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I learned to knit as a child. My mother taught me how to hold the needles and how to make my first 
stitches. From then on I threw myself into the daily adventure of knitting, which is similar to life 
itself. I did not like copying patterns from the magazines. What I enjoyed most was the adventure 
of inventing stitches, mixing different colors and textures of yarns, imagining shapes, and creating 
garments.

In the province of Córdoba, Argentina, where I was born and raised, it was common practice to 
gather with the family after dinner, drinking mate and talking while the women knitted. It was a 
gathering of generations, for it included grandfathers, grandmothers, uncles, aunts, and kids of all 
ages. It was an opportunity to share daily life and to listen to the family. It was an opportunity that 



154

t o w a r d s  a  J u s t  S o c i e t y

strengthened our roots and helped us give meaning to our lives, though we might not have been 
too conscious of this at the time.

There, in the bosom of my family, I began knitting the fabric of what today is my engagement in 
human rights education. I knitted the threads and colors of the agricultural and fishing cooperative 
movement, which my father strongly believed in and dedicated his life to, as well as the harsh 
environment of the Argentinean interior. In this part of the country, the land and cows were 
extremely productive. It was common to save up for one’s own family, but also to distribute, share, 
and connect with others, values that were regarded as “countercultural.” To this fabric of my 
personal history my maternal grandfather added another thread, that of being part of the Peronista 
(Justicialista) Party. He was a man whose main concerns were social justice and the defense of the 
rights of the workers.

The feminine threads and colors of my mother and grandmother completed this “pattern” of my 
story. My mother was always open to any opportunity to defend the poor. In the sixties, my paternal 
grandmother was a strong advocate and sponsor of public education and local schools. She worked 
for what we now understand as the right to quality public education. In this environment begins 
the knitted pattern of my life that would lead me to education and human rights.

My Interest in the Subject: New Stitches and Patterns

My interest in this subject and in its research, practical work, and even advocacy, are closely linked 
to the story of my life and the discovery of my citizenship as a door to human rights practice. It is, 
of course, a knitted pattern still under construction and shaped by time and place.

Because I had a great interest in humanitarian issues, my first choice of study at the university was 
medicine. After my first year, however, my humanitarian interests took a new and different turn, 
and I transferred to political science. I wanted a career that would allow me to work on social issues 
that would enable the development of a more just and democratic society. I began my university 
life at Córdoba, Argentina, in 1976, in the same year of the military coup that began the terrible 
experience of dictatorship in Argentina. This experience would mark the destiny of the country 
and its society. Those were violent years of urban guerrillas, persecutions, silence, distrust, fear, 
torture, disappearances, and suppression of liberties and rights. Years of repression, terror, and 
control shaped by the Doctrine of National Security.

Political science was not an easy subject in such a context, where anything that did not fall within the 
system was considered hostile, immediately became a threat, and had to disappear. Authoritarianism 
and repression also affected academic life, making the attainment of knowledge a difficult task. The 
right to learn this was now a right that was severely limited. Anything or anyone suspected of having 
a link with the left, Marxism, Socialism, or Communism was censored and in some cases eliminated.
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Time passed, and in the midst of pressures and achievements, I managed to graduate. The 
dictatorship came to an end in 1983, and the process of re-democratizing the country began. In 
1985, I had the opportunity to go to Brazil for graduate studies at the Institute of International 
Relations at Pontifical Catholic University-Río de Janiero. The process of re-democratization was 
also beginning in Brazil after twenty years of dictatorship. I chose this program because it was 
the only one interested in and open to a Latin American perspective. My dissertation was entitled 
Democracia y Política Externa: la diplomacia Argentina en la ONU (1983-1987) (Democracy and Foreign 
Policy: Argentinian Diplomacy at the UN, 1983-1987) (Sacavino, 1989). It covered the post-war period of 
the Islas Malvinas (Falkland Islands) conflict, as well as the negotiations with Great Britain conducted 
under the auspices of the United Nations.

My experience at college and with Brazilian culture was overwhelming. It was a rich source of 
development, freedom, and the discovery of rights unknown to me. It was my first opportunity 
to have access to information and knowledge that was censored in Argentina. It enriched the way 
I viewed my profession and widened my education, not just academically, but also in a human-
existential way. New colors and inspiration took over my knitting and created more beautiful, 
interesting, and defiant patterns.

My graduate studies did not only widen my knowledge in political science and international relations, 
but also allowed me to concentrate further on research and develop a taste for the adventure of 
producing knowledge. I received a scholarship from Conselho Nacional de Pesquisa (the National 
Research Council) and Conselho Nacional de la Capes (Council for the Improvement of Higher 
Education), two national institutions in Brazil that sponsor and fund research and graduate studies 
in the country.

These academic discoveries did not only widen my horizons, but also allowed me to affirm the value 
of citizenship and social participation for the common good. At the same time, I was concerned with 
the extreme inequalities of my new country, Brazil. These inequalities suggested a limited space 
for the practice of citizenship for the majority of the people. The fact that I was a foreigner with a 
scholarship from the Brazilian government in a world where most citizens did not have access to 
university education also worried me.

In Brazil I discovered that a society that offered a life worth living to the majority of its people 
was the result of the participation and collaboration of different actors. From this perspective, 
government is as important as civil society, including all its different social components.

When I finished my studies, my life changed course. There were new yarns, threads and colors 
that took over my knitting when I decided to stay and live in Brazil. I wanted to work in support of 
social groups that were excluded, subordinated, and denied citizenship. I wished to collaborate in 
the affirmation of democracy and the difficult process of building and expanding social and political 
citizenship.
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My interests and wishes became possible through a collective program that came about by collaborating 
with other workers in human and social fields and the creation of a nongovernmental organization 
(NGO). At the beginning of the nineties, some Brazilian NGOs acquired great visibility after years of 
repression; others were born in the re-democratizing process of the country. They were all establishing 
and asserting themselves as an important and strategic platform for the creation of social actors.

So it was that in 1991 I took over the executive coordination of the NGO Novamerica, whose mission 
we stated as follows:

•	 Promoting the development of democracy as a way of life and participation in civil society.
•	 Working for the development of a Latin American consciousness and an ethic of solidarity.
•	 Stimulating the acknowledgment and appreciation of diverse cultures both at a national 

and global level by means of educational and cultural processes, with the goal of training 
self-multiplying social agents, especially those belonging to popular or excluded groups, as 
well as the training of educators (www.novamerica.org.br).

From the very beginning we created the Programa de Derechos Humanos, Educación y Ciudadanía 
(Program on Human Rights, Education, and Citizenship), which focuses principally on education in 
and for human rights in schools. Although many institutions were working in non-formal education, 
formal schooling was the least developed sector in Brazil at that time.

Since then I have continued to develop my work in the area of education in and for human rights 
and citizenship. This has given me the opportunity to gain experience and professional training. 
The focus of my work was on formal education, specifically for teachers of public schools in the 
different districts of the state of Río de Janeiro, and other Brazilian states, as well as some Latin 
American countries. In the area of non-formal education I trained social activists from popular 
settings belonging to different social movements.

The activities promoted by the NGO Novamerica are diverse: research, organization, formative 
processes, creation of educational materials and diverse publications, and involvement with other 
civil society institutions and movements. Beyond these, my main objective and interest have to 
do with social transformation as well as the creation of a counter-hegemonic social project, where 
democracy is not limited to the act of voting but becomes a daily practice in all spheres of life. I 
am also interested in developing and working on practices that serve to develop a human rights 
culture: a culture that is capable of transforming present-day democracies, taking into consideration 
the interrelation, integrality, indivisibility, and interdependence of all rights. Such a human rights 
culture would also take into consideration the different societal arenas ranging from the civil, 
political, and economic to the social and cultural.

My work with Novamerica as well as my professional experience has enabled me to participate with 
diverse groups. I have worked both at a national and international level especially with groups whose 
work is related to education in and for human rights.

file:///\\files.umn.edu\law\Shared\Human Rights Center\hrcenter\HRE PROGRAM AND RESOURCES\RESOURCE CENTER, TOPIC GUIDES, AND ONLINE STORE\TOPIC BOOKS & HRE SERIES\Topic Book 8 - A Just Society\LULU\Free Round of Proofs\www.novamerica.org.br
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On a personal level, the creation of educational processes for the development of citizenship of 
individuals and social actors allowed me once again to question my own citizenship, since my 
political rights as a foreign national were somewhat limited. The fact that I was a resident of Brazil, 
my intercultural coexistence and my personal identification with Brazilian socio-cultural context 
made me request Brazilian citizenship, which I obtained in 1999. This furthered my opportunities 
and possibilities, and thus new colors decorated my knitting project and enabled me to embrace 
both Brazilian and Argentinian characteristics in this new global world.

At this time Novamerica began promoting the Movimiento de Educadores en Derechos Humanos 
(Movement of Human Rights Educators, or MEDH) to provide citizenship training for public school 
teachers. Conceived as a civil society initiative, MEDH was a focal point to enable the development 
of education in action. It aimed to create a collective individual who would work for collective 
citizenship and democracy as a way of life. We regarded education as an internal process that results 
from accumulated life experiences, and believed it to be essential for instilling a collective rather 
than a purely individual notion of citizenship.

The topic of education in and for human rights in the processes of re-democratization has not only 
deeply influenced my view on life and my professional activities, but it has always encouraged me 
intellectually and refined my practices in different ways. In order to specialize this perspective, I 
worked towards a Ph.D. in education at PUC-Río de Janeiro from 2004 to 2008. My research was a 
case study of Chile and Brazil focusing on the development of education in and for human rights 
in the re-democratization processes. I firmly believe that access to human rights knowledge and 
the possibility of disseminating it is an important right that needs development in education. This 
thesis was later published as a book in my two languages, Portuguese and Spanish (Sacavino, 2012).

In recent years, I have been especially interested in issues that have to do with justice, overcoming 
inequalities, democratization of opportunities, and their effect on the open acknowledgment of 
different cultural groups. In this sense, the issue of human rights widens – usually it is taken to mean 
the civil and political rights of the individual – and focuses on the importance of collective, cultural, 
and ecological rights. This reality highlights the fact that in multicultural and multiethnic societies, 
the fight for the acknowledgment of diverse identities shows that cultural injustice is the other face 
of distributive justice, especially when we consider that the development of democracy implies 
that rights to equality must be articulated with the right to be different. From this perspective, 
intercultural education seems like a valid political way to create the conditions and spaces where 
these rights can be realized in the real world. It is also a challenge for education in and for human 
rights.

After completing my Ph.D., a new door opened that allowed me to participate and work on these 
subjects as associate researcher in the Study Group on the Education and Cultures (GECEC) of 
the Department of Education of PUC-Río.1 Here I am involved in the following research projects: 

1 This Study Group was coordinated by Professor Vera Maria Candau.
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Educación en Derechos Humanos en América Latina y Brasil: génesis histórica y realidad actual 
(Human Rights Education in Latin America and Brazil: Historical Development and Contemporary 
Reality) and Interculturalidad y Educación en América Latina, y Brasil: saberes, actores y búsquedas 
(Intercultural Education in Latin America and Brazil; Knowledge, Subjects, and Searches).

During the last decade my knitting has been colored by more threads that have given me the 
opportunity to work as international advisor for the Movimiento Socioeducativo Educar en Tiempos 
Difíciles (Socio-educational Movement for Educating in Challenging Times),2 which encourages 
different development levels in twelve Latin American countries. Its main goal is to bring together 
women, youth, and adults who through their work are conscious of the persistent inequality, 
discrimination, and exclusion in our societies. They are interested in creating alternatives that 
encourage justice, equality, solidarity, and active citizenship by means of social action education. 
The main focus of our activities has to do with putting into practice the right to a quality education 
that will promote equality, fairness, and the acknowledgment of diversity, social justice, and 
human rights in the South American continent, a humanizing and transforming alternative to the 
dominating tendencies in our societies.

The Knitting Continues, Expands, Never-ending …

My grandmother’s advocacy in favor of education for my native town in the province of Córdoba 
received public acknowledgment in the nineties when a new elementary school was named after her. 
Since then whenever I visit my family, I am moved when I see my grandmother’s name reproduced 
on students’ shirts as they walk through the town. It makes me recall the original family knitting 
project. It has now expanded to include different faces, stories, and colors of individuals who now 
have access to education and as social actors are building their citizenship. Education in and for 
human rights is also growing, though slowly, and in some places it forms a bigger part of public 
policies and local laws. We still have, however, many challenges to face…

Yes, the knitting goes on, it gets bigger, it never ends … so does my road to education in and for 
human rights.
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Spain, Greece, Portugal – all prime tourist destinations for many European families and world 
travelers. When I left France in 1976 at the age of thirty, I had not visited any of these neighboring 
countries. Why? All of them represented for me some of the worst forms of post-war dictatorships 
that I was aware of; my conscience would not allow me to cross those borders and spend vacations 
where so much cruelty and fear were a part of daily life. Many of us who grew up in the immediate 
post-war era would not risk witnessing more atrocities or indirectly supporting (through tourism 
revenues) repressive regimes.

For those of us who lived in urban areas and for those of us who became college students, there were 
many opportunities to meet political refugees from those countries, but also from “the other side” 
of Europe where the so-called communist dictatorships were using similar forms of persecution. 
The political contexts were significantly different, but the stories of torture and repression were the 
same – relentless suffering, divided families, silenced dissidents, fear of neighbors and colleagues. 
And the same questions were raised by survivors, witnesses, and bystanders alike: after the lessons 
and memories of the World War II, how can we let this happen? How can drastically opposed 
ideologies lead to the same human rights abuses? Can this cycle of violence ever be broken? Can 
new forms of truly transformative awareness-raising and civic education be invented? Can we still 
learn from history? Can we teach against forgetting?
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These questions, as a leitmotiv of my personal and professional life, have in many ways informed some 
of my beliefs, choices, and decisions; they stemmed from a wide range of events, circumstances, and 
encounters that led to and influenced thirty years of human rights work often focused on education. 
But which were the main driving forces behind this commitment to human rights education? As I 
see it, the main risk is what I would call “retrospective determinism,” that is to say the temptation 
to reconstruct a posteriori causality chains and “influence” links; the challenge, therefore, is not to 
let the analytical or reflective approach add a layer of significance to circumstances and experiences 
that seem to fit perfectly in the pattern of past events but may not qualify as “proximate cause.”

Interestingly enough, whether we seek to identify “motivations” or “influences” we are, 
etymologically speaking, on the same quest for what “moved” us into action (including “emotions”), 
and for experiences which, tributary-like, flowed into the main channel of our professional life.

I would like to start my personal account with the chronological “flow” of events that led to my 
initial professional involvement in human rights education. I grew up in a family of educators who, 
by the time I was born, completely assumed that teaching was one of the noblest vocations; when I 
turned fourteen, I was put on a path that would allow me to become an elementary school teacher 
(I was a girl, so my career path was obvious). A decision had to be made about which “track” I would 
follow during my high school years; my English and math teachers had a fight – and the advocate 
for languages and literature path won. That decision, more than any other taken for me or by me, 
may have been the single most determining factor at the root of my professional life.

My developing skills in the study of foreign languages meant that I would have to become a high 
school teacher since none of them were taught at the elementary level. My remarkably supportive 
teachers/advocates convinced my parents to let me shift to an Ecole Normale Superieure track that 
would give me a full scholarship to get the best teaching credentials available at the time in France. 
More than anything else, I wanted to obtain a degree to teach English; unfortunately, when I took 
the competitive entrance exam, I got a much better grade in French and that single “incident” meant 
that I had no choice but to pursue a BA in French. Luckily for me the Ecole Normale Superieure 
was in Paris and many of our courses were taken at La Sorbonne. Still determined to study foreign 
literatures, I got the idea of choosing comparative literature as the best available compromise for 
my MA and doctoral studies. The latter required me to study a third foreign language (in addition 
to English and Italian).

The year was 1969. As a result of the student protests that had shaken the traditional university 
the previous summer, several inter-disciplinary choices became available to doctoral students 
and started attracting comparative literature specialists from all parts of the world. That year was 
also the beginning of an era that brought to La Sorbonne many foreign students fleeing political 
persecution; among them were Romanian students enrolled in the same research field that I had just 
selected. Not only did they give me the idea of choosing Romanian as my third language, but they 
also gradually exposed me to the reasons why they fled their home country and to the atrocities 
committed under the Ceausescu dictatorship, which culminated while we were fellow students.
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This series of events led to multiple summer trips to Romania during which I attempted to help 
my new friends obtain political asylum in France for themselves and their relatives. During this 
process I had my first direct experience with the pain and dilemmas of living under a dictatorship. I 
had to take extreme precautions so that my friends would not be arrested for “having contacts with 
foreigners” (hence the added motivation to learn their language). I learned that the best way we 
could have safe conversations was to swim out to sea. There, I learned, I could not be seen or heard 
by the neighbors, or even worse the mailman. When one day I asked one of my friends, “Whom 
around you do you fear most?” The answer I got was “My seven-year old son.” The idea was that at 
that age his son would probably and innocently answer any questions that “neighbors” might ask 
about his family’s beliefs and activities, which would eventually cause the arrest and likely torture 
of his parents. And then I realized that the fear of torture and torture itself were probably the worst 
forms of human suffering that I would ever encounter.

After teaching a few years in France, I received an unexpected invitation to teach French language 
and literature in San Francisco. After a few months, although fully enjoying my new California life, 
I started missing some aspects of my European culture and at the recommendation of a few new 
friends, I decided to explore the offerings of the so called “most European” city in the United States. 
I had just left an Irish boyfriend behind and nostalgically decided to look for one of the famous 
San Francisco Irish pubs; from the first one I passed came out the wonderful sounds of traditional 
Irish music. As I walked in, I was asked to pay an admission fee – a most unusual request for such 
an establishment! As it turned out, the pub was hosting a benefit for Amnesty International, an 
organization known to me because my mother was a contributing member. The honored guest 
of this fundraising event was Kay Boyle, a well-known San Francisco-based writer, professor, and 
human rights activist. Before the end of the evening Kay had convinced me that I should join the 
Amnesty International chapter that she had founded and hosted twice a month. She added that 
they especially needed to recruit teachers because we had to “spread the word” about human rights 
violations around the world.

The year was 1977 and Amnesty International was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. In San Francisco, 
the organization, founded only sixteen years before, started attracting many new activists and 
funders. After I left my teaching job, I started volunteering at the regional Amnesty office and 
organizing a few local events to promote the organization’s worldwide campaign on the abolition 
of torture. Because I had several years of experience as a teacher, I was asked to develop the first 
high school teaching guide devoted to the issue of political torture. This was at first an enormous 
challenge: a new type of project for me, a new initiative for the organization, and a new endeavor in 
the field of education. How to even begin? Luckily for me I discovered a documentary that had just 
been made based on the practice of torture under the recent Greek military dictatorship, an issue 
that I became familiar with during my student years in France. Its main message addressed one of 
the issues that horrified me most about the practice of torture: how easy it is to create a torturer. 
Even your neighbor’s son (the title of the film), given the right circumstances and training, could 
become one. And then I realized that raising awareness about the “banality of evil” would probably 
be one of the most significant challenges that I would ever encounter.
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As I was about to complete this teaching guide, the Director of the Amnesty Western Regional 
Office where I was conducting some of my research fell ill, as a result of which I was asked to “step 
in” to manage some of his projects. This temporary assignment led to a permanent human rights 
post that I kept for over twenty years. At the time I started on this new path, Amnesty USA did not 
have a human rights education program; it soon became clear to me that the best way of capitalizing 
on my personal and professional experience acquired in Europe was going to be the development 
of such a program as a perfect bridge between my two careers.

Summarizing in this way how I became – one step, one challenge, and one adventure at a time - a 
human rights education “specialist” allows me not to lose track of the fact that regardless of how 
I look back on this sequence of events, happenstance and serendipity had a major role to play. But 
they might not have led to the same choices or decisions, and to the same level of involvement and 
commitment in the absence of equally important contributing factors.

When I was asked to write this essay my first thought was to try and make a list of the political 
situations and events (prior to the beginning of my involvement in human rights education) that I 
could vividly remember as contributing to my gradual awareness of and interest in human rights. 
A self-imposed rule was to only list what immediately came to mind, without any attempt to filter, 
analyze, or censor what would surface.

As soon as the exercise was completed, I started checking the exact dates of the events on my list: 
all of them started, culminated, or ended within the 1967-1976 decade: the dictatorships of the 
military junta in Greece and of Ceausescu in Romania, General Pinochet’s coup d’état, the death 
of Franco and Mao, the Northern Ireland “troubles,” the 1968 student uprisings and invasion of 
Czechoslovakia, the beginning of the Argentine “Dirty War,” the Soweto uprising, the last wars 
of independence in Africa, and the forceful relocation of the Chagos Islanders out of Diego Garcia.

All of these events either received wide media coverage in France, where I was living at the time, or 
affected me (through personal circumstances or connections) at a deeper intellectual or emotional 
level than many other political developments of that era. Then I realized that the 1967-1976 decade 
corresponded exactly with the academic period of my life, first as a student and then as faculty. My 
field of research had nothing to do with human rights, but everything to do with solidarity (Paris 
in general, and La Sorbonne in particular, as I mentioned, were a destination of choice for political 
exiles from many parts of the world), critical thinking, and artistic expression: all three became 
tools and values that no doubt guided my future choices and priorities.

Overlying these personal and political events are a multitude of influences that gradually convinced 
me that teaching about human rights had to include the nurturing of empathy and personal 
experiences that would transform the act of learning into a commitment to understanding, 
reflecting, and acting.
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Throughout the first decade of my involvement in human rights education, several remarkable 
films and works of literature greatly contributed to the raising of my own awareness and informed 
my ability to explore different contexts of political violence, to try to grasp how “ordinary” people 
become unrepentant perpetrators, and how other “ordinary” people cannot only survive extreme 
forms of suffering, but display such fortitude that our own social justice engagement becomes 
almost inescapable. Among these landmark works are the already mentioned documentary Your 
Neighbor’s Son (1976) based on research by Greek psychologist Mika Fatouros; Calling the Ghosts 
(1996), another documentary by directors Mandy Jacobson and Karmen Jelincic on rape survivors 
in Bosnia-Herzegovina; and Closet Land (1991), a “fictional” rendition of the use of torture to coerce 
confessions.

Most memorable in my mind as well are the powerful testimonies, poetry and short fiction of 
women writers such as Margaret Atwood (Two-Headed Poems, 1978), Alicia Partnoy (The Little School, 
1986), Marjorie Agosin (Circles of Madness, 1995, and An Absence of Shadows, 1998), Carolyn Forche 
(Against Forgetting: 20th Century Poetry of Witness, 1983), and Irina Ratushinskaya (Beyond the Limit, 
1987).

Without the often shattering discovery of those testimonies and creative works, I may have been a 
different “moral being” and educator, and I may not have acquired the tools and found the voices 
to communicate about the sacredness of our basic human rights. As I write this essay I realize 
even more the immeasurable impact of words, images, and encounters that exposed me to human 
suffering resulting from the abuse of those rights. But how do such empathetic responses lead us 
to pedagogical engagement and advocacy focusing on the genesis, relevance, and promotion of 
universal rights themselves? During my career with Amnesty International I often wondered about 
the best way to move from denouncing and shaming to building a culture of human rights, and 
from “just” motivating to transforming. Reflecting on my own experience and at the path that led 
me from witnessing to educating, I can only say that the deep understanding of human rights, of 
their connections, their protection mechanisms, and their “real life” application increasingly became 
the foundation of my pedagogical commitment. Here again I believe that I greatly benefited from 
the convergence of a whole set of circumstances and events that – directly or not – steered me in 
that direction as my own interest and specialty in human rights was developing: the United States 
ratification of major international treaties (Genocide, Torture, and Civil & Political Rights); the 
various anniversaries marking the adoption of the UDHR (1988 and 1998); the awarding of the 
Nobel Peace Prize to several prominent human rights figures (Sean MacBride, Andrei Sakharov, 
Adolfo Perez Esquivel, Lech Walesa, Desmond Tutu, Elie Wiesel, and Aung San Suu Kyi); the 
setting up of truth and reconciliation commissions; and of course, the creation of innumerable 
organizations promoting an ever-increasing number of rights. These developments, documents, 
and narratives gradually provided us with the language and framework necessary to the articulation 
of the fundamental values underpinning human rights and their legitimate relevance to any form 
of moral and civic education. But would those circumstances, experiences, and learnings have 
triggered and sustained my involvement without the extraordinary tales of civil courage that I grew 
up with in a region of France known for its resistance to the Nazi oppression? In his profoundly 



164

t o w a r d s  a  J u s t  S o c i e t y

important Moral History of the Twentieth Century (2001), British scholar Jonathan Glover, writes about 
the French town of Le Chambon (near my ancestors’ birthplace), which gave refuge to many Jews 
during World War II: “The capacity to resist is not only a matter of individual psychology, but also 
of a shared moral culture.”1 The same could be said of the capacity to teach against forgetting.

1 Glover, J. (1999). Humanity: A Moral History of the Twentieth Century. London: J. Cape.
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�Shadow� �
Felisa Tibbitts (USA)

Felisa Tibbitts is the founder and Senior Advisor of Human Rights Education Associates 
(HREA, www.hrea.org), which she directed from 1999-2010. She established the Human Rights 
in Education Program at the Carr Center for Human Rights Policy at the Harvard Kennedy 
School of Government (2012-2013) and has taught human rights education in numerous 
institutions, including the Harvard Graduate School of Education, Teachers College at Columbia 
University, the UN University for Peace, and the University of Lucerne (Switzerland). She has 
worked with numerous government and international agencies in developing curricula and 
policies that support the integration of human rights into 
teaching and training, including the Office of the UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, UNICEF, UNESCO, UNDP, 
OSCE, the Council of Europe, the Organization of American 
States, and numerous NGOs such as Amnesty International. 
Dr. Tibbitts has engaged in adult trainings in over twenty 
countries, serves on numerous advisory committees, and has 
published articles, book chapters, and manuals addressing such 
topics as human rights education in schools and the 
empowerment model of human rights education.

I.

In my youth
I gravitated towards the darkness.
With my small flashlight at night
I read books on Hiroshima
and nuclear holocaust.
I visited Dachau and Birkenau
walked along the Berlin Wall
interviewed the Klan Titan
in a New Orleans diner.

file:///\\files.umn.edu\law\Shared\Human Rights Center\hrcenter\HRE PROGRAM AND RESOURCES\RESOURCE CENTER, TOPIC GUIDES, AND ONLINE STORE\TOPIC BOOKS & HRE SERIES\Topic Book 8 - A Just Society\LULU\Free Round of Proofs\www.hrea.org
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Such encounters
made me strong and fearless
but they did not help me
to recognize evil.
Because once I got close
the East Berlin guard on the watchtower
looked human to me.
We recognized each other
in our skin.

II.

If I cannot with confidence
predict how evil will come about
I know that such intentions are never far away.
And so I think
not of future evil, or darkness or death
but only of now.

Over time I have become convinced
that a single gesture
an affirmation
a kiss
a kind look
can heal and comfort
make someone strong.
So I take this perspective.

III.

Now the years left are less
than the years spent.
The part of me that searched
out darkness now understands
that this shadow has always
been my company.
We take a quiet tea together
hunched over my kitchen table
knowing a great deal
about the other.
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Personal Narrative in Three Acts 
José Tuvilla Rayo (Spain)

José Tuvilla Rayo is an educator, writer, and researcher for peace in Andalusia, Spain. He is 
very dedicated to the promotion of human rights and democratic values in school. He has been 
included by UNESCO in the World Directory of Peace Research and Training Institutions as a 
world specialist in education for Peace. He is a founding member of the permanent Education 
for Peace Seminar of the Asociación Pro Derechos Humanos 
de España (Asociation For Human Rights in Spain). He is also 
a member of the International Steering Committee for the 
World Association for the School as an Instrument of Peace 
and a member of the education team of the International 
Center for Training in Education on Human Rights and Peace 
(CIFEDHOP) in Geneva. He is currently Education Inspector 
of the Education Council of Andalusia. In 2005 he received the 
Merit Prize for Education in Andalusia. He has authored many 
papers and books on human rights, school life, and education 
for peace, as well as poems and studies on literary matters. He 
writes the blog Cultura de paz y Educación (http://tuvilla.
blogspot.com).

It is not an easy task to define how, why, and what are the personal reasons that have encouraged 
me to commit myself to human rights education for more than three decades. It is not easy because 
ideological, moral, and religious reasons, as well as intellectual motivations, comprise the unique 
life experience that inspired diverse literary and educational activities at different times and in 
various circumstances. This essential, vital experience and this unfinished journey has shaped my 
personality, as well as my unique way of looking at and envisioning the world. It has also defined 
my position in this world.

I can safely say, without fear of being wrong as I recall Galeano,1 that working for Education for 
Peace and human rights is the horizon which encourages me to take the path in search of utopia. It 

1 Eduardo Hughes Galeano is a Uruguayan journalist, writer and novelist. His best-known works are Las venas abiertas 
de América Latina (The Open Veins of Latin America) and Memoria del fuego (Memory of Fire).

http://tuvilla.blogspot.com
http://tuvilla.blogspot.com


168

t o w a r d s  a  J u s t  S o c i e t y

has also afforded me the privilege of knowing how to chart a prodigious adventure, both personal 
and collective. It compels me to wish that, through education, we can learn what we are capable of 
doing. Education enables us to be active and responsible citizens and to be a part of a society whose 
main feature is a shared identity based on values that inspire human dignity. Education gives us 
strength and power. It offers us the ability to transform realities through commitment and enables 
us to be involved in the welfare of the most vulnerable and needy. What other purpose could 
education have, besides this ideal? As Eleanor Roosevelt once wrote, “Giving love is giving education 
itself.” This is what Freire2 means when he writes that educating is an act of love, as well as an act 
of courage. From this perspective, education is the greatest and noblest of missions. Throughout 
the years it makes us feel the miracle of a tiny seed that once attached itself to a heartbeat and that 
now has been transformed into a tall, strong, dense, and indestructible tree.

I confess it is not easy for me to describe with the required humility and passion the motivations 
and reasons that encouraged me, and still do, to dream and work in search of a better world. To 
imagine a school, close by or far away, small or big, filled with honest and luminous beings. Civic 
spaces where we can all, without exception, imagine and build a free, educated, participatory, 
and egalitarian society, banishing injustice and violence. A school capable of teaching us to defeat 
selfishness, to resolve conflicts by means of dialogue, and to trust in the ability of all human beings 
to create peace, the essence of human rights: first as a feeling, then reflecting upon it, and lastly 
planting and harvesting it.

Time for Silence: I Ask for Peace and the Opportunity to Speak3

In spite of my efforts, a dense mist obscures my memories. Every time I start, I give up because all 
I can manage to identify are certain childhood events with strong feelings. These were experiences 
that shaped who I am and left an indelible mark on my memory. So I have decided to start at the 
beginning: I was born at the end of the fifties in Guadix, a city in the south of Spain, to a family 
of railway workers. My grandfather was a railway man and so was my father. I was born nineteen 
years after the end of the Civil War (1936-1939), and two years after the dictator, Francisco Franco, 
visited my native town. I can’t recall any conversations in my home about the “victorious general” or 
about the sad and bloody events of that fratricidal war. Those were times of silence, a vivid, decoded 
silence. The dictatorship had enforced its terrible gag, allowing only the peace and the words of the 
victorious. Years later, I learned that in my street had once stood la Casa del Pueblo (the House of the 
People), the union headquarters. I also learned that my city remained faithful to the Republic until 
March 29, 1939, when it was occupied by Franco’s troops, signaling the immediate beginning of 
repression. My maternal grandfather, a miner, was taken prisoner to the makeshift concentration 
camp at the San Torcuato sugar refinery, though he was later freed.

2 Paulo Reglus Neves Freire (1921-1997) was a Brazilian educator and philosopher who was a leading advocate of critical 
pedagogy. His most influential work is Pedagogy of the Oppressed.
3 I refer to two Spanish works from the postwar period: Tiempo de Silencio, a novel by Luis Martín-Santos, published 
in 1962 with twenty censured pages, and Pido la Paz y la Palabra by the poet Blas de Otero, who sang to democracy 
for forty years.
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Like many others, my native city was marked by the difficult postwar years, when Spain remained 
chained to a kind of archaic society. The accelerated social change that according to historians began 
with the sixties would not be felt until much later. From my childhood I remember my mother’s 
tears when she said goodbye to her only brother, my Uncle Pepe, when he left for Germany. He was 
one of the two million Spanish citizens who were massively displaced from their rural surroundings 
to the cities and to Western Europe. Even though emigration had certain positive results, such as 
lowering the unemployment rate, it also caused a great uprooting; and it increased the differences 
between the rich and poor in the different Spanish regions. Among them Andalusia was one of the 
regions in a state of great decline.

In Guadix those differences were notable, and in my street, San Marcos, which was the border that 
divided the city and the neighborhood of las cuevas (the caves), it meant the difference between 
wealth and extreme poverty. I have written the following about this sitiuation:

From La Escalera hill, the city seemed like a forbidden, sealed place. It appeared 
unwelcoming and incapable of love, like a walled paradise that made us tremble. 
We had conquered, we who were simply neighborhood boys and poor through no 
fault of our own. We conquered the streets, trees, fountains, towers, the air that 
was warming, that signified our deepest wishes that would never come true. We 
would walk happily down from San Marcos with our eyes stinging from the quiet 
feeling of discovery. The air smelled like newly harvested wheat. At sunset, with 
a certain air of indifference, we pretended to be gods who steadfastly walked the 
streets as if the world was being created with every step we took, and with it the 
city, ignored by rocks and arches until we learned about the clouds of accumulated 
history (Tuvilla, 2010).

I vividly recall the faces of the gypsies: dirty, barefoot, almost naked, who on their way back to 
their caves from the welfare lunch room would look into the lower window of our house. I can 
also remember the broken-down bodies of their mothers loudly knocking at the door to ask for a 
hand-out, their wicker baskets tied to their waists, and my mother handing out what she had in the 
cupboard: dried fava beans for a stew, chickpeas, some potatoes, a bit of bacon. We certainly were 
not rich, but never as truly poor as they were.

I belong to the generation of powdered milk, a food distributed during recess in the “National 
Schools” from 1955 to 1963, thanks to humanitarian aid from the United States, in exchange for 
allowing them to establish their military, air, and naval bases on our territory. The teachers would 
heat water in enormous pots, stir in the powdered milk that they took out of big sacks, and then 
pour the milk into those yellowish plastic cups. Some children, though not me, would add a bit of 
sugar and some Cola-Cao (a popular powered chocolate at that time) to make it more drinkable. I 
belong to the generation of mended pants, of prayers, of “to spare the rod is to spoil the child,” of 
extreme discipline.
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School was clearly discriminatory, segregated according to sex and social status. It mirrored an 
imposed way of life, regulated according to the National Movement Principles that were extoled in 
the Spanish nation “... as seal of honor the obedience to the law of God, according to the doctrine of 
the Holy Catholic, Apostolic and Roman Church, the only true faith, inseparable from the national 
conscience and which will serve as inspiration for its legislation.”4 National-Catholicism was the 
identifying national symbol of Spain after the war. Once cleansed of all Republican teachers, school 
was one of the institutions in charge of the ideological education of new generations.

Two events in school undoubtedly marked my personality. Writing these lines, I now believe that 
they unconsciously inspired me to ask for “peace and a word.” The Catholic religion teacher, an 
ecclesiastical authority of the cathedral and dioceses of Guadix, had a particular methodology that 
was in keeping with the educational traditions of the time. This method consisted of reviewing 
the catechism with us in a circle. We would be ordered to recite the catechism from best to worst 
student, so that the student who answered correctly was made to take a place among those that did 
not know the answer, while at the same time hitting each of them in the head. For many years I had 
to bear the punches of my classmates, for though I almost always knew the answer, I remembered 
God’s commandments summarized in two: “Love God above all things and love thy neighbor as 
thy self.” Nevertheless, one day I decided to answer the priest’s questions correctly, and I informed 
my classmates of my plan in advance. That was what I did, and from the lowest place I passed to 
the first place, pretending to hit my classmates while repeating, “Love God above all things and thy 
neighbor as thy self.” But, once I was discovered, I was again sent to the last place, thus becoming 
the laughing stock of the class and receiving a hard blow from the teacher. Whenever I recall this 
event I think of the First Article of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights: “All men are born 
free and equal in dignity and rights, they are endowed with reason and conscience and should act 
towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.”

On December 14, 1966, close to my ninth birthday, a national referendum took place in Spain for the 
approval of the Organic Law of the State. Along with seven other basic laws, this law represented 
the process of institutionalization of the Franco regime under the slogan, “A guarantee for peace, a 
guarantee for the future.” Some weeks before that date, we made banners in school from different 
materials with a big “YES” in favor of the law. For a long time I stood there in silence watching what 
we were doing. Then I turned to the teacher, quoting a section of the 1945 Referendum Law (which 
pretended to show that universal suffrage was guaranteed in Spain) and suggesting that we could 
add a banner with a “NO,” to show the diversity of opinions in the town and thus to guarantee that 
the law itself was implemented. The teacher shook me and shouted, “We have a Red in our midst!” 
I would not learn what that meant until later because once I mentioned the incident at home, my 
father answered me with a flat tone, “Keep your mouth shut and obey!” And that is exactly what I 
did for a long time.

4 Without consulting the courts, in 1958, Franco passed the Ley de Principios del Movimiento Nacional, as a warning that 
the old Falangist ideas remained intact.
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Time for Hope: “Freedom, without Hate, Freedom”5

At the beginning of the seventies, we moved to the seaside city of El Puerto de Santa María, where 
I was overtaken by a great desire to become a writer. I had been told that to become one, I had to 
read a lot. Fascinated, I dedicated hours to reading everything I got my hands on. In this town I 
began to breathe the fresh air that would bring a political transition in Spain. I was in high school, 
and my teachers at the institute taught me, not without taking precautions, their political ideas and 
dreams for democracy. By then, I was writing my first verses: “With words we ask for peace and 
justice/ towns shout to the wind and to the tyrant.” Those were times of hope. Sonorous protest 
songs repeatedly proclaimed by young people filled the city streets with their lyrics full of promises. 
In the port city of the exiled poet Rafael Alberti, I got to know the accent and heartbeat of the verses 
of the Generación del 27 (Generation of 27).6 Little by little I forgot the silence I had been subjected 
to, timidly expressing my desire for freedom. Out of my personal context I also expressed my pain 
for a world that I wanted to improve through my first verses. I wrote, “From the word to the world 
there is only desire.”

With the death of Franco, Spain began a period of long-awaited change with the establishment of the 
monarchy, the liberation of political prisoners, and the legalization of political parties, and amnesty. 
I vividly recall walking home with my twin brother and parents from my school, which was also 
a polling station, all deeply moved after voting in favor of the Law for Political Reform. A decade 
had passed since the last referendum, which also had been held during December, but in spite of 
the cold we felt happily comforted.

During those years, poetry seemed ideal for expressing my protest against events for which I could 
not find justification. These events included the militancy of my father, a worker on the national 
railroad network, to challenge a collective agreement in January 1976; the war in Vietnam; hunger; 
and poverty. “This love hurts, this love I have saved here/ in the border of autumn and grass.” Little 
by little, an uncontrollable and confessed desire to work for a just and peaceful society emerged. It 
was a spirit of determination that has remained intact throughout the years and defines my poetry: 
“the materialization of the constant desire for freedom,” for the discovery of an unjust and violent 
world, as Teresa Vásquez (1981) wrote in the prologue of my first book of poems, and “the deeply felt 
hope” that human beings will create peace, as stated by Juan José Ceba (1991). Now, in another time 
and historical context, these convictions remain unchanged, as I wrote in a poem of my unpublished 
work Don de la ternura (The Gift of Tenderness):

5 Name of the song of the group Jarcha from Andalusia, used during the inauguration of the newspaper Diario 16, in 
1976. A few days later its distribution was prohibited due to its content in defense of democracy. It became a popular 
hymn during the Transition. On YouTube: www.youtube.com/watch?v=NrROdpJb4Ek&feature=youtu.be
6 The Generation of ’27 (Spanish: Generación del 27) was an influential group of poets that arose in Spanish literary 
circles between 1923 and 1927, essentially out of a shared desire to experience and work with avant-garde forms of 
art and poetry.

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NrROdpJb4Ek&feature=youtu.be
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spanish_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Poet
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spain
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Avant-garde
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Light warms the defeated body,
A body lying yoked to the road.
It arrived seven days ago and awaits the precise hour
When silence abounds, falls
And breaks the ice that holds
A long and wintery suspicion.
Then, in this tiny space in time,
In this useless period when all comes to a stop,
Where forgetfulness abides
And takes over all,
And everything keeps still,
The long frontiers seem like a fine
And determined line that crosses.
With luck we will be on the other side at midnight,
Knocking at the fog’s door,
And someone, sleepless, will hear the voice, broken
Tenderly human, that asks for help.

Some time later, we would live in Almería, and with its light my dream of becoming a writer would 
come true in a small flat located above the Gutenberg Press, on the other side of the Plaza Vieja, 
where we, the editors of the Revista Andarax de Artes y Letras, would meet to review galleys, read 
articles and collaborations, organize the mail we received, answer subscriptions, and write.7 My 
unfathomable love for books and unsatisfied desire for a world of solidary grew, and the young 
student of education that I was, then became a man. It was 1978; we Spaniards now had a constitution 
that which proclaimed popular sovereignty and democracy, interpreting articles relative to basic 
rights and freedoms according to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

My participation as writer and literary critic allowed me to meet the poet and Belgian pacifist 
Albert Chantraine, with whom I established a good relationship. I translated some of his poems into 
Spanish. Albert would regularly send me newspaper clippings of his poems and texts from Liege, 
Belgium. Through his letters I had two educational experiences that influenced my professional 
life. I am referring to the “Non-Violence and Peace School Day,” proposed by the Spaniard Lorenzo 
Vidal, an education supervisor; and the proposals made in Switzerland by the World Association for 
School as an Instrument of Peace (EIP) funded by Jacques Mühlethaler8 and sponsored by Piaget. 

7 The magazine Andarax was published for the first time in April 1978 and closed with number 27 in 1983. It was a vital 
element for art and literature in the publishing world of Almería and Andalusia, during difficult cultural times when 
democracy had recently been established.
8 The World Association for School as an Instrument of Peace (EIP) was funded in 1967 by Jacques Mühlethaler, who 
in 1946 had already realized the danger of books as mediums of nationalistic and discriminatory ideologies, as well as 
the importance of schools working for humanity in the whole world. With this idea in mind in 1959 he visited schools 
on all the continents, meeting intellectuals and politicians, promoting that their educational systems should have as 
an aim tolerance, solidarity, and the ideals of equality among people. With more than a quarter of a century dedicated 
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They gave me great joy because they embodied all my dreams: word and poetry at the service of the 
people and my vocational passion for school as a transformation tool towards a more just society. 
The principles of civic education proposed by EIP were, and continue to be, an inspiration for my 
thoughts and activities, especially the first: “School must be at the service of humanity.”

As a future elementary teacher, I wanted to know the promoters of both of these educational 
initiatives with whom I now shared a sincere friendship and a deep admiration. The magazine 
Andarax was in charge of disseminating information about the rights of children and the activities 
of EIP,9 an association I joined in 1979. Since then I have actively dedicated my life to promoting 
the ideals of this non-governmental organization, to exchanging information with organizations 
from all over Spain, with some Francophone institutions, and with regional and international 
organizations, in addition to a long process of self-development in the sphere of education and 
human rights. This task took me hours of hard work and a considerable part of the salary that I then 
earned as teacher in a private school close to where I lived.

Later, in 1981, I received my first teaching administrative position in a small school in an agricultural town 
of Almería. Every Monday at daybreak after a long and solitary walk through a dusty path, I would arrive 
at the boarding house where I was staying. I arrived with dreams and the cold clinging to my bones, but I 
was incredibly happy. I was in charge of thirty-six children. In spite of the number and variety in age, my 
classes seemed to pass quickly, and I wished for the next day to arrive, to give myself to teaching with all 
the affection and gratitude I could offer, because each child was, every morning, a new gift:

Fruit of my hours, children, apprentices of man;
My soul awakens with your mad laughter.
Innocent fireflies spelling syllables,
Inventors of image, magicians of dream.
…
School elves, jumble of larks, winged
Bodied of willows, bees of my marrow:
May turns sweet with your games,
With your songs that are birds of blood.” (Tuvilla, 1982)

There during the afternoons in that little town, inside my modest, narrow room that was more like 
a prison cell, I would spend hours preparing for my college exams in philosophy and the science of 
education. I wanted one day to become an education supervisor. I would also revise and edit the galleys 
of my first book of poems, Ritual de la Palabra (The Ritual of the Word), which I had written as a young 

to the promotion of peace through education, with human rights as its essence, in 1978 EIP gathered educators and 
researchers of the University of Geneva with the object of adapting the Universal Declaration of Human Rights of the 
United Nations to a more popular language, comprehensible for elementary students.
9 To celebrate the 20th anniversary of the United Nations Declaration of the Rights of the Child, the magazine published 
a leaflet: Pizarra de Papel, the title of my proposal. My first article was on the role of school aimed at peace and human 
rights, and it was published in 1980, during a session for promoting educational experience in EIP.
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man. This book, which was well received by the local press, was published a few days before February 
23, 1981, which became known as “23F.” It is remembered because that was the day when some military 
commanders tried to carry out a failed coup d’état. This episode became famous for the assault on the 
House of Representatives during a voting session to elect the candidate of the Unión de Centro Democrático 
(Union of the Democratic Center, or UCD, a center-right political party at the time) to the presidency 
of the government. That incident was closely tied with other events of the transition period, a time of 
permanent tension that included economic crisis, terrorist attacks by the Basque separatist group ETA 
(Euskadi Ta Askatasuna), difficulties in the territorial organization of the state, and resistance from 
certain sectors of the army who did not accept a democratic system. It was witnessed live on television 
by all the citizens. I was among them. I had gone downstairs for dinner when the owner of my boarding 
house stopped me for some gossip, as was her custom. I listened in a polite silence, but I remember that 
when turning to look at the television, I saw that the voting was interrupted and a great number of 
shots could be heard inside Parliament. I felt that it was the end of our fragile democracy and with it 
all of my expectations. Desperate, I tried to phone my family, but the operator told me nervously that 
it was impossible for no lines were available. I was nervous in the following hours and unable to sleep, 
fearful for many members of the family, even though around 1:15 in the morning I had heard the King 
rejecting the coup in a live broadcast. In the morning around ten, close to my birthday, the members of 
Parliament left the Congress unscathed, and by noon everything was happily over.

I can recall the joy of the entire faculty gathered in the schoolyard. I can also see the transparent 
looks and smiles of my students, who hugged me after class. That afternoon I wrote my poem 
“Magos del sueño” (Wizards of Sleep).

And on my birthday I once again promised myself, in that small and humble room of that unpretentious 
boarding house, that I would continue on the road I had chosen for myself decades before.

Time for Harvest, Remembrance, and Crisis

Vibración de la ceniza (Quivering Ashes) is the title of my second book of poems, which was published 
in 1982 with a dedication to my then recently born son. A book that strengthened my commitment 
to peace and education:

Maybe tomorrow peace will be taught in schools
…
But today it is time to awaken to life
To stop gagging our truths,
To clean up, to take off those fake veils
And to shout, shout, shout.

One could say that in that book, in part, I express more clearly what, day by day, year by year, 
would be my emphatic commitment and hopeful testimony for a new future in the hands of new 
generations:
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Earth, you are made to shout out
The fear that nestles inside us,
The time for peace,
The blood that is the fruit,
The drams of ancient men.

That book was also for me a strange catharsis and the definitive abandonment of literature as a tool 
of social activism. From that moment on, I focused all my strength on developing actions (in both 
militant and educational activism) with the aim of promoting human rights in school (information), 
on teaching the faculty educational methods to bring about a personal and collective democracy 
(teaching), and lastly and simultaneously, on opening opportunities for human rights and basic 
freedoms (research and practice).

Going over reports I sent to the EIP in Switzerland about the countless activities developed during 
one decade (1980-1990), I am astonished at both the activities and the difficulties I faced. It was time 
of sowing, of incessant correspondence, and of hasty activities for the promotion of materials that 
in some cases had been typed and reproduced with resources taken from our family income. My 
passion for making this school a place for living and building democracy was becoming obsessive. 
Now, as I write, I remember with sadness the time taken away from my wife and children. Though 
I spent hours with them, hours of tenderness and caresses, hours of deep listening and hours spent 
on the care they needed, I knew then, as I know now, that I was committed to the cause, to a task 
that could not be delayed because, as the Spanish philosopher Ortega y Gasset (1938) said, “One 
cannot ignore that, if war is something that is done, peace is also something one has to do, to 
manufacture….”

As a conscientious objector to military service – a conviction born from thinly veiled childhood 
experiences, experiences of a moral and ideological origin based on non-violence principles – I 
understood there was no time for pauses, that it was time for a collective effort, for joining: “all 
hands in a call for a kiss; /… Hands should bind together like rivers, / And to stand up firm to the 
sky like sprigs” (Tuvilla, 1982). It was time for sowing and the land had to be carefully prepared. 
But if you talked about peace, you were taken for a missionary, and if you talked about the defense 
of rights, you were taken for a leftist. I was neither.

On July 1983, I gave my first and most important presentation at the summer school of the University 
of Granada. I was barely twenty-four; my voice shook in front of a public made up of three hundred 
professors. I embraced courage, and after an analysis of the problems faced by education, I spoke 
passionately about the need to teach human rights as a basis for a peaceful world. A few claps 
concluded my presentation. Later when somebody told me that even though he agreed with me, 
he doubted that it would be possible to put in practice my educational proposals, or even that 
the country was ready for them, I felt desolate. It was true: we were not ready for that great task; 
we had not been trained for it, and it was difficult to get rid of the indoctrination we had been 
subjected to by the dictatorship. Totally convinced of that difficulty, I was more eager than ever to 
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take my experiences into the classroom and to convince my peers of the urgency of this project. 
By then I had contacted UNESCO and some NGOs and had the support of other institutions. We 
created a permanent working seminar after my proposal to create a Department of International 
Understanding was accepted at the public college of Alhama in Almería. Later, in 1985, the socialist 
government then in power passed the Organic Law of the Right to Education, which included 
among its aims “education for peace, cooperation, and solidarity among people.” Everything was 
easier in that setting, going to national and international conferences and seminars, especially 
in Switzerland, creating educational and promotional materials, as well as researching a basic 
bibliography on human rights. In 1986, I became part of the permanent “Education for Peace 
Seminar” (Sudupaz), which was sponsored by Asociación Pro Derechos Humanos de España (the 
Human Rights Association of Spain, or APDHE).10 Made up of faculty and activists from all over the 
country, this seminar published important educational materials that received several prizes. It also 
introduced in Spain the campaign “Against Violent and Sexist Toys,” which since then takes place 
during Christmas. Some educators for peace also gathered at the first national congress of the Basque 
Country. The next year the college of Alhama in Almería was acknowledged as an Associated School 
of UNESCO, and Derechos humanos: Guión didáctico (Human Rights: An Educational Guide) 11 was 
distributed in all the educational centers of the Spanish and Latin American associated schools. Later 
my activity would increase with the fortieth anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, and the tenth anniversary of the Spanish Constitution: bibliographic and photography 
exhibitions, a radio program, training courses, an interview in the autonomous television channel, 
editing of educational materials, and writing of press articles were some of my many activities at 
the time.

At the end of the eighties, I was transferred to Morón de la Frontera, a town in Seville Province 
known, among other things, for a North American air base. Leaving our native region was hard 
for my family. Nevertheless I have to say that it was a bit less difficult for me, for I was excited about 
the proposal made by Amnesty International to develop an agreement signed by the Council for 
Education and Science of the Junta of Andalucía. My new destination was the public school Juan 
Antonio Carrillo Salcedo, which was not highly esteemed by the Moronense; its students came from 
the poorest neighborhood of the city with a high rate of violence and school failure. The school’s 
participation as an Associated School of UNESCO was a way of dignifying both the neighborhood 
and the educational community.

My proposal was well received by the faculty, considering that in the framework of the agreement 
with Amnesty International, the Andalusian government had published my work Human Rights: 
A Proposal of Education for Peace based on the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which was 
distributed to almost six thousand educational centers in Andalusia, to the centers of educational 

10 Created in 1976, APDHE was the first Spanish organization to promote human rights, which I joined at the end of 
the seventies. I was part of Sedupaz from 1986 to 1992. Sedupaz made it possible for the APDHE to receive the Prizes 
Emilia Pardo Bazán in 1990 from the Ministry of Education and Science, and Messengers for Peace, from the United 
Nations for “an important contribution in favor of peace.” For more information, please visit: www.apdhe.org
11 Tuvilla Rayo, José, ed. Derechos humanos: Guión didáctico. Almeria, Spain Diputación Provincial de Almeria, 1987.

http://www.apdhe.org
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resources and teacher training, and to both national and international libraries and official institutions. 
In the Preface, dated November 20, 1989, the anniversary of the Children’s Convention, I wrote:

The need for education for peace and human rights in school is pressing for two 
reasons: the continuous violations of the most basic human rights and the content of 
the principles included in the UDHR that are the founding stone of any educational 
system.

I admit that my success, more than making me momentarily happy, did not make me feel important; 
it made my responsibility heavier. It is now that I feel a certain dizziness, and I congratulate myself 
for my inner strength during those days because I did not see any value in my actions other than an 
interest in solving the uncertain future of my students in a city that rejected them. The happiness 
of publishing that book ended in August 1990 with the first Gulf War (1990-1991) and Spain’s 
involvement in it. The inhabitants of Morón de la Frontera knew very well the moment of “D 
Hour,” when the American B-52 warplanes took off from the base. Every day we heard the buzzing 
of their motors as they overflew our homes, and we heard about the American victims through the 
information leaked from the base by local workers, among them the father of my neighbor. More 
than ever, it was necessary to reaffirm the value of peace in schools.12 My feeling of helplessness was 
such that I again wrote a long poem filled with my emotions:

And you get darker among the shadows
Of others that like you, cry hungry and desperate
As terrible hounds with their fearsome length,
Toward the tenderness, total immense tenderness
That defeated human bodies give off.

Thanks to a request from adult students, during that time the General Direction of Educational 
Regulation of the Education and Science Council had asked three professors, including me, to create 
educational material for a program of adult education. That material was our contribution for peace 
and an argument against any war. Nevertheless we feared for our work because we knew that the 
socialist government had a clearly ambivalent stand vis-á-vis that international conflict. In light of 
the fact that I had done most of the work, Pedro Julián, a member of the editing team, called me 
to ask if I would agree to remove some text. I categorically said, “Of course not!” Luck was on our 
side because a personnel change inside the General Direction made it possible for the book to be 
published unchanged, including an illustration that reproduced an anonymous graffiti on a city 
wall: “Imagine there was a war and nobody came.”

12 Fourteen days before the end of the Gulf War, the newspaper El País published a long article on education with the 
title “Tal vez después de la guerra: Crece la demanda de una pedagogía de la paz, hasta ahora irrelevante en las aulas 
españolas” (“Perhaps after the War: The Demand for Education for Peace Grows”) that expressed the opinions of those 
of us who made up Sedupaz within the APDHE. The article began: “The crews of the B-52 bomber that overfly Morón 
de la Frontera have seen a gigantic ‘paz’ (peace) written in the yard of a local school.” It was my school.
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In September 1991, I returned to Alhama de Almería, my adoptive town, because it was where 
Nicolás Salmerón Alonso was born, he who in 1873 resigned the Presidency of the Spanish Republic 
when he refused to sign a death sentence. I took up my academic and development activities again, 
renewing work groups. I wrote and published several works on education, participated in the 
Spanish Association of Research for Peace, and coordinated the Andalusian Network of Associated 
Schools of UNESCO.13 I was also regional coordinator of education in values and cross-curricular 
education. I traveled abroad, published several articles in educational magazines as well as four 
more books. Again I undertook important activities in favor of education for peace and human 
rights, absolutely convinced that the harvest of peace and democracy is an unfinished task that, like 
Sisyphus, we have to begin again constantly. On the other hand, I was also sure that in spite of the 
cross-curricular topics introduced in the educational reform in the nineties, deeper changes needed 
to be applied in the field of education for peace and human rights.

At the beginning of this century, in view of the social alarm created by the phenomena of school 
violence and within the framework of the International Decade of a Culture of Peace and Non-
Violence for the children of the world, I was invited to work as coordinator for planning and 
developing the Andalusian Plan of Education for the Culture of Peace and Non-Violence.14 This plan 
was officially presented by the President of the Government of Andalusia two days after the terrorist 
attack on the Twin Towers in New York, and it was put into practice in the context of Spain’s later 
involvement in the war against Iraq with a significant opposition from the citizens, as evidenced by 
several demonstrations in the streets. During five long years, despite obstacles and an undeserved 
lack of empathy, I journeyed from one part of Andalusia to the other. I tried to convince skeptics, 
incorporating synergies, joining forces, and building commitment to improve coexistence in schools. 
I also incorporated an ecological perspective, which brought added value to the creation of a culture 
of peace with the participation of agents of social and educational change. Those were five long years 
of tireless work and painful experiences, but also of great help, unexpected collaborations, and new 
and close-knit friendships. In spite of it all, if I had not been fully confident, thanks to years of work 
and commitment for peace and human rights, I would have instantly given up. But I kept on, like a 
shipwrecked survivor in the middle of the ocean, bouncing among the waves.

This review of past events allows me to greatly value the Andalusian Plan, the first one of its kind 
in Spain, for its development is an example that can be applied in other places. The Plan has gained 
strength due to the vitality and commitment of the faculty, other social agents, and the honesty 
of the educational administration that has made it possible. Culture for peace is a collective work 
in progress that is a basic principle of the educational system of our Andalusian Community, as is 
stated in our Statute of Autonomy of Andalucia. This Plan has enabled the creation of new projects 
and efforts, both to strengthen what has been already achieved and to gain new competencies in 
an interdependent and sometimes violent world. In brief, I can say that the Andalusian Plan has 

13 For further reading I suggest an article from the Revista Andalucía Educativa, Nº 16, September, 1999, titled: “Hacer 
de la utopía una esperanza.” Visit: josetuvillarayo.es/obras-pedagogicas/recortes-de-prensa/index.html
14 For the text of this plan visit: http://www.ceipaz.org/images/contenido/Plan Andaluz de Educacion para la Cultura 
de Paz y Noviolencia ESP.pdf

http://josetuvillarayo.es/obras-pedagogicas/recortes-de-prensa/index.html
http://www.ceipaz.org/images/contenido/Plan Andaluz de Educacion para la Cultura de Paz y Noviolencia_ESP.pdf
http://www.ceipaz.org/images/contenido/Plan Andaluz de Educacion para la Cultura de Paz y Noviolencia_ESP.pdf
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made a reality of utopia, as can be seen in the strength of the Andalusian Network of “Schools: 
Space for Peace,”15 comprised of more than two thousand educational centers and considered by 
an educational magazine as “the network of hope.” When I received the gold medal of Merit for 
Education, I confess I did not feel proud. I was confused, for I did not expect any reward further 
than knowing I was on the right road. I remember that I felt a surge of emotion during a moment 
of my speech:

Human beings have traveled to the most hidden and vast places …, they have also 
analyzed and studied each of the parts of our body until they discovered the code of 
life. All this is due to our heritage and teaching. But I honestly believe that we have 
been mistaken in our outlook, in our view of the world, in our way of organizing 
it. One has to do no more than look quickly at the world to discover the pain of 
anonymous beings who have lost their sons, daughters, and other family members 
due to the madness of war. We only have to feel close to the others, our equals, to 
understand, in other places, that dignity is poorly valued. It is true we still have a long 
road ahead of us, an adventure with a hidden treasure. … It is not a journey for a few, 
it is for all; our ship is education, and its oars the participation of a responsible and 
committed citizenship. This adventure does not depend on discovering frontiers, 
but on weaving a common culture that will keep us together, wherever we might 
be. In a beautiful Argentinian children’s book I read: “Rights are the clothes of the 
soul... for any occasion and every moment.” This is the treasure of our fortunate 
journey: identify, defend, and promote human rights, especially those of the weakest 
among us.

Now, after this recollection, I feel that it is time to start again. We live in a time of crisis, both of 
the economy and of values. When we believe ourselves to be near the top, new dangers appear; we 
must be ready, resist, and not submit so much to unreasonableness.

The Andalusian writer Francisco Ayala wrote, “When one writes, one mirrors what one is.” This 
has been my intention.
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Appreciating Paolo Freire, Antonio Gramsci, and this So-called 
Life: A Human Rights Educator’s Story of Journeying out 
of Hegemony and Awakening the Conscious Self
Feliece I. Yeban (Philippines)

Feliece I. Yeban is among the pioneers of human rights education. As an academic, she is 
professor of human rights education at the Philippine Normal University (PNU) and currently 
the Associate Dean of the Faculty of Behavioral and Social Sciences. As a human rights educator, 
she has trained educators in integrating human rights into all school subjects and diverse groups 
such as chiefs of police and the military, government officials, refugees, Asian human rights 
commissions, former members of Hamas and PLO, and youth and activists from different 
countries. She has frequently taught at the international human rights education program of 
Equitas, the Canadian Center for Human Rights Education. As a consultant, she has participated 
in the drafting of the UN global human rights education agenda as well as advising many 
governments and NGOs. In 2006 she expanded her 
practice of human rights to the corporate sector, joining 
one Canadian mining company to serve as Vice 
President for Corporate Social Commitments and 
another to design its community development program 
using human rights and assets-based approach to 
development. Her experience bridging business and 
human rights has made her an advocate of Corporate 
Social Responsibility (CSR) among mining companies. 
She helped draft the Philippine Chamber of Mines’ 
national CSR standard for the Philippine Mining 
Industry. She has since resumed her academic work.

A Confession …

Unlike most of the Filipino human rights activists and educators I know, my life has not been 
dramatic. I was never incarcerated or tortured. I do not come from a family of activists. I led a very 
uneventful life during my youth. In fact, I was on the wrong side of history in 1986.
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I started schooling when the then Philippine President Ferdinand E. Marcos declared martial law 
in 1972. I completed my undergraduate education two months after the People Power Revolution 
successfully brought down the Marcos dictatorship and eventually restored democracy in the 
Philippines in February 1986. The machinery of the dictatorship to create the “responsible citizen” 
needed by the “New Republic” succeeded in making me a “Marcos loyalist.”

I am forever indebted to the work of Paolo Freire and Antonio Gramsci. I was a young educator in 
1989. After a year of teaching the way I was taught, I felt a sense of irrelevance and meaninglessness. 
What use would teaching classical western political theories have on my students who belong to 
the poorer section of society? As a closeted “Marcos loyalist,” the inconsistency between the beliefs 
I had about Marcos and the new information surfacing as a result of having a free press and open 
discussion, which had been a luxury during the martial law period, was creating in me cognitive 
dissonance and an ethical dilemma. I was groping for answers. It was obvious that I had to think 
about what I was thinking. I had to unlearn many of the things I thought were true. It was a moment 
in my life where I felt there was nothing in between my ears.

Then in the course of my reading for my graduate studies, I stumbled on the work of Paolo Freire 
and Antonio Gramsci. Their work paved the way for my understanding of my own experience of 
false consciousness. In Gramsci I learned the concept of hegemony. The authoritarian reality of the 
Marcos regime successfully created my consent for it by using the school and the controlled media 
as the machinery that manufactured the ideology supportive of the norms and values of the ruling 
class. With Freire’s powerful description of banking education as a “false consciousness” creating 
process, I realized that indeed, I did not stand a chance.

My awakening was a cathartic experience. While I was finally reconciling my fissures, I could not 
help but feel a sense of guilt, shame, and anger that I was on the wrong side of history. I became 
consumed by the need to “make up” for lost time, for not being able to contribute to society during 
those dark years. The only way I could redeem my place in history was to give my students the 
opportunity to critically examine their lived experiences and the content of what they know. I have 
practiced Freireian pedagogy since then. I teach in a teacher-education university. Our students 
are would-be teachers. The potential for multiplier effect is so powerful. In Philippine Normal 
University (PNU) I have located a perfect place to practice my agency.

My Love Affair with Human Rights Education …

I was formally introduced to human rights in 1991, when I attended a human rights education 
training seminar organized by Amnesty International Philippines (AI), which was about to develop 
a human rights education program called Education for Freedom (EFF). The content of the training 
resonated with me, but I thought that the methodology could still be improved. The experience 
led me to signing up as an AI member and volunteering in the EFF program. It was the start of my 
love affair with human rights education.
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After the fall of the Marcos regime in 1986, a lot of those who had gone underground to wage a 
protracted war against the dictatorship “re-surfaced” and continued their activism through non-
governmental organizations that had sprouted under the presidency of Corazon Aquino, regarded as 
the icon of Philippine democracy. The 1986 revolution did not and could not have totally dismantled 
the state apparatus that was used to sustain the authoritarian regime. Being “new” in the game 
of political activism and given the context prevailing at that time, it was inevitable that a Marxist 
orientation dominated my conception of human rights and practice of human rights education. 
The anti-state model became the lens with which I viewed my work as a human rights educator. 
I believed that the state continued to be oppressive and that the marginalized and the oppressed 
sectors should be equipped with the tools to fight for their human rights.

My students and I studied Freire and Gramsci and developed a more process-oriented approach to 
human rights education. We went to the slum areas of Metro Manila, to the crowded prison cells 
of the national penitentiary, to the most underserved schools in the country. We trained teachers, 
activists, and community leaders. Along with other like-minded students and faculty in PNU, we 
established the Peace and World Order Studies Unit, which later on became the Center for Peace 
and Human Rights Education. We summarized our experience through a book entitled Shopping 
List of Techniques in Teaching Human Rights, which was published by AI.

The Center for Peace and Human Rights Education did not receive funding from anybody, but it 
helped organize a national conference to draft the Philippine response to the UN Decade for Human 
Rights Education. Members of the Center helped the Department of Education write modules 
integrating human rights in all subjects in basic education. Teachers and principals in the country 
were trained on human rights and the teaching of human rights.

My human rights education work brought me to the West Bank and Gaza Strip to train former 
members of Hamas and the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) on human rights as 
preparation for the turning over of authority of the Occupied Territories from Israel to the PLO. I 
trained teachers from Liberia on how to teach democracy in schools seven months after the end of 
the civil war. Together with my Filipino and Burmese friends, we “smuggled” ourselves into refugee 
camps along Thai-Burma border to train Burmese activists on human rights education. I trained 
Sri Lankan and Bangladeshi activists on using human rights to promote peace between Tamils and 
Singhalese and to explore reconciliation of religion and women’s rights.

For years I dedicated my time doing human rights education work, training students, teachers, 
youth, activists, urban poor, peasants, and the marginalized sectors. But it was never enough. I was 
gradually sensing that the anti-state model seemed incomplete.

In 1997, I was invited by the Aquino Center to help them develop a training course for the chiefs 
of police in the Philippines. I was initially hesitant to accept the project because my colleagues in 
the human rights movement would not approve of equipping the “enemies of the people” with the 
very tool that the oppressed use to protect themselves from the “thugs” of the state. I accepted the 
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project and formed a team of seasoned facilitators. For one year and a half, we travelled around 
the country training chiefs of police who were young inspectors during the time of the martial 
law period. We used a more psycho-social approach to human rights. That experience significantly 
changed the way I view HRE.

Training the police allowed me to peep into the world view of the “oppressors.” Unless we look at 
them as victims themselves of what Freire calls “dehumanizing” situations, we will never be able 
to fully understand the indignity of human rights violations. They have been as dehumanized as 
their victims. The transformative promise of human rights can never materialize unless we connect 
both the oppressors and the oppressed through a dialogue about human rights that will allow them 
to cultivate a sense of ownership of human rights as human beings with dignity. Human rights 
ceased in my mind simply as obligations of the state but rather as a common language that allows 
individuals and communities to engage in a dialogue about their lived experiences. It is the lens that 
connects people, strengthens relationships, and sustains the process of transformation for better 
institutions, system, culture, and practices. Oh, yes, for a more purposeful life.

By this time, I had been convinced of the narrow path that my anti-state approach was leading me to. 
Human rights are not just about the state. It is personal. Ownership is a key to a more meaningful 
practice.

My experience with the military and the police made me become more open to bringing my 
human rights education work to the doorsteps of the state bureaucracy – the local government. 
While human rights is a set of values and is about managing our own personal woundedness, it is 
equally about designing the bureaucracy to meet the human rights standards. My exposure to local 
government units led me to realize that it is not enough that the individual values human rights; 
the system to sustain and strengthen that value has to be put in place. There are factual conditions 
within the state apparatus that hinder as well as facilitate the delivery of human rights.

There are areas in the country where the state is weak if not invisible. Clearly, the anti-state 
approach, which presupposes that the state is dominant and all-encompassing, cannot adequately 
address issues of good governance. We hold the state accountable for human rights, but we need to 
empower that very state to practice good governance for it to fulfill its human rights obligations.

There are many areas in the Philippines where alternative “governments” exist. There are armed 
groups and insurgents espousing secession from the Republic or socialist substitutes to the existing 
market economy. There are ancestral domains run and managed by Indigenous Peoples and ethnic 
communities. Given this complexity, the Philippine state frequently finds itself impotent to manage 
the “national commons.” Where power is exercised, abuses of human rights become common. 
The non-state actors are as accountable as the state, especially in the situation where they are the 
surrogate state. The painful truth is nobody seems to come to the table with clean hands anymore.
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In 2007, I embarked on a social experiment. I left my career as an academic specializing in human 
rights education to join a Canadian mining company as its Vice President for Corporate Social 
Commitments. I joined a company that had been accused of human rights violations. As I had 
experienced in 1997, when I accepted the project to develop a human rights education program for 
the police, I again was vilified by colleagues in the development and human rights movement. I was 
accused of selling out and abandoning my principles as a human rights educator, but I stood by my 
decision. I was tired of doing more of the same things. As an educator and a student of society, the 
dominant social analyses and theories no longer made sense.

My brief stint in the corporate sector was a very enriching experience. Let me share what I have 
learned:

1.	 If not properly regulated, mining as an economic activity renders communities vulnerable 
to human rights abuses both by the company and the government. Most mining areas 
are located where the government presence is weak; where armed and lawless groups 
operate; where the rule of law, particularly property rights, is more breached than observed; 
where communities are among the poorest of the poor; where local government is not as 
accountable to the people as it should be; where agents of regulating agencies can be bought; 
where companies are vulnerable to extortion; where both companies and communities have 
to fend for themselves to decide on the rules of their engagement; and where informal rules 
are used more often and negotiated rather than what the law requires.

2.	 If there is a security risk, mining companies will hire security personnel through either 
public or private security arrangement. Communities would often regard such company 
action as militarizing their communities. The presence of the company also means entry 
of “outsiders” and flow of cash into the communities, which radically alters the social, 
environmental, and economic conditions of host and impact communities. Company rules 
often run counter to community traditions and customs, which generates conflict.

All these form the context that gives rise to human rights issues such as displacement, 
intimidation, discrimination, violation of the right to self-determination, the right to health, 
freedom to travel, etc.

3.	 There are good and bad mining companies. There are genuine and false non-government 
organizations. There are many sectors who pose themselves as mining stakeholders, but 
more often than not the primary stakeholders – the communities – are caught in the crossfire 
because too many stakeholders are appropriating unto themselves representation of the 
communities. I realized all sectors are guilty of “framing” issues. The more effective the 
framing is, the more likely it will be perceived as the “truth” but not necessarily what the 
truth actually is.
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In June, 2011, I returned to my former university and resumed my career as an academic and as an 
advocate of human rights. I believe I have come full circle. Now is the time to sit down and reflect 
on the diversity of my experience.

Praxis: Constructing My View of Philippine Society

I am eternally grateful to Paolo Freire. He taught me praxis. My theory is my practice. My practice is 
my theory. My human rights education work has greatly influenced my understanding of Philippine 
society. As a student of society, I would use constructs to guide my practice, but eventually both 
theory and practice would influence each other as I engage in my internal dialogue.

I see the Philippines as a colonial construct. There would have been no Philippines had we not been 
colonized by Spain. What we have is an inorganic state that was imposed to put under its umbrella 
our more than one hundred ethnic communities and lump them all together as Filipinos. We are not 
a homogenous state but rather a deeply multicultural state whose main challenge is to “engineer” 
in the minds of the current population the idea of Filipino citizenship, which I would venture 
to say, is not yet totally successful. The idea of “imagined communities” by Benedict Anderson 
is very insightful to understand why statehood cannot be imposed on peoples found within the 
jurisdiction of Philippine territory. I do not, however, subscribe to “balkanizing” the country. It is 
important to note here the role of the traditional agents engaged in the “social engineering” process 
of constructing “Filipinoness” – the state and the school system.

The Philippine state, from my view, is suffering from what Alfred McCoy calls “anarchy of families.” 
Historically, the elite of this country have always had access to both political and economic power. 
From north to south, the government is run by traditional names in Philippine politics that have 
time and again run roughshod over the country’s resources and laws. We both have the old and new 
“rich” controlling government and its subsidiaries at different periods. It is no wonder then that the 
state is not felt on the ground. How then can we galvanize support for an entity that is “absent” in 
the day-to-day business of its people?

The school system is likewise suffering from perpetuating what Antonio Gramsci calls “false 
consciousness” – that of educating the population in knowledge, values, and skills that promote 
the interests of the dominant group. Thus, the general population unconsciously subscribes to a 
worldview or “ideology” that perpetuates the hegemony of the dominant group. The history of 
the school system in the Philippines is replete with “pacification” goals of either the Church or the 
colonial masters. Sadly, the western system of education that the eminent education theorist Paolo 
Freire calls a “banking system” of education has not totally been exorcised from our schools.

The call for governance and education reform is very fundamental to render effective the 
construction and re-construction of Filipino nationhood. Nationhood is not a given in the Philippine 
context. Construction and reconstruction of this “ideology” in the minds of Filipinos (referring 
to all ethnic communities) must proceed “surgically” through multi-layered efforts of different 
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stakeholders whose role is to foster mutual understanding of this “ideology” and forge a “social 
contract’ among us.

My View of the Social Sciences, My View of Human Rights

There are many exciting things happening in the field of social sciences. For instance, the traditional 
view of history as linear is now being challenged. Passion and Revolution by Reynaldo Ileto, Contracting 
Colonialism by Vicente Rafael, and Pantayong Pananaw by Zeus Salazar are just a few among the many 
“new” ways of writing history. These new approaches are telling us that there are many “histories.” 
The challenge then is how to integrate these “new histories” into the work of the classical historians 
such as Agoncillo, Constantino, de la Costa, etc. and then learn from them. The writing of our 
history is not yet complete to accommodate the many narratives of people who have been a part of 
building this nation.

Both anthropology and sociology are blurring the lines that divide them to better approach the 
complexities of studying Filipino structures, organizations, and cultures. Filipinology and Philippine 
Studies are emerging fields resulting from merger. Traditionally, sociology in the Philippines 
is informed by the very western tradition of the structural functionalist and Marxist schools; 
nevertheless, postmodernism and post-structuralism as a “fad” in the West has in a way forced 
Filipino sociologists to revisit their practice of doing sociology. Randy David has even challenged 
Filipino social scientists to rethink our way of doing research in the social sciences. Rather than 
being hung up in the methodology, he calls for the reorienting of emphasis on recommendations that 
to him are the real “thesis” of the researcher. The structure-agency debate in the West does not seem 
to bother most Filipino sociologists and anthropologists. This is probably due to the fact that most 
of our social scientists are in one way or another involved in the national project of transformation 
rather than being “neutral” observers.

Psychology is one field whose role in my participating in the national project of transformation needs 
to be elevated. I am now particularly interested in positive psychology. Martin Seligman calls for a 
new psychology that studies the strengths and virtues that enable individuals and communities to 
thrive. The history of the Philippines is a history of struggle. In the recent past, the active involvement 
of the civil society in creative alternative-making initiatives is telling me that approaching social 
transformation from a “what’s wrong with us” point of view does not account for the many success 
stories produced by individuals and groups who have exerted effort in transforming Philippine 
society. I am interested in tweaking my critical approach of understanding society towards a more 
appreciative approach.

Appreciative inquiry provides a way to explore what is glossed over by a critical approach. It is a 
process for catalyzing positive change (Cooperrider and Whitney, 2005). It is the study of what 
gives life to human systems when they are at their best. It dwells more on what worked rather 
than what did not work. As a method, it starts with the discovery phase, which requires identifying 
what worked well in people, communities, and organizations. It tries to take stock of success stories 
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rather than problems to be solved. It aims to build upon the best in people, communities, and 
organizations. This means identifying of and building on the positive core. The discovery phase 
is followed by the dream phase. It is the phase that explores what the future might be like if the 
positive core discovered in phase one is optimized. The third is the design phase, which is simply 
planning how to optimize the positive core. The last phase is called destiny, which is implementing 
the plan, making the dream a reality.

In this approach rather than talking about what is not there, the focus is on analyzing and expanding 
what has already worked in the past to facilitate an evolved and better state of affairs that we could 
call development. A quote from The Power of Appreciative Inquiry: A Practical Guide to Positive Change 
sums up the mindset of this field well: “We are not saying to deny or ignore problems. What we are 
saying is that if you want to transform a situation, a relationship, an organization, or community, 
focusing on strengths is much more effective than focusing on problems.”1

Political science is a field that traditionally has been very statist in its approach to doing social 
science. There has of late been a renewed interest in this discipline (political science used to be 
considered as preparatory to a law degree) due to the rise (maybe a re-introduction is better) of 
new institutionalism. This new orientation proposes that formal organizational structure reflects 
not only technical demands and resource dependencies, but is also shaped by institutional forces, 
including rational myths, knowledge legitimated through the educational system, and by the 
professions, public opinion, and the law. The core idea that organizations are deeply embedded in 
social and political environments suggests that organizational practices and structures are often 
either reflections of or responses to rules, beliefs, and conventions built into the wider environment. 
The insights generated by practitioners of organizational development could very well enhance 
political science. Whether we view this field from an institutional or behavioral point of view does 
not spell much difference for me.

The pursuit of good governance is what I perceive should be at the core of this discipline. I am partial 
to the role of the human rights paradigm because it is an international normative standard and a 
very clear framework of governance.

A sense of citizenship – commitment to the realization of the aspirations of the state – must be re-
invented in the light of the changing and changed context of twenty-first century societies. One 
phenomenon in today’s politics is the increasing difficulty of governments adequately to address 
economic and social problems. Political power traditionally exercised by governments dominated 
by a few is now perceived as indicative of bad governance. Governance is now perceived as shared 
domain of both the government and the citizens. Gone are the days where people are passive 
recipients of government services. Governments are increasingly recognizing that efficiency and 
effectiveness of public service is better achieved if the citizens are involved and engaged.

1 Dianah D. Whitney and Amanda Trosten-Bloom. The Power of Appreciative Inquiry: A Practical Guide to Positive Change. 
(Berret-Koehler, San Francisco, CA: 2010).



189 

A p p r e c i a t i n g  P a o l o  F r e i r e ,  A n t o n i o  G r a m s c i ,  a n d  t h i s  S o - c a l l e d  L i f e
 

Government agencies have three corresponding human rights duties: the duty to respect, the duty 
to protect, and the duty to promote or fulfill human rights. From these emerge several human rights 
related tasks and functions such as human rights promotion and education. Traditionally, human 
rights education for citizens means equipping people with the knowledge, values, and skills to 
demand that their governments respect, protect, and promote their human rights. However, making 
governments the audience of human rights education means enabling the governance structures 
to deliver good governance. Good governance has now come to mean people’s participation in 
decision-making, transparency, rule of law, human rights, responsiveness to people’s needs, and 
government accountability. It means the effective management of a country’s resources in a manner 
that is open, transparent, accountable, equitable, and responsive to people’s needs. The rule of law, 
transparency, accountability and effectiveness of public sector management, and an active civil 
society are all essential components of good governance. Research in political science, I believe, 
should be around the core theme of governance and as described herein is not only focused on the 
state but extended to other actors such as individuals and communities as well.

Economics as a field has conventionally been very positivistic. However, I view this discipline’s 
primary role in facilitating understanding of globalization, development, and poverty. These are 
the themes that are predominant in the developing countries such as the Philippines.

The government flaunts one development plan after another – Philippines 2000, Angat Pinoy, Beat 
the Odds, to name a few. These are undoubtedly economistic development models. The left, on 
the other hand, is still debating whether to affirm or reject a development agenda conceptualized 
in the 1960s. The civil society sector has more varied development projects either driven by funders 
or by their avowed commitment (Illo, et al, 2002). The business sector is re-inventing itself by 
claiming more than ever to be socially responsive. Despite these, we are still at a loss as to how 
to solve poverty, to control the adverse effects and exploit the positive effects of globalization, and 
to pursue a development agenda that works for majority of the Filipinos. Both the capitalist and 
socialist blueprints have been proven inadequate in bringing about genuine, holistic, inclusive, and 
long lasting development.

What all these point to is that economics as it currently stands cannot adequately help us understand 
globalization, development, and poverty because these are complicated concepts that require 
knowledge of other disciplines for us to fully comprehend.

In summary, the social sciences are suffering from fragmentation. Each discipline invariably focuses 
on the different aspects of Philippine society, thus rendering a fractional and bounded view. The 
challenge to social science practitioners then is how to integrate insights generated by the different 
fields to enable the social scientists to formulate new research questions whose answers provide a 
more holistic basis for our action.

My tool around the fragmentation of the social sciences is to tweak my practice around the idea 
of rights-based development. I am influenced in this stance by Kalaw (1997) who argues for the 
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“construction of a Science of Development that can provide normative and functional integration of 
economics, ecology, (self), and society and the development of management technologies that look at 
ecosystems, cultures, ethnicities, community, and evolution as units of analysis and management.”

Development is a mindset, a “heart set”, and a “work set.” As such it requires a set of knowledge, 
values, and skills that cultivate appropriate thinking, valuing, and doing development. To engage 
in this project requires a deconstruction, reconstruction, and construction of knowledge, values, 
and practices at the personal, interpersonal, communal, societal, and global levels. Concretely, this 
ranges from simple acts (e.g., continuing self-examination; advocating reforms in education, legal, 
and governance systems; embracing new business philosophy; appropriate science and technology, 
and simpler but more meaningful lifestyles) to more complicated initiatives (e.g., social forestry, 
agronomics, transpersonal psychology, complexity studies, biopsychology, biocracy, and other 
emerging fields) that blur the boundaries dividing the social sciences, natural sciences, and the 
humanities.

My Social Science Practice as Educating for Human Rights

I am an educator who is engaged in social transformation. The educative process does not only 
happen in school. Every social engagement I have with individuals or groups is an educative 
opportunity both for me and for others I encounter. I have the listening ear and inquiring eye of an 
anthropologist, the social imagination of a sociologist, the predisposition to ask who has the power 
and who gets what of a political scientist and economist, and the predilection to understand the 
individual of a psychologist. All these are mindsets and heart sets necessary in the practitioner of a 
social transformation. There are many ways to contribute to this, but I choose to be in the field of 
education.

Education is an occasion for us to confront life as we pursue a meaningful existence. Education 
should equip us with the knowledge to know, comprehend, and act on our social reality using our 
different disciplines whether it be the natural sciences, social sciences, applied sciences, or folk 
knowledge. Social transformation means being able to identify, describe, and confront problem 
areas in our society and in our world, as well as to appreciate positive dimensions of our realities. 
This means we need education to enable us to navigate and take control of our inner world and 
our inner selves so we can relate more positively with the outside world. Education is not only for 
the good of the society, but also for our personal well-being as well. Without personal growth, we 
won’t have enough citizens who have the consciousness required to co-create a healthy society. In 
all these, I take human rights as my anchor.

The human rights educator must recognize that the practice of transformative education entails 
the following:

1.	 Reflecting continuously on the human condition and how education can help construct new 
social realities.
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2.	 Using human rights as a standard by which the human condition can be measured.
3.	 Defying conventions and cultural norms when necessary.
4.	 Constructing new practice and structures that might require taking risks that include the 

danger of isolation.
5.	 Being prepared to deal with resistance.
6.	 Understanding that the process of transformation is the reward itself.
7.	 Finding the difficult balance between self-actualization on the one hand and selfless social 

engagement on the other.
8.	 Taking action to effect the necessary change.

Human rights education to me is a perspective with which I view things. It allows me to connect 
my different identities as one conscious self, unceasing and untiring in constructing, deconstructing, 
and reconstructing situations for a life well lived.
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on human rights and peace. She has a bachelor’s degree in 
education, and a master’s degree and Ph.D. in educational 
psychology from the University of Michigan.

The question about my work as an educator for human rights and peace brings me back to people, 
events, and experiences that make up the present. It also makes me think about the conjunctions 
and possibilities that have influenced my educational thinking and activities. It is a story located in 
multiple contexts, which I use as a framework for this text.

Setting My Experience in Context

The most important context is Puerto Rico, an island nation that has not attained its sovereignty. 
Since 1898, when Spain ceded it at the end of the Spanish-American War, it has had a subordinate 
military, political, and economic relationship with the United States as an “unincorporated territory,” 
known today as the Free Associated State of Puerto Rico. As such, it has no juridical status in the 
United Nations; it is not a signatory of international treaties, including the Universal Declaration 
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of Human Rights. One consequence of this colonial status is its isolation and even invisibility in 
national and international forums, programs, and reports related to human rights.

The purpose of this account is not a detailed review of the historical and political reality of the 
country. Nevertheless, I find it necessary to outline certain features of this process that are relevant 
to the times and topics described. I will deal with them in two ways: firstly, as they relate to my 
school and college background, and secondly, in the light of present reality.

Three ideological tendencies have dominated the electoral and political scene of Puerto Rico in the 
last sixty years: 1) the estadolibrismo (ELA, or commonwealth status) that endorses the continuation 
or evolution of the present relationship with the United States; 2) the estadista sector that favors the 
incorporation of Puerto Rico as the fifty-first state of the United States; and 3) the independentismo 
that aspires to the independence of Puerto Rico and its creation as an independent nation. Two 
of these groups, the estadolibristas and estadistas, who are represented by the two main political 
parties of the country, have been alternating as governing powers as a consequence of the electoral 
processes of the last forty years.

During the 1960s and 1970s, as the estadolibrista sector evolved and monopolized political power, 
the parties, organizations, and people who supported independence were subjected to a systematic 
process of persecution and incarceration, turning them into criminals and thus reducing their 
number of supporters. Since the late sixties, the estadista group grew in supporters and influence 
as an ideological movement in the country, and their opposition to independence enabled this 
systematic persecution during the seventies. These included the creation of “files” on people 
considered “subversive” and the murder of young people linked to the independence movement by 
political agents of the state. These processes were not unrelated to US police forces, which went so 
far as to create their own archives on those who they considered dangerous to their interests and 
to their dominance over Puerto Rican territory.

This was, broadly speaking, the political context in which I spent my school and college years. 
During this time I became conscious of the ideological and economic differences among those 
around me. At the same time, I became more perceptive, able to identify these differences and 
acknowledge my own privileged position. This was the time when I developed a way of thinking 
and an appreciation for my native land, as well as a profession that would allow me to work for my 
country.

Act I. Brief Family Portrait

I want to start this account by mentioning the influence that my father had over me from very early 
on. My father, William Yudkin, an American Jew whom my grandmother referred to as her “Puerto 
Rican son,” moved to Puerto Rico with my mother so that she could give birth to me. From the 
time he arrived, he worked as a professor of political science, and his circle of friends included well-
known intellectuals both Puerto Rican and foreign. He was in favor of independence and worked 
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with several like-minded groups. Above all, my father was a lover of people and of nature. He 
enjoyed taking walks and talking to everyone, everywhere. I loved going out with him. From him 
I learned to interact in diverse social scenes and with people of different economic levels. I learned 
to be a careful observer, to listen patiently, and to enjoy the life, stories, and anecdotes of different 
people. I got to know Puerto Rico by taking my father’s hand, going out on Sundays, singing loudly 
out of tune, and laughing at ourselves. He was angered by the manipulation and abuse of power 
by politicians. I will never forget his face when in the nineties he picked up his file from the Puerto 
Rican police. Extremely serious and dismayed, he told me, “But none of this is true. This is full of 
lies.”

My mother, named Isabel like my grandmother, is a woman who has never avoided taking action 
or making a decision just because she is female. Both of them were women who were quite ahead 
of their times in terms of their attitudes, behavior, and professional work. My mother was a social 
worker who was always deeply interested in my studies. She encouraged me and gave me enough 
freedom to explore what I was interested in and to study what I liked. Her work, support, and 
tenacity enabled me to study in the best schools and university of the country. This I did without 
ever feeling any kind of pressure to compete or to concentrate only on my studies. I was able to 
explore several subjects until I chose education. From her I acquired a sense of responsibility that 
I consider necessary to be an educator, especially for human rights and peace: the responsibility to 
oneself and to others to do one’s best, fully aware of the consequences of our actions.

Act II. Early Experiences

As a teacher of future educators, I want to highlight the importance of early experiences in one’s 
development. They are a framework that makes us look, interpret, and participate in the world 
to which childhood belongs. These experiences can enhance or limit a student’s possibilities and 
development.

My experiences as a student of the Eugenio María de Hostos School, established and led by Isabelita 
Freire,1 made it possible to be in the world and to be in the world with others. This, I understood 
decades later, was an educational approach similar to what today we would consider human rights 
education. Each and every child was important for Isabelita. She listened to us, drew with us, read 
us her poetry, and encouraged us to write. She guided us in the process of appreciating nature and 
getting to know our native land in order to love it, at a time when this was not done and considered 
subversive. We enjoyed the freedom of playing and creating, we learned to be responsible, we 
created our own personal and collective identity, and we were confident enough to raise our voices 
in cases of injustice. And yes, we learned the lessons required of any school, but this is not what 
those of us lucky enough to be her students remember as important.

1 Isabel Freire de Matos was a well-known educator, writer of books for children, and promotor of the Puerto Rican 
culture and nation.
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Isabelita wrote La escuela elemental puertorriqueña (The Puerto Rican Elementary School), which I 
read as a college teacher. This book compiles essential elements of her work as an educator. First, 
Isabelita argues that the colonial reality of the country led to an educational system “that demands 
a double loyalty and creates a divided conscience.” In addition, it is a system that “has never had 
the authority to create a curriculum that teaches the notion of a free native land to its children and 
helps them develop as citizens responsible for creating their own destiny.” (Freire de Matos, 1997, 
14 and 31). In opposition to this, Isabelita developed her idea of what Puerto Rican education should 
be. She asserted that children begin their self-development from very early on and that it is the 
government’s responsibility to make available the effective education they need. She describes the 
basic elementary school topics that we should aspire to as educators: “First, children should know 
and interpret their homeland in order to love it”; then they can move to the international level, to be 
part of it and to develop feelings of solidarity toward their neighbors under the slogan “Homeland 
and Universe.” Another main idea she proposes is “the comprehensive and integrated development 
of the individual in its different spheres: physical, mental, social, and moral,” for the child’s self-
respect and growth. She suggests that it is urgent to “guide him/her towards essential life values, 
such as truth, justice, honesty, sense of solidarity, and the concept of freedom.” She highlights the 
importance of developing skills in the vernacular, not only for the psychological well-being of the 
child, but also for the development of thinking and feeling skills, as well as for the creative work 
of childhood.

Those of us who had the experience of being her students actually lived that education. Isabelita was 
an educator for human rights and peace when it was not yet called that. She instilled in each student 
the notion of being a subject of rights, many years before that concept was used. She instilled in me 
feelings, knowledge, and actions that have supported my personal development and professional 
learning for life. Decades later, I started to teach human rights formally in the Teaching for Freedom 
project at the Puerto Rican section of Amnesty International, which I will go into with more detail 
later on. Isabelita and her daughter, Marisol Matos Paoli, collaborated on this project and greatly 
enriched our educational experience. Isabelita shared with us an aphorism: “A child who enjoys her 
rights integrates peace with freedom.” Thank you, Isabelita.

Act III. Developing New Ways of Seeing, Understanding, and Interpreting the World

I attended graduate school in the United States, and thanks to a scholarship for “minority students,” 
I received my Ph.D. from the University of Michigan. Though it is a conservative institution, 
especially the School of Education, by the eighties its faculty and students had developed alternative 
work that allowed me to look, understand, and interpret the world from a critical perspective 
consistent with human rights. This formative process led me to accept the intellectual responsibility 
of what I studied, to consider how and for what does one study, and to take a stand about the stories 
I should tell. I read Paulo Freire for the first time in college. Concentrating on doing well in my 
studies and influenced by the competitive nature of the educational process, I read Freire from a 
distance, from “up north.” I found him interesting, and I even recall a class debate on his writing. 
Somehow he required me to examine educational issues from a Latin American perspective. 
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Nevertheless, I did not understand at the time that Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Freire, 1970) described 
the educational process in which I myself was immersed, nor did I understand its importance for 
my future development as a teacher or how significant it would be for my work in education.

Later as a graduate student, I reread Freire and met him personally. His books and lectures on the 
relationship between politics and education, reading the world and reading the word, the act of 
knowing, and the link between reflection and action made me perceive a potential for transforming 
the educational process. They opened my mind and reaffirmed my commitment to dedicate myself 
completely to this field. His presence fascinated me. How could someone so well recognized, so 
strong in his words, so firm in his convictions, be so sweet and generous in his relationships?

At this time, I experienced a convergence both in my teaching and research with other critical 
thinkers and educators, from the learning processes seen from the perspective of the student, from 
phenomenology, and from the clash of paradigms in social science research and education between 
positivism and critical theory. Working with two wonderful teachers, the American Loren Barritt 
and the South African Valerie Polakow, I gradually took off the blinders that had limited and 
obscured my studies and my understanding of education, educators, and those being educated. In 
class we read and held group discussions on the texts of philosophers like Michael Polanyi, Edmund 
Husserl, Richard Rorty, Jurgen Habermas, Hans-Georg Gadamer, Maxine Greene, and Michel 
Foucalt; anthropologists like Clifford Geertz and Studs Terkel; writers like Robert Coles and Alice 
Walker; and educators from all over the world like Paulo Freire, Henry Giroux, Patricia Carini, 
Jonathan Kozol, Ton Beekman, and Vivian Gussin Paley. Among these books I want to highlight 
Children of Crisis, by Robert Coles (1997) because of its influential ideas on how to envision, think 
about, and tell people’s stories. So through theory and descriptions of human nature, I developed 
ways of envisioning, understanding, and interpreting human beings – especially in childhood – 
both in their development and as active subjects of the educational process. I recall these authors 
as I write now, without referring to any bibliography; I simply remember them. I remember them 
because they opened and enlightened my being as an educator.

Act IV. Childhood and War

During my college years I gradually became part of a group of Latin American friends from whom 
I learned about the lived and shared history of our America. Students and teachers from different 
countries under dictatorships in the south of the continent, others who had suffered civil wars 
and armed conflicts in Central America, were my colleagues in this personal and professional 
development process. Among them, I met my first husband, who was from El Salvador. In 1986, we 
married and moved to El Salvador in the middle of the civil war between the state and the Frente 
Farabundo Martí de Liberación Nacional (Farabundo Martí Liberation Front: FMLN).

During this critical political and personal juncture, I had to work on my Ph.D. thesis. I decided 
to return to the question posed by Valerie Polakow in her book Whose Stories Do We Tell? (1985). I 
decided to do a critical ethnographic study of the schooling experience of children displaced during 
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the armed conflict (Yudkin, 1993). The objective was to understand their stories and influence 
their education through this learning process. My first contact was the Jesuit priest and sociologist 
Segundo Montes, who was documenting the displacement and refugee process of the Salvadoran 
population. He was a supportive academic whose work reflected the ethical perspective of a lifetime 
commitment. His writings, like those of other Jesuits such as Ignacio Martín Baró and Ignacio 
Ellacuría, created a path for me to read, study, and write from a position of commitment and hope 
similar to what I had read in Freire.

One of the saddest and most painful moments of my life was seeing, from the distant television 
screen in the United States, those priests murdered by the Salvadoran army in 1989. That night I 
walked and walked, repeating a verse by the Cuban composer and singer Pablo Milanés: “I will 
step again on the once bloodied streets of Santiago and in a beautiful liberated plaza I will stop to 
cry for those that are not here anymore.” At that time and with the image in that song, my feelings, 
thoughts, and convictions agreed that it was imperative to be a part of the struggle for a better and 
more just world, a world where the life and dignity of all people is at the center of a common goal 
from education to all the spaces in which we act.

For my Ph.D. dissertation I visited three schools created for children displaced by the armed conflict. 
They were a refuge but also a place under observation and threat, for the government armed forces 
considered those institutions and the people in them to be FMLN sympathizers. My school life for 
a year and a half with those children and teachers was a learning experience like no other: learning 
about childhood, education, and the impact of war on both.

Although I could not know it then, over time I realized that this experience had established the bases 
of my understanding of human rights and peace and their relationship with education. One of the 
topics I analyzed was the silence about children’s lives, their schools, and their communities. This 
silence was also the silence lived in San Salvador: silence about war and the death of thousands of 
people, most of them killed by the military and paramilitary forces controlled by the government 
of El Salvador. While the horrors of the war were being silenced and hidden, I was receiving books 
and publications that documented them. I received the book Weakness and Deceit: U.S. Policy and El 
Salvador (1984), by Raymond Bonner, a reporter from the New York Times. I opened the book right 
in the middle, where there were dozens of photographs. I read the stories and was shocked by their 
content and style. I recall a story about how, after student and labor leaders had been ambushed, 
their blood was washed off the public plaza with hoses. Later, the heads of the military gave a press 
conference where they assured that nothing had happened. I thought: Nothing happened here? 
From that moment I knew how important it was to know the non-official history of our Latin 
American peoples. I also began to understand the problem of the impunity of those in power and 
to acknowledge the courage and vulnerability of those fighting for justice.

It was in this context that for the first time I learned about human rights and read reports by 
Amnesty International on violations in El Salvador. I also had access to UNICEF documents on 
childhood and education and the need to protect children during armed conflicts. For the first time 
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I tried to understand the connection between human rights, education, and violence. I learned of the 
existence of international organizations that denounced the violations and defended those rights.

Act V. Educating for Freedom

In 1993, once I had finished my Ph.D. and returned to my country, I started to work as a faculty 
member in the Department of Education of the University of Puerto Rico. A few months later, my 
colleague and friend Nellie Zambrana invited me to work on children’s rights. She said: “Join us, it 
has a lot to do with your work; it’s a human rights project.” That was how I entered the Teaching 
for Freedom Project of the Puerto Rico section of Amnesty International (PEL/AI), where I worked 
for more than ten years. Through this project I learned about human rights and children’s human 
rights; at the same time I taught and worked to promote and defend them. Thanks to this project, 
a group of educators including Anaida Pascual, Nellie Zambrana, Luis Rivera Pagán, María de 
Lourdes Ferrer, Leticia López, Rocío Costa, José Raúl Cepeda, and Carlos Muñiz shared the process 
of learning and educating children, youth, parents, and educators about human rights. This was 
in several formal and informal settings. We prepared conferences, workshops, seminars, festivals, 
and materials for identifying and promoting human rights, specifically those of children and youth. 
A common and collective project like this is special because it is more than the sum of its parts; it 
means a space and time of support and enrichment that develops into a life experience.

In this process of educating for freedom, responsibility, and human rights, I met first through their 
writings and then personally several Latin American educators, pioneers in this area, who worked 
both regionally and in their own countries. I read works by Abraham Magendzo, Nélida Céspedes, 
Rosa María Mujica, Ana María Rodino, and Gloria Ramírez, among others. Some of these works 
I use today in my college classes, inspiring critical thought and questions in my students that will 
help them as future educators. Outstanding among these are Abraham Magendzo’s Bases de una 
concepción pedagógica para educar en y para los Derechos Humanos (Foundations of a Pedagogical Approach 
to Human Rights Education, 1993) and Modelo problematizador para la Educación en Derechos Humanos (A 
Problem-based Model for Human Rights Education, 2006); and Nélida Céspedes’ La escuela y los derechos 
de las niñas y los niños (The School and the Rights of the Children, 1997). How important to have met 
them on this road!

The Teaching for Freedom Project (1992-2001) connected us with human rights education and its 
development both regionally and internationally. Sponsored by the Norwegian section of Amnesty 
International, the project was part of a human rights education initiative in Asia, Africa, Latin 
America, and the Caribbean. For Puerto Rico and for us personally, it was an unusual experience that 
inspired us to leave our insularity and examine ourselves from other perspectives and possibilities. 
Several of us had the opportunity to attend conferences in countries in the region. We exchanged 
and obtained educational materials and publications, enough to make a collection of more than two 
hundred volumes. We worked beyond the limits when we educated and worked for the defense and 
promotion of the rights of Puerto Rican children since our country is not a signatory of any human 
rights treaties, including the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. We also had practical 
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learning opportunities on the importance of forging alliances between organizations and individuals 
with the idea of promoting a shared educational agenda.

Act VI. From Educating in and for Human Rights to Educating for Peace

From the very beginning of the Teaching for Freedom Project, we linked the subject of children’s 
rights and human rights education with issues of violence that we face in our country. The physical 
violence and mistreatment faced by our children and youth, especially those belonging to the most 
vulnerable groups, was our subject of study, concern, and work. We also worked with Violencia 
en el sistema educativo (Systemic Violence in Education: Promise Broken, Ross and Watkinson, 1997), 
proposing educational programs, curriculums, and opportunities for the promotion of learning 
and experiencing human rights in schools (Yudkin, Zambrana and Pascual, 2002). We deepened 
our understanding and included in our activities the aphorism by Isabelita, being very clear about 
the fact that education for human rights is at the same time a way of reducing violence, promoting 
freedom, and strengthening peace.

In 1996, the University of Puerto Rico received an invitation from the General Director of UNESCO, 
Federico Mayor Zaragoza, to become a part of the UNITWIN Network Program, an initiative of 
the Higher Education Division of that international organization. As a result of the cooperation 
between both institutions, the UNESCO chair of Education for Peace was established. My colleague 
and friend Anaida Pascual Morán, whose Ph.D. work focused on a curriculum for peace, was its first 
coordinator. As a participant of the Teaching for Freedom Project, I was invited to be a member of a 
group of coordinators to organize a workshop-seminar for educators. A year later when Anaida left 
the University for her sabbatical, I took over the coordination of this important university project.

From the moment I became the part of this project, my aim was to learn about the basis, theory, 
and practice of educating for peace. My learning curve was very steep since I was also in charge 
of organizing important academic activities both in the university and in the country. I found 
and received important works by educators for peace, particularly from Spain and Latin America. 
Several became essential for my activities: the book Educar para la paz: Una propuesta possible from 
the Seminar for Education for Peace of Madrid (1994), and the Galician writer Xesús Jares’s Educación 
para la paz (1999) and Educación y Derechos Humanos (2000). Jares’s critical perspective on education 
for human rights and peace strengthened my knowledge and opened up more possibilities for my 
educational work. His thinking continues to influence mine. Educating for peace is education for 
human rights from a wider point of view that calls into question any kind of violence and enables 
activities in favor of justice, freedom, and solidarity. At the same time, I studied other subjects 
related to peace, like demilitarization and disarmament, conflict resolution, multiculturalism, and 
a plurality of views about differences. I got to know the writings of John Lederach, Vincent Fisas, 
and Betty Reardon, among others.

In later years I have also read and met educators for human rights and peace, some critical, who have 
influenced me. Although all are valuable, they are too many to name. Nevertheless, a significant 
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learning opportunity came from the interdisciplinary group of educators and students that make 
up the organizing committee of the UNESCO Chair. How can I explain all that I have learned 
from José Luis (Pinchi) Méndez? A student in Paris during May 1968, he is a sociologist, the 
former dean of the Department of Social Sciences, and an observer and analyst of the political 
and social reality of our country like few others. Or what I learned from Luis Rivera Pagán? A 
theologian, militant for human rights, and a dissident. They both honored us with their presence at 
the seminal conference of the UNESCO Chair in Education for Peace, which was later published. I 
mention them both as examples, without diminishing what other colleagues have shared with us 
in communications, natural sciences, law, counseling, and education. We have learned to follow the 
true path of interdisciplinary work in education for human rights and peace. In our team work, we 
have focused on the responsibility of our university towards important issues facing the country, 
enabling us to view important global topics and their relation with local work (“glocal”). In this 
sense, I want to highlight some important joint efforts and activities: demilitarization, human rights, 
and peace in the island of Vieques; overcoming a culture of violence and war, including the war in 
Iraq; promotion of co-existence from a human rights perspective; the link between human rights, 
science, and sustainability; and understanding and participating in university conflicts.

Two events deserve special attention due to their influence on us as educators. First, the experience 
from 1999 to 2003 in the island of Vieques: in 1999, an American bomber plane dropped a bomb and 
“accidentally” killed David Sanes, who was born on the island. This event attracted the attention of 
the whole country and later of the world to the reality that the Puerto Rican inhabitants of Vieques 
had to face. After sixty years of the US Marines using their land for military practice, the island and 
Puerto Rican inhabitants said “Enough,” unleashing a series of protests and events that ended with 
the Marines leaving the island in 2003. It is very difficult if not impossible to emphasize in a few 
lines the importance of this non-violent civil action and victory for human rights and the peace it 
has brought to the island. I want to emphasize that this process underlines the interrelation between 
local and global events. Issues like demilitarization, sustainable development, civil disobedience, and 
other protest activities and interventions for human rights and peace grew in importance, especially 
for our work as educators.

The second event has to do with the experience gained from the proposals and activities undertaken 
by the student movement in the University of Puerto Rico from 2010 to 2011. In these recent 
events, students took multiple actions, including two strikes in defense of education and student 
participation; they opened the eyes of the whole country to the lack of democracy and justice that had 
resulted from adverse government policies. The use of force by the State Police against the students 
served as an example of government disdain for certain sectors of the population they considered 
to be adversarial, or even disposable. Without diminishing the controversies and conflicts involved 
or condoning the violent events in which many students were involved, the students’ heroic deeds 
moved us and led us to reaffirm the importance of education and action in building a democracy 
for the defense of human rights for all.
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Finally, as a participant in the UNESCO chair program, I want to highlight the learning and teaching 
relationship established for many years with my colleague and friend Anaida Pascual. If writing 
is difficult and needs effort, it is more so when one wants to think, write, and “denounce, and 
announce” at the same time. Much of what I know about the theory of education for peace I have 
learned in thinking and working with Anaida. Her text Acción civil noviolenta (2003) was important 
for my understanding of non-violence in connection with education and the struggle for human 
rights and peace. After more than fifteen years working together, we have learned from each other 
as educators and lived together through (and even laughed at) our different styles of analyzing, 
presenting, and writing.

Act VII. Educating for Peace and Human Rights in Theory and Practice

My greatest challenge and achievement as an educator for human rights and peace comes from 
teaching a college course on education for peace. It is a great challenge to promote the contents of 
this introductory course taken by students from different departments of the University of Puerto 
Rico-Río Piedras. I aspire to create coherence among the content of the class, the educational lessons, 
and the practical possibilities that students can receive and develop. The diversity of students and 
topics are part of its richness and achievements of the last seven years.

From the moment I decided to teach the course, I thought it was important to highlight the 
relationship between educational theory and practice and between knowledge and action. Creating 
a praxis, “a liberating education” in the Freirian sense, has been my framework and aim. Adopting 
an education of “indignation and hope,” as Freire (1996-2003) proposed, leads us to examine reality 
critically in order to understand it, and dream and think about alternatives to a culture of violence 
that surrounds us. I again acknowledge the work of Xesús Jares as essential to my thinking on the 
course and its content, including Educar para la verdad y la esperanza (Jares, 2005), which reflects 
Freirian principles. There are also works and ideas that travel through time, from the pioneer 
writings of María Montessori to committed contemporary theoreticians and educators like José 
Tuvilla Rayo, Alicia Cabezudo, Abraham Magendzo, John Lederach, Johan Galtung, Betty Reardon, 
Vincent Fisas, Federico Mayor, and Moacir Gadotti.

I employed diverse strategies in the course to enable understanding on these topics and their 
relationship with activities for human rights and peace. Although this is not the place to go deeper 
into this methodology, I wish to share some comments because they have influenced my learning 
as an educator. First, I emphasize the link between the contents of education for peace – that has 
human rights as its main axis– and the life and environment of the students. At the same time, 
I connect the contents of education for peace to local and global issues that either go against or 
make possible a world of positive peace. Second, I encourage the use of newspapers to promote 
student understanding and thinking. This is an important issue to consider and requires constant 
communication for the development of ideas and experience. Finally, I include educational and 
formative activities from different subject areas or professional backgrounds. Simply put, this course 
requires a constant search for materials and related topics about the development of a culture of 
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peace from the students’ different academic disciplines. It is also necessary to link these different 
disciplines in order to facilitate communication and resolution of conflicts in a country that keeps 
us constantly far away from this culture of peace. I also have to think and rethink my practice from 
a human rights perspective, with a critical and questioning approach to the process of education. 
So, as many of the authors collaborating in this book know by experience, it is not easy being an 
educator for human rights and peace, for it necessitates a political, ethical, and educational stand 
that we both formulate and put into practice.

Final Thought: The Defense of Human Rights is the Way to Develop Democracy and Peace

At the beginning of this account I noted that I would go back to the particular context of Puerto 
Rico, for I think it is important to mention the current situation of the country. For the last fifteen 
years, since we began working in the UNESCO Chair of Education for Peace, our conferences and 
writings have focused on many issues that require us to attend to the defense of and education for 
human rights and peace. One issue we have not gone into explicitly is the relationship between 
human rights, democracy, and peace. Not because we have a perfect democracy (if we understand 
by democracy only elections and representative democracy, then it is true that we could say we live 
in a democracy, even if under a colonial reality) but because until recently the absence of democracy 
was not one of our main concerns.

However, the economic and governmental policies of the last three years have changed the country. 
Influenced by the discourse and ideology of the North American extreme right, decisions have been 
made that have resulted in mass unemployment of thousands of persons and the deep erosion of 
many economic, social, and cultural rights that used to be acknowledged in Puerto Rico. In addition, 
the interdependence between party and government has been strengthened, fostering favoritism 
and fanaticism and making the “other,” who does not share their view of the world, the object of 
ridicule and scorn. Meanwhile, state power has been strengthened by its control of all the branches 
of government, reducing opportunities for dissent and making the use of excessive force and police 
abuse accepted as the norm.

In a recent essay titled “Como en el muro la hiedra,” Efrén Rivera (2012, 69), former Dean of the Law 
School of the University of Puerto Rico, describes this process. Recalling the song by Violeta Parra 
(in the Tucuman voice of Mercedes Sosa) that describes how love slowly takes over us, Rivera warns, 
“There are more sinister events that operate gradually until they take over collective practices and 
consciousness with transformative results.” He is referring to “authoritarianism as a political, social, 
and cultural attitude and practice,” that becomes a regulating principle that is finally accepted as 
normal.

Now, more than ever, it is important to be an educator for human rights and peace. We have to 
educate to defend human rights from lies, manipulation, and Manichaeism. This inspires me to 
educate in and for democracy and peace at every educational opportunity because we have to 
recover and promote citizen participation beyond the traditional electoral processes. In view of the 
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prevailing egoistic attitude of “every man for himself” unless a friend is involved, we must educate 
thinking individuals committed to the common good, the country, and its people. Of course, it is 
also necessary to train future educators who are capable of going beyond what is immediate and 
of understanding the interrelationships between the problems that we face today as a country and 
as humanity. I do not assert the potential of education naïvely but from the thoughtful and critical 
conviction that without education, submissiveness and despair will arise. On with education for 
hope and freedom!
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[All notes by the Editor]

“For the Athenians of twenty-five centuries ago, the antonym of memory was not 
oblivion, it was truth.”

Juan Gelman

I was born in Colombia in 1943, a few years before those fateful times known historically as “La 
violencia” (“The Violence”).1 The confrontation between liberals and conservatives, led by the 
economic and political elites, produced a blood bath in our nation. It was not an urban but principally 
a rural country, more patriarchal and religious than secular. The winds of modernity had not yet 
touched the imagination of the ruling class, who held tightly to a backward model of development 
based on the latifundia, a term borrowed from Latin for large private land holdings. I was aware of 
this because I spent the first years of my childhood in a rural setting.

My family was comprised of my father, a rich former seminarian of peasant origin who had 
received a privileged education in a European-influenced religious community; and my mother, a 
teacher who came from an immigrant family and spoke about her aristocratic background at every 
opportunity. Her education was a refuge that protected me from the violence of my surroundings. 
I was under the care of several nannies who made it possible for me to enter a world of mysteries, 
witches, ghosts, and spells, so that I inhabited the lands of Pedro Páramo even before the great Juan 
Rulfo, its author, wrote this novel where the dead could talk.2

1 La violencia (The Violence) (1948–58) was a period of civil war in Colombia, between the Colombian Conservative 
Party and the Colombian Liberal Party, whose battles mainly took place in the countryside.
2 Juan Rulfo (1917-1986) was a Mexican writer and photographer. His novel Pedro Páramo (1955) concerns a man who 
visits a literal ghost town, i.e., inhabited by ghosts.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Civil_war
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Colombia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Colombian_Conservative_Party
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Colombian_Conservative_Party
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Colombian_Liberal_Party


208

t o w a r d s  a  J u s t  S o c i e t y

Guided by my mother, I learned to read and write, and in conversations with my father I got to know 
that there were other ways of talking and dreaming which, in one way or another, served as an 
antidote to the esoteric stories and practices narrated by those marvelous nannies. I was entranced 
by the Latin, Greek, and few French phrases my father would recite, as well as by the fantastic stories 
that my mother used to read, taken from novels like The Three Musketeers by Alexander Dumas, or 
the fabulous story told by Victor Hugo in Les Miserables. It was also through my mother that I got 
to know Balzac.

Few of us can forget that significant instant when we showed our parents that we were able to 
read. The mystery of reading, of getting to know a language by other means, of communicating in 
a different way, is a marvelous act in itself. But, in my case, from the vantage point of my almost 
seventy years, that moment had a peculiarity that was not detached from my surroundings. My first 
reading exercises had to do with threatening, insulting posters that announced the disappearance 
of people close to us as, for example, the death of the great liberal leader Jorge Eliécer Gaitán.3 His 
death made my mother cry and my father turn pale. It was through these readings that I began to 
understand that we were liberals and in danger of death in a predominantly conservative region. 
Looking back, I can say that I then began to feel, though not to understand, the meaning of a 
threatened identity.

I have another memory of my father as the local intellectual in a mostly illiterate region. He 
organized weekly literary gatherings in which he read to the peasants the latest news about the end 
of World War II. These peasants continued to read those reports years after the conflict ended. It was 
then that I got to know the evil and crimes of Nazism, but it was worse to discover that unlike my 
father, some of the people who surrounded me sympathized with the ideas of Nazism and Fascism, 
that disgraceful period in human history.

I believe that because of my father’s Latin phrases and his references to the life of St. Augustine and 
because of my readings about the French court, the miserable sewers of Paris, and the peasant’s 
daily life wonderfully narrated by Balzac that my mother read to me, I developed early on in my life 
a universal point of reference that opened my eyes and encouraged the desire to discover a diverse 
and changing world. My dream world enabled me to live in imaginary spaces that smoothed out 
the rough edges of a period when I began to perceive a contradictory and sometimes frustrating 
view of the world around me.

My memory retains an incident that describes this world I am writing about. I was traveling with 
my mother on a road that led to my grandparents’ house. My mother, a teacher, had given me some 
simple reading exercises in order to check my development. The car in which we traveled stopped 
in front of an enormous tree on one side of the road, a luxuriant ceiba. There was a sign hanging 

3 Jorge Eliécer Gaitán (1903-1948) was a politician, leader of a populist movement in Columbia, and one of the most 
charismatic leaders of the Liberal Party. His assassination in 1948 set off the Bogotazo, massive riots that destroyed 
downtown Bogotá and lead to a violent period of political unrest in Colombian history known as La Violencia.
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from the tree, which I endeavored with all my might to read so that I could show my mother what 
an expert reader I was. When my mother heard me, she immediately ordered me to keep silent. 
She was horrified at the indecent verse that to my meager if promising literary sense rhymed, but 
to my mother’s sense of manners and upbringing was simply in bad taste. I still don t́ know if her 
censorship was the result of fear.

The verse read:

They say birds
Shit on trees.
But this tree
Shat on a bird.

Obviously I was able to read these words, but many years passed before I could understand the 
meaning of this verse. For those readers who are not aware of the context, I should explain that in 
those times perpetrators of violence and mercenaries were called “birds.” A car crashed against the 
tree supplied the meaning of this literary device of popular culture. It served as statement of revenge 
against a member of the elite, who from his place of power had sponsored violence, someone whose 
name I still remember but which I will not mention here.

Violence, childhood, and reading are the three images I have used to illustrate the influential 
environment in which I began to form my first questions and practices, which were ultimately to 
affect my view of the world. Before attempting to explain their influence, I would like to say that 
these are all hypotheses that I have developed over a very long period.

The opportunity to compare and feel difference has been a vital idea for me and for the development 
of a sort of resistance to an environment that bombarded me with contradictory data, images, and 
feelings. My personal history is full of diverse landscapes: of a world with different customs; with 
different, unique, and irreplaceable human beings; with new tastes; with the sound of speech that 
names in different ways what the eyes see; with faraway places offered by my readings; and with 
my parents, who did not conform to traditional parental roles. The notion of accepting differences 
(with some exceptions that I will mention later on) is a quality that makes up a great part of who 
I am and have been. The process of becoming aware of this is something that I cannot measure.

This can all be summed up in those restless questions that drove those who lived with me mad: 
“Why don’t the stars fall?” “Why don’t I have black skin?” “Why is it bad to be a liberal or a 
conservative?” “Why did Hitler hate the Jews?” “Why are there poor people?” I believe that the 
ability to construct questions created in me a very particular sense of the relative concept of truth, 
of the imaginary constructions of local cultures, of the cosmos, but more than anything else, of the 
power of the imagination and the importance of a well-timed question.
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Another treasure of my childhood was my moral education, understood in the broad and secular 
meaning of the word. The word sin was never heard in my house; I never suffered those nightmares 
that troubled my friends and made them think of religion as a terrifying court with judges sentencing 
sinners to eternal damnation. In my home the dominating logic was to analyze why things were 
done poorly or well. These two concepts were linked to the analysis of the consequences of any act. 
Later I realized that my parents managed to instill in me a vital ethic that has allowed me to make 
important decisions in my life.

I would like to take the opportunity to tell readers that I have sometimes felt lacking in all that is 
sacred. To fill this gap I tend to visit museums and churches since I have an intense taste for this 
type of art. I even cried when I visited Saint Peter’s Church in Rome. I achieved previously unknown 
contemplative states when I visited the city of Jerusalem. I felt deeply moved by the Orthodox 
churches in Russia and Greece and by the Christian caves in the Turkish lands of Cappadocia. The 
ruins of Mayan and Aztec temples made me consider the profundity of spirituality. It also made me 
think that I should always be respectful towards what, in broad terms, we can call the sacred. I think 
this is the idea I wish to communicate, and in spite of my secular upbringing, I must confirm what 
I have said before: that in case of a fire, the only work of art I would try to save from the humble 
collection in my house would be a Christ from the Manuel Chili school, known as Caspicara, that 
I bought years ago from an antiquarian.4

Aesthetics was my mother’s legacy. It has always followed me closely in everything I do. It influences 
what I like, my vision, and my way of relating to the world, so that I cannot but try to acknowledge 
this as homage to my mother, for aesthetics has allowed me to choose roads that have strengthened 
my humanity. The reader might ask me why. The answer took many years to emerge into a rule of 
conduct. In the beginning it was more like an intuition, almost a natural inclination, but with time 
it became a stand for life. I consider aesthetics to be a kind of ethic of my existence.

To a moral upbringing, a predisposition to accept all that is different, an appreciation for the 
aesthetic, and a vital ethic, I can add a passion for knowledge. These are evidently the basis of a 
heritage that, in spite of contradictions and tensions, I have managed to preserve and that partially 
explains who I am: an advocate and promoter of human rights. Nevertheless, I shall offer further 
evidence later on in this essay. This is a constant that runs throughout my biography.

It is interesting when reflecting on oneself to find the breaking points, those moments when 
everything seemed to fall apart, to recall what one learned from one’s weaknesses, mistakes, 
fallacies, and critical situations. These insights bring us closer to realizing a more honest, imperfect 
being. They remind us that when these insights occur, we have to react in a spontaneous way. There 
have been a few of these special moments in my life.

4 Manuel Chili (c. 1723-1796) was an Educadorian sculptor who exemplified the eighteenth century Quito School in 
the Andes region. His major religious works are polychromed wood sculptures in an elegant Spanish baroque style.
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It might sound strange to hear me say that my first contact with the radio had to do with experiences 
that signal some contradictions with this universal vision I have mentioned. A rural radio program 
sponsored by the church revealed the immense popularity of mass media. I can’t forget the excitement 
I felt at having a small radio my father would turn on at dusk, which broadcast national news and 
what was then a novelty: a soap opera called Lejos del nido (Far From the Nest). The main theme 
concerned a white rich girl who has been kidnapped by some Indigenous Peoples. There could be 
no better topic for spreading a discriminatory view about an ethnic or indigenous group. Its effects 
could be clearly seen in the threats of many parents when their children misbehaved: “I am going 
to tell the Indians to come and get you.” My experience was not without a constant terror that this 
might happen. This is the origin of an attitude that for many years made me ignore the existence 
of more than one hundred indigenous groups who lived in my country at the time, and whose 
gradual disappearance I regret. Nevertheless, there was a contradiction and contrast present in this 
attitude. Once when I fell ill and a medicinal plant used by natives cured me, I asked a question 
that nobody answered, “Are natives also doctors?” It would take me a long time to understand their 
ancestral wisdom. I have mentioned this in order to settle a historic debt that made me incapable of 
understanding important aspect of my country, an issue that is still unresolved.

Finally the day came when my own life was touched by the diaspora generated by the violence that 
pitted brothers against brothers, friends against friends, neighbors against neighbors, lover against 
lover. Concealed as partisan disagreements, these hidden hatreds gave way to a blood bath and my 
final departure from the world in which I had grown up. At an early age I witnessed a murder that 
became a recurrent nightmare throughout all my childhood. This happened during one of my 
father’s literary gatherings without his being able to do anything to stop it. As a result, my family 
had to abandon without warning the ancestral house where we had lived and move to a city, where 
I spent the second part of my childhood. An hour after we fled from our house, it was destroyed, as 
I was able to confirm years later when I returned in a painful visit. With that event we lost all the 
wealth that my father had managed to build for years.

Because we had to live in a humble neighborhood, our new life was made more difficult by weekend 
visits to my grandfather’s elegant house, located in a grove that contrasted greatly with the dusty 
streets where we lived. These new circumstances were the cause of some adjustment issues, but 
also of some important lessons. They gave me the opportunity to imagine for myself a life project 
that would help me overcome the mediocrity and almost total marginality of a world that denied 
me the life my family education had shown me. At the same time they offered other opportunities, 
a sense of adventure and play and relationships with other children. My new environment seemed 
to belong to a Macondo-like world.5 There were needs that could well be described in the manner 
of the novelist Alejo Carpentier6 in his novel El siglo de las luces (Explosion in a Cathedral). It was a 
time of unforgettable moments in the present that became even more important in the future, for 

5 Macondo is a fictional town described in Gabriel Garcia Márquez’s novel One Hundred Years of Solitude.
6 Alejo Carpentier (1904-1980) was a Cuban novelist, essayist, and musicologist who greatly influenced Latin American 
literature during its famous “boom period” of the 1960s and 1970s. He is considered one of the first practitioners 
of magic realism, using the technique to explore the fantastic quality of Latin American history and culture. His 
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all I wanted was for my dreams to come true. For a long time I did not live in the present but rather 
in the dream world of the future.

This change offered me life lessons marked by the deep contrast between life in the country and 
in the city. In addition, it showed me the contrasts between a lost wealth that gave way to a life 
of poverty, the working class neighborhood that was the opposite of my grandfather’s aristocratic 
mansion, the imaginings of pre-modernity and the slow but astonishing discoveries of a world on 
its way to a late modernity. In short, I urgently needed to find a way to oppose an environment that 
combined multiple deceptions and contradictions of which I had not been previously aware. It was 
a real lesson in class issues for a future sociologist, of the importance of informed dialogue for the 
future researcher, and of coexistence for a potential advocate of human rights.

My elementary school years were a long and painful period of my life. Before I go on, I would like to 
explain that my mother had previously homeschooled me, which had delayed my ability to socialize 
with other children. I then went to a humble school where my previous education appeared to have 
no place, nor did my fine readings, my style of dress copied from French magazines, my respect for 
difference, my constant questions, the way I related to others, nor my good table manners. From the 
moment I arrived, I felt I was not like the rest, and I started to hate all that my parents had taught me. 
I wanted to be more ignorant, rougher, and less aware of my personal appearance, more imperfect, 
more intolerant to others, and – why not confess it? – I even wanted to be violent.

The effect of this contradiction soon became obvious. I was the victim of terrible persecution. I made 
every effort brutally to defend myself, using a pencil as my weapon, the same pencil I had used for 
writing my dreams and outlining an imaginary future. On several opportunities I proved that my 
small instrument for writing verses, telling stories, or drawing landscapes could also be a weapon. 
From the victim I then turned into a perpetrator. After some time, however, I had to accept that I 
was not attracted to violence, and that my first attempts at hate, enmity, and vengeance were not 
the way to survive in that cruel world that a school or a classroom could be.

Those were hard years, but they were also filled with unseen creativity, in the sense that I practiced 
with other strategies that would allow me to create a survival strategy: resistance. I learned to 
resist violence and humiliations and to negotiate with the “enemy.” I offered to do other students’ 
homework in return for good treatment. I gave away or shared my allowance. I neutralized some 
aggressors and befriended others. Even now I believe that the best human beings I have ever met 
gained their knowledge in the process of resistance, both collectively and individually. I believe this 
was my case as a victim. It is what I would later get to know as the “pedagogy of fear.” It is strange 
to recall that in a city where the population of African descent was significant, my best friends, those 
who never laid a hand on me, were my Black peers, who due to their race were also the object of 
violence. Their behavior expressed the solidarity of one discriminated being with another. This is 

most famous novel is El reino de este mundo (The Kingdom of This World, 1949) about the Haitian revolution of the late 
eighteenth century.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/El_reino_de_este_mundo
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Kingdom_of_this_World
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why the end of the story for my parents, for me, and my Black friends was a ceremony of gratitude: 
an image that was a parody of that famous American film starring Sidney Poitier, Guess Who’s Coming 
to Dinner?

These scenes from my school and city life put me in positions I had never experienced before. These 
situations involved a form of violence that goes not only against life, but also against dignity. They 
were situations of exclusion, of discrimination, of collective punishment, of restraints of freedom, 
of hindering the development of one’s personality, and of impotence. But I believe that with some 
effort the solution to this dilemma is what can be called the choice between good and evil; it was a 
way out that found a fertile territory in symbolism, as many men and women have done by “raising 
up an altar from the filth.”

In order to limit the effects of this violence, I channeled my emotions and anxieties into the future, 
into fantastic plans and the reading of any pamphlet, book, or newspaper that fell into my hands. 
I liked the circus, perhaps because I could visualize the metaphor of flying on the trapeze or the 
tragedy of imagining myself as a modern Icarus about to lose his wings. It was a whirlwind that 
forced me to seek new experiences. The time would come when a phrase from my literature teacher 
about what the Greeks called “aesthetic feeling” or from an occasional newspaper inspired in me 
a wish to visit a painting exhibition for the first time. From that moment on I have cherished art 
because it taught me to see in a different way, to contemplate other concepts of beauty, to value 
other means of communication, and in my case, to flee from a violence that produced a death wish 
in me. I managed to transform all this into truly emotional experiences in the same way that my 
wise teacher who dared to talk to us about beauty in Plato’s terms had taught me. It was then that 
I discovered that I had received the most precious treasure of my life. It was the road to a symbolic 
world that saved me from sinking into a desperate state of victimization, for the truth is that I was 
a happy child and perhaps I was endowed with what modern psychologists call resilience.

The world of cinema deserves mention in my narrative, not just by way of anecdotes, but also 
because of the teachings and the awareness of social issues that I learn from films. I am a child of 
Mexican cinema, of Cantinflas, Tin-Tán, Pedro Infante, Jorge Negrete, Resortes, Sara García, and 
the bewitching beauty of María Félix and Dolores del Río. My first acts of independence were my 
escapades to the cinema, where I began to understand messages that in popular parlance are called 
“cantinflesco.”7 Cantinflas movies showed me a world of outsiders, indigenous cultures, scoundrels, 
and marginalized people who lived in a frenzied, creative, urban environment as dazzling as that 
of Mexico City. As noted by Carlos Monsiváis, 8 Mexican cinema, Cantinflas, and other film stars 

7 Cantinfesco is an adjective that comes from Cantiflas, an immensely popular comic Mexican film star. His manner 
of talking became so popular in the Spanish-speaking world that it became known as Cantinflada. It was common 
parlance to say “¡estás cantinfleando!” (You’re pulling a “Cantinflas!” or “You’re ‘Cantinflassing!’”) whenever someone 
became hard to understand in conversation.
8 Carlos Monsiváis (1938-2010) was a Mexican writer, critic, political activist, and journalist. A critic of the long-ruling 
Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), he was a left-leaning opinion leader whose views were disseminated on 
radio and television.
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served as an “involuntary education”; in my case, it helped me overcome a prejudiced attitude 
considering popular speech to be clumsy, muddled, and lacking in delicacy. Maybe I had thought 
that way because I wanted to deny the fact that I lived in a low-income neighborhood. It was due to 
those films that I learned to appreciate the linguistic torrent in the popular speech of the inner city 
where illiteracy was the rule. I noted also an aspiration to modernity: men and women aspired to 
have what their parents couldn’t have and what their grandparents couldn’t even have dreamed of. 
It was the feeling expressed in the real, pained speech of those who were excluded, the speech of 
the peasant and of the laborer tired from working long hours, of indoctrinated Indigenous Peoples 
imploring “tata dios” (Father God) so that rain would fall on crops, desperate for the opportunity to 
drain the sap from the tired soil. It was the language of tricks and deceptions by the neighborhood 
thief or of the swaggering revolutionary who imitated the image of a libertarian Zapata, who loved 
the exploited hacienda workers and those without land. It was a comprehensive sociology lesson that 
I learned in those rundown neighborhood movie theaters and would never forget. The great realistic 
Italian cinema and the French New Wave were also a discovery that shaped my greatest passions 
and helped me to understand those languages. I will never forget The Bicycle Thief and The 400 Blows!

At the same time I continued to read, without any method to guide me, some classic works like 
Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment, which questioned my conscience in a frightful manner. This 
particular book made me aware of the transcendental theme of guilt for a terrible crime, which 
my adolescent mind tended to justify. All this took place in a land so different from Russia. This 
allowed me to dream and suffer alone with other scenarios and atmospheres that included the czarist 
tyranny so faithfully described by the literary genius of Dostoyevsky. Some unsurpassable novels 
also left a deep mark on me: Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice, with its thesis of aesthetic passion, 
and The Magic Mountain, as a portrait of a time of deep changes, especially in terms of a world view. 
These teachings anticipated my first sociology lessons. The same can be said of Albert Camus9 in 
terms of the political and philosophical views I detected in his works, especially on the topics of 
education and culture for the future citizen.

It has not been easy to recall the most important moments of my adolescence, which runs parallel to 
my experience in high school, even though I could say that from the moment I began high school, I 
felt a deep emotion because I had begun to fulfill a life project that – as I already mentioned – I had 
planned for the long term. Nevertheless, I always remember a key thought from that time which 
had to do with my perception of my body. Understanding my body had to do with lessons and 
misconceptions crucial to my development. Though Spinoza, the philosopher, said that the “body 
is power,” to me my body became a heavy burden to bear.

As I moved forward in this longed-for world of knowledge and as I discovered my new cognitive 
skills, physical education became a torture. I did not like soccer. I tried weight lifting, but it was too 
rough for me, and I gave it up. Finally, I found a way out of physical education and sports: I joined a 

9 Albert Camus (1913-1960) was a French Nobel Prize-winning author, journalist, and philosopher. His best-known 
novel is The Stranger. His views contributed to the rise of the philosophy known as absurdism.
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marching band that at the time was known as “de Guerra,” a military band. It was the most famous 
band in town. The uniform, a copy of that worn by the Prussian army, was great bait for girls and 
for playing the role of a seducer. I convinced my father to pay for such an expensive treat, and he 
allowed me to enroll as a candidate. One had to pass an entrance test, but when my turn came the 
instructor, none other than our physical education teacher, told me, “You can’t join the band. You 
are too thin and tall and do not fit in with the group. Your arms are too long for the drum and your 
lungs too weak for the trumpet.” My body became a burden, something I could do without and 
which made me uncomfortable.

Unexpectedly, however, things began to happen outside my environment that turned out to be the 
antidote for that physical loathing and a mine of possibilities that my body created. With the help of 
a group of neighborhood friends, I turned into an excellent salsa dancer, that Caribbean and African 
music that is a fixture of the region where I was born, the Valle del Cauca. Suddenly word got out in 
the neighborhood about how special my dancing skills were, and I was able to witness, with a hint 
of social revenge, how some of the most outstanding athletes and members of the band could not 
equal my dance form or the skills and the movements I sketched in the floor with my long legs. I was 
encouraged by a furious but joyful energy that invaded me when I heard the sound of an orchestra, 
a musical group, or the radio shows that we were allowed to hear during our free time. The places 
where I practiced were somewhat dangerous, but dancing became a gateway to security.

What started as a rejection of my body turned into curiosity and into a feeling of pride that I still 
cherish for my dancing skills. Many lessons remain from that time, among them those that I 
received in my own street, the dancing lessons of my girlfriends, my neighbors’ pranks, my attempts 
to avoid rules, my failed attempts at trying to imitate the worst rascals among my peers, and my 
constant, persistent quest for the limits of an imagination that made me dream of a new world 
in the future. The most important discoveries in love, sexuality, and desire permeated my high 
school years. Initiation rituals were not easy, but they turned into an opportunity to face issues 
like the relationship between genders and the human body. These lessons took place in a time of 
great changes: an important movement towards a secular society; the invention of the birth control 
pill; women’s liberation; the bikini and the mini-skirt; the transformation from a rural to an urban 
country; an accelerated and disorganized process of urbanization; and the Beatles, who had great 
significance for me. There were new art projects by Fernando Botero, Enrique Grau, Bernardo 
Salcedo, Alejandro Obregón, Edgar Negret, and in literature, García Márquez. It was also the time 
of the Latin American Boom and Carpentier, Cortázar, Vargas Llosa, Carlos Fuentes, Octavio Paz, 
and Onetti were my faithful companions in a kind of vigil created by my deep yearning to grasp a 
reality distant from the blurry limits I could see in the old map hanging beside my desk. Jorge Luis 
Borges deserves a chapter on its own that I will mention later.

Following a suggestion made by my younger sister, a beautiful, impressively independent, and 
intelligent girl who did not have the time to develop politically because of her premature death, 
I decided to read about the Cuban Revolution. These readings planted the seed of uneasiness in 
my conscience, which was already interested in many features that would later become important 
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questions in my professional future. All these experiences, from the saddest and most bitter of them 
to the extremely comforting and stimulating, served as small modules in a course of self-teaching 
that I followed closely and which did not lack in unexpected tutors.

Finishing high school meant going to college. Once again, I experienced one of those personal 
ruptures, discontinuities, and dark zones. It was the kind of disruption that makes us face limiting 
situations that I prefer not to dwell on, and of which I will only mention one important fact and that 
is the birth of my daughter. She is a beautiful creature who was deprived of the daily attentions of 
a loving, playful, and spoiling father because of my immaturity and other reasons I don’t wish to 
recall. I have been lucky in that I was able to recover her love after some years because she waited 
patiently for my arms to open in a fatherly encounter that I celebrate in these pages. These ruptures 
and discontinuities, lessons in the meaning of life and also of grief, sometimes take too long to find 
expression in thought and feelings.

Up to now I have told about the elements that defined my development, my background, my 
personality, and my way of thinking and acting, but that also leave an open question that has never 
left me: Why didn’t I become an artist or a writer? The answer is not at all clear, but I will offer 
some hypotheses. The first has to do with understanding art as a road to knowledge and as a way to 
approach the world, or maybe I should say, worlds. I always believed that formal education lacked 
something that art seemed to secure. Art was the threshold of my chosen profession: sociology. The 
second hypothesis is that there was a duality between choosing a career that would help me emerge 
from poverty and a career that had every possibility of being untenable in an environment hostile 
with regard to artistic and literary expressions. I had dreamt of being a dancer or a painter, but the 
implacable sword of prejudice cut off that dream with one stroke in the form of an outright “no” 
from my father. I also had to take into account the lack of available jobs and the near impossibility 
of getting an art scholarship. The only option was to submit to a kind of moral blackmail typical 
of people like me from families who have “come down in life,” as it is commonly called. It involves 
complex elements like the wish to be what one once was, the possibility of a symbolic payment 
for our parent’s sacrifices, and the pragmatic search for economic opportunities. I prefer the first 
hypothesis, although its efficacy is somewhat relative since I really wanted to go to college.

However, my college dreams were threatened by my father’s low income. Getting into college 
meant sacrificing other persons that I have not mentioned until now: my two wonderful sisters. 
The fact that they were female left them with no better prospect than to be exemplary housewives. 
I always felt uncomfortable about this, and I am sure that for my father it was a painful decision, 
somehow justified by a patriarchal society. Years later, following my principles of equality and non-
discrimination, I would have made the opposite choice.

There are a few gray zones in a not very chromatic line between black and white in this period of 
my life. Those gray zones are none other than my uncertainty on what subject to study and the 
acceptance of my father’s sacrifice, something I am still grateful for and that reminds me of the 
meaning of poverty. As a coincidence, perhaps only by chance, my father at this time invented a 
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process that saved the company where he worked a good deal of money. If correctly negotiated, this 
invention could have guaranteed him a prosperous and stable economic future. Nonetheless, the 
price of his clever discovery was a scholarship for his son. The company initially insisted I should 
study economics, but in an interview with the manager I was able to convince him to give me a 
scholarship to study sociology. It was a profession that had been stigmatized by the revolutionary 
positions that some of the Colombian founders of the field had taken during the sixties. The case 
was brought to the president of the company, whom I would manage to thank many years later; he 
was an illustrious leader who had some progressive tendencies, though I am not sure if they really 
contradicted his business interests or were just good business practices.

In a pamphlet I got from somewhere, I read that sociology had social change as a founding principle. 
It was with this idea in my mind that I started my studies, but when I got to college, I began to 
understand that social change was a category subject to many different interpretations. I have 
to confess that the theories on this topic by the North Americans Talcott Parsons10 and Robert 
Merton11 did not garner my attention, not did those of Herbert Spencer.12 Marx’s ideas seemed too 
radical and Max Weber’s13 too European to be of any use for understanding different explanations 
on the origins of capitalism. I am indebted to Emile Durkheim14 for my first lessons on education. 
I was astonished by Georg Simmel’s15 intelligence, but few of his books were available, and I had 
to abandon him with only a few ideas learned about the processes of socialization and culture. I 
turned to Latin-American writers and discovered the first essays written by Fernando Cardoso16, 
whose theories had to do with dependence. I was influenced by the much publicized exit of the 
Chilean Marta Harnecker17 from Catholic groups in order to participate in the most dogmatic form 
of Marxism inspired by the Cuban Revolution, which would later be the basis for her famous book, 
a book I still keep as an icon of reductionism and oversimplification. I admired the solid and well 
informed historical work of Tulio Halperín Donghi,18 who taught me that this American continent, 
so much ours and yet so foreign, suffers a constant strain between uniqueness and multiplicity, a 
fact that astonished the whole world.

10 Talcott Parsons (1902-1979) was one of the most influential sociologists of the 1950s. He was particularly concerned 
with how structural elements were functional for a society.
11 Robert K. Merton (1910-2003) was one of the founders of modern sociology. He developed notable concepts such as 
“unintended consequences,” “role model,” and “self-fulfilling prophecy.”
12 Herbert Spencer (1820-1903), a leading political theorist of the Victorian Era, is best known today for his application 
of Darwinian theory to human society as “the survival of the fittest.”
13 Max Weber (1864-1920) was a German sociologist and political economist best known for his ideas on bureaucracy 
and the thesis of the “Protestant ethic,” relating Protestantism to capitalism.
14 Emile Durkheim (1858-1917) was a French sociologist, social psychologist, and philosopher. With Karl Marx and Max 
Weber, he is commonly cited as the principal architect of modern social science and the father of sociology.
15 Georg Simmel (1858-1918) was among the first generation of German sociologists. His neo-Kantian approach laid 
the foundations for sociological antipositivism.
16 Fernando Cardoso (b. 1931) was the thirty-fourth President of Brazil, from January 1995 to January 2003. He is an 
accomplished sociologist, academic, and politician.
17 Marta Harnecker (b. 1937) is a Chilean sociologist, political scientist, journalist, and activist. Her best-known book 
is The Basic Concepts of Historical Materialism (1976).
18 Tulio Halperín Donghi (1926-2014) was an Argentine historian.
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At this moment in my journey through the labyrinth of memory, the word change was often on 
my mind and the positions taken by different authors were almost impossible to reconcile. But I 
still had a long way to go and a lot to learn. An article by Rodolfo Stavenhagen19 titled “Siete tesis 
equivocadas sobre América Latina” (Seven Mistaken Theses on Latin America) served as a type of agenda 
for my disorderly non-academic readings. Though I have now distanced myself from its arguments, 
I still acknowledge its importance. This essay presented an inventory of problems that served as 
reference for my studies, starting from his refutation of some mistaken ideas about Latin America 
like those of dualism; the idea of taking progress into what were then called “archaic zones”; the 
rural world as an obstacle to development; the existence, or lack thereof, of a national middle-class; 
or those social mobility theories that our parents liked so much that they said, “We have to go back 
to what we were”; the romantic view of mestizaje (the general process of mixing races); and the hope 
of a worker-peasant alliance that I could not understand.

As a student of sociology, I searched for a way to understand the complexity of our society, not only 
in Colombia but also in Latin America as a whole. For example, I remember that my thesis for the 
seminar on sociological theory was my argument that Cien años de soledad (One Hundred Years of 
Solitude) was in itself the best attempt to get near the mythic elements that gave rise to our culture. In 
order to explain how this came about, I could say it was a kind of ongoing struggle with my teachers 
and with Auguste Comte,20 the founder of sociology (Of course, I almost flunked this seminar). 
Françoise Sagan’s novel Bonjour Tristesse (Hello, Sadness) inspired me to work on a dissertation on 
social psychology in which I had to include some thoughts on the young. This essay was more like 
an outburst of my personal, political, and professional concerns. It only resulted in my teacher’s 
giving me a very low grade and recommending that I should be given a Rorschach Test. Coming 
from a teacher, this was doubtlessly an insulting suggestion. These are the distances and repressions 
that academic power generates and against which I was to rebel so many times. But these events 
also opened the door to the appreciation of the concept of freedom of opinion, which would be an 
important benchmark during my life.

During a search, which was more like an initiation ritual into sociology, I found an interview with 
Che Guevara, a celebrity in those times, of which I only recall one question: Who is your favorite 
author and which one is your favorite book? His answer was Joseph Conrad, specifically his novel 
Heart of Darkness. My reading of this work lead me to an emotional state that made me experience 
a true sense of contempt for all the cruelty expressed by European colonialism. The phrase that 
Conrad uses to define Kurtz, the main character of this novel, would not leave my mind for years: 
“Kurtz was educated by Europe.” On the other hand, it also brought me close to Che, the indirect 
cause of this literary adventure. I confess I went out in search of his famous diary, which I managed 
to acquire with all the sacrifices typical of a student of limited means. When I read it, I felt a 
new spirit in me that focused on the issue of commitment. Though I don’t wish to make literary 

19 Rodolfo Stavenhagen (b. 1932) is a Mexican sociologist. He has served as United Nations Special Rapporteur on the 
situation of the human rights of Indigenous Peoples.
20 Auguste Comte (1798-1857) was a French philosopher regarded as a founder of the discipline of sociology and the 
doctrine of positivism, which holds that the only valid knowledge is derived from empirical evidence.
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comparisons, I want to say that my reading of Conrad and of the work of Che, who was assassinated 
in the Bolivian mountains, was preceded by four other works that made me aware of the great social 
divide that characterized this continent. I am referring to the novel Huasipungo by the Ecuadorean 
writer Jorge Icaza;21 the epic poem Los hombres del maíz (Men of Maize) by Miguel Angel Asturias;22 the 
work of the Colombian sociologist Orlando Fals Borda, Campesinos de los Andes, (Farmers of the Andes), 
and the urban ethnography of Mexico City by Oscar Lewis23 in Los hijos de Sánchez (The Children of 
Sanchez). I was filled with a deep rage that I could not get rid of for the oppression suffered by our 
peoples, built on a foundation of sweat and blood and condemned to one hundred years of solitude.

With the exception of a small Jewish community that settled in the city where I lived and whose 
parents had been victims of Nazism, many of my friends probably felt the same fury. The more 
radical of the group were Christians who had just begun drinking from the first fountains of 
Liberation Theology. Others were reformists who espoused the aggiornamento (Bringing Up to Date), 
a term used by the Second Vatican Council to describe reform. My secular education kept me away 
from these groups. I could not solve the problem of my commitment, and I also felt an urgency to 
find a place where I could develop a working practice that would take me closer to people who lived 
in a more vulnerable position. I participated in several college camps that worked with peasants, 
but this only made me want to go further.

The private university I attended was Catholic, but it was the only one that taught sociology. It was 
an environment that allowed me to get to know young people from the local elite, who went around 
giving the impression they were rebels, as well as some middle-class students who were beginning to 
show some reformist and revolutionary interests. Time has allowed me to understand that some of 
the dissatisfaction felt by those young people had to do with a sense of rebellion against a traditional 
and patriarchal society founded on orthodox religious values, an exaggerated fixation on the value 
of money, and a cultural world that had no place for the novelties of a modern country. Added to 
this was an academic world that privileged applied science such as highway or mine engineering 
and that opposed new intellectual and scientific options.

A rebellious spirit was slowly taking hold of me, and without realizing it, I became part of clandestine 
groups who studied Marxism and who slowly made clear the possibility of something more than 
just theory: the possibility of creating a party that defended peasants and the proletariat. I confess, 
as a marginal note of great importance, that in my mind I included in the political proposal every 

21 Jorge Icaza (1906-1978) is best known for his novel of social protest Huasipungo, which brought attention to the 
exploitation of Ecuador’s Indigenous Peoples by Ecuadorian Whites.
22 Miguel Ángel Asturias (1899-1974) was a Nobel Prize-winning Guatemalan poet, diplomat, novelist, playwright, and 
journalist. Hombres de maíz, which is considered his masterpiece, is a defense of indigenous Mayan culture and customs 
that drew attention to the importance of indigenous cultures, especially those of Guatemala.
23 Oscar Lewis (1914-1970) was an American anthropologist best known for his vivid depictions of the lives of slum 
dwellers and his argument that a cross-generational culture of poverty among poor people transcends national 
boundries. His well-known book The Children of Sanchez, Autobiography of a Mexican Family (1961) concerns a Mexican 
family living in the Mexico City slum of Tepit.
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dispossessed and homeless being I had known in my literary readings: the natives of Icaza and 
Asturias, the peasants of Fals Borda, the inhabitants of post-revolutionary Mexico from the Mexican 
movies, the new inhabitants of the big Latin American cities, the Hijos de Sánchez, and those 
wretched beings on the other side of the world, the mother of all humanity, Conrad’s Africa. Years 
later I regretfully realized that even though my characters were as real to me as Remedios La Bella 
(“Remedios the Beautiful” is a key character in One Hundred Years of Solitude), they had no place in the 
political agenda. Furthermore, we Colombians were lacking many elements of modernity: health, 
education, recent scientific and technological discoveries, communications, cultural projects, art, 
urbanization, sustainable development, the abolition of a patriarchal system, and many other issues. 
I will also add to this list the images of real people close to me – like my daughter, who wanted to 
paint and write novels, or like my girlfriend, who wanted to make music and sing. Others wished 
to cook, develop urban projects, research, or just use their imaginations, but there was no place for 
them. This could well be a lesson for the “end of night,” to use another literary metaphor.

I also sometimes wondered – in an endless and anxious monologue – where one could find the 
characters of an author who deliriously seduced me, the great, unclassifiable Borges, so distant 
and yet so near, enigmatic and profound, just like his sublime blindness. Where could one put his 
labyrinths and memories? And what can I say about the heroes and tombs of writers like Ernesto 
Sábato,24 or the unclassifiable stories of Filisberto Hernández,25 the creator of the fantasy literary 
genre on our continent, or the ingenious modernist imagination and humor that Roberto Arlt26 used 
to describe in indolent moods. But for me “the great march of the political party had to begin,” and 
there would be no time for speculations and less for the sensibility spoken by the tempting and wise 
women of the novelist Jorge Amado27 (Oh, my beautiful Gabriela!), or the literary metaphors of the 
vivid Caribbean language of the writer Cabrera Infante.28 It fills me with sadness to acknowledge 
lastly that in that urgency of party politics there was no place for the baroque and cultured voices 
of those beings described by writer José Lezama Lima29 in his novel Paradiso, that so scandalized 
the Cuban regime with stories of homosexuals and urban scenes from La Habana; these characters 
and stories did not fit either in the agenda of that recently created Maoist party to which I desired 
to belong.

24 Ernesto Sábato (1911-2011) was an Argentine writer, painter, and physicist, called by one critic the “last classic writer 
in Argentine literature.”
25 Filisberto Hernández (1902-1964) was an Uruguayan writer known for his bizarre tales of quietly deranged individuals 
who inject their obsessions into everyday life.
26 Roberto Arlt (1900-1942) was an influential Argentine novelist, dramatist, and journalist. He is considered to be one 
of the founders of the modern Argentine novel.
27 Jorge Amado (1912-2001) was a Brazilian writer of the modernist school. He was the best known of modern Brazilian 
writers, his work having been translated into some forty-nine languages.
28 Cabrera Infante (1929-2005) was a Cuban novelist, essayist, translator, screenwriter, and critic.Tres Tristes Tigres (Three 
Sad Tigers) is his best-known work.
29 José Lezama Lima (1910-1976) was a Cuban writer and poet who is considered one of the most influential figures in 
Latin American literature.
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These observations are important because much later they would leave their print on some essential 
decisions related to my worldview and to the possibilities of changing it. I must confess that being 
part of a Maoist party caused me to be in a state of constant alert and made me suffer many small 
annoyances. I will try to be brief in my review, but allow me to say that I found it difficult to 
overcome aspects of my life that in those times I began to call my “middle-class vices.” My first 
annoyance had to do with a contradiction that can only be understood from an academic point 
of view. The party defined Colombian society as a capitalist society with feudal features. There 
was not much one could say against this oversimplification. The best I could do was to save my 
academic doubts for a better time. According to the party, reading literature was a middle-class vice. 
Even the genius of some Marxist authors was considered revisionist, treacherous, anarchist, and 
many other things. I really appreciated Trotsky’s30 genius, but the party considered him a traitor 
to the proletarian cause. Lastly, the issue of revolutionary violence bothered me deeply and set me 
in opposition to an ethical position I will detail later. Of course I ended up reading in secret and 
enjoying some fragments of the unfortunate Russian leader Trotsky, thinking that as a sociologist I 
could have some influence in changing the understanding of our society later on, and that the issue 
of violence would be discussed at a later time; all this was, of course, before war became a reality.

What about good food, luxuries, and trips? Forbidden. I consoled myself thinking that I would 
become an infinitely kind revolutionary who would sing during cold nights by a fire or praise the 
revolution at a humble table. My militancy put me in contact with many people, especially of urban 
origin: workers, middle-class intellectuals, and of course, the unemployed. I managed to develop 
fine-tuned organizational skills, which led me to important positions inside the party, even though 
I was accused of having a middle-class lifestyle. By then I had graduated and had gotten a position 
as a sociologist in an important textile company. This is why I witnessed a transformation in the 
rural class that nobody could stop and for which I felt totally guilty and used.

My position had to be confirmed by the University, but in order to obtain the President’s approval, 
I had to swear in front of a religious figure that I was not a Communist. This was one of the most 
surreal events in my life. In the end, the best comment on the procedure was my own when I 
recklessly said to the President, “I have already sworn, but if you really don’t want me to become a 
Communist, give me that job.”

Other coincidences emerged: my post as sociologist had been originally proposed by the future – 
and sacrificed – icon of the Colombian revolutionary guerilla movement, the sociologist Camilo 
Torres (this was one of his last attempts at reform).31 My first job was to research the possibility of 

30 Leon Trotsky (1879-1940) was a Marxist revolutionary and theorist, Soviet politician, and the founder and first leader 
of the Red Army. After leading a failed struggle against the rise of Joseph Stalin in the 1920s, Trotsky was removed from 
power, expelled from the Communist Party, and finally exiled from the Soviet Union in 1929. On Stalin’s orders he 
was assassinated in Mexico in 1940. Trotsky’s ideas formed the basis of Trotskyism, a major school of Marxist thought 
that opposes the theories of Stalinism.
31 Camilo Torres (1929-1966) was a Colombian socialist, Roman Catholic priest, a predecessor of liberation theology, 
and a member of the National Liberation Army (ELN) guerrilla organisation. During his life, he tried to reconcile 
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establishing a factory in traditional agricultural areas and to develop a policy of industrial relations 
that would allow the transformation from agriculture to industry, from rural to urban, from pre-
capitalism to capitalism. I had to use those theories that I had often rejected during my student 
years, from those of the North American Frederick Taylor, father of industrial sociology,32 to the 
transition theories of Gino Germani,33 so popular during the 70s due to his book Política y sociedad 
en una época de transición (Politics and Society in an Age of Transition). When I wanted to leave this job, 
the party resolved the contradiction between my status as a militant and my first executive wages: 
the party needed my wages to support financially other “professional” comrades.

There were more important issues in my new life that managed to balance some deficiencies 
imposed by the Central Committee of the party. The power I gained through the years allowed 
me some freedoms, such as choosing political tasks that would allow the construction of the social 
base required by the organization. One of these freedoms was establishing a union school, where 
we used both orthodox and unorthodox training methods and where we educated working leaders. 
We created the first groups who went out in the public arena and were widely acknowledged as 
magnificent orators and union leaders. As was the case in ballet and theatre schools, and in defiance 
of macho stereotypes, we practiced long hours in front of a mirror and used drama techniques in 
preparation for speeches. Being head of a popular drama movement with groups that totaled more 
than one hundred participants allowed me to exercise my literary tastes, but it also made me sacrifice 
quality for slogans. I coordinated this activity with a Chilean refugee persecuted by the dictatorship 
of his country. I was also in charge of a musical group conducted by my girlfriend, the prettiest girl 
in the university. It was flattering to be in charge of these three projects, but there was an important 
decision that had to be taken concerning the future of the party.

My work in the textile company would come to an end because the company looked with suspicion 
on my attempt to back a minority union that was openly leftist. My alleged support depended on 
an investigation headed by someone who until this day I consider one of my best friends, and it 
had to do with the brutal industrial engineering standards applied in the factory. The report was 
supposed to be secret, but some conclusions and recommendations were intentionally leaked for 
the purpose of securing an important negotiation between the union and company management. I 
was discreetly fired, and this event made me feel like a hero for sacrificing myself for the benefit of 
the working class; it also made me despise the executives who had been unable to understand that 
my research conclusions could not be the same as those of the company. That same day I obtained 
a post in the university and began my life as faculty member.

Before all this happened and while I was still an active party member and still researching industrial 
sociology, I gained teaching experience. It was at a recently created university that proclaimed itself 

revolutionary Marxism and Catholicism.
32 Frederick Taylor (1856-1915) was a leading proponent of scientific management, which aims to improve economic 
efficiency and labor productivity by use of scientific methods.
33 Gino Germani (1911-1975) was an Italian-born sociologist who immigrated to Argentina in 1934 after imprisonment 
by Benito Mussolini.
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to be revolutionary, going against the establishment, a place where the party and other leftist groups 
had great influence. This experience served as a training that later allowed me to enter the most 
important university of my region, where I would spend most of my working life. I am grateful for 
this stage in my life because I was part of unending discussions that repeatedly invoked outstanding 
voices of European theorists like Michel Foucault34 with his important study on sexuality, Jacques 
Derrida35 and his theories on writing and deconstruction, Georges Bataille’s36 viewpoints on the 
concept of utility, Gilles Deleuze’s37 statements on the “desiring machines” Simone de Beauvoir’s38 
sociological view on the distinction between sex and gender (that makes me recall a phrase that 
took me years to understand: “One is not born a woman; one becomes a woman.”), the provocative 
work of Jean Baudrillard 39 in Fatale Strategies, and the suggestive writings of Levi-Strauss40 on the 
complexity of social structures. It now seems to me that those times were an authentic boiling pot 
for an astonished voyeur who was only beginning to get to know the labyrinth of politics. But what 
is really sad is that all this was happening outside a party that was still repeating the slogans of Mao 
Tse Tung. The aforementioned authors planted seeds of doubt in my militancy, which I tried to 
process during long wakeful nights.

Half way into my Maoist militancy and in moments of rest from my role as class warrior, I began to 
reflect on a profound dichotomy that affected me deeply: that of being an academic who wished to 
know more about those debates that interested me so much and that of a militant who had almost 
lost his voice from repeating parables like that of “the old fool that moved a mountain.” That of 
being someone who loved his family but was slowly distancing himself from all that the institution 
of family represented, and that of a lonely warrior, a bird in flight who wanted to see new lands 
but realized he lived in a cage. That of someone who disobeyed his superiors to visit foreign lands 
under the pretext of work that needed to be done, but who was still considered an example of 
militancy. I visited Cuba in one of those trips, and it left me with a contradictory feeling. I admired 
the dignity of the Cuban people, a feeling I still have, but I disliked the prevailing censorship and 

34 Michel Foucault (1926-1984) was an influential French philosopher, historian of ideas, social theorist, philologist, and 
literary critic famous for a critical history of modernity.
35 Jacques Derrida (1930-2004) was a French philosopher best known for developing a form of semiotic analysis known 
as deconstruction. He is associated with post-structuralism and postmodern philosophy.
36 Georges Bataille (1897-1962) was a French intellectual and literary figure working in literature, anthropology, 
philosophy, economy, sociology, and history of art.
37 Gilles Deleuze (1925-1995) was a French philosopher who wrote influentially on philosophy, literature, film, and 
fine art.
38 Simone de Beauvoir (1908-1986) was a French writer, intellectual, existentialist philosopher, political activist, 
feminist, and social theorist. Though she did not consider herself a philosopher, she had a significant influence on both 
feminist existentialism and feminist theory. She is best known for The Second Sex (1949), a detailed analysis of women’s 
oppression and a foundational tract of contemporary feminism.
39 Jean Baudrillard (1929-2007) was a French sociologist, philosopher, cultural theorist, political commentator, and 
photographer. His work is frequently associated with postmodernism and specifically post-structuralism.
40 Claude Levi-Strauss (1908-2009) was a French anthropologist and ethnologist whose work was key in the development 
of the theory of structuralism and structural anthropology. Considered one of the founders of modern anthropology, 
he argued that the “savage” mind had the same structures as the “civilized” mind and that human characteristics are 
the same everywhere.
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restrictions of freedom. From that experience I concluded that the Caribbean sun and the music of 
the son (Cuban style of music) had abandoned Cuba. It was no longer the culture narrated by the 
great writer Guillermo Cabrera Infante in his novel Tres tristes tigres, (Three Sad Tigers), a culture that 
gave us a playful and rhythmic language and a rhythm of life that was slowly disappearing under 
the religiosity of the Revolution. This made me wonder if it was not possible as a revolutionary 
principle to defend the joy of a people as an untouchable and imperishable heritage. But the official 
channels in charge of my political project gave me a prompt answer: our revolution had nothing to 
do with Cuban revisionism.

I felt smothered by the monastic atmosphere that characterized the Maoist sects. This part of the 
Colombian left has always made me suffer, and it is something that I still criticize, a religiosity that 
does not permit daring activities where imagination and knowledge go hand in hand. Everything 
was a “sin,” from reading certain authors to disagreeing with some intellectuals. Thinking was 
blasphemy; asking questions unthinkable. And not to dwell on this, I will say that the “critical and 
self-critical” meetings seemed more like confessions presided over by the Pope himself. Maybe an 
anecdote will serve as example of how absurd this practice was. Keeping to a style of dress that 
reflected my aesthetic education and my friendship with individuals who came from the middle-
class although they worked for our “cause,” created the nickname for me of “leftist Gatsby,” as a 
parody of Scott Fitzgerald’s great novel. There was also the French term “la gauche caviar” (“the 
Caviar Leftist”), which was a pejorative term for leftists who supposedly did not live according to 
leftist values. A funny experience, which included some of the sarcasm usually directed against 
certain political figures, led me to face one of the toughest decisions of my life. I took a position for 
which I endured a great deal because I was convinced that someday I would prove that my work 
was valuable and that my commitment to the cause would overcome this element of a class-based 
society. I must confess that this episode reminded me of the harassment I had experienced when I 
was young and the strategies I used to face it.

At this moment in my autobiography I feel the need to quote the German writer and Nobel Prize 
winner Gunter Grass from his work Peeling the Onion. This metaphoric title makes it easier for me 
to tell my own story as an exercise in the defense of my individuality, as something that happens 
to anyone who peels those layers of the onion: tears will not take long to come. But this quote also 
allows me to return to the thesis that asking no questions implies a type of commitment. And this 
is what happened to me. I did not raise questions about party violence or the party strategy that 
included the use of force, and specifically of war. I always thought that difficult decisions would have 
to be faced someday, and that by then I would be prepared or that a miracle would happen whereby 
those real structural changes would take place with the intensity like that in my own versions of 
the novels Huasipungos or Hijos de Sánchez or as might happen to the peasants of the Andes and 
thousands of revolutionary Che Guevaras. I confess, as Grass does, that I never threatened a human 
life, though I did contribute to the creation of a war project, a proposal that I, together with other 
dreamers who thought as I did, tried to eliminate. I am deeply grateful to them for helping me 
awaken from a long nightmare.
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With the idea of blocking an issue as important as the approval of a violent act, I joined other 
comrades in proposing a policy that would vindicate the party in the political arena by means of 
a democratic participation strategy. This strategy would avoid a war in which civilians and civil 
society were sure to be the main victims, as shown by modern wars and conflict at both the national 
and international levels. But as experience should have taught me, this alternative proposal made no 
sense to the dogmatists. What followed were trials, expulsions, executions, threats, death sentences, 
and a reencounter with a deep solitude that tormented me. In psychoanalytic terms, my expulsion 
from that party that I had criticized so much was like the death of a father, like being left an orphan, 
the total collapse of a dream. I felt like vanquished warriors must have felt when they lost a battle, 
or like lost sailors when the winds of the ocean misdirect their boats.

I felt that the right to life was being threatened by internal division, the denial of the most basic 
freedoms, the impossibility of correcting mistakes, the refusal to build the country in any other 
manner, the madness of wanting to settle contradictions by intensifying the conflict and by 
annihilating the other, and the lack of respect for dissent and for the other. All these things created 
feelings that have never left me. I would have to reinvent myself like a human phoenix. And the first 
idea that came to my mind was to distance myself from that environment and search for a better 
harbor. In spite of myself, I had had several opportunities to attend graduate school in the United 
States. History widened my knowledge. It was like standing on a vantage point where I could see 
all, from Patagonia to the Pampas, the impregnable Andes, the contrast between the blue and calm 
Caribbean and the impetuous Pacific, the footsteps of the Aztecs and Mayans, and the wide North 
American plains that still recall the wise words of the native chief who predicted the destruction of 
his people when the modern horseman of the apocalypse arrived. On the other side of the sea were 
Europe, ancient Asia, and deep Africa.

The only geographic representation I had seen of the USA was an old map hanging behind a column 
in the university library. However, this trip allowed me to have a drawing of all this territory in front 
of me, near me, inhabited by me. I never imagined that in that place on the planet, barely intuited, 
stunned by a wave of anti-imperialist slogans from all over the world, I would have new experiences 
that would give new perspectives to my life.

A few months before leaving I had read some lectures by that wonderful woman who enriched 
contemporary philosophy, Hannah Arendt.41 One phrase of hers, which generated a lot of polemic 
in its day, helped me face the grief I felt for leaving the country and the party:

Never in my life have I ‘loved’ a people or group, neither the German, the French, 
the North American, the working class or anything else. I love only my friends, and 

41 Hannah Arendt (1906-1975) was a German-born political theorist whose work centers on the fact that “men, not 
Man, live on the earth and inhabit the world,” the nature of power, and the subjects of politics, direct democracy, 
authority, and totalitarianism.
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I am incapable of any other love. I belong to them as a fact, above any conflict and 
any reasoning.

I thought a lot about this idea and it allowed me to have a more universal vision that included 
thinking of issues that affected this continent, and in more general terms, the contemporary world 
of the time. It was thus I inscribed in my heart a farewell to my party.

My studies in comparative Latin American history with special interest in Mexico, Argentina, 
and Brazil, helped me understand the complex process of development of those countries. There 
were two attempts at establishing positivism as a guiding social theory: Porfirismo42 in Mexico and 
the court of Don Pedro II in Brazil43 in Argentina. Faustino Sarmiento44 applied the principle of 
“governing is populating,” which went on until the twentieth century and which was made possible 
due to ships packed with “golondrinas” (“nightingales”), as Italian immigrants were then called, in 
order to make viable the industrialization process. The complexity of both histories went hand in 
hand with the perplexity I felt at my lack of knowledge of all development processes occurring in 
this region.

This relationship between past, present, and future made my head spin, but it also made me 
conscious of the need to overcome a reductionist view of the world that I had acquired during my 
Maoist militancy. It was at this time that I discovered three thinkers whose ideas allowed me to go 
through an internal renaissance that would modify my political views: Alfonso Reyes,45 Mexican 
essayist, poet and narrator; Pedro Henríquez Ureña,46 an intellectual from the Dominican Republic, 
and the Mexican historian Silvio Zabala.47 Reading his thesis on Latin America, accompanied by 
literary, historic, philosophic, and poetic reflections, was a pleasure new to me. Though with 
different points of view, thoughts, and analysis, the debates I held with these authors had to do 
with an essential issue: our identity. The intentionally modern thesis held by Alfonso Reyes was 
the right to a universal citizenship, which interested me greatly and was my constant companion 
in long walks around Manhattan. With Henríquez Ureña I got to know Latin American literary 
circles and confirmed my notion of their importance when considering who we really were or what 

42 Porfirismo refers to economic policies named after Mexican President Porfirio Díaz (1830-1915) who opened Mexico 
to international investment, inaugurating decades of growing inequality between rapid economic growth and sudden, 
severe impoverishment of the rural masses by dispossessing hundreds of thousands of peasants and privatizing, 
subdividing, and selling communal indigenous landholdings, a situation that was to result in the Mexican revolution 
of 1910.
43 Don Pedro II in Brazil (1825-1891) was the second and last ruler of the Empire of Brazil, reigning for over fifty-eight 
years during which he turned Brazil into an emerging power in the international arena. He was a vigorous sponsor 
of learning, culture, and the sciences.
44 Domingo Faustino Sarmiento (1811-1888) was an Argentine activist, intellectual, writer, statesman, and the seventh 
President of Argentina. He was particularly concerned with educational issues including education for children and 
women and democracy for Latin America.
45 Alfonso Reyes (1889-1959) was an influential Mexican writer, philosopher, and diplomat.
46 Pedro Henríquez Ureña (1884-1946) was a Dominican essayist, philosopher, humanist, philologist, and literary critic.
47 Silvio Zabala (1909-2014) was a Mexican historian, diplomat, and scholar.
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we had deceived ourselves to be. From Silvio Zabala I received my first lessons in ethno-history and 
his notions on identity and mestizaje, so little broached during my education as a sociologist. It was 
at this time that I began reading the so-called theory of modernity, which was represented both in 
sociology and philosophy on this continent by Néstor García Canclini.48 His book Culturas híbridas 
(Hybrid Cultures), a parody of the American philosopher Marshall Berman,49 especially impressed 
me; it seemed as if all that had once seemed solid was melting into thin air.

But what I learned from my studies was not comparable to the feeling of standing one day in New 
York in the middle of Penn Station in New York City and wondering about the journey north by 
train alongside the Hudson. It was a feeling of freedom I had not felt in years, and I can only explain 
it in terms of the contrast with this feeling of calm and the random violence that permeated my 
country. I lived on Long Island and had forgotten the pleasure of walking in a park or down a street, 
snooping around corners, helping an old man cross the street, or stopping to read signs and drawings 
by anonymous authors and unknown street artists. I recalled with incredulity my country’s traffic 
signs or the danger of travelling on highways, paying taxes, the distrust of civil servants, the misuse 
of the state treasury, the poor quality of education, and I can’t remember what else. I just knew it 
was like a dream in the middle of a sleeping fever. Recovering, I felt that I was enjoying a state that 
was as close as possible to democracy and an unsurpassable academic environment. In the mist 
of these contemplations I received sad news: one of the most outstanding workers, whom I had 
trained in the small union school, had been brutally murdered by a group that called itself Muerte 
a Secuestradores (Death to Kidnappers, or MAS). I could not understand the new violent reality 
that awaited me in Colombia.

It is not my intention to praise the American system or see myself as bewitched by its way of life. I 
don’t wish to make a comparative analysis. I just want to share a deep sensation that little by little 
came over me and that helps me explain how what began as exile turned into a vital turning point 
to a political position that validated a utopian concept, that of the “impossible” as mentioned by a 
character in Alice in Wonderland who says, “Why, sometimes I’ve believed as many as six impossible 
things before breakfast.” From that afternoon in that legendary station in the Big Apple, I started 
dreaming of the past, but confident that the commitment that defined me was the dream of making 
true all those impossibilities I learned from traveling in this country of the North.

My experience in the USA could be compared to the opening of a door or window that leads to a 
big garden or an infinite landscape that showed me – notwithstanding all my lectures and academic 
history – that the world was “wider and more unknown” than I thought, and in this sense I had 
to use every opportunity to fill in the gaps that my astonished eyes discovered, thanks to the 
opportunity of working on a Ph.D. in the prestigious State University of New York at Stony Brook. 
Its international program was similar to that of the famous University of California at Berkeley. 

48 Néstor García Canclini (b. 1939) is an Argentine-born academic and anthropologist, known for developing his theory 
of “hybridity.”
49 Marshall Berman (1940-2013) was an American philosopher and Marxist Humanist writer. His best-known book is 
All That Is Solid Melts Into Air: The Experience Of Modernity.
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Walking into that campus was like opening a door to surprise and astonishment. Indian turbans, 
Arab veils, Mongolian features, deep Oriental eyes, unconcerned Caribbean bodies, copper skins 
born from African rivers and springs, linguistic sounds that made me remember the Tower of Babel, 
and above all, a thousand smells that emerged from student kitchens as if I lived in a bazaar that 
blessed the sense of taste.

This environment helped me get close to a diverse world that was going through conflicts in several 
geographic locations. All this was reported from an office in the big building that housed student 
activities, the Human Rights Watch office, a name I would become familiar with. One day while 
looking at one of the posters, I met a man who greeted me in perfect English and who walked with 
uncommon majesty in a place so unceremonious. When he invited me for a coffee, I realized by 
the way he handled himself and by the impact of his physical features – of his height and a face that 
seemed to be carved in ebony – that he came from Ethiopia. I was more surprised to learn that he 
belonged to the royal house headed by Haile Selassie, which had been overthrown during the 1977 
revolution. This dethroned king and now citizen of the world allowed me to meet a group of refugees 
and exiles who taught me geopolitical lessons I will never forget. I met Kurdish groups persecuted 
by the Greek dictatorship, black Africans who invited me to remembrance ceremonies in honor of 
the great Mandela, displaced persons from El Salvador and Guatemala, libertarian and independent 
minds from Puerto Rico, victims of torture from the dictatorships of Argentina, freedom fighters 
from Pakistan who were afraid when they found themselves near an Indian student, and what were 
then only critical voices from the Balkans. There was also a large colony from Iran, divided by 
different attitudes toward the Shah of Iran, the polemical tyrant, and his beautiful wife, Farah Diva, 
who by then was a member of New York’s high society. Anxious Japanese students threatened to kill 
themselves when their academic achievement was not up to par. In this environment I managed to 
do something that gave me great experience and strengthened my passion for solidarity, respect for 
other cultures, and for service to humanity. I became secretary of the Graduate Students Association. 
From there, notwithstanding the pain that accompanies exercises in historical memory, we learned 
to write manifestos of thoughts, knowledge, and studies that would slowly be sent as letters to our 
family, friends, or lovers in our native countries. Without realizing it, I had started on a new road 
toward human rights.

Even before I returned to Colombia, I realized that I would find a new, divided, and weakened state, 
led by an elite incapable of considering itself a ruling class. It would be only a slight exaggeration to 
call it a cipaya class (middle class), a caricature of democracy; a constitution that though it invoked 
God did not believe in human dignity; a country consecrated to the Sacred Heart, to political parties 
incapable of thinking of programs that included a vision of society where everyone occupied a 
dignified position; a plural and multiethnic society that was invisible; a representative system that 
insisted on perpetuation so as not to yield its power to a participative society; political habits that 
had served to prolong imbalances and differences; and ignorance and lack of modern thought in 
the sense of placing capital, knowledge, and science in the service of development and culture. And 
there was one more issue: the appearance of drug trafficking and paramilitary groups that would 
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signal another stage of violence, a stage that had begun a few years before my birth, thanks to the 
oldest guerrilla group in the world.

This time I couldn’t make a mistake, but I still had to find a niche where I would fit in: with my 
own history as “victim” or as someone who with the backing of an ideology had tried to victimize 
others, with the ideals I pursued, with my illusions, with a new profession, with prudence made 
cautious by experience, with an impetuosity restrained by the knowledge of the long journey ahead, 
and above all with my eyes wide opened to the world.

When I returned to my country, I discovered a minority political phenomenon that was manifested 
through language. As if it had been absorbed, it appeared in the language of the many people I 
began to meet. There were two words that I had not heard before so frequently: rights and humans. 
It was the hurried and urgent late seventies and early eighties, and those terms were meaningful in 
a moment when the USA was modifying its politics toward this continent and had as candidate for 
President an unknown peanut farmer named Jimmy Carter. The Latin American bishops gathered 
in Puebla dared to speak to the faithful about their rights and about things that had occurred during 
the military dictatorships of Argentina, Brazil, and Uruguay. People wanted to recover the memory 
of the infamies committed; they loudly demanded the establishment of truth commissions on 
human rights violations. Echoes arrived from the May 1968 student movements in France with new 
and youthful ways of exercising politics, and the United Nations was strengthening its programs 
in several of these countries. One could not ignore that these were the fashionable words of the 
moment. I confess with shame that when I heard them, I felt again the fear of a new fundamentalism 
emerging.

My analysis and observations allowed me to classify the views on human rights that circulated in 
the academic and political corridors, including both right- and left-wing tendencies. My old party 
comrades declared that human rights were a middle-class invention; those on the right proclaimed 
the arrival of a threat to democracy. Only a small group of friends and peers from college saw them 
as a possible road that would lead to the strengthening of democracy and the creation of new political 
identities. I can remember the mocking comments about my friends who accepted this human rights 
cause. I even recall that these who accepted the cause of human rights were invited to an academic 
meeting with the sole objective of forcing them to defend their position in a hostile environment. 
There is nothing more insolent than ignorance or the lack of respect for the ideas of others, even 
if it is involuntary. Suddenly, my irony and skepticism faced fear. This paralyzing force began to 
cover the country, and as is always the case with societies that are on the threshold of obscurity and 
persecution, the first thing that is persecuted and eliminated is intelligence.

Between my doubts, fears, and a new search for political compromise, the unexpected happened: 
an attack on intelligence. Four of my peers were killed. One was a doctor, an old Maoist party 
militant and a partner in that painful rupture with the fundamentalist left. Another was a professor 
of anthropology whom I admired, an eminent humanist and doctor and the most noble, inoffensive 
Communist I have ever known. His death marked the beginning of a terrible political persecution 
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at the university where I was a faculty member. This led me to a simple question: Why were they 
killed? The answer began to circulate in the hallways of public buildings, in newspapers, and on the 
radio: they were killed because they were human rights promoters.

In this state of things a new specialization with a strange name arrived in the academic media “la 
violentología” (“Violentology”). The university created the first group to study violence, of which I 
became a part, with an agenda that included the discussion of peace and human rights issues. We 
travelled through the country, wrote papers, and gave lectures, which were more narrative than 
analytical but which allowed the discussion of those issues. All this led me, by way of study and 
reflection, to a fundamental question: What is a subject of rights? Those experiences led me also to 
the issue of the right to justice, truth, and reparations. I realized that I wanted to have all the features 
of an individual who has identity, autonomy, and individual thoughts and who practices respect 
for others; someone who can put himself in the place of somebody else; but above all, someone 
who rebels against the abuse of power. As if destiny had intervened, an important national process 
marked my not-very-clearly defined political identity: the proclamation of the 1991 Constitution. Up 
to this point the state agenda had been to keep Colombians ignorant about their fundamental rights. 
I now felt I had the mandate to address this historic ignorance. From that moment I had several 
opportunities to hold posts of great responsibility related to the world outlined in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, which, I am embarrassed to say, I had not yet read.

I owe my first specialized lessons on the subject of human rights to the philosopher and educator 
Estanislao Zuleta, the historian Álvaro Tirado Mejía, the jurist Carlos Gaviria, the sacrificed Héctor 
Abad Gómez, Leonardo Betancur, and Luis Fernando Vélez, the researcher and educator Abraham 
Magendzo, the Instituto Interamericano de Derechos Humanos (The Inter-American Institute of 
Human Rights), and the thousands of people who are dedicated to human rights issues that, as 
members of civil society, have taught others about this subject. My activity as an educator has given 
me the opportunity to work for the Colombian Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights 
of the United Nations.

The recovery of important events in my life, brought back from memory, has allowed me to hold on 
to milestones that led me to establish my commitment to human rights. I can tell my readers that all 
these events form an indissoluble unit that – like the poem I used to begin my lectures – makes me 
repeat this phrase: “Multiple souls abide in me.” These souls were molded through the perception of 
my autobiography, an appreciation of historic memory, the inexhaustible search for truth, my work 
as an educator, and the certainty of being part of a common history. I have participated in processes 
that have strengthened my individuality, the conscience of a legitimacy crisis of the State, and the 
documentation of human rights abuses in our society. I have taken a stand that values peace and 
says no to violence. I have worked for projects that mean a true entrance into modernity and seek 
to break the circle of fear. The need for words to assert this unflinching search leads me to say, as 
the great poet Pablo Neruda once stated, “Confieso que he vivido” (“I confess I have lived”).
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About the Book

In TOWARDS A JUST SOCIETY twenty-five educators from around the world respond to the 
question: How and why did you commit yourself to human rights education? Their highly personal 
narratives recount the diverse ideological perspectives and life experiences that have shaped their 
work in this growing field. They also reflect the authors’ individual engagement with significant 
events of the twentieth century critical to the construction and attainment of human rights: the 
horror of the Shoah, racial segregation in the United States, the revolutionary dreams of the 1960s, 
the separatist movement in Puerto Rico, dictatorships and human rights violations in Latin America, 
the “People Power” Revolution in the Philippines, the rebuilding of democracy in Spain, political 
violence in Colombia and Peru, the war in the Balkans, the drug violence that permeates schools 
in Mexico, and the challenges of inclusion and the recognition of emerging identities in Europe.
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Just Society
a

A lthough tremendous strides have been made toward the 
realization of universal human rights, the ongoing struggle to 
protect and expand these rights demands inspired, dedicated 

people. Accepting this challenge and taking up the cause of justice 
and equality for all persons, human rights educators represent a vital 
link between political and social movements, and ideas, attitudes, and 
hopes that are in harmony with a spirit of advocacy for human rights.

Towards a Just Society is intended for educators at all levels, pre-service 
teachers, higher education professionals, activists, social workers, 
and community leaders who are interested in developing initiatives 
in human rights education. Although extremely diverse in experience, 
the authors share a common belief in the power of human rights for 
social change, and their narratives also reflect the authors’ individual 
engagement with significant events of the twentieth century critical 
to the construction and attainment of human rights.

The collective knowledge that has emerged from their reflections, 
research, and years of praxis can inspire new human rights educators, 
as well as challenge them to address new theoretical and practical 
questions and use a human rights perspective in addressing issues of 
social justice in their communities.
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