activism

1 item

How often the activist experiences high-risk activism
How often, how strong and
friendly the activists’ social interactions inside the
movement are
How much the activist is
affectively committed
How high is the activist
level of continuance commitment
How much the activist is
normatively committed
How much the activist is
satisfied with his/her participation
How much the activist
agrees with the movement’s believes, values,
and identifies as part of
the movement
How high the activist’s expectation of being rewarded by their participation
is
How much the activist
agrees that he/she does
not have alternatives to
their participation
How much the activist perceives the political opportunity structures as favourable to the collective
actions of the movement.
How long the activist has
been participating in the
movement (years)
How strong the activist’s
intention to continue participating is

Social
works

net-

Scale

Affective
commitment
Continuance
commitment

Scale

Normative
commitment
Satisfaction

1 item

Movement
identification

Scale

Reward
expectations

Scale

Perceived
lack of alternatives

1 item

Perceived
political
opportunity
structures

Scale

Length
of
participation

1item

Willingness
to
continue
participating

1 item

1 item

Scale

When you are worried about something,
how often do you ask for help or advice
from your friends?
How often do you have the feeling that
the difficulties accumulated in such a way
that you believe that you cannot overcome them?
How often do you participate in MST
activities that endanger your or your
family’s life or physical integrity?
How often can you count on the activists’
support when you have a problem or are
worried about something?
See Tab. 4.4 (items 19, 20, 21 and 22)
See Tab. 4.4 (item 23)

See Tab. 4.4 (item 26)
To what extent do you agree that you did
reach your goals within the movement?
To what extent do you agree that you
have much in common with the other
members of the MST?

To what extent do you agree that you
have much hope in achieving all your
goals with the help of the movement?
To what extent do you agree that there
are few movements that can offer the
same opportunities as the MST?
To what extent do you agree that the current political circumstances are favourable to the struggle for land?

How long have you been part of the MST?

To what extent do you agree with the
statement: Five years from now, I still
see myself in the MST

Table 4.2: Measurement of the questionnaire variables. The asterisk marks a
variable that is measured through a series of categorical variables and nominal
variables. Hence, it is not possible to create a scale.
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Cronbach’s α

No. of items

N

0.75
0.77
0.53
0.39
0.71
0.7
0.72
0.3

16
4
3
3
5
8
3
4

58
78
77
77
81
74
82
80

0.52

8

79

Pearson correlation

No. of items

N

0.13
0.08
0.45∗

2
2
2

80
80
81

Scale
Social networks
Affective commitment
Continuance commitment
Normative commitment
Satisfaction
Movement identification
Reward expectations
Perceived political opportunity structures
Coping skills
Scale
Stress
High-risk activism
Sustained participation

Table 4.3: Reliability score. The asterisk marks a p-value of p < 0.001.
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the same scale may represent very different factors of the correspondent
latent variable (Cortina, 1993). The factor analysis of these scales also
revealed that the items of each one loaded onto more than one factor.
Therefore, I could not use these scales in my analysis.
In the case of the scales with two items, I chose the one that better measured the variables. I used only one item from the ‘sustained participation’
scale, which I called ‘willingness to continue participating’. Regarding the
‘perceived political opportunity structures’ scale, I adopted the scale with
two items, which loaded onto the same factor and revealed correlation
(r = 0.51, p < 0.001). Based on the results of the factor analysis, the
‘coping skills’ scale was split in two: ‘proactive coping skills’, with three
items, and ‘passive coping skills’, with four items, (α = 0.63 and 0.57, respectively). Finally, although the value of Cronbach’s α for ‘continuance
commitment’ was not very low (considering the it is formed by three items
only), I chose only one item to measure the variable ‘continuance commitment’. I used the same reasoning when choosing the best item to measure
‘normative commitment’, because the factor analysis did not reveal that
these scales loaded onto single factors.
The coping skills and commitment scales used in the questionnaire were
adapted from other pre-existent scales. The ‘coping skills’ scale was based
on the ‘COPE Inventory’ (Carver, Scheier & Weintraub, 1989), composed
of 60 items that assess a broad range of coping responses (see the original scale in Appx. C.2), because ‘coping skills’ is a control variable, I did
not adapt the entire scale to measure this variable. I only took into consideration some aspects that resembled the participants’ context. Given
that I did not maintain much of the original scale, I cannot compare the
reliability and validity of the original scale with the one elaborated by
myself. In addition, the commitment scale was adapted from the TCM
Employee Commitment Survey (Meyer & Allen, 2004) (see the original
scale in Appx. C.1). According to Meyer and Allen (2004), it is possible
to modify the scale without having a big impact on reliability and validity.
Following the authors’ guidelines to adapt their original scale I made the
subsequent modifications:
Reduction of the number of items: The original scale has eight items
about each commitment component (affective, continuance and normat-
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ive). The authors recommend that the items be reduced to as few as three
or four per component.
In order to reduce the length of the questionnaire, the adapted scale is
formed by four items about affective commitment, three on continuance
commitment and three on normative commitment. I decided to include
one more item about affective commitment because I used the criterion of
including at least one item about each aspect (factor) of the latent variable
(see Tab. 4.4).
Note that in Table 4.4, ‘affective commitment’ is measured through
four aspects: happiness due to continued participation (item 19), sense
of accountability (item 20), life meaning (item 21) and sense of belonging
(item 22).
Reduction of the response scale: The original scale is a 7-point disagreeagree scale. According to Meyer and Allen’s (2004) experience, reduction
to a 5-point disagree-agree scale, as the one used in my study, does not
significantly affect the quality of the scale.
Very large scales with as many as 7 points can be more difficult to understand (see e.g. Krosnick & Presser, 2010). Bearing in mind that my
potential respondents were not used to answering Likert scale questionnaires and that some of them were illiterate or had low levels of education,
I decided to reduce the scale (for a discussion on how many points to choose
in a Likert scale see e.g. Krosnick & Presser, 2010; Leung, 2011).
Customization of the items for the participants’ context: As recommended by the aforementioned authors, I replaced the word ‘organization’
with the name of the organization under consideration, i.e. the MST.
Leaving out the ‘reversed-keyed’ items: ‘Reversed-keyed’ items are scale
items that are worded so that strong agreement represents a lower level of
commitment (Meyer & Allen, 2004). Meyer and Allen (2004) argue that
the inclusion of this kind of question “(. . . ) encourages the respondents
to think about each statement carefully rather than mindlessly adapting
a pattern of agreeing or disagreeing with the statement” (p. 3). Nevertheless, the same authors observe that this kind of question can create confusion for some respondents. Given that some respondents of the ‘sustained
participation’ questionnaire could have low levels of education and, consequently, more difficulties understanding complex sentences, I assumed
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19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.

26.

27.

28.

Disagree

Indifferent

Agree

Strongly
agree

To what extent do you agree with the statements:

Strongly
disagree

Choose one of the following
alternatives

1

2

3

4

5

Affective commitment
I would be happy to continue participating in the
MST.
I feel that the problems facing by MST are also
my problems.
Participating in MST gives meaning to my life.
I feel like part of the MST.
Continuance commitment
At this point, remaining in the MST is more a
matter of necessity than of will.
I could not leave the MST now after all my family
and me have gone through.
I think there are few movements that offer the
same opportunities that MST offers where I could
participate.
Normative commitment
One of the main reasons to continuing participating in the MST is that I believe that loyalty is
important and, therefore, I feel a sense of moral
obligation to remain.
Even if there were other ways to achieve the goals
that I am aiming to by being part of the MST, I
would not leave the movement, because I do not
feel it would be right to leave the MST now.
I owe to the MST.

Table 4.4: Affective, continuance and normative commitment items from

the questionnnaire (see also Appx. B).
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that the use of the ‘reversed-keyed’ items could cause confusion and be a
source of mistakes. Therefore, I decided that it would be better for the
construct validity of the study not to include ‘reversed-keyed’ items.
Translation: As the respondents’ language is Portuguese, I translated
the items from English into Portuguese and, as I previously mentioned,
the language respected the respondents’ characteristics. Meyer and Allen
(2004) reported that many translations of the original scale have been
applied with varying degrees of success.
The reliability of the entire adapted scale used in this study was α =
0.61. However, among the subscales of affective, continuance and normative commitment, only the affective commitment scale was highly reliable
(α = 0.77). As one notes in Table 4.3, the continuance commitment scale
only has an acceptable reliability of α = 0.53, which takes into account
the fact that it is composed of three items. Normative commitment, with
α = 0.39, is not a reliable scale. Table 4.4 shows also the items on continuance and normative commitment.
Jaros (2007), discussing how the TCM Employee Commitment Survey
measures the three components of commitment, observed that normative commitment often merges with continuance commitment forming one
single factor. The author suggests that this happens because sustained
participation in a movement due to the duty of reciprocity (an aspect
of normative commitment) is a kind of necessity (aspect of continuance
commitment), as also discussed by Powell and Meyer (2004). In addition,
Jaros (2007) observed that normative and affective commitment tend to
be highly correlated, although they do not load onto the same factor (for
similar results see Chang, Chi & Miao, 2007; Chen & Francesco, 2003).
Therefore, the three components of commitment might not be so distinct
from one another. The items that were designed to measure a specific
component can also measure another component. In such a case, their
reliability drops.
In the present study, only one ‘continuance commitment’ item (item
24) moderately correlated to a ‘normative commitment’ item (item 28),
r = 0.433 . Items 23 and 26 formed one factor, while items 24, 25 and 28
3

Regarding the results of the factor analysis, the items continuance and normative
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formed the other. The four items of affective commitment loaded onto a
single factor.
As previously mentioned, as the continuance commitment scale is not
considered to be very reliable (α = 0.53), I decided to run the analysis
using only the item of the scale that best measures the component of commitment. Bearing in mind that commitment is the psychological state that
impels someone to remain in an organization (Klandermans, 1997), it is
clear that item 25 (see Tab. 4.4) cannot be considered an aspect of commitment by itself, since it does not mention the individuals’ predisposition to
remain in an organization. In fact, item 25, which corresponds to the absence of alternatives, is an antecedent of continuance commitment instead
of an aspect of continuance commitment itself, as explained in Chapter
3. Item 23 summarizes what continuance commitment is: when the individuals remain in an organization because they need to (Allen & Meyer,
1990). Therefore, I chose this item to assess the continuance commitment
of the MST activists.
Yet, as said before, the ‘normative commitment’ scale is not reliable
(α = 0.39). Consequently, I also had to choose the item that best measures normative commitment alone in order to run the statistical analysis
(see the items in Tab. 4.4). Item 26 best covers normative commitment,
because it takes into consideration the individuals’ predisposition to stay
in the movement due to the senses of ‘moral obligation’ and ‘loyalty’.
Accordingly, Allen and Meyer (1990) explain that normative commitment
occurs when the individuals remain in the organization because they ought
to. The same authors argue that it happens because the individuals feel a
sense of loyalty and moral obligation to remain in the organization. Item
27 is not complete, because it only covers permanency in an organization
due to a sense of loyalty. Item 28 measures the activists’ gratitude towards the movement and the duty of reciprocity, which are evidence of
normative commitment (see Allen & Meyer, 1990) (see Sec. 3.1.1). Nevertheless, it does not cover commitment because it does not mention that
the individuals feel that they have to stay. Therefore, I only used item 26
to measure the activists’ normative commitment.
commitments loaded onto the same factors, similar to previous studies’ findings.
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Data collection
The whole questionnaire was pretested before being administered. I asked
individuals with characteristics similar to those of my sample group - two
activists from the Small Farmers Movement (Movimento dos Pequenos
Agricultores [MPA])4 and four from the MST - to answer the questionnaire
and to comment on their impressions of its layout, language, style, content
and wording. As they did not report any problems, I did not change the
questionnaire and employed the same version to collect the data (for a
description on how to conduct a pre-test see e.g. Iarossi, 2006)
I used convenience sampling, selecting respondents among the MST
activists who were available and willing to participate in the study during
my visits to the movement’s communities and events. In addition, I used
a maximum variation sampling scheme (Onwuegbuzie & Collins, 2007).
Onwuegbuzie and Collins (2007) describe it as when the researcher chooses
“settings, groups and/or individuals to maximize the range of perspectives
investigated in the study” (p. 285). In this way, I tried to choose activists
with the largest variety of characteristics (see Sec. 4.5).
To facilitate my approach, I mainly administered the questionnaire during the movement’s courses, when it was possible to meet with large groups
of activists,. In these contexts, the students/activists were more willing
to answer the questionnaires since they had some spare time, and because
the activity was part of the coursework requirements. Before applying
this instrument, I explained my research to the movement’s teachers and
asked them to give me some time to administer the questionnaire. With
the teacher’s approval, I introduced myself to the groups and asked them
to answer the questionnaire. I explained the study and how they should
answer the questionnaire using the Likert scale. I also emphasized that
there were no ‘correct answers’ and that they could ask me anything if
they had any doubts. The respondents took between 30 minutes and 1
hour to answer the questionnaires. I administrated the questionnaire on
separate occasions as well
4

The MPA is a Brazilian peasant movement formed by families of small farmers. It
is organized in 17 Brazilian states (Movimento dos Pequenos Agricultores - MPA
[MPA], 2016).
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In total, 85 activists answered the questionnaire. Among them, three
were illiterate. In these cases, I read the questions and the possible answers and the respondents told me their choices. The administration of
these questionnaires assumed the characteristic of an interview. The remaining 82 questionnaires were answered by each respondent alone. I was
present when the questionnaires were answered, except in the case of four
respondents who handed in the questionnaire several days later.
As is described in detail in Section 2.2, the MST activists are very
heterogeneous in terms of social class (lower and middle-class), education
level, reasons for participating in the movement, etc. Their diversity is
represented in the sample of respondents (the respondents’ information is
summarized in Table 4.5).
Moreover, as was described in Chapter 3, I identified two subgroups of
activists: those who grew up in the movement’s communities and those
who did not. As a criterion to separate both categories of respondents, I
defined those who grew up in MST communities as anyone who began to
live in these communities before the age of 13.

4.2.2 Semi-structured interviews5 with activists
A range of themes related to the activists’ participation was covered in the
interviews. The interviews started with personal data (name, age and how
long the interviewee had participated in the MST). After that, I asked the
activists to talk about their lives before participating in the movement,
why they decided to participate and if they had gone through situations
that put their lives in danger during their participation. They also talked
about the advantages and difficulties/disadvantages of participation, how
they evaluated the political context and the movement’s role in this context, what the MST represented to them and, more directly, why they
5

In a semi-structured interview, the researcher defines broad topics (Crang & Cook,
2007) that provide more flexibility during the interview. It is possible to adapt the
order of the questions to the narrative structure of each interviewee (Barbour, 2008).
According to (Stake, 2010) the interviews directed to individuals are commonly
used with the purpose of “[o]btaining unique information or interpretation held by
the person interviewed [and] [f]inding out about a ‘thing’ that the researchers were
unable to observe themselves” (p. 95).
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continued to participate in the MST. Of course, when other topics of interest came up during the interview, I asked further questions about them.
I held recorded interviews with activists and former activists6 in their
homes, workplaces, MST headquarters and political education centres.
Similar to the questionnaires, I informed the participants about the research and explained how the interview would be conducted before starting the actual interview. The interviews lasted between 30 minutes and 4
hours.
I did not do recorded interviews with activists who lived in the camps.
These communities are considered illegal by the authorities, increasing the
likelihood of conflict between authorities and the camp. My visits to the
camps were brief due to these security issues and/or because the camped
people were more suspicious of any unknown person. Thus, in order to
make the people feel more comfortable in my presence, and to collect a
wider variety of information about the experience of living in the camps,
I tried to talk to more people for shorter periods of time (rather than
spending all of my time, usually about an hour, interviewing one single
person).
The selection of interviewed activists followed a maximum variation
sampling scheme. Therefore, activists with different characteristics were
chosen (the interviewees’ information is summarized in Table 4.5).
According to Sandelowski (1995), as cited in Onwuegbuzie and Collins
(2007), in qualitative research the sample size should neither be so small
as to hamper reaching the data and theoretical saturation requirements
or information redundancy, nor should it be so large as to make conducting a deep, case-oriented analysis difficult. More precisely, Guest, Bunce
and Johnson (2006) stipulated that at least 12 participants have to be
interviewed in order to access the information required to understand the
studied phenomenon.
Aside from the large group of 40 interviewees, I believe that the saturation of theoretical data and information redundancy criteria of Sandelowski (1995) was reached as well. I noted that the content of interviewee
6

The semi-structured interviews with former activists will be explained in Section
4.2.3.
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accounts followed similar patterns regarding the principal points of my investigation, such as commitment, gratifying participation and willingness
to continue participating.

4.2.3 Semi-structured interviews with individuals who stopped
participating
First, the four interviewees provided their personal information (name and
age) and how long they had participated in the MST. Afterwards, they
were asked to talk about their lives before participating in the movement,
why they decided to participate and whether they had gone through situations that had put their lives in danger. I also asked them about the
advantages, difficulties and disadvantages of participating in the MST,
why they decided to leave the movement, their current relation with the
members of the movement and what the MST represents for them. Like
the interviews with the activists, I asked additional questions whenever
an interesting topic came up.
The sampling of these interviewees also followed a convenience scheme,
i.e. I selected the interviewees according to the contact information I was
able to find and their availability. In addition, I did not have the time or
financial resources to meet many of the people who had quit the movement
throughout the country. Thus, I also used a critical case sampling scheme
to select the interviewees. The individuals were chosen based on specific
characteristics that allowed for compelling insights into the phenomenon
(see Onwuegbuzie & Collins, 2007). As previous studies had found that the
activists’ disengagement is a multi-causal phenomenon, I aimed to cover
a large variety of reasons for quitting. Therefore, I prioritized interviews
with those who had distinct experiences ending their participation.
Among the four individuals who stopped participating, three of them
were no longer participating in the movement when the interview was
held, while one had quit for a certain period, but had already rejoined the
movement at the time of the interview. The participants had been activists
for at least 10 years before deciding to quit. Additionally, two interviewees
lived in settlements when they participated in the MST and continued
to live there after quitting. The remaining two interviewees resided in
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urban centres and had never lived in any movement community. Among
the interviewees, one grew up in a MST settlement (the interviewees’
information is summarized in Table 4.5).
As mentioned, these four interviews was used to compose the multiplecase study about why activists stop participating. According to Yin
(2003), the sample size in a multiple-case study is not relevant. Indeed, in
case studies the choice of the cases is the most relevant decision to make.
The number of cases will depend on the complexity of the context under
consideration (Yin, 2003). In a more schematic way, (Creswell et al., 2010)
stipulates that between three and five participants have to be interviewed
in a case study. For the aims of the present case study, I selected four
individuals who ended their participation.

4.2.4 Participant observation7
During 10 months of fieldwork, from April 2013 to February 2014, I visited
20 settlements, 5 camps on occupied lands, 4 MST regional headquarters
and 5 MST political education and technical training centres in Pernambuco and Rio Grande do Sul (see Appx. D). I also attended two regional meetings in Pernambuco, one national conference and one march
in Brasília (with 16 000 people, according to the MST (2016a)) and an
occupation of the National Institute of Colonization and Agrarian Reform
(INCRA) building in the northeastern state of Bahia.
There are different levels at which a researcher can participate (see e.g.
Gold, 1958; Patricia A. and Peter Adler, 1987). In my case, I was not
a member of the social movement that I was studying, but I attended
many events promoted by the movement. I participated in the sense that
I shared in the daily activities such as cleaning up the movement’s accom7

Participant observation is a qualitative method used when the investigator is interested in knowing the social practices, behaviours and relationships of individuals in
a naturalistic setting (see Barbour, 2008; Crang & Cook, 2007). Crang and Cook
(2007) explain that participant observation involves three stages: (1) the researchers’ access to a particular community, (2) the researchers life and/or work with the
people under study in order to understand their worldview and (3) the researchers
return to the academy and analysis of all the information collected during his/her
cultural immersion.
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modations that I shared with the activists, attending political education
classes, meetings, marches, the national conference and assemblies, and
sometimes staying overnight at houses in settlements and schools. I did
not vote or expose my point of view in any decision-making event, such as
assemblies, meetings and the National Conference, and I did not give my
opinion or answer any questions asked by the MST’s teachers during the
courses. In these situations, I strictly observed context and informed the
activists of my role as a researcher and my topic of study.
I took extensive field notes on all the places/situations I visited/experienced, preferably on the same day of the visit, but never after more than
two days. I conducted participant observation and took field notes even
when I administered the questionnaires or completed an interview. I wrote
the notes in Portuguese, the language spoken in the fieldwork context. In
this way, I could respect the expressions of the local language and write
in a more spontaneous way.
Participant observation was an important tool to collect information
during my fieldwork because it helped me understand the social networks
of the studied population. These networks are relevant and can have
unexpected influences on the sustained participation and disengagement
of the activists (see Chapters 5 to 9). Therefore, participant observation
helped me understand aspects of the context and social networks of the
MST activists that I was not able to identify when forming my research
hypotheses, before collecting the data.

4.2.5 Documentary sources8
I used printed publications and the content displayed on the MST website,
articles on the MST and on agrarian reform in Brazilian newspapers, and
other official documents from the Brazilian government. These sources
8

In this method, the researcher relies on pre-existing sources of data in order to analyse
a particular issue (Barbour, 2008). The researcher can use past documents, to learn
how an event was perceived by individuals at a certain point of time, and contemporary documents, to provide additional data for analysis (Barbour, 2008). According
to Barbour (2008), documentary analysis is recommended only in combination with
other qualitative methods (see also Prior, 2003).
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were analysed in order to help me understand the movement’s strategies
for youth participation (see Chapter 8), the political and social context
where the activists are embedded, and the history of the struggle for land
in Brazil (see Chapters 1 and 2).
In Table 4.5, I summarize the personal data of the participants of this
study.

4.3 General data collection procedures
Besides the procedures described in Section 4.2, there were procedures
that I applied to all instruments during the data collection.
After obtaining approval from the Brazilian Ethics Committee for research, the data collection was carried out in Brazil between April 2013
and February 2014 (see further information on the fieldwork in Appx. D).
As mentioned, the fieldwork was concentrated in two Brazilian states, Pernambuco and Rio Grande do Sul, in two distinct geographical regions, i.e.
the Northeast and the South.
Before beginning data collection, I contacted the MST’s regional leaders
to explain my research and to ask for permission to conduct it. In both
Pernambuco and Rio Grande do Sul, the leaders had other activists accompany me in the camps, settlements and MST political education and
technical training centres. These activists introduced me to other activists
who assisted and guided me in the places that I wished to visit. From the
moment that I entered these places, I could freely select participants for
the study and hold private conversations without the intermediation of
another activist.
Before participating, all questionnaire respondents and interviewees signed
a declaration of informed consent in which the research aims and their confidentiality rights were explained. They were free to request the removal
of their data from the research at any point of the study. Only those
individuals who signed the declaration of informed consent participated
in the research. Due to the agreement of confidentiality, the names of
the interviewees were changed. Moreover, participation in the study was
voluntary. The participants did not receive any money or other benefits
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0
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IX
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42

Male

Gender

Female

Level of education
IV
V
VI
VII

1

14

63

Single

Marital status

2

32

37

Settlements

3

20

55

Northeast

1

10

25

Yes

3

30

59

No

Grew up in
MST communities

0

0

29

0

3

14

2

35

60

2

5

4

Urban centres

2

5

25

Lower

Original
social class

Middle

Type of accommodation
Camps
MST shelters

1

20

30

South

Regions

the participation before leaving the movement. The levels of education are as follows: I = illiterate,
II = primary school incomplete, III = primary school complete, IV = secondary school incomplete,
V = secondary school complete, VI = university or technical course incomplete, VII = university
complete, VIII = post-graduate studies incomplete, IX = post-graduate studies complete

Table 4.5: Participant’s personal details. For the former activists, the length of participation refers to

Respondents of the questionnaire (N = 85)
Interviewees (MST activists) (N = 40)
Interviewees (people who
quit) (N = 4)

III

37 − 45

13 − 10

II

19 − 70

1 − 30

I

14 − 63

0.8 − 27

Respondents
of
the questionnaire
(N = 85)
Interviewees
(MST activists)
(N = 40)
Interviewees
(people who quit)
(N = 4)

Participants

Age [years]

Length of
participationa
[years]

Participants

4.3 General data collection procedures
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in exchange for their collaboration.

4.4 Data analysis
Part of the data analysis involved quantitative and qualitative methods,
as well as cross comparison, to achieve triangulation. Another part of
the data was not triangulated, and only qualitative analysis methods were
used.
The following sections are divided into ‘mixed methods analysis’ and
‘case study analysis’. The first section includes the analysis of data from
the questionnaires, interviews with the activists, field notes and the triangulation of this data. The second section involves the analysis of the
two case studies. In the first, I analysed data from the interviews with the
activists who ended their participation and from field notes; in the second,
I analysed field notes, documentary sources and interviews with activists.

4.4.1 Mixed methods analysis
Semi-structured questionnaires
I used correlation and multiple regression analysis to examine the relationships between the variables, in accordance with my hypotheses.
As many items cover latent variables in the questionnaire, exploratory
factor analysis (EFA) was run and scales were created (see Tab. 4.2 and
4.3). I ran the reliability analysis whenever the scale had more than two
items (reliability criterion α ≥ 0.7). For the scales with two items only, the
Pearson’s Correlation was used to test the reliability (reliability criterion
r ≥ 0.5). Only the reliable scales were used in further analysis. If the
scales were not reliable, I ran the subsequent analysis using the items
separately.
In the multiple regression analysis, the variables were added in a hierarchical order, based on the hypotheses and previous analyses. In addition, I investigated how the same predictors influenced the outcomes in
two different groups: activists from the South and from the Northeast
(see Chapter 5) and activists who grew up in the MST communities and
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those who did not (see Chapter 8). Both ‘regions’ and ‘grew up in the
MST communities’ are categorical variables, which were coded as South
= 0 and Northeast = 1 (regions) and no = 0 and yes = 1 (grew up in
the MST communities). Therefore, I could also run regression analyses
using these variables as predictors in order to check whether such conditions influenced the outcomes. After that, I split the samples between
‘South’ and ‘Northeast’ and ‘grew up’ and ‘did not grow up in the MST
communities’ and ran regression analyses to check the influence of specific
expected predictors on the outcomes in these four conditions separately.
Regarding the control variables, their relationship with the dependent
variables was only presented in the results when it revealed a significant
relation to at least one dependent variable. The control variables used
were ‘age’, ‘gender’, ‘marital status’, ‘region’, ‘high-risk activism’, ‘taking
care of children’, ‘role of leadership in the MST’, ‘educated in the MST
schools’, ‘living in the MST communities’, ‘living in a MST camp’ ‘coping
skills’ and ‘stress’. The theoretical framework behind the selection of the
control variables is explained in Chapter 3.
Concerning the prerequisites for a multiple regression analysis, the ‘affective commitment’ scale and the item ‘willingness to continue participating’, when used as dependent variables, did not meet the assumption
of being unbounded (see e.g. Field, 2005). That is, all of the scale’s interval levels have to be chosen for at least one respondent. In this study,
even though the interval levels for measuring both variables vary from 1
to 5, the outcome ‘affective commitment’ only varies from 3 to 5 and the
outcome ‘willingness to continue participating’ varies only from 2 to 5.
To illustrate, questionnaire respondents were, at the very least, indifferent
(option 3 on the Likert scale) to affective commitment. Therefore, the
results do not say anything about the activists who strongly disagree or
disagree (option 1 and 2 on the Likert scale) with the items that measure
affective commitment.
Additionally, the sample size of 85 respondents, which in some cases
was even smaller due to missing values, did not allow me to find small
but significant effects among the variables. It is known that with larger
sample sizes it is possible to reduce the variances and therefore to increase
the significance of certain effects. In my study, the questionnaire allowed
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me to identify significant results for moderate and strong effects amongst
the studied variables. Nevertheless, the results’ significance dropped, as
expected, when the sample was split into two (South and Northeast; grew
up and did not grow up in the MST communities), but it was still possible
to identify some significant strong and moderate effects. Overall, despite
a somewhat restricted sample, I was able to identify the main factors that
influence the activists’ sustained participation (see Chapters 5 and 8).
To test for differences between groups/conditions (male and female,
from the South and from the Northeast, those who grew up in the MST
communities and those who did not, level of education), I used MANOVA,
ANOVA and t tests. I ran also a follow-up nonparametric Mann-Whitney
U test because ANOVA’s assumption that the variance in each experimental condition should be mostly the same was not achieved due to
substantial differences in the sample sizes of the conditions.
Regarding the quantitative results, it is important to point out that I
ran regression analyses that had the commitment components and ‘willingness to continue participating’ components as outcomes three times. In
the first analysis, for each outcome, I used all their expected antecedents
as predictors. In the second analysis, I added the control variables as
predictors of each outcome. The control variables that were categorical
but not binary (coded as 0-1) were transformed into dummy variables in
order to allow me to run the regression analysis. The third analysis was
done using the expected antecedents of each outcome, e.g. affective commitment, as predictors. Moreover, I included the expected antecedents of
the other three outcomes, i.e. continuance and normative commitments
and willingness to continue participating, whenever they were revealed to
be significant (p < 0.05) or marginally significant (0.10 > p > 0.05) in the
previous analyses. The same criterion was applied to the control variables,
i.e. they were also included in the third analysis if they had p < 0.10 in
the second analysis. Only the results of the last analyses are presented in
this dissertation9 .
9

Structural equation modelling (SEM) was carried out in order to verify if certain
variables were moderated by others, as was previously conceived by my model of
sustained participation. As is well known, SEM requires a moderate to large sample
size and a small number of missing values. Unfortunately, as I did not meet these

120

4.4 Data analysis
To carry out the correlation, regressions, reliability, EFA, ANOVA,
MANOVA, Mann-Whitney U test and t test, I used the scientific software SPSS from IBM Corp. (2012).
I decided to exclude Listwise10 cases, as this is the most parsimonious
method used in the event of multiple missing values (see e.g. Field, 2005),
given that there were as many as seven missing answers per item.
Interviews and field notes
I transcribed all interviews, elaborated the field notes and, then, content
analysed11 them using the scientific software ATLAS.ti from Scientific
Software Development, 1997. First, I conducted an exploratory content
analysis (inductive approach), in which the transcriptions and field notes
were coded freely, without being based on a theory. This was important
to identify events/findings that were unexpected. Indeed, it was by exploratory content analysis that I identified the nine activists’ causes of
gratifying participation, as presented in Chapters 6.
Then, I coded the same data based on the theories of sustained participation. For this purpose, I used the variables from my model of sustained
participation as codes (i.e. affective, normative and collective commitment, gratifying participation, social networks, movement identification,
perceived political opportunity structures and sustained participation).
These codes were divided into sub-codes, which represent different aspects of the main codes. For example, ‘perceived political opportunity
prerequisites with the data that I collected, I did not obtain significant values running
structural equation modelling. Therefore, I do not present the results derived from
the SEM analysis in this dissertation. I used Mplus to run the SEM.To compensate,
the moderation of variables was checked with the regression analysis (see the results
in Chapters 5 and 8).
10
Indeed, I ran the analysis excluding Listwise as well as Pairwise cases and the results
were similar.
11
Content analysis is a method of analyzing written and verbal communication in a systematic way, with the aim of describing and quantifying certain phenomena (Kyngäs
& Elo, 2008; Krippendorff, 2013; Downe-Wamboldt, 1992). According to Krippendorff (2013), through content analysis, it is possible to make “replicable and valid
inferences from texts (or other meaningful matter) to the contexts of their uses”
(p. 18).

121

Chapter 4 · Methodology
structures’ encompassed negative and positive perceived political opportunity structures. In addition, some emblematic sentences were coded ‘in
vivo’, that is, when some words/sentences said by the interviewee are used
as code exactly as they were stated. Since the interviewees’ accounts were
in Portuguese, the ‘in vivo’ codes were in Portuguese as well. The other
codes were done in English to facilitate the posterior process of reporting
the data.
To illustrate my content analysis, I defined ‘affective commitment’, ‘continuance commitment’ and ‘normative commitment’ as all activists’ accounts that similarly reported one of the statements formulated by Allen
and Meyer (1990) on the commitment scale from the TCM Employee
Commitment Survey. I only considered activists’ account to be demonstrations of affective, continuance and normative commitments when the
individual felt that he/she liked, needed or ought to remain in the movement, respectively. After organizing the data into codes and sub-codes,
the relationships among them were analysed. The networks between the
codes displayed the following relations: ‘association with’, ‘part of’, ‘cause
of’, ‘contradiction’ and ‘synonym of’. In this way, I was able to identify
some patterns regarding how the phenomenon of sustained participation
takes place.
Of course, the activist accounts presented in Chapters 5, 6, 8 and 9, as
well as the accounts of people who ended their participation in Chapter
7, are originally in Portuguese. I translated them into English and, sometimes, it was necessary to change the interviewee’s original idiomatic expressions in order to make the translated accounts clearer. In the Appendix A, all the original accounts in Portuguese can be found.
Triangulation12
The patterns that emerged from the qualitative data were reported, compared and contrasted with the results derived from the quantitative data
analysis. I looked for similarities between both sets of data in order to
12

According to Denzin (1978), triangulation is “the combination of methodologies in
the study of the same phenomenon” (p. 291).
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provide more compelling results. I also verified contradictions that deserve
further investigation.
A good example of how the triangulation method of analysis was crucial
to this study can be seen in the findings related to the continuance commitment of the activists. The quantitative analysis suggested that the
more time the activists spent participating in the movement, the lower
their levels of continuance commitment to the movement. It was an unexpected result because, based on previous literature, I expected that
the activists would have higher levels of continuance commitment as time
passed (see Chapter 3). In addition, the qualitative findings derived from
the interviewed activists revealed that, often, in the early stages of their
participation, they were part of the movement because they needed to be,
which is the definition of continuance commitment, but as time went on,
their decision to continue participating was no longer related to necessity.
By crosschecking both findings, I was assured that the results were correct
and I could understand why this phenomenon happens (see discussion of
these findings in Section 5.3).
Regarding the activists’ causes for gratifying participation, as I could
not identify all the causes beforehand or measure them through the questionnaires, I analysed the data derived from qualitative methods only (interviews and participant observation). This allowed me to identify nine
causes of gratifying participation, as discussed in Chapter 6.

4.4.2 Case study analysis
As mentioned, two case studies were carried out, one on the disengagement
of former activists and another on the disengagement of individuals who
grew up in the MST communities.
Case study analysis on the disengagement of activists
For the analysis of this case study, the data derived from the interviews
with individuals who ended their participation and the data from the field
notes were content analysed using the scientific software ATLAS.ti from
Scientific Software Development, 1997.
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I followed Yin’s (1989) case study method as a guideline. Therefore, I
considered each case separately and looked for patterns within each one.
Then, I compared the cases in order to find patterns between them. I drew
conclusions comparing the cases, which confirmed some of the hypotheses
raised in Chapter 3.
Case study analysis on the disengagement of individuals who grew up
in the MST communities
In this case study, the data derived from the interviews with the activists, the data from the field notes and the data from documents related
to the movement’s strategies of mobilization of young people were content
analysed using ATLAS.ti. I only conducted an exploratory content analysis with this data. Again, I followed Yin’s (1989) case study method as
guideline (see Sec. 4.4.2).

4.5 Study limitations
During the study, I faced challenges and I had to think about proper
solutions to ensure the quality of the research. In this section, I will
present the limitations of the study and how they were overcome.
Regarding the quantitative methods of collection and analysis (questionnaires), as I previously stated, many MST activists have a low level of
education or are illiterate. Some of them did not feel comfortable having
me read them the questions from the questionnaire. Although the MST is
the most studied social movement in Brazil and the activists are used to
receiving researchers in their communities, they had only contributed to
research that used qualitative methods, such as interviews, focus groups,
participant observation, etc. Therefore, a majority of the activists, including the most educated among them, had never answered a questionnaire
before. In addition to the usual excuses for not answering a questionnaire
(not having enough time, not willing to answer, etc.), the aforementioned
reasons made potential respondents even more reluctant. This is why I
was unable to apply a larger number of questionnaires. Nevertheless, a
sample size of 85 respondents is suitable to reveal moderate and strong
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effects (see e.g. Field, 2005), as was the case of the results of the present
study. In fact, it was even possible to find strong and moderate effects
when I split the sample into smaller sub-samples.
Regarding the non-significant results provided by SEM, I analysed the
multiple regression analysis results in order to identify some cases of moderation. I am aware that this method is not as adequate identifying moderations as the SEM method. However, due to the characteristics of my
data, with small sample size and some missing values, regression analysis
was the best option.
Another way to mitigate the limitations caused by conducting statistical
analysis with a limited sample size was provided by the research design
itself. As I triangulated the quantitative data with the qualitative data,
I could count on the data derived from 40 interviewees to corroborate
the quantitative data derived form 85 respondents. Both data sets were
compared, generating compelling results. Sometimes, it was possible to
ascertain the meaning of unexpected quantitative results.
As this study is focused on understanding the processes of sustained
participation and disengagement, the best choice would be to design a
longitudinal study in which I could observe the processes in real time.
However, time and financial limitations prevented me from carrying out
this kind of research. In order to obtain information about past and future events, I relied on the activists accounts of their experiences and the
activists’ attitude towards future participation. Accounts of past events
can be limited by the participants’ selective memory. In regards to the
use of attitudes to measure future behaviour, it is known that attitudes
reveal behavioural tendencies, but this does not guarantee that an individual will behave in accordance with his/her previous attitudes (see
Ajzen, 2001; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). Notwithstanding, I argue that,
given the impossibility of conducting a longitudinal study, data derived
from experience and from the measure of attitudes was the best option to
study the aforementioned processes.
Furthermore, I consider the lack of interviews with young people who
grew up in the MST communities and their disengagement from the movement to be a limitation. During my fieldwork, I did not have contact with
these individuals. They were often not present in settlements, and the act-

125

Chapter 4 · Methodology
ivists were not willing to introduce me to people who no longer participated. I therefore used secondary data derived from the activists’ accounts
(collected in the interviews and participant observation) and documents
as sources of information.
Finally, it is important to point out that, during my fieldwork, I was
aware of an issue common to the researcher/researched relationship. My
status as ‘the researcher’ could influence my interactions with the participants. Due to their low level of education, I was perceived as someone
who had the answers to everything. To mitigate this impression, I emphasized that I was there to learn from their experiences rather than to
teach, and I tried to participate in their daily life as much as I could. I
also brought up other topics besides their participation in the MST. In
addition, not using an audio recorder at all times helped to create a more
informal atmosphere.
I was aware of the social desirability issues, however, in the case of the
MST activists, in the beginning, they were, indeed, more concerned about
meeting the expectations of their own social movement, i.e. voicing criticism against the MST. Nevertheless, I noticed that, as time passed, they
became more willing to talk about issues in which they disagreed with the
movement’s official position, especially those who did not hold leadership
positions. They saw me as an interlocutor capable of transmitting their
complaints to the leaders, who were not always accessible. On the contrary, as the leaders were more used to being interviewed, they displayed
more structured and predictable discourse, emphasizing the positive points
and justifying the negative ones. That is why I interviewed 17 activists
who were not leaders. Among the 23 leaders I did interview, the majority
did not occupy high-ranking leadership positions within the movement.
Consequently, they possessed little interview experience.
In the next part of the dissertation, I will present discuss the results of
my study.

126

Part III

Results and Discussion

127

Chapter 5
The role of commitment in the
activists’ sustained participation
The activists’ sustained participation is influenced by their level of commitment to the social movement and by how gratifying or costly they perceive their participation to be (see Fig. 3.1). The influence of these two
factors on sustained participation will be discussed in separate chapters.
In this chapter, I discuss how the activists’ level of commitment influences
their sustained participation. The following chapter will address the role
of gratifying participation.
The levels of the activists’ commitment to the movement play a key
role in their participation in the same movement over time (see Hirsch,
1990; Gamson, 1991; Klandermans, 1997; Downton & Wehr, 1998; Passy
& Giugni, 2000; Nepstad, 2004, 2008; Mannarini & Fedi, 2011; CorrigallBrown, 2012). As mentioned in Chapter 3, Klandermans (1997) defined
commitment as “psychological states that impel an individual to remain in
an organization” (p. 29). Allen and Meyer (1990) distinguished three components of commitment: affective commitment, continuance commitment
and normative commitment. These components are the three principal
reasons that impel someone to remain in an organization. Based on previous studies, I argue that the components of commitment are influenced
by interrelated individual and social factors. In turn, a positive level of
combination among these three components increases the chances of the
activists’ sustained participation (Klandermans, 1997).
In Section 5.1, I present my results on the antecedents of the three
components of commitment. Section 5.2 will show how the expected
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antecedents influence the activists’ willingness to continue participating.
Lastly, in Section 5.3, I present my conclusions and provide explanations
for the results.

5.1 The components of commitment
Based on previous literature, I formulated hypotheses about the possible
antecedents of affective, continuance and normative commitment among
MST activists. Socialization is an expected predictor for all three components of commitment. The activists’ length of participation may influence
their social networks inside the movement and these social networks may
influence the components of commitment. Thus, longer activist participation correlates with stronger and friendlier social networks inside the
movement, and increased affective, continuous and normative commitment
correlates with a stronger and friendlier process of socialization.
Besides the influence of long-term socialization, affective commitment
develops in gratifying contexts in which the activists are satisfied with their
participation. Moreover, affective commitment is considered an affective
attachment that makes someone feel like he or she is part of the group. I
therefore argue that the activists’ level of identification with the movement
may be an antecedent of this specific component of commitment. In sum,
the activists’ satisfaction with their participation and their identification
with the movement are also expected antecedents of affective commitment.
Continuance commitment is conceived as a consequence of the activists’
perceptions and expectations regarding their context and their own participation experience (reward expectations, perceived political opportunity
structures and perceived absence of alternatives).
Finally, as normative commitment mainly derives from long-term socialization, the activists’ social networks and length of participation are
expected to influence this component.

5.1.1 Affective commitment
“So, it’s good to be part of this social movement.”
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Quote 5.1: Ricardo, 22, 7 years of participation, male, Pernambuco

As discussed in Chapter 3, Allen and Meyer (1990) argue that someone is
affectively committed to an organization when he/she stays because he/she
likes it. Emotional attachment, identification, a sense of belonging and
fulfilment of life meaning are evidence of this component of commitment
(Allen & Meyer, 1990). Accordingly, in Ricardo’s previously cited account,
he considers himself to be part of the MST and he is satisfied with his
participation. Indeed, a sense of belonging was the evidence of affective
commitment most reported by interviewees. Helena, a 38-year-old woman
with 17 years of participation in the MST in Pernambuco said: “(...) So,
I can say that, thank God, today I’m really part of the MST” (Quote 5.2).
Similarly, Otávio, 54 years old, and a MST activist in state of Rio Grande
do Sul for 30 years, stated: “(...) [T]he movement to me is like a family
that we can’t ever separate from, and even today, thank God, I have never
separated from the movement.” (Quote 5.3).
I observed that the activists’ sense of belonging could also merge with
their sense of accountability. This means that the individuals perceive
the success, as well as the problems, difficulties and mistakes of the organization, as a result, of their actions. Interestingly, only the activists
from the southern state of Rio Grande do Sul demonstrated a sense of
accountability regarding the movement’s trajectory.
“The MST is the movement that I’m part of, and that I’m in and when I
talk about the MST, I’m talking about myself. Myself. I’m really proud
of that. (...) I get sad when there’s someone that says: ‘Ah! The MST is
like this. The MST is like that...’ because each of us has to do our part
as well. That’s how we built the MST.”
Quote 5.4: Juliana, 65, 30 years of participation, female, Rio Grande do
Sul
“I even disagree with some people about the movement because of these
things. Many in the movement see it as an entity. They say: ‘No, the
movement does this, the movement is such and such.’ They demand
things from the movement and I don’t. I feel like I am the movement,
you know? (...) And I feel like I’m inside the movement and I feel I am
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the movement.”
Quote 5.5: Osvaldo, 52, 26 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
Sul
“(...) There are a lot of people that defame the MST, right? Which,
truthfully, if we take a look at things, the MST is who we are. Because
we were the ones that built the MST.”
Quote 5.6: Orlando, 34, 17 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
Sul

In the above accounts, one notes that the southern activists with 17 to
30 years of participation consider the actions of the movement to be their
own because they do not feel that the movement is a distant entity. It is
the result of the decisions and actions of the individuals that ‘built the
movement’.
In this way, the qualitative findings reveal that long-term activists have
a sense of belonging and enjoy participating in the MST. Moreover, the
long-term activists from the South also demonstrated a sense of accountability, i.e. they feel responsible for the movement’s actions. The demonstration of a sense of belonging, satisfaction in participating and sense of
accountability are evidence that long-term MST activists are affectively
committed to the movement.
In order to verify the hypothesis that affective commitment is influenced
by ‘satisfaction’, ‘movement identification’, ‘social networks’ and ‘length
of participation’, I ran a multiple linear regression analysis with ‘affective commitment’ as the outcome and, as predictors, the aforementioned
presumed antecedents. Apart from the variables shown in Table 5.1, no
other variable had a significant or marginally significant effect on affective
commitment (for more details see Sec. 4.4.1). Therefore, they were not
included in the analysis presented in the table.
In Model 1, ‘length of participation’ was revealed to have a significant
influence on ‘affective commitment’ (β = 0.29, p < 0.05). Corroborating
this result, the qualitative findings also showed that long-term activists
frequently demonstrate affective commitment to the movement.
In Model 2, I included the variables ‘social networks’ and ‘movement
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Expected antecedents of affective commitment
Length of participation
Social networks
Movement identification
Satisfaction

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

0.29∗

0.09
0.30∗
0.28∗

0.08
0.13
0.13
0.43∗∗

0.08
0.08
4.63∗

0.25
0.07
4.5∗

0.36
0.12
9.25∗∗

Fit measures
R2
R2 change
F change

Table 5.1: β for the antecedents of affective commitment and the fit meas-

ures for the four models. N = 55,

∗∗ p

< 0.01, ∗ p < 0.05.

identification’. ‘Social networks’ in the second model, showed a significant and strong relationship with the outcome (β = 0.30, p < 0.05) and
‘movement identification’ had a moderate effect on ‘affective commitment’
(β = 0.28, p < 0.05), while the effect of ‘length of participation’ dropped
compared with the first model and became non-significant. Finally, in
Model 3, with the addition of the antecedent ‘satisfaction’, the effect of
the other three expected antecedents became smaller and non-significant.
Only ‘satisfaction’ bore a significant and strong relationship with ‘affective
commitment’ in the full model (β = 0.43, p < 0.01).
The subsequent decrease of the effect of the expected antecedents with
the gradual inclusion of new variables demonstrates a relationship among
the antecedents. In this way, as expected, the activists’ length of participation influences the strength of their social networks and their identification
with the movement. Moreover, both the strength of the activists’ social
networks and their levels of identification with the movement influence
to what extent their participation is satisfying, which, in turn, influences
their affective commitment to the movement.
The result means that the longer the activists participate, the stronger
their social networks and their identification with the movement. The
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stronger their social networks and the more they identify with the movement, the more they consider their participation satisfying. Finally, the
more satisfaction the activists get from their participation, the more affectively committed to the movement they are (see the discussion of the
results in Sec. 5.3).

5.1.2 Continuance commitment
“It’s just that, one way or another, individuals act out of necessity, right?
No one joins the movement because they like being landless. On first
contact, people go out of the necessity of not owning land and think
that it’s a space that will offer the possibility of qualitative economic and
social gains. But they go because of immediacy too, right? It’s a place
where I won’t be hungry and can find solutions to any other problem
that we go through in society. After you get there, that’s when the work
of educating people begins. An academic education, political education,
human education, which is what one’s always searching for.”
Quote 5.7: Carlos, 27, 13 years of participation, male, Pernambuco

The account of the MST activist Carlos describes a common dynamic
of mobilization in the MST: many people join the movement because they
need to satisfy urgent demands such as obtaining land, food for their
families, a house, etc. Similarly, the activists César and Daniela reported:
“It’s clear that, in the beginning, your admittance, your objectives aren’t
so big and they end up being... It was gaining the land. (...) And as
time went by, as we were educated, you end up incorporating an ability
to analyse life, from the perspective of knowledge about the Brazilian
social reality and it ends up being a lifestyle choice.”
Quote 5.8: César, 34, 17 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do Sul
“(...) We didn’t join the movement because of political consciousness.
My dad didn’t have the political consciousness that joining the Landless
Rural Workers Movement would mean fighting for a better world. My
dad joined the movement out of necessity. And so, thirty years later, why
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are we still in the movement? Today, yes, we’re still in the movement out
of conviction. (...) I already thought about quitting, for example. ‘Ah!
You know what? I’m going to leave it all behind.’ But I can’t do it, you
understand? I can’t do it, because I can’t imagine my life without the
Landless Rural Workers Movement. There’s just no way. It would mean
denying everything that I am, everything that my family is, everything
that I built. It would mean denial! So, it would mean denying my history,
it would mean denial, right... I can’t do that.”
Quote 5.9: Daniela, 40, ‘29 years of participation’1 , female, Rio Grande
do Sul

Again, the activists’ accounts highlight that many people who joined
the MST do so not because they identify with the movement’s ideology
but because they need to. Accordingly, remaining in an organization due
to a need is evidence of continuance commitment to an organization (see
Chapters 3 and 4). At least for those who have no alternatives, joining
the MST is a matter of need instead of a matter of identification with
the movement’s cause. Moreover, César and Daniela reported that their
reasons for continuing to participate are not necessarily the same reasons that they had for joining the movement. They stressed that, after
having reached their most urgent goals, some people start to be aware of
the MST’s ideology and stay in the movement because participating and
expressing this ideology becomes a lifestyle choice and part of who they
are.
The findings suggest that this change of goals happens little by little,
as the activist Samuel explains:
“(...) When you are established and have your land, right, you’re going
to think that a small farmer with some land doesn’t need to struggle any
longer. Because he already got what he wanted. But this [continuing to
participate] comes from, maybe in my case, from the process of being an
1

As mentioned in Chapter 2, the years of participation of an interviewee in quotation
marks means that the activist joined the MST when he or she was a child (up to 12
years old). Therefore, he or she did not really start participating as a child, but the
activist considers him or herself as part of the movement from that moment on.
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adolescent who suffered, from the government itself, from the Brigada 2 ,
that created an ideological process that you couldn’t just stay [in the
settlement], you’d have to fight and encourage the families that still need
[land], right? You can help, regardless of the situation that you’re in. ”
Quote 5.10: Samuel, 51 years old, 30 years of participation, male, Rio
Grande do Sul

Samuel’s account reveals how the goals of some MST activists change
from short-term material goals to long-term ideological goals. As mentioned in Section 3.1.1), the MST leaders intentionally share their ideology, which is the set of beliefs that compose the movement’s collective
identity, through political training courses, the MST schools, rituals and
so forth. Therefore, the longer the activists participate, the greater their
contact with the movement’s ideology. This makes their identification
with the movement possible. Furthermore, the majority of activists live
together in communities organized by the MST for a long time, which
facilitates more frequent and long-term social interaction among people
with an ideology similar to that of the movement and, consequently, the
sharing of these beliefs.
In addition to the qualitative results above, the results of the regression
analysis presented in Table 5.1 had already revealed that long-term participation influences the activists’ identification with the movement and
the strength of their social networks. Therefore, the gradual process of
change from a material goal to an ideological goal occurs during the activists’ long-term participation in the movement through their ongoing social
interactions.
Overall, getting a plot of land is the main short-term goal that motivates
the majority of MST activists to join the movement. Nevertheless, many
people who joined in order to obtain land still consider themselves to be
part of the movement after getting their land. These participants changed
their goals over time. Accordingly, many MST activists reported that
continuing to participate due to a need, i.e. continuance commitment,
2

As explained in Chapter 2, a Brigada is a group, organized by the MST, formed by
anywhere from 200 to 500 families from the same region. It is the lowest level in the
organizational structure of the movement.
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was something that happened in the past.
“Yeah, I know that there are times that a guy can be afraid. ‘How much
longer will this story [occupation] go on for? How long, right? Because,
for a long time, nothing happens! (...) [If] I’m going home, I’m going
back to square one again. Square one never again!’ So, we must only go
forward, never backwards.”
Quote 5.11: Maurício, 49, 30 years of participation, male, Rio Grande
do Sul
“Look, even today I start wondering if I ever thought sometimes about
quitting or if I didn’t think about quitting. Because all of that was a lot
better than thinking about backing out, you understand? Because it was
clear to me that all of that was temporary, it was a space that wasn’t
always going to be that way, right. And if I backed out, I’d go back to
that old life... right, monotonous, without much going on.”
Quote 5.12: Bárbara, 45, 25 years of participation, female, Rio Grande
do Sul

The quotes above demonstrate past experiences related to the continuance commitment of activists from the southern state of Rio Grande do
Sul. They participated in the MST’s occupations and continued to camp,
in the beginning, because they did not have alternatives and because they
hoped to be rewarded for their sacrifice. These are the two expected antecedents of continuance commitment. They considered everything that
they had before joining the movement as less valued than what they could
obtain by participating in the MST. Therefore, whatever happened would
be a substantial gain, given that participation in the MST was better than
what they already had. These findings reveal that the circumstances in
which the activists demonstrate continuance commitment to the MST are
related to the period spent in the camp before having their demand for
land satisfied. In fact, as described in Section 2.2, the majority of those
who lived in MST camps are poor, with nothing to lose prior to joining the
movement, and who decided to occupy land in order to strive for better
living conditions.
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Interestingly, all the activists who reported that their reasons for continuing to participate changed from material to ideological were settlers,
or sons and daughters of settlers, from the South with 17 to 30 years of
participation (27.18 years on average).
It is known that after getting a plot of land, an individual has access
to a number of government funds aimed at helping settlers improve land
infrastructure and, consequently, living condition (see Sec. 1.2.1). In fact,
the sole activist who, at the moment of the interview, reported necessity
as a reason for continuing to participate, lived in a settlement that had not
received the usual funds from the government to improve its infrastructure.
“So, this way we have a chance. If we can’t make things concrete, if we
leave here, we’re going to be... Rather, we don’t know where to begin a
new fight, right. Because as a person joins a settlement, they register,
they’re assured that if they ever leave that settlement, they’ll never have
the chance, through a government program, of joining any other area.
Which is to say, that’s another problem, right, (...). So if you leave, if
you give up on here, you’re going to jeopardize your future.”
Quote 5.13: Rômulo, 40, 16 years of participation, male, Pernambuco

Although Rômulo already had his plot of land, he continued to need
better living conditions. Rômulo lived in a settlement in the northeastern
state of Pernambuco with many infrastructure problems and had difficulty
obtaining federal funds to make improvements. Thus, at the time of the
interview, he was extremely disappointed with the living conditions in the
settlement. However, as he explained, he would not have another chance
to obtain a plot of land if he left his current plot. The unavailability
of alternatives to achieve his goal outside the movement underscores his
continuance commitment to the movement.
Notwithstanding, it is important to highlight that the activists often
reported that many people who had occupied land organized by the MST
in the past, no longer participate and do not identify with the movement
after receiving their plot of land. As Érica observed, these people “live
[in the settlement] but don’t assume the identity. They are ashamed of
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being Landless3 . They don’t want to be Landless, but they have no choice
and they have to live in the settlement.” (Quote 5.14: Érica, 37, 9 years
of participation, female, Pernambuco)
The qualitative findings revealed that, for many long-term activists,
their participation was initially motivated by the necessity of supplying
short-term material goals, e.g. the ownership of a plot of land. This material reason for participating highlights the activists’ continuance commitment to the MST in the beginning. However, as time passed, the
material goals are reached and, concomitantly, the ongoing socialization
with other activists facilitates their knowledge and adoption of the movement’s ideology. For these activists, participating in the MST gains a new
meaning. It is no longer a way to achieve their material goals, now it is a
way to express the movement’s ideology that is theirs as well. Therefore,
although many activists began to participate because they needed to, they
are still participating because they like to. This new reason for participating is related to the activists’ affective commitment (Allen & Meyer,
1990). Nevertheless, many other people who initially participate in the
MST in order to obtain land never make this conversion from continuance
commitment to affective commitment. When they achieve their short-time
goal, their participation in the movement no longer makes sense because
their need to participate no longer exists and was not replaced by their
identification with the movement.
The results of the multiple regression analysis that have continuance
commitment as an outcome are presented in the Table 5.2. I show how
the expected antecedents of continuance commitment, i.e. ‘reward expectations’, ‘length of participation”, ‘perceived political opportunities
structures’, ‘perceived absence of alternatives’ and ‘social networks’, as
well as the control variable ‘high-risk activism’ (see Chapter 3) affect it.
Other variables did not reveal significant relationships with continuance
commitment in preliminary analysis (for more details see Sec. 4.2.1).
In the four models, ‘length of participation’ shows a negative and sig3

As explained in the introduction, the term Landless (Sem Terra) in capital letters
is commonly used by the MST activists to denominate people who feel part of and
identify with the movement, as was the intention of Érica in the quote.

139

Chapter 5 · Commitment

Expected antecedents of continuance commitment

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

Reward expectation
Length of participation
Perceived political opportunity structures
Perceived absence of alternatives
Social networks

0.10
−0.24++

0.07
−0.25++
0.08

0.00
−0.33∗
0.01

-0.09
−0.42∗
-0.18

0.27∗

0.31∗

0.40∗∗

0.20

0.19

Control variable
0.52∗∗∗

High-risk activism
Fit measures
R2
R2 change
F change

0.07
0.07
2.01

0.15
0.08
2.67+

0.18
0.03
1.87

0.40
0.22
18.97∗∗∗

Table 5.2: β for the antecedents of continuance commitment. N = 58,
∗∗∗ p

< 0.001,

∗∗ p

< 0.01, ∗ p < 0.05,

++ p

< 0.075, + p < 0.1.

nificant or marginally significant relationship with ‘continuance commitment’ (β = −0.24, p < 0.075; β = −0.25, p < 0.075; β = −0.33, p < 0.05
and β = −0.42, p < 0.05, respectively), which becomes stronger insofar as
more variables are being included in the models. In this vein, the longer
their participation, the less the activists display continuance commitment
to the movement. As continuance commitment occurs when an individual
remains in an organization because he/she needs to, this result is in line
with the already discussed qualitative findings that showed that activists
with more participation time usually have weaker levels of continuance
commitment to the movement because they no longer continue to participate out of a necessity. Therefore, the fact that the same relationship
between length of participation and continuance commitment was revealed
by qualitative and quantitative findings makes the result even more com-
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pelling.
Regarding the remaining expected antecedents of continuance commitment, only ‘perceived absence of alternatives’ bears a significant relationship with the outcome. In this case, the effect also becomes stronger the
more variables are included in the following models (β = 0.27, p < 0.05;
β = 0.31, p < 0.05 and β = 0.40, p < 0.01, in Models 2, 3 and 4, respectively). Hence, the more the activists perceive that they do not have other
means of achieving their goals outside the movement, the stronger their
continuance commitment to the movement.
As previously mentioned, participating in the MST involves risks such
as being evicted from the occupied land, being arrested, living in precarious conditions and even being injured or killed. Model 5 shows that the
control variable ‘high-risk activism’ bears a strong, positive and significant
relationship to ‘continuance commitment’ (β = 0.37, p < 0.01). It means
that more frequent experiences of high-risk activism increase the chances
that the activists have strong continuance commitment to the movement.
Overall, in the full model, the more activists are engaged in high-risk
activism, the more they perceive not having alternatives to achieve their
goals; and the longer their participation, the weaker their continuance
commitment to the movement. I will address the plausible explanations for
these relationships in the Section 5.3, which is dedicated to the discussion
and conclusion.

5.1.3 Normative commitment
“So, then, I could think: ‘Ah, I’ll go to a company. It’s something steady,
right.’ So, the majority of young people in the settlement, you can count
them on one hand, there aren’t even 5 that produce something. Who
help in the production (...) So, I see that if I leave, it one less, right? (...)
Because imagine ten years from now. [If] every plot of land loses one of
its children, the parents get older and older...”
Quote 5.15: Sandro, 24, ‘24 years of participation’, male, Rio Grande do
Sul

In the quote above, the young activist, who was born in the settlement,
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expresses that a feeling of moral obligation impels him to remain in the
movement. As stated in Chapter 3, this feeling is related to a normative
commitment to an organization. Furthermore, it seems that he also feels
morally obliged to continue his parents’ trajectory as they age and are no
longer able to work. Therefore, Sandro feels that he has a special and
important mission that he must complete.
In addition, Sandro’s socialization in an environment favourable to political engagement started during his childhood. When he was born, his parents were already part of the MST and he grew up embedded in a context
where activism is reinforced and mixed with personal life. This condition
is an important antecedent of normative commitment.
Among the interviewees, only Sandro demonstrated that he felt morally
obliged to remain in the MST. The other interviewed activists did not
mentioned that they continued to participate in the MST out of duty.
However, many activists reported that they feel that they owe the MST,
which is a trigger for the moral obligation of being loyal to the organization
(see Sec. 4.2.1).
“I owe a lot of that to the movement, because before I was in the movement, before ‘learning to be a human being’, I would question myself,
but I didn’t know... I didn’t have the tools to fight, right. I didn’t know
how to make things happen.”
Quote 5.16: Gilda, 52, 30 years of participation, female, Rio Grande do
Sul

Indeed, not demonstrating gratitude to the movement is a behaviour
disapproved by many activists. Isabela, a long-term activist from Pernambuco, stressed that “[t]he settlers who disagree with the movement are
biting the hand that has fed them.” (Quote 5.17: Isabela, 60, 27 years of
participation, female, Pernambuco)
The results of the multiple regression analysis with normative commitment as an outcome are summarized in the Table 5.3. They show how
the expected antecedents of normative commitment, i.e. ‘length of participation’ and ‘social networks’, affect it. In addition, the table shows
how the expected antecedent of continuance commitment ‘perceived absence of alternatives’ and the control variable ‘regions’ influence normative

142

5.1 The components of commitment

Expected antecedents of normative commitment
Length of participation
Social networks

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

0.27∗
0.18

0.22+
0.22+

0.10
0.16

0.35∗∗

0.34∗∗

Expected antecedents of continuance commitment
Perceived absence of alternatives
Control variable
−0.30∗

Regions
Fit measures
R2
R2 change
F change

0.13
0.13
4.01∗

0.25
0.12
8.61∗∗

0.32
0.07
5.34∗

Table 5.3: β for the antecedents of normative commitment.
∗∗ p

< 0.01,

∗p

< 0.05,

+p

N = 57,

< 0.1.

commitment. I included them in the analysis because, in previous analysis with the antecedents of the three components of commitment and
all control variables (see Sec. 3.2), only these were predictive of normative
commitment.
In Model 1, among the expected antecedents of normative commitment,
only ‘length of participation’ showed a significant and moderate influence
on ‘normative commitment’ (β = 0.27, p < 0.05). In Model 2, with the inclusion of ‘perceived absence of alternatives’, which bears a strong and significant relationship with ‘normative commitment’ (β = 0.35, p < 0.01),
the effect of ‘length of participation’ on the outcome becomes smaller
and marginally significant (β = 0.22, p < 0.10) and the influence of ‘social networks’ also becomes marginally significant but larger than before
(β = 0.22, p < 0.10). Thus, my analysis showed that the more the activists do not perceive alternatives to achieving their goals outside the move-
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Likert scale

4

3

2
South

Northeast

Figure 5.1: 95% confidence intervals for the normative commitment. The 95%
confidence intervals are [2.95; 3.83] for the South and [2.05; 2.91] for the Northeast and the means are 3.39 and 2.48, respectively.

ment, the longer they participate in the movement. Moreover, whenever
the individuals perceive that they have no alternatives, the strength of
their social networks inside the movement and their length of participation have a similar positive and moderate effect on their levels of normative
commitment.
In addition, among the analysed control variables only the categorical
variable ‘regions’ (South= 0 and Northeast= 1) had a significant influence
on the outcome (β = −0.30, p < 0.05), as shown in Model 3. It means that
the activists from the South have higher levels of normative commitment
compared to those from the Northeast. Indeed, the t-test with the variable
‘regions’ confirmed that, depending on the activists’ region, their level of
normative commitment changes considerably (t = 3.01, p < 0.05, r =
0.34). The plot of the confidence intervals in Figure 5.1 depicts these
differences.
Moreover, with the inclusion of the variable ‘regions’ in the third model,
the effects of ‘length of participation’ and ‘social networks’ dropped (β =
0.10 and 0.16) and became non-significant, while the effect of ‘perceived
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Expected antecedents of normative
commitment
Length of participation
Social networks
Perceived absence of alternatives
Reward expectation

South
(N = 26)

Northeast
(N = 31)

−0.11
0.40∗
0.71∗∗
−0.40∗

0.36∗
0.06
0.13
0.40∗

0.55
12.42∗∗

0.32
3.64∗

Fit measures
R2
F change

Table 5.4: β for the antecedents of normative commitment in the South

and Northeast.

∗∗ p

< 0.01, ∗ p < 0.05.

absence of alternatives’ remained virtually the same (β = 0.34, p < 0.01).
Therefore, taking into account the region where the activists are from, one
can say that those from the South and those who perceive less political
opportunities in the environment are more normatively committed to the
movement.
To better understand the impact of the context in the South and in the
Northeast on the activists’ levels of normative commitment, I split the
sample of 85 respondents into southern activists and northeastern activists and conducted multiple regressions, using the expected antecedent
of the three components of commitment as predictors. After that, I ran
another regression analysis with the same split samples using as independent variables only the antecedents that had a significant relationship with
normative commitment in the previous analysis. In this way, I was able
to investigate the antecedents of the activists’ normative commitment in
both regions. Furthermore, I was able to understand whether the same
antecedents influenced the activists’ levels of normative commitment in
both regions or whether activists from different regions had their levels
of normative commitment influenced by different antecedents. Table 5.4
shows these results.
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Despite the small sample size of both groups, the regression analysis
revealed some strong and significant relationships, suggesting that different antecedents have different roles in the normative commitment of the
activists from the South and Northeast.
For southern activists, ‘social networks’, ‘perceived absence of alternatives’ and ‘reward expectations’ have a significant influence on their
‘normative commitment’. Among these antecedents, ‘perceived absence
of alternatives’ has the strongest influence on the outcome (β = 0.71,
p < 0.001), followed by the positive and strong effect of ‘social network
(β = 0.40, p < 0.05). Lastly, ‘reward expectations’ bore a negative and
strong relationship with ‘normative commitment’ (β = −0.40, p < 0.05).
For these activists this means that the more they perceive that they do
not have alternatives to their participation in the movement, the stronger
the social networks favourable to their engagement. Furthermore, the
lower their expectations of being rewarded for their participation, the more
normatively committed to the movement they are. Note that, although in
the full sample (see Tab. 5.3), as well as in the subsample of northeastern
activists (see Tab. 5.4) ‘length of participation’ has a significant positive
effect on normative commitment, the same positive and significant relation
was not found in the subsample of southern activists (β = −0.11).
For activists from the Northeast, two factors predominantly contribute to their normative commitment: ‘length of participation’ (β = 0.36,
p<.05) and ‘reward expectations’ (β = 0.40, p<.05). Both variables have
a significant, strong and positive effect on the outcome. This means that
the longer the activists participate in the movement and the higher their
expectations of being rewarded for their participation, the more normatively committed to the movement they are.
Overall, the results reveal that activists from the Northeast and the
South are influenced by different factors. Social networks and the perceived absence of alternatives influence the activists in the South, but not
in the Northeast, while length of participation is the other way around,
i.e. it influences the activists from the Northeast, but not those from the
South. The level of reward expectations is an exception. It has a strong influence on the normative commitment of the activists from both regions.
However, this variable influences each group in opposite ways. For the
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southern activist, the reward expectations have a negative influence on
normative commitment, while the same factor has a positive influence on
the normative commitment of those from the Northeast.
The results thus far have clearly demonstrated the antecedents of affective, continuance and normative commitment (for the discussion of these
results, see Sec. 5.3). In the following section, I will discuss whether these
three components of commitment and their antecedents can be good antecedents for the activists’ willingness to continue participating - a proxy for
sustained participation in the future.

5.2 Willingness to continue participating
“I feel like I’m a part of this organization. I dedicated 17 years to it, I
hope to devote the rest of my years, right, and I’m really satisfied with
what I learned here and what I was able to build from it.”
Quote 5.18: Marcos, 36 , 17 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
Sul

Much like in Marcos’ account, willingness to continue participating in
the MST was a recurring issue among the activists’ reports. Marcos’
readiness to continue in the MST is related to his feeling of being part of
the movement and to the fact that he feels gratified by his participation.
Mirian summarizes this feeling in a simpler way: “I really like it. I’m still
involved and I want to keep helping, because I really do like it.” (Quote
5.19: Miriam, 40, 6 years of participation, Rio Grande do Sul).
When an individual remains in an organization because he/she likes
it, one can say that he/she demonstrates affective commitment to the
organization (see Chapter 3). Therefore, Marcos, Mirian and other MST
activists conveyed that they would like to continue to participate in the
future because they are affectively committed to the movement.
In Chapter 3, I discussed how participating in the MST is a full-time
activity due to the amount of time and energy that the activists, who
commonly live in the movement’s communities, devote to participation.
Nevertheless, the long-term activists who wanted to remain in the move-
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ment often reported that the time and energy demands did not cause them
to think about quitting.
“We try to combine the useful with the pleasant. During the week we
work on both [the job outside of the movement and the movement’s
activities] and on the weekend we do politics. And it’s very interesting.
In the end, we don’t see our families that often, but... (...) It’s very
hard, right? It’s really hard. Besides, I’ve missed chances to live with
people who would have liked to live with me and I said that I am from
the movement. I can’t be in a relationship. (...) And I’ve thought
about myself... how I couldn’t have a woman to get married, because it’s
complicated. Women when they get married, they’d like us to be very
close to them, right. I can’t. I like to be amongst the people. So, my
relationship with women, with the woman that I am with now is very
complicated.”
Quote 5.20: Gabriel, 33, 7 years of participation, male, Pernambuco
“(...) Sometimes we have to take care of our health a little bit more, but in
the end these initiatives don’t work very well. But I never think: ‘Okay,
I’ll quit’. Being frustrated... Of course, I have a lot of [frustrations], but
I haven’t had any regrets during all this process [of participation]. It’s
clear that 17 years always on the road, with a lot of activities, with these
kind of things... it undermines my health (...). When it happens I make
some agreements [with the organization of the MST] to take care of my
health without sacrificing my activities here [in the MST]”
Quote 5.21: César, 34, 17 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
Sul

As these accounts demonstrate, long-term MST activists have to make
trade-offs in order to have more time to participate in the movement.
Sometimes their personal life is neglected. However, they do not view these
trade-offs as negative because participating in the MST is an important
source of satisfaction for them. In this sense, for the long-term activists
who would like to continue to participate in the movement in the future,
the activism has pivotal importance in their lives.
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In Table 5.5, I present the results of the multiple regression analysis
with the factors that influence the activists’ willingness to continue participating. As all the variables of the model of sustained participation
are expected antecedents of the ‘willingness to continue participating’, the
result of the analysis of the relationship of all of these antecedents with the
outcome is shown in the table. In the first model, I included as predictors
the three components of commitment that were expected to directly affect
the outcome. In Model 2, I added the other antecedent that I expected
would bear a direct relationship to ‘willingness to continue participating’.
Finally, in the third model, the variables that might have an indirect influence on the dependent variable were included. It should be noted that
no control variable revealed a significant relationship with ‘willingness to
continue participating’ in previous analyses. Hence, I did not include them
in the analysis, which the results are reported in Table 5.5.
In Model 1, affective commitment has a significant and strong effect on
the outcome (β = 0.39, p < 0.01), while the other two components of commitment did not have any significant effect on the activists’ willingness to
continue participating. With the inclusion of the variable ‘length of participation’ in Model 2, the influence of the three components of commitment
on the dependent variable remained virtually the same. Thus, only the
influence of ‘affective commitment’ was revealed as strong and significant
(β = 0.41, p < 0.01). In addition, the length of the activists’ participation
did not reveal a significant relationship with their willingness to continue
participating.
The full Model 3 shows the significant strong and positive relationship of
‘affective commitment’ (β = 0.43, p < 0.05) and of ‘reward expectations’
(β = 0.31, p < 0.05) as well as the marginally significant and moderate
but negative relationship of ‘perceived political opportunity structures’
with ‘willingness to continue participating’ (β = −0.28, p < 0.10).
Although the previous results hint at the factors that affect the activists’ willingness to continue participating, the large number of variables
and the small sample size caused by missing values did not allow me to
reach a reliable conclusion. Hence, I ran an additional multiple regression
analysis with only the variables that were revealed to be significant or
marginally significant in the precedent analysis shown in Table 5.5. These
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Expected antecedents of ‘willingness to
continue participating’

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Affective commitment
Continuance commitment
Normative commitment
Length of participation
Social networks
Satisfaction
Movement identification
Perceived political opportunity structure
Perceived absence of alternatives
Reward expectation

0.39∗∗
0.10
0.11

0.41∗∗
0.09
0.13
-0.05

0.43∗
0.09
0.11
-0.05
0.17
-0.21
-0.13
−0.28+
0.02
0.31∗

0.16
0.16
3.19∗

0.17
0.002
0.12

0.33
0.16
1.7

Fit measures
R2
R2 change
F change

Table 5.5: β for the antecedents of ‘willingness to continue participating’.

N = 53,
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∗∗ p

< 0.01, ∗ p < 0.05, + p < 0.1.

5.2 Willingness to continue participating

β
Affective commitment
Perceived political opportunity structures
Reward expectations

0.27∗
-0.13
0.27∗

Fit measures
R2
F change

0.21
6.19∗∗

Table 5.6: Results from additional analysis on the antecedents of ‘willing-

ness to continue participating’. N = 75,

∗∗ p

< 0.01, ∗ p < 0.05.

more accurate results are presented in Table 5.6.
In the additional analysis, the effect of ‘perceived political opportunities
structures’ on the activists’ willingness to continue participating is not
confirmed. Only ‘affective commitment’ and ‘reward expectations’ still
reveal a significant but smaller effect on the outcome, compared with the
first analysis. Both bear the same moderate and positive relationship with
‘willingness to continue participating’ (both with β = 0.27, p < 0.05).
This means that the more the activists are affectively committed to the
movement and the higher their expectation of being rewarded for their
participation, the greater their willingness to continue participating in the
future.
Similar to the recurring demonstrations of affective commitment shown
by MST activists in the accounts presented in the beginning of this section, the findings derived from the qualitative data provide remarkable
examples of the MST activists’ reward expectations.
“We know that things don’t happen quickly. We feel it. We are planting
a little seed and, over time, more and more, it’s sprouting. (...) And the
biggest example we see of this is our success.”
Quote 5.22: Helena, 38, 17 years of participation, female, Pernambuco
“[I] analyse that if we don’t fight, nothing is going to happen. Nothing!
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Having Dilma [as president] or not, having Lula [as president] or not.
What will make the settlements be implemented is the fight. The fight
for a fair cause, for a better world, because that’s the only way something
is going to happen. (...) Because the government only makes things
happen under pressure. (...) Joining the MST is like a horrible illness:
incurable.”
Quote 5.23: Gabriel, 33, 7 years of participation, male, Pernambuco
“[T]hey [the government] stopped agrarian reform. They didn’t do anything. (...) So, people were also discouraged to camp, right? (...) But
I think that we [the MST activists] have to keep being mobilized. And
even without any people in the camps today, I think that we have to keep
being mobilized to make the settlements improve their production.”
Quote 5.24: Leandro, 56, 30 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
Sul

These activists emphasize that, despite the fact that they do not evaluate the political context as favourable to the MST’s collective actions, they
rely on the movement’s capacity for mobilization to overcome these difficulties and achieve their goals. As Helena stressed, confidence in the
movement’s efficacy is reinforced by the movement’s previous achievements, which work as concrete examples of the movement’s mobilization
capacity. The accounts are from three settlers who, although they already
have their plot of land, continue participating in the MST because of
the movement’s ideology, as in Gabriel’s case, and because of their need
to struggle for further improvements in the settlements, as Leandro explained. Moreover, Gabriel and Leandro are more motivated to continue
participating due to the unfavourable political context and the belief that
nothing will change unless they engage in political struggle.
In sum, the results revealed that the greater the MST activists’ affective
commitment and the higher their expectations of being rewarded for their
participation are, the stronger their predisposition to continue participating in the movement. Furthermore, the findings highlight the activists’
strong and almost unbroken trust in the movements’ capacity to achieve
its goals.
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I will summarize and discuss the results of this section, as well as those
of the previous sections, in the next section.

5.3 Discussion and conclusion
In this chapter, I confirmed many of my hypotheses about which factors
influence the activists’ commitment and their willingness to continue participating. Moreover, the analysis of the qualitative as well as quantitative
data revealed unexpected relationships, or an absence thereof, between
variables. All the results are summarized in the Tables 5.7 and 5.8.
The expected results corroborate previous studies discussed in Chapter
3. This is not the case for the unexpected results. Therefore, a more
detailed discussion is necessary.
One unexpected finding of my analysis is that the long-term southern
activists have a sense of accountability that the activists from the Northeast did not report. That is, they feel that the problems of the movement
are also their own. I observed that the sense of accountability was often
related to the activists’ statements that they had ‘built the movement’.
The movement was founded in the South and some activists had participated in the MST since its inception. In addition, other activists with fewer
years of participation have had more opportunity to socialize with those
who founded the movement. Therefore, both circumstances can make the
feeling that the movement is really a result of the peoples’ actions more
concrete. I state that the southern activists’ increased sense of accountability is connected to their long history of struggle for land in the region.
I hypothesized that the activists’ identification with the movement and
their satisfaction with participating would directly influence their affective
commitment. However, my results revealed that the stronger the activists’ identification with the movement, the more satisfied they are with
their participation. In turn, the more satisfied they are, the higher their
affective commitment. Although it was not expected, such a relationship
makes sense. Identification with the movement makes the activists’ participation more gratifying because, once inside the movement, they have
the opportunity to express an ideology in which they believe. Accordingly,
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Expected results
Quantitative data
•

•

•

•

Qualitative data

The longer the activists’ participation, the stronger their social networks.
The more the activists perceive
that they do not have other alternatives, the more continuously committed they are.
The more affectively committed to
the movement the activists are, the
stronger their willingness to continue participating.
The higher the activists’ reward expectations, the stronger their willingness to continue participating
Quantitative and qualitative data

•
•
•
•
•
•

The length of participation is an antecedent of commitment (positive
relationship).
The stronger the activists’ social networks, the more satisfied they are
with participation.
Movement identification and social networks are antecedents of affective commitment (positive relationship).
Satisfaction is an antecedent of affective commitment (positive relationship).
The longer the activists’ socialization inside the movement, the more
normatively committed they are.
Affective commitment is an antecedent of the willingness to continue
participating.

Table 5.7: Summary of expected results.
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Unxpected results
Quantitative data

Qualitative data

•

The more the activists experience
high-risk activism, the more continuously committed they are.

•

•

The more the activists perceive
that they do not have other alternatives, the more normatively committed they are.
The activists from the South are
more normatively committed then
those from the Northeast.

•

The normative commitment of the
activists from the South is mainly
influenced by the strength of their
social networks inside the movement and their perception of an absence of alternatives (both positive
relationships) as well as by their
reward expectations (negative relationship)
The normative commitment of the
activists from the Northeast is
mainly influenced by their length
of participation and by their reward expectations (both positive
relationships)

•

•

•

•

•

Only the affectively committed activists from the South
demonstrate a sense of accountability.
The activists mainly started
to participate because they
needed to.
The more the activists identify
with the movement, the less
continuously committed they
are.
The sustained participation of
the activists does not depend
on how biographically available they are.

Quantitative and qualitative data
•
•

The more the activists identify with the movement, the more satisfied
in participating they are.
The longer the activists’ participation, the lesser continuously committed they are.

Table 5.8: Summary of unexpected results.
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Klandermans (2004) stresses that some individuals participate in a social
movement in order to satisfy their need to give meaning to their lives
and express their worldview. The role of gratifying participation in the
activists’ sustained participation will be address in the following chapter.
My quantitative and qualitative analyses also revealed that the activists have higher levels of continuance commitment to the movement in the
initial stages of their participation. Furthermore, through my qualitative
data, I found that their identification with the movement, a confirmed
antecedent of affective commitment, relates negatively to their levels of
continuance commitment. The more the activists identify with the movement, the weaker their continuance commitment.
In fact, for many MST activists, identification with the movement is
something that comes later and, usually, through activities where the
MST’s ideology is shared. In the initial stages of participation, the activists’ primary aim is to obtain a plot of land. When these needs are satisfied
and they no longer have a strong need to continue participating, i.e. they
have weaker continuance commitment, the activists remain in the movement because, over the time, they start to identify with the movement. In
simple terms, the longer the activists have participated in the MST, the
lesser their chances of displaying stronger continuance commitment and
the greater their chances of being affectively committed to the movement.
Indeed, Snow et al. (1986) observe that the individuals’ reasons and
motives for participating in a movement are constantly redefined. In the
case of the MST activists, they joined the movement mainly because they
had short-term, material goals. As time went on and the initial goals were
achieved, their main reasons for participating changed and they wished
to express their increasing identification with the ideology of the movement. Over time, some MST activists become what Snow and McAdam
(2000) Snow and McAdam (2000) conceive of as ‘identity seekers’. The
authors describe identity seekers as individuals who strongly identify with
a particular identity and actively search for groups (movements, cults and
subcultures) with perspectives and practices that correspond to and allow
for the expression of their identity. Notwithstanding, it is important to restate that not all MST activists who join the movement due to a material
need identify with the movement and continue participating for a longer
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period of time. Indeed, some of those who do not continue to participate
do not feel like they are part of the movement afterwards.
As discussed in Chapter 3, individuals’ identities change after being part
of a movement, especially after a long period. This is because frequent
social interactions shape the activists’ identities and therefore change the
beliefs with which they identify. The MST activists often reported that the
movement shares their beliefs though all sorts of activities (courses, rituals,
daily activities, decision-making events, etc.). Socializing participants into
shared beliefs is a normal practice among social movements. They share
and reinforce values through daily activities and rituals. Among the MST’s
strategies for socializing beliefs, the political education courses demonstrate how the movement’s activists try to ‘politicize’ the individuals’ collective identity. Simon and Klandermans (2001) observed that individuals
who participate in a movement sometimes become aware of the power
struggle related to their collective actions. They argue that this kind of
awareness can emerge when the individuals’ collective identity is politicized. In this way, these activists not only identify with the beliefs shared
by the members of a movement, but they also understand their role and
the impact of their actions in society.
Thus, the social networks inside the movement influence the MST activists’ posterior search for identity expression. As previous studies pointed
out, the fact that the majority of activists live together in communities
organized by the movement provides many opportunities for social interaction among activists, which in turn facilitates the activists identification
with the movement (see e.g. McAdam & Paulsen, 1993; Passy & Giugni,
2000; Nepstad, 2004).
Based on the literature, I did not expect that sacrifices, i.e. high-risk
activism, would enhance the chances of activists demonstrating strong
continuance commitment to the movement. Although, some studies have
found that high-risk activism contributes to the individuals’ sustained
participation (Nepstad, 2004; Gamson, 1991), to the best of my knowledge
the relationship between high-risk activism and continuance commitment
has never been described before.
My results revealed that the MST activists have stronger continuance
commitment to the movement when they have more frequent experiences
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of high-risk collective actions and when they do not perceive any alternatives to their participation. Allen and Meyer (1990) described how people
with high levels of continuance commitment tend to feel that they have
to remain in an organization due to the many sacrifices that they have
already made. In addition, the fact that the activists who experience
high-risk activism have participated for a shorter period corroborates the
fact that participation in the MST is riskier in the initial stages of participation, such as during the land occupations. Finally, it is also important
to address how the negative effect of ‘length of participation’ and the positive effect of ‘perceived absence of alternatives’ become stronger when
the variable ‘high-risk activism’ is included in the model that tests the
antecedents of continuance commitment. In fact, as previously explained
(see e.g. Chapter 2), the high-risk activities of the land occupations usually happen in the early stages of the activists’ participation in the MST.
Thus, I suggest that, if these individuals do not perceive other alternatives to achieve their goals, i.e. land ownership, they are more willing to
frequently engage in and endure risky activities during the early stages of
their participation, i.e. land occupations, in order to do so, because they
feel that they have no other choice.
The influence of ‘perceived absence of alternatives’ (an antecedent of
‘continuance commitment’) on ‘normative commitment’ was unexpected.
This might be because the two components of commitment are related to
the individuals’ evaluation of the social costs of leaving the organization.
Powell and Meyer (2004), analysing the validity of the scale of organizational commitment, observed that social cost, e.g. ‘perceived absence of
alternatives’, predicted normative commitment better than continuance
commitment (Jaros, 2007). Accordingly, ‘perceived absence of alternatives’ can be considered a social cost for leaving the movement, given that
the activists feel morally obliged to remain in the movement due to the
improvements in their lives, i.e. obtaining their own land. This comes
from the value placed on loyalty, stimulated during their long-term relationships with other activists. Thus, the activists perceive that if they
leave the movement, they would be ungrateful, i.e. as the activist Isabela
reported: they would be seen as people who ‘bite the hand that has fed
them’.
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Furthermore, I found that ‘perceived absence of alternatives’ is mainly
an antecedent of the normative commitment of activists from the South.
For this group of activists, the more they perceive that they do not have
alternatives to their participation, the more they are normatively committed. In the South, people have participated for longer periods of time,
which implies longer periods of socialization with other activists. Therefore, there is a more frequent and long-lasting sharing of values, such as
loyalty, which make the individuals feel more obliged to remain (normative
commitment).
In addition, the longer socialization period of the activists in the South
and the fact that they are all settlers may explain why their social networks
play a main role in their normative commitment. These factors imply
longer socialization in a social network favourable to participation, the
proper condition for the emergence of normative commitment.
Another antecedent of ‘continuance commitment’ appeared as an antecedent of ‘normative commitment’ when the samples were split: ‘reward
expectations’. For the southern activists, the less they expected to be
rewarded, the more normatively committed they were. The plausible explanation is that they were already rewarded with their own land and other
benefits, thus they do not have high expectations for achieving greater
goals. Therefore, if they do not expect to be rewarded, but continue participating in the MST anyway, the plausible reason to do so is a moral
obligation, i.e. normative commitment. On the other hand, there still is a
large demand for land in the Northeast (see Sec. 1.2.1), many settlements
do not yet benefit from improvements in the infrastructure and the frequent dry seasons make large-scale agricultural production more difficult.
In this context, it does not come as a surprise that ‘reward expectations’
play an important role and that it makes the activists feel obliged to continue participating.
For the full sample, as well as the subsample of northeastern activists,
‘length of participation’ bears a strong and positive relationship with the
normative commitment of the activists (for the South, the outcome for this
relation is not significant). As socializing and incorporating values, such
as loyalty, requires a considerable amount of time, it is understandable
and to be expected that longer participation implies a stronger normative
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commitment.
Finally, the activists from the South are more normatively committed
than those form the Northeast. I infer that this is due to longer socialization among activists in this region compared to the Northeast. Indeed,
from the account of the southern activist, Sandro, it is clear that he believes that if he does not continue to participate in the movement, nobody
will. As was pointed out by previous studies, this is evidence that an activist is normatively committed to the movement (see Oliver, 1984; Snow
et al., 1986; Taylor, 1989). In addition, the fact that Sandro was born in
the movement and his parents are activists are strong evidences that longterm social networks are an antecedent of normative commitment. This
finding is in line with studies that revealed that the children of activists
have greater chances of being activists in the future as well (e.g. Jennings,
2002)(Duncan & Agronick, 1995).
The fact that continuance and normative commitment did not seem to
bear a significant and strong relationship with the activists’ willingness to
continue participating was not expected. However, as Allen and Meyer
(1990) explain, the fact that there are three components of commitment
does not mean that everybody has to have affective, continuance and
normative commitment to an organization in equal proportions in order
to be compelled to remain in it. Willingness to continue participating
relates to what the activists would like to do in the future. Since affective
commitment measures how much an activist likes to participate in the
movement, my result is understandable. In addition, continuance and
normative commitment are directly influenced by the cost of participating.
The activists will not hope to have costly participation in the future,
meaning that the willingness to participate (in the future) is not influenced
by continuance and normative commitment.
I found that MST activists do not become long-term activists because
they are biographically available, as some studies point out. Often, they
make themselves biographically available in order to continue participating. This finding is in accordance with studies of Nepstad (2008),
Corrigall-Brown (2006), Downton and Wehr (1998) that revealed that one
characteristic of long-term activists is that they find time to participate.
If they have many obligations outside of the movement, i.e. child care,
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additional jobs, etc., they will create strategies to make time for participating. Figures 5.2 and 5.3 summarize the relationships between variables
observed in this study.
Lastly, my results revealed that the three components of commitment
do not have the same role in the permanence of the activists in the MST
over time. In the initial stages of participation, many activists have continuance commitment to the movement. As time passes, the activists have
lower levels of continuance commitment and become more affectively and
normatively committed to the movement. Furthermore, the more they are
affectively committed to the MST, the more their willingness to continue
participating in the future, as illustrated in the Figure 5.4.
In sum, people join the MST because they need to, they continue to
participate because they like it and they feel that they ought to, and
they consider continuing to participate in the future because they like to
participate in the movement.
In the next chapter, I will discuss the findings related to the other main
antecedent of sustained participation: gratifying participation.
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Movement
Identification

Length of
Participation

Social Networks

Satisfaction

Normative
Commitment

Affective
Commitment

Continuance
Commitment

High-risk
Activism

Reward
Expectations

Willingness
to Continue
Participating

Perceived
Absence of
Alternatives

Figure 5.2: Model of sustained participation. In this diagram, solid arrows → imply a positive relationship,
while dotted arrows 99K denote a negative relationship.
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South
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Social Networks

Length of
Participation

Perceived
Absence of
Alternatives

Normative
Commitment

Rewards
Expectation

Reward
Expectation

Figure 5.3: The activist’s normative commitment in each region. In this diagram,
solid arrows → imply a positive relationship, while dotted arrows 99K denote a
negative relationship.

Beginning of participation

Continuance commitment

Sustained participation
Affective and normative
commitment

Willingness to continue
participating in the future
Affective commitment

Figure 5.4: The roles of affective, continuance and normative commitments in
the activists’ sustained participation over time.
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The role of gratifying participation in
the activists’ sustained participation
As discussed in Chapter 3, what is considered a gratifying participation
varies from individual to individual. Each bases his/her evaluation on
particular criteria, which are elaborated and shared in specific contexts.
In other words, what is perceived as gratifying by some may or may not be
perceived as such by others, depending on their individual characteristics
and/or on the context (see Van der Veen & Klandermans, 1989).
To understand what makes participation in the MST gratifying enough
for activists to stay involved, I carried out an exploratory study. The
findings revealed nine main reasons: ‘providing collective goods’, ‘feeling useful’, ‘expressing ideology’, ‘expressing social identity’, ‘expanding
worldview’, ‘movement’s efficacy’, ‘social visibility’, ‘being part of a group’
and ‘dignifying life’. The meaning of these reasons overlap in some points.
However, I argue that the separate identification of each reason is important to grasp the complex and multifaceted nature of why one decides to
stay in a social movement.

6.1 Causes of gratifying participation
6.1.1 Providing collective goods
My findings reveal that many MST activists consider the impact of the
movement’s achievements on the people’s lives as gratifying. The activists
demonstrated their satisfaction in providing collective goods as follows:
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“It’s a unique satisfaction, as a group, as an actual organization, in which
you really are able to see yourself, it’s so much more than just yours.
We’re not talking about what’s mine, we’re talking about what’s ours.
We’re talking about a situation that isn’t just your own, it belongs to
millions and millions of people.”
Quote 6.1: Nair, 25, 5 years of participation, female, Pernambuco
“So that’s what I think is satisfying: being able to help people, always
continuing.”
Quote 6.2: Samuel, 51, 30 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
Sul

In these accounts, one notes how the activists are satisfied by providing
goods not only to themselves, but also to other people. Accordingly, Olson
(1968) describes how ‘collective incentives’ benefit everyone, both inside
and outside the movement. Thus, ‘providing collective goods’ represents
the movement’s capacity to offer ‘collective incentives’. Previous studies
pointed to the fact that individuals who are more willing to participate in a
social movement usually believe that ‘if they don’t do something, nobody
will’ (see Oliver, 1984; Snow et al., 1986; Taylor, 1989). In Chapter 5
Quote 5.15 the MST activist Sandro expressed this thought clearly.

6.1.2 Feeling useful
This source of satisfaction refers to the feeling among activists that they
can contribute to society. The satisfaction of ‘feeling useful’ dovetails with
the satisfaction of ‘providing collective goods’, as demonstrated below.
“Being able to see that joy. By the people, for the people that which
belongs to the people, right. That’s how I find purpose in my life and
this is what I like.”
Quote 6.3: Jonas, 26, ‘18 years of participation’, male, Pernambuco

The activists demonstrate that when they are able to provide collective
goods through participation, they feel that they are able to do something
and this makes them satisfied. Similarly, Downton and Wehr (1998), in
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their study on how commitment is developed and sustained by persistent
peace activists, observed that the activists considered ‘making a difference
in society’ to be a reward for their persistence.

6.1.3 Expressing ideology
I define ‘expressing ideology’ as the source of satisfaction derived from
the activists’ feelings that the movement’s context is an appropriate environment to express their ideology and beliefs, and where they can be
reinforced in doing so. When Jonas, an activist who grew up in the MST
settlement, talks about how successfully helping people is a gratifying experience (see the previous quote 6.3), he also employs a phrase related
to the MST’s communist ideology: “By the people, for the people, that
which belongs to the people.” Jonas’ communist ideology, which is shared
by other MST activists, is even more evident when he says:
“The most satisfying thing is, above all else, being able to understand the
history of your country, knowing about the balance of power of classes
and systems, that’s what the movement is showing us, and knowing what
position we’re in and where we must go and what our rights are. And,
so, this was... this is really good for the social movement that educates
activists to use anti-capitalist thinking within a capitalist system. (...)
So, to me, it was really good. (...) Being able to think like this today,
being able to learn through social struggle, to know that there are people
who dominate, to know what we can do, where we can do it, what we
must do. So, this... and also a sense of homeland as well. The sense of
national consciousness that the movement has given is really big.”
Quote 6.4: Jonas, 26, ‘18 years of participation’, male, Pernambuco

Just like Jonas, the ‘expressing ideology’ demand was often mentioned
by other activists who grew up in MST communities and studied in the
movement’s political education courses or in regular schools organized by
the movement. Ricardo, an activist who spent his adolescence in an MST
settlement and who attended the movement’s political education course
says:
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“The most satisfying thing about being part of this social movement...
first of all, really, is its representation of the working class. Just by
representing farmers, just by representing the real farmers, those that
are part of family agriculture, it’s such a pleasure, it’s such a good thing.
(...) Also that there’s not just a practical side to things, there’s also a
theoretical side. That’s a question of politics. We confront politicians
and social representatives head on.”
Quote 6.5: Ricardo, 21, 7 years of participation, male, Pernambuco

Both Jonas and Ricardo used elaborate arguments that demonstrate
their communist ideology and satisfaction in its expression. They behave
as ‘identity seekers’: activists who participate in a social movement in order to express an identity compatible with their ideology (e.g. Downton &
Wehr, 1998, see Chapter 3)(Snow & McAdam, 2000). Similarly, Downton
and Wehr (1998) found that persistent pacifist activists felt rewarded for
participating in a pacifist movement because, in this way, they could live
in harmony with their non-violent values.
Moreover, participating in a social movement involves social interactions that are different from those that the individuals experienced before joining the movement (see Chapter 3). These interactions are favourable to political engagement and constantly transform and shape the
individuals’ identities and perceptions (see e.g. Passy & Giugni, 2000).
Therefore, early and frequent interactions with other activists facilitates
accordance between the activists’ ideology and that of the movement. In
other words, long-term socialization inside the movement strengthens the
activists’ identification with the movement. Furthermore, childhood and
adolescence are life stages of identity formation and identification with
other groups that are greatly influenced by the individuals’ socialization
(see E. Erikson & J. Erikson, 1998). Jonas had been socializing with
other MST activists since his childhood and Ricardo since his adolescence.
Hence, it comes as no surprise that they demonstrate strong support for
an ideology that is similar to the one espoused by the MST.
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6.1.4 Expressing social identity
The activists reported their satisfaction with the fact that participation
in the MST allows them to display their social identity as farmers. As explained in Chapter 3, social identity is a self-concept of an individual that
derives from his/her knowledge of participation in a social group and from
“(...) the value and emotional significance attached to the membership”
(Tajfel, 1978, p. 63). The ‘farmer’ identity is a social identity insofar as it
can be conceived in terms of category membership. The activists Rômulo
and Sandro report:
“This struggle represents us. It represents who we are. We’re people
that live a life in the countryside, meaning, we’ve always worked in the
countryside, and it’s here that we want to build our future. We want
to continue contributing with what we really know how to do, which is
working as farmers. (...) So, I think that that’s our objective through
this struggle. So that we can have the pleasure of doing what we know
how to do. We’ve spent our whole lives as farmers and it’s as farmers
that we want to see our lives improve.”
Quote 6.6: Rômulo, 40, 16 years of participation, male, Pernambuco
“So, what is being a farmer? It is seeing a plant growing, like a child.
The child will grow and the plant does so too. You have to take care
of the plant, right? Today, maybe it is wilted, so it starts raining and
the plant reinvigorates. (...) If you go to the farmland, you are able to
identify many things that are not good and you say to yourself: ‘what
can I do to improve it?”’
Quote 6.7: Sandro, 24, ‘24 years of participation’, male, Rio Grande do
Sul

Rômulo emphasises how the MST’s struggle represents his interests as a
farmer and that, through his participation, he is able to continue to show
this identity. Sandro, an activist who was born in a MST settlement,
reveals his satisfaction with being a farmer. He learned this work with
his parents, who are farmers and MST activists as well. Thus, Rômulo
is satisfied by participating in a movement, which mirrors the ‘farmer’
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social identity that he already had before joining the movement. On the
other hand, Sandro likes to be a farmer, because this is the social identity that he identifies with due to his long-term socialization within the
movement. Drury and Steve Reicher (2000) observe that social identity is
a consequence and cause of the individuals’ transformation; it reinforces,
as in the case of Rômulo and Sandro, participation in collective actions
(see also Van Zomeren, Postmes & Spears, 2008).

6.1.5 Expanding worldviews
In addition, participation in the MST gives some activists satisfaction
by ‘expanding their worldviews’. This source of satisfaction is related to
access to knowledge and/or the skills that the activists acquire thanks to
their participation in the movement, and which would be missing without
the movement’s support.
“I think that just the fact that we know that we suffered, that we were
exploited and all that, but that we’re not alienated... that’s what the
movement handed down to us and that no one can take away. And these
ways, this critical consciousness that we have of our society’s construction, that’s what we’re passing on from parents to children. It’s also
helping us to not become alienated and to see, everywhere we go, that
our class is large (...).”
Quote 6.8: Selma, 63, 30 years of participation, female, Rio Grande do
Sul
“Our idea and perspective for the future is to have opportunities and I’m
happier because I’m able to study. I’m studying in a course called ‘Earth
Knowledge’ [Saberes da Terra] for another year and asking God [to bless]
these two years. (...) So we’re happy.”
Quote 6.9: João, 65, 18 years of participation, male, Pernambuco
“That’s why I’m saying that it [the MST] is a large school for me and I’m
learning more and more with the other cultures, and that’s not all... (...)
It was a place that set me free, that’s what I can tell you, right. Because
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I was always inside, I never left the house. (...). So, today, I’ve really
changed, that’s what everyone says, that I opened up. Now I go out, I go
anywhere I want. I’ve been to São Paulo by myself, I’ve been to Brasília,
I’ve been to Paraná. So, for me, it’s become reality. I’m cheerful because
I’m in charge. I didn’t used to go out alone and today, at the age of 40,
I’m in the thick of the struggle and I like what I do.”
Quote 6.10: Mirian, 40, 6 years of participation, female, Rio Grande do
Sul

Each quote expresses a different form of worldview expansion. Selma
mentioned that knowledge of the MST’s ideology, previously expressed
in the accounts of Jonas and Ricardo, is a way of expanding her worldview. To Selma, her participation in the movement gave her the tools to
understand the world, which she claims not to have had prior to joining
the MST, when she considered herself and other activists to be politically
alienated. Therefore, it seems that after joining the movement, Selma and
her companions had their ‘collective identity politicized’, to use Simon
and Klandermans’ (2001) term. It means that they became aware of the
correlation of political power in their context and motivated to struggle
against the forces they could now identify. In their study, Downton and
Wehr (1998) also observed that the pacifists experienced a more meaningful personal life due to their better understanding of the political process.
Furthermore, João exalted the opportunity to have access to education
promoted by the MST (see Chapter 2). The struggle for education in
countryside is one of the movement’s signature achievements. During my
fieldwork, it was often mentioned by the MST activists as one of their
reasons for participating. In particular, those who participate in the MST
have a greater chance of enrolling in technical, undergraduate and specialization courses than others with the same background. This is because the
movement has agreements with several universities in Brazil and abroad
(see Chapter 2). The opportunity to achieve a higher level of education in
an environment where access to education is scarce works as an important
‘selective incentive’ offered by the MST. As Olson (1968) states, selective
incentives are benefits made available only to those who participate in the
movement.

171

Chapter 6 · Gratifying participation
Another way to broaden the activists’ horizons is by travelling, meeting
new people and experiencing new cultures, as Mirian stated. The MST is
organized throughout Brazil and in other countries (see Chapter 2). For
someone who rarely has a chance to travel, travelling to a different region
of the country or abroad to attend meetings and demonstrations can be an
incredible event. This can change one’s perspective, as Mirian mentioned.
Again, the opportunity to experience other places and meet new people is
a selective incentive offered by the MST to its activists.
The findings presented in this part show that participation in the MST
provides the activists with access to an ideology, education and different
cultures, places and knowledge. These elements change the way in which
activists analyse the world and, as a result, expand their worldview. Similarly, Rosa (2011), interviewing MST leaders in the Northeast of Brazil,
observed that many people participated in the movement as a way to give
meaning to their lives.

6.1.6 Movement’s efficacy
The activists reported not only what the movement represents in terms
of ideology, but also what it represents in terms of achievements as a
source of satisfaction derived from their participation. I use the term
‘movement’s efficacy’ to describe the activists’ satisfaction with being part
of the movement due to its image of effectiveness. In this regard, Ricardo
and Vanessa state:
“We take on politicians, social representatives. We do it because we’re a
movement that actually represents and defends the people. That’s why
we’re trying to improve the situation of the settlements, and not only
the settlements but the camps as well. So it’s good to be part of a social
movement like the MST.”
Quote 6.11: Ricardo, 21,7 years of participation, male, Pernambuco
“But it’s satisfying to know that, despite all difficulties, the movement
keeps going. The movement is always looking to improve, always looking
for the new (...) it’s the movement in itself, the organization, doesn’t get

172

6.1 Causes of gratifying participation
discouraged. As long as there’s someone to say ‘I’m here to fight’, the
struggle continues. That’s what’s satisfying, knowing that the movement
keeps going and that the people are organized.”
Quote 6.12: Vanessa, 23, ‘18 years of participation’, female, Pernambuco

As one notes from these two accounts, the activists are proud of being part of a social movement that is able to achieve its goals. Accordingly, when the activists have an opposing image of the movement, i.e.
that the movement is not effective, the chance that they feel demoralized
and powerless grows, which increases the possibility of disengagement (see
Klandermans, 1989; Knoke, 1981).

6.1.7 Social visibility
A consequence of the movement’s image of effectiveness is that it makes its
activists more socially visible. I define ‘social visibility’ as the gratifying
experience derived from participation related to the activists’ perception
that society notices them because they are part of the movement. They
feel important and respected by society due to their participation in the
movement. Thus, an individual who would most likely not have a prominent career outside the movement due to his/her low level of education
and/or youth - can become socially visible by becoming a leader of the
MST.
“(...) And also, like, see, they even gave me the confidence to be the
representative of a sector that is part of the organization of these farmers,
in the area of production, be it livestock or agriculture. It’s good to be
part of a social movement like that.”
Quote 6.13: Ricardo, 21, 7 years of participation, male, Pernambuco

Similarly, in his research about the social meaning of MST participation
in the state of Pernambuco,Rosa (2011) observed that being a MST leader
is a very attractive option for many young people. In general, they would
not have the same opportunity to gain respect, admiration and power
in other groups, such as unions, in which previous experience is more
valued (Rosa, 2011). In fact, Arenhart (2007) observes that many MST
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activists would like their children to become MST leaders due to the same
reasons pointed out by Rosa (2011). Corrigall-Brown (2006) obtained
similar findings by studying the participation of long-term activists from
the Concerned Women for America (CWA) movement. In this movement,
the activists “sought and/or thrived in leadership positions” (p. 20).

6.1.8 Sense of belonging
Being part of a group is another source of gratifying participation. I
observed that many activists see the movement as if it were family and
feel gratified by this sense of belonging.
“For me, the MST is really my family, you know. Where I was born and
raised and today, sometimes, I start thinking about what would have
become of me if it were not for the MST, right? Because, in truth, we’re
a family. We have the experience of living together day in and day out.
The experiences here in the settlement, in the municipality, in the state.
So, we’re a great big family that’s going to keep moving forward.”
Quote 6.14: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, female, Rio Grande
do Sul
“I think like, that in relation to the movement, it’s a pretty expansive
movement. But someone sees your little red flag and you identify yourself,
whether it’s here, or in Mato Grosso, or Goiás, or wherever. So that’s
how it’s our identity. Because my identity is the Landless Movement,
it’s the little red flag, it’s our symbol. It’s a unity that you have, right.
Because even me being from here from Rio Grande do Sul, I’ve met,
sometimes, people from the movement from other states, but here it feels
like we’ve known each other our whole lives, right. So people identify
with it. People identify with the flag.”
Quote 6.15: Claudia, 34, ‘25 years of participation’, female, Rio Grande
do Sul

The statements show that activists find comfort through participation
in a movement with which they identify. Therefore, they are grateful to
be part of a group. Simone as well as Claudia’s accounts relate to the
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existence of two components: the strength and friendliness of their social
networks and their identification with the movement. Simone reported
that she identifies with the MST because of the frequent socialization with
other activists, who were part of her close-knit social networks. Claudia
mentioned that her identification with the MST lead to the expansion of
her social networks. Likewise, Mannarini and Fedi (2011), studying the
sustained engagement of the anti-globalisation activists and anti-HSR1
militants, found that the long-term activists were those who had more
positive interactions and affective bonds with other members (see also
Nepstad, 2004).
In a similar vein, my findings reveal that the strength and friendliness of
social networks and identification with the movement make the activists
feel like they are part of the MST. This, in turn, makes participation
gratifying. In Chapter 3, I explained that a sense of belonging is evidence
that the activists are affectively committed to the movement. This is
not a surprise, given that affective commitment is related to an activist’s
enjoyment of sustained participation due, among other factors, to a feeling
of being part of the movement (see Allen & Meyer, 1990; Klandermans,
1997).
Notwithstanding, it is important to observe that social networks are
sometimes not a source of satisfaction. The activists’ social relations with
other activists can also make participation more costly, if they do not have
friendly and strong relationships. During my fieldwork, I visited MST
communities where people did not have gratifying social interactions with
other activists. Indeed, in Section 2.3 I described how, in the Milagre
settlement in the state of Pernambuco, the scarcity of water generated an
atmosphere of competition between the 15 families that lived there. This
created a hostile environment and made social relations ungratifying.

6.1.9 Dignified life
‘Dignified life’ refers to the satisfaction derived from material and immaterial incomes that allow the activists to lead lives of comfort and safety.
1

This was a movement that opposed the construction of a high-speed railway (HSR)
connecting Italy to France across the Susa Valley (Mannarini & Fedi, 2011, p. 3).
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‘Leading a dignified life’ is a common expression used by the MST activists. The activists define this as a life in which they do not have to
pay a rent, do not have to work for someone else (they can be their ‘own
bosses’), have enough food for the whole family and can send their children
to school.
“My greatest satisfaction is being inside the movement, it’s working my
own land, (...). It’s farming your own land, and not working for others,
it’s producing the fruit that I want, having a house to live in, a house of
my own, right?”
Quote 6.16: Jair, 25, ‘16 years of participation’, male, Pernambuco
“So I think that the MST awakens, it redeems a human being who offers a
part of him or herself to the struggle that is often killed by the capitalist
system, right. The part of life that’s you looking forward, producing
values... To me, that’s what the movement is. It transforms, it helps
us to transform ourselves and be more human, be more... really live the
principle of life. I think that it’s responsible for so many families having
better living conditions and looking at the world in a more conscientious,
more transformative, more social way.”
Quote 6.17: Bárbara, 45, 25 years of participation, female, Rio Grande
do Sul

Jair’s account highlights material improvement that make the activists’
lives, after joining the movement, dignified and their participation gratifying. In addition, Bárbara’s account demonstrates the activists’ satisfaction
with the immaterial improvements that ‘transform them as human beings’.

6.2 Discussion and conclusion
Interconnections between sources of satisfaction highlight participation in
collective action as a complex and multi-facetted phenomenon. These
reasons stem from the three main demands for participation identified by
Klandermans (2004): ‘instrumentality’, ‘identity’ and ‘ideology’. Instrumentality occurs when someone participates in a movement in an attempt
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to influence the social and political environment. Identity is a way for
an activist to display identification with the group, and ideology a means
to search for meaning and express a worldview. In this vein, ‘providing
collective goods’ and ‘movement’s efficacy’ have similar meanings to the
definition of instrumentality, given that these causes of gratifying participation relate to the individuals’ attempt to influence the social and political
environment. ‘Sense of belonging’ and ‘expressing social identity’ better
align with Klandermans’ (2004) definition of identity demand. In addition,
I found that, in many cases, MST activists participate in the movement
due to their identification with the group. The ideology demand is, in
turn, related to the search for life-meaning and expression of a worldview.
Therefore, this demand encompasses four causes of gratifying participation that I identified: ‘expanding worldview’, ‘expressing ideology’, ‘social
visibility’ and ‘feeling useful’. The remaining ‘dignified life’ can primarily
be considered an instrumental demand. However, in this case, the activists’ do not seek to change the social and political environment. Their goal
is more personal, i.e. changing their own lives. Finally, it is noteworthy
that a number of different experiences can satisfy a single activist. The
nine reasons and their correlation with ‘instrumentality’, ‘identity’ and
‘ideology’ demands are summarized in the Figure 6.1.
Overall, the findings corroborate previous studies that were discussed
in Chapter 3. They revealed that participating in social movements has
to be a source of satisfaction in order to endure (Mannarini & Fedi, 2011;
Corrigall-Brown, 2006; Klandermans, 1997; Downton & Wehr, 1998). As
some researchers point out, social movements have an active role in sustaining participation, insofar as they are able to make the individual’ participation more or less gratifying (see Van Stekelenburg & Klandermans,
2010; Nepstad, 2004; Downton & Wehr, 1991; Taylor, 1989). Therefore,
gratifying participation can be considered a general demand among activists that the movements must supply. In addition, as discussed in Chapter
3, some demands can be created by the movement, given that during the
ongoing socialization with other activists, individuals can change and include the movement’s beliefs (see e.g. Passy & Giugni, 2000) in their own.
However, the social movements’ capacity to shape belief is limited, given
that the individuals’ intrinsic beliefs (‘core beliefs’), those related to their

177

Chapter 6 · Gratifying participation

Social
visibility

Sense of
belonging
Expressing
social
identity

Feeling
useful

Gratifying
participation

Providing
collective
goods

Expanding
worldview
Movement’s
efficancy
Expressing
ideology
Dignified life

Figure 6.1: Activists’ causes of gratifying participation. The coloring of the
activists’ causes indicates that they belong to the following groups:
instruideology,
identity.
mentality,
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moral and ethical values, can hardly change (see Downton & Wehr, 1991).
Thus, gratifying participation derives from the activists’ social networks.
Social movements can shape these experiences in order to better meet the
expectations of the activists. The activists’ demands depend on their beliefs, which in many cases can be shaped through ongoing socialization.
Therefore, a social movement can also try to shape individuals’ beliefs in
order to make their participation more gratifying and, consequently, keep
the activists mobilized. In the case of the MST, the activists’ accounts
provided evidence that the movement is able to supply the nine different
demands discussed in this chapter. All these causes of gratifying participation can be demands that the activists already had before participating
in the movement, or they can arise afterwards, during their socialization
with other activists.
The qualitative findings of this chapter revealed that the causes of gratifying participation go beyond the achievement of instrumental goals, such
as the movement’s effectiveness and the opportunity of lead a dignified life.
The activists participate in the MST to satisfy their demand for providing
collective goods, expanding worldviews, feeling useful, expressing ideology,
expressing identity, being socially visible and feeling a sense of belonging.
Nevertheless, the balance between what is or is not gratifying participation is delicate; and although the social movements can try to create
demands that they are able to supply, the evaluation of what is gratifying
or costly still depends on individual idiosyncrasies beyond the movement’s
control. This makes every individual’s decision to stay or leave the movement unique. Indeed, the role of personal characteristics in the individuals’
evaluation of their participation is even more evident when the causes that
lead to their disengagement are investigated. This is the topic of the next
chapter.

179

Chapter 7
Four activism trajectories, many
reasons for disengagement
In the previous two chapters, I discussed the factors that influence the
participation of MST activists over time and how the process of sustained
participation occurs. The analysis covered the meso (social networks’
influence) and micro levels (identities, perceptions, expectations and commitment). In this chapter, I will discuss the findings regarding the factors
that influence the activists’ decision to leave the movement.
As described in the methodological chapter of this dissertation, the data
derives from four in-depth interviews with former activists who had distinct reasons for quitting. The findings revealed that the disengagement
process is multifaceted, complex and strongly dependent on the individuals’ life experiences before and after participation. The social networks
where these experiences take place constantly shape the individuals’ perceptions. In turn, the individuals’ perceptions influence the way in which
they will evaluate their participatory experience as costly or gratifying.
The more costly the participation is perceived to be, the higher the chances
that the individuals do not remain committed to the movement.
In this chapter, I begin by relating four narratives of disengagement.
Then, I discuss the studied cases in relation to previous literature and
present my conclusions.
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7.1 The activists’ trajectories
The activists consider a variety of factors when determining if participation
in the MST is a costly or gratifying experience. In the following accounts,
I will show how a set of factors, rather than a single one, influence the
disengagement of the four former interviewees. However, in each case,
a specific factor functioned as the ‘final straw’ that lead the activists to
leave.

7.1.1 An activism trajectory of an identity seeker
The middle-class life of Renato (male, 48 years old) has been marked by
ongoing attempts to express his ideology. Indeed, his participation in
the MST was one more attempt to put his beliefs into practice. In the
1980s, before joining the MST, Renato was a member of the Communist
Party of Brazil (Partido Comunista do Brasil [PCdoB]) and in the early
1990s he went to Mexico to join the Zapatista National Liberation Army
(Ejército Zapatista de la Liberación Nacional [EZLN]), known simply as
the Zapatistas.
Renato states that the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 was a turning point
in his life. Before this historic event, he perceived his membership in the
Brazilian Communist Party as a way of voicing a grassroots struggle.
“... my experience [as an activist], somehow, is related to a political practice that has changed since the landmark fall of the Berlin Wall, when,
overwhelmingly, political practice and popular struggle came together
and the popular struggle was represented by the political parties, right.
(...) So, I’m part of a process, from a time and from a political experience
that were based on all these things.”
Quote 7.1: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

After the fall of the Berlin Wall, Renato felt that, with the rupture in
the Communist tradition, the reconfigured Communist Party had lost its
initial purpose.
“So what was this process of rupture with the communist tradition in the
sense of a rebounding of the communist parties? (...) This rebounding
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culminated in a change of direction. On behalf of a democratic socialism,
many parties lost their way in the sense of what could be a socialist
perspective. (...) Anyway, things became more complex, in the sense
that things were no longer black and white. The Communist Party had
changed its meaning.”
Quote 7.2: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

In 1991, after this change in the Communist Party, Renato left the
Party and did not find any organization where his beliefs were shared in
the Brazilian context. At that point, he was unfamiliar with the MST
and believed that its struggle only represented the interests of rural workers. Therefore, he decided to go to Chiapas, Mexico in 1994 and join a
movement that better matched his beliefs: the Zapatistas. The Zapatistas
had two main characteristics that he admired: (1) its capacity to forego
grassroots struggle and participate politically without being a party and
(2) its horizontal organizational structure.
“ [Participating in the Zapatistas] allowed me to become familiar with
a different kind of political practice that was not party-based, that was
not strictly based on a western tradition of parliament and republic.
Anyway, the Zapatistas, to me, represented a re-education in political
terms and contact with a political practice that was exactly... (...) This
initial core of six people from the Zapatistas had the sensibility and the
ability to establish a more horizontal process, which means that instead
of imposing their culture [on the local people], [the group of Zapatistas]
also assimilated the local tradition. A tradition of communal democracy
(...) ”
Quote 7.3: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

He remembers the period in the Zapatistas as a gratifying experience,
where he could see his beliefs put into practice.
“So, I went there [to the Zapatistas] and, summarizing, I stayed for a
while and I felt ‘oxygenated’ in the sense of seeing another way of acting
politically. In a perspective of popular struggle that was not an experience that I have had before (...) With the Zapatistas, I felt connected with
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those who were always the protagonists in their struggle: the people.”
Quote 7.4: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

For personal reasons, he had to leave the Zapatistas after four years of
participation and went back to Brazil in 1998. During the time he spent in
Mexico, he learned about the El Dourado dos Carajás massacre involving
MST activists (see Sec. 1.1.6). He told me how, from that moment on, he
realized that the MST had broader claims than the struggle for land. He
began to view the MST as a social movement that fought for change in
society as a whole.
“It’s as if [after the massacre, the MST] had really arrived as a movement, whose struggle was that of the rural workers, but with the broader
perspective of a struggle for a different society.”
Quote 7.5: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

Upon arriving in his hometown, Ipiaú, he had not met any MST activists. Therefore, he went directly to the movement’s headquarter in his
state, Bahia, and asked the MST leaders how he could join the movement.
“Going back to Brazil, I contacted the MST immediately, because I had
already heard of the MST as an organization that, to me, represented this
new kind of organization. That is, the social movements, whose struggle
is based on ‘direct action’ [without the mediation of political parties].”
Quote 7.6: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

He participated in the MST by recruiting new people who were interested in occupying land in the northeastern state of Bahia. As his friend
Pedro, another former activist, observed, Renato was extremely relevant
to the movement because he was also able to mobilize people from the
middle class in the region.
Renato initially recognized the same characteristics in the MST that
he had seen in the Zapatistas: a horizontal organizational structure and
non-partisan convictions. However, with the election of president Luís
Inácio Lula da Silva from the left-wing Labour Party (Partido dos Trabalhadores [PT]), the political context changed and the MST began a close
relationship with the current government.
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As explained in Chapter 1, the Labour Party was a historical ally of the
MST. In order to maintain good relations with the government and not
miss a key opportunity provided by the opening of the political context,
the movement assumed an ambiguous relationship with President Lula.
Although the leaders of the movement did not agree with some of the
measures adopted by the government, the movement publicly positioned
itself as an ally of the Labour Party (see Sec. 1.2.1). As a result, the
movement was no longer an opponent of the Brazilian government, as it
used to be. In fact, some MST activists even became members of the
Labour Party and ran for political positions. Alternatively, in Renato’s
words: “(...) this path also meant a closer relationship with the PT
[Labour Party].” (Quote 7.7: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia)
Renato perceived these changes as an alteration of the MST’s core values. This fact contributed to his later disengagement.
“And this [the activists’ affiliation with the Labour Party and their political candidacy] implied a change in the movement in Bahia and I think
that it happened in some other states as well. (...) It was a tendency
in which he [the MST activist who ran for a political position] started
to act and even appear as a leading figure (...). Other leaders, who also
had this tendency, started to hope to achieve the same thing. In this
way, shortly after, in 2000, I was already in a process of parting [with
the movement], because this [the movement’s involvement with a political party] was already established. [And I saw it] in a way as something
abnormal.”
Quote 7.8: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

He was not able to accept the changes since they contradicted his ideas
on how a social movement should struggle for its goals.
“But this [his disagreement with leaders of the movement] had much to
do with the fact that the main leader of the movement had started to act
with electoral ambitions. Which is to say, he ran for a political position
in the state and was not elected the first time. However, he continued
operating or aiming for this path. As a result, [in 2013] he’s now a
congressman. ”
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Quote 7.9: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

This new arrangement of the movement highlighted another situation
that Renato disagreed with: the organizational structure of the movement
was not as horizontal as he thought. To him, the political candidacy of
some leaders demonstrated how the MST was focused on the image of a
few leaders who were meant to be models for the others.
“Even though the [MST] administration is cooperative1 and is composed
of a coordinating group, inside this cooperative administration and this
coordination, in Bahia, at the end of the day, only 2 or 3 people hold
most of the power and the other regional leaders follow these people.”
Quote 7.10: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“(...) This [the political candidacy of a leader] was too ‘top-tobottom’
and very much based on the image of this leader (...).”
Quote 7.11: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

Looking back on the period when these changes began, Renato determined that his disengagement from the movement was somehow his fault as
well.
“... as I wasn’t pragmatic enough to the point that I could get over some
things and this and that... but, as I said, I started to have conflicts
with the administration. I think it was much more due to my inability
to be pragmatic about some things rather than a real impossibility of
continuing.”
Quote 7.12: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“So the movement did not expel me or whatever... but I started to sense
an environment where, at least regarding its administration, there was a
tension, a certain discomfort. As I said, even though nobody had said ‘get
out’ or whatever... but, maybe it had been much more my incapacity,
even a lack of a maturity, a certain pragmatism. Because, even after
that, I knew that I could forge a path that wouldn’t prevent me from
continuing to participate. Anyway, that’s how things happened.”
Quote 7.13: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
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The feeling that he might have remained in the movement had he taken
a different attitude towards the movement’s relationship with the Labour
Party is due to Renato’s identification with the MST as an organization
apart from the attitudes of some of its leaders.
“The movement is much bigger than this tendency [the political candidacy of certain leaders], than these circumstances and than the PT
[Labour Party] itself.”
Quote 7.14: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

Although Renato still admires the movement, he did not maintain contact with other activists after leaving the movement.
“I haven’t had, for a long time, an organic11 relationship with the movement, which is still my organization. That is (...) because my identification is with the bottom level [the grassroots of the movement] and
because I still see the struggle in my everyday life and because I see the
result of this struggle and I see the camps and the settlements as potential places where a different productive model and political education
process are realized and I see these places [as contexts] where different
political practices and personal relationships are possible. ”
Quote 7.15: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“So, I still consider the movement to be my organization and I still believe
that it is able to represent broader struggles, too. (...) So, it still is, to
me, an organization where I still believe that an idea of a counter-power
is possible. [That is able to] establish an opposition to an idea of politics
based on electoral representation as well as [being capable to be] a place
that can stimulate other actions, articulating other social actors.”
Quote 7.16: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

Therefore, although currently removed from the movement, Renato still
supports his idealized version of the MST despite the fact that his experience in the movement contradicted this ideal image.
1

‘Organic’ is the way that the MST activists denominate people who have a close
relationship with the movement and an active participation in it.
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In the next section, I will present the case of Renato’s friend, Pedro,
who is also from the middle class, but had different reasons for joining and
leaving the movement.

7.1.2 An activism trajectory of a life-meaning seeker
In the 1980s, Pedro (male, 48 years old) was a young adult from the
middle class who had left his hometown Ipiaú, in the countryside of the
northeastern state of Bahia, to study literature at a state university in
Minas Gerais. He never graduated and his life took a new direction. He
went back to Bahia, started to work in a bank, got married and had a
child. That same decade he got divorced, left his job in the bank and
decided to travel the country. By the end of his journey, he returned to
Minas Gerais where he chose to study economics.
During this period, Brazil was going through a process of re-democratization
in which social mobilization against the already weakened military dictatorship became stronger (see Chapter 1). Pedro began his political engagement in the National Student Union (União Nacional dos Estudantes
[UNE]), which was one of most important student social movements that
struggled for democracy in Brazil. Afterwards, he became involved in the
Brazilian Film Society Movement (Movimento Cineclubista)2 .
“There [Minas Gerais], I had contact with the Student Movement. The
country was in effervescence with the political, cultural concerns... in the
1980s. The strikes, the mass movements on the streets [struggling] for
the returning of the rule of law. And I was engaged in the Film Society
Movement, it’s about cinema.”
Quote 7.17: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

Although he was engaged in social movements in Minas Gerais, Pedro
decided to change direction once again and left the state. He dropped his
major in economics and went to Rio de Janeiro to study law. There, he
got involved in the Labour Party (Partido dos Trabalhadores [PT]). This
2

The Brazilian Film Society Movement was important in the 1980s struggle against
the military dictatorship. It had a left-wing ideology and was known for promoting
screenings of films that were censured by the military dictatorship.
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political engagement influenced his subsequent professional choices. After
finishing law school, he specialized in unionism.
“Finally, I studied unionism. I finished law school and, afterwards, I
specialized in political science. My final course assignment was about
unionism in Brazil, the labour movement. I learned a lot about the
labour movement. I was an expert.”
Quote 7.18: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

Even though he had a deep knowledge on unionism and law, he had
never put what he learned into practice. When he finished the specialization course, he worked many different jobs, but not as lawyer. As he
said: “I’d never acted as a lawyer. I did other things [for a living]. I sold
books, I was salesman, I was the manager of an agritourism hotel... I had
good jobs (...).” (Quote 7.19: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia)
Time passed and he grew dissatisfied with his life. He was out of work
and far from his child, who lived in his hometown, Ipiaú. Therefore, he
decided to return and tried to reinvent himself.
“(...) and when things didn’t turn out better in my life, I realized that
it was a good moment to go back to my hometown, to go back to Ipiaú.
And I did in 1999. I was penniless. I had no prospects... I didn’t
have work-experience as a lawyer, because I’d never acted as a lawyer.
I wanted to be close to my mother, my son who was already a young
man...”
Quote 7.20: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

He had lost everything he had inherited from his middle class family.
Consequently, he returned with no money. He took up residence in a hotel
in Ipiaú and, to make matters worse, his old middle class friends cut off
relations with him.
“And when I went back to the city... friends kept their distance. My
middle class family had left me some possessions and I had lost... I lost
these possessions and I found myself with no money. Isolated, I went to
live in a hotel room. (...) [B]ecause I went back... how can I put it, I
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went back with no prospects, with no money. All these things.”
Quote 7.21: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

Under duress, he planned to leave his life of activism behind and concentrate his time and effort on studying for the exams for a position as a
public employee. However, when he met his old friend Renato in Ipiaú,
Pedro changed his mind.
“(...) And that was the day I ran into Renato. I’d gone back with the
intention of studying for an exam to be a public employee and Renato
made me change my plans, and he brought me to a community radio
station. I’d promised myself that I’d never be a social activist again. I
think that it’s hard, right. So, I went to the radio and, suddenly, I was
involved with the community radio, I was in the struggle.”
Quote 7.22: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

Pedro related that Renato knew that he was a lawyer, albeit with no
experience. Hence, when some MST activists were arrested, Renato asked
his old friend Pedro to be the movement’s lawyer.
“Renato knew that I had finished law school, that I didn’t have experience
as lawyer but that I had the professional license (...). Though, I didn’t
have experience... [on one occasion], rural workers were arrested. I’d
never gone to a police station before and I arrived there saying that I
was the lawyer for the MST and that I’d like to see the prisoners... ”
Quote 7.23: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

Word that he was the lawyer for the MST “(...) spread throughout the
city”, as Pedro said, and overnight he became an important figure in his
town. Below, he explains the impact of the MST on his life.
“Then, when the MST started the [land] occupations and the word that
I was a lawyer spread, the movement recruited people from other settlements to mobilize in Ipiaú. To have a crowd [of people]. And that made
a huge impact. People thought that all those people were from Ipiaú and
I was there, in the middle of the crowd, ‘parading’, waving to the people.
Suddenly, I gained notoriety that I’d never had in my life. The movement
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gave me social visibility and I gained an identity: the MST’s lawyer. The
invitations started to pop up, all the farmers wanted to invite me. ‘Pedro
from Ipiaú. I know him’.”
Quote 7.24: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

As time went by, Pedro gained more experience as a lawyer and started
to enjoy his new professional career.
“Then, from that moment on, I started to participate in the movement,
I was learning. The MST started to train me with many books. I won
the argument! So, I started to give talks with the movement. (...) Many
activities. And, then, I started to realize that law is norms, technique
and art. (...) [The] art is also in the speech, in the theatre, in the staging.
(...) I saw the law in practice. I learned, there, in practice. ”
Quote 7.25: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

Therefore, the movement invested in the new lawyer and gave him social visibility during a period of his life in which his close social relations
discredited him. Pedro, then, had a very important function in the movement and, as a result, the landless admired him. Pedro’s responsibility for
the lives of others and the appreciation bestowed by the families of rural
workers are illustrated in his account of a camp eviction from an occupied
land.
“One time I occupied3 a very important farm. The day before, I went to
the camp and said: ‘Look, people, the eviction could happen tomorrow.
I was informed by the judicial officer. (...) And you have to resist’. I
said. ‘If you’re going to be settled, you’ll have to struggle for dignity,
for respect. We have more than 300.000 families throughout the Brazil.’
I said this to them. ‘The MST’s biggest point of pride is not telling
the world that intellectuals support the cause, like Saramago4 , Chico
Buarque5 . That’s not the point. The MST’s biggest point of pride is
3

Pedro did not, in fact, occupy land. As a lawyer for the MST, he negotiated the
landless’ interests with the authorities, when the landless occupied land.
4
José Saramago was a Portuguese writer, who won the Nobel Prize in Literature in
1998.
5
Chico Buarque is a Brazilian composer, singer and writer.
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telling the world that the MST settlements don’t have starving children,
that all children attend school...’ In this way, I started to encourage them.
The following day, the police arrived. It was a violent eviction, people
told me. Ten hours later, someone arrived to my house: ‘Doctor Pedro!
Doctor Pedro! The eviction is happening.’ When I arrived, the police had
already authorized the eviction. Then, I arrived and said: ‘Wait! I’m
the lawyer.’ And, then, they [the families in the camp] saw the lawyer,
‘Doctor Pedro’. To them, ‘doctor’ is a lawyer or a medical doctor, right.
Someone who they like, who helps them, who takes care of them. ”
Quote 7.26: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

In the same episode, Pedro realized that he had great responsibility in
his hands.
“Then, I negotiated. We made an assembly and, then, I said: ‘Option 1 is
resisting until the final consequences. Option 2 is withdrawing, which is
already a victory.’ Option 1 won. Resisting until the final consequences.
Then, I manipulated [the results] in this way: ‘Oh! It’s too confusing. I’ll
count [the votes] again. One, two, three...’ I manipulated [the results]:
‘Option 2 won.’ Because I felt responsible for those people.”
Quote 7.27: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

Later, Pedro’s visibility and achievements began to anger the landowners of the region and he started to receive death threats. He was forced
to move to Salvador, the capital of Bahia, where he continued to be a
lawyer for the movement while involving himself in other activities related
to politics and culture.
“Anyway, then, in 2003, [the newspaper] ‘Brasil de Fato’ was launched,
which is the dream of having an alternative media. I was invited [by
the movement] to be the coordinator [of the newspaper], here, in Bahia.
And the MST wanted me to stay away [from Ipiaú] too, because it was
dangerous to be there. (...) Too many threats, a number of things.
[Because I was a] lawyer... and [the movement] needed a lawyer to travel
and they said that it would be better [to live] in the capital. Then, I
arrived here [Salvador] and I started to coordinate the educational and
cultural sector. I invented the newspaper ‘Caderno da militância’ [The
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activist newspaper]. It had three editions. I coordinated the human rights
sector, acted as a lawyer, worked as a political advisor for Vladmir6 , who
was one of the founders of the MST and is a congressman too.”
Quote 7.28: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

After seven years in Salvador, participating in different MST activities,
Pedro felt that he had to change his life again and leave the movement.
He said:
“In the end, I felt that it [participation in the MST] did not add anything
[to my life]. Traveling... I’d already made my contribution at my moment.
I wasn’t a peasant, but I had made [my contribution]. I’m getting old...
almost fifty ... I said: ‘Now, it’s time to try an exam for a public employee
position and...’ (...) I didn’t want to travel nor did I want to be a lawyer
anymore. I didn’t consider law to be something important. So, I started
to study. ”
Quote 7.29: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

The political context made participation in the MST less stimulating
for Pedro, as he points out:
“(...) There was the demobilization of the mass movement, right. When
I joined, it was already going through many episodes of conflict...”
Quote 7.30: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

Therefore, a variety of circumstances contributed to Pedro’s decision
to leave the movement. He felt powerless participating in the movement
and he was demotivated because the movement was not as mobilized as
it was when he had joined. Moreover, he was ageing and tiring of a life of
activism. In fact, he felt that he needed to have a more stable life, with a
steady job and less travel.
Pedro reported that a specific event finally convinced him that he should
leave the movement:
“But I had to leave. It was time. I last participated here in [the region of]
6

This is the activist who ran for a political position who was also cited by Renato.
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Recôncavo [baiano]7 . So, I went out of my apartment here. It’s mine. It’s
simple, but I live well here. I arrived in a miserable camp, something I’d
never seen in the movement. Here in the Recôncavo. They [the families
in the camp] didn’t have anything, and they had been there for two years.
Everybody living in tents. But they had a backyard, chickens... These
things. The joy, the happiness of being there. And those people asked me
in the middle of the eviction: ‘Doctor! Will the eviction happen? Will
the eviction happen?’ All that pressure. So, I started to cry. At that
moment, I saw that I no longer had the ability [to continue participating
in the MST]. It had to be done by someone younger, you understand? I
was in another stage of my life... ”
Quote 7.31: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

After leaving the movement, in 2010, Pedro maintained contact with the
activists, whom he considers close friends. Furthermore, he still contributes to the movement when he has time. However, his contributions are
not demanding and do not alter his life as a law professor at a university
in Salvador.
“I have a very good relationship [with the MST]. Indeed, I continue signing the MST’s documents [as its lawyer]. They [the MST activists] come
here. The settlements can only exist if they become associations first.
They have to have a book of minutes and a constitution in order to be
registered in the notary. All these things need a lawyer’s signature. So,
that’s what I do here, at home.”
Quote 7.32: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

Although Pedro left the MST, he still admires the movement.
“In the settlements, there are no rich people, but there aren’t any starving
people either, there aren’t any children that don’t attend school. [The
MST] restores people’s lives. It gives citizenship to those people. They
are the protagonists of their own future. The movement has a very important function. It influences society to make new changes, right. (...)
7

The Recôncavo baiano is the geographic region formed by the coast and interior area
around the Todos os Santos Bay, in the Brazilian state of Bahia.
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The movement provides this capacity to think, to dream, to hope. ”
Quote 7.33: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia

The next case describes a former activist with a different profile: a
lower-class individual who still lives in a movement settlement.

7.1.3 Personal fulfilment versus activism
I went to José Afonso’s house, in the Safra settlement in Pernambuco,
thinking that I would hold an interview with one of the activists. However,
when I met him and explained that I was there to hear about his experience
as a MST activist, he apologized and explained that he could not help me
since he was no longer an activist. The 35 years-old man said that he
was ‘only a settler’. I was somewhat surprised by the situation because
it did not reflect what other activists had told me about him. To the
others, he was still an activist. Nevertheless, the fact that he considered
himself a former activist was not bad news. I would have the opportunity
to interview a former MST activist who still lived in a settlement.
When Afonso’s mother decided to occupy land, he was already a young
adult and did not follow her. He had little knowledge of the MST and did
not understand how the movement worked. His widowed mother occupied
the land alone, without her six grown children.
Afonso and his siblings grew up in the city. Their parents had previously
owned a plot of land that his father had sold to pay off gambling debts.
Thus, Afonso believed that occupying land would be his mother’s chance
to regain what had been lost and leave an inheritance for her six sons and
daughters. When she died, five of her six children had plots of land in
MST settlements.
About three months after his mother began the occupation, Afonso
visited her in the camp. His first impression was not so good.
“So, I came to visit her. When I arrived here, there was a crowd of
people in tents. Something that seemed abnormal to me. I’d never seen
anything like that... (...) I was from the city. I studied in town and
worked part-time jobs. I worked under any conditions, but I lived in the
town. I didn’t know anything about the MST. I didn’t know [what it
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was]. I didn’t even know what the acronym MST meant. And, at that
point, I started to visit [my mother]. I thought it [the camp] was strange.
I told her, at the moment, that life in the camp was not for me.”
Quote 7.34: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco

To the young man from the city, living in the camp was not an option,
yet he became a settler anyway. The MST leader who organized that
occupation told her mother that retirees could not become settlers, so
Afonso’s mother decided to register her son as the owner of the land.
From that moment on, due to bureaucratic reasons, Afonso started to live
with his mother in the settlement.
As time passed, he grew accustomed to life in the countryside and experienced increasing contact with the MST activists. He soon received
his first invitation to participate in the movement. Initially, he refused
because he did not feel comfortable participating in a movement that he
knew so little about. Then the leaders of the movement asked him if
he would like to attend the MST’s technical course in cooperative management in the southern state of Rio Grande do Sul. He accepted the
offer and, over the next three years, he learned to be an administrator of
cooperatives and an activist.
“I went to Rio Grande do Sul and spent three years there. It happened
in six steps. I spent 90 days there and 90 days in my home state [in his
case, the northeastern state of Pernambuco]. And from that moment on,
I got used to it, I started to like the Landless Movement.”
Quote 7.35: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco

When he concluded the course, the MST decided that he would coordinate the movement’s production sector in the city of Escada, about
600 km away from the Sertão8 do São Francisco where was located the
settlement that he lived. He was not happy there; he wanted to live in the
region of his settlement. However, he could not go back home without the
permission of the leaders of the movement.
8

Sertão, as explained in Chapter 1, is a geographic region situated in the semi-desert
climatic zone in Brazil. It includes parts of many northeastern states, among them,
the state of Pernambuco where Afonso lives.
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“I participated in cooperatives in the Landless Movement in Escada. I
spent one year there, working in [the cooperative] COOPERASUL. (...)
And during that period, I wanted to go back to Sertão, but the people,
the activists of the Landless Movement wouldn’t let me go. ”
Quote 7.36: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco

His fortune changed when, after a year in Escada, the regional coordinator of the settlement in Pernambuco left his position and the movement
invited Afonso to be the new coordinator.
“Then, when they invited me, as I was dying to go back and my chances
to go back were... I believed that I only could [go back to Sertão] if I
could become a coordinator here. I went back and coordinated the São
Francisco region for one year. When the year ended, I told myself: ‘Now
I’m set. I won’t leave the São Francisco region anymore. If the other
activists want to see me working, they have to let me stay in the region.
Here. In this region’. ”
Quote 7.37: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco

The lack of autonomy about where he would live upset him to the point
that he was willing to confront the other activists to assert his interests. As
time passed, other issues related to activism in the MST began to bother
him as well. Although he was an activist struggling for land redistribution,
he realized that, ironically, this left him little time to farm his own land.
“One thing that I observed: all my life I had been an activist, but I always
worked my land too... [I worked] in agriculture, producing normally,
making my land produce. It’s always the same old story: many activists
are part of the movement, but they forget to produce. In this way,
it’s common for us [activists], when we arrive in a settlement, to hear
a settler saying: ‘You’re not producing. You’re this... you’re that...’
However, when you work hands-on, it’s difficult [for a settler to criticize
the activists]. ”
Quote 7.38: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco

In addition, as he was a full-time activist, he did not have a job outside
of the movement. His only source of income came from his family. He
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explained that his work in the movement was voluntary, and that the
allowance that the movement provided was sporadic and insufficient.
“Today, I don’t know, because I’m not in the movement, but in my time,
there wasn’t [remuneration for the activists]. There was voluntary work
and there were allowances, but it was rare. (...) Actually, those who
participated had, mainly, the support of their family (...). It was with
this income that we lived on. In my case, when my mother was alive and
I wasn’t married, she helped me. I got married and my wife became a
teacher [working for the municipality] and she was responsible for paying
the bills. When I produced something, from agriculture, we pooled our
resources and carried on. ”
Quote 7.39: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco

Ultimately, a lack of financial resources prevented him from fulfilling his
dream of studying something unrelated to his activism.
“I really wanted to study and the courses that the movement offered
weren’t what I wanted: law, history and so on... It wasn’t something that
I’m good at. I wanted to study mathematics. So, that involves going to
a private college. My whole life I’ve liked to work with mathematics. So
I quit [MST participation] and enrolled [in the course]... My wife is a
public employee from the municipality, so we decided to work together.
She had finished college and she said: ‘now it’s your turn’. I’m getting a
degree in mathematics. (...) We have dreams that wouldn’t come true if
we were in [the movement]. (...) It wouldn’t be possible. First, I didn’t
make it because I didn’t have financial assistance [from the movement].
That doesn’t happen. ”
Quote 7.40: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco

In order to have the time and financial conditions to fulfil his dream,
he decided to quit his activism in the MST. “I participated for about 10
years and, after that, I told myself: ‘now it is time to stay away’ (...)”
(Quote 7.41: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco)
Although Afonso decided to leave the movement, he remembers his life
as an activist as gratifying.
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“When you’re an activist, satisfaction is seeing things happen. It’s seeing
a project being put into practice. (...) So, it’s gratifying. Gratifying in
the sense of seeing an occupation with 100, 200, 300, 400 families. It’s
really good to see. ”
Quote 7.42: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco

Indeed, the satisfaction provided by activism is something that he missed
in his new life:
“Being as I am today [out of the movement]... there is no satisfaction.
You only hear and watch [news about the movement] on the television.
(...) So, I don’t think it’s gratifying. I think I have a normal life, as do
the other people in the settlement, but it isn’t [a life of] an activist of the
Landless Movement. ”
Quote 7.43: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco

He had already thought about re-joining the movement, but his life left
no room for the demanding activism in the MST.
“Sometimes, you want to participate, but your world is already different.
For example, let’s say that [the MST] will occupy land next Thursday, I
can’t go, because I can’t miss my class at the college. I can’t go, because
on Thursday, Friday and Saturday I don’t work on my land [and go to
college], I have to take Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday to farm my
land. ”
Quote 7.44: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco

As a result, he no longer identified himself as a MST activist.
“That is why I say I defend [the movement], but I can’t say that I’m an
activist in the Landless Movement. Today, I won’t say that. (...) No
way. I don’t see myself as an activist. An activist, to me, is a person
that’s at headquarters, who’s making things happening. I see myself as
a MST sympathizer. And you can find MST sympathizer anywhere. So
just because I’m a sympathizer doesn’t mean I can tell you that I’m an
activist. ”
Quote 7.45: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco
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Nevertheless, the fact that Afonso did not identify as an activist does
not mean that he did not identify with the movement.
“If you ask me, for example: ‘Do you defend the MST?’ I defend the
Landless Movement everywhere. I’m not ashamed to say that I’m part
of the Landless Movement. I consider myself to be part of the movement.
”
Quote 7.46: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco

However, much like Renato, Afonso separates the ideal of the MST as
an organization from the strategies that some activists use on behalf of
the movement.
“However, I don’t defend some Landless Movement activists. I don’t
defend them. Because I don’t really believe in power struggles [inside the
movement]. So, when you fight for power, you can fight for everything. I
don’t believe in this kind of competition. So, I don’t defend the Landless
Movement activists in this sense. (...) I can’t say that all the activists
do this, but I have experienced it.”
Quote 7.47: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco

Even though Afonso could not reconcile participation with his responsibilities and activities outside the movement, he did not rule out the possibility of joining the MST again in the future. However, he would like
to return to the movement only under the condition that he could do
something related to his new skills.
“In the Landless Movement, you have room to... It is like a mother’s
heart9 . I’m preparing myself to go back to the movement. (...) Today,
if you ask me, my focus would be on the field of education, because I’m
being prepared for this field, right. (...) In mathematics. So, anytime,
when I’m prepared to accept an invitation, I go back [to the movement],
easily. Today, I would go back, but I would go back under certain conditions. For example: I’m in a school, I’m part of the education sector.
9

This is the shortened version of the Brazilian expression: ‘É como coração de mãe:
sempre cabe mais um.’ A direct translation would be: ‘It’s like a mother’s heart:
there’s always room for one more.’
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I won’t coordinate [the sector of production] again, since I’m preparing
myself for education. I’m able to coordinate [the sector of production],
I was trained by the Landless Movement to do this, but I don’t want to
work in this field anymore.”
Quote 7.48: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco

Out of the movement but still living in an MST community, Afonso had
information on the movement’s activities and strategies. Compared to the
period when he was an activist, Afonso considered the MST to be worse
off.
“Today there’s not longer that kind [of motivation]. There aren’t people
who are willing to participate [in occupations], to resist. There aren’t.
People participate only when it’s mentioned that they’ll earn money.
Having money, people participate, for their own benefit. ‘I only go if
there’s something in it for me”’
Quote 7.49: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco
“It doesn’t matter which side you are on. [The situation of the movement
in the future] will be ‘friendism’ 10 . Being PT [left-wing Labour Party],
being PFL [right-wing Liberal Front Party]11 , whatever, PDT [the historically centre-left Democratic Labour Party]... If it keeps going like
this, in five, ten years it won’t be a communist movement anymore. I
would change a lot of things [in the MST]. There are many things to be
done. There’s too much bribery and [too many] bribed people.”
Quote 7.50: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco

Afonso viewed the demotivation and the instrumental goals of the current participants, and the movement’s strategy to maintain friendly relations with the government, as problems that the movement currently faces.
Nevertheless, these issues do not appear to be obstacles to his potential
return to the movement, if his personal conditions are met.
10

It is a neologism based on the expression ‘amiguismo’ used by the interviewee in
Portuguese.
11
This party was dissolved in 2007 and the Democratic party (Democratas), which was
founded in the same year, replaced it.
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In the following section, I will present the story of another settler. However, unlike Afonso, Simone joined the movement when she was a child and
quit for a brief period. At the time of the interview, she was participating
in the movement again.

7.1.4 Personal life (gender role) versus activism
Simone is 37, but she joined the movement when she was 11. She lived
with her parents and her eight-year-old brother in the city of Nonoai, in
the southern state of Rio Grande do Sul. Her father was a sharecropper,
that is, a farmer who had the property owner’s permission to farm the land
in exchange for a part of the harvest. The agreement with the landowner
was not economically favourable for Simone’s father and, as a result, the
family lived in poverty.
“My father worked as a sharecropper. He worked during the day to eat
at night. He didn’t have too much to live on. He decided to join the
movement and to camp12 .”
Quote 7.51: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, period of individual
abeyance, female, Rio Grande do Sul

In 1987, Simone’s father decided to occupy land with the MST activists.
Life in the occupation was not easy. For four years, Simone’s family had
to move from camp to camp in different regions of the state. During their
childhood, Simone and her brother were evicted from a camp and witnessed the imprisonment of many activists. In these conflicts, the family
lost all their belongings. It was also in this period that Simone started to
participate in the MST. As she said:
“I started to participate when I was 12 years old, when we went to the
camp. From this moment on, I was part of the movement, because we
had the group of the young people and I participated by coordinating this
group. From that moment on, I started to be part [of the movement].”
12

To the MST activists, ‘joining a camp’ or ‘camping’ mean pitching a tent in an
occupied land.

202

7.1 The activists’ trajectories
Quote 7.52: Simone, 37, 27 years of participation, female, Rio Grande
do Sul

After participating in many occupations, the family received a plot of
land in a location that was unsuitable for farming. Thus, Simone’s father
decided to move to another settlement, which had fertile land, but where
people did not want to live because it was very far away from urban
centres. Land was plentiful there and Simone’s family had no problems
moving in 1991. They were able to produce, however in the absence of a
large market in close proximity, it was hard to sell their products and the
family moved to another settlement four years later. They have remained
at this settlement, known as Palmeiras, since 1995.
Simone spent the end of her childhood and adolescence in the communities of the movement. When she and her brother became adults, they each
received their own plots of land as well. Now all of Simone’s close relatives
live in the same settlement.
As time passed, she got more involved in the movement’s activities.
Although Simone never left the movement, as she emphasized, her participation in the movement was interrupted when she got married and had
children.
“So, I got married, I had children. And I focused more on my family.
(...) I stayed at home more, but I never left the movement. ”
Quote 7.53: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, period of individual
abeyance, female, Rio Grande do Sul

When her three children grew older, Simone felt that it was time to
participate in the movement again.
“...It has been four years since I joined the administration of the movement. (...) And four years ago I started [to participate] once again and,
since then, I’ve been part of the movement’s administration in the region.
I work with gender issues. This is my task.”
Quote 7.54: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, period of individual
abeyance, female, Rio Grande do Sul
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After quitting due to family responsibilities, Simone started to participate again in a position related to gender issues. Having experienced
first-hand the difficulty of being a female activist, she coordinated the
sector of the movement dedicated to elaborating strategies to increase
the inclusion of women and became more aware of the challenging gender
issues within the movement.
“It’s very hard to talk about ... Today, we feel more comfortable talking
about it. As a woman, [everything] is more difficult. You depend on the
men. You depend on many things and, besides, you have a family. And
you have to conciliate the family with your work, right. (...) The women,
besides their work [outside], have to go home and do other things. So...
we also had difficulty with the other [male] companions, even working
together. Today, we are glad to say that, here in our region, we can
count on some [male activists] who already have a more open mind. ”
Quote 7.55: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, period of individual
abeyance, female, Rio Grande do Sul
“[W]e [female activists] participated [in the activities], but we didn’t plan
them, right.”
Quote 7.56: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, period of individual
abeyance, female, Rio Grande do Sul

Thus, as Simone pointed out, the difficulty of being a female activist
goes beyond the double role of housekeeper and activist. Male chauvinist
attitudes prevail throughout the movement. However, Simone stated that
women’s attitudes have changed, despite the machismo.
“This machismo... that we have, [which comes] from our parents and
everybody, [which says that] women have to be at home, cooking, doing
the laundry and so on. [It says that women] should not be given space
to be organized13 , right. And, today, it’s different. Today, the women
think, they know where they would like to go, right.”
13

To the MST activists, being organized means being engaged politically and being
part of an organization.
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Quote 7.57: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, period of individual
abeyance, female, Rio Grande do Sul

Indeed, Simone mentioned that, due to the difficulty of being included
in the movement’s activities, thirteen women, who were part of the sector
that she coordinates, decided to leave the movement.
“We faced many problems in the movement itself. We had the loss of
some [female] companions who were in the movement and who left. We
even thought: ‘now, we’ll fail’. (...) They thought that it [the machismo]
wasn’t right and decided to leave. Thirteen of our [female] companions
left [the movement]. ”
Quote 7.58: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, period of individual
abeyance, female, Rio Grande do Sul

Despite the simultaneous departure of these thirteen women, Simone
did not give up. She later reorganized the sector with new members.
“We even thought, at that time, that the movement of women, of the
female peasants that we have inside the MST, would end. But we had a
meeting and we started again. We did. All of us were beginners.”
Quote 7.59: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, period of individual
abeyance, female, Rio Grande do Sul

Therefore, unlike the other former members of the gender sector, Simone
did not consider quitting again, even within an environment unfavourable
to the participation of women.
“Interviewer: Have you ever thought about leaving the movement? Either
during the period of the occupations, in the period when you encountered
problems related to gender issues or when many activists left the movement?
Simone: I think that we have to face problems with our heads held high,
right? Because if you run away from the problems, it won’t work. I think
that, when I have a problem, I have to face it in order to solve it. Because
if I run away from it, I’ll be a coward, right.”
Quote 7.60: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, period of individual
abeyance, female, Rio Grande do Sul
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Simone reveals an ability to self-motivate and persist in the face of
difficulties. Furthermore, the movement is not completely hostile to female
participation. As Simone reported, she and the other mothers who live in
the settlement can count on the other families to take care of their children
while they participate in movement activities.
“[The countryside is] a rich, healthy place, because there you have... the
city is also good, but you have to be more careful, right. Because, in the
countryside, you know everybody, everybody is your friend, everybody is
your neighbour. If I need to go out, my neighbour will take care of my
children. So, in our lives, we’re closer to one another. ”
Quote 7.61: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, period of individual
abeyance, female, Rio Grande do Sul

Indeed, given that Simone spent 27 years of her life living in the MST
communities and at least 20 years actively participating in the movement,
she considers the movement to be more than an organization, it is her
family.
“For me, the MST is like my family. [It is] where I was born14 and raised
and today... Sometimes, I wonder what I would be without the MST.
Because, really, we are a family. We have a daily relationship, experiences
inside the settlement, in the city, in the state. So, we’re a big family and
we go forward. I don’t think about giving up. This is my will. ”
Quote 7.62: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, period of individual
abeyance, female, Rio Grande do Sul

Simone has strong ties with other activists from the movement. Regardless of the difficulties that she has to face inside the movement, she
will not quit again. As she stated: “Look, I plan to be in the movement
as long as I can stand on my feet.” (Quote 7.63: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of
participation’, period of individual abeyance, female, Rio Grande do Sul)
The case studies considered in this section show that the trajectories
from participation to disengagement follow very different paths. These
14

Curiously, Simone was not actually born in the MST, as she states here. She joined
the MST when she was 11 years old.
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trajectories are strongly linked to individual characteristics and previous
experiences (inside or outside the movement). However, it is possible to
find common denominators that aid one’s understanding of disengagement, while pointing towards the need for further study. It is, therefore,
important to discuss these four case studies in light of the previous studies.

7.2 Discussion and conclusion: comparing
trajectories of disengagement
The trajectories of participation of Renato, Pedro, Afonso and Simone
show how a variety of factors can influence an activist’s disengagement,
and the complexity of the decision-making behind the disengagement process.
Renato’s life story demonstrates that he behaves as an ‘identity-seeker’.
This is how is called the activists who participate in a social movement in
order to express an identity (Downton & Wehr, 1998; Snow & McAdam,
2000) (see Chapter 3). In the MST and other organizations Renato temporarily found suitable places to express his communist ideology. However,
similar to what Downton and Wehr (1998) and Corrigall-Brown (2006) argue, when the MST started to embrace new values that Renato disagreed
with, he could not negotiate the discrepancy between what he believed
and the movement’s new aims, and he left the movement. The reasons
that caused Renato to join the movement were the same that made him
leave it. He joined the MST because he found a place where he could display his identity, and he left it because the movement’s values no longer
resembled his identity.
While Renato was trying to find a group where he could express his communist identity, his friend Pedro was actually looking for a place where he
could give meaning to his life. Pedro’s life story is marked by the search
for something that could make him feel useful, appreciated by the society
and that was pleasant. Due to this ongoing search, he was constantly
moving between places and occupations. Before finishing his studies in
law, he abandoned two college degrees. Moreover, he worked in many different jobs, lived in different places and participated in two social move-
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ments before joining the MST. Consequently, I argue that Pedro is not
an identity-seeker, like Renato, but that he is, what I call, a ‘life-meaning
seeker’.
Renato and Pedro’s stories fit well with Klandermans’ (2004) assumption that one of an individual’s demands for social movement participation is a search for a meaning and expression of worldviews. The chances
that an individual will participate in a movement are higher if the social
movement supplies this demand (Klandermans, 2004). The MST supplied
Renato’s demand to express his worldviews and Pedro’s demand to lead
a meaningful life, at least for a while.
When Pedro went back to his home town, he had lost his friends, his
job, his money and was discredited among the local community. It was
time to start over. Pedro had made a promise to himself that he would
not participate in a social movement again after his previous costly participation in two social movements. Nevertheless, he accepted Renato’s
invitation to be the lawyer for the MST. Pedro’s decision to join the MST
can be analysed in light of the collective action theory (Olson, 1968). In
his case, the benefits of being socially visible again, at a moment in his
life in which nobody believed in his potential, was a compelling selective
incentive that outweighed the costs of a life of activism. In fact, overnight,
the socially invisible Pedro became an important regional figure thanks to
his participation in the MST. He gained a new identity: the MST’s lawyer.
Hornsey and Hogg (2002) explain that one of the individuals’ strategies
to repair negative social identity is seeking to be members of a high status
group. Pedro’s new social identity is the recognition of the respect that
the other members of the MST had for him. Ellemers, Doosje and Spears
(2004) observed, in their study on the emotional effects of the ingroup
and outgroup, that the respect of members of the ingroup - in Pedro’s
case the MST, his parents and the middle class of his hometown - enhance
individuals’ self-esteem. Moreover, the same authors point out that the
respect of outgroup members, such as the (non-activist) inhabitants of
Pedro’s hometown, can boost an individual’s self-esteem, whenever it is
already enhanced by the respect of the ingroup’s members. Simon, Lücken
and Stürmer (2006) observe that the respect of people from the ingroup
can increase one’s willingness to engage in the group. Pedro demonstrated
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that the respect of the members of the MST had a positive effect on his
self-esteem, contributing to his sustained participation.
The landless farmers that depended on Pedro to negotiate the ownership
of the occupied land admired him and he liked it. However, his activism
also had negative qualities, which became more costly over years of participation. As Pedro aged, the unstable and hectic life of an activist and
the pressure of being responsible for other lives became more difficult to
handle. As Jennings (1987) noted, the ageing of the activists makes their
participation more difficult due to issues related to their current life-stage.
Moreover, the fact that Pedro could not control his emotions in stressful
situations corroborates Klandermans’ (1997) and Nepstad’s (2008) points.
These authors state that sustained participation in a social movement is
less likely when the activists are not able to handle the stress generated
by participation in collective actions.
Finally, Pedro’s feeling that his life was meaningless arose again. He
did not want to be a lawyer anymore and decided to leave the movement
and study for the exams to become a public employee, something he had
considered before. As mentioned in Chapter 3, Downton and Wehr (1998)
argue that the activists’ reasons for leaving a movement are related to their
reasons for joining the movement. These authors explain that the activists
who start to participate in a social movement because they need a place
to express their identity, may continue to participate in the movement
while they are able to express this identity inside the movement. Similarly, Corrigall-Brown (2006) points out that changes in the movement’s
beliefs impel the activists, who identify with the old beliefs, to leave the
movement. The last turn in Pedro’s life partially supports Downton and
Wehr’s (1998) and Corrigall-Brown’s (2006) assumptions. Not all, but one
of Pedro’s reasons for leaving the MST are, in fact, related to his main
reason for joining it. He mainly joined the MST because he was looking
for meaning at a moment of stagnation in his life, and he left the movement because his participation became meaningless or, in his own words,
his participation “did not add anything [to his life]” anymore. Thus, he
needed to find new meaning for his life outside the movement. In this
sense, the changes in Pedro’s life-goals contributed to his disengagement
while, in the case of Renato, the changes in the movement’s values was the

209

Chapter 7 · Reasons for disengagement
factor that made him quit. Therefore, using Klandermans’ (2004) terms,
their participation in the MST no longer supplied their demands.
Nevertheless, given that the activists’ demands change during their participation trajectory, there are cases in which the reasons for leaving are
not similar or related to those for joining. Afonso and Simone’s cases are
emblematic of this kind of disengagement. Moreover, unlike Renato and
Pedro (Pedro’s only contact with the MST was through Renato), Afonso
and Simone already had close contact with other MST activists before
joining the movement. Accordingly, Snow and McAdam (2000) observed
that recruitment occurs more often within the individuals’ pre-existing
networks.
Afonso lived in an urban centre and did not know much about the MST
when his mother decided to occupy land. He was already an adult and
did not camp with his mother on any land. When he visited her in the
occupation, he did not have a good impression of the movement. The
camp did not fit his lifestyle. However, when his mother got a plot of land
in a settlement, he started to live with her because of legal obligations. He
then began to interact with other activists who, eventually, invited him
to become an activist, too. Afonso had always refused because he did not
know the movement well. Therefore, the movement’s leaders invited him
to attend a technical and political training course in order to educate him
about the MST’s ideology and provide better professional training. Afonso
accepted and, during the course, he became more and more familiar with
the movement’s ideology. When he finished the course, he was invited to
be an activist again and, this time, he accepted.
As shown in Chapter 3, many scholars argue that participation in collective actions is more likely when personal and collective identities are in
accordance (e.g. Downton & Wehr, 1991; Gamson, 1991; Nepstad, 2004;
Corrigall-Brown, 2006). Under these conditions, the social identity of ‘activist’ has a greater chance of being salient. That is, when the individuals’
beliefs are similar to the beliefs shared by the movement’s activists, the
likelihood that they will participate in the same movement is higher. This
match happens with greater frequency when the individual has the opportunity to interact with people who are part of his or her social networks,
which are favourable to participation in collective actions (McAdam &
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Paulsen, 1993; Snow & McAdam, 2000; Passy & Giugni, 2000). Afonso’s
recruitment followed these steps. He had to go through a period of ‘identity matching’ in which the movement’s collective identity needed to be
perceived by Afonso as compatible with his personal identity. During
the ongoing socialization with other activists, Afonso’s identity was transformed in a way that caused it to become more compatible with the MST’s
collective identity.
Although Afonso considered participation in the MST to be a gratifying
activity, as time went by, his participation became more costly. Similar to
what previous studies revealed, activism in the MST was time-consuming
and, as a result, he did not have time for activities that were not related to
the movement (see Downton & Wehr, 1998; Passy & Giugni, 2000; Nepstad, 2008). Indeed, as explained in Chapter 3, the MST can be considered
a ‘greedy’ organization (Franzway, 2000; Corrigall-Brown, 2006; Nepstad,
2008). That is, an organization where participation requires a great deal
of time and energy. The greediness of the MST prevented Afonso from
making time to engage in and enjoy a personal life outside the movement.
Thus, Afonso was no longer biographically available. Biographical availability means not being bothered by “... personal constraints that may
increase the costs and risks of movement participation, such as full-time
employment, marriage, and family responsibilities ” (McAdam, 1986, p.
70) (see Sec. 3.2 for details). In addition, another personal constraint that
undermined Afonso’s participation was that he did not have enough economic support from the movement, which made his full-time activism very
costly. In fact, Nepstad (2008) observed that an activist is more likely to
be committed to a social movement, if the movement’s social networks are
able to provide support, e.g. material support, which is the opposite of
what happened to Afonso.
Afonso’s reason for joining the movement was related to his gradual
identification with the movement, while his reasons for leaving had to do
with a series of personal issues that were undermining his engagement
with the MST. In fact, he did not quit due to identity incompatibility .
After leaving the MST, he still identified with the movement.
Furthermore, at the time of the interview, Afonso mentioned that he
was willing to participate in the movement again. Accordingly, Corrigall-
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Brown (2006) states that there are some individuals that, during their
trajectory of activism, can go through a period of ‘individual abeyance’.
It means that they leave a social movement for a while, but return to activism later, participating in the same or in a different organisation. The
same author explains that individual abeyance is possible when the individual, who previously left the movement, maintains an identity in accordance with a life of activism. This is only possible if the social movement
has an ‘individual abeyance structure’ as well. This structure consists of
networks in which the individual in abeyance can still share beliefs similar
to his/her previous activism life (Corrigall-Brown, 2006) . As Afonso still
lives in a MST settlement, he continues to interact with other activists.
He mentioned that he could still see everything that other activists went
through and that, sometimes, he missed his life of activism and considered
his current life to be less interesting than it used to be. Thus, Afonso’s interactions in the MST settlement work as his abeyance structure, helping
to keep his ‘flame of activism’ alive.
Nevertheless, Afonso emphasized that he would only participate in the
MST again, if certain new conditions could be met. His life had changed
during the time he spent outside the movement and, as a result, he had
acquired new interests. Similarly, Passy and Giugni (2000) noted that,
when the activists’ social networks become less related to the movement,
the former activist’s interest become less compatible with participation.
Afonso’s new conditions to reinitiate his participation in the MST can be
understood as an attempt to adapt his new interests, discovered in his
socialization outside the movement, to his future life of activism.
While Afonso is potentially an individual in abeyance, Simone’s trajectory is effectively an example of individual abeyance. She stopped
participating for a long period, but re-joined the movement at a later
point. Similar to Afonso, Simone lives in a settlement organized by the
MST. However, in her case, the beginning of engagement in the MST was
not marked by her decision to join the movement. Life brought her into
the MST community. She has been participating in the MST since she
was a child. In the earlier years of her participation, she did not wonder
whether she should join the movement, her parents made this decision
for her. However, it was her decision to quit and then restart again as an
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adult. This peculiar trajectory of participation, which starts involuntarily,
is only possible because Simone joined the movement in childhood, which
is a different situation compared to the first three case studies.
As previously mentioned, ongoing socialization with members of networks favourable to the participation in collective action, may contribute to the individual’s participation (McAdam & Paulsen, 1993; Snow &
McAdam, 2000; Passy & Giugni, 2000). In Simone’s case, favourable socialization began during her childhood, when she was 11 years old, and
continued during her adolescence. As explained in Chapter 3, both childhood and adolescence have particular implications for the individual’s cognitive construction of the world E. Erikson and J. Erikson (1998).
As Downton and Wehr (1998) observe, the sharing of beliefs by people
close to an individual is an everyday experience that begins in childhood.
This process is very suitable and, as time passes, the individual internalizes these beliefs. The same authors argue that these beliefs tend to be
perceived as the ‘truths’ on which our convictions are based. Similarly,
some studies have revealed that activists’ children have a greater chance
of being activists in the future (e.g. Jennings, 2002; Duncan & Stewart,
1995).
Thus, as Simone’s favourable socialization with other activists, including her own parents, began during a period of her life crucial to identity
formation (childhood and adolescence), it is no surprise that she never
thought about quitting definitively. Her early socialization with MST activists contributed to shape her believes. Therefore, being a MST activist
is an important part of her identity.
Simone’s entry into adulthood brought new responsibilities: she got
married and had children. Consequently, she decided to stop participating in the MST in order to take care of her new family. Like Afonso,
Simone’s reasons for joining the movement were not the same reasons that
made her quit. Her participation in the MST initiated as a gradual process of identity formation during her childhood and adolescence. In these
stages of her life, the ongoing and frequent socialization with other activists contributed to her identity formation. Her participation in the MST
was the proper way to display this identity. Nevertheless, her new roles as
a mother and wife made her less biographically available (see McAdam,
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1986) and she had to leave the movement temporarily.
Simone’s biographical unavailability highlights the gender issues in the
Brazilian countryside. As discussed in Chapter 3, rural women have supporting roles (e.g. Paulilo, 2009; Schwendler, 2009) that revolve around
household work and childcare. The men hold primary accountability for
the family’s income even when their wives perform additional paid labour.
Thus, women’s work is still undervalued, even though many women have
a double workload: working a regular job and at home.
This historical role of women in the countryside has another implication:
they still have fewer opportunities to contribute to the decision-making
process of their family, work or organization (see e.g. Paulilo, 2009). The
‘imposed identity’ (see Morris, 1992) of a housewife, an identity that is
enforced by society on many women, hampers the acknowledgement of the
women as farmers. Hence, it is not only a characteristic of the MST, it
is a cultural characteristic of a broader context, i.e. the Brazilian countryside. In the MST, as Simone mentioned, the women have gained more
leverage. However, just a few years ago, Simone witnessed the en masse
departure of thirteen female activists who were disappointed with their
lack of inclusion in the movement’s decision-making process. Similar to
the event described by Simone, many authors noted that negative experiences involving interactions with others activists are a common reason for
disengagement (Van der Veen & Klandermans, 1989; Klandermans, 1997;
Corrigall-Brown, 2006).
Once Simone’s children had grown up, she returned to the MST. She
was raised in the movement and had been living in the movement’s communities, interacting with other activists and enjoying their social support
ever since. Simone’s socialization with other activists during her childhood and adolescence was crucial to her identity formation. She even
mentioned that she could not imagine her life outside the movement. Her
sense of belonging reveals the match between her identity and the movement’s collective identity (see Melucci, 1989). To her, ‘I’ and ‘we’ blend
together. Many scholars believe that the match of personal and collective
identity happens during relevant social interactions (see Gamson, 1991;
Corrigall-Brown, 2006; Mannarini & Fedi, 2011). Furthermore, as previous studies have shown (Downton & Wehr, 1998; Passy & Giugni, 2000;
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Nepstad, 2004, 2008; Corrigall-Brown, 2006; Mannarini & Fedi, 2011), the
social support that Simone receives and gives to other women who participate in the MST facilitates their collective activism. Therefore, these
communities are places full of social capital (see Putnam, 1995; Coleman,
1988; Lin, 2001). These factors help explain her strong identification with
the movement and her willingness to continue participating in the MST
in the future.
The four interviewees demonstrated their affective commitment to the
MST through a sense of belonging and/or identification with the movement. Renato, Pedro and Afonso identified with their ideal image of the
MST, however this identification was not enough to overcome ideological
discrepancies (Renato), personal issues (Pedro) and biographical barriers
(Afonso). Conversely, Simone identified with the people that form the
MST, rather than with what the movement represents. She feels that she
is a part of the group that forms the movement, while the other three
former activists felt like they were part of an ideal organization.
I did not observe that Renato, Afonso and Simone demonstrated continuance commitment to the MST, as they did not participate out of
necessity, as in the case of Afonso and Simone’s parents. Nevertheless,
since Pedro joined and remained in the movement in order to satisfy a
personal demand, and not due to his identification with the movement,
I infer that he demonstrated continuance commitment to the MST while
he participated. When the movement could no longer supply his need for
life-meaning, he left and started to look for other alternatives to satisfy
his demand. Finally, regarding normative commitment, only Simone mentioned that remaining in the movement has to do with her moral values.
Afonso and Simone’s trajectories underscore the means by which regular
socialization with other activists increases the chances of reengagement, as
previously stated by Corrigall-Brown (2006). This condition helps maintain the former activists’ emotional attachment to the movement and, in
turn, their affective commitment. Furthermore, biographical availability
seems to be a temporary barrier to sustained participation. As long as
the former activists are affectively committed, their re-engagement to the
movement will be possible.
Renato and Pedro’s cases demonstrated how individuals leave a move-
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ment when it no longer supplies the demands that made them join the
organization. Conversely, Afonso and Simone’s cases revealed how an individual’s demands can change during the process of participation and, as
a result, their reasons for leaving can be different from their reasons for
joining the movement. Therefore, both assumptions that the disengagement process is the inverse of recruitment and sustained participation can
be made. The individuals’ initial demands can change during their participation and, consequently, their reasons for leaving may or may not be
related to their initial demands.
One notes both similarities and particularities in the four cases discussed
in this chapter. What constitutes gratifying or costly participation clearly
varies from person to person. In all four cases the activists’ participation
became more costly than gratifying after a certain point, however each
activist had a different opinion about what made his or her participation
more costly. These findings are in accordance with Klandermans’ (1997)
assumption that the combination of insufficient gratification and the lack
of commitment may both influence disengagement.
Although, weaker commitment increases the chances of leaving the movement, my findings provide evidence that the opposite is also true, i.e.
strong commitment is not enough to maintain individual participation. In
certain personal circumstances (as in the case of Simone), the individuals
are impelled to stop participating even though they are still committed to
the movement. In such a situation, I observed that the committed former
activists are more likely to re-join the movement.
These findings demonstrate how disengagement can be the result of a
variety of factors that depend on personal characteristics. These factors
make each instance of disengagement unique. The individuals’ maintenance/erosion of commitment and cost/benefit evaluation are part of the
same process rather than distinct phenomena. Likewise, the individuals’
recruitment and sustained participation must be taken into consideration
in order to understand the many reasons that can lead to disengagement.
The participation of individuals with distinct backgrounds shows that
the MST is a social movement that embraces many causes. In this way, this
movement is able to supply a variety of demands, at least temporarily. It
can be a good option for someone who seeks a place to express communist
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ideology, it can supply an individual’s need for a meaningful life, it can
help someone improve his/her life conditions and it can provide a strong
social network that the activists can count on, much like a family. The
MST is an identity organization that plays a key role in the life of its
activists because it has resources to supply ideological and instrumental
demands.
In this and the previous two chapters, I discussed the MST activists’ sustained participation and disengagement without deep analysis of the activists that grew up in MST communities. In the remaining two chapters,
I will discuss how the sustained participation and disengagement of this
group of activists differ in comparison to the activists who did not grow
up in the movement’s communities.
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The sustained participation of the
activists who grew up in MST
communities
Individuals who joined the MST in their adulthood share the common
characteristic of having made the decision to become activists themselves.
In some cases, they did not have previous contact with other MST activists before joining the movement, in others, close relatives and/or friends
already participated in the movement before their engagement. Many of
these activists previously had political engagement in other social movements or political parties and for some the political engagement was only
encouraged after joining the movement.
As mentioned in Chapter 3, the MST is also formed by a group of
activists whose participation differs substantially from the aforementioned
individuals. These activists had yet to be born or were children when their
parents (or guardians) decided to participate in the movement and live in
the MST communities (camps and settlements). Thus, these children
joined the movement involuntarily.
In this chapter, I discuss the results related to the first part of the second
research question, which aims to understand to what extent the sustained
participation of individuals who grew up in MST communities differs from
the sustained participation of those who joined the movement as adults. I
compared the quantitative and qualitative results related to the individuals’ commitment and willingness to continue participating in both groups
of activists. However, I will not discuss the influence of gratifying par-
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ticipation on the sustained participation of both groups, because I did
not find a clear pattern that would support the claim that spending one’s
childhood in MST communities has an impact on what the participant
considers gratifying. In fact, activists in both groups expressed satisfaction through the nine sources of a gratifying participation, as discussed in
Chapter 6.
In Section 8.1 of this chapter, the results regarding the influence of
commitment on the sustained participation of each group of activists will
be presented and discussed. In Section 8.2, I discuss the differences in
the activists’ willingness to continue participating. The Section 8.3 is
dedicated to my conclusions.

8.1 Commitment
The activists’ level of commitment is a crucial factor that influences their
sustained participation. In Chapter 5, I showed the extent to which MST
activists collectively demonstrate affective, continuance and normative
commitment to the movement, as well as the antecedents of each component of commitment. I will now consider the components of commitment
in two subgroups of activists. I first present qualitative findings that show
whether activists who grew up in the MST display the three components
of commitment1 , after which I will present a quantitative comparison of
the two subgroups.

8.1.1 Patterns of commitment of activists who grew up in
MST communities
The quotes from interviews with the activists below show how individuals raised in MST communities demonstrate affective commitment to the
movement.
“So, we went through many transformations in the movement, but if there
is something that still remains, it is our principles. So, I don’t want this to
1

Quotes regarding the commitment of activists that joined the MST during adulthood
can be found in Chapter 5.
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ever change. Because, look, we have to make some changes. It’s obvious,
it’s natural, but we cannot lose the principles. Our principles are the
same since we [the MST] were born (...). Because I believe that, from
the moment that we lose our principles, then, maybe it will no longer be
the MST. It can be transformed into anything but the MST. And, then,
if it won’t be the MST, with these principles, then, maybe I won’t want
to continue (...).”
Quote 8.1: Daniela, 40, ‘29 years of participation’, female, Rio Grande
do Sul
“The MST, to me, is my life.”
Quote 8.2: Sandro, 24, ‘24 years of participation’, male, Rio Grande do
Sul

Daniela describes how her identification with the MST’s beliefs and
‘principles’ constitutes an important factor in her decision to continue
participating. As explained in Chapter 3, a group has a collective identity when its members share the same beliefs (Taylor & Whittier, 1992).
Thus, the MST’s principles are the beliefs that form its collective identity.
In addition, Daniela refers to the MST as ‘we’ and to its principles as
‘our’ principles. In fact, Melucci (1989) observes that collective identity
emerges in a group when its members become ‘we’ instead of ‘I’. Similarly,
Sandro expresses his identification with the movement through a short
and meaningful statement: the MST is his life. The movement and his
personal life are one and the same. As identification with an organization is evidence of affective commitment (see Allen & Meyer, 1990), the
previous quotes demonstrate that the activists who grew up in the MST
communities are affectively committed to the movement.
Regarding continuance commitment, the activists who spent their childhood in the camps and settlements mentioned the need to participate as
something related to the past. I observed the same pattern with the activists who joined the MST as adults2 . Nevertheless, those who grew up
in these communities reported that the need to participate was not some2

The case of Rômulo, discussed in Sec. 5.1.3, was an exception. He reported the
necessity of continuing to participate in the MST at the moment of the interview.
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thing that they experienced themselves; it was the reason that lead their
parents to participate.
“It [the little plot of land of her grandparents] was not enough for everybody. Because they had eleven children. Then, each one had a little
piece [of land] to live. (...) So, since I was seven years old, as far as I
remember, I already helped at home3 . (...) [W]e are five brothers and
sisters. [It was] one of the reasons that encouraged my parents to join
a camp, right. Because living in the conditions that they lived with five
children... What would the prospects be for the future of their children?
Then, it motivated them to join a camp, right. So, my siblings and I
usually say that it was the best thing that they [my parents] did, right.”
Quote 8.3: Claudia, 34, ‘25 years of participation’, female, Rio Grande
do Sul
“(...) I was born and raised in the settlement. I always help my father
and my mother working as a farmer, producing organic food, selling the
products in the street market and so on. (...) If it weren’t this farm,
what would we have today? (...) We could have been in a favela today.
Nobody knows what could have happened.”
Quote 8.4: Sandro, 24, ‘24 years of participation’, female, Rio Grande
do Sul

The accounts above highlight a difference among the activists who grew
up in the movement’s communities. Some faced difficulties before joining
the movement and during their parents’ occupation of land. Other activists were already born in the settlements and did not face to the same
difficulties as their parents. For the latter group, the period of sacrifice is
a story told by their parents and other activists; for the former, it constitutes their personal life story.
Regardless of whether one experienced these difficulties, all the activists
who grew up in the MST camps and/or settlements demonstrated that a
3

Helping at home (ajudar em casa), in this context, refers to the Brazilian way of
stating that someone has a job in order to help their parents/ family to pay the
bills.
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need to participate had motivated their parents to join the MST, but
they do not go through the same difficulties currently. Therefore, given
that continuance commitment involves remaining in an organization due
to a need, the activist who grew up in the MST communities do not
demonstrate such continuance commitment to the movement. I found the
same statements in the accounts of those who joined the MST in adulthood
(see Chapter 5). However, it should be noted that my qualitative data is
biased towards activists with many years of participation. This means that
the long-term activists I interviewed, regardless of whether they grew up
in the movement, did not demonstrate continuance commitment. In the
quantitative data, which is composed by activists with a broader spectrum
of years in the MST, the people with less time as activists showed stronger
continuance commitment.
As I discussed in Chapter 5, only one activist who grew up in a MST
settlement claimed to feel morally obliged to continue participating (see
Sec. 5.1.3, Quote 5.15). This is clear evidence of normative commitment.
Notwithstanding, many other activists who grew up in the movement’s
communities felt grateful for their participation, which is a trigger for the
activists’ normative commitment (see Chapter 3).
“[My father] worked for other people and, today, I work for myself. I
graduated as an expert in agriculture, I work on elaborating projects in
the ICN, Citizenship Institute of the Northeast (Instituto de Cidadania
do Nordeste). I’m a fruit broker too, in the settlement, and I have to
thank the MST a lot for having settled my father here, in the Safra
settlement (...).”
Quote 8.5: Jair, 24, ‘16 years of participation’, male, Pernambuco

“Everything that I have, I achieved with the help of the Landless Movement. And one thing that my family likes to emphasize is the graduation
of my brother, for example. When would someone of my family graduate
in Cuba without the support of the MST? Never!”
Quote 8.6: Claudia, 34, ‘25 years of participation’, female, Rio Grande
do Sul
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Jair and Claudia report their gratitude towards the movement. Claudia
emphasizes how grateful she is for the unique opportunities that her family
had due to the movement. Jair compares his father’s previous life with
his present life, rather than only considering his own situation. Although
many activists who grew up in the MST communities cannot compare life
outside and inside the movement, their parents speak of their experiences
before joining and, based on this information, they are able to compare
how life was/would be outside with the life they know inside the movement.
Therefore, they feel grateful for the improvements in their families’ lives
facilitated by the MST.
Although the previous discussion of the activists’ accounts revealed insights into the different components of commitment of the two activist
subgroups, quantitative analyses are necessary to compare the levels of
commitment of both subgroups. This is the topic of the next section.

8.1.2 Comparing the levels of commitment of the activists who
grew up in MST communities with the levels of
commitment of those who did not
I ran MANOVA and ANOVA to examine the effect of ‘growing up in MST
communities’ (independent variable) on the activists’ affective, continuance and normative commitment (dependent variables). Table 8.1 shows
the results of the multivariate and univariate analysis.
The analysis reveals a significant multivariate effect for the dependent variable ‘growing up in MST communities’ (p < 0.05). In order to
determine the nature of this effect, a univariate analysis was run as a
follow-up. The effect of ‘growing up in MST communities’ is only significant for ‘affective commitment’ (F =4.96, p < 0.05). A non-parametric
Mann-Whitney U test for the effect of ‘growing up in MST communities’
on ‘affective commitment’ also showed significance (p < 0.05).4
The mean of the ‘affective commitment’ of the activists who grew up in
MST communities (mean=4.76) is significantly different from the mean re4

I ran the non-parametric Mann-Whitney U test because ANOVA’s assumption that
the variance in each experimental condition is more or less the same was violated.
This is because the sample sizes of the two conditions are substantially different.
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Multivariate† (p < 0.05)
Variable
Growing up in the MST communities

Wilk’s λ

F

df

Error df

0.89

2.84

3

69

Univariate‡♦
Dependent
variable
Affective
commitment
Continuance
commitment
Normative
commitment

df

Error df

F

1

73

4.96∗

1

73

1.76

1

73

0.80

Growing up
in the MST
communities

Mean (SD)

95% confidence
intervals

Yes
No
Yes
No
Yes
No

4.76
4.51
2.04
2.54
3.00
2.64

[4.61; 4.91]
[4.38; 4.65]
[1.47; 2.62]
[2.07; 3.01]
[2.37; 3.62]
[2.21; 3.08]

(0.36)
(0.47)
(1.33)
(1.61)
(1.45)
(1.49)

† The result of Levene’s test for homogeneity of variance were significant to ‘affective
commitment’ and to ‘continuance commitment’ (p < 0.05).
‡ The results of Mann-Whitney U test was significant to ‘affective commitment’ for
‘growing up in the MST communities‘ (p < 0.05).
♦ The result of Levene’s test for homogeneity of variance was significant to ‘affective
commitment’ and to ‘continuance commitment’ (p < 0.05) and the result of the
Box’s test of equality of means was significant to ‘affective commitment’ (p <
0.05).

Table 8.1: MANOVA results showing the effects of ‘growing up in the MST
communities’ on affective, continuance and normative commitment on a Likert
scale from 1 to 5. N = 73 and the p-value corresponds to ∗ p < 0.05.
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Grew up
Did not grow up

Likert scale

5
4
3
2
1
Affective

Continuance Normative

Figure 8.1: The variance of the 95% confidence intervals of affective, continuance
and normative commitment among activists who grew up in MST communities
compared to those who did not.

lated to those who did not grow up in the same communities (mean=4.51)
(p < 0.05). Therefore, those who grew up in the MST communities are
more affectively committed than those who did not.
Moreover, I found that the results shown in Table 8.1 regarding the
means of continuance and normative commitment were not significantly
different in either group of activists, despite the fact that the differences
between the means are greater than they are for affective commitment.
The non-significance of these results is seen in the large overlap of the
confidence intervals of the two subgroups. This means that, although the
means of both subgroups clearly differ, the confidence intervals overlap too
much for the difference between the means to reach statistical significance.
The error plot in Figure 8.1 helps us to better understand.
The results from comparing the affective, continuance and normative
commitment of activists who grew up in MST communities with those
who did not reveal that the activists who grew up in MST communities
are more affectively and normatively committed, and have lower levels of
continuance commitment, than those who did not grow up in the move-
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ment. Nevertheless, only the difference between the levels of affective
commitment in both groups is statistically significant.
This corroborates the discussion in Chapter 3. The activists who grew
up in MST communities experience regular and long-lasting socialization
with other activists during life-stages in which their personal identities are
formed and consolidated (i.e. childhood and adolescence). Consequently,
there is a greater chance of accordance between their personal identity and
the movement’s beliefs. Taking into account the relation between affective
commitment and identification with an organization (see Allen & Meyer,
1990), it is understandable that this component of commitment is more
prominent among this group of activists. Moreover, the long socialization
period of the activists who grew up in MST communities explains the fact
that they are also more normatively committed to the movement. The
value of being loyal to an organization is reinforced by this long-lasting
socialization, and it stimulates the individuals’ normative commitment to
the organization (Allen & Meyer, 1990).
In the next sections, I will show the extent to which the antecedents of
each component of commitment of the activists who grew up in MTS communities differ from those who did not. One will note that, in some cases,
the small size of the sub-samples ‘grew up’ and ‘did not grow up’ prevented significant results of small effects. Nevertheless, the results were very
informative with regard to moderate and large effects, revealing a variety
of differences in how affective, continuance and normative commitment
are developed in both groups.5
Antecedents of affective commitment
Although those who grew up in MST communities are more affectively
committed to the MST than those who did not, this does not mean that
5

The results of the regression analysis with both sub-samples presented in this section
were only run with the independent variables, which revealed a significant relationship with the dependent variables in a previous multiple regression analysis with
all expected antecedents as predictors. For these previous analyses, I used the same
models that were used to analyse the antecedents of each component of commitment
for all MST activists together (see Chapter 5).
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Antecedents of affective commitment
Satisfaction
Social networks
Perceived absence of alternatives
Length of participation

Grew up
(N = 18)

Did not grow
up (N = 39)

0.49∗
0.59∗∗
0.43∗
0.42∗

0.79∗∗∗
−0.13
−0.08
−0.09

0.66
6.29∗∗

0.41
6.02∗∗

Fit measures
R2
F change

Table 8.2: β for the antecedents of affective commitment of the activists who
grew up in the MST and of those who did not. The corresponding p-values are:
∗∗∗
p < 0.001, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗ p < 0.05.

the affective commitment of the activists of each group is influenced by the
same factors. The table 8.2 depicts the results of the regression analysis
when the sample is split between these two groups.
Regarding the activists who grew up in MST communities, these results
revealed that the four expected antecedents are significant and relevant
predictors of affective commitment. ‘Social networks’ bears the strongest
relationship with affective commitment (β = 0.59, p < 0.01), followed
by ‘satisfaction’ (β = 0.49, p < 0.05), ‘perceived absence of alternatives’
(β = .43, p < 0.05) and ‘length of participation’ (β = 0.42, p < 0.05).
This means that the activists who grew up in MST communities are more
affectively committed if they have strong and friendly social networks inside the movement, if they are satisfied with their participation, if they
perceive that they do not have alternatives to their participation and if
they have been participating for a long time.
On the other hand, the analysis with the antecedents, which influence
the affective commitment of those who did not grow up in MST communities, showed that only ‘satisfaction’ is a predictor of affective commitment
in this group of activists. The variable ‘satisfaction’ bears a significant
positive relationship with affective commitment (β = 0.79, p < 0.001).
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Therefore, among the activists who did not grow up in one of the movement’s communities, greater satisfaction with their participation correlates
with greater affective commitment.
The influence of social network strength, length of participation and
perceived absence of alternatives on the level of affective commitment of
the activists who grew up in the MST is in line with the assumptions
formulated in Chapter 3. This group of activists may have stronger social
networks composed of other activists who are often parents and relatives.
As I suggested, the strength of these social networks may be related to
the fact that these activists’ social networks (family, friends, schoolmates,
activists, etc.) are formed by the same individuals, causing their social
ties to overlap. Moreover, these activists’ embeddingness in few social
networks makes the beliefs shared during social relations more plausible
(‘plausible structures’) and less questionable (see Nepstad, 2004). The
context within MST communities allowed this group of activists to socialize with people who support and legitimate beliefs that have little support
outside the movement. These beliefs are shared in the plausible structure
of the MST communities and they help to form and consolidate these
activists’ identities in accordance with the movement’s identity. Hence,
being part of the MST represents an important part of their identity, especially because they were socialized inside the movement’s communities
during the life-stages in which their identity formation (childhood) and
consolidation (adolescence) took place. In these stages, the individuals’
identities are more influenced by their social relationships (see E. Erikson
& J. Erikson, 1998). Therefore, participation in the MST is a way to express their personal identities. An alternative to this participation would
have to represent their identities as well as their participation in the MST
does. The same activists raised in MST communities who perceive less
alternatives to their participation also perceive less alternatives to express
their identity in accordance with the MST’s collective identity.
Affective commitment is related to the individuals’ sense of belonging
and identification with the organization (Allen & Meyer, 1990). Hence, it
is understandable that the factors that contribute to the formation and
consolidation of identity (strong social networks in tight-knit communities
and the length of participation since childhood) and contribute to the
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Antecedents of continuance commitment

Grew up
(N = 25)

Did not grow
up (N = 50)

−0.02
−0.46∗
−0.49∗
0.19

0.37∗∗
−0.32∗
−0.21
0.34∗

0.41
3.42∗

0.29
4.71∗∗

High-risk activism
Length of participation
Satisfaction
Perceived absence of alternatives
Fit measures
R2
F change

Table 8.3: β for the antecedents of continuance commitment of the activists who
grew up in the MST and of those who did not. The corresponding p-values are:
∗∗
p < 0.01, ∗ p < 0.05.

perception of an absence of alternatives to express their identity, influence
affective commitment to the MST.
Antecedents of continuance commitment
Regarding the antecedents of continuance commitment, Table 8.3 summarizes the results of the regression analyses I ran with the predictive
independent variables of continuance commitment for each group.
The results in Table 8.3 reveal that ‘length of participation’ and ‘satisfaction’ have a strong negative influence on the level of continuance commitment among the activists who grew up in MST communities (β =
−0.46 and β = −0.49, p < 0.05, respectively). This means that, for this
group of activists, the shorter their participation and the less satisfied
with the movement they are, the higher their continuance commitment to
the movement. Alternatively, longer participation and greater satisfaction
correlate with less continuance commitment.
For activists who did not grow up in MST communities, ‘high-risk activism’, ‘length of participation’ and ‘perceived absence of alternatives’
appeared to bear a significant relationship with the outcome. ‘High-risk
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activism’ and ‘perceived absence of alternatives’ have a moderate and
positive influence on ‘continuance commitment’ (β = 0.37, p < 0.01 and
β = 0.34, p < 0.05, respectively), while ‘length of participation’ has a
moderate negative influence on ‘continuance commitment’ (β = −0.32,
p < 0.05). Therefore, among the activists who joined the movement when
they were already adults, more frequent participation in high-risk activities, a greater perception of a lack of alternatives and reduced length of
participation correlate with greater continuance commitment.
For both groups of activists, reduced length of participation correlates
with greater continuance commitment. This result is related to the goal
that the activists have at the outset of their participation when the majority of MST activists join and continue to participate in the movement
because they demonstrate need. Accordingly, remaining in an organization due to a need is evidence of continuance commitment (Allen & Meyer,
1990). This result highlights how both groups of activists, at the outset of
their participation, have instrumental goals to achieve that often involve
the acquisition of a plot of land. Those who joined the movement during
childhood are mostly the children of settlers who now struggle for their
own land.
For those who were raised in MST communities, lower satisfaction correlates with higher continuance commitment. The activists with greater
continuance commitment are also those with less time of participation and
those who still live with their parents. Many have already struggled for
land for many years, but never had the right to obtain their own plot
because they were children or adolescents. Hence, I infer that, especially
among the youngest activists, parental dependence at the beginning of
their adult life may cause dissatisfaction, which compels them to struggle
to satisfy this material need. Thus, for this group, it is understandable that
dissatisfaction with their yet-to-be-accomplished goals motivates them to
continue participating.
The minor effect of ‘high-risk activism’ on the level of continuance commitment of those who did grow up in MST communities does not come as
a surprise. In the regression analysis using the sample of both groups, this
factor was the most predictive of continuance commitment (see Sec. 5.1.2).
However, given that a majority of this subgroup usually lives in settlements
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and does not have high-risk activism experiences, such as the occupation
of land, it is understandable that something that they do not experience
does not influence their commitment. For those who were not raised in
these communities, greater frequency of high-risk activism, greater perception of an absence of alternatives and reduced length of participation
in the MST correlate with increased continuance commitment.
The analysis using the sub-samples of activists who grew up in MST
communities and those who did not enabled me to better understand the
role of high-risk activism on the activists’ continuance commitment. Although high-risk activism revealed a strong relationship with the level of
continuance commitment of the MST activists as a whole (see Chapter 5),
the role of this kind of activism on the individuals’ level of continuance
commitment strongly differs when I compare the continuance commitment
of individuals from both sub-samples. It is known that the individuals
who grew up in MST communities rarely participate in high-risk collective actions, while those who did not take part in these kind of activities
often. Bearing in mind that members of both sub-samples presented similar levels of continuance commitment (see Fig. 8.1), and that high-risk
activism only influenced the level of continuance commitment of those
who joined the MST as adults, I conclude that high risk-activism is not a
precondition for continuance commitment. Notwithstanding, this kind of
activism boosts the level of continuance commitment for those who experience it. Alternatively, those who need to participate and feel that they
have no other options may just be more willing to shoulder high risks.
Antecedents of normative commitment
The Table 8.4 shows the results of the regression analysis revealing which
variables bear significant or marginally significant relationships with the
normative commitment of the activists who grew up in MST communities
and of those who did not.
The results revealed that ‘social networks’ and ‘perceived absence of
alternatives’ have a positive, marginally significant influence on the level
of normative commitment of the activists who were raised in MST communities. Thus, the stronger and friendlier these activists’ social networks
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Antecedents of continuance commitment
Length of participation
Social networks
Perceived absence of alternatives

Grew up
(N = 17)

Did not grow
up (N = 40)

0.08
0.46++
0.46+++

0.35∗
0.06
0.27+

0.39
2.78+

0.26
4.18∗

Fit measures
R2
F change

Table 8.4: β for the antecedents of normative commitment of the activists who
grew up in the MST and of those who did not. The corresponding p-values are:
∗
p < 0.05, +++ p < 0.055, ++ p < 0.065, + p < 0.085.

inside the movement, and the more they perceive that they do not have
other means to achieve their goals outside the movement, the more normatively committed to the MST they are.
Regarding the activists who did not grow up in the MST communities, I
found that ‘length of participation’ and ‘perceived absence of alternatives’
have a moderate and positive influence on the activists’ level of normative
commitment (β = 0.35, p < 0.05 and β = 0.27, p < 0.085, respectively).
Thus, the longer these activists participate and the more they perceive that
they do not have alternatives to their participation, the more normatively
committed to the MST they are.
The result presented in Table 8.4 revealed that ‘perceived absence of alternatives’ has a positive influence on the level of normative commitment
of both groups of activists. As explained in Chapter 5, the relationship
between perceived absence of alternatives and normative commitment is
related to the fact that the activists tend to display continuance and normative commitment in a similar way, insofar as both components have to
do with an obligation based on a need or moral values. Hence, the discussion of this result corresponds with the one elaborated in Section 5.1.3.
Nevertheless, it is important to remember that the perceived absence of
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alternatives means that the activists who grew up in the movement do not
see alternative contexts where shared beliefs are similar to their personal
identities. Therefore, leaving the movement would carry a high social cost
(see Sec. 8.1.2).
Regarding the activists who grew up in MST communities, the results in Table 8.4 demonstrated that strong and friendly social networks
have a crucial influence on their level of normative commitment. Allen
and Meyer (1990) point out that strong relationships with other activists
who contribute to legitimate the movement’s values is evidence of normative commitment. As I argued (see Chapter 3), the social networks may
influence the participation of these activists even more than those who
were not raised in these communities. The activists who spent the crucial
years of their identity formation and consolidation in MST communities
primarily interact with people who reinforce values favourable to political
engagement, such as loyalty and ethics. Thus, they have the proper social networks for the development and reinforcement of their normative
commitment to the movement.
Concerning the activists who did not grow up in MST communities,
the results showed that their length of participation plays a relevant role
in their levels of normative commitment. Thus, the longer these activists participate, the higher their moral obligation to continue participating. As Allen and Meyer (1990) explain, the length of time during which
the individuals are embedded in a context that reinforces values, like the
importance of being loyal, positively influences their levels of normative
commitment. This appears to be the case of this group of activists who,
over the course of participation, has frequent contact with people who
share values that reinforce the moral obligation to remain. As frequent
social relations are able to transform the individuals’ beliefs and values,
the longer they participate in the movement, the more they incorporate
these values, which increases their levels of normative commitment to the
movement.
Comparing the two subgroups, it becomes clear that normative commitment is inherently linked to social interaction with other activists. The
strength of the social networks seem to substantially influence the level
of normative commitment of those who grew up in the MST communities
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and the normative commitment of the other subgroup is related to the
length of their participation. Of course, long-term participation increases
the individuals’ opportunities to frequently interact with other activists.
In the next section, I will discuss whether the antecedents of activists’
willingness to continue participating differ depending on where the activists were raised.

8.2 Willingness to continue participating
“In the future, I intend to contribute even more than I’ve been contributing.”
Quote 8.7: Jair, 24, male, ‘16 years of participation’, Pernambuco

Jair’s statement, representative of an activist who was raised in a MST
settlement, corresponds to the accounts of other activists who demonstrated willingness to continue participating, regardless of whether or not
they were raised in MST communities (see Sec. 5.2). Indeed, corroborating the qualitative findings, the quantitative result of the t-test analysis
did not reveal any significant variance in the groups regarding their willingness to continue participating. The error plot, shown in Figure 8.2,
depicts these non-significant variances.
Figure 8.2 shows that all the activists agree or strongly agree (points 4
and 5 on the Likert scale used in the survey) with the item in the survey
that states: ‘Five years from now, I still see myself in the MST ’. Therefore,
the results did not reveal that those who grew up in the MST communities
have more willingness to continue to participating than those who did not
live in these communities during their childhood.
Antecedents of willingness to continue participating
In order to understand whether the willingness to continue participating of
the activists who were raised in MST communities differs from the willingness of those who did not spend their childhood in the same communities,
I ran multiple regression analyses with both sub-samples. The antecedents
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Likert scale

5

4.5

4
Did not grow up

Grew up

Figure 8.2: The difference in the willingness to continue participating of the
activists who grew up in the MST communities and those who did not. The
95% confidence intervals are [4.24; 4.96] for those who grew up in the MST communities and [4.65; 4.88] for those who did not. The means are 4.60 and 4.76,
respectively.

shown in Table 8.5 are those that revealed significant or marginally significant influence on the outcome in previous analyses in at least one of the
subgroups.
The results of the regression analysis presented in Table 8.5 revealed
that, for those who grew up in MST communities, only ‘affective commitment’ is significantly predictive of their willingness to continue participating (β = 0.54, p < 0.05). Thus, among this group of activists, the
more affectively committed to the movement they are, the stronger their
willingness to continue participating.
Regarding those who did not grow up in the MST communities, the results revealed that ‘affective commitment’, ‘perceived political opportunity
structures’ and ‘reward expectations’ influence the outcome. These activists’ reward expectations have the stronger influence on their willingness to
continue participating (β = 0.48, p < 0.001), followed by the moderate and
positive influence of ‘affective commitment’ (β = 0.24,p < 0.05). In addition, these activists’ perception of the political opportunity structures neg-
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Antecedents of ‘willingness to continue participating’
Affective commitment
Perceived political opportunity structures
Reward expectation

Grew up
(N = 25)

Did not grow
up (N = 50)

0.54∗
0.03

0.24∗
−0.22++

−0.05

0.48∗∗

0.26
2.54+

0.42
11.08∗∗

Fit measures
R2
F change

Table 8.5: β for the antecedents of ‘willingness to continue participating’ of the
activists who grew up in the MST and of those who did not The corresponding
p-values are: ∗∗ p < 0.001, ∗ p < 0.05, ++ p < 0.065, + p < 0.085.

atively influences their willingness to continue participating (β = −0.22,
p < 0.065). Hence, for the activists who began socialization with other
MST activists during adulthood: (1) the higher their reward expectations
for participation are, (2) the more affectively committed to the movement
they are and (3) the less favourable they perceive the political opportunity structures, the stronger their willingness to continue participating
becomes.
The core role of affective commitment in the willingness to continue participating of the activists who grew up in MST communities highlights the
importance of these activists’ emotional attachment to and identification
with their predisposition for continued participation. They were raised
in the MST communities with other activists and in this context, as I
argued in Chapter 3, they developed and consolidated their identities in
accordance with the MST’s beliefs. Therefore, it is understandable that
identification and emotional attachment to the movement (i.e. affective
commitment) have a crucial influence on their willingness to continue participating in the movement in the future. Actually, it would not make
much sense if instrumental factors, such as ‘perceived political opportunity structures’ and ‘reward expectations’, were taken into consideration by
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these activists in order to evaluate their predisposition to continue participating. For these activists, involvement in the MST constitutes who
they are, as opposed to a means to achieve specific goals.

The result related to the influence of affective commitment on the ‘willingness to continue participating’ of the activists who did not grow up in
the movement’s communities may be explained through an understanding
of the meaning of each component of commitment. Between the three components of commitment, only affective commitment reflects the activists’
pleasure in participating, while continuance and normative commitment
have to do with the costs of participation, i.e. continuing to participate
due to a need and a moral obligation. As nobody wants to continue to
do something that is costly, it is understandable that only the level of affective commitment of the activists influences the willingness to continue
participating of the activists of this group.

In addition, the negative influence of the perceived political opportunity
structures and the positive influence of the reward expectations demonstrate that, for the group of activists who did not grow up inside the MST,
the movement’s achievements play a relevant role in their decision to continue participating. Although they do not consider the political context
favourable to the MST’s collective actions, they view the movement as effective and capable of creating opportunities to achieve its goals based on
its previous successful collective actions. Indeed, Tilly and Tarrow (2007)
observe that the political opportunity structure depends on the government’s policies as well as on the social movement’s strategies. Thus, the
activists who joined the MST as adults would like to continue participating
in the movement because they believe that the movement is doing its part
to create new opportunities to achieve its goals in the future, regardless of
its current rate of success. Moreover, scarce political opportunities make
the activists’ contributions even more necessary. They need to continue
struggling for their goals in order to overcome their unfavourable context.
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8.3 Conclusion
In this chapter, I showed the extent to which the participation of the activists who grew up in MST communities differs from the participation of
those who did not. The findings revealed that being raised in the movement’s communities does not lead to substantial differences in the activists’
levels of commitment and willingness to continue participating. Although,
it was evident that the activists who grew up in these communities are
more affectively committed when compared to other activists. Moreover,
the set of factors that influence affective, continuance and normative commitment, and the willingness to continue participating are not the same
for the two subgroups.
Regardless of the specificities of each group of activists, their level of
satisfaction in participating influences their affective commitment. For
those who joined the movement during adulthood, their satisfaction with
participation has a strong and positive influence on their affective commitment. On the other hand, among those who socialized with other MST
activists since childhood, their social networks inside the movement, combined with the satisfaction they gain from participation, their perception
of an absence of alternatives and the length of their participation all play
a relevant role in the emergence and maintenance of their affective commitment. As I discussed in the part about affective commitment of the
Section 8.1.2, these factors encompass their identification with the movement as an important part of their personal identity. Hence, they are
related to the activists’ strong identification with the movement, which
demonstrates their affective commitment.
Apart from the length of participation, which my results revealed to
have a negative influence on the continuance commitment of both groups
of activists, the remaining set of factors that influence the levels of continuance commitment of each group are not the same and differ according
to the characteristics of the contexts of each subgroup. The negative influence of the length of participation on the activists’ continuance commitment was already discussed in Chapter 5, and the same reasoning applies
to both groups of activists. The continuance commitment of the activists
who grew up in the MST was negatively influenced by the satisfaction of
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their participation. I argued that, due to their young age, and despite their
long-term participation, they were not allowed to own land at the outset
of participation. As a result, many of them are still in need of their own
plot of land. A context of long-term participation with unmet personal
goals may lead to less-satisfying participation for these activists. This dissatisfaction appears to contribute to their permanence in the movement
in order to satisfy this need, i.e. continuance commitment. The explanation for the influence of high-risk activism and the perceived absence of
alternatives on the continuance commitment of the activists who did not
socialize with other MST activists during adulthood is in line with the
discussion of the results presented in Section 5.3.
Regarding the levels of normative commitment, both groups demonstrated that their perception of an absence of alternatives positively influences their normative commitment. As discussed in in Section 5.3,
perceived absence of alternatives to participation may be considered by
the activists as a social cost that may make them to feel morally obliged
to remain. The relevance of the social networks for the normative commitment of those who grew up in the MST communities corroborates the
fact that, for those people, the social ties inside the movement play a significant role in the formation of their values and set of beliefs, such as the
value of being loyal. For those who did not begin socializing with other
MST activists during childhood, the length of their participation had an
important impact on their normative commitment, which is in accordance
with Allen and Meyer’s (1990) explanation that normative commitment is
a result of extended socialization in a context favourable to permanence
in an organization.
Finally, the willingness to continue participating of the activists who
grew up in the movement’s communities is mainly influenced by their
levels of affective commitment. Again, this result highlights the influence
of these activists’ identification with the movement on their participation.
For them, their future participation in the MST is primarily predicated
on how much they identify with and feel part of the movement, as well
as their satisfaction with participation, i.e. affective commitment. On
the other hand, the activists who did not grow up in MST communities
take their level of affective commitment into consideration, as well as the
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likelihood of achieving their goals, i.e. reward expectations. In addition,
their reward expectations remain high when their perception of the political opportunity structures are not favourable to the movement’s collective
action.
After discussing what makes each subgroup of activists continue to participate in the MST, we still need to understand why some activists who
grew up in MST communities do not become activists as adults. This is
the topic of the next chapter.
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The disengagement of individuals
who grew up in MST communities
The MST focuses part of its mobilization efforts on the activists’ children,
known as Little Landless (Sem Terrinhas), by promoting events specifically for them. I argued that people who were raised in MST communities
can become ‘ideal activists’, in the sense that they were socialized inside
a context that corroborates the movement’s ideology during the period of
their identity formation and consolidation. Thus, there is a greater chance
that their personal identities and the movement’s collective identity are in
accordance when they must decide between staying or leaving the movement as adults. As the identity-fit is a trigger for participation in collective
actions (see e.g. Downton & Wehr, 1991, 1998; Gamson, 1991; Nepstad,
2004; Corrigall-Brown, 2006; Mannarini & Fedi, 2011), this condition can
contribute to their decision to continue participating in the MST. In addition, social networks of the activists’ children overlap as they are formed
by both the networks maintained by the social movement’s activists and
by their families. Therefore, I also expected that the cost of leaving the
movement would be higher for them. Their departure from the movement
would entail breaking off social relations with other activists as well as
their own families.
As these children become young adults, the MST aims to satisfy their
demands. Since 2005 the movement has organized the youth collective
(coletivo da juventude), a group of MST activists who are in charge of
mobilizing a new generation of landless activists by organizing collective
actions that underscore youth interests within the movement. The follow-
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ing extract of an article written by the young MST leader, Raul Amorim,
for the Jornal dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra (2014, p. 7), summarizes the movement’s expectations regarding the mobilization of a new
generation of activists and the goals they seek to achieve.

“Working with the youth is crucial in the construction of a new society.
The MST is a militant movement and should be in a permanent process
of renovation, searching for new ways to include new generations in the
struggle for social transformation. (...) The youth collective carries on
the fight for education in the countryside, work opportunities and income
generation, the right to live in the rural areas and public policies for the
young people.”
(Jornal dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra, 2014, p. 7)1

Mobilizing the children of activists and young adults is an ideal way to
revitalize the movement and ensure its future. Despite the movement’s
efforts to mobilize a new generation of activists, the movement does not
always achieve its goal, and the children of many activists do not join the
MST as adults. This chapter is dedicated to understanding the factors
that influence some activists’ children to leave the movement. Thus, in
Section 9.1, I describe two cases witch provide evidences on how and why
some settlers’ children are not engaged in the MST. The Section 9.2 is
dedicated to the discussion of the cases and the conclusion.

1

Extract in original language: "Trabalhar com a juventude é fundamental na construção
de qualquer projeto de sociedade. O MST é um movimento de luta e deve estar num
processo permanente de renovação, buscando formas de inserir as novas gerações na
luta pela transformação social. (...) A juventude realiza diversas lutas em torno da
Educação do Campo, trabalho e geração de renda, do direito de viver no meio rural
e de políticas públicas para os jovens." (Jornal dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem Terra,
2014, p. 7)
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9.1 The settlers’ children from the South and from
the Northeast:the same movement in two
different contexts
In this section, I describe two opposing cases that I witnessed during my
fieldwork: (1) the disengagement of the MST settlers’ children2 in the
South, in the state of Rio Grande do Sul, and (2) the sustained participation of the settlers’ children in Pernambuco, a northeastern state.

9.1.1 The disengagement of the MST settlers’ children in the
South
In the Itajaí, Itapuí, Capela and Filhos de Sepé settlements, near Porto
Alegre, the capital of the state of Rio Grande do Sul, the MST has achieved
its goal of transforming the countryside into a good place lead a dignified
life (see MST, 2014b). Between January and March of 2014, I observed
settlements with comfortable brick houses, gardens and, often, a car in the
garage. An atmosphere of pastoral tranquillity pervaded the settlements.
The quality of the homes was as good as those in any urban centre (see
Pictures in Appx. D). There, I witnessed a variety of events that helped
me identify factors that contribute to the non-participation of the settlers’
children in this region.
Improvement of living conditions
It was a summer Sunday with temperatures over 40◦ C, when I arrived,
drenched in sweat, to interview Maurício, a long-term activist, at his house
in the Capela settlement. His wife offered me a glass of water and he apologized, with a hint of embarrassment, for the lack of air conditioning in
the living room. It would be installed soon, he assured me. This comment
gave me the impression that I was visiting a middle-class family and my
2

Although the MST communities are formed by settlements and camps, I did not meet
anyone who grew up in a camp and was still living there with their parents. This
is understandable because the activists in the camps usually participate for shorter
periods and consequently their children do not live in the camps for a long time.
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suspicions were soon confirmed. Air conditioners were among many appliances found throughout their comfortable home. While I interviewed
Maurício on the terrace, he continually offered me food from his big grill.
His eight-year-old daughter sat in a carefully-furnished living room watching a movie on their flat-screen TV and played with her tablet, a scene
familiar to any Brazilian middle-class home.
The living conditions enjoyed by Maurício’s family were similar to those
of other settlers from the farmers’ cooperative, COOPAN, in the Capela
settlement. The members of this cooperative found a propitious environment to sell their organic products in Porto Alegre. With this income, the
older generation of settlers provided their children with the comfortable
life that they did not have when they were younger. Some thirty years
ago the men in these families worked with their fathers in fields owned
by somebody else, while the women helped their mothers with housework.
A young woman might eventually have the opportunity to study and become a grade school teachers, but this would be her highest attainable
professional achievement.
As the parents of these youth did not have any land to share, and
since the economic context of the 1980s did not offer any opportunities to
improve their lives, they decided to join the MST and occupy land. Thirty
years later, these activists from the South believe they have achieved their
goals of owning land and improving the lives of their children, as Orlando
and Osvaldo (from the Filhos de Sepé and Itapuí settlements, respectively)
report below.
“For me, if it wasn’t for the MST, I wouldn’t be here [in the settlement]
today. For me, there are many achievements. Because of the MST, I
was able to start a family... Today we are doing well and, thank God,
we can carry on. We have land, we have a place to live, we have things.
Especially land, without the land, I don’t know... I would never have
been able to buy a plot of land like the one we have today, 16 hectares.”
Quote 9.1: Orlando, 34, 17 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
Sul
“[In the settlement,] [t]here isn’t too much production, but a lot more
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than before. There are many families because the settlers’ children didn’t
leave, they stayed here. So, they are living better than they would be if
their parents hadn’t gone to the camp.”
Quote 9.2: Osvaldo, 52, 26 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
Sul

Because of their parents’ achievements, a majority of the new generation
of settlers lead a comfortable life.
Improvement of education levels
As opposed to their parents, the new generation of settlers has greater
access to education and can choose from a variety of professional careers.
This is possible because the MST provides professional training courses
and facilitates access to universities. Even when the movement does not
offer support3 , the settlers’ improved financial conditions allow them to
pay for better education for their children. Due to this new context, some
activists from the older generation have noticed that many people who
grew up in settlements decide to work in urban centres. As one activist
observed: “[t]here are many young people who work outside the settlement” (Quote 9.3: Orlando’s wife, about 17 years of participation, female,
Rio Grande do Sul) (Q3: Orlando’s wife, about 17 years of participation,
female, Rio Grande do Sul). The southern activist from the older generation, Osvaldo, explained his children’s professional choices similarly:
“I have three children. The one that just arrived is the only one who
works outside [out of the movement], he had even worked [in the movement] but now he is working outside. He’s attending a course in mechanical engineering. The other two have graduated as agricultural technicians and they are home now. (...) So these two that are home now are
directly involved in agriculture.”
3

As explained in Chapter 2, the MST supports education in technical and college
courses that assist in the administrative and agricultural needs of the movement.
Courses that do not supply these demands, e.g. the mathematics course cited by
the former activist Afonso in Chapter 7, do not receive the support of the movement.
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Quote 9.4: Osvaldo, 52, 26 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
Sul

Osvaldo’s report demonstrates that, even though the settlers’ children
decide to work with agriculture, they do so in ways that differ from their
parents. They have the opportunity to attend courses related to agriculture and improve their skills in order to help the farmers in the settlements,
including their parents. This factor generates a new profile of MST activists: settlers’ children who are highly trained and educated farmers.

The new profile of MST activists
There are many ways for the settlers to participate in the movement. Activists from the South consider farming, or activities related to agriculture
that help other farmers improve their production, to be occupations that
contribute to the MST. One of Osvaldo’s children did not work with agriculture and the other two have technical jobs related to agriculture. Hence,
although the professional careers of Osvaldo’s children do not follow their
father’s trajectory as a farmer, his son with a degree in mechanical engineering is the only one that did not identify as a MST activist. In addition,
there are people from the new generation of settlers who decide to be farmers and consider their work as their way to contribute to the movement.
Sandro4 is the son of settlers who works as a farmer, like his parents, in
the Itapuí settlement. He describes his activity as a farmer/activist as
follows:
“I was born and raised here [in the settlement]. Even though I’m not
helping [in collective actions] all the time, I’m here doing my part producing, showing that the settlements work well. We produce. (...) This
is the MST: it is the struggle of the people! (...) Someone earns a plot
of land to produce, right. So, that’s what we do.”
Quote 9.5: Sandro, 24, ’24 years of participation’, male, Rio Grande do
Sul
4

I have already analyzed part of Sandro’s activism trajectory in Chapters 5, 6 and 8.
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Sandro represents a new kind of activist in the South. Instead of participating in collective actions, e.g. demonstrations, marches and land
occupations, these activists participate in the movement by improving
the settlements’ production and making the broader case to society that
agrarian reform works (see Sec. 2.6). In these cases, one’s personal predisposition to be a farmer is what motivates participation, as Osvaldo
explains:
“There are many [settlers’ children] that if they wanted to work outside
[the movement], they would earn much more than they earn working
on the land. It’s harder work than working outside. They could get a
job outside easily. (...) [Working on the land] is priceless. There is the
satisfaction of working or not [on the land], right.”
Quote 9.6: Osvaldo, 52 year-old, 26 years of participation, male, Rio
Grande do Sul

Therefore, for the children of settlers such as Sandro, participating in the
MST as a farmer is a personal choice, instead of a need. It is their way to
contribute to the movement and also earn an income. However, it remains
one choice among other available alternatives. They are farmers because
they like to be and because they feel they have the mission to continue
their parents’ work, despite the difficulties that this activity entails.
The lack of land occupations
This new generation of activists does not occupy land. As the MST leader
César explains, one of the main reasons for not undertaking more land
occupation in Rio Grande do Sul is that the state has few unproductive
rural properties left, which is the main criterion for land expropriation
(see Sec. 1.2.1). He says: “It has been eight, maybe ten years since
INCRA has encountered any unproductive land here in Rio Grande do
Sul.” (Quote 9.7: César, 34, 17 years of participation, male, Rio Grande
do Sul)(César, 34, 17 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do Sul).
Among the factors that contribute to this lack of ‘occupiable’ land is the
fact that the South was the site of the first MST occupations in the 1980s,
therefore, the major part of the rural area that did not fulfil the social
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function (see Sec. 1.2.1) has already occupied.
MST leaders note the inexistence of land occupations in the South as
a factor that hinders the engagement of the new generations. The youth
are removed from an experience that contributes to the development of a
sense of belonging among the activists. Moreover, the camps are places
where the movement’s identity is initially shared among the new activists.
As the national leader of the MST, João Pedro Stédile, explained: “The
occupations give this sense of unity to the people, which allows them to
fight for the same goals. Undergoing the same ordeal in a camp helps to
create a feeling of community, of alliance.”(Stédile & Fernandes, 1996, p.
115)5
Indeed, the southern activists who occupied land before going to a settlement reported:
“I found myself as an individual in the movement. The difficulties, the
understanding of life, the understanding of the system... You identify
with the people. (...) That’s where you identify that your suffering is
the same as that of the others. So, you identify yourself as a worker, as a
class, right. The movement helped me to understand myself. (...) [In] the
camp, it is always impressive the way that we identify [with each other],
right. Everybody is equal, there are no differences. So, there, everyone
takes care of one another and when you go to the occupations, it isn’t
like: ‘Ah! This is mine!’ Everything belongs to everyone. So, the way
of cooperating comes from this experience too. (...)[F]or example, in the
camp I met the group that I am part of today. I met the guys, everybody
was young, like me, who already thought about working in a collective
way, about arriving on the land [settlement] and forming a cooperative
and living in a communitarian way and so on. It captivated me.”
Quote 9.8: Bárbara, 45, 25 years of participation, female, Rio Grande do
Sul
“I clearly remember how in three days I only ate two little cakes to leave
food for the children . It was a very interesting experience, because
5

Extract in original language: "[p]assar pelo calvário de um acampamento cria um
sentimento de comunidade, de aliança."
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we saw the solidarity there. The smokers, for example, there were no
cigarettes. Then, [someone] handed out a cigarette, each one smoked a
little. (...) It was very interesting.”
Quote 9.9: Leandro, 56, 30 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
Sul
“[I]n fact, those who participated in the occupations, who participated
in the camps know how it is important, how it was important (...) And
we try to do it, today, through education. But there are still many states
where the occupation of land is frequent, where it’s still common. Things
changed somewhat here, in Rio Grande do Sul.”
Quote 9.10: Daniela, 40, ‘29 years of participation’, female, Rio Grande
do Sul

From these accounts, it is possible to notice how the activists from the
older generation value their experience in land occupations and how it was
important for the development of their sense of community and identification with the movement. In order to adapt to the current inexistence
of land occupations, the MST has started to focus on agricultural production in the settlements instead of organizing new occupations. The
movement’s current challenge is convincing society that their aims, in the
South, justify its existence.
“So, this requires a new tactic, (...) now, it requires a new formulation,
because society, everybody has to agree with the process that happens
in the settlement. Our settlements, compared to agribusiness, have to be
superior regarding production, the quality of the food and so on.”
Quote 9.11: César, 34, 17 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
Sul

Strategies for sharing ideology and for teaching how to work the land
To meet these new demands and educate a new generation of activists/farmers, the movement promotes agriculture and cooperative administration courses. In these courses, young people spend half of their class
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time studying theory at the MST’s formation centres (e.g. Instituto Educar, Centro de Formação Paulo Freire and Iterra) and the other half in
settlements putting their coursework into practice. The theoretical lessons
also include political education as an alternative way for MST leaders to
share the movement’s ideology, given the virtually non-existent experience
of land occupation and other collective actions.
In addition, as described in Chapter 3, the MST organizes specific activities for the Little Landless, such as marches and meetings, throughout the
country. The activist Claudia from the Filhos de Sepé settlement relates
how much her 8-year-old daughter enjoys participating in the annual Little
Landless meetings that take place every October.
“My daughter was born inside the settlement (...). So, she hasn’t gone
through the experience of a camp, the experience of living in a camp,
but I already brought her to show the camps. ‘Look, mommy lived here
and grandma, grandpa, my uncles. We spent a lot of time here.’ So, she
knows the history, right. I believe that she’s already identifying herself
as a Landless activist, right. At every meeting of Little Landless, she’s
the first one ready to go. Usually, it happens on her birthday, because
she was born on October 8th. Last year, for example, she was at the
Little Landless [meeting] on her birthday. [I asked her:] ‘Would you like
to go to the Little Landless or would you like to stay home with your
friends?’ ‘I wanna go to the Little Landless. I have so many more friends
there.’ So, she already has this identification as part of a mass movement,
right.”
Quote 9.12: Claudia, 34, ‘25 years of participation’, female, Rio Grande
do Sul

In these events, the children of MST activists spend several days together doing age-appropriate activities and participating in events in which
adults share the history of the movement and its ideology. In addition,
they participate in debates, demonstrations and marches aimed at addressing pressing issues specific to their age group (see MST, 2016b).
Nevertheless, sharing the movement’s ideology with a new generation of
southern settlers does not always guarantee their long-term participation.
Some of the settlers’ children display a deep knowledge of the MST’s
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ideology and political context, but they do not become activists when
they grow up.
“Look, even though they [the settlers’ children] go away, they are attending other courses, but if you go to Patrícia’s place today, for example,
who is a nurse and daughter of people who live in the settlement - I’m
saying Patrícia, because it was the first name that came to me - she will
have a political view derived from here [the settlement]. Because she was
educated. This is her character, you understand? So, if you go to visit
André’s place and talk to him, he will talk about this identity.”
Quote 9.13: Gilda, 52, 30 years of participation, female, Rio Grande do
Sul

Gilda, an experienced activist and teacher at the movement’s school in
the Itapuí settlement, notices how the young people who decided not to
become activists, but who attended the MST school, express the same
ideology as those who continue to actively participate. Therefore, not
participating in the MST does not necessarily mean that one’s beliefs are
different from those of the activists.
In addition to the MST’s general efforts to maintain the settlers’ children in the movement, settlers from the older generation in the Capela
settlement elaborated their own strategy to keep their children working
the land. The settlers who work in the settlement cooperative elaborated
a long-term professional training course and reserved sections of land for
their children, as the activist Bárbara explains:
“So, what have the members of the cooperative discussed? In order to
develop our kids’ pleasure [of working in the cooperative] and making
them value our achievements, which were not simple achievements, right
and the idea is that they remain here and continue the productive process
as decided by the cooperative, right, and by the organization - we need
to do something. We need to include them in the work. So, we work
like this: (...) after [they are] ten years old, we start, little by little,
including them in some simple tasks that they are able to do. In order
to help them to identify [with the work] and so on. So, they stay in the
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‘ciranda’6 working with the others, they help to take care of the other
children, they work in the kitchen, they clean up the area near the office
in the headquarter [of the cooperative], where we have a communal space.
They can help to take care of the pigs, always with the adults, of course.
(...) They choose what they want to do. They do as much as they want,
but they are paid for it, so they stay motivated. (...) After they turn 12,
they have to work 25 hours per month. At least one hour per day, roughly,
of work. (...) When they turn 14, they have more responsibilities. So, ‘do
you want to work in the cooperative?’, so the cooperative guides them [in
their work]. ‘Look, we need people [to work] here, there...’ We have the
workforce coordinators, right, that organize this. Some of them milk the
animals, others work in the slaughterhouse and help slaughter the pigs.
So, all of them are included in the [productive] process. Then, after they
turn 16, they can join the cooperative as members. They start to have
adult responsibility. (...) And, finally, four years ago, we thought: ‘well,
for these young people who are members, staying in the cooperative, the
cooperative has to find a place for them to live.’ Because they won’t
spend their entire lives in their parents’ places, right.”
Quote 9.14: Bárbara, 45, 25 years of participation, female, Rio Grande
do Sul

At another point in the interview, Bárbara explains the advantages that
the settlers must provide to their children in order to make life and work
in the countryside more attractive than in the urban centres.
“So, you go to the city, you realize that it’s not so good. The countryside
also should have these spaces of beauty, of life, of mística, of work and of
leisure in order for the young people to like where they live and to avoid
needing to look for better living conditions in the city, and working as
an employee servant, with a boss, cheap manual labour. (...) So, here,
they are building something that is theirs that they know is theirs. They
aren’t exploited working in the cooperative. We are exploited by the
6

The ‘ciranda infantil’ is a kind of kindergarten where MST activists organize activities
to entertain, socialize and teach the activists’ children in their first years of life,
while the parents are busy working the land or participating in collective actions
and meetings.
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system, right, because we have to work, work, work in order to survive.
But we know that what we have here, what we built, is something that
we make for ourselves.”
Quote 9.15: Bárbara, 45, 25 years of participation, female, Rio Grande
do Sul

The experience in the Capela settlement shows how the permanence
of the settlers’ children depends on the older generation’s determination
to teach their children how to work as farmers, while ensuring that a
new generation of farmers will lead better lives living and working in the
countryside, as opposed to an urban centre. Moreover, the settlers try to
create a rural environment filled with beautiful places and leisure activities
that their children will find more attractive than the city.
The settlements’ proximity to urban centres
The settlements’ location near urban centres can contribute to the decision
of the settlers’ children not to become activists. This allows them to go
back and forth quickly between their work in the city and their parents’
plot of land in the settlement. Thus, they can enjoy the benefits of living in
a settlement, i.e. not paying rent and a communal and safe environment,
while choosing a professional career outside the context of the countryside.
Others decide to work and live in the city. However, they still visit their
parents in the settlement often. As Bárbara reports, a young woman who
grew up in the Capela settlement decided to leave the community to pursue
a professional career that was not related to movement’s activities.
“And she told me that she had a backache and was always a little sick and
so on and, then, that she would like to attend computer classes. Then,
she attended computer classes and afterwards she passed the ENEM7 ,
7

The National Secondary Education Examination (Exame Nacional do Ensino Médio
[ENEM]) is the test that most students take when they are about to finish high
school. It is carried out by the Brazilian Ministry of Education in order to evaluate
the quality of secondary education in the country. The grades of these exams are
used by many Brazilian public colleges as criteria for admittance.
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she applied to college through SISU8 , she graduated in environmental
engineering and she is working in the municipality. (...) She is not part
of the productive process of the cooperative, but she comes here, she likes
it here.”
Quote 9.16: Bárbara, 45, 25 years of participation, female, Rio Grande
do Sul

The strength of social networks and family support
In Bárbara’s last account, another relevant factor that contributes to the
disengagement of the new generation of settlers is raised: the fact that
their decision to not participate in the movement and in the daily life of
the settlements does not result in the breaking of social ties with other
MST activists. Indeed, the settlers still support their children regardless
of their life decisions.9
Many settlers’ children, when raising their own families, build their
houses on their parents’ plot of land, even if they do not work in the
settlement. In the Itajaí settlement, Juliana, an activist from the older
generation, lived on her plot of land with her daughter, who was a nurse,
and her two granddaughters. All of them already had their own families
and had built their homes in Juliana’s backyard. In this case, the settler’s
children and grandchildren did not have to struggle for land to have the
right to live in the settlement. In addition, they did not have to be farmers
either. Juliana justifies the choice of the settlers’ children to live in the
settlement without working on the land as follows:
“Our children... Since we are MST activists, we have to struggle for
education, right. So, we also have the dream of our children studying,
graduating, as there are MST activists’ children who are doctors thanks
8

Unified Selection System (Sistema de Seleção Unificada [SISU]) is the online platform
created by the Brazilian Ministry of Education where students who took the ENEM
test can enrol in one of the Brazilian public colleges.
9
This finding resembles what was shown in Chapter 7 when considering the cases of
disengagement of Pedro, Afonso and Simone. However, when discussing the settlers’
children one must consider the specific situation of the family as part of movement.
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to the movement. And they thank the movement, too. If it wasn’t for the
movement, they wouldn’t be doctors. They always say this: ‘If it wasn’t
for the Landless Movement, I wouldn’t be a doctor, because I wouldn’t
have money to pay for medical school.’ So, thanks to the organization, we
want our children learn to work on the land, take care of the land, take
care of nature as well as their own lives, which means leading a dignified
life, having a profession... (...) We believe that our children have the
right to be settled, to get a plot of land and that there have to be public
policies for [giving plots of land to] the settlers’ children.”
Quote 9.17: Juliana, 65, 29 years of participation, female, Rio Grande
do Sul

Juliana states that after everything the MST activists had to struggle
for, they have the right to see their children pursuing the professional
career of their choice. She also explains that, although many settlers’
children live in the settlement on the same plot of land as their parents,
there is no public policy that gives them land of their own.
The broader economic context
The decisions of some settlers’ children to pursue professional careers unrelated to MST activism has the additional incentive of a favourable economic situation in the South. The unemployment rate in the South in
2014, during the year of this study, was 4.1%, while the national rate was
6.8% (IBGE, 2016), and in the capital of Rio Grande do Sul, Porto Alegre,
which is near the cited settlements, the unemployment rate in 2014 was
3.8% (IBGE, 2014). Consequently, in this region, many young people
who grew up in settlements have a greater chance of finding a job and a
dignified life outside of the MST.
Summary
In the case of the new generation from the South, a series of factors can
influence their decision to not become MST activists. First, it is important
to note that being an activist in this region mainly means being a settled
farmer or professional in a MST settlement who works with agriculture in
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some capacity. Joining the MST has become a professional choice, rather
than one motivated by ideological beliefs. Indeed, the fact that they hold
similar beliefs to those of the movement does not guarantee their participation. Additionally, the improvement of the general economic situation,
as well as many families’ economic situations in the South, contributes to
the higher level of education among the settlers’ children. Hence, they can
choose their professional career among a greater variety of options.
Furthermore, the availability of more attractive jobs outside the movement, the certainty that their social relationships will not be severed if
they decide to pursue a carrier outside the movement, and fewer opportunities to develop a sense of belonging to the movement, all influence
their decision to not participate in the MST. Despite the fact that many
identify with the movement, they still do not choose to become activists.
They have all the benefits of living in the settlements without the onus of
being activists. These contexts inside and outside the movement favour
the disengagement of the settlers’ children. Consequently, activists from
the older generations express scepticism about the future of the movement.
“I think that the movement needs to invest more in the youth. Today,
we have in the settlement... we are losing the youth. We don’t have
young people on the land. We are getting old, aging. We don’t have the
strength and the courage that we had before and we’re seeing what will
happen with our land afterwards, right. So, what will happen with our
achievements? So, to me, it’s serious, it is a very big challenge that the
movement will have to embrace.”
Quote 9.18: Gilda, 52, 30 years of participation, female, Rio Grande do
Sul

According to Gilda, the MST is failing to attract a new generation of
activists in Rio Grande do Sul. The current activists are getting older and
the MST does not have new activists to replace an entire generation of
activists. A useful way to go further in understanding these findings is to
analyse cases in which the settlers’ children are embedded in a different
context. What happens if the context inside the MST offers the same
benefits as in the South, but the context outside does not offer alternatives
to participation for the settlers’ children? This is the context in which the

258

9.1 The settlers’ children from the South and from the Northeast
settlers’ children in the Northeast are embedded and that will be discussed
in the next section.

9.1.2 The sustained participation of the MST settlers’ children
in the Northeast
In October 2013, I visited a recently-constructed camp in the Sertão de
São Francisco10 in Pernambuco, where almost all the landless people were
children of MST settlers. Due to this characteristic of the new campers,
the camp was called Filhos da luta (Sons of the Fight) (see Pictures in
Appx. D). When I arrived there, three days after the occupation of the
land, the activists were still building their tents with pieces of wood and
black plastic. They already had one of the movement’s flags planted in
the middle of the camp and an improvised communal kitchen where some
activists were cooking. The new campers, almost all younger than 25,
showed excitement about the atmosphere in the camp. An experienced
MST leader was there to help organize the camp and convened a meeting
with some of the young people who had demonstrated leadership skills
during the initial occupation.
I observed this meeting, which did not include all the campers. The
experienced activist distributed tasks among the newly appointed leaders.
The young leaders were encouraged to motivate the campers, ensure the
safety of the camp and guarantee that the social relations in the new community worked well. It meant that they would be in charge of organizing
all the activities in the camp. Everybody had to work in the kitchen,
in camp security, keeping the place clean and so on. At the end of the
meeting, the more experienced activist selected two young people to give a
speech to all the campers. Then, the newly appointed leaders summoned
the whole camp to the movement’s flag using a gong. The experienced
activist spoke first and, after that, he introduced the group of coordinators of the new camp. Next, two of the newly-selected leaders made their
10

Sertão de São Francisco is a region that is part of the Sertão. The Sertão is a
geographic region situated in the semi-desert climatic zone in the Northeast of Brazil
(see Chapters 1 and 5). The Sertão de São Francisco got that name because it lies
around the São Francisco River.
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first speech about the importance of resisting and staying mobilized. The
other campers watched attentively.
The initial organization of a camp formed mainly by settlers’ children,
as well as other events that I observed in the region of Sertão de São
Francisco, were useful for understanding why the settlers’ children become
activists in their adulthood.
Participation in land occupations and the meaning of being a MST
activist
I the Filhos da luta camp, I already knew one of the newly selected leaders,
Vanessa, because I had interviewed her three months before. She was very
excited and even moved because of her new responsibilities in the movement. In fact, when I met her for the interview (before the occupation),
she had already demonstrated her desire to contribute more actively to
the movement. She said:
“(...) my friend Jonas had already started to attend the [movement’s]
course for primary school teachers in Petrolina and he heard about an
opening in the course and he knew that I would like to be a teacher and
that I really liked it and that the movement was my life. (...) Then,
I attended this course and since then I’ve considered myself to be part
of the movement, but I wanted more. I wanted to be more than what
I already was. (...) Since I started to attend this course, I started to
be more involved in the movement’s activities, coordinating some things,
coordinating groups, some núcleos de base in order to put what I was
learning in the movement into practice. (...) Due to the fact that I
consider the movement my life and that I never want to leave it, I have
many expectations.”
Quote 9.19: Vanessa, 23, ‘18 years of participation’, female, Pernambuco

During the daily activities in the new camp, the settlers’ children had
the opportunity to live an experience that, as I previously stated, helps
to enhance solidarity among them. The young settlers participated in all
the activities equally and everybody helped one another. Furthermore,
for those who were selected as new leaders, participation in the MST gave
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them social visibility that they probably would not have had in a different
context. Alberto, the son of a settler and young leader, described how the
movement evaluates who is able lead:
“Our militancy is evaluated during the entire process of participation.
Beginning in the basic course ‘Feet on the ground’(Pé no chão), for example, the interaction between people is being evaluated all the time.”
Quote 9.20: Alberto, 28, 9 years of participation, female, Pernambuco

Alberto has actively participated in the movement since he was 19.
When he turned 28, he was already the regional coordinator of the Sertão
de São Francisco. Among many responsibilities, this meant that the decision to occupy land, as in the Filhos da luta camp, or in another known as
Hugo Chaves, needed his approval. It also implied that he was responsible
for the fate of many families. Therefore, for the settlers’ children from
Pernambuco, being an activist means participating in collective actions
and having responsibilities and social visibility that a young adult does
not usually have.
The sharing of ideology since childhood
Much like the settlers’ children from the South, those from the Northeast also participate in Little Landless meetings and other activities, e.g.
ciranda infantil and MST schools, during their childhood. Jonas and
Vanessa, both children of settlers, describe their first experience in these
meetings:
“There is a very important thing during my militancy, which was the first
meeting of the Little Landless. (...) I was 11 years old at the time. It was
1999. The first meeting of Little Landless for me marked my militancy,
because on Children’s Day11 in Brazil, instead of asking for gifts, we
marched in the streets (...). And, there, our identity as Landless was
being consolidated. We marched and had many cultural and political
11

In Brazil, Children’s Day is celebrated on the same day as the national holiday of the
country’s patron saint, October 12th . On this day, parents and other relatives often
give presents to children and spend the day with them.
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activities that influenced me.”
Quote 9.21: Jonas, 26, ‘18 years of participation’, male, Pernambuco
“Even as a child, I started to fall in love with the hymn. (...) I knew that
the first [meeting of Little Landless] had already passed. I participated
in the second one. When people said that it was something related to
the movement, I said: ‘I wanna go! I wanna go!’, but I was afraid of
being away from my mother. And my teacher asked my mother to let
me go to the meeting and I went, in 1997. Even today I tell everyone
that the moment that I saw everybody there with the same interests, I
told myself that my place was in the movement and that I never wanted
to leave it.”
Quote 9.22: Vanessa, 23, ‘18 years of participation’, female, Pernambuco

Both interviewees highlight how their participation in the meetings of
the Little Landless was important in the development of their identity as
activists.
The broader economic context
In 2013, the year of my fieldwork in Pernambuco, unemployment in the
Northeast was 9.5%, a number above the national rate of 7.1% (IBGE,
2014). The Sertão de São Francisco region is roughly 600 km away from
Recife, the capital of the state of Pernambuco. People from the Sertão
hardly enjoy the opportunities offered by the metropolitan region, where
the unemployment rate was 6.4% in 2013 (IBGE, 2013). These factors
create a reality in which there are few job opportunities outside the movement for the children of the settlers in the Northeast.
Furthermore, long periods of drought in the Sertão of Pernambuco where
the Filhos da luta camp was organized, and the insufficient water sources
needed to remedy the situation, make agricultural activities more challenging than in the South. Therefore, in the Northeast, the broad economic
context does not offer attractive alternatives to participation in the MST
and, due to long periods of seasonal drought, being a MST settler and
working as a farmer does not mean an improvement in one’s economic
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income. In light of these factors, working outside the movement or as a
farmer in a settlement represents a challenging choice.

The economic and social advantages of living in settlements
Some factors make the decision to participate in the MST and occupy land
more attractive. In the settlements, even in those where it is very difficult
to farm, people can save money on rent and food. Settlements are also
considered to be safer places to raise children than in urban centres. The
activists reflect on these differences as follows:
“Arriving [in the settlement], he [the husband] had his own house. I
started living in that house. I didn’t have to pay rent anymore. As he
has land to farm, we started to farm the land... It was a change, in a
financial sense. (...) In the countryside, the house is free. You won’t pay
rent. It’s yours. It belongs to you. You have your plot of land, you will
farm. (...) In the countryside, [life] is much better.”
Quote 9.23: Jaqueline, 39, 16 years of participation, female, Pernambuco

“Every place has its problems, but you can see that, nowadays, cities
are very hostile. Problems with drugs, prostitution, so many things, and
you become afraid to raise children in a city. I always say: ‘we here in
the settlements, we’re doing well!’ We know how to raise our children,
because our children are free, they can play on the street. I’m here and
[my children] are over there [outside playing]. If we were in the city:
‘Look, can you check on the children, they could be hit by a car’. Here
they can go wherever they please, everybody knows each other, the kids
play, come home, you don’t have to worry.”
Quote 9.24: Leila, 40, 18 years of participation, female, Pernambuco

Due to these advantages, the Sertão de São Francisco region saw many
land occupations over the last 15 years and an increased number of settlements. The region has a road, which is known as the estrada da reforma agrária (Agrarian Reform road), along which fifteen MST settle-
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ments where 1.860 families were located, when I visited in 201312 . In the
case of the settlers’ children, it is common for people to consider having
their own house and raising a family when they are young adults. Hence,
the benefits provided by the MST are certainly appealing, especially given
an economic context where the chances of earning a good income outside
the movement are not high. I did not meet any children of settlers who
had built their homes within their parents’ plot of land, as I frequently saw
in Rio Grande do Sul. I met some young activists who still lived in their
parent’s house, despite having started their own families, and others who
decided to struggle for their own plot of land. As is common throughout
the Northeast, many people do not have high incomes, and many of these
young families cannot afford to build their own houses on their parents’
property. In fact, when someone receives a plot of land in a settlement,
he or she receives a bonus from the government to build a house, making
the struggle for a new plot of land even more attractive.
Improvement of education levels
MST participation in the Northeast has additional appeal for regional
youth. In a place where technical training is scarce, young people from
the settlements have more opportunities to attend technical, undergraduate and graduate courses compared to those outside the movement (see
Sec. 2.5.1). The MST settler Leila relates the educational benefits that
the movement provides for the settlers’ children:
“Many opportunities... At the moment, we [the movement] are organizing
a history course (...) in João Pessoa, in Paraíba. (...) Many young people
from the settlements here went there. Those who want to make something
of their lives... (...) Now, a medical doctor who graduated in Cuba is
returning.”
Quote 9.25: Leila, 40, 18 years of participation, female, Pernambuco

Moreover, the courses offered by the MST on subjects that require a
specialized workforce, e.g. agricultural technicians to help the farmers im12

The MST leader that coordinated the region sent me internal MST documents with
this data in 2013.
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prove their production, teachers to work in the settlement schools, doctors
and nurses, which are scarce in countryside, etc. Therefore, part of the
workforce educated by the MST is absorbed by the MST itself in its settlements, or by the municipality, due to the demand for professionals in
the fields in which the young people from the movement are prepared to
work.
Summary
In an environment of scarce opportunities to improve one’s living conditions, being part of the MST can be the best alternative for the settlers’
children. Being part of the MST in the Sertão de São Francisco means
having a greater chance of receiving professional training, finding a job
and lowering living costs. In the southern state of Rio Grande do Sul, as
well as in the northeastern state of Pernambuco, the settlers’ children have
opportunities inside the movement to improve or to maintain their living
conditions. They have access to education supported by the movement
and enjoy better living conditions in the settlements than their parents
did before joining the movement. In addition, they do not have to pay
a rent, as they would if they lived in an urban centre. In both regions,
the MST elaborates specific activities in order to share its ideology and
includes the activists’ children in these activities beginning in childhood.
Nevertheless, the specific context of the Sertão de São Francisco region
contributed to the greater mobilization of new generations in the settlements. While the children of the settlers in the Northeast do not have
many opportunities outside of the movement, in the South, participating
in the MST is one of a number attractive alternatives. In addition, unlike the settlers’ children from Rio Grande do Sul, those from the Filhos
da luta camp in the Northeast are embedded in a daily context in which
the movement’s ideology can be shared and solidarity among the activists
strengthened. Finally, being a MST activist in Pernambuco means participating in collective actions and enjoying greater social visibility, while
in Rio Grande do Sul it means living the common life of a farmer.
I reported on the sustained participation of the settlers’ children from
the Northeast with the aim of providing additional evidence about how
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the context outside the movement influences the decision of the settlers’
children to become activists or not. I now intend to discuss these findings
in light of previous researches.

9.2 Discussion and conclusion
The comparison between the MST settlers’ children from the South and
from the Northeast demonstrates how the broader context plays a crucial
role in their decision to become activists. The movement offers similar
benefits to young people from both regions. However, these benefits are
more or less attractive for the new generation in the settlements depending
on the opportunities offered by the context outside the movement in each
region.
In both regions, the MST provides opportunities to receive higher education and technical training. Moreover, living in the settlement offers the
incentives of low living costs and a safe and supportive community. Nevertheless, in the South, the settlers’ children do not have to occupy land
in order to obtain their plot in a settlement. They commonly build their
homes on their parents’ land, or the settlers reserve plots in the settlement
exclusively for their children, as in the case of the Capela settlement. The
specific benefits that the MST offers to the settlers’ children, regardless
of whether they participate in the movement, stimulates their behaviour
as ‘free-riders’: they know that other people struggle for the benefits that
they all will enjoy and thus do not participate in the movement (Olson,
1968). The southern settlers’ children have no need to participate in order to obtain land. Conversely, in the Northeast, the economic context
does not allow settlers to elaborate a similar plan for their children. Young
people must struggle for their own land as they grow older, or they remain
in their parents’ homes.
The settlers’ children from the South do not have to struggle for land,
nor do they engage in occupations. Some MST leaders believe that the
periods of sacrifice in the occupations are crucial to forge a sense of belonging among individuals. In this vein, McAdam (1986) argues that highrisk/cost activism increases integration into activists’ networks, which
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deepens ideological socialization. This, in its turn, increases the likelihood of identity construction among activists. In the end, the emergence
of an activist identity increases the chances of these individuals supporting
the social movement. As the southern settlers’ children do not participate
in land occupations, they have fewer opportunities to develop an activist
identity.
In a context in which fewer opportunities are available to young people,
as in the state of Pernambuco, the movement is more successful in keeping
the settlers’ children mobilized. There, unemployment rates make life
outside the movement less promising. In the South, where the economic
situation is better, young people have more viable opportunities to get a
job outside the movement. Olson (1968) observes that social movements
offer collective and selective incentives for participation in its collective
actions. Collective incentives are enjoyed by those who participate and
those who do not if the movement’s goals are achieved. Selective incentives
are benefits bestowed only on those who participate in the movement.
Accordingly, economic context reconfigures the MST’s selective incentives
in both regions. In the Northeast, the settlers’ children do not have many
job opportunities outside the movement. Becoming a MST activist is their
best chance to improve their living conditions. This represents one of the
movement’s selective incentives in Pernambuco. On the other hand, for
the settlers’ children of the South, having a professional career is not an
exclusive benefit offered by the MST. Therefore, in Rio Grande do Sul,
the movement is unable to offer an important selective incentive for the
mobilization of the settlers’ children. As a result, many of them opt to
pursue a career outside the movement.
These different contexts have an impact on the meaning of being a MST
activist. In the Northeast, activism involves participating in collective actions, such as the land occupation in the Filhos da luta camp. In the
South, being a MST activist primarily means being a farmer in a settlement. As a result, in the Northeast, a MST activist gains social visibility
and may become responsible for other people. In fact, Hornsey and Hogg
(2002) observe that participation in a high-status group can be an individual strategy to repair negative identity attributed by society (social
identity). As in the South, being an activist might not afford the same
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social visibility, while the social context offers attractive professional careers as alternatives to activism. Thus, being an activist (farmer) is not
necessarily the best option for the children of settlers.
The settlers’ children decide what they will do for a living in adolescence or in early adulthood. Correspondingly, the adolescence life-stage
(between the ages of 13 and 19) is the period in which individuals often
question who they are and what they can be in their context (E. Erikson
& J. Erikson, 1998). E. Erikson and J. Erikson (1998) state that, in
this life-stage, individuals place greater importance on what people think
about them, and seek ways to be included in society. The South offers
more options for young people to be included and visible in society than
the Northeast. They can decide to be farmers, or they can choose to be
doctors, engineers, nurses or teachers, for example. Hence, it is understandable that fewer children of settlers from the South try to find their
place in society as farmers in MST settlements.
Heredia, Medeiros, Palmeiras, Cintrão and Leite (2002), studying the
regional impact of the settlements, found that the majority of the members
who decide to leave the movement are young people. The authors argue
that these young people look for better opportunities for work, higher
levels of education and more cultural and leisure activities outside the
movement. On the other hand, Rosa (2011) observes that being a MST
activist in the state Pernambuco is a very attractive option for many young
people who would not have the same opportunity to earn respect, admiration and power over others in contexts such as unions, where experience
is more valued. In fact, Arenhart (2007) observes that many MST activists would like their children to become MST leaders for the same reasons
pointed out by Rosa (2011). Accordingly, Ellemers et al. (2004) observed
that the respect of members of the ingroup enhances the individuals’ selfesteem, and that the respect of outgroups’ members may further boost
the individuals’ self-esteem. In addition, Simon et al. (2006) noted that
the ingroup’s respect for an individual may increase his/her willingness
to engage in this group. Thus, it is understandable that, in a context
where young people do not have many opportunities to be respected by
their different outgroups, participation in a movement that boosts their
self-esteem is an attractive option. Therefore, depending on the oppor-
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tunities afforded by the broader social context and the MST in terms of
social visibility and respect, the settlers’ children are more willing to be
MST activists, as in the case of Pernambuco, or less willing, as commonly
happens in Rio Grande do Sul.
I found that the socialization of southern settlers’ children beginning
in childhood, a crucial life-stage in identity formation (see E. Erikson &
J. Erikson, 1998), helps to develop their identification with the MST in
adulthood. However, this is not enough to guarantee that they will become
MST activists. Hence, the decision of the settlers’ children to not participate in the movement as adults can be understood as a non-conversion
into active participation (see Oegema & Klandermans, 1994). According
to Oegema and Klandermans (1994), non-conversion into participation
occurs when an organization’s campaign fails to “transform sympathizers
into active participants” (p. 704). In fact, the settlers’ children that were
not converted into activists in the South remain sympathizers, given that
they share the same ideology as the movement, but they do not participate. The sympathizers have more chances to become participants when the
social movement’s mobilization campaigns target individuals with similar
characteristics and when the sympathizers’ social environment supports
their participation (Oegema & Klandermans, 1994). Indeed, the mobilization of the settlers’ children is one of the MST’s most important strategies
for maintaining activity over time. Although the movement is extremely
successful converting these individuals into sympathizers, their posterior
conversion into activists cannot be taken for granted. The MST has not
been able to compete with the broader social and economic context in
the case of the settlers’ children from Rio Grande do Sul, and individuals’
identification with the movement’s struggle is not enough to make them
become effective participants.
Moreover, (Rodgers, 2005) and DeMartini (1990) point out that social
movements intentionally try to convert activists’ children into active participants in order to guarantee intergenerational political participation. In
fact, Klandermans (2004) argues that participation in social movements
is more likely when social movements are able to supply the individuals’
demands. Therefore, the decision to become an activist depends on the
capacity of the movement to better supply the demand of the settlers’
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children, rather than alternatives outside the movement. The MST carries out activities to mobilize the activists’ children from a young age in
both regions, e.g. the meeting of Little Landless. As the demands change
depending on the context, the MST has to be able to adapt to these contexts in order to keep people mobilized. Nevertheless, as demonstrated
in the South, the movement’s mobilization strategies are not enough to
guarantee the generational renewal of the movement.
In addition, this study demonstrated that, as opposed to what was expected, strong family ties do not make the disengagement of the settlers’
children more costly. Social networks with the activists are still strong
after the settlers’ children leave the movement. The activists inside the
movement that form the social ties with the settlers’ children are also their
parents and close relatives. The family forms strong social ties that are
difficult to break, and the children know that. Therefore, having members
of the family as part of the social networks of the movement has two sides.
On the one hand, the ideology of the movement is often shared with the
children and legitimated by people whose opinion is crucial for the children’s identity formation (see E. Erikson & J. Erikson, 1998). In this
case, the parents have the role of what Nepstad (2004) called ‘confirmatory other’ for their children. The parents share the movement’s beliefs
with their children, legitimating movement beliefs even when they have
very little support in broader society. In this way, having parents who
are also MST activists helps to transform their children into sympathizers
of the movement. On the other hand, the social ties with family members are often taken for granted regardless of what happens. Hence, not
becoming a MST activist does not usually disturb the structure of these
social relations.
Finally, this study shows that evidence of affective commitment to the
movement, such as identification with the movement (see Allen & Meyer,
1990), is not enough to convert the settlers’ children to activism, as observed in Rio Grande do Sul. Nevertheless, when identification is coupled
with an absence of alternatives outside the movement, continuance commitment is triggered, as in the case of the settlers’ children in Pernambuco,
and the mobilization of a new generation within the movement is higher.
As shown in Chapter 5, the activists’ continuance commitment helps main-
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tain participation in the initial stages of engagement. It is noteworthy that
the opportunities that northeastern settlers’ children hope to seize by participating in the MST are not only suitable to supply their material needs,
i.e. have their own land, but can also supply characteristic demands of
the first life-stages: social visibility that demonstrates a respectful identity
to society (see E. Erikson & J. Erikson, 1998). For these same reasons,
activists from the South do not seem to have high levels of continuance
commitment to the MST. Regarding normative commitment, I did not
find evidence of this component in the accounts of the settlers’ children
from either region. However, it is plausible that the settlers’ children have
developed a sense of loyalty to the organization and ethical values during
long-term socialization with MST activists, including their own parents.
I hereby conclude the discussion of the results of my dissertation. In
the final chapter, I will summarize my findings and elaborate my closing
considerations.
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In this study, I investigated why some MST activists continue participating and why others decide to leave the movement. Researching the MST,
an emblematic long-term social movement, allowed me to gain a deeper
understanding of the general issues related to its activists’ sustained participation and disengagement. Because many activists live with their families in communities organized by the movement, I could also investigate
whether or not involuntary participation during childhood leads to active
participation in adulthood - a topic that, to my knowledge, has been never
studied before.
In my study, I focused on factors identified in previous studies as specific
predictors of sustained participation and disengagement. Yet I am aware
that such complex phenomena are also influenced by other factors. These
factors, called the frames of collective actions (Gamson, 1992), are the
starting point to understand the dynamics of mobilization in any social
movement. They were implicitly presented when I described the history
and the context of the MST in Chapters 1 and 2. Throughout these
chapters, I explained how the rural workers perceive their context as unjust
and how the MST activists blame the government and agribusiness for
this injustice. In addition, I demonstrated how the previous achievements
of the MST help stimulate individual participation in collective actions
(agency). Furthermore, I included collective identity in my analysis as an
antecedent to sustained participation.
Over the course of the last five chapters, I discussed the results, which
showed the complexity of participation in collective actions. This influenced my decision to employ a mixed method design in order to answer
my research questions.
Through the study of the sustained participation and disengagement of
the MST activists, I obtained a comprehensive and multi-causal under-
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standing of these phenomena. Although some findings are related to the
specific context of the studied social movement, many other results were
comparable to previous studies carried out with social movements from
different contexts. Therefore, my research adds relevant information to
the existing studies on sustained participation and disengagement, as well
as the dynamics of mobilization of the MST itself. The confirmation of
many hypotheses reinforces the results of previous studies. This indicates
that there are a set of general factors that influence the phenomena of
sustained participation, regardless of context. Moreover, some unexpected results in my research make evident the need for further study and
the importance of understanding context in order to develop compelling
explanations of how and why sustained participation and disengagement
take place. Even though the MST is the most studied Brazilian social
movement, my research offers the opportunity to examine aspects of participation in this movement using quantitative methods, which have rarely
been used in studies on the MST.
I expected that commitment would play a crucial role in the activists’ sustained participation and disengagement. However, its influence
differed depending on the process examined (sustained participation or
disengagement) and on the group of activists (those who grew up in the
MST communities and those who did not). Moreover, not all the components of commitment had equal influence on the activists’ participation.
The influence of the activists’ affective commitment, continuance commitment and normative commitment on their participation varies depending
on what stage of participation they are in, i.e. early participation or
multi-year participation. Similarly, among the three components of commitment, the activists’ willingness to continue participating in the future
is only influenced by the level of affective commitment in both groups:
those who grew up in the movement and those who did not.
The role of commitment in the activists’ sustained participation
Regarding the sustained participation of the MST activists as a whole,
their length of participation is the factor that influences the three components of commitment. The longer the activists participate, the more
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affectively and normatively committed to the movement they are, however
the duration of their participation is also responsible for decreased levels
of continuance commitment. As expected, affective commitment is also influenced by the strength and friendliness of the activists’ social networks,
their identification with the movement and their level of satisfaction with
participating. Additionally, the activists’ social networks have an effect on
their normative commitment, while an absence of alternatives to achieve
their goals outside of the movement increases their continuance commitment. One of the unexpected results of my study demonstrated that the
activists’ continuance commitment is influenced by how often they experience high-risk activities during their participation. In addition, my results
showed that the activists with shorter periods of participation who do not
perceive other means to achieve their goals, except through participation
in the MST, experience more high-risk activities and have higher levels
of continuance commitment. This fact is explained by the circumstances
in which many individuals started to participate in the movement and by
the collective actions that characterize the early stages of their participation such as land occupations, which are a high-risk activity. As the land
occupations are carried out by people who need a plot of land and have
no other alternatives to fulfil this need, the relationship between high-risk
activism, absence of opportunities, length of participation and continuance commitment is understandable. Furthermore, I found that different
contexts (in the Northeast and the South of Brazil) impact the activists’
normative commitment on different levels, i.e. MST activists from the
South are more normatively committed than those from the Northeast.
The comparison between the sustained participation of two groups of
activists revealed that those who spent their childhood inside the movement are more affectively committed to the MST than those who joined
the MST as adults. As I inferred, levels of affective commitment and normative commitment are influenced by the strong social networks of those
who grew up in the MST communities. In both cases, the higher the activists’ satisfaction with their participation, the more affectively committed
they are. An activist with a shorter period of participation has higher
level of continuance commitment; and the more he or she perceives an
absence of alternatives to participation, the more normatively committed
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he or she becomes. On the other hand, less satisfaction increases the level
of continuance commitment only in those who grew up in the MST communities. High-risk activism and the perception that there are no other
ways to achieve one’s goals outside of the movement influence the level of
continuance commitment only for those activists who joined the MST as
adults. In addition, lower levels of satisfaction increased only the levels
of continuance commitment of the activists who grew up in MST communities. For the second group, length of participation drives continuance
commitment. As discussed, these differences are mainly the consequence
of socialization in the movement during the childhood, a crucial life-stage
for the individuals’ identity formation.
The role of gratifying participation on the activists’ sustained
participation
Along with commitment, gratifying participation is the other expected key
antecedent of sustained participation. Indeed, my results revealed that
this factor is relevant for the activists’ sustained participation. I found
nine main reasons as to why the activists feel satisfied in participating:
• ‘providing collective goods’
• ‘feeling useful’
• ‘expressing ideology’
• ‘expressing social identity’
• ‘expanding worldview’
• ‘movement’s efficacy’
• ‘social visibility’
• ‘sense of belonging’
• ‘dignifying life’
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These reasons encompass instrumental ideological and identity demands,
and their meanings overlap at some points. When I compared the sources
of satisfaction of both activist groups (those who grew up in MST communities and those who did not), I did not find substantial differences in
the amount and kind of gratification that the activists displayed.
The activists’ willingness to continue participating
As previously mentioned, I observed interactive effects between the activists’ willingness to continue participating in the future and their level of
affective commitment, as well as their reward expectations. The activists’
readiness to continue participating is high because they like to participate
and because the movement’s previous achievements help maintain hope in
the movement’s effectiveness. Therefore, they have high expectations of
being rewarded for their participation.
In addition, my results showed that being more or less biographically
available does not influence the activists’ decision to continue participating
in the future. This depends on the activists’ individual characteristics and
their ability to cope with the demands of activism. Even activists who
have responsibilities, e.g. child care or health issues, are able to combine
these activities with the movement’s collective actions. In short, one way
or another, the activists who want to continue participating in the MST
create strategies to do so, no matter the circumstances.
Comparing the activists who grew up in the MST communities with
those who did not, I found that, for those from the first group, willingness to continue participating only affects affective commitment, while
the second group is influenced by the level of affective commitment, their
perception of the political opportunity structures and their reward expectations. This means that the activists who grew up in the movement’s
communities decide to continue participating based on their strong identification and sense of belonging to the movement, while the other activists
also consider instrumental issues in order to decide whether to continue
participating or not. Therefore, for those who were raised and socialized
with MST activists, participation in the MST is considered to be part of
their identity, instead of a way to achieve a goal.
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Sustained participation: similar but different from recruitment
My results revealed that sustained participation is only partially similar to
the process of activist recruitment, as many scholars state. This is because
the individuals evaluate the costs and benefits of participating in a social
movement in order to decide whether to join, and they continually update
this evaluation during participation. When deciding to join a movement
and while continuing to participate, the activists weigh the benefits of
their participation against the costs. On the other hand, I observed that
the process of sustained participation is different from recruitment because the activists’ participation depends on factors that are not taken
into consideration before they join the movement, i.e. commitment to a
movement develops only during participation.
Why MST activists decide to quit
My findings on the activists’ disengagement provide evidence that different
people have different reasons for joining and leaving a social movement.
Many of the reasons discussed in Chapter 7 are supported by previous
studies. I studied four trajectories of activism that resulted in disengagement from the movement. In every case, participation ultimately became
too costly. It is noteworthy that there is no universal definition of ‘costly’
or ‘gratifying’ participation. This is an individual-level evaluation. In
this sense, it certainly depends on the individuals’ experiences before and
after joining the movement. The individual’s cost/ benefit evaluation of
participation in a collective action is related to the perception of the individual’s participation. The individuals’ evaluation of their participation
influences their commitment. Furthermore, someone who is committed
to a movement can end his/her participation due to biographical unavailability. In such a situation, the possibility of re-engagement is higher.
Therefore, the disengagement process does not follow a single model. For
each individual, this process assumes a different design and multiple variables can be included or excluded and become more or less relevant. The
common denominators are the role of the individuals’ commitment and
their cost/benefit evaluation.
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For individuals who grew up in MST communities, the decision to pursue a professional career unrelated to activism is considered a family issue
rather than an organizational question, due to the fact that their parents
and/or other close relatives are the activists that constitute their social
networks. Usually, this career choice does not provide enough reason to
sever strong social ties, i.e. the relationship between parents and children.
On the one hand, the families that constitute the MST guarantee that
the activists have strong social networks inside the movement. On the
other, the non-participation of the activists’ children in adulthood is not
as costly as I had inferred, given that many of them are aware that disengagement will not necessarily undermine the social relations built inside
the movement.
I observed that even the settlers’ children who decided not to participate
in the MST identify with the movement because they were socialized with
other activists during childhood. Nevertheless, the strength of the social
networks of the activists’ children and their identification with the movement do not ensure that they will become MST activists. As these factors
are antecedents of affective commitment, I argue that their affective commitment to the movement is not enough to keep them in the movement.
On the other hand, the social movement succeeds or fails to convert the
activists’ children, who are already sympathizers, into activists depending
on the broader context. If participating in the MST is the best way for the
activists’ children to achieve their goals, the members of new generation
will have more chances to become activists. When the context outside the
movement offers more attractive alternatives than the movement, the activists’ children do not feel that they need to participate in the movement
and, as a result, their level of continuance commitment is lower and they
tend not to become activists.
Overall, my findings suggest that satisfaction with participation plays
a crucial role in the activists’ decision to leave the movement and in the
decision of the settlers’ children not to become activists. Among the components of commitment, the most relevant for sustaining the activists’
participation is affective commitment. However, even affectively committed activists can decide to leave the movement due to dissatisfaction related to their participation. Others decide to leave due to incompatibility
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between their personal life and the activist lifestyle. In these cases, the
activists can maintain their willingness to re-join the movement if they
keep socializing with other activists. Moreover, although the settlers’ children demonstrate affective commitment to the movement, they might not
become activists if the movement is not able to supply their demands.
Further studies
Sustained participation and disengagement are subjects that have received
little attention from scholars. Hence, there is much room to deepen our
understanding of their nature in future studies regarding both the specific
context of the MST and social movements in general.
In regards to the understanding of the general processes involved in
sustained participation and disengagement, one could envision longitudinal and comparative studies. As sustained participation is a process that
spans a long trajectory of activism (with disengagement as a possible
consequence), comparing the activists’ commitment and satisfaction during different periods of their participation and, eventually, during and
after their disengagement, would better capture the processual character
of these phenomena. The impact of ongoing political, social and economic
change could be brought to light using this approach. Carrying out the
same study with more than one social movement, preferably in different
contexts, would provide additional information that could help clarify the
roles of the broader social context, organizational context and the characteristics of individuals from different backgrounds.
Moreover, the study of MST participation could be improved by additional sources of information regarding the participation of activists who
grew up in the movement’s communities and activists from other regions
of Brazil. In order to gather more evidence to corroborate these findings,
additional studies could target individuals who grew up in MST communities, but decided not to become activists. Furthermore, a thorough content
analysis of the newspaper dedicated to the Little Landless published by
the movement, the Jornal dos Sem Terrinhas, could be carried out. This
would help to better understand the movement’s strategies for mobilizing new generations. The MST is a social movement that spans Brazil, a
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country with substantial regional differences. Studying MST participation
in other Brazilian regions might reveal particularities that have not been
captured in the general considerations discussed in this dissertation.
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Appendix A
List of Quotes
In this appendix, I summarize all quotes used throughout this thesis. For
completeness, I report also the original quote in Portuguese.

“(...) A vida acontece dentro do movimento”
Quote 0.1: 36, 17 years of participation, Rio Grande do Sul
“Então, o MST comemora esse ano 30 anos, né, (...) Ele faz 30 anos
porque faz 30 anos que teve o primeiro encontro nacional do MST (...)
Mas o encontro oficial, saiu em Cascavel que foi formado então com a
sigla, né, MST. Que antes do MST, sempre teve movimento sem terra.
(...) A luta pela terra no Brasil sempre existiu, só que na ditadura, então,
eles acabaram mesmo. Vinte anos mesmo ficou parado, né. Até que surgiu
perto de casa lá o movimento. (...) Em Planalto Nonoai. (...) Na época,
o governo meio assim... dava... dizia... na época os políticos, assim,
’vão ocupando. Vão morando aqui pra dentro.’ Né? E era terra boa, os
agricultores foram entrando, né, com autorização dos políticos. Até que
os índios um dia se resolveram e se organizaram e tocaram tudo lá, né. E
botaram fogo, eu vi aquilo lá. Queimaram tudo. Os agricultores tiveram
que correr. Daí, muita gente foi pra Mato Grosso. Passavam lá em casa.
Eu via os caminhão passar, os carros passar. Mas outros não foram, sabe.
Se rebelaram e se acamparam na beira da estrada, mas sem saber destino
nenhum. Eles foram acampar na beira da estrada e ficaram lá... Não
sabiam o que iam fazer e o que queriam da vida. Então acamparam ali e
daí que surgiu, né, na época, já era transição [politica] a CPT... Eu me

299

Appendix A · List of Quotes
lembro do Frei Sérgio, do próprio João Pedro Stédile, né. Eles já estavam
apoiando aquilo e achavam que ali tinha jeito, né. Tinha futuro ali. (...)
E daí veio o exército, (...) todo mundo querendo despejar eles. E o povo
resistiu, resistiu, resistiu até o fim e conseguiu um pedaço de terra. O
governo teve que dar umas terras pra eles, eles não iam embora mesmo,
né. Tu sabe que daí que começou as coisas, né. Começou... ’Ó, mas
se aqueles ganharam, porque que eu não posso ganhar?’ E assim que [o
movimento] surgiu, né.”
Quote 1.1: Leonardo, 62, 30 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
Sul
“(...) E a gente, né, nessa trajetória a gente perdeu companheiros, né. Assassinado pela polícia. Um companheiro lá. Lá em Bagé. (...) Muita violência. Muita mesmo. Todas ocupação que nós fazia, nós saía... nós saía
com violência assim, né, porque o governo não aceitava negociar muito,
né.? (...) Eles faziam muito despejo. Então eles batiam mesmo, né, não
tinham muita... muito arrego, não.”
Quote 2.1: Bárbara, 45, 25 years of participation, female, Rio Grande do
Sul
“A minha família, a maior parte dela, (...) é uma parte mais aristocrática,
digamos (...). E tem uma parte da família que sim, é mais camponesa (...).
[S]ão famílias do interior, mas que a maior parte dela saiu e foi morar, não
nas capitais, mas em cidades ... mais com cara de cidade mesmo, mais
não tanto com cara do campo. (...)Eu sou de Recife e eu acho que o que
impulsionou um pouco mais essa relação [com o MST] foi política mesmo.
A realidade política de luta do que se busca dentro do movimento, do
MST (...).”
Quote 2.2: Nair, 25, 5 year of participation, female, Pernambuco
“(...) Eu fiz Ciências Sociais na Federal de Pernambuco e a gente, aqui
em Pernambuco, tinha uma relação em que o movimento estudantil. E os
movimento sociais de luta pela terra tinha uma relação muito íntima, né,
a gente... Tinham muitas atividades que eram realizadas juntas, seja na
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universidade, fosse na rua, a gente conseguia fazer muita coisa próxima,
né.”
Quote 2.3: Nair, 25, 5 year of participation, female, Pernambuco)
“Entrei no MST em 1999, vai fazer 17 anos que estou no movimento.
(...) Naquele [período] houve um movimento pela terra na região. Então
ainda jovem, (...) tinha recém saído da escola, [eu era] técnico agrícola
de formação... e aí fui por aquele momento. (...) Ainda muito jovem,
motivado por buscar novas experiências. As ocupações, esse processo,
algo muito motivador, digamos assim, né?”
Quote 2.4: Q3: César, 34, 17 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
Sul)
“Mesmo se a gente for olhar assim, né, a gente pode ter cometido muitos
erros também. Eu vejo um momento que foi a questão da criação das cooperativas, em 1990, aí, né. Houve, de certa forma, uma supervalorização
a questão do coletivos e a gente perdeu muitas famílias individuais, né.”
Quote 2.5: Samuel, 51, 30 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
Sul
“No fim das contas, todo mundo conhece todo mundo. A distância não
atrapalha.”
Quote 2.6: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, female, Rio Grande do
Sul
“Carlos: Então, a hierarquia da direção...
Entrevistadora: Como é que funciona?
Larissa: Hierarquia não, rapaz, as instâncias.
Carlos: Não deixa de ser, filha. Não vamos ser demagogos.
Larissa: É, de certa forma, acaba sendo. Não é pirâmide, mas acaba
sendo...
Carlos: Mas tem relação de poder da mesma forma que os outros espaços,
né? Mas é um poder mais descentralizado.
(...)
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Larissa: É centralismo democrático.
(...)
Entrevistadora: Centralismo democrático? É exatamente o quê? O nome
é bonito, mas é o quê?
Larissa: É justamente isso: centralizar numa decisão, mas democratizar.
Entrevistadora: Todos tem que saber e todos têm que ajudar a resolver o
problema?
Larissa: Isso. Todos têm que opinar.
Carlos: Que a gente trabalha a democracia da participação, né?”
Quote 2.7: Larissa, 23, 7 years of participation, female, Pernambuco;
Carlos, 27, 13 years of participation, male, Pernambuco
“Quando o dirigente é um ditador as coisas não fluem e os próprios membros do movimento acabam tirando ele do cargo.”
Quote 2.8: Anderson, 40, 18 years of participation, male, Pernambuco
“(...) isso é muito bom pra o movimento social que forma militantes com
um pensamento anticapitalista dentro de um sistema capitalista. (...).
Então, o movimento tem nos mostrado essa visão. Tem o que eu sempre
chamo, o que digo, é o pensamento crítico. Ver as coisas, saber qual seu
uso, né, o que Marx dizia, seu valor de uso, mas ter seu ‘pensamento
crítico’ (...).”
Quote 2.9: Jonas, 26, ‘18 years of participation’, male, Pernambuco
“pt”
Quote 2.10: Helena, 38, 17 years of participation, female, Pernambuco
“Nós fizemos uma festa agora, que teve o dia do assentamento, quinze
anos. E aí a gente estava mostrando o pessoal bem animado, né, com
aquelas casas bonitas, mas o povo chegou com uma sacola de roupa e
uma lona preta. Então, a evolução que você vê em quinze anos, também
isso é um aspectos que vale pra gente. (...) Viver com o mínimo de
dignidade possível. (...) Tem jovens que se criaram, hoje tem médico, tem
professores, tem advogado...”

302

Quote 2.11: César, 34, 17 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do Sul

“Nós passamos um tempo muito difícil, né? Nós apostamos muita coisa
na possibilidade de que Lula ia avançar, pelo menos, não fazer a reforma
agrária, porque as alianças que ele fez não permitiria, mas permitiria construir um INCRA forte. (...) No entanto, aí as condições não permitiram.
Eles [o governo] também abandonaram o processo, o próprio Lula se encantou com o agronegócio... (...) [E] o agronegócio toma força e a reforma
agrária foi esquecida, do ponto de vista de como projeto de desenvolvimento pro Brasil. Bom, e agora estamos tentando recuperar nossa capacidade de mobilização, de lutar. Não é muito fácil lutar quando ninguém
está lutando, e o movimento tentou fazer isso durante muitos anos e agora
não.”
Quote 2.12: Jorge, 55, 28 years of participation, male, Pernambuco
“(...) [A] juventude tem um papel fundamental que é substituir a nossa
geração, né? [P]rimeiro, tem esse papel da agitação que é diferente do
nosso tempo, porque, quando nós entramos no movimento, tinham as condições políticas, ideológicas pra gente fazer a agitação de fato e construir
o movimento que construímos. Agora o papel da agitação está muito mais
no sentido de manter o que temos, de construir aliados, de apontar perspectiva... É um papel bastante difícil, mas o mais importante é que nós
vamos preparar a juventude pra nos substituir, mas não perder de vista
o princípio e os objetivos que nos levaram até aqui. Isso também é parte
das gerações.”
Quote 2.13: Jorge, 55, 28 years of participation, male, Pernambuco
“Agora, vamos dizer assim, há um início de um ‘reascensão’ na luta de
massa em geral. (...) O pessoal já está falando em fazer ocupações [de
terra]. Ano passado, foram feitas várias ocupações importantes, boas.
Então, eu creio que nós vamos entrar num bom período aí pela frente. Não
importa quem seja governo. Seja Dilma ou que não seja, o que importa é
que o movimento vai continuar, cada vez mais, eu acho, num movimento
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ascendente no gráfico da luta pela reforma agrária no Brasil.”
Quote 2.14: Jorge, 55, 28 years of participation, male, Pernambuco
“Então, é bom a gente fazer parte desse movimento social.”
Quote 5.1: Ricardo, 22, 7 years of participation, male, Pernambuco
“(...) Então, eu posso dizer, graças a Deus que hoje realmente eu faço
parte do MST.”
Quote 5.2: Helena, 38, 17 years of participation, female, Pernambuco
“(...) o movimento para mim é como se fosse uma família que a gente não
pode separar nunca e eu até hoje, graças a Deus, a gente nunca separou
do movimento.”
Quote 5.3: Otávio, 54, 30 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do Sul

“O MST é o movimento do que eu faço parte e que eu estou dentro e que
eu falar do MST, eu falo de mim mesmo. De mim mesmo. E me orgulho
muito disso. (...) E fico triste quando tem alguém que diz assim: ’Ah! O
MST é isso. O MST é aquilo...’ porque cada um de nós também temos
que fazer nossa parte. É assim que nós construímos o MST.”
Quote 5.4: Juliana, 65, 30 years of participation, female, Rio Grande do
Sul
“Eu até divirjo de alguns sobre o movimento por causa disso aí. Muitos
do movimento tem o movimento como uma entidade. Assim: ’Não, o
movimento faz isso, o movimento aquilo outro.’ Cobra do movimento e
eu não. Eu me sinto o movimento, sabe? (...) E eu me sinto dentro do
movimento e me sinto movimento.”
Quote 5.5: Osvaldo, 52, 26 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
Sul
“(...) Tem muita gente que fala mal do MST, né? Que, na realidade,
se nós for analisar, o MST é nós mesmo. Que nós foi que construímos o
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MST.”
Quote 5.6: Orlando, 34, 17 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
Sul
“É que, querendo ou não, os indivíduos eles agem por uma necessidade,
né? Ninguém entra no movimento porque gosta de ser ‘Sem Terra’. Ao
primeiro contato, as pessoas vão por uma necessidade de não ter a posse
da terra e achar que ali é um espaço que vai dar a possibilidade dele ter
um salto qualitativo, econômico e social. Mas ele vai pelo imediatismo
também, né? Ali vai resolver meu problema de fome e de qualquer outra
coisa que a gente passa na sociedade. Depois de estar ali, é que vai se
começar o trabalho de formação. Formação acadêmica, formação política,
formação humana que é o que se busca sempre.”
Quote 5.7: Carlos, 27, 13 years of participation, male, Pernambuco
“É evidente que, no início, o teu ingresso, teus objetivos eram mais reduzidos, né e acabam... Era a conquista da terra. (...) E ao passar do
tempo, ao passar pela formação, você acaba incorporando também uma
leitura, né, de vida, de perspectiva de conhecimento da realidade brasileira
e acaba sendo opção de vida, né?”
Quote 5.8: César, 34, 17 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do Sul
“(...) A gente não entrou no movimento por consciência política. Meu
pai não tinha consciência política de que entrar no MST era lutar por um
mundo melhor, por... Não. Meu pai entrou no movimento por necessidade.
E aí, trinta anos depois, porque que nós continua no movimento? Hoje
sim, a gente continua no movimento por convicção. (...) Já pensei em
desistir, por exemplo. ’Ah! Sabe? Vou largar isso tudo.’ Mas não consigo,
entendeu? Não consigo, porque eu não consigo imaginar a minha vida
sem o MST. Não tem como. Seria negar tudo o que eu sou hoje. Seria
negar tudo o que eu sou, tudo o que minha família é, tudo que eu construí.
Seria negar! Então, seria negar a minha história, seria negar, né... Não
tem como fazer isso.”
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Quote 5.9: Daniela, 40, ‘29 years of participation’1 , female, Rio Grande
do Sul
“(...) A partir do momento que você está estabelecido e tem a tua terra,
tu vai olhar um pequeno produtor tem aquilo, né, não precisaria mais
lutar. Porque já tem ali, né. Mas isso vai, talvez no meu caso, né, desse
processo de adolescência aí, né, de sofrimento de... do próprio governo,
da Brigada, né, criou um processo ideológico, né, que não adiantava você
só ficar [no assentamento], teria que lutar e fazer com que as famílias
que ainda continuam [precisando de terra], né? você poder ajudar, né,
independente da situação que você tivesse, né.”
Quote 5.10: Samuel, 51 years old, 30 years of participation, male, Rio
Grande do Sul
“É, eu acho que às vezes tem até momentos que um cara fica meio apreensivo. ’Bom, será que vai continuar essa história (ocupação)? Quanto tempo,
né? Porque por um longo tempo não muda nada! (...) [Se] Eu vou voltar
pra casa, vou virar estaca zero de novo. Estaca zero nunca mais! Então,
daqui é só pra frente que a gente tem que seguir, pra trás não dá, né.”
Quote 5.11: Maurício, 49, 30 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
Sul
“Olha, até hoje eu fico as vezes pensando se eu pensei algumas vezes em
desistir ou não pensei em desistir. Porque aquilo tudo era muito melhor
do que eu pensar de voltar, entendeu? Porque eu tinha claro que isso ali
era uma passagem, era um espaço que não ia ser sempre assim, né. E se eu
voltasse, eu ia voltar naquela vida... né, monótona, sem muita atividade.”
Quote 5.12: Bárbara, 45, 25 years of participation, female, Rio Grande
do Sul
“Então, assim, a gente tem uma possibilidade. Se a gente não concretizar
1

As mentioned in Chapter 2, the years of participation of an interviewee in quotation
marks means that the activist joined the MST when he or she was a child (up to 12
years old). Therefore, he or she did not really start participating as a child, but the
activist considers him or herself as part of the movement from that moment on.
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aquilo, se a gente sair daqui a gente vai ficar... Ou seja, não sabe nem
por onde é que vai começar uma nova luta, né. Porque a medida que
uma pessoa entra dentro de um assentamento, que ela faz o cadastro, ela
é assegurada de que se ela sair daquele assentamento, ela jamais vai ter a
possibilidade, através de um programa do governo, de entrar em qualquer
uma outra área. Quer dizer, tem esse problema também, né. Quer dizer,
assim, o INCRA também faz esse trabalho. Quer dizer, se você sair, você
desistir daqui, quer dizer, aí você já vai tá com uma ‘prejudicação’ pra o
seu futuro.”
Quote 5.13: Rômulo, 40, 16 years of participation, male, Pernambuco
“Que mora e não assume a identidade. Tem vergonha de ser sem terra.
Não quer ser sem terra, mas eles não tem outra opção e mora no assentamento.”
Quote 5.14: Érica, 37, 9 years of participation, female, Pernambuco
“Daí eu podia já pensar: ’Ah, eu vou ir pra uma firma. É uma coisa
certa, né.’ Então, a maioria dos jovens do assentamento, dá pra contar
nos dedos, não tem nem 5 jovens que produzem, né. Que ajudam na
produção (...) Então eu vejo assim que eu saindo é já menos um, né? (...)
Porque imagina daqui a 10 anos. [Se] cada lote que um filho sair, os pais
vão ficando velho...”
Quote 5.15: Sandro, 24, ‘24 years of participation’, male, Rio Grande do
Sul
“Eu devo muito isso ao movimento, porque antes de estar no movimento,
de aprender a ser gente assim eu já me questionava, mas eu não sabia...
eu não tinha ferramentas pra lutar, né. Eu não sabia como fazer as coisa
acontecer.”
Quote 5.16: Gilda, 52, 30 years of participation, female, Rio Grande do
Sul
“Os assentados que são contra o movimento estão cuspindo no prato que
comem.”
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Quote 5.17: Isabela, 60, 27 years of participation, female, Pernambuco
“E eu me sinto parte dessa organização. Eu dediquei 17 anos pra ela,
espero dedicar os outros, né, e muito satisfeito com o que eu aprendi aqui
e com o que eu pude construir pra ela.”
Quote 5.18: Marcos, 36 , 17 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
Sul
“Eu ainda caminho e quero continuar ajudando, porque eu gosto mesmo.”
Quote 5.19: Miriam, 40, 6 years of participation, Rio Grande do Sul
“A gente junta o útil ao agradável, né? Na semana, a gente trabalha nos
dois e final de semana a gente vai fazer só política, né? (...) E é muito
interessante isso. A gente acaba um pouco não vivendo com a família,
mas... É muito difícil, né” (Risos) Muito difícil mesmo. Inclusive já perdi
pessoas que queriam viver comigo e disse que eu sou do movimento, não
consigo ter uma relação. E aí eu tenho até me avaliado de que não podia
ter arrumado mulher, assim pra casamento, porque e complicado. (...) As
mulheres quando casa com um homem, ou vice versa, eles querem a gente
próximo, né? (...) Não consigo ficar.... Eu gosto de estar no meio do povo.
Então, essa relação minha com as mulheres, com a mulher em si que eu
estou hoje, é muito complicada.”
Quote 5.20: Gabriel, 33, 7 years of participation, male, Pernambuco
“(...) ‘as vezes a gente tem que cuidar mais da saúde e fazer... mas no final
acaba não dando certo essas iniciativas (risos), mas em nem o momento
vê a iniciativa de ’oh, vou parar, desistir’. Se frustrar por... evidentemente
eu tenho muita [frustração] [mas] não me arrependo de nada que eu fiz
nesse processo. É evidente que 17 anos sempre na estrada altamente com
tarefas, com coisas assim, né, acabam desgastando fisicamente (...). Aí
temos um acordos aí, pra dar uma cuidada um pouco da saúde sem abrir
mão das tarefas aqui.”
Quote 5.21: César, 34, 17 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do Sul
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“A gente sabe que as coisas não acontecem assim rapidamente, né? A
gente sente. A gente está plantando uma sementinha e que, ao longo do
tempo, cada vez mais, ela tá germinando. Cada vez mais... E um exemplo
maior que a gente vê são as nossas conquistas, né.”
Quote 5.22: Helena, 38, 17 years of participation, female, Pernambuco
“A análise que a gente faz é que se a gente não lutar, nada vai acontecer.
Nada! Que tenha Dilma, que não tenha. Que tenha o Lula, que não tenha.
O que vai mudar pra sair assim assentamento é a luta. A luta por uma
causa justa, por um mundo melhor, porque só assim que vai acontecer.
(...) Porque o governo só faz as coisas na pressão. (...) Quem entra no
MST e tipo uma doenca feia: incuravel.”
Quote 5.23: Gabriel, 33, 7 years of participation, male, Pernambuco
“(...) eles [o governo] também frearam a reforma agrária, né. Não fizeram
nada. (...) Então houve esse desincentivo também das pessoas irem pro
acampamento, né. (...) Mas eu penso que a gente tem que se manter
mobilizado. E mesmo que não tenha acampamento hoje acho que a gente
tem que se manter mobilizado pra fazer com que os assentamentos que
tem consigam produzir.”
Quote 5.24: Leandro, 56, 30 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
Sul
“É uma satisfação única, né, de grupo, de organização mesmo, na qual
você consegue mesmo se enxergar naquilo, né, que é muito mais além do
que é seu. E aí a gente não tá falando do meu, a gente tá falando do nosso,
né. Tá falando de uma situação que não é só sua é de milhões e milhões
de pessoas, assim.”
Quote 6.1: Nair, 25, 5 years of participation, female, Pernambuco
“Então, essa acho que é uma satisfação, né, de poder estar ajudando, indo,
né, sempre, né.”
Quote 6.2: Samuel, 51, 30 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
Sul
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“(...) Poder ver essa felicidade. Então, pelo povo, para o povo o que é do
povo, né. Isso é o que eu sei fazer da minha vida e é o que eu gosto dessa
parte.”
Quote 6.3: Jonas, 26, ‘18 years of participation’, male, Pernambuco
“A maior satisfação, acima de tudo, é poder sab... conhecer a história
do seu país, saber da correlação de forças das classes e dos sistemas, isso
nos tem mostrando, né, e saber onde estamos posicionados e pra onde
devemos ir e os nossos direitos. E, então, esse foi... isso é muito bom pra o
movimento social que forma militantes com um pensamento anticapitalista
dentro de um sistema capitalista.(...) Então, pra mim, foi muito bom.
(...) Poder hoje ter esse pensamento, poder hoje saber lutando, saber que
tem gente que domina, o que podemos fazer, onde podemos fazer, o que
devemos fazer. Então, isso... e também um sentido de pátria também,
assim. Muito grande o sentido de pátria que o movimento tem dado, né.”
Quote 6.4: Jonas, 26, ‘18 years of participation’, male, Pernambuco
“A maior satisfação de fazer parte desse movimento social só... em primeiro
lugar, mesmo, a sua representação a classe trabalhadora. Só em representar os agricultores, só em representar os verdadeiros agricultores, que
são aqueles que fazem parte da agricultura familiar, já é um prazer, já é
bom. (...) Também que não só tem o lado prático, também tem o lado
teórico. Que é a questão da política. A gente bate de frente com políticos,
com representantes sociais.”
Quote 6.5: Ricardo, 21, 7 years of participation, male, Pernambuco
“(...) Essa luta nos representa, né. Representa o que a gente somos. Somos
pessoas que vivemos uma vida no campo, quer dizer, sempre trabalhamos
no campo, e aqui, né, queremos construir nosso futuro. Queremos continuar contribuindo com aquilo que a gente, realmente, sabe fazer, né, que
é trabalhar a agricultura. (...) Então acho que o objetivo nosso por essa
luta é isso. É que a gente tenha o prazer de fazer aquilo que a gente sabe
fazer. Vivemos toda vida no campo e queremos, através dele, ter uma
melhoria de vida, né?”
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Quote 6.6: Rômulo, 40, 16 years of participation, male, Pernambuco
“Sim. O que que é ser um produtor? É tu vê uma planta crescer, que nem
uma criança. A criança vai crescer, a planta também. Tu tem que ter um
cuidado nela, né. Tu vai lá hoje, pode ser que ela esteja ‘murchinha’, daí
dá uma chuva e ela revigora, entendeu. (...) Se tu vai lá na tua lavoura,
vê ’ah tá, um monte de coisas’ e tu já se sente ’bah! O que é que eu posso
melhorar?”
Quote 6.7: Sandro, 24, ‘24 years of participation’, male, Rio Grande do
Sul
“Eu acho que só o fato de nós saber que nós sofremos, fomos explorados e
tudo, mas nós não somos alienados. Essa foi uma herança que o movimento
nos deu que ninguém tira. E essa formas, né, essa consciência crítica de
construção de sociedade que nós temos é que está nos ajudando passar de
pais pra filhos, né. Está nos ajudando também a gente não se alienar e a
gente enxergar em cada espaço que vai, que nossa classe é grande (...).”
Quote 6.8: Selma, 63, 30 years of participation, female, Rio Grande do
Sul
“A nossa ideia e perspectiva pra frente, né, é que a gente temos oportunidade e eu to mais feliz que eu vou ter aí meu estudo. Eu estou fazendo a
‘terra’ (curso de formação saberes da terra) até mais um ano e pedindo a
Deus esses dois anos aí terminando... (...) E aí a gente estamos feliz.”
Quote 6.9: João, 65, 18 years of participation, male, Pernambuco
“É por isso que eu digo que ele [o MST] é uma grande escola pra mim e
cada vez eu aprendo mais com as outras culturas, e tem mais coisa... (...)
E foi um lugar que me deu liberdade, o que eu posso te dizer é isso, né.
Porque eu vivia em casa, eu não saia de casa. (...). Então, hoje, quem me
viu e me vê, todo mundo fala, né, que eu me abri. Aí eu saio, ando por
aí tudo. Já fui em São Pedro sozinha,já fui em Brasília, já fui no Paraná.
Então, pra mim, é uma realidade, né. E fico faceira, porque hoje eu faço.
Eu não saia sozinha e hoje, com 40 anos, né, to aí na luta e gosto do que
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faço.”
Quote 6.10: Mirian, 40, 6 years of participation, female, Rio Grande do
Sul
“A gente bate de frente com políticos, com representantes sociais. A gente
bate por ser um movimento que, realmente, representa e defende o povo.
Por isso que a gente busca melhorar a situação das áreas de assentamento
e não só de assentamento como também dos acampamentos. Então, é bom
fazer parte de um movimento social como o MST.”
Quote 6.11: Ricardo, 21,7 years of participation, male, Pernambuco
“Mas a satisfação é saber que, mesmo com essas dificuldades, o movimento
não para. O movimento tá sempre em busca de melhorias, sempre em
busca do novo ele não s... e o movimento em si, a organização, ela não
desanima. Enquanto existe um pra dizer assim ’eu tô na luta’, a luta tá
continuando. A satisfação é essa, é saber que o movimento não para e que
o povo tá organizado.”
Quote 6.12: Vanessa, 23, ‘18 years of participation’, female, Pernambuco

“(..) E também, assim, imagine, também me darem essa confiança de
ser também representante de um setor que faz parte da organização desse
agricultores, que é na área da produção, seja lá pecuária ou agricultura.
É bom fazer parte de um movimento social assim.”
Quote 6.13: Ricardo, 21, 7 years of participation, male, Pernambuco
“Pra mim, o MST é mesmo que minha família, né. Onde eu nasci e me criei
e hoje, eu, às vezes, fico pensando que... que seria de mim sem o MST, né?
Porque, na verdade, a gente é uma família, né. A gente tem a convivência
do dia a dia, da... das experiências que tem aqui no assentamento, no
município, no estado. Então, que nós somos uma grande família e que não
vai... vamos muito pra frente, né.”
Quote 6.14: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, female, Rio Grande
do Sul
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“Eu acho assim, que em relação o movimento, que mesmo... é um movimento bem expansivo, né. Mas olhou tua bandeirinha vermelha tu te
identifica, seja qui, seja no Mato Grosso, seja em Goiás seja aonde for.
Então é assim... a nossa identidade. Que a minha identidade é MST, é a
bandeirinha vermelha, é o nosso símbolo. E nós agora... E é uma unidade
que se tem, né. Porque mesmo eu sendo aqui do Rio Grande do Sul, eu
conheço, as vezes, pessoas do movimento de outros estados, mas que aqui
parece que a gente se conhece de uma vida toda, né. Então, as pessoas se
identificam. Perante a bandeira, as pessoas se identificam.”
Quote 6.15: Claudia, 34, ‘25 years of participation’, female, Rio Grande
do Sul
“Minha maior satisfação é tá dentro do movimento, é trabalhar na minha
própria terra, como meu pai já falou. É estar trabalhando na própria terra,
é não estar trabalhando pra terceiros, é produzir a fruta que eu quero, ter
uma casa pra morara, a casa é minha mesmo, né?”
Quote 6.16: Jair, 25, ‘16 years of participation’, male, Pernambuco
“Então acho que o MST ele desperta, ele resgata um ser humano que se
abre pra luta essa parte que muitas vezes é matada pelo sistema capitalista, né. Então essa parte da vida de tu enxergar pra frente, de produzir
valores... Pra mim o movimento é isso. Ele transforma, ajuda a gente a
se transformar e ser mais humano, ser mais... viver o princípio da vida
mesmo, né. Eu acho que ele é responsável por tantas famílias estarem
em melhores condições de vida e olharem pro mundo em uma forma mais
consciente, mais transformadora, né, mais social.”
Quote 6.17: Bárbara, 45, 25 years of participation, female, Rio Grande
do Sul
“... a minha experiência, de alguma maneira, está relacionada a uma
prática política que se modifica, a partir do referente da queda do muro
de Berlim quando, majoritariamente, a prática política e a perspectiva de
luta popular ela se afunilava e ela [a luta popular] era muito representada
através do parâmetro partido, né? (...) Então, eu vim de um processo,
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de um tempo e de uma experiência política que foi um pouco pautada
nisso.”
Quote 7.1: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“Então o que foi esse processo de ruptura de tradição comunista nos termos em que estava sendo e que vinha sendo de refundação de partes
comunistas? (...) [E]ssas refundações acabaram significando também uma
mudança de rumo, né? Em nome de um socialismo democrático, muitos
partidos perderam o rumo no que seria uma perspectiva socialista. (...)
[E]nfim... As coisas se tornaram mais complexas no sentido de que já não
era preto e branco, enfim... [já não era o mesmo] ”
Quote 7.2: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“[Participar dos Zapatistas] me deu a possibilidade de me deparar com
uma referência de uma prática política diferente que não a partidária, que
não a pautada em uma tradição estritamente ocidental de parlamento e
de república. Enfim, os Zapatistas, pra mim, representou uma reeducação
em termos políticos e uma relação com uma prática que era justamente
uma prática que... (...) [E]sse núcleo inicial [dos Zapatistas] [formado por]
6 pessoas teve a sensibilidade e a capacidade de estabelecer um processo
mais horizontal, no sentido que, no lugar deles aculturarem, com toda ressalva que pode haver para essa palavra, [o pequeno grupo dos Zapatistas]
assimilou também o que era aquela tradição, o que era uma tradição de
democracia comunitária (...)”
Quote 7.3: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“Então, eu fui pra lá e, pra resumi, passei um tempo e me senti muito
oxigenado no sentido de ver uma outra forma de atuar politicamente na
perspectiva da luta popular que não a experiência que eu tinha tido anteriormente. (...) Com os Zapatistas eu me senti conectado com aqueles
que sempre foram sujeitos do ponto de visto de discurso, o povo.”
Quote 7.4: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“É como que [depois da divulgação do massacre que o MST] apareceu, real-
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mente, como um movimento em que a luta era dos trabalhadores rurais,
mas com essa perspectiva mais abrangente de uma luta por uma sociedade
diferente.”
Quote 7.5: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“[R]etornando [ao Brasil], eu fui já diretamente buscar o MST, porque eu
também já tinha notícias do MST enquanto organização, que pra min,
representava esse novo tipo de organização. Ou seja, os movimentos sociais, fazendo uma luta pautada na ação direta.”
Quote 7.6: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“(...) esse caminho significou também uma relação mais próxima com uma
tendência do PT.”
Quote 7.7: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“E isso [,afiliação e candidatura do ativista pelo PT] implicou num deslocamento do movimento na Bahia e acho que isso acontece em alguns
outros estados (...). Que foi uma tendência através da qual ele [o líder que
saiu candidato] começou a atuar e a aparecer até mesmo como uma referência, porque houve uma conexão de articulação da candidatura, porque
lideranças também dessa tendência [de candidatar-se ao PT] começaram
a alimentar isso. De forma que, logo em seguida, em 2000, eu já estava
numa linha de ruptura, porque isso para mim já estava muito configurado,
de maneira que eu via como fosse uma distorção.”
Quote 7.8: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“Mas isso [essa discordância com os líderes do movimento] tinha muito a
ver com o fato de uma principal liderança do movimento começar a atuar
numa perspectiva eleitoral. Ou seja, saiu candidato estadual e não foi
eleito num primeiro momento, mas continuou atuando ou vislumbrando
esse caminho. Tanto que hoje [in 2013] é deputado federal.”
Quote 7.9: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“Por mais que a direção seja colegiada, que seja uma coordenação, mas
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dentro dessa direção colegiada e essa coordenação na Bahia, no final das
contas tem 2 ou 3 pessoas que tem o poder, digamos, irradiador e que
esses dirigentes regionais vivem um pouco sob a órbita dessa pessoas.”
Quote 7.10: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“(...) [I]sso [a candidatura política de um líder] foi algo muito de cima pra
baixo e muito pautado na figura dessa liderança que irradiava (...).”
Quote 7.11: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“(...) como eu não era de todo pragmático ao ponto de relevar algumas
coisas e isso e aquilo, mas, como eu disse, eu comecei a entrar numa linha
de conflito com a direção acho muito mais por uma incapacidade minha de
‘pragmatizar’ algumas coisas do que impossibilidade real de continuar.”
Quote 7.12: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“Então, não é que o movimento me expulsou ou que alguém... Mas eu
comecei a sentir um ambiente que pelo menos na relação com as instancias
de direção havia uma certa tensão, um certo incomodo. Como eu disse,
mesmo que ninguém tenha dito ‘saia’ ou qualquer coisa... Mas talvez tenha
sido muito mais uma incapacidade minha até de maturidade de uma certa
pragmática, porque, mesmo com isso, eu sabia que eu poderia fazer um
caminho que não impedisse de eu continuar atuando. Mas, enfim, as coisas
aconteceram assim.”
Quote 7.13: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“O movimento é muito maior que essa tendência [de líderes se candidatarem a cargos políticos], do que essa circunstância e do que o próprio
PT.”
Quote 7.14: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“Eu não tenho tido, há muito, uma relação orgânica com o movimento,
que continua sendo a minha organização. Ou seja, (...) como a minha
identificação é com a base [a massa do movimento] e como eu vejo a
luta ainda no cotidiano e como eu vejo resultado dessa luta e como eu
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vejo o espaço de acampamento e assentamento como espaços potenciais
de realização tanto de um modelo produtivo diferente como também de
construção de uma formação política e de uma prática política e de relações
pessoas também diferentes.”
Quote 7.15: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“Então, eu ainda tenho o movimento como sendo a minha a minha organização e continuo acreditando também como sendo capaz de reverberar
lutas muito mais amplas. (...) Então, continua sendo pra mim uma organização que eu continuo vislumbrando a ideia do contra poder, né? De
estabelecer um contraponto ao que é a deia da política com base na representação eleitoral como também [ser] um espaço capaz de estimular outras
ações, articular outros seguimentos sociais.”
Quote 7.16: Renato, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“Lá [Minas Gerais], eu tive contato com o Movimento Estudantil. O país
explodindo com as inquietações políticas, culturais... Já nos anos oitenta.
As greves, o movimento de massa nas ruas, pela volta do estado de direito.
E militei no Movimento Cineclubista, de cinema.”
Quote 7.17: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“Enfim, eu estudei sobre sindicalismo. Formei em direito e fiz uma especialização em Ciência política. E o meu trabalho foi sobre o sindicato no
Brasil, o movimento operário. Conhecia muito o movimento operário. Era
um especialista.”
Quote 7.18: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“E nunca advoguei, não. Fiz outras coisas. Vendi livro, vendedor, gerente
de hotel fazenda... tive bons empregos (...).”
Quote 7.19: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“(...) e quando nada deu certo na minha vida, eu vi que era um bom
momento de voltar pra minha cidade, voltar pra Ipiaú. E voltei em noventa
e nove com a mão na frente e outra atrás. Sem perspect... Não tinha
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experiência jurídica, porque nunca tinha advogado. Queria ficar perto da
mãe, do filho já rapaz...”
Quote 7.20: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“E quando eu voltei na cidade... os amigos se afastaram, né. Minha
família de classe média que eu tinha uns bens e que eu perdi... Esses bens
eu perdi e fiquei sem nada. Isolado, fui morar num quarto de hotel. (...)
[P]orque eu voltei... assim, voltei muito sem perspectiva, sem dinheiro.
Tudo isso.”
Quote 7.21: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“(...) e esse dia eu encontrei com Renato. Eu voltei com o sentido de
estudar pra um concurso público e Renato me desviou da minha rota e
me levou pra rádio comunitária. Eu tinha prometido a mim mesmo que
jamais voltaria a ser militante social. acho que militante é difícil, né. Aí fui
pra rádio e, de repente, estava envolvido na rádio comunitária, na luta.”
Quote 7.22: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“Renato sabia que eu era formado em direito, que não tinha prática nem
experiência, mas tinha carteira da OAB. (...) E aí, eu sem experiência...
houve a prisão dos trabalhadores rurais (...). Eu nunca tinha ido numa
delegacia e já cheguei dizendo que era advogado do MST que queria ver
os presos...”
Quote 7.23: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“E aí quando o MST começou a fazer ocupação e se espalhou que eu era
advogado, o movimento arrecadava... arregimentava pessoas de outros assentamentos pra fazer mobilização em Ipiaú. Formar a massa. E aquilo
causava um impacto muito grande. As pessoas achavam que eram todos de Ipiaú e eu ficava ali desfilando junto com eles também, acenando
para as pessoas. De repente, eu ganhei uma notoriedade que eu nunca
tinha ganhado na vida. O movimento me projetou e eu ganhei identidade:
advogado do MST. Os convites começaram a surgir, os fazendeiros tudo
queriam me convidar. ’Pedro de Ipiaú. Conheço”’
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Quote 7.24: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“Então, foi nisso que aí eu comecei a militar no movimento, fui aprendendo. O MST começou a me preparar, com muitos livros. Eu ganhava o
debate! Aí comecei a fazer até palestra, né, com o movimento (...) Muitas
ocupações! E aí eu comecei a perceber que o direito é norma, técnica e
arte. (...) [A] arte também tá no discurso, no teatro, na encenação. (...)
Eu vi na prática, o direito. Eu aprendi ali na prática.”
Quote 7.25: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“[U]ma vez eu ocupei uma fazenda muito importante. Eu fui na véspera
no acampamento e falei: olha, gente, talvez o despejo aconteça amanhã.
Foi avisado pelo oficial de justiça. (...) Se assentar, você tem que lutar
por dignidade, por respeito. Nós temos mais de 300 mil famílias em todo
o Brasil. Dizia isso a eles. O maior orgulho do MST não é dizer pro
mundo que tem intelectuais simpáticos a causa, como Saramago, Chico
Buarque. Não é isso, não. O maior orgulho do MST é dizer pro mundo
que os assentamentos do MST não tem criança passando fome, não tem
uma criança fora da escola...’ E isso eu comecei a injetar esse ânimo neles.
No outro dia, a polícia foi lá, um despejo violento e me avisaram. Dez
horas alguém chegou na minha casa: ’Doutor, Pedro! Doutor, Pedro! O
despejo tá lá. (...) Quando eu cheguei, era o momento que o coronel já
estava dando a ordem pra desfazer aquilo. Aí eu cheguei e falei: ’não, eu
sou advogado.’ Quando eu cheguei, o povo me aplaudiu. É importante
o povo ver que tem um advogado do lado deles. (...) E aí, quando eles
viram o advogado, ‘Doutor Pedro’. Na época foi uma mistificação muito
grande. Eu e Renato tentava tirar essa mistificação de ‘Doutor’. Pra eles
‘Doutor’ é (...) é um advogado ou médico, né. Que eles gostam que lhes
acode, que acolhe.”
Quote 7.26: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“E aí, fui negociar. Houve uma assembleia e aí eu falei: primeira... Proposta 1 é resistir até as últimas consequências. Proposta 2 é recuar, que
já é uma vitória. Proposta 1 ganhou. Resistir até as últimas consequên-
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cias Aí, eu manipulei assim, disse: ’Oh, está confuso aqui, eu vou contar
novamente. Um, dois, três...’ Manipulei, proposta 2 ganhou. Porque eu
me senti responsável por aquele povo.”
Quote 7.27: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“Mas enfim, aí em 2003, foi já o lançamento do Brasil de Fato, que é
um sonho de ter uma imprensa alternativa. Eu fui indicado para ser o
coordenador aqui na Bahia e o MST queria me tirar também, porque era
perigoso ficar ali. (...) Muita ameaça, muita coisa. Advogado. E precisava
de um advogado pra viajar. E lá eles falaram que era melhor a capital.
Aí vim pra cá e comecei a assumi logo o setor de educação e cultura. (...)
Inventei o caderno da militância, foi até a terceira edição, assumi o setor
de direitos humanos, advoguei, fui pra assessoria de Valmir. Foi um dos
fundadores do MST e também é Deputado Federal.”
Quote 7.28: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“É, depois eu senti que não acrescentava mais nada. Que viajar... Já...tinha
dado a minha contribuição no meu momento. Não era camponês, mas já
tinha dado... A idade chegando, quase cinquenta anos... Eu disse: ’tá
na hora agora de fazer um concurso público e...’ (...) [N]ão queria mais
viajar e também não queria mais advogar. Não achava importante mais a
advocacia. Fui estudar.”
Quote 7.29: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“(...) Houve também um refluxo, né, do movimento de massa. Quando eu
entrei estava ainda em conflito...”
Quote 7.30: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“Mas eu tinha que sair. Um momento meu mesmo. Último... é... minha
atuação foi aqui no Recôncavo [baiano]. E aí eu saí daqui do apartamento,
é meu, é simples, mas eu vivo bem aqui. Cheguei eu fui num acampamento
miserável, coisa que eu nunca tinha visto no movimento. Aqui no Recôncavo. Não tinham nada e estavam lá a dois anos, tudo debaixo da barraca,
mas tinham quintal, galinha... aquela coisa, alegria de... a felicidade de
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tá ali. E eu no despejo e as pessoas me perguntavam, ’Doutor, vai ter
despejo? Vai ter despejo?’ Aquela pressão. Aí eu comecei a chorar. Aí eu
vi que não tinha mais condições, tinha que ser um jovem, entendeu? Já
estava em outra fase da vida...”
Quote 7.31: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“[E]u tenho uma relação muito boa, assim. Inclusive, continuo ainda assinando os documentos do movimento. Eles vem aqui. Para que haja um
assentamento, tem que ter... virar associação primeiro, tem que ter um
livro de ata, um estatuto, pra ser registrado em cartório. Tudo isso tem
que ter a assinatura de um advogado. (...). Então é eu que faço aqui em
casa.”
Quote 7.32: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“E lá no assentamento não tem ricos, mas não tem [gente] passando fome,
não tem criança fora da escola. [O MST] recupera vidas, né, dá cidadania
a essas pessoas. São protagonistas do seu futuro, né. O movimento tem
uma função importantíssima. Influencia a sociedade em novas mudanças,
né. (...) Essa capacidade de pensar, de sonhar, de construir esperanças, o
movimento dá tudo isso.”
Quote 7.33: Pedro, 48, former activist, male, Bahia
“E aí eu vim visitar ela. Quando eu cheguei aqui, era uma multidão de
gente lá nos barracos. Coisas assim pra mim era tudo anormal. Nunca
tinha visto aquelas coisas... (...) Eu era da cidade. Eu ficava na cidade
estudando e fazendo uns bicos, trabalhando de todo jeito, mas eu vivia
na cidade. E não tinha conhecimento de nada do MST. Não conhecia
[o MST]. Não sabia nem o que significava a sigla MST. E a partir desse
tempo eu comecei a visitar [a minha mãe]. Eu achei estranho. Eu disse
pra ela que não era o meu feitio de morar aqui na época.”
Quote 7.34: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco
“Eu fui pro Rio Grande do Sul e passei três anos lá. Etapas, né. Foram
seis etapas. Passava noventa dias lá e noventa dias no estado de origem
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[Pernambuco]. E a partir daí eu fui adaptando, pegando gosto pelo movimento Sem Terra.”
Quote 7.35: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco
“Eu participei de cooperativas dentro do movimento Sem Terra em Escada.
Eu passei um ano lá trabalhando na COOPERASUL lá. (...) E, na época,
eu queria vim embora pra cá pro Sertão, só que o pessoal, a militância do
movimento Sem Terra não deixava.”
Quote 7.36: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco
“Aí quando me fizeram um convite [de coordenar a regional do São Francisco], como eu estava louco pra votar e minhas condições de voltar era...
eu acreditava que só se eu assumisse aqui [eu conseguiria voltar]. Eu fui e
assumi aqui, a regional do São Francisco, por um ano. Quando terminou
o ano, eu digo: ‘agora eu já estou no meu lugar, daqui eu não saio mais
da região do São Francisco. A militância que quiser me ver trabalhando é
aqui dentro da região. Aqui dentro. Nessa região aqui’.”
Quote 7.37: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco
“Uma coisa que eu olhava, sabe, comigo mesmo: toda vida eu fui militante, mas sempre eu trabalhei fazendo tudo pra minha roça... [trabalhei]em agricultura, produzindo normal, fazendo com que as minhas terras
produzissem. É aquilo, muitos militantes, eles fazem a parte da militância,
mas esquecem a produção. E aí é fácil a gente chegar em um assentamento
e vir um assentado e dizer: ‘Tu não está produzindo! Tu é isso e aquilo
outro...’ Mas quando a gente coloca a mão na massa, aí fica mais difícil
[de um assentado questionar a produção de um militante].”
Quote 7.38: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco
“Hoje eu não sei, porque eu não estou dentro do movimento, mas na minha
época não existia [remuneração para militante]. Existia trabalho voluntário e existia uma ajuda de custo quando ‘perdesse’ [raramente]. (...) Na
verdade, a gente que militava era mais sustentado pela família (...). Era
com esse recurso que a gente ia vivendo. No meu caso, quando minha mãe
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era viva, e [eu] não era casado, ela me ajudava. Casei, minha esposa se
efetivou [no trabalho como professora da prefeitura] e ela ficou assumindo
[as despesas da casa]. Quando vinha alguma coisa [da produção] da agricultura, juntava tudo e ia.”
Quote 7.39: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco
“Eu tinha muita vontade de estudar e os cursos que me apareceram pelo
movimento não era do meu interesse: direito, história e tal... Não era
muito o meu forte. Eu não gostava. Eu queria fazer matemática. Então, é
particular. Toda vida eu gostei de trabalhar com matemática e aí dei uma
parada, né, entrei [para o curso] ... A esposa, como ela já é funcionária
do município daqui, então trabalhamos junto: ela fez faculdade, depois
ela fez pós e agora eu estou fazendo [faculdade]. (...) Como ela já deu
uma parada, aí ela agora disse: ‘Não agora tu continua’. Eu estou fazendo
a faculdade de matemática. (...) E aí são sonhos que a gente tem que
se tivesse dentro [do movimento] não tinha como. (...) Não conseguiria.
Primeiro, não conseguiria porque eu não tinha ajuda financeira, não tem.”
Quote 7.40: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco
“[E]u militei por volta de uns dez anos e eu disse: ‘agora já tá na hora de
eu me afastar’ (...)”
Quote 7.41: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco
“Enquanto militante, a satisfação é você ver a coisa acontecer. É você ver
um projeto ser colocado em prática. (...) Então, é satisfatório. Satisfatório
no sentido de ver uma ocupação de 100, 200, 300, 400 famílias. Isso é muito
gostoso.”
Quote 7.42: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco
“[E]star como eu estou hoje [não participando do movimento] ... a satisfação é nenhuma. É só você ouvir e ver pela televisão. (...) Então, não vejo
satisfatório. Eu vejo uma vida normal, como qualquer outro assentado,
mas não militante do movimento Sem Terra.”
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Quote 7.43: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco
“Às vezes, você tem vontade de ir, mas o seu mundo, está um mundo já
diferente. Por exemplo, vamos dizer que [o MST] faça uma ocupação na
quinta-feira, eu já não posso, porque não posso perder aula da faculdade.
Eu já não posso ir, porque quinta, sexta e sábado, eu estou fora das
minhas roças. Segunda, terça, quarta, eu tenho que estar cuidando da
minhas roças.”
Quote 7.44: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco
“Por isso que eu te digo, eu defendo [o movimento], mas não posso jamais
dizer que sou militante do movimento Sem Terra. Hoje eu não digo. (...)
Não. Não me vejo como militante. Militante, pra mim, é aquele que tem
que estar na base, é aquele que tem que estar fazendo a coisa acontecer.
É... eu [me] vejo como simpatizante do MST. E, simpatizante do MST,
em qualquer lugar tem. Então, só porque eu sou simpatizante, eu não
posso lhe dizer que sou militante.”
Quote 7.45: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco
“Se você me perguntasse, por exemplo, você defende o movimento Sem
Terra? O movimento Sem Terra, eu defendo em qualquer lugar. Não me
envergonho de dizer que sou do movimento Sem Terra. Eu me considero
do movimento.”
Quote 7.46: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco
“Agora, eu não defendo alguns militantes do movimento Sem Terra. Aí
eu não defendo. Porque eu não acredito muito em briga de poder. Então,
quando você briga por poder, você briga por tudo. Eu não acredito nessa
luta. Então, eu não defendo a militância do movimento Sem Terra nesse
sentido. Eu não posso dizer que são todos, mas eu senti na pele.”
Quote 7.47: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco
“(...) Dentro do movimento Sem Terra, tem espaço pro... é feito coração
de mão, né? Eu estou me preparando pra voltar (...). Hoje, se você me
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dissesse, hoje meu foco seria mais na área da educação, porque e estou me
preparando na área de educação, né? (...) Em matemática. (...) Então,
qualquer tempo que eu tiver preparado a aceitar convite, eu volto numa
boa. Hoje eu volto, mas eu volto com limites. Por exemplo: ‘eu estou
numa escola, faço parte do setor de educação.’ Não estou me preparando
pra educação e vou assumir novamente [o setor de produção]. (...) [E]u
sou capacitado para isso [assumir setor de produção], eu fui capacitado
pelo próprio movimento Sem Terra, mas não quero mais essa área. Não
quero mais essa área.”
Quote 7.48: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco
“Hoje já não tem essa [motivação]. Já não tem esse povo pra ter essa
vontade de fazer [ocupação] (...) De resistir. Não tem. O povo vai é só
quando se fala em dinheiro. Tem dinheiro, então tem povo. Em benefício
próprio. (...) Eu só vou se é pra mim’.”
Quote 7.49: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco
“Não importa de que lado seja. [A situação do movimento no futuro] [s]erá
amiguismo. Seja PT, seja PFL, seja qualquer... tucano... Se continuar do
jeito que vai, daqui a cinco, dez anos, não vai ser o movimento comunismo.
Eu trocaria um bocado [de coisa dentro do movimento]. Tem muito [a ser
feito]. Tem muito suborno e subornado.”
Quote 7.50: Alfonso, 35, former activist, Pernambuco
“Meu pai trabalhava de arrendatário. Trabalhava de dia pra comer de
noite, né. Não se tinha muito como viver. Resolveu se organizar e ir
acampar.”
Quote 7.51: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, period of individual
abeyance, female, Rio Grande do Sul
“Eu comecei a participar a partir dos 12 anos, foi quando nós fomos pro
acampamento. Aí sim que eu me inseri no movimento, que daí a gente
tinha a juventude e eu participava da coordenação da juventude. Aí já
comecei a me inserir [no movimento].”
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Quote 7.52: Simone, 37, 27 years of participation, female, Rio Grande do
Sul
“(...) Daí depois eu me casei, tive os filhos, né. Aí me dediquei mais
a família, né. (...) Que estava mais em casa, né, mas a gente nunca se
retirou do movimento.”
Quote 7.53: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, period of individual
abeyance, female, Rio Grande do Sul
“Aí agora com o tempo, faz quatro anos, já, vai fazer que eu entrei na
direção do movimento. (...) E de quatro anos pra cá que eu comecei de
novo e eu faço parte da direção estadual aqui na região. Trabalho com
gênero mais. Essa é minha função.”
Quote 7.54: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, period of individual
abeyance, female, Rio Grande do Sul
“É bem difícil quando tu fala... Hoje, a gente se sente mais à vontade pra
poder falar sobre isso. Porque só por tu ser mulher é muito difícil, né. Tu
depende dos homens. Tu depende de muita coisa e, além de tudo, tu tem
família, né, que tu tem que conciliar a família com o teu trabalho, né. (...)
E que a mulher, além de tu fazer o teu trabalho, tu tem que chegar em
casa e tu tem que fazer outras coisas que não é só isso, né. Então... E a
dificuldade que tu tinha antes com os companheiros também de..., até pra
trabalhar, né. Hoje até nós ficamos feliz aqui na nossa região de dizer que
a gente pode contar com uns que já tem a mente bem mais aberta.”
Quote 7.55: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, period of individual
abeyance, female, Rio Grande do Sul
“Que a gente fazia as atividades, mas não tinha aquela... Nós participava,
mas não era nós que fazia, né.”
Quote 7.56: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, period of individual
abeyance, female, Rio Grande do Sul
“[E]sse machismo... vindo de nós, dos nossos pais e tudo, né, que a mulher
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teria que ficar em casa, fazendo comida, lavando roupa e tal, né. E que
não teria muito espaço pra se organizar, né. E que hoje, não. Hoje as
mulheres pensam, elas sabem onde que querem chegar, né.”
Quote 7.57: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, period of individual
abeyance, female, Rio Grande do Sul
“Dentro do movimento mesmo, né, nós tivemos muito problema. Tivemos
uma saída de umas companheiras nossas que estavam no movimento e que
se retiraram, que nós até achamos: ‘agora vamos fracassar’, né. (...) Elas
acharam que não estava certo [o machismo] e resolveram se afastar. Treze
companheiras nossas saíram [do movimento].”
Quote 7.58: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, period of individual
abeyance, female, Rio Grande do Sul
“Nós achamos até que no momento que a gente ia terminar o movimento
das mulheres, né, das camponesas, que nós somos dentro do MST, né. Aí
fizemos nossa reunião, se reerguemos. Começamos todas novas.”
Quote 7.59: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, period of individual
abeyance, female, Rio Grande do Sul
“Entrevistadora: E em algum momento você pensou em desistir do movimento? Ou no período da ocupação ou no período, por exemplo, que
tiveram esses problemas da questão de gênero que tantas saíram?
Simone: Eu acho que os problemas que a gente tem e que a gente enfrenta,
a gente tem que enfrentar de cabeça erguida, né. Porque se você correr do
problema, não vai adiantar, né. Eu acho que... eu penso assim, quando eu
tenho um problema, eu procuro enfrentar ele pra poder resolver. Porque
se eu correr dele, eu vou me acovardar, né.”
Quote 7.60: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, period of individual
abeyance, female, Rio Grande do Sul
“[O campo é] um lugar muito rico, saudável, porque você tem ali... a
cidade, não que não seja bom, mas tu tem que ter mais aquele cuidado,
né. Porque no interior, todo mundo é conhecido, todo mundo é amigo,
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todo mundo é vizinho. Se eu precisar sair, meus filhos ficarem, a minha
vizinha vai tomar conta, né. Então a gente tem essa vida mais perto,
assim, um dos outros, né.”
Quote 7.61: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, period of individual
abeyance, female, Rio Grande do Sul
“Bah! Pra mim, o MST é mesmo que minha família, né. Onde eu nasci
e me criei e hoje... Eu, às vezes, fico pensando o que seria de mim sem
o MST, né? (risos) Porque, na verdade, a gente é uma família, né. A
gente tem a convivência do dia a dia, das experiências que tem aqui no
assentamento, no município, no estado. Então, que nós somos uma grande
família e vamos muito pra frente, né. Pensamos em não desistir, né. Essa
é a nossa vontade, né.”
Quote 7.62: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, period of individual
abeyance, female, Rio Grande do Sul
“Olha, eu pretendo estar no movimento até que eu possa andar, né.”
Quote 7.63: Simone, 37, ‘27 years of participation’, period of individual
abeyance, female, Rio Grande do Sul
“É, assim, a gente passou por várias transformações, né, enquanto movimento, mas uma coisa que a gente continua mantendo são os nossos princípios. Então, eu espero que isso não mude nunca, assim, né. Que o movimento... Porque, assim, a gente tem que ir fazendo algumas mudanças,
né. Isso é obvio, é natural, mas que a gente não perca os princípios. Os
nossos princípios são os mesmos de quando nós nascemos, então, que eles...
Porque eu acredito que, a partir do momento que a gente perder os princípios, aí, talvez não seja mais o MST, né. Pode vir a se transformar em
qualquer outra coisa, menos o MST. E aí se não for mais o MST, com
esses princípios, aí talvez eu não queira continuar (...)”
Quote 8.1: Daniela, 40, ‘29 years of participation’, female, Rio Grande do
Sul
“O MST pra mim é a vida da gente.”
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Quote 8.2: Sandro, 24, ‘24 years of participation’, male, Rio Grande do
Sul
“Não, não dava pra todo mundo [a quantidade de terra da propriedade dos
avos dele]... Até porque, filhos dela eram onze, né. Então, cada um tinha
um pedacinho pra morar (...). Então, eu, desde os sete anos, que eu me
lembro, assim, eu já ajudava em casa. (...) [N]ós somos em cinco irmãos
que foi um dos motivos que incentivou os meus pais a irem acampar, né?
Porque tu viver naquelas condições que tu vivia com cinco filhos... Qual
é a expectativa que tu vai ter pro teus filhos, né? (...) Então, isso foi o
motivador deles ir acampar, né. E aí tanto eu quanto meus irmãos dizem
que foi a melhor coisa que eles [os pais dela] fizeram, né?”
Quote 8.3: Claudia, 34, ‘25 years of participation’, female, Rio Grande do
Sul
“(...) [N]asci e me criei dentro do assentamento. Sempre ajudei o pai e
a mãe assim trabalhando no lote, produzindo alimentos orgânicos e tudo,
fazendo feiras e coisa. (...) Se não fosse a fazenda aqui o que que ia ter
hoje? (...) nós podia tá lá numa favela hoje. Saber ninguém sabe o que
poderia ter sido.”
Quote 8.4: Sandro, 24, ‘24 years of participation’, female, Rio Grande do
Sul
“[Meu pai] trabalhava para terceiros e hoje eu trabalho pra si próprio. Sou
formado técnico agrícola, sou projetista do ICN, Instituto de Cidadania
do Nordeste, é...sou corretor de frutas também, no assentamento e tenho
... tenho muito a agradecer ao MST por ter... por ter colocado meu pai
aqui, né, no assentamento Safra (...)”
Quote 8.5: Jair, 24, ‘16 years of participation’, male, Pernambuco
“Tudo [que tenho] veio é via movimento sem terra. E uma das coisas que
nós da família ressaltamos muito é a formação do meu irmão, por exemplo.
Quando que se não tivesse o Movimento Sem Terra alguém da família teria
se formado em Cuba? Nunca!”
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Quote 8.6: Claudia, 34, ‘25 years of participation’, female, Rio Grande do
Sul
“É... futuramente, eu pretendo contribuir mais ainda, que eu já estou
contribuindo, né?”
Quote 8.7: Jair, 24, male, ‘16 years of participation’, Pernambuco
“Pra mim, se não fosse o MST, eu nem estaria aqui hoje, né. (...) Mas pra
mim foi muita conquista, né. Por causa do MST eu construí a família...
Hoje estamos bem, graças a Deus, e tocamos a vida, né. Temos a terra,
temos onde morar, tem as coisas que nós conseguimos perante isso, né.
Principalmente a terra, se não fosse não tinha como, né? Nunca ia conseguir comprar uma terra que nem a que nós temos hoje, que é 16 hectares.”
Quote 9.1: Orlando, 34, 17 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
Sul
“[No assentamento] não tem muita produção, mas tem muito mais do
que tinha antes. Tem muitas famílias, porque a maioria dos filhos dos
assentados não saíram dali, ficaram tudo aí. Então, estão morando melhor
do que... (...) morariam antes, se não tivessem ido pro acampamento.”
Quote 9.2: Osvaldo, 52, 26 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
Sul
“Tem muito, muito jovem que trabalha fora.”
Quote 9.3: Orlando’s wife, about 17 years of participation, female, Rio
Grande do Sul
“Tem três filhos. Esse que chegou é o único que trabalha fora, ele trabalhou
até, mas agora tá trabalhando fora. Tá fazendo engenharia mecânica. Os
outros dois se formaram em técnico de agropecuária e estão em casa agora.
(...) Então, esses dois que estão em casa, eles estão envolvidos direto na
agricultura.”
Quote 9.4: Osvaldo, 52, 26 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
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Sul
“[N]asci e me criei aqui. Por mais que a gente não esteja toda hora lá
ajudando, mas a gente está aqui fazendo a parte da gente, que é produzir,
né, pra mostrar que os assentamentos dão certo, né. Tem produção. (...)
E o MST é isso aí, é a luta que o povo! (...) Tu ganha um lote pra
produzir, então é isso aí.”
Quote 9.5: Sandro, 24, ’24 years of participation’, male, Rio Grande do
Sul
“Tem muito que se quisesse trabalhar fora aí, ganharia muito mais do que
dá de retorno trabalhar na terra que é trabalho mais forte, mais judiado,
mais dispendioso, do que fora. Conseguiria um serviço ali com muita facilidade. (...) [trabalhar na terra] Não tem preço. Tem a satisfação de
fazer ou não fazer, né.”
Quote 9.6: Osvaldo, 52 year-old, 26 years of participation, male, Rio
Grande do Sul
“As terras aqui do Rio Grande do Sul já faz oito a dez anos que o INCRA
não encontrou mais nenhuma área improdutiva.”
Quote 9.7: César, 34, 17 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do Sul
“Aí me encontrei assim enquanto pessoa também no movimento, né, foi...
as próprias dificuldades, a própria leitura da vida, né, e de tu entender
o sistema que... como que... tu se identifica com as pessoas. (...). Ali
naquele espaço, né, de luta tu percebe que... tu identifica com... o teu
sofrimento é o meu, é o do outro, né. Então tu se identifica na... enquanto
trabalhador, né, enquanto classe, né. Isso pra mim o movimento me ajudou
muito a eu me entender nesse sentido de vida mesmo, né. (...) É, [n]o
acampamento é sempre uma coisa assim impressionante, assim, como a
gente se identifica, né. Todos são iguais, não existe diferença. Não é?
Então, ali um cuida do outro e quando vai pras ocupação não é: ’Ah!
Isso é meu. Isso é teu.’ Tudo é de todos. Então a forma cooperação, ela
vem também dessa vivência. (...) [P]or exemplo, no acampamento, aí que
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eu conheci também o grupo que eu estou inserida hoje, né. Conheci os
meninos, eram todos jovens, assim como eu, que já pensavam em trabalhar
de forma coletiva, em chegar na terra e fazer uma cooperativa e viver de
forma comunitária e tal. Isso pra mim, me encantou muito, assim, né.”
Quote 9.8: Bárbara, 45, 25 years of participation, female, Rio Grande do
Sul
“Eu lembro bem que com 3 dias eu comi dois bolinho, pra deixa comida
pras criança, né. Foi uma experiência muito interessante, porque lá a gente
via a solidariedade, né. Os fumante, por exemplo, não tinha um cigarro.
Daí [alguém] passava um cigarro, cada um fumava um pouquinho, né. (...)
Foi muito muito interessante, né.”
Quote 9.9: Leandro, 56, 30 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do
Sul
“[D]e fato, quem participou de ocupação, quem participou de acampamento sabe como isso é importante, como isso foi importante (...) E a
gente busca isso, hoje é através mais da própria educação mesmo. (...)
Mas, assim, ainda em vários estados essa questão da ocupação ainda é
bastante forte, assim, né, ainda é comum. Nós aqui no Rio Grande do Sul
é que mudou um pouco, né.”
Quote 9.10: Daniela, 40, ‘29 years of participation’, female, Rio Grande
do Sul
“Então, isso exige uma nova táctica, (...) agora ela exige uma nova formulação e até porque a sociedade, todo mundo tem que concordar com o
processo de assentamento. Os nossos assentamentos, ao comparativo ao
agronegócio, tem que estar superior, do ponto de vista da produção, do
ponto de vista da qualidade dos alimentos e assim por diante.”
Quote 9.11: César, 34, 17 years of participation, male, Rio Grande do Sul

“É, minha filha nasceu dentro do assentamento, já. (...) Então, ela não
passou pela experiência de acampamento, não de morar, porque eu levei

332

ela, já em acampamentos, pra ela ver. ’Ó, Mamãe passou por aqui, a vó, o
vô, então os tios. Então, tudo aqui que nós passamos tanto tempo.’ Então
ela conhece a história, né. Então, porque eu acredito que ela já identifica
Sem Terra, né. Todos os encontros sem terrinha, é a primeira que arruma
a trouxinha pra ir, né. É aniversário dela, geralmente, porque ela faz dia
8 de outubro. O ano passado, por exemplo, ela passou o aniversário dela
nos sem terrinha, né. ’Tá, mãe, tu quer ir pros sem terrinha ou tu quer
ficar em casa com os amiguinho? ”Não, eu quero ir pros sem terrinhas.
Eu tenho muito mais amiguinhos lá.’ Então ela já tem essa identificação
como movimento de massa, né.”
Quote 9.12: Claudia, 34, ‘25 years of participation’, female, Rio Grande
do Sul
“Olha, apesar que eles vão embora, que eles estão fazendo outros cursos,
mas se você hoje chegar na casa da Patrícia, por exemplo, que ela é enfermeira, tá, que ela é filha de assentado. Estou dizendo a Patrícia que foi o
primeiro nome que me veio, ela vai ter uma visão política daqui. Porque
ela foi formada. Isso é questão de caráter dela, entendeu? Então se você
chegar hoje lá na casa do André e você vai conversar com ele, ele vai falar
dessa identidade.”
Quote 9.13: Gilda, 52, 30 years of participation, female, Rio Grande do
Sul
“Então, o que que a cooperativa discutiu? Pra nós trabalhar o gosto
dos nossos filhos e fazer com que eles também valorizem essa conquista
que não foi uma conquista tão simples, né, e que o princípio é que eles
permaneçam, eles dão continuidade ao processo produtivo que o coletivo
escolheu, né, com a organização, nós temos que fazer alguma coisa. Nós
precisamos inserir eles no trabalho. Então vamos trabalhar da seguinte
forma: (...) Depois dos 10 anos, nós vamos ir devagarinho inserindo eles
em alguns trabalhinhos que eles possam fazer, né. Pra eles poderem, né,
se identificando e tal. Então eles ficam na ’ciranda’ trabalhando com os
outros, ajudam a cuidar das outras crianças, eles vão pra cozinha, ajudar a
fazer algum trabalho na cozinha, tem limpeza ali ao redor do escritório, na
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sede ali, onde a gente tem o espaço coletivo. Eles vão ajudar lá a cuidar dos
porquinhos junto com os adultos, claro, sempre, né. (...) Eles escolhem o
que eles querem fazer. (...) Então eles vão conforme a vontade deles, mas
eles também recebem uma remuneração, né, pra eles se motivar, né. (...)
Aí depois dos 12 anos, aí eles têm que fazer 25 horas no mês. Pelo menos
uma hora por dia, mais ou menos, de trabalho. (...) E aí, depois dos 14,
então, daí eles têm uma exigência maior, daí. Bom, ‘quer trabalhar, né, na
cooperativa?’, daí a cooperativa também direciona. ’Ó, nós precisamos de
gente aqui. Precisamos de gente aqui...’ Que tem os coordenadores da mão
de obra, né, que vão organizando um pouco isso. Tem umas que vão pro
leite, ajudar a tirar leite, tem umas que vão pro matador, ali pra ajudar no
processo da matança de porco, né. Então, todos eles são inseridos nesse
processo. (...) Aí depois dos 16 anos eles podem se associar na cooperativa.
Aí eles são sócios. Eles têm a responsabilidade como um adulto. (...) E
aí agora por último, foi há uns 4 anos, já começou: ’bom, mas pra esses
jovens, que são sócios, permanecerem na cooperativa, a cooperativa vai
ter que discutir um espaço pra eles viver.’ Porque eles não vão ficar a vida
inteira junto com seus pais, né.”
Quote 9.14: Bárbara, 45, 25 years of participation, female, Rio Grande
do Sul

“Aí tu vai pra cidade, tu percebe que não é bem assim, né. Então o
campo também tem que ter esses espaços de beleza, de vida, de mística,
de trabalho e de lazer pra que os jovens possam gostar do espaço onde
eles vivem e que eles não precisam ir buscar melhor condição de vida na
cidade, né, ir trabalhar de empregado, né, pro patrão, enfim, da mão de
obra barata. (...) Então, aqui eles estão construindo uma coisa que é
deles, que eles sabem que é deles. Eles não são explorado pelo trabalho
do coletivo. A gente é explorado pelo sistema, né, porque a gente tem que
trabalhar, trabalhar, trabalhar pra poder sobreviver, né. Mas a gente sabe
que aquilo que a gente tem aqui, que aquilo que construiu é uma coisa que
a gente faz pra nós, né.”
Quote 9.15: Bárbara, 45, 25 years of participation, female, Rio Grande
do Sul

334

“É, ela disse que ela tinha problema de coluna, estava sempre meia doente
e tal e aí ela queria fazer informática. Daí foi fazer informática e daí depois
passou no ENEM, entrou no SISU, foi fazer engenharia ambiental e está
trabalhando no município. (...) Não faz parte do processo produtivo daqui
do coletivo. (...) Mas vem aqui, gosta daqui, né”
Quote 9.16: Bárbara, 45, 25 years of participation, female, Rio Grande
do Sul
“Nossos filhos... Nós na época que somos Sem Terra, que nós não temos
que lutar por educação, né. Então nós também sonhamos que nossos filhos
estude, se forma, que nem nós temos filhos que Sem Terra, que aqui no
meu tem filhos que é médico e graças também ao movimento. E eles dão
muito graças ao movimento. Se não fosse o movimento também não seria
um médico. Quando eles falam, eles falam muito isso: ’se não fosse o nosso
movimento Sem Terra, eu também não seria médico, porque eu não ia ter
dinheiro pra pagar uma faculdade de medicina, né.’ Então, graças a nossa
organização, nossos jovens, nós queremos que eles aprendam trabalhar na
terra, cuidar da terra, cuidar da natureza e também cuidar da vida que é
também tu ter uma dignidade, uma profissão. (...) Nós pautamos que o
nosso jovem tem o direito a serem assentado, a conseguir um lote de terra
e ter política pública pra filho de assentado, né.”
Quote 9.17: Juliana, 65, 29 years of participation, female, Rio Grande do
Sul
“Acho que o movimento precisa investir mais na juventude, né. Nós temos
hoje no assentamento, nós estamos perdendo a juventude, né. Nós não
temos juventude na terra, né. Nós estamos ficamos velhos, né, envelhecidos. Nós não temos a força e a coragem que nós tínhamos antes e
a gente está vendo depois o que vai ser das nossas terras, né. Então o
que que vai ser daquilo que a gente conquistou? Então pra mim é uma
coisa muito séria, um desafio muito grande que o movimento vai ter que
abraçar.”
Quote 9.18: Gilda, 52, 30 years of participation, female, Rio Grande do
Sul
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“(...) meu amigo Jonas ele já tinha começado a fazer o curso de magistério
normal médio lá em Petrolina e surgiu vagas e ele sabia que eu tinha vontade mesmo de ser professora. E que eu gostava mesmo, que o movimento
era minha vida. (...) Aí eu fui para fazer este curso e desde quando eu fui
fazer esse curso... Assim, eu já me considerava uma pessoa do movimento,
só que eu queria mais. Queria mais do que eu já era. (...) E é assim,
desde quando eu comecei a fazer esse curso eu passei a me engajar nas
atividades do movimento, em coordenação de alguma coisa, coordenação
de equipe, núcleos, em alguns núcleos, os núcleos de base para você tá
sempre trabalhando conforme o que você aprende dentro do movimento.
(...) Devido eu considerar o movimento a minha vida e não querer sair
nunca mais dele, eu tenho muitas expectativas.”
Quote 9.19: Vanessa, 23, ‘18 years of participation’, female, Pernambuco

“Então, a militância que passa por lá, eles são avaliados em todos seus
processos, né? Tem o processo do curso básico, por exemplo, o exemplo
do curso ’pé no chão’, desde a convivência dentro do acampamento está
sendo avaliado a todo momento, né?.”
Quote 9.20: Alberto, 28, 9 years of participation, female, Pernambuco
“E tem uma coisa muito importante aí dentro da minha militância, hoje,
que é... que foi o primeiro encontro sem terrinha. (...) Eu tinha 11 anos na
época. Foi em 99. O primeiro encontro dos sem terrinhas, pra mim ficou
marcado dentro da minha militância, porque foi quando no dia da criança
no Brasil, em vez de a gente tá ali querendo um presente, uma coisa, a
gente foi pra rua marchar (...) E ali também era sempre mais consolidada
a nossa identidade como Sem Terra. E ali, a gente marchou e teve muitas
atividades culturais e atividades políticas que ficaram marcados, né.”
Quote 9.21: Jonas, 26, ‘18 years of participation’, male, Pernambuco
“Já criança, comecei a me apaixonar pelo hino. (...) já tinha acontecido
o encontro dos sem terrinhas, sei que já tinha acontecido o primeiro. Eu
fui sem terrinha participando do segundo encontro. Quando disseram que
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era coisa do movimento, eu disse “não, eu queria ir, queria ir”, mas não
tinha coragem de deixar minha mãe. E minha professora foi e pediu pra
que minha mãe deixasse eu ir pra o encontro do sem terrinha e aí eu fui,
em 97. Até hoje eu conto pra todo mundo que no momento que eu vi todo
mundo ali com o mesmo interesse, eu disse que o meu lugar é o movimento
e eu não queria sair, nunca mais.”
Quote 9.22: Vanessa, 23, ‘18 years of participation’, female, Pernambuco

“Ao chegar [no assentamento], ele [o novo marido] tinha a casa dele, né?
Eu fui residir nessa casa, já não ia pagar aluguel. Ele tendo a terra pra
produzir, a gente passou, então, também a plantar nessa terra, colher...
Foi essa mudança, nesse sentido, eu digo, a questão financeira, né? (...)
E no campo (...) [a] casa é gratuita. Você não vai pagar aluguel. É sua.
É de posse sua. Você tem a sua terra, você vai produzir. É lógico que o
produzir tem um custo também, mas não se compara [com] você residir
na cidade. No campo é bem melhor.”
Quote 9.23: Jaqueline, 39, 16 years of participation, female, Pernambuco

“Problemas em todo canto tem, mas você vê que as cidades hoje elas estão
muito assim fechadas, problemas de drogas, de prostituição, de muitas
coisas assim e você fica assustada de criar seus filhos numa cidade, né? E,
assim, eu sempre digo aqui, ’nós dos assentamentos, nós podemos dizer
que estamos de parabéns’. Quem sabe criar os filhos, porque nossos filhos
tem liberdade, brincam na rua tranquilo. Eu estou aqui e tão lá. Se tivesse
na cidade ’ ói, veja se os meninos ali, os carros vão coisar na...’ Ali eles vão
pra outra vila ali, todo mundo se conhece, as crianças brincam, voltam
pra casa, você não se preocupa.”
Quote 9.24: Leila, 40, 18 years of participation, female, Pernambuco
“Muita oportunidade. Agora mesmo nos estamos fazendo [o curso] de
história (...) Em João Pessoa na Paraíba, ne? (...) Foram vários jovens
daqui dos assentamentos, ne? De cada assentamento. Aqueles que querem
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mesmo alguma coisa com a vida... (...) Agora vem um formado, doutor
[medico] de Cuba.”
Quote 9.25: Leila, 40, 18 years of participation, female, Pernambuco
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Questionnaire
B.1 Original questionnaire in Portuguese
B.1.1 Dados pessoais
a. Data de nascimento e idade atual:
b. Gênero:  Masculino  Feminino
c. Estado civil:
 Solteiro/a
 Casado/a
 Não oficialmente casado/ a, embora morando com companheiro/ar
 Divorciado/a
 Separado/a
 Viúvo/a
d. Quantos filhos você tem?
e. Quantos filhos moram com você:

(número de filhos)
(número de filhos)

f. Quem geralmente toma conta dos filhos:
 Você
 Cônjuge
 Outra pessoa
g. Geralmente, quantas horas por dia você passa realizando as seguintes
atividades:
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Participando de atividades ligadas ao movimento:
Em atividades ligadas com o cuidado da
sua família:
Estudando:
Trabalhando em atividades que não são
relacionadas ao movimento:

(horas)
(horas)
(horas)
(horas)

h. Grau de escolaridade:
 Não frequentou a escola
 Primeiro grau incompleto. Por favor, especifique a série, que
vai desde a 1a série (antiga alfabetização) até a 9a série (antiga
8a série):
 Primeiro grau completo
 Segundo grau incompleto. Por favor, especifique o ano, que vai
desde o 1o ano até o 3o ano:
 Segundo grau completo
 Terceiro grau (graduação/ faculdade ou curso técnico) incompleto
 Terceiro grau completo
 Pós-graduação (especialização, mestrado ou doutorado) incompleta.
 Pós-graduação completa
i. Estudou na escola do MST?
 Sim
 Não
j. Você passou a infância em acampamentos e/ ou assentamentos do
MST?
 Sim
 Não
k. Cidade e estado de origem:
l. Ocupação:
Quantas horas por semana
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(horas)

B.1 Original questionnaire in Portuguese
m. Função dentro do MST:
n. Onde você mora?
 Acampamento
fique:

 Assentamento

 Outros. Por favor, especi-

o. Quantos membros da sua família também fazem parte do MST?
p. Você já conhecia algum membro do MST antes de se juntar ao movimento?
 Sim
 Não
q. Algum membro do MST que você era próximo saiu do movimento?
 Sim
 Não
r. Há quantos anos você faz parte do MST?

(anos)

B.1.2 Na seção a seguir, você encontrará questões relacionadas
às suas atividades diárias.

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Quase
nunca

Às vezes

Quase
sempre

Sempre

Com que frequência...

Nunca

Para
cada
pergunta,
escolha uma das seguintes
alternativas:

1

2

3

4

5

Você costuma fazer favores para os outros membros?
Os seus companheiros do MST costumam fazer
favores para você?
Você pode contar com seus companheiros do
MST para te ajudar a resolver algum problema?
Você costuma ser convidado (a) para eventos/
festas dos seus companheiros do MST?
Você costuma convidar companheiros do MST
para eventos/ festas que você faz?
Outros membros do MST tomam conta dos seus
filhos pra você?
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7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

Quase
nunca

Às vezes

Quase
sempre

Sempre

Com que frequência...

Nunca

Para
cada
pergunta,
escolha uma das seguintes
alternativas:

1

2

3

4

5

Você empresta ou pede emprestados objetos para
outros membros do MST?
Você empresta ou pede emprestado dinheiro para
outros membros do MST?
Suas opiniões são ouvidas e respeitadas nas reuniões do movimento?
Você participa das místicas?
Você trabalha junto com outros membros do
MST?
Você conversa sobre sua participação no MST
com seus familiares e amigos.
Você conversa sobre sua participação no MST
com desconhecidos?

14. Eu me sinto à vontade para criticar qualquer
coisa sobre o movimento que não concorde durante as reuniões.
15. Eu me sinto à vontade para fazer críticas sobre
meus companheiros do MST quando não concordo com alguma coisa.
16. Eu me sinto à vontade para fazer críticas sobre os
líderes do MST quando não concordo com alguma
coisa.
17. Eu tenho uma relação muito próxima com membros do MST.
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Discordo

Indiferente

Concordo

Concordo completamente

Até que ponto você concorda com a afirmação:

Discordo completamente

Para
cada
pergunta,
escolha uma das seguintes
alternativas:

1

2

3

4

5

B.1 Original questionnaire in Portuguese

Discordo

Indiferente

Concordo

Concordo completamente

Até que ponto você concorda com a afirmação:

Discordo completamente

Para
cada
pergunta,
escolha uma das seguintes
alternativas:

1

2

3

4

5

18. As regras e normas estabelecidas pelo MST são
justas.

B.1.3 Na seção a seguir, você encontrará questões relacionadas
ao sua relação com o MST.

Discordo

Indiferente

Concordo

Concordo completamente

Até que ponto você concorda com a afirmação:

Discordo completamente

Para
cada
pergunta,
escolha uma das seguintes
alternativas:

1

2

3

4

5

19. Eu me sinto bem participando do MST.
20. Eu sinto que os problemas que o MST enfrenta
são também os meus problemas.
21. Participar do MST dá significado à minha vida.
22. Eu me sinto como parte do MST.
23. Neste momento, continuar no MST é mais uma
questão de necessidade que de vontade própria.
24. Eu não poderia deixar o MST agora. Depois de
tudo que eu e minha família já passamos aqui
dentro.
25. Eu acho que existem poucas opções de movimentos que eu possa participar que me proporcionariam o que o MST me proporciona.
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Discordo

Indiferente

Concordo

Concordo completamente

Até que ponto você concorda com a afirmação:

Discordo completamente

Para
cada
pergunta,
escolha uma das seguintes
alternativas:

1

2

3

4

5

26. Uma das principais razões para eu continuar participando do MST é que eu acredito que é importante ser leal nas minhas relações e por isso eu
me sinto moralmente obrigado a permanecer no
MST.
27. Mesmo que existissem outros meios, fora do
MST, para atingir os mesmos objetivos, eu não
sentiria que seria correto deixar o movimento
agora.
28. Eu devo muito ao MST.

B.1.4 Na seção a seguir, você encontrará questões relacionadas
com como você se sente em relação a sua participação
no MST.

29. A vida dentro do MST é melhor que a vida que
eu levava antes de entrar para o movimento.
30. Eu alcancei ou estou alcançando meus objetivos
dentro do movimento.
31. O acampamento/ assentamento é um bom lugar
para criar os filhos.
32. A luta pela terra compensa.

344

Discordo

Indiferente

Concordo

Concordo completamente

Até que ponto você concorda com a afirmação:

Discordo completamente

Para
cada
pergunta,
escolha uma das seguintes
alternativas:

1

2

3

4

5

B.1 Original questionnaire in Portuguese

Discordo

Indiferente

Concordo

Concordo completamente

Até que ponto você concorda com a afirmação:

Discordo completamente

Para
cada
pergunta,
escolha uma das seguintes
alternativas:

1

2

3

4

5

33. Eu me sinto recompensado por todo sacrifício que
já passei dentro do MST.

B.1.5 Na seção a seguir você encontrará questões relacionadas
à sua percepção do contexto em que vive e como você
lida com situações estressantes dentro deste contexto.

Quase
nunca

Às vezes

Quase
sempre

Sempre

Com que frequência...

Nunca

Para
cada
pergunta,
escolha uma das seguintes
alternativas:

1

2

3

4

5

34. ... você tem sentido que as dificuldades se acumulam a ponto de você acreditar que não pode
superá-las?
35. ... você participa de atividades do MST que colocam em risco a vida ou a integridade física sua
ou de sua família?
36. ... você sente medo intenso quando participa das
ações do MST?
37. ... você pensa em largar o movimento por causa
dos riscos que suas atividades envolvem?
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Quase
nunca

Às vezes

Quase
sempre

Sempre

Quando você se sente estressado ou está preocupado com alguma coisa, com que frequência...

Nunca

Para
cada
pergunta,
escolha uma das seguintes
alternativas:

1

2

3

4

5

38. ... você pede ajuda ou conselhos aos seus companheiros?
39. ... você evita pensar no assunto?
40. ... você confia a Deus seus problemas que assim
tudo passará?
41. ... você se concentra no trabalho e espera que os
problemas passem?
42. ... você tenta ver o lado positivo das coisas e tirar
uma lição dos problemas?
43. ... você não leva o problema tão a sério e brinca
com a situação?
44. ... você pensa em um modo prático de como você
pode resolver o seu problema?
45. ... você simplesmente reconhece que problemas
acontecem?

B.1.6 Na seção a seguir você encontrará questões sobre a sua
vida e valores depois de entrar para o MST.

46. ... tem muito em comum com os outros membros
do MST.
47. ... tem muito em comum com o MST.
48. ... a luta do MST é justa.
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Discordo

Indiferente

Concordo

Concordo completamente

Até que ponto você concorda com a afirmação:
Você acredita que...

Discordo completamente

Para
cada
pergunta,
escolha uma das seguintes
alternativas:

1

2

3

4

5

B.1 Original questionnaire in Portuguese

Discordo

Indiferente

Concordo

Concordo completamente

Até que ponto você concorda com a afirmação:
Você acredita que...

Discordo completamente

Para
cada
pergunta,
escolha uma das seguintes
alternativas:

1

2

3

4

5

49. ... a coletivização do trabalho é o melhor modo
de se trabalhar.
50. ... a terra tem que pertencer aos seus donos originais (índios, ribeirinhos, seringueiros e quilombolas).
51. ... o campo pode ser o melhor lugar para viver.
52. ... a terra deveria ter um limite máximo de tamanho.
53. ... a educação das crianças do campo deve levar
em conta, durante as aulas, o contexto rural que
elas vivem.

B.1.7 Na seção a seguir você encontrará questões relacionadas
às suas expectativas em relação a sua participação no
MST.

Discordo

Indiferente

Concordo

Concordo completamente

Até que ponto você concorda com a afirmação:

Discordo completamente

Para
cada
pergunta,
escolha uma das seguintes
alternativas:

1

2

3

4

5

54. Eu tenho esperança em atingir todos os meus objetivos com a ajuda do movimento.
55. Participar do MST me dá mais esperança de conseguir o que quero.
56. Eu acredito que as ações do MST, como as ocupações e as marchas, realmente fazem a diferença
na luta pela reforma agrária.
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B.1.8 Na seção a seguir você encontrará questões relacionadas
à sua percepção em relação ao contexto político
brasileiro e a como o MST influencia tal contexto.

Discordo

Indiferente

Concordo

Concordo completamente

Até que ponto você concorda com a afirmação:

Discordo completamente

Para
cada
pergunta,
escolha uma das seguintes
alternativas:

1

2

3

4

5

57. O governo está fazendo o que pode para implementar a reforma agrária.
58. O governo só faz alguma coisa em prol da reforma
agrária quando é pressionado pelos movimentos
sociais.
59. O MST sabe como pressionar o governo para conseguir levar adiante a luta pela reforma agrária.
60. O contexto político atual é favorável para a luta
pela terra.

B.1.9 Na seção a seguir você encontrará questões sobre sua
participação no MST no passado e futuramente.

61. Se eu pudesse voltar no tempo, faria parte do
MST novamente.
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Discordo

Indiferente

Concordo

Concordo completamente

Até que ponto você concorda com a afirmação:

Discordo completamente

Para
cada
pergunta,
escolha uma das seguintes
alternativas:

1

2

3

4

5

B.2 English translation of the questionnaire

Discordo

Indiferente

Concordo

Concordo completamente

Até que ponto você concorda com a afirmação:

Discordo completamente

Para
cada
pergunta,
escolha uma das seguintes
alternativas:

1

2

3

4

5

62. Daqui a cinco anos, por exemplo, eu me imagino
dentro do MST.

B.2 English translation of the questionnaire
B.2.1 Personal data
a. Date of birth and current age:
b. Gender:  Male  Female
c. Marital status:
 Single
 Married
 Living with a partner
 Divorced
 Separated
 Widower/widow
d. How many children do you have?
e. How many children live with you?

(number of children)
(number of children)

f. Who is the primary caretaker of your children?
 You
 Partner
 Other
g. Who is primarily responsible for household activities?
 You
 Partner
 Other
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h. How many hours per day do you typically spend doing the following
activities:
Participating in the MSTs activities:
(hours)
Taking care of your family:
(hours)
Studying:
(hours)
Working on other activities which are not
(hours)
related to the MST:
i. Level of education:
(Options among the Brazilian levels of education)
j. Did you study at the MST’s school?
 Yes
 No
k. Did you grow up within a camp and/or MST settlement?
 Yes
 No
l. Original city and state:
m. Occupation:
How many hours per week?

(hours)

n. Main activity within the MST:
o. Where do you live?
 Camp  Settlement

 Other. Please specify:

p. How many members of your family are part of the MST?
q. Had you already met any MST activists before joining the movement?
 Yes
 No
r. Do you know any member of the MST that left the movement?
 Yes
 No
s. How long have you been part of the MST?
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(years)

B.2 English translation of the questionnaire

B.2.2 In this section, you will find questions related to your
daily activities.

1.
2.
3.

4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

Almost
never

Sometimes

Often

Always

How often...

Never

Choose one of the following
alternatives

1

2

3

4

5

Do you do favours for other activists?
Do the MST activists often do favours for you?
Can you count on the support of other activists
when you have a problem or are worried about
something?
Do other activists invite you to parties and other
events?
Do you invite MST activists to your parties and
other events?
Do other MST activists take care of your children?
Do you lend or borrow objects to/from other
MST activists?
Do you lend or borrow money to/from other MST
activists?
Are your opinions heard and respected in the
meetings of the movement?
Do you take part in the mística (MST ritual)?
Do you work together with other MST activists?
(As part of cooperatives for example)
Do you talk about your participation in the MST
with your family and friends?
Do you talk about your participation in the MST
with strangers?
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Disagree

Indifferent

Agree

Strongly
agree

To what extent do you agree with the statements:

Strongly
disagree

Choose one of the following
alternatives

1

2

3

4

5

14. I feel free to criticize anything that I disagree with
about the MST during its meetings.
15. I feel free to criticize other activists when I disagree with them.
16. I feel free to criticize the MST leaders that I disagree with.
17. I feel close to the other MST activists.
18. The norms and rules of the MST are fair.

B.2.3 In this section, you will find questions regarding your
relation with the MST.

19. I would be happy to continue participating in the
MST.
20. I feel that the problems faced by the MST are
also my problems.
21. Participating in the MST gives meaning to my
life.
22. I feel as if I am part of the MST.
23. At this point, continuing in the MST is more a
matter of necessity than of will.
24. I could not leave the MST now after everything
my family and I have accomplished there.
25. I think there are few movements in which I can
participate that offer the same opportunities as
the MST offers.
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Disagree

Indifferent

Agree

Strongly
agree

To what extent do you agree with the statements:

Strongly
disagree

Choose one of the following
alternatives

1

2

3

4

5

B.2 English translation of the questionnaire

Disagree

Indifferent

Agree

Strongly
agree

To what extent do you agree with the statements:

Strongly
disagree

Choose one of the following
alternatives

1

2

3

4

5

26. One of the main reasons for me to continue participating in the MST is that I believe that loyalty
is important and, therefore, I feel a sense of moral
obligation to remain.
27. Even if there were other ways to achieve the goals
that I uphold by participating in the MST, I do
not feel it would be right to leave the MST now.
28. I owe a great deal to the MST.

B.2.4 In this section, you will find questions related to your
feelings about MST.

Disagree

Indifferent

Agree

Strongly
agree

To what extent do you agree with the statements:

Strongly
disagree

Choose one of the following
alternatives

1

2

3

4

5

29. Your life in the movement is better than your life
before joining the movement.
30. You achieved your goals in the movement.
31. The camp/settlement is a good place to raise children.
32. The struggle for land is worthwhile.
33. I get enough in return for my effort in participating in the MST.
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B.2.5 In this section, you will find questions related to your
perception regarding your living environment and how
you deal with potential stressful situations in this
context.

Almost
never

Sometimes

Often

Always

How often...

Never

Choose one of the following
alternatives

1

2

3

4

5

34. Do you have the feeling that difficulties accumulated in such a way that you believe that you
cannot overcome them?
35. Do you participate in MST activities that endanger your or your familys life or physical integrity?
36. Do you fear participating in the MST’s actions?
37. Have you considered quitting the movement because of the risks that its activities involve.

38. ... you ask your friends for help or advice?
39. ... you avoid thinking about the problems?
40. ... you trust in God that everything will be
solved?
41. ... you concentrate on work and hope the storm
goes away?
42. ... you try to see the bright side and learn with
the problems?
43. ... you not take the problem seriously and make
light of the situation?
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Almost
never

Sometimes

Often

Always

When you are stressed or worried about something, how often do...

Never

Choose one of the following
alternatives

1

2

3

4

5

B.2 English translation of the questionnaire

Almost
never

Sometimes

Often

Always

When you are stressed or worried about something, how often do...

Never

Choose one of the following
alternatives

1

2

3

4

5

44. ... you think of ways to solve the problem?
45. ... you simply accept that problems happen?

B.2.6 In this section, you will find question that require you to
think about your life and values after participating in the
MST.

Disagree

Indifferent

Agree

Strongly
agree

To what extent do you agree with the statements:
You believe that...

Strongly
disagree

Choose one of the following
alternatives

1

2

3

4

5

46. ... you have much in common with the other MST
activists.
47. ... you have much in common with the MST.
48. ... the MST’s demands are fair.
49. ... the collectivization of labour is the best way
to work.
50. agrarian properties must belong to their original
owners (Indians, river communities, rubber latex
extractors and quilombola communities).
51. ... the countryside is the best place to live.
52. ... agrarian properties should have a maximum
size limit.
53. ... the schools in the countryside should teach the
children subjects related to their life experience
in the countryside.
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B.2.7 In this section, you will find questions related to your
expectations regarding your participation in the MST.

Disagree

Indifferent

Agree

Strongly
agree

To what extent do you agree with the statements:

Strongly
disagree

Choose one of the following
alternatives

1

2

3

4

5

54. I believe that I can achieve all my goals with the
help of the movement.
55. Participating in the MST gives me hope that I
can get what I want.
56. I believe that the MSTs actions, such as occupations and marches, really make a difference in the
struggle for agrarian reform.

B.2.8 In this section, you will find questions related to your
perception regarding the Brazilian political context and
how the MST influences it.

57. The government is doing everything it can to accomplish agrarian reform.
58. The government only does something for agrarian
reform when it is pressured by the social movements.
59. The MST is skilful in pressuring the government
to carry out agrarian reform.
60. The current political context is favourable to the
struggle for land.
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Disagree

Indifferent

Agree

Strongly
agree

To what extent do you agree with the statements:

Strongly
disagree

Choose one of the following
alternatives

1

2

3

4

5

B.3 List of items and correspondent codes

B.2.9 In this section, you will find questions related to your
participation in the MST in the past and in the future.

Disagree

Indifferent

Agree

Strongly
agree

To what extent do you agree with the statements:

Strongly
disagree

Choose one of the following
alternatives

1

2

3

4

5

61. If I could turn back time, I would be part of the
MST again.
62. Five years from now, I still see myself in the MST.

B.3 List of items and correspondent codes
Item

Code

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g1 .
g2 .
g3 .
g4 .
h.
i.
j.

Age
Gender
Biographical availability
Biographical availability
Biographical availability
Biographical availability
Salient identity
Salient identity
Salient identity
Salient identity
Education
Attended MST courses (related to shared values)
Grew up in MST communities (related to the participation
of adults and children)
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Item

Code

k1 .
k2 .
l.
m.
n.
o.
p.
q.
r.

City
State
Occupation
Role in the MST
Address (camp, settlement)
Members of family in the MST (related to social network)
Meeting members of MST before (related to social network)
Members of MST who left (related to social network)
Length of participation

Item

Code

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.

Social support (material)
Social support (material)
Social support (psychological)
Social networks
Social networks
Social networks
Social networks
Social networks
Social networks
Social networks
Social networks
Salient identity
Salient identity
Social networks
Social networks
Social networks
Social networks
Social networks
Affective commitment
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B.3 List of items and correspondent codes
Item

Code

20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.
43.
44.
45.
46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.

Affective commitment
Affective commitment
Affective commitment
Continuance commitment
Reward expectation
Perceived lack of alternatives
Normative Commitment (loyalty and moral obligation)
Normative Commitment (only moral obligation)
Gratitude towards the movement
Satisfaction
Satisfaction
Satisfaction
Satisfaction
Satisfaction
Stress
High-risk activism
Stress
High-risk activism
Coping skills
Coping skills
Coping skills
Coping skills
Coping skills
Coping skills
Coping skills
Coping skills
Movement identification
Movement identification
Movement identification
Movement identification
Movement identification
Movement identification
Movement identification
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Item

Code

53.
54.
55.
56.
57.
58.
59.
60.
61.
62.

Movement identification
Reward expectations
Reward expectations
Reward expectations
Perception of political opportunity structure
Perception of political opportunity structure
Reward expectations
Perception of political opportunity structure
Willingness to continue participating
Willingness to continue participating

360

Appendix C
Questionnaires from the literature
C.1 TCM employee commitment survey (Meyer &
Allen, 2004)
Affective commitment scale items
1. I would be very happy to spend the rest of my career with this
organization.
2. I enjoy discussing about my organization with people outside it.
3. I really feel as if this organization’s problems are my own.
4. I think that I could easily become as attached to another organization as I am to this one. (R)1
5. I do not feel like ‘part of the family’ at my organization. (R)
6. I do not feel ‘emotionally attached’ to this organization. (R)
7. This organization has a great deal of personal meaning for me.
8. I do not feel a ‘strong’ sense of belonging to my organization. (R)
1

(R) means reversed-code.
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Continuance commitment scale items
1. I am not afraid of what might happen if I quit my job without having
another one lined up. (R)
2. It would be very hard for me to leave my organization right now,
even if I wanted to.
3. Too much in my life would be disrupted if I decided to leave my
organization now.
4. It wouldn’t be too costly for me to leave my organization now. (R)
5. Right now, staying with my organization is a matter of necessity as
much as desire.
6. I feel that I have very few options to consider leaving this organization.
7. One of the few serious consequences of leaving this organization
would be the scarcity of available alternatives.
8. One of the major reasons I continue to work for this organization is
that leaving would require considerable personal sacrifice, another
organization may not match the overall benefits I have here.

Normative commitment scale items
1. I think that people these days move from company to company too
often.
2. I do not believe that a person must always be loyal to his or her
organization. (R)
3. Jumping from organization to organization does not seem at all unethical to me.(R)
4. One of the major reasons I continue to work in this organization is
that I believe loyalty is important and therefore feel a sense of moral
obligation to remain.
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C.2 The COPE inventory (Carver et al., 1989)
5. If I got another offer for a better job elsewhere, I would not feel it
was right to leave my organization.
6. I was taught to believe in the value of remaining loyal to one organization.
7. Things were better in the days when people stayed in one organization for most of their careers.
8. I do not think that to be a ‘company man’ or ‘company woman’ is
sensible anymore. (R)

C.2 The COPE inventory (Carver et al., 1989)
We are interested in how people respond when they confront difficult or
stressful events in their lives. There are lots of ways to try to deal with
stress. This questionnaire asks you to indicate what you generally do
and feel, when you experience stressful events. Obviously, different events
bring out somewhat different responses, but think about what you usually
do when you are under a lot of stress. Then respond to each of the
following items by blackening one number on your answer sheet for each,
using the response choices listed just below. Please try to respond to each
item separately in your mind from each other item. Choose your answers
thoughtfully, and make your answers as true FOR YOU as you can. Please
answer every item. There are no “right” or “wrong” answers, so choose
the most accurate answer for YOU–not what you think “most people”
would say or do. Indicate what YOU usually do when YOU experience a
stressful event.
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1. I try to grow as a person as a result of the experience.
2. I turn to work or other substitute activities to
take my mind off things.
3. I get upset and let my emotions out.
4. I try to get advice from someone about what to
do.
5. I concentrate my efforts on doing something
about it.
6. I say to myself “this isn’t real.”
7. I put my trust in God.
8. I laugh about the situation.
9. I admit to myself that I can’t deal with it, and
quit trying.
10. I restrain myself from doing anything too
quickly.
11. I discuss my feelings with someone.
12. I use alcohol or drugs to make myself feel better.
13. I get used to the idea that it happened.
14. I talk to someone to find out more about the
situation.
15. I keep myself from getting distracted by other
thoughts or activities.
16. I daydream about things other than this.
17. I get upset, and am really aware of it.
18. I seek God’s help.
19. I make a plan of action.
20. I make jokes about it.
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I usually don’t do
this at all

I usually do this a
little bit

I usually do this a
medium amount

I usually do this a
lot
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1

2

3

4

I usually don’t do
this at all

I usually do this a
little bit

I usually do this a
medium amount

I usually do this a
lot

C.2 The COPE inventory (Carver et al., 1989)

1

2

3

4

21. I accept that this has happened and that it can’t
be changed.
22. I hold off doing anything about it until the situation permits.
23. I try to get emotional support from friends or
relatives.
24. I just give up trying to reach my goal.
25. I take additional action to try to get rid of the
problem.
26. I try to lose myself for a while by drinking alcohol or taking drugs.
27. I refuse to believe that it has happened.
28. I let my feelings out.
29. I try to see it in a different light, to make it seem
more positive.
30. I talk to someone who could do something concrete about the problem.
31. I sleep more than usual.
32. I try to come up with a strategy about what to
do.
33. I focus on dealing with this problem, and if necessary let other things slide a little.
34. I get sympathy and understanding from
someone.
35. I drink alcohol or take drugs, in order to think
about it less.
36. I kid around about it.
37. I give up the attempt to get what I want.
38. I look for something good in what is happening.

365

39. I think about how I might best handle the problem.
40. I pretend that it hasn’t really happened.
41. I make sure not to make matters worse by acting
too soon.
42. I try hard to prevent other things from interfering with my efforts at dealing with this.
43. I go to movies or watch TV, to think about it
less.
44. I accept the reality of the fact that it happened.
45. I ask people who have had similar experiences
what they did.
46. I feel a lot of emotional distress and I find myself
expressing those feelings a lot.
47. I take direct action to get around the problem.
48. I try to find comfort in my religion.
49. I force myself to wait for the right time to do
something.
50. I make fun of the situation.
51. I reduce the amount of effort I’m putting into
solving the problem.
52. I talk to someone about how I feel.
53. I use alcohol or drugs to help me get through it.
54. I learn to live with it.
55. I put aside other activities in order to concentrate on this.
56. I think hard about what steps to take.
57. I act as though it hasn’t even happened.
58. I do what has to be done, one step at a time.
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I usually don’t do
this at all

I usually do this a
little bit

I usually do this a
medium amount

I usually do this a
lot
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1

2

3

4

I usually don’t do
this at all

I usually do this a
little bit

I usually do this a
medium amount

I usually do this a
lot

C.2 The COPE inventory (Carver et al., 1989)

1

2

3

4

59. I learn something from the experience.
60. I pray more than usual.

Scales (sum items listed, with no reversals of coding)
Item

Question no.

Positive reinterpretation and growth
Mental disengagement
Focus on and venting of emotions
Use of instrumental social support
Active coping
Denial
Religious coping
Humor
Behavioral disengagement
Restraint
Use of emotional social support
Substance use
Acceptance
Suppression of competing activities
Planning

1, 29, 38, 59
2, 16, 31, 43
3, 17, 28, 46
4, 14, 30, 45
5, 25, 47, 58
6, 27, 40, 57
7, 18, 48, 60
8, 20, 36, 50
9, 24, 37, 51
10, 22, 41, 49
11, 23, 34, 52
12, 26, 35, 53
13, 21, 44, 54
15, 33, 42, 55
19, 32, 39, 56
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Appendix D
Fieldwork
In this appendix, additional material on the fieldwork in Brazil is presented. The data was collected between April 2013 and February 2014. During this period, I visited the states of Bahia (BA), Pernambuco (PE) and
Rio Grande do Sul (RS) and the Federal District (Distrito Federal)(DF),
Brasília.

D.1 List of visited places
Camp

City

State

Hugo Chaves
Filhos da Luta
Lagoa da Pedra
José Arnaldo
Maria Paraíba

Santa Maria da Boa Vista
Santa Maria da Boa Vista
Petrolina
Petrolina
Paudalho

PE
PE
PE
PE
PE

Table D.1: List of camps visited during the fieldwork.

Settlement

City

State

Normandia
Macambira

Caruaru
Caruaru

PE
PE

(continued on next page)
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Settlement

City

State

Boqueirão
Safra
Conceição
Catalunha 1
Aquarius
São José do Vale
Água Viva
José Almeida
Patativa do Assaré
Milagre
Chico Mendes 3
Filhos de Sepé
Santa Rita de Cássia
Itapuí
Capela
Palmeiras
Conquista da Fronteira
Anoni

Santa Maria da Boa Vista
Santa Maria da Boa Vista
Santa Maria da Boa Vista
Santa Maria da Boa Vista
Santa Maria da Boa Vista
Petrolina
Petrolina
Petrolina
Ouricuri
Ouricuri
Paudalho/São Lourenço da Mata
Viamão
Nova Santa Rita
Nova Santa Rita
Nova Santa Rita
Hulha Negra
Hulha Negra
Sarandi

PE
PE
PE
PE
PE
PE
PE
PE
PE
PE
PE
RS
RS
RS
RS
RS
RS
RS

Table D.2: List of settlements visited during the fieldwork.

Cooperative

City

State

Cooperative of Provision of Technical Services - Cooperativa de Prestação de Serviços Técnicos [COPTEC]
Cooperative of the Organic Farmers of
the Agrarian Reform from Viamão - Cooperativa dos Produtores Orgânicos da Reforma Agrária de Viamão [COPERAV]

Viamão

RS

Viamão

RS

(continued on next page)
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Cooperative

City

State

Cooperative of the Settled Workers of the
Region of Porto Alegre - Cooperativa dos
Trabalhadores Assentados da Região de
Porto Alegre [COOTAP]
Cooperative of Agriculture and Cattle
Raising Production Nova Santa Rita - Cooperativa de Produção Agropecuária Nova
Santa Rita [COOPAN]
Regional Cooperative of the Settled Farmers - Cooperativa Regional dos Agricultores Assentados [COOPERAL]
Cooperative of Agriculture and Cattle
Raising Production Cascata - Cooperativa
de Produção Agropecuária Cascata [COOPTAR]

Viamão

RS

Nova Santa Rita

RS

Hulha Negra

RS

Sarandi

RS

Table D.3: List of cooperatives visited during the fieldwork.

MST Headquarter

State

Caruaru
Recife
Ouricuri
Porto Alegre

PE
PE
PE
RS

Table D.4: List of headquarters visited during the fieldwork.
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Political education and technical training
centres

City

State

Centro de Formação Paulo Freire
Instituto Josué de Castro ITERRA
Instituto Educar
Centro de Formação Sepé Tiaraju/Instituto
Preservar
Centre of Popular Education and Research in
Agroecology - Centro de Educação Popular e
Pesquisa em Agroecologia [CEPPA]

Caruaru
Veranópolis
Pontão
Viamão

PE
RS
RS
RS

Hulha Negra

RS

Table D.5: List of political education and technical training centres visited during
the fieldwork.

Events

City and date

State

Vozes da Terra classes in Centro de
Formação Paulo Freire
March of the Excluded
Children’s day party in Normandia
Settlement
13th Regional meeting in Centro de
Formação Paulo Freire
MST’s friends meeting
Class about ‘recruitment methodology’ (metodologia do trabalho de
base)in ITERRA
Class of ‘agitation and propaganda’
(agitação e propaganda) in ITERRA
6th National Conference of MST

Caruaru
(17.-18.07. 2013)
Recife (07.09. 2013)
Caruaru (12.09. 2013)

PE

Caruaru
(15.-18.12 2013)
Recife (06.11. 2013)
Veranópolis
(28.02. 2014)
Veranópolis
(29.02. 2014)
Brasília
(10.-14.02. 2014)

Table D.6: List of events visited during the fieldwork.
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PE
PE
PE
PE
RS

RS
DF

D.1 List of visited places

Collective actions

City and date

State

Occupation of the INCRA office

Salvador
(17.-19.04. 2013)
Brasília (12.02. 2014)

BA

March towards the parliament building
Communitarian radio - Conquista da
fronteira Settlement

Hulha
(27.02.14)

Negra

DF
RS

Table D.7: List of collective actions and others.
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D.2 Geographical maps

Pernambuco

Salvador

●

Brasilia

●

Rio Grande do Sul

Figure D.1: Map of Brazil with the two states, Pernambuco and Rio Grande do
Sul, as well as the cities Salvador and Brasília marked in red (map data from
OpenStreetMap contributors, 2017).
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Ipubi
●

Paudalho
● São Lourenço da Mata

● Ouricuri

●●

Caruaru

Recife

●

Santa Maria da Boa Vista
●

Petrolina
●

Figure D.2: Map of Pernambuco (map data from OpenStreetMap contributors,
2017).

Sarandi
● Pontão
●
Veranopolis
●

Nova Santa Rita
●

Porto Alegre ●

●

Viamão
Hulha Negra
●

Figure D.3: Map of Rio Grande do Sul (map data from OpenStreetMap contributors, 2017).
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D.3 Pictures
D.3.1 Northeast

Figure D.4: Activist pitching his tent in the Filhos da Luta camp - picture by
Charles Exdell.

Figure D.5: People watching the speech of the new leaders at the Filhos da Luta
camp - picture by Charles Exdell.
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Figure D.6: View of the Filhos da Luta camp - picture by Charles Exdell.

Figure D.7: Children playing in the irrigation canal in the José Arnaldo camp picture by Charles Exdell.
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Figure D.8: Daily life in the José Arnaldo camp - picture by Charles Exdell.

Figure D.9: Children playing video games in a little market in the Água viva
settlement - picture by Charles Exdell.
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Figure D.10: Entrance of the Lagoa da Pedra camp - picture by Charles Exdell.

Figure D.11: Detail from the inside of a mud house in Lagoa da Pedra - picture
by Charles Exdell.
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Figure D.12: View of the Lagoa da Pedra camp - picture by Charles Exdell.

Figure D.13: Entrance of the Hugo Chaves Camp.
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Figure D.14: View of Hugo Chaves camp.

Figure D.15: Entrance of the José Almeida settlement - picture by Charles Exdell.
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Figure D.16: View from the outside of the José Almeida settlement - picture by
Charles Exdell.

Figure D.17: Façade of a house in the São José do Vale settlement - picture by
Charles Exdell.
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Figure D.18: Inside of a house in the São José do Vale settlement - picture by
Charles Exdell.

Figure D.19: Man turning back from the work on the land in the São José do
Vale settlement - picture by Charles Exdell.
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Figure D.20: Centro de Formação Paulo Freire - picture by Charles Exdell.

Figure D.21: People watching the presentations of the MST leaders during the
regional meeting at the Centro de Formação Paulo Freire.
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Figure D.22: Young people participating in the mística during the Vozes da Terra
course at the Centro de Formação Paulo Freire.

Figure D.23: View of the Normandia settlement - picture by Charles Exdell.
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Figure D.24: Mango production in the Safra settlement - picture by Charles
Exdell.

Figure D.25: The contrast between the irrigated and the non-irrigated area in
the Safra settlement - picture by Charles Exdell.
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Figure D.26: School in the Boquerão settlement - picture by Charles Exdell.

Figure D.27: View of the Boquerão settlement - picture by Charles Exdell.
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Figure D.28: Woman working on her land in the Boquerão settlement - picture
by Charles Exdell.

Figure D.29: Unfinished brick house in the Milagre settlement - picture by
Charles Exdell.
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Figure D.30: View of the Milagre settlement - picture by Charles Exdell.
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D.3.2 South

Figure D.31: Centro de Formação Sepé Tiaraju.

Figure D.32: Detail of a room door of the accommodation at the Centro de
Formação Sepé Tiaraju. On the door, it is written: “A defeat of those who think
big is worth more than a victory of those who think small.” (Até mesmo uma
derrota daqueles que pensam grande vale mais do que uma vitória dos que pensam
pequeno.)
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Figure D.33: View of a house in the Filhos de Sepé settlement.

Figure D.34: View of a house in the Filhos de Sepé settlement.
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Figure D.35: View of the Capela settlement.

Figure D.36: COOPAN office in the Capela settlement.
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Figure D.37: View of the inside of ITERRA.

Figure D.38: Decoration before a mística inside ITERRA.
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Figure D.39: Façade of the Instituto Educar.

Figure D.40: Inside of the Instituto Educar.
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Figure D.41: View of the Anoni settlement, one of the oldest MST settlements.

Figure D.42: View of the Anoni settlement.
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Figure D.43: View of the Palmeiras settlement.

396

D.3 Pictures

D.3.3 6th National Conference of the MST - Brasília, 2014

Figure D.44: Activists preparing a mística in front of the parliament building
using tents made with black tarp as a symbol.

Figure D.45: March towards the parliament building.
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Figure D.46: Arrival of the march at the parliament building.

Figure D.47: Arrival of the march at the parliament building.
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Figure D.48: Arrival of the march at the parliament building.

Figure D.49: Mística during the 6th National Conference of the MST - Estádio
Mané Garrincha.
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