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ABSTRACT – Recognition and Redistribution Policies in Undergraduate 
Retention. The objective of the text is to analyze the articulation of inequal-
ities arising from the entry of new subjects into university, such as class, 
race, gender, sexuality and disability. To this end, the text is divided into 
three parts: 1) conception of student retention as one of the dimensions of 
access, and therefore an affirmative policy arising from access policies; 2) 
discussion of the correlated concepts of markers of difference and catego-
ries in articulation, and their usefulness in thinking about student reten-
tion; 3) the advocating of the need to coordinate redistribution and recog-
nition policies (as of Nancy Fraser’s contribution) on student retention. 
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Introduction

The significant change in Brazilian public university due to its 
expansion and affirmative policies has placed student retention as a 
central issue for the university. Generally thought of as a policy to avoid 
dropout, the presence of new subjects at the university has challenged 
patronizing conceptions crystallized in the term “student assistance”, 
in favor of a conception of retention as a right to education (in this case, 
higher education).

Changing the approach from a patronizing perspective to the 
perspective of realizing a right - to enter, persist and graduate - has 
challenged visions that think retention only in terms of gift aid. The 
presence of new subjects in the univeristy, which occurred after the 
recent expansion in Brazilian public university, has demonstrated the 
existence of multiple needs. Even in an ideal hypothesis of making gift 
aids possible for all demanding students, it would not tackle the set of 
problems that lead students to dropout. Issues related to the articula-
tion of multiple inequalities: class (understood more broadly than just 
income), race, gender, sexuality and ability  have challenged the institu-
tion to produce reflections and practices.

My intention with this essay is to discuss student retention at Bra-
zilian university and its relationship with social markers of difference/ 
categories of articulation. To this end, the text is divided into three 
parts: in the first I discuss student retention as one of the dimensions of 
access, and that, therefore, retention is also an affirmative policy aris-
ing from access policies. In the second part I present the related con-
cepts of markers of difference and categories in articulation, as well as 
the intersectional paradigm, and how these concepts can be useful in 
thinking about student retention. Finally, in the third part, I advocate 
based on Nancy Fraser’s contribution the need to articulate redistribu-
tion and recognition policies for student retention. 

University access and retention: articulated inequalities

The meaning of university as an institution has a peculiar am-
bivalence: at the same time that it intends to be universal, an idea in-
scribed in the very term universitas, it is traditionally an institution fo-
cused on a part of society, an elite - from an economic or intellectual 
point of view. This elitist tradition has been challenged from different 
approaches: the semantic-conceptual; the institutional purpose, and 
its student body. 

The challenge from the semantic-conceptual viewpoint is based 
on the argument that the term “elite” is innacurate, and should be re-
placed by class or fractions of class. As for the  (public) university in-
stitutional purpose, the rejection of the elitist stigma is related to its 
work on knowledge, an institution that is - or at least is potentially - fo-
cused on social issues that can be addressed by mobilizing knowledge, 
such as teacher training, public health or technology research, social 
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interventions, as well as a whole set of basic investigations that do not 
necessarily have immediate application at the moment of their elabora-
tion, and that can be grounded on new fields of knowledge. As for the 
social origins of its students, Brazilian public university has extensive 
empirical data (ANDIFES, 2019 being the most recent) showing that the 
vast majority of students at Brazilian public universities come from the 
poorest social classes, and therefore defeating the arguments of tuition 
charges as an alleged “justice” criterion, since the vast majority of stu-
dents would not be able to afford it.

The social composition of Brazilian university has undergone 
intense changes since educational policies of the expansionist phase 
(Lula and Dilma admnistrations), especially as a result of racial quo-
tas claimed for years by Black movements. Established by Federal Law 
12.711 in 2012, similar measures had already been implemented by 
Brazilian universities since 2002, such as UERJ, UNEB, UFBA and UnB, 
usually by reserving quotas for Blacks among the established quotas for 
public schools students, which in the Brazilian case can be considered 
a metonymy for social class1. 

Besides the Quotas Law, the considerable expansion of enrollment 
via REUNI Program2 was also responsible for this change in the pan-
orama, spawning a debate on the effects of democratization through 
precarization (of infrastructure and especially of teaching work, ac-
cording to Leda; Mancebo, 2009). The fact is that, by the end of 2010s, 
the university has a new social and racial composition, with more Black, 
Indigenous and Quilombola3 students, as well as from lower classes.

The student retention policies gained the status of national poli-
cies only as of 2010, with the approval of the PNAES4 Program, which in-
dicates priority assistance for students from public schools and with per 
capita family income of up to one and a half minimum wages, criteria 
that correspond to students eligible for social quotas at entrance exams. 
The range of actions listed in PNAES is remarkable: student housing; 
food; transportation; health care; digital inclusion; culture; sports; day-
care; pedagogical support; access, participation and learning for stu-
dents with disabilities, global developmental disorders and high skills. 
Considering the historical budget restrains for education in general, 
and for retention in particular, there seems to be a tension between the 
actions planned and the intent to limit the target public, which leads 
to a tendency of “focus” policies, or to “manage little money”, focusing 
the reduced budget on a reduced number of individuals through criteria 
established by each institution. 

Thus, if affirmative policies for access materialized on racial and 
social (public school) quotas5 was a great advance, to treat university 
access exclusively as entrance is to waste the opportunity to treat reten-
tion policies equally as affirmative policies.

I advocate that approaching university access is to address a 
movement (going from outside the university to inside) in the perspec-
tive of a photo. If we consider this statically, we are not able to under-
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stand the whole of this process; we abstract what happened before and 
after the photo was shot. This is why Veloso and Maciel’s approach 
(2015) is so fruitful, as they propose to consider access in three insepa-
rable dimensions: entrance (this picture of the moment in which one 
passes from outside to inside), but also to capture the continuity of this 
movement through the dimension of retention, as well as the dimen-
sion of the pedagogical quality, which indicates the conditions in which 
the course is completed.

Inspired by this perspective, I discuss in this text the retention 
policies as an object of study crossed by social markers of difference or 
categories in articulation. I believe it is especially urgent to deal with 
these issues in a context where budget cuts are worsening and even the 
social relevance of the public university is being questioned. 

For these reasons, I argue that public higher education should be 
considered a right, which is currently at odds with the legal (including 
constitutional) understanding that limits this right to “individual ca-
pacities” (based on the competition arising from the limitation of va-
cancies), a meritocratic understanding of this right. Quotas, especially 
racial ones, were fundamental to challenge this understanding, since 
performance in selection, with minimal variations between quota hold-
ers and non-quota holders, is not a determining factor in subsequent 
academic performance6. 

The admission of the racial criteria for quotas by the Federal 
Supreme Court in 2012 was a historic milestone, since it was the first 
time that the Brazilian State recognized the need for reparation poli-
cies aimed at Black people. The subject of the trial was the question-
ing of racial criteria as incompatible with the principle of constitutional 
equality. Establishing a criterion for filling public vacancies for higher 
education - historically limited in number - that presupposes formal 
equality among those who enter the competition is the ideological op-
eration that translates public higher education as a reward for the merit 
of the individual, rather than a right.

However, the abyssal differences in the Brazilian educational 
system, especially if we consider the cleavage between elite training 
schools and schools for most of the population, reproduce the educa-
tional dualism (Nosella, 1991; Mendes, 2016). Moreover, these inequali-
ties have a strong racial component, if we consider that legally the ad-
mission of young blacks to Brazilian schooling, including that designed 
to socialize the most basic knowledge for professional insertion, treated 
as “rudimentary”7, was prohibited until just under a century8. There-
fore, to deal with access to university in defense of a supposed equality 
of conditions is to carry out an operation of historical erasure that disre-
gards sediment inequalities from the point of view of race and class. In 
this way, the meritocratic discourse that is constituted as an opposition 
to the affirmative policies of reserving vacancies for blacks in access to 
the university (our version of colorblind universalist politics) operates, 
consciously or not, a racist policy. 
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After almost two decades of implementing racial and social quotas 
in Brazilian universities, the fact is that there may be not only a change 
in the social composition of students at the Brazilian university, but 
also in the problems addressed academically, in the end-activities and 
in management. New issues from the pedagogical point of view needed 
to be addressed, new objects and research subjects entered the scene, 
which also influenced the university’s relationship with the communi-
ty in the form of extension. As for management, the challenge of making 
it possible for students who are often the first of their families to access 
this level of study to remain in the university is a focus of concern that 
must transcend the individualization of the problem.

These aspects corroborate the need to think about the institution 
from approaches that take into account more than one axis of inequal-
ity. If traditionally in the university the concern to approach inequali-
ties, when it exists, has turned to the theme of social classes, the articu-
lation with the category race, denounced for its physical and symbolic 
absence in this space of power, has become the focus of denunciation. 
The efforts of the recently established research field “access to the uni-
versity” (in full development since the first decade of the millennium) 
were one of the main responsible for placing the emphasis on the cat-
egory of race as fundamental for university studies. The way in which 
quotas are implemented in universities, combining school of origin cri-
teria with racial criteria, has also led to a refinement in the way of think-
ing about the production of these inequalities in the exercise of the right 
to education.

Considering the inequalities produced by the articulation of both 
categories of race and class, especially when it comes to the access to 
public universities in Brazil, it is to be expected that, when concrete 
subjects’ backgrounds are concerned, there is a continuity of inequali-
ties experienced after their entrance in university. Research on student 
retention (here considered as the opposite of dropout), especially in 
the area of Social Work, a field of professional training for those who 
work directly with the institutional operationalization of this type of 
policy, has been prodigal in discussing the class aspects that impact 
on the conditions under which undergraduate courses are experienced 
by poor students. It can be said that there is a recent research interest 
seeking to articulate the dimension of race to class in order to better 
understand - and propose policies - to make feasible the effective right 
to higher education.

If the recent academic production of the field on student reten-
tion has made it explicit that the articulation of class and racial differ-
ences has produced particular inequalities among students within the 
university, it is reasonable to expect that the articulation of other dif-
ferences, such as gender, sexuality, and disability will produce singu-
lar inequalities. Taking these inequalities out from invisibility does not 
consist of a speculative academic exercise; it is rather a demand from 
subjects who live in the threshold of dropping out, that is, vulnerability 
in multiple possible articulations of their condition as subjects (poor 
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women, young Indigenous people, wheelchair lesbians, Black transgen-
der people, to name a few hypothetical examples). Therefore, thinking 
about how such individuals manage (or not) to go through their life in 
university and what institutional policies are destined for them is an 
urgent challenge for a university that considers itself as democratic.

Markers of difference, intersectionality and articulated 
inequalities in student retention

Dealing with differences in the discussion about the subjects 
that enter and remain (or not) in the university demands assuming that 
there are certain conditions of asymmetry at stake. The concept of “so-
cial markers of difference” proposes to “designate how differences are 
socially instituted and may contain implications in terms of hierarchy, 
asymmetry, discrimination and inequality” (Almeida et al., 2018, p. 19). 
This “social institution of difference” takes certain classifications and 
the meanings produced from them as “natural”, while others are under-
estimated or circumstantially forgotten.

In this perspective, the idea of a “marker” highlights a certain 
attribute socially read as distinct/different from another, which goes 
through a naturalization/normalization process, and constitutes the 
“different” as its “Other”. If we are dealing with the public university, 
the process of expanding the presence of Black, Indigenous subjects 
and/or from popular classes can be read as the influx of these “Others” 
which not long ago were physically and/or symbolically absent from the 
university. In other words: the poor, Black and Indigenous people were 
mostly objects of research rather than subjects who were researchers/
producers of knowledge.

 Avtar Brah (2006) proposes a set of questions that seek to ac-
count for a variety of meanings for difference. I bring here the discus-
sion presented by Brah on the concept of difference as a social relation-
ship, which “refers to the way difference is constituted and organized in 
systematic relationships through economic, cultural and political dis-
courses and institutional practices” and which “underlines the histori-
cally variable articulation of micro and macro power regimes, within 
which modes of differentiation such as gender, class or racism are in-
stituted in terms of structured formations” (Brah, 2006, p. 362-363). The 
key question, according to the author, is how difference is defined: is 
this difference a means of affirming diversity or a mechanism of dis-
crimination? Do they contribute to emancipatory or oppressive poli-
cies? 

At the university level, the access of those new subjects can artic-
ulate these two discursive matrices (and their corresponding practices): 
the celebration of racial and/or cultural diversity as a value affirmed 
by the institution that begins to admit this “Other,” while  keeping dis-
courses and practices of delegitimization and discrimination, because 
this “Other” is someone who until recently was not even thought by the 
university as an epistemological subject. 
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Although the university may be an institution that celebrates di-
versity, the current situation of students who are defined as “Others” 
in relation to race (Blacks, Indigenous, Quilombolas), gender (students 
who are mothers), sexuality (transgender people), and corporeality (dis-
abled students) is that of inscribing difference as inequality in the exer-
cise of the right to education.

Whilst addressing retention, we are also crossing (or intersect-
ing) these differences to class difference. The idea of intersectionality 
dates back to the Combahee River Collective, a collective of Black and 
lesbian women in Boston, which published a manifesto in 1977 (Collec-
tive, 1977), affirming its commitment to the fight against racial, sexual, 
heterosexual, and class oppression systems that are intertwined. Cren-
shaw (1989; 1991) uses the metaphor of crossroads representing racism 
and sexism, illustrating that Black women are crossed by these two axes 
of oppression. The author notes that this has led to a marginalization 
of Black women in both antiracist and feminist movements, advocat-
ing the intersectional paradigm as an approach that considers the par-
ticularities of Black women, removing them from this invisibility that 
encompasses structural, representative and political issues.

Hirata (2014), based on Danièle Kergoat’s contributions, uses the 
concept of the consubstantiality of social relations, based on the cri-
tique of the “geometric” notion of intersection that privileges two terms 
of the relation (e.g. race and gender), or else treats analytically the dif-
ferences in terms of categories, rather than in terms of historicized so-
cial relations. The author identifies as one of the main problems arising 
from the categories intersectionality/consubstantiality the “variable 
geometry intersectionality”: 

[...] if for Danièle Kergoat there are three fundamental so-
cial relations which imbricate themselves, and are trans-
versal, gender, class and race, for others [...] the intersec-
tion is of variable geometry, and may include, alongside 
with the social relations of gender, class and race, other 
social relations, such as sexuality, age, religion, etc. (Hi-
rata, 2014, p. 66).

Piscitelli (2008), in turn, highlights the idea of categories in articu-
lation as synonymous of intersectionalities, by analyzing how sexuality, 
gender, race, ethnicity and nationality are imbricated among Brazilian 
migrants. The author highlights that in the history of feminism such 
analytical tools have been developed to understand “differentiated dis-
tributions of power that place women in unequal positions and, based 
on knowledge, modify these positions” (Piscitelli, 2008, p. 10).

What these authors have in common is the concern to take into 
consideration for the analysis of a given “difference” the interactions 
with others, or, in the terms of Piscitelli (2008), their articulations. By 
taking these issues into account on my focus of interest, that is, under-
standing the retention strategies mobilized by marginalized students 
in the university, I consider diverse elements that influence their ability 
to avoid dropping out, or their resilience9. 
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These reflections point to the need to complexify analyses that 
presuppose a direct relationship between dropout and economic prob-
lems (understood as financial difficulties), proposing as retention poli-
cies a reduced number of (or low-valued) scholarships. It is important to 
understand class inequalities in a broader sense than the need for in-
come complementation, such as the reduced availability of study time 
in conciliation with their labour demands (both productive and repro-
ductive labour), symbolic violence in the process of strangement with 
institutional dynamics, how the feminized dimension of reproductive 
labour is ignored, which implies an invisibilization of mother students 
or of the racial component of precarious work that can lead to a delayed 
insertion of Black workers in higher education. 

Without neglecting the importance of scholarships as support 
policies that enable some assistance to guarantee a minimum of sub-
sistence, analyzing which other policies could make the retention and 
the graduation of these new subjects possible implies to understand the 
(structural) institutional mechanisms that lead them to drop out. My 
hypothesis is that racism, sexism, ableism and LGBTphobia are respon-
sible for processes that lead to more than drop out (whose agency falls 
on the dropout subject), but rather to institutionalized expulsion (the 
agency here falls on the institution, not on the student) of these subjects 
from the university. This requires not only a separate analysis of each of 
these dimensions, but also of how they articulate, in order to produce 
reflections on how to make viable retention policies for the concrete 
subjects who need them.

However, the multiplicity of subjects - and consequently of de-
mands that require recognition coexisting with persistent income in-
equality - continues to challenge redistributive policies, and challenge 
to develop an analytical framework that does not treat those issues as 
mutually incompatible. How can we defend recognition without aban-
doning redistribution policies?

Recognition and redistribution at the Brazilian university

Nancy Fraser (2002), when analyzing the effects of globalization 
on policies that advocate social justice, highlights the prominence of 
culture in this emerging order. She draws attention to the transition 
from a Fordist to a post-Fordist economy, in which mass production, 
strong trade unions, and family pay as the norm have given way to niche 
production, declining unionization, and increasing women’s participa-
tion in the labor market. The greater visibility of “symbolic” workers, 
the shift from the centrality of labor to religion or ethnicity in the con-
stitution of collective identities, the intensification of cultural hybrid-
ization, are some of the elements that constitute this new condition. 

Interested in the effects of this prominence for politics, and there-
fore with the perspectives of social justice, Fraser (2002) characterizes 
globalization as a general politicization of culture, especially the strug-
gles around identity and difference, which the author treats as struggles 
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for recognition. This process occurs in parallel with the decline of class 
politics, the retraction of struggles for economic equality, the advance 
of neoliberalism attacking social rights, and the reduction of the hori-
zon for resource sharing (or redistributive politics). Moreover, struggles 
for redistribution often place themselves as antithetical to struggles for 
recognition, the latter currently being emphasized to the detriment of 
the former.

This shift from the perspective of social justice leads to ambiva-
lent perspectives. On the one hand, there has been a broadening of po-
litical contestation and a new understanding of social justice beyond 
the axis of class, including sexual difference, race, ethnicity, sexuality, 
religion, and nationality - issues of representation, identity, and differ-
ence. On the other hand, in the context of rising neoliberalism, these 
struggles have been placed as the antithesis of struggles for egalitar-
ian redistribution, leading to what Fraser (2002, p. 9-10) characterizes 
as a change from a truncated economicism to a truncated culturalism: 
“the result would be a classic example of combined and unequal de-
velopment: the recent notable achievements on the axis of recognition 
would correspond to paralyzed progress, if not outright losses, on the 
axis of distribution”. The author then proposes the existence of three 
threats inherent to the trajectory of globalization, with proposals aimed 
at overcoming them. 

The first threat, which Fraser calls the substitution problem, con-
cerns the process in which, in a neoliberalism that wishes above all to 
repress the idea of socialist egalitarianism, therefore exacerbating eco-
nomic inequalities, identity conflicts have assumed a paradigmatic 
character. “In this context, struggles for recognition are contributing 
less to complementing, making more complex, or enriching struggles 
for redistribution than to marginalizing, eclipsing, and substituting 
them” (Fraser, 2002, p. 6-7).

This process requires revisiting the concept of justice, which Fras-
er (2009) proposes as a “three-dimensional conception of social justice” 
that contemplates distribution, recognition, and representation. When 
dealing with student retention, these concerns are quite relevant. If we 
consider the set of distributive injustices, Fraser (2002) indicates that its 
quintessence is poor distribution, which encompasses not only income 
inequality, but also exploitation, deprivation, and marginalization or 
exclusion from labor markets. Therefore, thinking about distribution 
at the university level requires thinking about income transfer policies, 
such as scholarships, which have been subject to constant reductions 
in number and value, but also about broader issues, such as the right to 
graduate as a strategy to improve access conditions to the labor market, 
since a large contingent of Brazilian students from the lower classes are 
the first of their families to access higher education.

We could also raise issues of distributive policies at the univer-
sity such as indirect salary - meal aids, housing or rent aids, policies 
aimed at student health, transportation aids, among others that are in 
the sphere of reproduction of living conditions.
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As for injustices in recognition, these are generated from the sub-
ordination of status based on institutionalized hierarchies of cultural 
value. The paradigmatic situation of injustice in this axis is false recog-
nition, encompassing cultural domination, non-recognition and disre-
spect. 

The remedy, therefore, is recognition, also in a broad 
sense, so as to encompass not only reforms aimed at re-
valuing disrespected identities and cultural products of 
discriminated groups, but also efforts to recognize and 
value diversity, on the one hand, and efforts to transform 
the symbolic order and deconstruct the terms that under-
lie existing status differentiations in order to change the 
social identity of all (Fraser, 2002, p. 12).

Brazilian university history has been based on producing knowl-
edge grounding, or openly affirming colonialist justifications for exploi-
tation, reinforcing the subordination of Black and Indigenous popula-
tion. It demands a profound process of re-examination in order to move 
towards recognition justice. In addition to cultural domination, the in-
stitution also coexists with systematic situations of non-recognition (as 
in the case of trans people) and disrespect (of people with disabilities, 
of mother students). It is also important to highlight the symbolic vio-
lence, more difficult to be named and therefore fought, directed at these 
“deviant bodies” in the institution, underlying these status differentia-
tions between students categorized as “normal” and the “Others”.

The revaluation of identities, recognition and appreciation of di-
versity, changes in the symbolic order and deconstruction of status  
differentiations imply profound institutional changes that lead to the 
problematization of the university in all its activities. It is not trivial 
that a significant set of motivations for dropping out fall into so-called 
“pedagogical problems”, which in addition to the difficulties of keeping 
up with the disciplines, possibly concern the teacher-student relation-
ship as a moment of cultural encounter/conflict, in which that violence 
is expressed in a systematic way. 

If, in general, students are placed as a subordinate category in 
the university, either because of their short time in the institution com-
pared to other segments, or because of their infantilization due to gen-
erational differences, both factors that are combined with the expan-
sion of the presence of Black and Indigenous people in the student body 
not yet accompanied by professors; it means that they have reduced ca-
pacity for institutional intervention in these situations of injustice that I 
describe. These processes of cultural domination, non-recognition, and 
disrespect are, in my opinion, at the base of mechanisms that limit the 
participation of students in decision-making processes and, therefore, 
institutional change. 

Thus, institutional transformation in favor of greater recogni-
tion take up the form of abrupt ruptures (some would say violent), 
through radicalized struggles as the only means found to make their 
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voices heard (as in the case of campus demonstrations, or Rectory oc-
cupations as a method of systematic struggle in the decades of 2000 and 
2010 in Brazil). These radicalized actions, however, have not been re-
stricted to advocating justice as recognition policies (directed at racist/
misogynous actions of given professors, endorsed openly or silently by 
the institution), but rather end up mixed with demands for distribution 
(as opposing the increase of meal values at the university restaurant, 
against cuts in scholarship number of values, or even the cuts in the 
university’s global budget), takin the form of agendas that indicate pre-
cisely this multidimensional conception of justice.

In order to combine redistribution and recognition, Fraser pro-
poses the idea of a common normative measure that includes both 
types of claims, without reducing them. The author proposes that this 
measure would be the principle of parity of participation, “according to 
which justice requires social arrangements that allow all (adult) mem-
bers of society to interact with each other as peers” (Fraser, 2002, p. 13). 
The author points out that, for this principle to be respected, some con-
ditions are necessary: material resources that guarantee independence 
and voice, which is limited in cases of economic dependence and in-
equality; and that cultural value standards respect all participants and 
guarantee equal opportunities to achieve social consideration. To this 
end, it is necessary to exclude 

[...] institutionalized patterns of value that systematically 
depreciate some categories of people and the characteris-
tics associated with them. Thus, there are institutional-
ized patterns of value that deny the status of full partners 
in interactions to some people - either by placing the bur-
den of an excessive “difference” on them or by not recog-
nizing their particularity (Fraser, 2002, p. 13).

The second problem discussed by Fraser (2002) is the increase in 
cross-cultural interaction and communication, the acceleration of mi-
gration and global media flows that have led to an intense process of 
fracture and hybridization of cultural forms. If some struggles for rec-
ognition have sought to adapt to this growing complexity,

[...] others take the form of a communitarianism that 
drastically simplifies and reifies group identities. In these 
cases, struggles for recognition do not foster interaction 
and respect between differences in increasingly multi-
cultural contexts, but rather tend to encourage separat-
ism and the formation of group enclaves, chauvinism and 
intolerance, patriarchalism and authoritarianism. I call 
this the problem of reification (Fraser, 2002, p. 14, empha-
sis in the original).

Fraser (2002) argues that a non-identity concept of recognition 
is necessary to fight this problem. Struggles for recognition have tra-
ditionally been seen through the lens of identity, through the claim of 
cultural recognition of group-specific identity, in response to false rec-
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ognition through the depreciation of identity by the dominant group. 
There is, in this way, a damage inflicted in the sense of the self, whose 
repair requires recognition aimed at rectifying the destructuring 
caused by the pejorative image projected by the dominant culture. The 
members of the depreciated group reject such images in favor of new 
self-representations, images built by the group itself, in order to publicly 
display them to gain respect and consideration from society. The suc-
cess of this operation is what Fraser calls recognition, that is, an undis-
torted relationship with oneself.

This identity model of recognition has been particularly impor-
tant in highlighting the psychological effects of racism, sexism, LGBT-
phobia and ableism. At the university level, although little theorized, 
they have been used as tools to expose the hierarchical relations be-
tween professors (read as “the institution”) and entrants in what I have 
called the “cultural conflict of the professor-student relationship”. The 
idealization of a “standard student” that corresponds to the expecta-
tions or even the professors’ previous experiences with students from 
the pre-expansion period of Brazilian university, crossed by racist, mi-
sogynous, and other broadly biased assumptions and stereotypes about 
deviant bodies, has opened the debate about students’ psychic suffer-
ing at the university, motivated even by several suicide events. In this 
sense, the identity recognition model has provided important contribu-
tions to understanding student permanence.

On the other hand, the identity model tends to reify group identi-
ties, as well as fail to address intertwined (intersectional, articulated) 
axes of subordination, as well as their relations with poor resource dis-
tribution. These failures lead to a difficulty in approaching simulta-
neously a policy that adresses multiple axes of injustice. In this sense, 
Fraser (2002) proposes the idea of a status model, considering that rec-
ognition is a matter of social status: what requires recognition is not 
the identity, but the individual status of its members as full partners 
in social interaction. False recognition, from this perspective, concerns 
less the depreciation and deformation of group identity than social sub-
ordination, the obstacle to equal participation in social life. To redress 
this injustice would require to place the member whose recognition has 
been distorted, for reasons of subordination, as a full member of society.

The status model advocated by Fraser places emphasis on the dif-
ferences in cultural value attributed to the relative position of social ac-
tors. When certain actors are seen as inferior, excluded, invisible, “com-
pletely others”, that is, are not full members in social interaction, a false 
recognition or subordination of status is at stake. There is a “social re-
lationship of subordination transmitted through institutionalized pat-
terns of cultural value”, which “occurs when social institutions regulate 
interaction according to cultural norms that prevent equal participa-
tion” (Fraser, 2002, p. 16).

An example of how this is reflected in the discussion on student 
retention policies at the Brazilian university concerns the broader idea 
of student participation in the institution. Redistribution and recogni-
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tion inequalities/injustices would include the requirement to consider 
students as subjects of the right to participation, which leads to the 
problem of representation. In general, Brazilian institutions that have 
made the most progress in recognizing participation have done so in 
the formal choice of their managers and/or counselors through parity 
voting, which means that, only for decisions of elected positions, each 
of the three segments of the institution (students, teachers and admin-
istrative staff) has equal weight in the final result of the elections. As 
the group of students usually outnumbers by much teachers and ad-
ministrative staff, the consequence of parity by sector is a relative de-
valuation of the students’ vote, and the consequent valuing of the votes 
of the other categories (for the same final result, each of the workers’ 
votes has a greater weight than that of the students). Even so, in those 
cases where parity has been achieved for elective positions, which has 
not become widespread among public universities, the idea of universal 
voting (each voter within the institution would have the same weight in 
the final result) or of parity in other institutional decisions, as in repre-
sentative councils, is treated as a utopian democratic eccentricity.

When students are supposedly considered unable to make deci-
sions about the university, and especially when a hierarchy of values is 
established that makes certain segments invisible or stereotyped (“the 
mother who uses her child as an excuse”, “the lazy indigenous people,” 
“the angry black woman,” “the student who always claims persecution 
for his gender identity,” “the pitied wheelchair user”) by means of false 
acknowledgements, participation is emptied. These tropes are opera-
tionalized by establishing an “institutionalized standard of cultural 
value that constitutes some categories of social actors as normative and 
others as deficient or inferior” (Fraser, 2002, p. 16). They are denied op-
portunities to be full partners in society, to participate at the same level, 
through false recognition.

The status model proposes not to value the identity of groups, but 
to question the subordination that allows false recognition. That is, “it 
seeks to de-institutionalize patterns of cultural value that impede par-
ity of participation and replace them with patterns that foster it” (Fra-
ser, 2002, p. 16), counteracting the processes of reification by question-
ing institutionalized norms about interaction capacities. Adopting this 
principle of justice within the university requires not only a re-exam-
ination of institutional norms, but an understanding of the structural 
processes that lead to greater homogeneity of the teaching staff com-
pared to the new and multiple composition of the student body in the 
post-expansion period.

As a third problem, Fraser (2002) raises the question of the “mis-
framing” of globalization. This term refers to the fact that, in globaliza-
tion, there has been a process of decentralization of the national state as 
the only context for addressing the struggle for social justice. The author 
highlights the mismatches of scale, such as the contradiction between 
transnational flows of economic distribution and national processes of 
redistribution, or global flows of signs and images, on the one hand, and 
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local practices of hybridization and appropriation, on the other. Beyond 
these more easily identifiable scales of justice, Fraser (2002, p. 18-19) 
also includes other contexts of interaction, such as “labor markets, sex-
ual relations, family life, the public sphere, and voluntary associations 
of civil society”, each with its own particular forms of understanding of 
participation, and therefore the need for multiple frameworks for this 
principle. This implies a multi-framework approach to justice, since

[...] there is no single framework or level of sovereignty 
that is sufficient to deal with all questions of justice in the 
context of globalization. What is needed instead is a set of 
multiple frameworks and a multi-level conception of sov-
ereignty. Consequently, the question of when and where 
to apply a given framework becomes unavoidable. From 
here on, any discussion of justice must incorporate an ex-
plicit reflection on the problem of framing. For each case, 
we must ask who precisely are the relevant subjects of jus-
tice and who are the social actors among whom parity of 
participation is required (Fraser, 2002, p. 19).

In light of the student retention obstacles that I have listed in the 
text, the idea of multiple frameworks for the principle of parity of partic-
ipation is welcome. It aims at a multidimensional conception of justice 
and questions the institutionalized hierarchy of social value, requires a 
profound re-examination of practices at the university, as well as points 
that the struggle for justice requires both intra- and extra-institutional 
contestations. 

In other words, for the social composition of the university to be 
effectively changed, ensuring that marginalized students have the right 
to education contemplated in their multiple difficulties, which include 
distributive and recognition issues, it is necessary to debate the social 
function of the university in the context of globalized capitalism. More 
than recognising the attempts to wipe out social spending and the colo-
nization of business discourse in the field of higher education (which 
Fairclough, 2001, calls the commodification of discourse), we need the 
ability (“inventive imagination” in the terms of Florestan Fernandes, as 
well quoted by Leher, 2012) to redesign horizons for an institution un-
dergoing a profound crisis. 

The presence of new subjects within the university therefore pos-
es the possibility of new epistemologies, problematizations and under-
standings of phenomena already consolidated. This is a potential con-
dition, since while resisting to rethink the institutional criteria that lead 
to the expulsion (whether or not consented to) of this new contingent 
of students, the university is allowed to proceed with injustice unques-
tioned. From this perspective, thinking about student retention brings 
to the forefront the responsibility of the university as an institution that 
proposes solutions to the country’s inequalities. 

It could be argued that, in the current stage of capitalism, there is 
no place for this kind of concern, especially in peripheral countries like 
Brazil. However, experiences “out of place” insist on making themselves 
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visible, questioning the logic of subordination and inequality, challeng-
ing the normative logic of the state, the virulence of global financial 
exploitation, and instrumentalizing much of the knowledge produced 
in universities. If the heralds of social spending cuts affirm the finan-
cial unsustainability of that locus for critical thinking, it is up to those 
committed to criticism to demonstrate the human unsustainability of 
instrumental thinking. 
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Notes

1 Of course, countless counter-examples to this rule can be raised, especially if 
we consider the most prestigious public and military schools. However, roughly 
speaking, the devaluation of Brazil’s public services causes the middle class, at 
the slightest sign of a budget “surplus” or at the cost of great sacrifices, to enroll 
their children in private schools with the hope of a “good education” (which 
is quite debatable, unless one considers that quality education means mostly 
approval in university selection, no matter what ethical values or symbolic 
violence are naturalized).

2 REUNI is the acronym for Programa de Apoio a Planos de Reestruturação e 
Expansão das Universidades Federais, which stands for Program for Supporting 
Federal University Restructuring and Expansion Plans. It financed expansion 
in the student/teacher ratio in Brazilian federal universities from 2007 to the 
end of President Dilma Roussef’s administration. 

3 Quilombola is the term that refers to someone who belongs to a Black rural 
community (“quilombo”) in Brazil.

4 PNAES is the acronym for Programa Nacional de Assistência Estudantil, which 
stands for National Program for Student Aid. It was a Program designed by 
Presidential Decree, determining fundamentals for higher education student 
aids.

5 In Brazilian universities, there two types of quotas initially established were 
the so-called “social quotas” - quotas aimed at students from public svhools, as 
well as racial quotas, for Black and Indigenous people. The criteria are usually 
combined, especially after Federal Quota Law 12.711 in 2012.

6  There is a significant set of research on this topic, which confirms this vision, 
like Campos, Feres Junior and Daflon (2014), who analyze the performance of 
candidates to Sistema de Seleção Unificada, Velloso (2019) at Universidade de 
Brasília and Queiroz et al. (2015) at Universidade Federal de Uberlândia. 

7 W e currently see a reinforcement to the idea of a school to teach the rudiments 
in the speech of President Bolsonaro, for whom one must “read, write, count 
and learn a profession”. 

8 The Couto Ferraz Reform of 1854 prohibited slaves from attending school. 

9 I have restrictions on the use of the term “resilience” to refer to students who 
mobilize retention strategies. It is a term that is quite suitable to refer to material 
or ecological properties: a certain type of material that does not deform when 
subjected to a force or a certain environment that has the ability to recover from 
disturbances. However, it is precisely the existence of this analogy with the 
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material world that justifies my resistance to transpose this term to students 
pressured by their living conditions to drop out. The term seems to assume that 
it is expected or even valued that these subjects endure and overcome violence 
in their academic career as a sacrifice that justifies the merit of their diploma. 
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