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What precisely will remain and what shall subsist of today’s civilization? In
what conditions and in what direction will history unfold henceforward? Insoluble
questions.

What we know in advance is that life will be all the less inhuman to the extent
that the ability to think individually and to take action increases. Present day
civilization, that our descendants will undoubtedly receive, at least fragmentarily,
as heritage, contains (. . .) everything required for crushing human beings; but,
equally so, it contains, at least incipiently, what is required in order to free him.

Simone Weil (Oppression and Liberty, 1934)

Dead collectivities exist that, while not devouring souls, fail all the while to
nourish them. As long as it is undoubtedly the case that they are dead and not
merely temporarily stunted, only in such cases is it imperative to annihilate them.
The first study required concerns those needs that are to the life of the soul what
food, sleep and warmth to the life of the body. It is necessary to enumerate them
and to define them. They must never be confused with desires, fantasies, whims,
vices. We are also called upon to discern what is essential from what is accidental.
Man needs not rice or potatoes, but nourishment; not wood or coal, but warmth.
The same applies to the needs of the soul for which diverse satisfactions exist
that are all the same equivalent. Also, it behooves us to distinguish these
nourishments of the soul from those poisons that, for some time, may enhance
the illusion of substituting for them.

Simone Weil (The Need for Roots, 1943)
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PROLOGUE

TOWARDS RECOVERING THE HUMAN NATURE
OF OUR SPECIES

In keeping with knowledge shared by ancient cosmological visions of
the future, we are currently facing the end of an era in humanity’s
history that will bring about the beginning of a new world. The
increasingly evident and dangerous signs concerning the
unsustainability of industrial civilization in its permanent war against all
forms of life, appear to corroborate, more strongly each day, the
veracity of such a view. One percent of the world population, with its
network of corporations, institutions, monarchies and governments,
willfully moves the strings controlling the economy and politics globally;
nonetheless, the task of building new forms of human society rests with
99% of Earth’s inhabitants, just as the recent social movements
proclaim with their proposals and actions and whose protests join the
resistance that aboriginal peoples have relentlessly maintained over the
past five centuries in face of violence and genocide.

The process we are currently going through, then, is one of
destruction and construction all at once; hence, it is necessary to
pinpoint everything that must be transformed considering the
magnitude of the changes we are currently facing and whose
consequences include, in principle, the next seven generations; social
conviviality, agriculture, nutrition and the economy, participation in
political decisions, peace and energy, work, health, education, our
spirituality and the relationship between human diversity and the other
forms of life on the planet.

In this sense, we hereby propose a critical encounter with important
-though little known- tributaries of alternative thinking as expressed in
the ancestral knowledge of some of Abya Yala’s (the American
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Continent’s) communities, in incipient proposals by the new social
movements as in those to be found in the work of writers whose legacy
has been marginalized by ignorance and self-interest, a situation that
seems to be the case with Karl Polanyi, Simone Weil, Wendell Berry,
Ivan Illich and Nikola Tesla. We thus encourage dialogue on various
matters we consider fundamental for the purpose of rebuilding social
life through reciprocity, peace, unity and cooperation addressing a
different type of economy and weaving together new networks of
citizens with their ways of participating in decisions bearing upon public
life: a project that will allow us to recover, at long last, the humanity and
dignity of our species.

When we talk about democracy, peace, the economy or the
community, we are ultimately referring to human needs. As a result, we
have integrated, as a transversal argument throughout this book, the
notion of the earthly needs of the body and soul that Simone Weil
elaborated upon while in London, shortly before her death in 1943; an
essential theoretical tool -considered by her as “a practical inspiration
for the life of a country”, assumed as such by the people and their
government- that grants us the possibility of weighing the real
foundations of a societal model able to provide answers to the most
serious contemporary problems by including, throughout, obligations
inherent to our social nature. As we know, industrial thinking relies on
its own perception of human needs and thereby determines the nature
of social relations, and its instruments for controlling human life –some,
even, under the guise of rights set apart from what would appear to be
obligations such as: nutrition, education, the health system and the
labor market, along with various ideologies and political parties,
religious and cultural systems, etc.-; the logic governing how economic
and political institutions are engineered and the relationship between
the social world, the environment and the cosmos, is thereby equally
subsumed.

In effect, the absence of limits, cultural relativity and a rupturing of
the complementary union of opposites as principles defining human
needs in industrial society, all allow for the anchoring of our social life in
scarcity, in duality and violence, in disequilibrium and in an inversion of
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means and ends. That is to say, in the reliance upon market interests,
upon the authority of ideologies and of fanaticisms perpetuating the
division amongst peoples and communities, all things entailing the
substitution of a common end –to live in peace and freedom- with
multiple “objectives” that, for reality’s sake, should become, instead,
instruments geared towards their realization --just as democracy itself
and the “economy” should be. To come closer to a universal definition
of human needs implies, consequently, marking, as a point of departure
towards rebuilding the world, that unity underlying human diversity that
will identify us primarily as inhabitants of the planet beyond our national
differences and cultural identities.

The editorial work involved in producing this book was made
possible above all thanks to the “weilian” friendship Sylvia Maria and I
share. Consequently, for me, it has been a most gratifying task
accompanied by the invaluable opportunity of receiving, in a privileged
sort of way, the benefits of her extensive and precise interests and
diversity of knowledge. Our work together, besides, has benefitted from
the advantages of that freedom that the internet provides –whose
protection is one more of our general obligations-, as it has allowed and
facilitated exchanges in real time during a period of over a year while
trading numerous documents, comments and calls between Valle de
Bravo in Mexico and Madrid. We dedicate this book to all of the
anonymous persons who have built together the visibility and strength
of the new social movements throughout town squares, barrios -or
neighborhoods- and streets across the world and to whose proposals
we hope to contribute, hereby, in some measure. We are thankful for
the collaboration of the Political Studies Center for International
Relations and Development (CEPRID: Centro de Estudios Políticos
para las Relaciones Internacionales y el Desarrollo), for the special
interest our editor at Libros La Caída has shown, as well as the
continued incentives provided by readers of our work at the Instituto
Simone Weil’s internet pages (www.institutosimoneweil.net and
https://institutosimoneweilediciones.wordpress.com).

Mailer Mattié
Madrid, May 2012

http://www.institutosimoneweil.net
https://institutosimoneweilediciones.wordpress.com)
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I

SUBSISTENCE CRISIS:

ECONOMY AND OIKO-ANOMIE

The rise in basic food prices such as rice, corn and wheat is, no doubt,
a serious threat to the subsistence of millions of people in Latin
America, Africa and Asia.1 According to the United Nations, these six
factors could explain that rise: bad harvests, a reduction of cereal
stockpiles, a rise in gas prices, a growth in agriculturally dependent
fuels, a diminution in agricultural subsidies and financial speculation.
Such variables, however, are useful in hiding the true nature of the
crisis by defining it as a circumstantially induced phenomenon resulting
from immediate circumstances. The present moment may be
considered, in reality, a historical point of inflexion showing the extent
of the destruction of life forms and their modes of subsistence; that is to
say, the devastation of cultures and communities that protect
biodiversity, crops, seeds, food autonomy and alternative market
mechanisms for their distribution. This point of inflection warns us, in
effect, about the risks hovering over millions of persons in the world
who are suffering from hunger, including one hundred million women,
men and children who could die from the lack of food.

1As the Vía Campesina [Rural Way] documents, the price of wheat rose thirty
percent between March, 2007 and March, 2008; that of corn, thirty-five percent
during the same period of time; the price of rice rose seventeen percent in
2007 and thirty percent in March, 2008. Food prices rose overall eighty three
percent in barely three years.
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For over two centuries the capitalist system has coexisted, in fact,
with traditional modes of subsistence that have been capable of
satisfying the food requirements of the majority of the world’s culturally
diverse populations.

Such a coexistence, however, has been permanently subjected to a
multiplicity of tensions and difficulties. The constant tendency has been
towards the destruction of forms not corresponding to proprietary
principles and the expansion of markets. As instruments towards such
an end, development policies and economic globalization, of course,
have been effective. The results, in effect, have been catastrophic for
millions of communities deprived thereby of their means of subsistence
and forced to live at the edge of survival. According to the United
Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), at least 1.7 billion
dollars will be needed momentarily in order to face up to the present-
day food crisis; at the same time, the Organization for Cooperation and
Economic Development (OCDE) has announced that the prices of
agricultural products will continue to rise over the next decades, with
twenty-five percent of the rise corresponding precisely to the growth of
agriculturally dependent fuels. How many more lives will be sacrificed
in order to pay tribute to such foolishness?

THE PRICE OF DEVELOPMENT

An activity that is identified with development policies is, no doubt, the
establishment of productive systems directed at exportation in regions
to the South. Their activities, in fact, affect the local ways of organizing
the satisfaction of subsistence, the latter helped above all by the control
that communities exercise upon the use and management of their own
resources and their ecological base: water, forests, soil and biodiversity
in general. With the direct action of enterprises and other agents
connected with the exportation projects –financial organizations and
government institutions-, communities effectively lose the exercise of
this control.



13

General transformations of a mercantilist nature and new norms in
the use of resources, of course, generate the substitution of the
elements involved and of those social relations characterizing the
traditional organization of material provisions, among them reciprocity
and redistribution.

Development policies, hence, can hardly insert themselves into
social spaces as they are lacking in content when it comes to the
satisfaction of the very needs specific to the local groups of the
population, as well as lacking guidelines concerning the management
of commonly held possessions. Understanding the latter allows one to
measure the importance of the substitution brought about and of its
outcome for communities. Further, nothing guarantees to an intervened
collectivity any satisfactory access to alternative subsistence systems,
including those controlled by the market. Development, no doubt, ejects
from traditional forms of material self-provisioning a greater portion of
the population than its programs can absorb. It tends, in short, to
obstruct in a dual direction the subsistence of groups within a certain
population. On the one hand, it hinders elements of a social, economic
and cultural order related to autonomy and the control of resources; on
the other, it does not, in any case, ensure the effectiveness of norms
that get to substitute the traditional organization.

Mirroring this scenario is the set of problems created in relation to
food and nutritional patterns in general. Development can, in effect,
bring about drastic changes in nutrition patterns of the intervened
communities, not only through alterations brought about in terms of
how material supplies are allocated but also as a result of forcing
communities to join the market. The monetizing of subsistence is, in
reality, a manifestation of the fact that the population’s nutrition has
been separated from those local resources that previously determined
it; an expression of the modification of nutritional habits over which
development exercises a constant pressure. While not denying that
traditional nutritional patterns themselves may present a certain amount
of risks, in many cases what obtains as a result of development
programs is a sharpening of such insufficiency instead of negative
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conditions being overcome; that is to say, a diminution in the quality of
subsistence itself.

Identifying the multiple consequences of development over
traditional ways of organizing the satisfaction of subsistence certainly
leads to visualizing the general content of a permanent crisis in
reproduction. The latter can reach, of course, various levels of
expansion and growth, depending above all on the stimulus caused by
situations altering the functioning of markets, just as the present day
worldwide food situation exhibits.

FOOD UNDER CONTROL

Within the context of economic globalization, on the other hand, trading
in goods that had remained outside the commercial and capital
accumulation circuits, has been pushed ahead. This is the case with
those found in regions to the South, going from seeds and plants to
traditional ways of knowledge never before linked to economic or
proprietary relations. A goal of globalization has been, to wit, to
advance and to control the expansion of the realm of commodities and
to extend the radius of action for transnational interests.

It has constructed, undoubtedly, a new chapter in the most
undemocratic international economic order of all since decisions are
taken outside the sphere of the nation-state, under the power and
influence of institutions such as the World Trade Organization (WTO).
This is how the loss of autonomy by native peoples and their
communities turns the complex set of issues around subsistence into
an ever more intricate matter; problems that affect women significantly
since it is thought that in Africa, for example, it is the women who
produce close to eighty percent of basic foods required for the
satisfaction of the population’s needs.
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The pernicious dominance of transnational corporations, on the
other hand, manifests itself in the fact that some five-hundred
enterprises monopolize seventy percent of the total number of business
transactions in the world. A situation affecting specifically the
commercialization of foods controlled by Cargill, Nestlé, Coca Cola,
Pepsi Cola, Heinz, Guinness and Kellogg, among others. Six
companies, for example, control eighty-five percent of the world’s trade
in grains; three control eighty-three percent of the trade in cacao and
three other ones the trade involving bananas; ADM, Cargill and Bunge,
besides, dominate the worldwide commerce of corn. The latter means
that they decide the offer, prices and destiny of the goods with only the
interest of their own maximum benefit in view. Also one must take into
account the results derived from the elimination of national barriers to
importation by these great enterprises; the elimination that translates
itself into the ruin of small, local producers, artisans and businesses
lacking the requirements for resisting the onslaught of competition
derived from the sphere of amassed capital resources. It has been
estimated, for example, that the free trade agreement (NAFTA) will
ultimately leave over fifteen million Mexican peasants without any
means of subsistence and no alternative but consuming genetically
modified corn imported from the United States.

SOCIAL DISORDER

The global crisis of subsistence systems could, this way, be referred to
as a state of oiko-anomie, referring precisely to the destructive effects
that diverse ways of administering and caring for the supply of goods,
the supply of the house, has had: the old Greek idea of economy,
of oikonomie.

A social disorder of planetary scope that manifests, on the other
hand, the extent of separation that has been building up between
contemporary economic interests and the interests of humanity.
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The present state of oiko-anomie, consequently, leads one to
recognize the serious problem that sustainability of human subsistence
incurs as a result of the prevailing economic order. One may also
appraise the fundamental and unequivocal signs of failures originating
in a type of rationality that insists on defying the limits while showing
itself incapable of overcoming the difficulties it has contributed to create
and continue to worsen. Nonetheless, it shows equally as well the
urgency of profound and integral transformations meant to address the
task of rescuing so much of the knowledge that diversity stands for.
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II

THE DEVIL’S FACTORY AND THE STATE

In his magnificent work, The Great Transformation. A critique of
economic liberalism, published in New York in 1944, Karl Polanyi2
described the emergence, expansion and crisis of modern economic
society. This is to say, he analyzes the historical process that began
with the substitution of a system of regulated markets by the self-
regulating markets beginning in the mid-Eighteen hundreds, in Europe,
which radically altered society’s structure so as to give way to the
differentiation and autonomy of the economic sphere in relation to the
political system. In order to achieve such a metamorphosis, however, it
became necessary to destroy the cultural connections that characterize

2 Karl Polanyi was born in Vienna in 1886, a city where he worked as a
journalist for several years. During the 1947-1953 period, he was professor in
England and at Columbia University in New York. He is considered the
founder of the substantivist approach to economics which emphasizes the way
economies are embedded in society and culture. This view ran counter to
mainstream economics but was popular in anthropology, economic history,
economic sociology and political science. It identifies as the fundamental
objective of economic activity the securitization of human subsistence instead
of maximizing benefits for the owners of the means of production or in
administering the scarcity of satisfaction, as formal economics indicates. For
Polanyi, human beings and nature are the substance of society; consequently,
any action threatening them is a direct threat to the social fabric in its entirety.
He died in Canada in 1964 leaving behind him a most important body of work
whose total implications are still to be fully appraised. Other works: Trade and
Markets in the Early Empires (1957); Dahomey and the Slave Trade (1962);
and Modern Economics: Essays of Karl Polanyi (New York: Doubleday &
Company, 1968).
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the ways in which goods are produced and circulated, both linked,
traditionally, with social principles and mechanisms of reciprocity and
redistribution. It became imperative, equally, to disarticulate the unity
constituted by land and labor -the very substance of society-,
transformed thereby into fictitious merchandise, and to grant them,
instead, the absurd identity of “objects” destined for exchange. The
modern market system was constructed, hence, upon the basis of what
Polanyi called “the fiction of merchandise,” consolidating itself as a
result of the labor market of the XIX.th. C, to his mind “the most
powerful of modern institutions.”

The emergence of the market economy, in short, was a profound
social commotion. Old ways of life disappeared, its traditional principles
and institutions lost, so that the change, from this perspective, amounts
to a transcendental cultural loss. This fact and the emergence of new
economic institutions were the two fundamental movements that made
up, henceforward, the great transformation which the development of
self-regulating markets implied: “the Devil’s factory” as Polanyi called it.
In the absence of instruments and mechanisms of protection, however,
no society could have withstood the quirks and speed of such a
transition. New, multiple risks and uncertainties, in effect, broke into the
scene in ways that made it inevitable to create institutions able to place
a limit on their destructiveness of human beings and of the natural
environment. Society, Polanyi stated, soon revealed its extreme
vulnerability in the face of the laws and principles of the economic
regime; the ineffable will of the invisible hand of classical economists
revealed itself to be nothing but a myth. The dangerous risks that the
maximization of benefits poses, in effect, go beyond the economic
sphere itself, as has been sufficiently demonstrated during the last two
centuries; in reality, they increasingly put social existence at risk in its
totality and not simply people’s material well-being. For this reason,
Polanyi says, society necessarily appeals to the help of forces beyond
the market itself; it reacts by reaching out to social institutions and to
the State, not to economic institutions. The permanent need of
protection, as a result, will always prevent the consolidation of a
complete separation of society’s economic sphere from its political
sphere.



19

If the State and its social institutions were to refrain from intervening,
economic autonomy would bring about the collapse of the social
system in its entirety. Polanyi identified precisely, in the XIX.th C, a
moment of great tension between free market forces and an imperative
social demand for protection; a “dangerous dead-end alley” that, to his
mind, led to the great economic crisis of the thirties and to the rise of
fascism in Europe during the XX.th C.

We are assiduous spectators, no doubt, to the power for social
destruction that can make its way into the market. Neoliberal
globalization, for example, has submerged our world in an ocean of
new and multiple menaces, imposing upon all societies across the
planet sinister methods of violence and extortion –hidden and
sophisticated euphemisms- in order to weave the dangerous and
intricate gears of a world economy governed by corporations and
finances. Besides destroying mechanisms previously created to avoid
social collapse, it has even managed to widen the universe of fictitious
merchandise over, until recently, unthinkable areas, commoditizing the
totality of the planet’s biodiversity and the cultural heritage of thousands
of peasant and indigenous communities.

Avarice has grown in tandem, tensing even further a scenario that,
once again, shows us that, without the services of the State, no society
is safe from the consequences brought about by the colossal,
unexpected assaults derived from the marketplace.
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III

UPON THE CENTENARY OF HER BIRTH

SIMONEWEIL: PREMONITIONS REGARDING
A NEW WORLD

Simone Weil bequeathed to contemporary thought her intense gaze
upon modern civilization. A sharp and brilliant delving that emerges
from the intelligence, rebelliousness and sensitivity of a courageous
young woman committed to freedom. A refined mind, cultivated in the
study of philosophy and literature, and a spirit averse to the acceptance
of human suffering, were complementarily joined in her. Such a
personal configuration undoubtedly would remain reflected in her work.
Philosophy and social criticism, nonetheless, were insufficient to her in
her exploration of knowledge; unburdened by hang-ups, she propitiated
sensations and spiritual rapprochements quite in defiance of power and
orthodoxy. In her incessant search she was a trade-unionist and worker
in Paris, a journalist in Germany, an anarchist during the Spanish civil
war, a peasant in Marseilles and a volunteer in the French Résistance
in London. A tireless writer, she documented each period of her short
and intense life through letters, articles, and political and literary essays.
Her work is like a fine scalpel carefully scraping the surface of ideas
that stand in resistance to transformation. She occupies a privileged
place in the history of XX.th C. critical thought and, quite surprisingly,
comes close to many of the great questions that XXI C. civilization will
have to resolve.

She was born in Paris on February 3, 1909, at the center of a
Jewish family and of an environment appropriate to intellectual
development. A fragile state of health always accompanied her,
possibly further deteriorated by her sensitive disposition and by the
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long days of work and study that were hers. She never received
religious education from her parents nor did she identify, particularly,
with the Jewish community: “I have no reason to suppose that I may
have any tie, not even through my father or my mother, with the people
who lived in Palestine two-thousand years ago,” she wrote on one
occasion. She spent the last months of her life in London, where she
had arrived after travelling from New York towards the end of 1942 in
order to collaborate with the government for a Free France during the
résistance to the Nazi occupation. In April, 1943, she was diagnosed
with tuberculosis and died in Ashford, Kent, on August 24, at age 34.
Throughout her illness she refused taking in sufficient nourishment and
her death was qualified as suicidal.

C’EST LA VIE

Simone Weil entered the École Normale Supérieure of Paris in 1928.
Her philosophic formation, in reality, had begun three years earlier with
her teacher, Émile Chartier (Alain) at the Henri IV Institute of the same
city, acquiring at the same time an extensive knowledge of classical
literature and Greek language. Some writers maintain that it was from
Alain that she inherited her radical pacifism. During her years as
student she established equally her first ties with the working classes,
participating in the foundation of the Groupe d’Education Sociale
offering classes to workers on topics such as trade-union history,
sociology and political economy. Having concluded her studies in 1930,
she began to give philosophy classes in 1931 at a secondary education
institute for women at Le Puy; at the same time, she carried on with
trade-union activities while publishing articles in the labor press. As a
result of her participation in a worker’s demonstration, she was
transferred to Auxerre. In 1932 she travelled to Berlin where she had
been sent as a reporter by a French review; a year later she
encountered Trotsky while in Paris holding a fiery discussion with him
that involved Marxist theory as well as Russia’s situation under Stalin.
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The evolution of her political thinking, increasingly critical of the
dominating postures of international communism´s bureaucracy, led
her, nonetheless, towards the need of experiencing the very life of
workers and to dispense with trade-union organization. To her mind, it
appeared idle to speak about the exploitation of workers without having
experienced it oneself in one’s own flesh, criticizing the leaders and
intellectuals of the workers’ movement. Consequently, in 1934 she
temporarily left her teaching post and began working as a laborer in the
Paris Alshom factory, producer of electrical equipment for trolley cars.

Shortly thereafter she employed herself in a metallurgical enterprise
and during mid 1935 at the Renault de Bologne-Billancourt. She
worked in the assembly line, living exclusively with her salary and
experienced her working mates’ oppression. Ultimately, her health was
affected and she was fired for low productivity. In her own words, the
experience in the plants she worked at was decisive in her life and in
her thinking. She discovered a human drama and the results of
oppression in people’s existence, including the way of perceiving the
world: “He whose members are rent apart after a day’s work (…) –she
wrote-, bears in the flesh, like a thorn, the reality of the Universe. The
difficulty for him resides in looking upon it and loving it.”

After recovering her health, she returned to her work as a teacher
early in 1936. Nonetheless, when the Spanish Civil War erupted in July,
she decided to leave as a volunteer defending the Republican cause.
She arrived in Barcelona as a journalist and soon enlisted as cook in
the anarchist troops of Durruti’s Column while posted at the Aragon
front. Her pacifist posture in face of firing squad executions and an
accident involving an oil spill on her foot forced her to return to Paris. In
1940, with Hitler’s invasion of France, Simone Weil and her family left
for Vichy. The pro Nazi government, however, prevented her from
teaching given her Jewish ancestry. Given the situation, her parents
saw themselves forced to take refuge in New York, and she settled in
Marseilles on October of that year. There she worked at a vineyard
owned by the Catholic writer Gustave Thibon, to whom she entrusted
part of her writings of that period and which he published in 1947 under
the title Gravity and grace. She also met father J.M. Perrin, with whom
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she established an intense debate concerning Christianity. She wrote a
great number of letters, studied Gandhi’s thought and also delved into
the knowledge that Eastern philosophy has to offer. Ultimately, in 1942,
she departed for the United States in order to rejoin her family, stopping
on her way at Casablanca and Morocco.

In New York she wrote about her country’s serious situation,
insisting, all the same, upon the contradiction that fighting against
fascism entailed while maintaining at the same time colonial enclaves
that oppressed other peoples. In November of 1942 she returned to
Europe, heading for England. She was received by De Gaulle’s
collaborators with mistrust given her anarchistic and pacifist
background. Midway through 1943 she renounced her activities in the
resistance, feeling impotent in the face of a lack of interest in her
proposals and opinions. A month before dying she wrote her parents: “I
have a growing inner certitude that within me there lies a deposit of
pure gold that begs to be transmitted. But experiencing and observing
my contemporaries persuades me increasingly that there is no one
there to receive it (…). Receiving it requires making an effort. And an
effort is such a very tiring thing!”.

REFLECTIONS CONCERNING FREEDOM AND CULTURE

Simone Weil’s work is diverse and reveals a strong commitment in its
social concern. Her books only began to be published in Spanish
towards the last quarter of last century. Among her books: Historical
and Political Writings (2007); Poem Followed by Venice Salvaged
(2006); The Greek Source (2005); Pre-Christian Intuitions (2004);
Supernatural Kowledge (2003); Journals (Cahiers, 2001); London
Writings and Last Letters (2000); Essencial Writings (2000); A Need for
Roots (1996); Disordered Thoughts (1995); Reflections on the Causes
of Freedom and Social Oppression (1995) and The Working Condition
(1992).

The first volume of her Complete Works was published in France in
1988. To a great extent composed of reprints of articles, letters and
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essays that display the torrential outpour of her writing. The titles are
owed to the family, editors or friends who published them after her
death; Albert Camus, for example, edited A Need for Roots
[L’Enracinement], as a political proposal for his country once liberated
from German fascism.

Exceptional Twentieth Century writers and thinkers expressed their
admiration for Simone Weil’s legacy. Camus himself qualified her work
as the most important one of the European post war; T.S. Eliot said that
politicians would never be able to understand her books, although they
should be read by the new generations in order to avoid their own
thinking power from being nullified, and Italian writer Natalia Ginzburg
admired it as the work of a genius.

She never accepted the limits imposed by ideologies or by dominant
thinking trends, always pressed on by an inexhaustible yearning for
knowledge. Convinced that the interpretation of reality is usually
mediated by interest groups, she had the courage to express with her
own ideas her protest and her discontent. At cross purpose vis à vis all
orthodoxy, she has been permanently ignored or rejected equally as
well among conservative sectors as among leftist ones. She criticized
totalitarianism in all its versions, thinking always in the real possibility of
building a society both free and fair. The timeliness of her ideas,
nonetheless, turns out beyond discussion in light of historical events we
have witnessed especially ever since the end of last century. She put
on the table and discussed, in her time, topics that barely today begin
to be seen as relevant in the development of critical social thought.
Above all, what is involved are references to matters of the highest
level of importance such as the limits to economic growth, the
sacrosanct idea of progress inherited from the XIX.th C., democracy
and political parties and the construction of a society without political
and economic oppression.

Reflections on the Causes of Freedom and Social Oppression is in
this sense perhaps the most important of Simone Weil’s book, written in
1934 and very likely enriched by her own experience in the factories.
Her vast knowledge of Marxist political economy led her to dispel the
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road from dogmas, revealing deep social and cultural mechanisms.
This book is also a thoughtful discourse upon civilization, culture and
human dignity in modern times. She considered the division between
intellectual work and manual work a cultural trait that defines
contemporary civilization, not only an aspect tied to economic life. She
maintained, besides, that freedom, without question an attribute of the
human condition, remains a prisoner of the economy’s objectives in the
contemporary world. As long as the ultimate end of society continues to
be economic progress –she wrote-, oppression will remain inherent to
the life of the workers. In modern civilization –she asserted-, means
usurp the place of ends. Machines, for example, do not function as
instruments for the wellbeing of the citizens; on the contrary, it is people
that serve the machines. The economy is not directed towards the
satisfaction of human needs; it is the individuals who must sustain the
economy and, outside of it, society turns them into practically useless
beings. Economic rivalry –she argued- has turned into a kind of war; in
today’s world, the aim is not to build but to conquer and destroy.

The analysis of oppression led her, besides, to sketching a free
society; an ideal she thought it would be possible to approximate in
reality. In order to live in liberty –she set forth-, it is not enough to
transfer the material condition of human existence; it is indispensible to
change, besides, the very conception of work that characterizes
industrial society. To draw nearer to this idea, hence, would entail a
revolution not only in the sphere of production but also at the cultural
level. Simone Weil proposed hence the construction of what she
termed the Free Production Mode (FPM or MPL in French), charging it
with special significance as a starting point in the investigation of new
social forms. A model that would allow one to overcome the social
servitude to the economy, substituting the notion of progress by a new
scale of values. A sphere in which manual labor would take its seat at
the center of economic life, valued not for its productivity but as the
representation of an activity that is essential to the individual; a human
need that grants meaning to one’s existence. Revaluing manual labor
culturally would hence, in her opinion, amount to a truly revolutionary
victory. Revising the condition of work would signify, in essence, the
only spiritual conquest of human thought since the days of Greek
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civilization. Work considered as a means, as an instrument towards the
liberation of individuals and of society.
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IV

Ken Saro-Wiwa (1941-1995)
JUDGMENT UPON THE WORLD ECONOMY

Sany Abacha’s military dictatorship in Nigeria, installed in 1993 after
the elections won by Moshood Abiola, assassinated, on November 10,
1995, writer Ken Saro-Wiwa3, leader of the Movement for the Survival
of the Ogoni People (MOSOP). With him died, as well, Baribor Bera,
Saturday Doobee, Nordu Eawo, Daniel Gbokoo, Barinem Kobel, John
Kpuinen, Paul Levura and Felix Nuate. Falsely accused of the
homicide of four elders, the government’s objective was to put an end
to the organized resistance of the Niger Delta that had turned to
massive protests against the British-Dutch petroleum consortium
Royal Dutch Shell for its activities seriously endangering the life of
communities and their environment. The Ken Saro-Wiwa family finally
managed to take the Company to court, given the existence of serious
indications of a direct collaboration by the Abacha government in
these crimes. The accusation refers to crimes against humanity,
based on the definition given by the 1998 Treaty of Rome and by the
Statute of the International Criminal Court. The trial began in May,
2009, in New York City.

3 Among his books: Tambar i(1973); Tambari in Dukana (1973); Songs in a
time of war (Poems, 1985); A forest of flowers (Stores,1986); Prisoners of jebs
(1988); Similia: essays on anomic Nigeria (1991) and Genocide in Nigeria: the
Ogoni tragedy (1992).
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TRAGEDY IN THE NIGER DELTA

The exploitation of hydrocarbons began in Nigeria in 1958, two years
before its independence from Great Britain. At the present time it is
the foremost petroleum producer in the African continent and the sixth
one on a world scale. It is also the most populated country in Africa
with one hundred thirty million inhabitants and one of the twenty
poorest and most debt ridden countries in the planet. It exports almost
exclusively gas and petroleum, importing the largest part of the food
to be eaten while the life expectancy of its inhabitants is forty three
years of age. In a nation ruined by misery and corruption, it is
estimated that the gas companies have obtained benefits accruing to
some two-hundred and fifty billion dollars.

Sixty percent of Nigerian oil comes from the Niger Delta, a territory
inhabited by different peoples such as the Ogoni, the Ijow and the
Orobo who traditionally made their living from agriculture and fishing.
The toxic spills have contaminated the fertile lands of old and
destroyed the fluvial system which has an extension of seventeen
thousand square kilometers. The environmental catastrophe includes
an elevated index of atmospheric contamination resulting from the
constant ignition of gas residues that has been going on for the last
half century. At Port Harcourt, the main city in the area, over a million
inhabitants cohabit in the midst of daily violence, poverty,
unemployment and a lack of the most elementary services such as
those of water, education and electricity.

Early in the nineties protest began against the oil companies. In
1991, Ken Saro-Wiwa abandoned his professional activities and
created the MOSOP in order to channel the peaceful struggle of his
people. The objectives were to demand autonomy and political
participation, control over economic resources in Ogoni territory, a
respect to their culture and environmental protection, considering,
further, as a priority, expulsion of the Shell company from the Delta
region. The Ogoni communities (Babbe, Gokana, Ken Khana, Kan de
Nyo and Tai), integrated by some five-hundred thousand people and
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proud, as they were, of their historical resistance during British
colonization, were being deprived of their ways of life and withstood
constant violence. In 1992, the Ogoni demanded from the government
and from Shell the payment of six billion dollars for the rights to exploit
their lands, as well as an indemnification of an additional four billion
dollars for damages perpetrated against the population and their
environment. In 1993, a demonstration of three-hundred thousand
people brought about the suspension of the gas company’s activities,
with a resulting brutal military intervention. It is estimated that the
balance of the repression was of three thousand dead and hundreds
tortured. Ken Saro-Wiwa was jailed in 1994, subjected to a trial
without guarantees and hence-forward executed, along with his
comrades, by hanging.

The end of the dictatorship in 1998, after Abachi’s sudden death at
age 52, however, did not suppose any favorable change for the Delta
Niger populations. The events indicate that the situation has even
worsened during more recent years, in the midst of permanent
political instability. Thousands of villages have been destroyed,
causing the displacement of eighty thousand people, constant
protests receiving savage reprisals while the head-on collisions have
implicated, in certain zones, kidnappings and assaults to industrial
installations directed by the Movement for the Emancipation of the
Niger Delta (MEND). Besides Shell, the Nigerian National Petroleum
Corporation, Exxon-Mobil, Chevron-Texaco and AGIP operate in the
region.

MYTHS AND SUPERSTITIONS OF THE TOTAL ECONOMY

The predominant matter in contemporary history, as the American
writer Wendell Berry4 has put it, is precisely the power attained by

4 Berry, Wendell. “The Failure of War”. In: http:
//www.commondreams.org/views01/12070-01.htm
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economic corporations to make decisions about people’s lives and to
dispose of the resources of all nations: their performance as forces
and economic instruments totally alien to the places they destroy and
the people they ruin, just as it used to be with the old colonial powers.
An attitude comfortably sheltered, besides, by a set of suppositions
that Berry refers to as superstitions of the mind-set that elicits such a
totalizing economy. Such myths are as follows:

1) Culture is a theme alien to economic affairs; hence,
people’s relationship with their places and possessions
in order to preserve them lack any value;

2) there is no connection between political democracy and
economic democracy; consequently, no conflict
between a free market and political freedom exists;

3) it is good for the economy that the subsistence of a
nation depend on other countries, the destruction of a
community’s ability to produce goods able to satisfy
their needs remaining ultimately a marginal affair; and

4) violence and war are legitimate means at the service of
the economy in order to appropriate the resources that
development requires.

The total economy, hence, derives its benefits from the destruction
of cultures, the devastation of nature and the disintegration of nations
and communities. This is to say, it obtains –in Berry’s words- artificial
symbolic wealth through the destruction of the real wealth of this
world. A program that undoubtedly supports the performance of the
gas industries, justifying, as they do, the severe problems they cause
as, simply, the inevitable costs of carrying on with “business as
usual.” “Shell also is being judged -Ken Saro-Wiwa wrote shortly
before dying- and the day will come when the ecological war that the
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enterprise has begun in the Delta will be called to justice and its
crimes paid.”

As will be, inevitably, the beliefs and foundations that guided
them.
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V

THE FAILURE OF INDUSTRIAL PROGRESS
FOOD, EDUCATION, MEDICINE, TRANSPORTATION

INDUSTRIAL INSTITUTIONS DUMB YOU DOWN, SICKEN AND
PARALIZE YOU

That is how Ivan Illich5 defined the signals of the industrialized world’s
failure, demonstrating the vulnerability of its certitudes and of the myths

5 Issued from Jewish and Catholic families, Ivan Illich was born in Vienna on
September 4, 1926. He studied chemistry, theology, philosophy and history.
Expelled from his native city by the Nazis in 1941, ten years later he was
ordained priest in Rome. He later lived in New York, Puerto Rico and Mexico.
He founded the CIDOC (Centro Intercultural de Documentación) in
Cuernavaca, a space of discussion and critical thought concerning problems
related to economic development and industrialization. The Vatican set a trial
in motion against him due to his criticisms of the official Church so that, even
though he was exonerated from charges of practicing “witchcraft,” he would
ultimately give up his priestly vocation in 1969. Expelled from Mexico in 1970,
he began to publish his first essays on education, medicine and transportation,
acquiring great international prestige. At the end of the seventies he distanced
himself from the public scenario, becoming what he termed a “wandering
philosopher.” He died in Bremen (Germany) in 2002 at age 76. Among his
main writings: Celebration of Awareness; Deschooling Society; Tools for
Conviviality; Energy and Equity; Limits to Medicine: Medical Nemesis. The
Expropriation of Health; Disabling Professions; The Right to Useful
Employment; Shadow Work; Gender; H2O and the Waters of Forgetfulnes;
ABC: The Alphabetization of the Popular Mind (with Barry Sanders). As listed
in: Ivan Illich. In the Mirror of the Past, Lectures and Addresses 1978-1990.
Marion Boyars, N.Y.- London.
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that sustain it. Pointing out that the absence of limits destroys social life,
he carried his questioning to areas that seemed beyond doubt,
generally considered economic development’s contribution to human
wellbeing.

Technology dominates our civilization –he stated-, transforming the
individual into a slave by leaving him without the possibility of choice.
Human beings remain enslaved, in fact, to industrial production and
also to education, to the use of energy and medicine; activities that
exercise a radical monopoly on life, blocking the availability of other
means. In Tools for Conviviality (1973), Illich defined the concept thus:
“By radical monopoly I mean a kind of dominion exercised by a product
(…). In this case, an industrial production process exercises exclusive
control over the satisfaction of an urgent need while excluding, in that
sense, recourse to non industrial activities (…). It is a particular kind of
social control reinforced by the unavoidable use of a mass produced
item that only the big industries can provide.” The industrial production
process, hence, ends up depriving the individual of his possibility of
doing, thereby limiting his autonomy and freedom.

Technology and industrial institutions –he maintained-, turn from
being means into being ends in themselves in the contemporary world;
a metamorphosis that occurs once they go beyond a certain limit or
threshold, thus becoming harmful monopolies. Illich sought to
demonstrate, all in all, that social institutions, in the process of
industrializing themselves, generate results that –in short- are the
opposite of their objectives: schools render you stupid, transportation
paralyzes and medicine turns people into beings so worried about their
health that they become unable to accept either being sick or dying.
His work constitutes, on the whole, a serious warning concerning the
contradictions and irrationalities of unrestrained progress; an urgent call
to searching the indispensible limit that will put knowledge at the
service of humanity’s survival.

Industrial production destroys the environment –he repeated-, but
institutions destroy culture. In the case of education, for example,
modern society delegates to schools the radical monopoly of educating
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individuals, a vital activity that is thereby reduced to the practice of
compulsory attendance. The school educates fundamentally in order to
preserve the social order, ignoring and disqualifying the importance of
other knowledge. For Illich, henceforward, education in the industrial
age stands as a myth hiding its true ends: it transforms the learning
process into a merchandize that one is forced to acquire and into an
instrument of social discrimination, even within the family’s sphere.

Illich equally analyzed the control exercised throughout society by
the health services, the radical monopoly he termed a threat to health.
He used the medical term of iatrogenesis -etymologically meaning “an
effect traceable to the healer”- and conferred a wide social meaning to
it. The monopoly exercised by medicine –as he put it- cripples
individual freedom in relation to one’s own health, since it is doctors
who hold the exclusive right to decide what must be done in relation a
person’s illness. He saw that such a reliance hides, in reality, the
unquestionable fact that certain environmental and societal conditions
are fundamental for maintaining a healthy life, conditions that, in any
case, have been ruined by industrialization. Iatrogenesis, hence, is a
far reaching phenomenon: its secondary medical monopoly effects are
not limited to the clinical level since they affect social life and culture in
general, generating what Illich called the “medicalization of life.”

Illich studied equally the problem of the use of energy associated
with transportation in modern society. The myth whereby the use of
energy generates equality –he maintained- only serves the purpose of
growth. Social equality is possible only as long as the per capita energy
used is maintained within specific limits. He illustrated his thesis with an
observation concerning the transportation system and how speed is
affected by it: an industry, what is more, whose geographic impact as a
result of the appropriation of social space (building of expressways and
airports, among others) turns the individual into a customer that has
lost all notion of his innate capacity for displacing himself autonomously.
Speed, certainly, involves a rise in the employment and costs of energy,
so that the entire system becomes a significant mechanism for the
generation of inequality. The rich, of course, move more in less time
and the poor move less. Speed, in reality, lengthens distance for all,
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while reducing them for that minority that is able to afford the costs. In
contemporary society, hence, the transportation industry exercises a
radical monopoly over the displacement of people; it controls people’s
mobility and annihilates their natural capacity to commute.

Industrial society appeared to Illich, hence, like the failure of a great
adventure that pretended to contribute to humanity’s wellbeing. The
failure of a model that holds on to the false hypothesis that the machine
can substitute for the slave, when in reality it has been the human
being that has become subservient to the machine. Beyond the
threshold that turns them into exclusive monopolies, industrial
instruments take over the lives of people who lose their autonomy and
their freedom to choose. The production of a good or service –he
concluded-, whose nature is to serve as means towards the satisfaction
of needs, becomes an end it itself and turns against its initial objective,
threatening to destroy society in its entirety.

THE RADICAL MONOPOLY OF SUBSISTENCE. WARNINGS
CONCERNING FOOD

The negative results of industrialization in contemporary life reach out
to the very foundations of our food intake, threatening the
underpinnings of human subsistence in its entirety. Twelve companies
control the production and trade of grains, dairy products and meat in
the world: the Anglo-Dutch-Swiss cartel closely tied to the British Crown.
Traditional crops disappear at a vertiginous rate, substituted by
industrial monocultures such as the genetically modified grains aimed
at feeding cattle in Northern countries whose seeds are in the hands of
the trans-nationals Monsanto, Dupont/Pioneer and Syngenta. Industrial
agriculture requires, besides an intensive use of pesticides, a great
deal of water and generates 40 percent of gases associated with the
greenhouse effect. It develops, also, from the colonization of unsuitable
soils such as happens to be the case with the Amazon region,
propagating environmental deterioration and favoring the displacement
of indigenous and peasant communities. It causes hunger and poverty
as well since their production is destined to exportation, forcing the
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farmers to abandon their subsistence crops. Hence, while poverty and
cultural destruction gain ground throughout the Americas, Asia and
Africa, the world is left without options against Monsanto’s rice, soya
and corn.

In industrial farms, on the other hand, large scale production of cows,
pigs and fowl is carried on in the midst of dangerous conditions while
being reduced from the category of living beings to that of machines.
Genetic diversity is substituted by techniques of artificial insemination
while overcrowding brings about the preservation of the animals’ lives
with the use of antibiotics and of hormones consequential to industrial
medicine. The concentration, at the same time, brings on the exchange
of viruses and the appearance of new mutations that can effectively
breach the frontiers among species so that people come to be
contaminated. Nonetheless, such activities are expanding to the fullest
extent in countries to the south where the rental and sale of lands to
corporations grows. Industrial fishing, for its part, in barely fifty years
has managed to diminish the amount of fish such as tuna, sword fish,
cod and shark to ninety percent of their previous levels so that they
may be considered under threat of extinction.

These effects naturally upset the subsistence of thousands of
coastal communities that are finding themselves forced to leave
traditional fishing behind. Food production, therefore, a means towards
the satisfaction of subsistence needs, is pulled away from its
fundamental objective.

The XXI.rst century, in fact, began with noisy warnings concerning
the risks involved in industrial food production. The dramatic reduction
of fish in the oceans could leave the world without its main sources of
sustenance from the sea. Genetically modified crops contaminate other
species and there are important indications, as well, concerning its
possible effects on human health. In India, over the last years,
thousands of farmers, desperate on account of their debts, have
committed suicide with the use of pesticides, most of them in areas
where traditional crops had been substituted for by genetically modified
rice. In the United States, reports concerning contamination of species
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are constant; thousands of acres of transgenic soya resistant to
Monsanto’s Roundup, for example, have been abandoned by farmers
as a result of the resistance developed against the pesticide by
amaranth –an old sacred food of pre-Hispanic populations, which has
invaded the plantations [Translators note: thereby rhyming “amaranto
vs. Monsanto” as the saying goes in Spanish.]-.

The world has witnessed, on the other hand, the so-called “crazy
cow crisis” in Europe, resulting from the contagion of Encefalopatía
Espongiforme Bovina (EEB) and of human victims of the Creutzfeldt-
Jakob ailment. Widely documented reports have pointed out, besides,
that the chicken industry has been the source of the chicken flu (H5N1)
epidemic traced back to Dutch, Japanese and Egyptian breeding
grounds and propagated through various carriers by the global-trade
networks. According to various investigations, also, it is quite probable
that the A (H1N1) flu spread out across the planet from a pig farm in
Mexico. It is also known that since the beginning of 2007 neighbors to
the Granjas Carroll in the State of Veracruz have been protesting
against the contamination of the lagoons due to oxidation revealing
chemical excrements and residues. Affiliated with the United States
Smithfield Foods Inc., the top porcine producer and processor in the
world, Granjas Carroll produces, in its sixteen points of exploitation
spread between Puebla and Veracruz, ten percent of the Mexican
consumption of this meat. Independently from the degree of
responsibility traceable to the enterprise, it seems most likely that the
overcrowded conditions of hundreds of thousands of these animals
would have favored the mutation of this virus with its ultimate
contamination of human beings.

Modern society, finally, upon delegating to the industrial system the
radical monopoly of activities fundamental for the preservation of life,
authorizes corporations to do business at the cost of risking human
survival, favoring the ruination of nature and of cultures. By ignoring all
limits, the result is the emergence of critical social situations that go on
repeating themselves globally in increasingly less time. Irrefutable
testimonies, no less, concerning the failure of a social model that,
paradoxically, can only delay its debacle by relying on the continued
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rise of destruction and violence while, at the same time, attempting to
hide the fragility of the equally irrational and unsustainable foundations
keeping it in place.
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VI

THE GHOSTS OF MARXISM
AND PROGRESS

KARL POLANYI: THE MIRAGE OF ECONOMIC DETERMINISM

Modern economic society emerged in Europe roughly around the mid-
XVIII.th Century as a result of a historical process that substituted a
system of regulated markets with self-regulating markets, thereby
giving way to an economic sphere within the social sphere. As Karl
Polanyi showed in The Great Transformation. A Critique of Economic
Liberalism,6 such a process destroyed, on the one hand, social and
cultural connections characteristic of the production and circulation of
goods established through mechanisms of reciprocity and redistribution.
It disarticulated, on the other hand, the unity established by land and
work -society’s very substance-, as both were turned into fictitious
merchandise acquiring the false identity of objects destined for
exchange. Economic society and the system of self-regulating markets
were established, henceforward, over what Polanyi termed the
merchandise fiction. They were strengthened, besides, as the powerful
institution of the labor market developed over the XIX.th C., hand in
hand with the liberation of labor that resulted from the abolition of

6 See in this same edition: “The Devil’s Factory and the State”.
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slavery in the United States of America. The merchandise fiction
subjected people and nature to the laws of the economy. The
emergence of economic society, finally, entailed the destruction of
olden ways of life and culture just as new economic institutions arrived
on the scene. Those were, finally, the two fundamental movements of
the great transformation that precipitated the expansion of self-
regulating markets.

With land and labor prisoners of the economic system, the risks that
the maximization of profit might entail –the result of exploiting human
beings along with nature- were to transcend the sphere of the economy,
placing society on the whole in danger. Polanyi held, precisely, that
such was the fundamental reason why, from the beginning, maintaining
the spheres of the economy and of politics entirely separately had
revealed itself an impossible task from the start.

When the market threatens to destroy society, the State reacts by
creating institutions and instruments to protect it, as has been amply
demonstrated over the last century. Economic determinism associated
with the new structure is derived, no doubt, from a biased view of the
totality of society. Marx, in this sense, held on to that XIX.th C.
predominant perspective.

Polanyi’s view was that the German philosopher had prolonged
David Ricardo’s doctrine (1772-1823), not only by accepting the
proposition that defines work as the only measure of value in goods,
thereby maintaining without change the fiction of merchandise. Equally
so, upon defining social classes exclusively in economic terms,
proposing that the defense of their material interests was the motivation
of their political action. The economic interests of social groups, in
effect, may determine in part social transformation, but they are not the
only ones to do so. The nature of social change –following Polanyi- is
not, by any means, essentially economic. The threats of the market put
the entire society at risk, even to the point of endangering human
survival. Something increasingly evident in our contemporary world,
whose perceptions are enriching the struggle of social movements in
our XXI.th. C. What we are facing –Polanyi equally proposed- is the
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mirage of economic determinism, since society’s transformation will
barely keep up with its aspirations as long as it is led exclusively by the
material objectives of human groups.

SIMONE WEIL: OPPRESSION AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF
PRODUCTIVE FORCES

In her book, Reflections Upon the Causes of Freedom and
Oppression,7 Simone Weil revealed the profound mechanisms of
oppression in modern society. She dissected Marxist doctrine,
demonstrating primarily the weakness inherent to the theory of the
development of productive forces as related to the construction of an
equalitarian and free society.

In her opinion, the apparent theoretical soundness of Marxism
covers up, in reality, its most conservative aspects; it conceals its own
limitations for guiding towards a social transformation on a libertarian
path. The proof lies in the fact that the mechanism of capitalist
oppression should have maintained itself intact under the system of
socialist production, after the revolution and the changes made to the
proprietary regime. Marx –Weil put forth-, even while understanding the
phenomenon of a capitalist society in the XIX.th. C, never showed how
it could be eliminated on the way to organizing an alternative society.
Marxism, as far as we can see, takes into account the economic aspect

7 In this same edition, see: “Simone Weil. Forevision of a New World”.
Originally published in France as Oppression et Liberté, 1955, ed. Gallimard;
see Oppression and Liberty, translated by Arthur Willis and John Petrie, with
an introduction by F.C. Ellert, The University of Massachusetts Press, Amherst,
1973, now in our petite bibliothèque at Los Ailes en El Fresno, Valle de Bravo,
Mexico, 51200.
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of oppression only; that is to say, the production of plus value, the link
between the exploitation of work and private property. A simplification,
besides, that allowed one to believe the socialist proprietary system
would automatically lead to the disappearance of worker oppression,
thereby leaving a diversity of important matters unresolved.

The subordination of the worker to the factory and to those in
charge –wrote Weil- rests, in the first place, with the very structure of
the factory and not with the proprietary regime. The reason why this is
so is linked to the fact that modern culture is a culture of specialists.
The division between intellectual and manual labor is, in effect, a
cultural trait defining contemporary culture and not merely a trait linked
with economic life. There are those who direct and those who execute
in the economic sphere as in the political one, and those who execute
remain in subordination to those who coordinate. Oppression, hence, is
at the very core of culture.

Weil also incorporated to the study of oppression the topic of the
struggle for power, a problem Marx never approached. The German
philosopher did not explain, for example, why after the revolution, one
kind of oppression is substituted by another one, remaining as a
historical constant in modern society; invincible, if it guarantees
economic growth. Marxists –Weil said- have not resolved that matter,
not even believing that it might be their duty to do so. In a revolutionary
process, in reality, it becomes evident that the struggle for power does
not disappear, since social transformation cannot be carried out
everywhere at the same time. Power, in effect, depends upon
furtherance of production and requires a considerable excess of goods
subordinated to that mode of production and of social organization.
Rivalry among nations demands, hence, that the revolution in a specific
country not suppress that oppression upon which its economic strength
relies, even leading to its accentuation. The revolution ends up, thus,
by subordinating its objectives of human emancipation to those of
productive growth, something that translates into the subordination of
any sort of democratic and libertarian advancement.
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Marx, besides –Weil advanced-, inherited from the XIX C. the
utopian idea that industrial growth has no limits. A crucial error upon
which the Marxist theoretical staging has pretended to sustain itself.
Marx, in effect, never explained why those productive forces
necessarily tend to develop, as if they naturally possessed such virtue.
And it is in that mysterious and enigmatic tendency that the Marxist
theory of revolution entirely rests.

An argument that, besides, coincides with the general tendency of
capitalist thought, turning such an unlimited development of productive
forces into the Supreme Being of such economic religion. This belief
migrated, of course, to the socialist movement, placing human beings
at the service of economic progress, instead of the other way around.
Limitless economic growth, in effect, allowed pretending that in a future
society work could become superfluous; a chimera in whose name –
she emphasized-, the blood of revolutionaries and workers has been
uselessly shed.

Finally, Simone Weil considered that the Marxist interpretation of
History was also mistaken given that it would not suffice to establish the
materialist principle of the class struggle in order to explain the
evolution of human civilization. Marx –she advanced- avoided the
problem of war, an essential component of the unfolding of history;
another XIX.th C. characteristic that Marxism equally inherited and an
additional sign of Marx’ intellectual subservience to the dominant
influences of the times in which he lived. He avoided the matter of the
head-on collision of the oppressed and the oppressors amongst
themselves, as important a matter as the struggle between the two.

WENDELL BERRY: SENTIMENTAL SOCIALISM

The development of the capitalist system and the failure of real
socialism in the XX.th C, share the same premise: translating its
promises unto a certain undetermined time in the future. American
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writer Wendell Berry,8 in essays such as The Idea of a Local Economy
(2001)9 and Faustian Economics: Hell Hath No Limits (2008),10 has
delved into this argument when he defines contemporary economics,
generally, as sentimental economics. The economic patterns that
dominated the world during the XX.th C. –he has said-, depended
exclusively on the most unjustified political faith, upon an absolute trust
in the ability and virtue of politicians and economists for doing the right
thing.

8 Wendell Berry was born August 5, 1934 in Henry county. north Kentucky,
United States. Tireless artisan of the written word, he examines his country
with attention, along with the rest of the world, from his farm in Port Royal,
working the land and looking after his flock of sheep. From there, over a period
of half a century, he has built a corpus of social thought of extraordinary depth,
along with an extensive literary work inspired in the life and history of the
members of that community, denouncing in his essays the powerful capacity
for destruction of the current industrial model and defending possible
alternatives centered around communitarian life, small scale agriculture and
self-sufficiency for the satisfaction of local needs. A pacifist and a Christian, he
has become, with the use of his splendid prose, a prestigious critic of the
economic model and of the style of life sponsored by the United States and the
rest of the industrialized countries, thanks to all of which he has been
catalogued by some commentators as a “moral writer” or the “prophetic voice
of today’s America.” His ideas are not easily branded and his work has
remained practically unknown to readers outside the English language. See:
Mattié, Mailer. La sociedad inédita. Los límites del marxismo y del progreso
(Polanyi-Weil-Illich-Berry). Libros en Red. Buenos Aires, 2010. In part II, Sylvia
Maria Valls; chapter IV: “Wendell Berry, Ivan Illich and Simone Weil: An
Alternative Model of Citizenship for Our Times.”

9 http://www.orionmagazine.org/index.php/articles/article/299

10 http://harpers.org/archive/2008/05/0082022

http://www.orionmagazine.org/index.php/articles/article/299
http://harpers.org/archive/2008/05/0082022
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Socialism and capitalism have been, in reality, only versions of a
modern oligarchy that, in order to attain imagined goals benefitting all,
have always relied on people’s gullibility and on the justification of their
violent methods. The trick –Berry observes-, has been precisely to
define those goals only vaguely and to maintain them at a distance, in
an improbable future. This way, then, sentimental communism spread
the notion that suffering was inevitable in order to attain a future
happiness, just as sentimental capitalism proclaims the sacrifice of
persons, communities and nature in order to attain the benefits of the
market, some day. The fraud –he says-, consists in persuading people
and convincing them that nothing can be obtained in the present,
thereby managing -socialists and capitalists together- to substitute
religion with their own brands of determinism. The only future awaiting
this economy –he assures us- is, without a doubt, its own destruction.

Such a sentimental economy, on the other hand, functions like a
hallucinating hypothesis of that which remains boundless. That is to say,
the commonly accepted notion that economic growth has no limits;
equally so, wealth, consumption, greed, natural resources and energy.
An infinite and eternal totality in which there is no place for saving, for
conservation or for measure. In reality –Berry says-, it is pure fantasy.
The likelihood of a limitless economy, in fact, implies the belief that all
human beings have a right to aspire to a boundless access to the
totality of all goods and comforts for which one may wish. An illusion –
he reiterates- that, perhaps, proceeds from the Industrial Revolution
and the intense exploitation of the New World from the end of the XV.th
C onward. Although it may be –he says- that its origin lies with the
apprehension inspired by knowing that the world we inhabit is small.

Socialism, on the other hand, adhered to industrialism as a type of
production based on the machine. For the industrial mind, a machine is
something more than an instrument for work; it is a way of interpreting
the world and life. It conceives living beings functioning mechanically,
whose value is related only to their productive capacity. The land, for
example, is hardly seen as an object of exploitation, incapable as such
a mind is of singularizing and of distinguishing one place from another.
The industrial mind applies, hence, the same methods and the same
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technologies anywhere, without taking heed of the consequences; the
answers, in any case, always imply a growth in scale. Thus –Berry
sees-, problems that would demand simple solutions, the industrial
brand of thinking substitutes with great difficulties for which no real
solution is offered. Persons, finally, wind up incapable of thinking and
deciding by themselves about their own world and their lives.

FREEING UTOPIA

The construction of a new society in the XXI.rst C. cannot continue to
be haunted by ghosts from the XIX.th C. The challenge is to face the
great loss of nature and culture, while understanding that industrial
machinations are capable of annihilating any project and any
alternative.

It behooves us to unmask the heavy ideological weight that the
economy has managed to perpetrate upon our civilization: to trace back
its origins, bring out into the open its fantasies and myths; to show the
heavy losses, crimes, failure of its goals. Assume also the obligatory
doubt weighing over Marxist economic theory, unable to function
correctly for a single day in the dark factories or in the collectivized
Soviet farms, with economics manuals all the while presuming their
scientific dialectics, just as the death of millions of people who
succumbed to hunger throughout the extinct Russian empire was kept
hidden wherever possible. A failure, perhaps, that helps us to
understand the fast adjustment of formerly socialist economies to the
market and, even, China’s perfect adaptation to the perverse
functioning rules of the World Trade Organization (WTO). Something,
no doubt, has been amiss since the economic models of contemporary
civilization have always resorted to violence, declaring war upon
freedom and nature to the point of leaving the world at the edge of the
profound abyss in which it finds itself.

It is equally necessary to free ourselves from the fantasy of progress,
of economic growth and of industry without limits. The myth leads to
none of its versions of the Promised Land and carries with it, if anything,
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nothing other than the Apocalypse. What is needed is to follow the path
that seeks to find what may no longer be kept hidden; that which must
free itself from the intolerable weight of the economy: the human
condition and the cultural principles upon which it can be sustained. We
have, finally, the urgent duty of beginning to ask ourselves about the
myths that have justified, with impunity, the outrages committed in the
name of the advancement of civilization and of human wellbeing. Myths
that include, of course, the undeserved credit that is still granted to
answers coming to us from the XIX.th C. Answers supposing, absurdly,
that the problems of the world can be resolved by using of the same
logic that has produced them; utilizing, no less, the very instruments
that have served the economy and industrial progress. The alternative
is to build an ideal that will allow us to go on with our lives, taking into
account how much we have already lost on the way.
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VII

BOLIVIA:BUILDING COMMUNITARIAN FEMINISM

It is often said that ideological pride, in feminist movements, for
example, has been generated by centuries of humiliations and
persecutions, and that it is consequently justifiable. What this means is
that one has to be indulgent with such movements in case they assume
mistaken attitudes, if they make mistakes. But one is indulgent with
people on an individual basis, not with errors in the ideas themselves.
Where ideas are concerned one can only require that they be truthful
and fair, immediately and absolutely so.

Natalia Ginzburg (Reasons for Feeling Proud, 1975)

GRAFFITI AUTONOMY

The social transformation process in Bolivia attempts to be a scenario
for building thought not only through the appreciation of indigenous
cultures, but also of the criticisms leveled at ideological interpretations
and positions both conservative as traditionally of the left. A
demonstration of it is to be found in the presence, in Bolivian political
and social life, of the feminist movement CMCC: Comunidad de
Mujeres Creando Comunidad (Community of Women Creating
Community), led by Julieta Paredes, Aymara poet and council for
gender related public policies of President Evo Morales’ government.
We, women –she says- are half of all the problems, half of all the
peoples, half of all the hopes and proposals.
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The beginnings of the CMCC go back to 1990, when Julieta
Paredes and her then mate, María Galindo, returned to La Paz after
some time in Italy.

In 1992, they founded, with Mónica Mendoza and other women, in
the Bolivian capital, the autonomous feminist movement known as
Mujeres Creando (Women Creating), an association emerging not only
from criticism leveled at leftist parties that tended to make women
invisible and that oppressed them, but also, in opposition to the Bolivian
feminists who adhered to those theses related to the similarities and
differences between European and American (U.S.) feminism.
Defending participation quotas –even in institutions such as the Army-,
seemed to them meager and often a contradictory mechanism for doing
away with the patriarchy. Women, besides, once incorporated into the
State and the bureaucracy, had wound up becoming technocratic
gender functionaries or members of the ONGs [Non Governmental
Organizations] that were profiting from the very same poverty of those
they pretended to benefit. We must not continue being useful in order
for nothing to change, they decided.

Bolivian anarchism dating from the early XX.th C and the katarismo
of the seventies, on the other hand, were the main sources that allowed
them to structure the organization. In Bolivia, it just so happens,
anarchism was the most important body of ideas of the trade union
movement from the end of the XIX.th C. until approximately 1930, with
influence in the organizations of artisans, workers and women. In 1927,
effectively, the Sindicato Femenino de Varios Oficios was created, a
Trade Union for Women of Diverse Trades that was able to obtain
important changes for its members in La Paz. All the anarchist
associations of women, besides, joined together in the FOF or
Federación Obrera Femenina (Feminine Worker’s Federation) that very
year, incorporating basically employees in domestic services, market
saleswomen and cooks. The Bolivian anarchist movement, nonetheless,
became weaker after 1932, a victim of repression and also as a result
of what was called the Guerra del Chaco (1932-1935) war that put
Bolivia and Paraguay at odds. Katarismo, on the other hand, emerged
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in the country towards the end of the sixties, a political project seeking
the alliance of the indigenous segments, along with the non-indigenous
ones, for building a democratic society, intercultural, anti-colonialist and
pluralistic.

Mujeres Creando, then, was born as an autonomous feminist
movement, anarchistic and anti-institutional, that understood feminism
as the capacity for reinventing the world without oppressors. Autonomy
was assumed as a strategy, a way of relating to the State, its
institutions and social actors, while using their own language.

As principles they recognized the integration of the public and
private spheres, the equality between intellectual and manual work and
women’s diversity. Its members, in effect, made up a multiplicity of
heterosexual, lesbian, married, single, student, professional,
indigenous, cholas, older and younger alike. They were making it clear,
hence, that the subject of their feminist struggles was not women in the
abstract but the heterogeneous universe that women make up in every
social area.

In 1993, Mujeres Creando founded the first feminist, self-directed
cultural center in La Paz, the Café Carcajadas (Cackle-cackle, or
Hearty Laugh Café) which suffered great public hostility from the
beginning.

They developed peculiar forms of communication, using above all
the street as scenario for their famous graffitis denouncing racism and
violence while expressing their political proposals: “We want all of
paradise, not just 30% of the neo-liberal hell”. These have been
compiled into the Grafiteadas and Mujeres Grafiteando publications. In
1995, they also founded the newspaper Mujer Pública and in the year
2000 began participating on Bolivian television in the program Creando
Mujeres (Creating Women); that same year, they were invited to the
Contemporary Latin American Avant-garde Art at Queen Sofia’s Madrid
Museum. They have also participated in various international feminist
forums, besides carrying out research and denunciations on topics
involving abuses perpetrated by banks and ONG’s (NGOs) that lend
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women micro-credits, the situation of Bolivian migrants in Spain and in
Argentina, and prostitution in La Paz.

Among their publications: Sexo, placer y sexualidad; Machos,
varones y maricones; and Ninguna mujer nace para puta [Sex,
pleasure and sexuality; Macho men, male boys and fagots, and No
woman is born to be a whore]. María Galindo has also produced the
documentaries Las exiliadas del neoliberalismo [Female exiles from
neo-liberalism] and Mamá no me lo dijo [What mom never told me]
about the intricacies of prostitution. In 2005, its last site was founded in
La Paz, a gathering place named La virgen de los deseos [The wishful
virgin] from where radio station Radio Deseo [Desire broadcasts].
Political discrepancies in relation to social events in Bolivia over these
last few years finally led to a split, in 2002, within Mujeres Creando that
translated itself into the emergence of a new movement, Comunidad
Mujeres Creando Comunidad [Women’s Community Creating
Community].

IS IT POSSIBLE FOR EVE TO COME OUT OF EVO’S RIB?
The differences leading to the break-up within Mujeres Creando
referred, in effect, to the participatory habits of the women’s social
movement within the context of the process of social change in Bolivia.

The group led by Maria Galindo, in effect, declared its skepticism
over the changes that Evo Morales’ government would be able to bring
about concerning the women’s situation throughout the country. As
pertains to the new Constitution approved in 2009, for example, they
have stated that in reality women’s expectations remain unfulfilled since
it still maintains the patriarchy as far as the State, the Armed Forces
and the Church are concerned. A graffi across streets throughout La
Paz expressed this position: “Eve will not emerge from Evo’s rib.”
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For Julieta Paredes,11 however, autonomous anarchist feminism
appeared insufficient in response to what was unfolding in Bolivian
society. That is how the proposal process of Feminismo Comunitario
emerged, relying on interaction with the communities and theoretically
opposed to the authority of a technocratic élite or of any vanguard
responsible for proposing and giving birth to ideas. The goal is to
decolonize feminism, turning it into an instrument for the exercise of
thought and action that is integrated with the cultures involved,
recognizing its historical character as it links its own disappearance
with the end of the patriarchy once it has been definitely overcome. The
approach holds, on the other hand, that traditional feminism in Latin
America, by insisting in gender equality and in the recognition of
women’s individual rights, has put aside the importance of collective
rights that is equally ignored by patriarchal society. It proposes, besides,
recuperating the original sense of notions belonging to traditional
Andean life, twisted by centuries of patriarchal domination, not only
colonial but also indigenous. From the vantage point of communitarian
feminism, for example, it is considered that the complementary
heterosexual couple (chacha/warmi-man/woman) has substituted the
original notion of a complementary pair, a basic principle of the Aymara
cosmic vision allowing for an effective amplification of social, political
and symbolic representation of a community.

As a feminist movement, its utopia consists, effectively so, in
constructing a social proposal whose organization will turn around the
community (the common-unity) integrated by men and women, their
strengths, wisdom and respective capacities, overcoming individualism
and able to transcend the State. A proposal that nourishes itself daily
from the ideas emerging from the AFB (Asambleas Feministas
Bolivianas) in which women participate who belong to different cultures,

11 Paredes, Julieta. Hilando fino. Desde el feminismo comunitario. Comunidad
Mujeres Creando Comunidad [Fine-Spinning. From Community Feminism.
Women’s Community Creating Community]. CEDEC. La Paz, 2008.
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ages, sexual orientation and religious belief, gathered at La Paz, El Alto,
Cochabamba, Sucre, Santa Cruz, Potosí and Oruro. CMCC considers
that the present Plurinational State is, hence, a transitional instrument
that should lead to the unity and self-government of the communities.
The new Constitution is also a point of departure, even within the
limitations imposed by the most conservative groups in the country.
Some of its proposals and methodologies, in fact, have been
incorporated into the government’s program, especially through the
National Plan for Equality of Opportunities –originally called Mujeres
Construyendo la nueva Bolivia para Vivir Bien [Women Building the
New Bolivia for the Good Life]-, whose objective is, precisely, to
strengthen community participation by way of the proposals extended
throughout the different municipalities. For CMCC, surely, Bolivian
society undergoes an open process that cannot dependent on a single
leader.

Julieta Paredes has stated, in effect, that Evo Morales is President
of a State that is still colonial, patriarchal, and neo-liberal, even if it is
necessary to support his efforts in order to overcome racism,
discrimination and machismo as the profoundly ingrained marks of
these institutions that they are. It does not suffice to have an Aymara
brother in the government –she has said-; although it is necessary to
recognize, all the same, that Evo Morales stands as an important
symbol and that the social movements -she stresses- must be capable
of maintaining their autonomy and outdoing the goals of the Movimiento
Al Socialismo (MAS) as well as those of the President himself.
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VIII

WOMEN OF ABYA YALA

MAMA TRÁNSITO AMAGUAÑA
(1909-2009)

JOYFUL, HAUGHTY AND REBELLIOUS

The history of the indigenous movement of the Andean countries is
interwoven with threads from the life of men and women who have had
the courage of surging always forward. Oppressed, humiliated, ignored
and reduced to absolutely outrageous conditions for survival, they have
persisted in the conviction that justice and freedom may be obtained
only by struggling with complete honesty. Resisting in the midst of
brutal violence, they put their trust in the tenacity of their peoples and in
the strength of their cultures as peaceful instruments for the defense of
their rights and territories. Such has been their chosen way towards
inheriting to the new generations the open road favoring an
improvement of Abya Yala (the living land, the American continent),
among sacred mountains and forests, where the spirit of their
ancestors rests alongside the memory of their struggles and suffering.

Tránsito Amaguaña –Mama Tránsito people called her, in reference
to her strength and intelligence- no doubt possessed such courage,
certainty and confidence.

Those who knew her testify to her proud nature, her joyfulness,
honesty, openness, sweetness, explosiveness, rebelliousness and how
her voice always sounded strong and self-assured. She died on May
10th, 2009, four months before she was to turn one-hundred years old,
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while sleeping in her humble house at La Chimba, a beautiful Andean
Kayambi community of three hundred families located in Pichincha
Province, whose capital is the city of Quito.12 In these highlands, up in
the middle spheres of the world, under the protection of a snow-capped
volcano, Cayambe, at five thousand seven hundred meters of altitude,
the struggle would be waged by those indigenous peoples of Ecuador
with Mama Tránsito as one of its main protagonists.

Daughter to Mercedes Alba and Vicente Amaguaña, she changed
her name, Rosa Elena, when, very young still, she joined the
Communist Party and went on to be known publicly as Tránsito. Of
Kayambi origin, she lived her whole life in Pesillo, the region that saw
her birth, presently the territory that encompasses the Olmedo Parrish
made up of six indigenous communities, including La Chimba. Pesillo,
in effect, was a communitarian center inhabited some fifteen hundred
years ago by autonomous Karankis and Kayambis speaking Kichwa.
Resistance to Inca dominion persisted until 1515 and in 1534 the
Spanish colonizers arrived. In the region, the systems of concertaje
(advisement) and hacienda were in operation, characterized by the
intense exploitation of indigenous labor, even up until the first half of
the XX.th. C. Today’s settlers preserve the memory of oppression,
violence and slavery in the life of the haciendas; the main reference to
those times is associated, in fact, to the diverse changes in land
ownership: they speak of the time of the fathers (friars), of the days of
the arrendatarios (leasers) and of the more recent cooperatives.

The Pesillo territory was administered, since the days of the Spanish
colonization, by Dominican, Jesuit and Mercy friars to whom authority
had been extended for enslaving the native population and exploiting
their ancestral territories, just as the cult of Mary was being imposed.
The Ecuadoran State in 1908 expropriated the Catholic Church,
dividing the lands into five large haciendas thereafter delivered to the
arrendatarios. The new regime assigned to indigenous peasants the

12 “Pueblo Kayambi. La Chimba”. At: http://www.kayambi.org/chimba.html

http://www.kayambi.org/chimba.html
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huasipungo,13 a small parcel to be used in usufruct in order to provide
for their own subsistence and in exchange for the work of the entire
family to provide maintenance and production for the hacienda. Later
on, the 1964 Agrarian Reform distributed a part of those lands among
the same huasipungueros, the remainder being sold by the State to the
rest of the peasant cooperatives with the use of credit. During the
eighties, the cooperatives liquidated their debts and the lands were
divided among their members, so that each family received a few
hectares for their own use. Cooperatives thus gave way to the present
day community, characterized by small private landholdings, collective
management of resources such as water and the maintenance of
mechanisms of mutual help and reciprocity.

At La Chimba, Mama Tránsito raised pigs and guinea pigs and
exercised as a curandera or healer along with her daughter in-law
Guillermina Cerón, who cared for her during the last years of her life.
She owned no land in the community and the scant income came from
a monthly pension that the government assigned to her in 2003, when
she received the prestigious national award Eugenio Espejo. On that
occasion she declared, publicly: “How cute the government, this is the
first time it ever remembers me (…). But my true prize is the
advancement of my brothers, my sisters, of all the people.” In 2002 she
gave a thrust to the founding of the Asociación Agroartesanal that
bears her name, whose objective is the fostering of kitchen gardens by
women who in their work include medicinal plants, traditional foods and
seed preservation. In August 2009, the Presidents of Ecuador and
Bolivia, Rafael Correa and Evo Morales, in company of the Guatemalan
indigenous leader Rigoberta Menchú, inaugurated, at La Chimba, the
Tránsito Amaguaña Communitarian Cultural Center built where her
house had been and next to where, months earlier, she had been

13 Ecuador writer Jorge Icaza (1906-1978) published, in 1934, the novel
Huasipungo, narrating native suffering. At:
http://www.1001libros.com/huasipungo-de-jorge-icaza-la-novela-como/

http://www.1001libros.com/huasipungo-de-jorge-icaza-la-novela-como/
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buried. Besides a tribute to her memory, the Center is also a space for
documenting the history of Ecuador’s indigenous movement.

CHILDHOOD AT THE HUASIPUNOGO

Mama Tránsito was born on Sept 9, 1909 -though she never had any
documents to prove it- a year after the liberal Eloy Alfaro (1906-1911)
implemented the Law of Beneficence -or Law of Dead Hands- with the
objective of expropriating the Mercy friars and incorporating the land
and native labor into the market. During the period between 1908-1913,
nonetheless, the State itself took over the administration, until finally
the lands were rented out. The Pesillo hacienda was left divided into
three land units: Pesillo, Moyurco and La Chimba, although later they
were regrouped and delivered to a single leaser.

The friars had been brutal and cruel bosses while the situation of
oppression was to be maintained under the rule of the new leasers.
Mama Tránsito’s childhood, thus, transpired in the midst of misery and
suffering.

Her parents were huasipungueros and lived in an unhealthy hut in
the parcels of the huasipungo; working all week, every day of the week,
curing skins, looking after a 1,700 flock of sheep and performing other
services –huasicamías- for the managers and taskmasters in exchange
for potatoes, barley and wheat. They would deliver, besides, ten
percent of their subsistence production to the Church, which
maintained a strong influence in the region. The hacienda had great
extensions of forest and grazing lands and produced –for the national
market and for exportation- wool, cheese, furs, cereals and legumes. It
had its own jail as well, since the ill treatment to the natives was
something permanent. As a little girl, Tránsito Amaguaña witnessed the
frequent physical abuses her family suffered, a memory she recounted
many times.

Huasicama women had, besides, to work –regardless- next to their
husbands in the fields, and they were not allowed to take small children
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with them; hence, Tránsito spent the first five years of her life caring for
her aunt, deprived of motherly endowments. Upon turning nine years
old, she went to school for a total of six months, the main purpose of
the experience being to make her bend into obedience and submission
to her master under the threat of beatings. She recalled the experience
in an interview: “Those were bitter times, the time of the gamonales
(the masters), time of the rich (…). They punished you at their pleasure,
at pleasure they stepped all over you (…). Some ladies! Some
overseers!, for making you suffer and how they struck you (…). The
scribe, in school, forced us to repeat: Blessed good lord, blessed kind
little mistress”.14

The short indoctrination period over, she immediately began working
as a servant girl, tending to the masters, cutting firewood, washing
clothes, looking after the animals, picking the harvest and taking
hacienda products elsewhere for sale and bartering. Upon turning
fourteen, in order to protect her from the habitual sexual violence, her
mother arranged for her to marry José Manuel Alba, a twenty-five year
old man given to drinking who took to striking her from day one of their
cohabitation. Alcohol and misery, in effect, caused havoc among the
men, so that it was women in many cases who needed to maintain the
strength and resistance required in the face of oppression, transmitting
ancestral cultural values to their children. About her father, for example,
Mama Tránsito said on one occasion: “Father was humble. A little bit
silly, half way shunshito, half deaf, half brainless. All he wanted was to
drink chicha and dance, nothing more than that.” 15

Her mother, to the contrary, soon became one of the main leaders
of the rebellions that later took place in Pesillo.

14 At: http://www.fkacsi,irg,ec/dics/TRANSIT%20AMAGUANA3.pdf. Bulnes,
Marta. Me levanto y digo. Testimonio de tres mujeres quichuas. Tránsito
Amaguaña [I get up and say. Testimony of three Quichua women.
Tránsito Amaguaña.]. FLACSO. Quito, 1994.

15 Ibid.

http://www.fkacsi,irg,ec/dics/TRANSIT%20AMAGUANA3.pdf
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After the State had expropriated the Church, the same friars would
take care of creating false expectations among the natives in relation to
the recovery of their ancestral lands.
.
The new leasing system, as might be expected, did not yield positive

changes and the workers began to organize clandestinely until, in 1919,
the first revolt broke out at Pesillo. A year earlier, the government of
Alfredo Baquerizo (1916-1920) had prohibited going to jail for debts
with the patrones and also that work be paid in kind, norms that the
leasers overlooked, thereby leading the natives to rebellion. The very
same government, however, sent troops in order to repress the uprising
to the tune of thirty people being assassinated; the workers,
nonetheless, managed to obtain their salary getting paid in cash.

Tránsito Amaguaña had participated, along with her mother and her
son, in the activities previous to the insurrection, while, at the same
time, having to face up to the exacerbated violence on the part of her
husband who finally left. Within this context, then, all of her indignation,
her disobedience and rebellion rose to the pitch that was to stick with
her for the rest of her life.

ON THE INDIGENOUS TRAIL AND IN THE THICK OF THE
STRUGGLE

Dedicated to the incipient indigenous movement, Tránsito Amaguaña
began participating in meetings of the Communist Party, founded in
1926 under the name Partido Socialista de Ecuador (PSE). In February
of the same year a new uprising occurred in the region when the lords
of the Changalá hacienda took over the lands that some of the
communities had maintained as property going as far back as the
colonial era. Known as the Changalá rebellion,16 it fostered the

16 Becker, Marc. Una revolución comunista indígena: movimientos de protesta
rurales en Cayambe [A Native Communist Revolution: Rural Protest
Movements in Cayambe], Ecuador. MARKA, Instituto de Historia y
Antropología Andinas. Quito, 1999. At: yachana.org/research/memoria.pdf.
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leadership of Jesús Gualavisí,17 founder of the PSE; it also fostered
the collaboration between the left and the indigenous movement, an
exceptional chapter in the entire political history of Latin America.
Gualavisí, with the support of the Party, next created the first
indigenous peasant union of Ecuador, shortly thereafter joined by the
Inca in Pesillo, Tierra Libre in Moyurco and Pan y Tierra at La Chimba.
With its backing, workers in the haciendas demanded from the tenants
a hike in salaries, eight hour days with Sundays free along with the
elimination of tolls, servicias and huasicamías, while breaking out on
strike at the beginning of 193118. In March, Army soldiers arrived at
Pesillo hacienda, set fire to the houses and animals and struck out,
beating up the huasipungueros. The leaders of the strike, among them
Mama Tránsito, had to flee and take refuge in other places; she left for
Yanawaico, in Cayambe, where she remained over a period of fifteen
years “Indianizing and Struggling”, as she used to put it. From that time
in 1931 onward, she also tightened her friendship with the historical
indigenous leader Dolores Cacuango Quilo (1881-1971),19 known as
Mama Dulu, born at the Moyurco hacienda back when Mercy friars
were their owners.

With Mama Dulu, her political life intensified, mainly directed in favor
of the struggle for the rights of countryside workers and of the return of
the huasipungos to the indigenous folk expelled from Pesillo in 1931.

17 Pérez Pimentel, Rodolfo. Jesús Gualavisi. At:
http://www.diccionariobiograficoecuador.com//tomos/tomo17/g1.htm.

18 Agualsaca Guamán, José. El proceso de lucha del movimiento indígena del
Ecuador. Confederación de trabajadores del Ecuador. [The Struggle Process
of Ecuador Workers. Confederation Indigenous Movement]. At: http://www.cte-
ecuador.com/pdf/historia%20de%20la%20fei.pdf.

19 Rodas, Raquel. Dolores Cacuango, Pionera en la lucha por los derechos
indígenas [Dolores Cacuango, Pioneer in the strugge for Indigenous Rights].
At: http://www.scribd.com/doc/15440788/Raquel-Rodas-Dolores-Cacuango-
pionera-en-la-lucha-por-los-derechos-indigenas.

http://www.diccionariobiograficoecuador.com//tomos/tomo17/g1.htm
http://www.cte-ecuador.com/pdf/historia%20de%20la%20fei.pdf
http://www.cte-ecuador.com/pdf/historia%20de%20la%20fei.pdf
http://www.scribd.com/doc/15440788/Raquel-Rodas-Dolores-Cacuango-pionera-en-la-lucha-por-los-derechos-indigenas
http://www.scribd.com/doc/15440788/Raquel-Rodas-Dolores-Cacuango-pionera-en-la-lucha-por-los-derechos-indigenas
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Many times she recounted how on various occasions they went to
Quito together to negotiate with the government, walking all the way
from the Cayembe moorlands: “Together we have lived, together we
have eaten, together we have slept, together we have walked.” With
Jesús Gualavisí and Nela Martínez, among others, they founded the
Equatorian Indian Federation (FEI, by the Spanish name), of which
Dolores Cacuango became the first Secretary General. The FEI
demanded publicly, for the first time, the right to the land, the regulation
of the work day and salary at the haciendas, health services, bilingual
education and lodging. In 1945, both women jointly gave a thrust to the
creation of four bilingual schools Spanish/Kichwa at Cayambe; the first
one established at Yanawaico, next to Mama Dulu’s own house and
later those at La Chimba, San Pablo Urco and Pesillo. These schools
followed the official programs while adding contents concerning the
indigenous cosmic vision; directed by volunteer teachers whose mother
tongue was Kichwa, the basic subjects were taught, cultivation of the
land, traditional knitting, music and dances, self-promoting partly
through the sale of their own agricultural and craft production. Years
later, the Castro Jijón (1963-1966) dictatorship prohibited the use of
Kichwa in the educational programs and cancelled the schools in
Cayambe, considered “seedbeds of Communist upheaval.”

In 1946, after fifteen long years of hard struggle, the FEI finally
obtained that the Velasco Ibarra government, during its second
administration (1944-1946), authorize the restoration of the
huasipungos. At the haciendas, also, an eight hour workday was
introduced as well as weekend holidays while the servicias or unpaid
women’s labor was eliminated. In 1961, Mamá Tránsito travelled to
Cuba where, some people claim, she learned to read and write. In 1963
she visited the Soviet Union and, upon returning to the country, after a
four month stay, she was imprisoned and accused of arms dealing,
liberated a short time thereafter thanks to the help of ex President Galo
Plaza (1948-1952). Between 1962 and 1963 her parents and children,
Daniel and Mesías, died. In 1964 she participated actively in the
promotion and formation of cooperatives, within the framework of the
Agrarian Reform; during that time she became involved with Alberto
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Tarabata who died a few years later. She had shared her life with
Manuel Túqueres, also, who had a huasipungo in La Chimba;
Túqueres left her soon enough and, at that point, she found herself
having to go live with her children in a shack on the slopes of the
Cayambe volcano.

In one of the last interviews she stated: “I, for one, have no land or
anything left; neither cooperative nor anything else.” She died poor and
free, barely defeated by old age.
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IX

SPEAKING TO THE SOUL

MEDICAL KNOWLEDGE IN THE MAPUCHE CULTURE

The Mapuche people’s past reaches back, according to certain
archeological pieces of evidence, to at least 600 years before Christ.

Some versions maintain that it emerged from the common
breeding grounds of Moluches, Picunches and Hulliches, originating
in the southern part of today’s Argentine Republic and the Chilean
region between the Bio-Bio and Toltén rivers. In Mapuchedungun
language, mapu means land and che people.

Out of an estimated population of three hundred thousand
people, approximately one hundred thousand live in the Argentine
provinces of Chubut, Neuquén and Río Negro (Black River). In
Chile, they add up to close to one million people representing nine
percent of the total population of the country and eighty-seven
percent of the indigenous population, also integrating the Aymaras,
Cunsas, Coyas, Yamanayes, Kawéskares and Rapanuis of Easter
Island. Over fifty percent20 inhabit urban areas –even in Santiago,
where some eighty thousand mapuches reside-, and twenty-six
percent live in the region of the Araucania, made up by the
Provinces of Cautín and Malleco. Its ancestral territory, nonetheless,

20 Aylwin, José. Pueblos indígenas de Chile. Antecedentes históricos y
situación actual [Indigenous peoples of Chile. Historical background and
current situation]. At: http://www.xs4all.nl/~rehue/art/ayl1a.html

http://www.xs4all.nl/~rehue/art/ayl1a.html
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is the Wallmapu, integrated by the Ngulumapu –the western part of
Chile, named Arauco by the Spanish Conquistadors- and the
Puelmapu –the Eastern Argentine territory-, both separated by the
Piremapu, the Andes Mountain Range.

The violence against the Mapuche community has been a
constant matter in the history of contemporary Chile and Argentina.

During the Spanish colonization, their steady resistance
managed to maintain the autonomy of the ancestral territories;
nonetheless, after the War of Independence in the XIX.th C., the
new nation-States initiated their own conquest of the Wallmapu
along with the extermination of the population. Thus, in 1879 the so-
called “Desert Campaign,” ordered by the Argentine government,
ended with the murder of eighty thousand Mapuches and the
delivery of their territory to the landlords. In Chile, equally, in 1884,
the Army began an offensive attack known as “Pacification of the
Araucania,” so that the State managed to appropriate five million
hectares later adjudicated to European and Chilean settlers, while
their original populations were put away in reservations. During the
XX.th C. such land grabbing continued and, today, the Mapuche
population faces, besides, those threats posed by global economy
interest that the greediness of foreign companies and the complicity
of governments represent. A strengthening of the native culture,
nonetheless, has emerged as the main response, with an
intervening revitalization of traditional medical knowledge.

“YOU WILL BE MACHI”

Mapuche knowledge involving the treatment of sickness –the
mapulawen-, involves a system that relates the spiritual world, the
physical world and the social world to one another; it links, hence,
culture, religion and the preservation of the natural environment.
Following the interpretation of Chilean researcher Ziley Mora, author of
the book El arte de sanar de la medicina mapuche [The Healing Art of
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Mapuche Medicine], sickness can be translated as the result of a loss
of equilibrium by the individual with himself and with the social
environment, when certain thoughts or weda dungun (bad words) install
themselves in the Am (the soul). In the Mapuche cosmic vision, the Am
is an exact copy of the physical body of a person; its disequilibrium,
caused by emotions, thoughts and words, hence, will be manifested in
its replica. Ampin -curing, medicating, speaking to the soul- defines,
hence, the practice of a set of precepts that allow for the restoration of
the harmony of the Am. 21

Among persons associated with the mapulawen, on the other
hand, we find the ngutamchefes (bone fixers), the lawentuchefes
(herbalists) and the machifes (brewers). La Machi –caretaker of the
physical and spiritual health of the community-, however, is the
fundamental agent, chosen by Chau Ngumechen -the Supreme
Being- through messages heard in dreams: “you will be machi;” she
is, hence, endowed with a special gift because she has received her
sign from Wenu Mapu (Heaven). In earlier times, the function was
occupied by the men, although ever since the XIX.th C. it has been
carried out for the most part by women who took into their hands
the task of preserving knowledge;22 in Argentina, unfortunately, the
machis disappeared, victims of extermination during the “Desert
Campaign.”

21 Donoso, Fernanda. “El poder secreto de la medicina mapuche” [The Secret
Power of Mapuche Medicine]. At:
http://www.lnd.cl/prontus_noticias/site/artic/20060223/pags/20060223202904.
html

22 “Las machis reconocen que su vida no es fácil.” [“The Machis recognize
their life is not easy”] At:
http://www.diarioaustral.cl/prontus4_nots/antialone.html?page=http://www.diari
oaustral.cl/prontus4_noticias/site/artic/20041006/pags/20041006035317.html

http://www.lnd.cl/prontus_noticias/site/artic/20060223/pags/20060223202904.html
http://www.lnd.cl/prontus_noticias/site/artic/20060223/pags/20060223202904.html
http://www.diarioaustral.cl/prontus4_nots/antialone.html?page=http://www.diarioaustral.cl/prontus4_noticias/site/artic/20041006/pags/20041006035317.html
http://www.diarioaustral.cl/prontus4_nots/antialone.html?page=http://www.diarioaustral.cl/prontus4_noticias/site/artic/20041006/pags/20041006035317.html


66

The young woman who has been chosen begins her instruction
as disciple to an older Machi, in order to receive training concerning
the use of plants and the performance of rituals; a training that can
continue for several years. She learns, this way, how to organize
the machitun –a complex healing ritual-; how to build the rewe or
wooden altar; how to play the kultrún (a drum that facilitates the
trance state); how to diagnose (willentún), through observation of
the kutranche’s urine; and to prepare the lawen, the medicine. Her
consecration is performed at a ceremony known as the machiluwun,
when she receives the symbols identifying her as machi and as
mediator between the mapu and the gods.

Where there are machi –the mapuches say-, there will always be
nguillatún, medicine that properly belongs.

The active principles of specific plants upon which sacredness is
bestowed such as cinnamon and boldo, constitute the natural
foundation of this medical practice. There are four kinds of healing
herbs: the weychafeke lawen (strong plants), the fushku lawen (soft
plants), the reke lawen (plants difficult to obtain), and the rukake
lawen (plants of common employment).23 Mapuche communities
have always protected the biodiversity associated with the work of
the machi; they maintain, besides, that herbal medicines belong to a
ngen (owner), from whom they ask permission to use them and to

23 “Hierbas medicinales mapuche.” [“Mapuche medicinal herbs.”] At:
http://www.serindigena.cl/index/medicina/medicina_mapuche.htm

http://www.serindigena.cl/index/medicina/medicina_mapuche.htm
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guarantee thus the effectiveness of its healing properties. They also
assure us that their healing power –the newen- of the machi and of
the plants comes from nature itself belonging to the ancestral
territory, since that power is diminished if the machi is away from it
or if the herbs have not been gathered in the proper place. The use
of the territory, indeed, is regulated following the criteria dictated by
the Ad Mapu –a set of old traditions informing social- conduct in
order to assign the use of different areas; following what is dictated
by the presence of the ngen, they may be used for dwelling or
production, even though always in relation to the preservation of the
natural environment (soil, water, species and woods).

GIVING AND RECEIVING AMONG EQUALS

In a political scenario hostile to the demand for their rights,
mapuche communities, nonetheless, are seeing to it that Chilean
society in general recognize the value of their culture and of so
much knowledge, after two centuries of remaining marginalized.
Diverse pioneer projects related to medicine in several regions of
the country, mobilizing year after year, have no doubt played a
determining role in this sense, thereby obtaining a certain level of
institutional support. In 1999, for example, the Asociación Indígena
para la Salud (Indiginous Health Association) of the Makewe and
Pelale areas in the Araucania, prevented the closing of the Makewe
hospital –founded in 1927 by Anglican missionaries-, upon obtaining
government authorization to manage it. It was the first health center
in Chile directed by a community and takes care of approximately
twenty thousand patients, among the mapuche and winca
population, with attending personnel that speaks both Spanish and
Mapudungun while having, besides, an organic greenhouse for
growing food along with a medicinal herb kitchen garden.

Another important experience took place at the Comuna Nueva
Imperial (the New Imperial Commune) in Cautin Province, close to the
City of Temuco. In 2006, the first State financed Intercultural Health
Complex in the country began to function, wherein physicians and
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machis tend to the population; it brings together a hospital and a native
center for performing the machitún.24 That same year, the Lago Ranco
Commune of the Los Ríos Region was created as an intercultural
health project named “Harvesting Medicinal Plants and Creating a
Herbarium, Ñumin Lawen,” with the objective of protecting and
radiating Mapuche medicine. Also of interest, the establishment in 2003
of the successful pharmaceutical chain “Makewelawen”,25 tended by
Mapuche personnel who have studied chemistry and pharmacy. The
first one was installed in the city of Temuco with help from the Makewe
hospital, followed by those of Concepción and Santiago, projects in
which approximately one hundred people work; the medications fulfill
the norms and controls of the Health Ministry, although they are
prepared as lawen based on Araucanía’s original plants, following the
instructions given by the Machis.

The revitalization of Mapuche medical knowledge represents,
nonetheless, an authentic cultural defiance in contemporary Chilean
society, in the midst of the conflict derived from institutional
pressures and, on the other hand, its acceptance by an increasing
number of users. The challenge, in effect, requires the definition
and approval of unprecedented forms of intercultural exchanges
throughout the country; among them, the recognition of the
normative value of the Ad Mapu and of the implicit religious and
cultural values in the work the Machis perform.

Mapuche communities and organizations, for their part, defend
the exercise of intercultural reciprocity: giving and receiving among

24 Estrada, Daniela. “Estado financia servicio de medicina mapuche.” [State
financed Mapuche Medicine.] http://ipsnoticias.net/print.asp?idnews=87223

25 http://www.farmaciamapuche.com/herbolaria/principal.htm

http://ipsnoticias.net/print.asp?idnews=87223
http://www.farmaciamapuche.com/herbolaria/principal.htm
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equals. The concept of “science” of course is not a part of their
cultural heritage and, hence, they reject value judgments bent on
westernization. Pascual Levi, advisor to health services concerning
Mapuche culture, says that “science is incapable of demonstrating
ancestral knowledge because what is involved is a spirituality.” The
real worry for the communities, nonetheless, is the fact that
Mapuche medicine stands to disappear should the destruction of
biodiversity continue throughout the land. The Machis know that, in
effect, in view of the industrial growing of pine trees and eucalyptus,
the construction of infrastructure and all the spraying of pesticides
entailed, medicinal plants have become increasingly hard to find. An
added threat, equally as well, is the investigation that the very same
scientific institutions are carrying on without the participation and
consensus of the communities; cinnamon (Drimys Winteri), for
example, used as lawen for centuries, has been patented in the
United States and is being industrially commercialized.26 Chile,
besides, has no legislation dealing with the protection of knowledge
and the ancestral uses of biodiversity.

26 “Biopiratería: el robo silencioso de la cultura mapuche”. [“Biopiracy: The
Silent Theft of Mapuche Culture.] At:
http://mapuland.blogspot.com/2009/10/biopirateria-el-robo-silencioso-de-
la.html

http://mapuland.blogspot.com/2009/10/biopirateria-el-robo-silencioso-de-la.html
http://mapuland.blogspot.com/2009/10/biopirateria-el-robo-silencioso-de-la.html
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X

PATHOLOGICAL ECONOMICS

Health care for most of the populations in the countries to the South is
sustained, above all, by the ancient alliance between culture and nature;
it relies, especially, on the close ties established between the collective
ownership of knowledge and the protection of biodiversity. According to
the World’s Health Organization (WHO), the main health attention of
eighty percent of the world’s population, in effect, relies on traditional
medicinal systems and, consequently, the use of active principles in
plants, animals and minerals freely available.

In the African continent, for example, it is estimated that there is only
one specialist in Western medicine for every sixty thousand inhabitants,
whereas there is one traditional practitioner for every six-hundred
people.

At the present time, the medicinal use of some twenty thousand
plants is known, of which approximately fifty percent is now considered
at risk of extinction. Indigenous and peasant communities assert,
nonetheless, that traditional medicinal knowledge is disappearing even
more rapidly than biodiversity. Among the main factors contributing to
such a situation, we find, without question, the constant rise in
Biopiracy and Bioprospecting; practices that allow great corporations to
appropriate the fundamentals of the traditional medicinal system and to
accrue them to the profitable worldwide business of medicine.
Enterprises such as Sanof-Aventis, Bayer and Pfizer, among others,
control, as things stand, the world market of pharmaceutical products,
strengthening the increasingly powerful alliances of science, technology
and economics, the consequences of which are notably reflected in the
deterioration of the quality of life for millions of people throughout the
planet. A collaboration relying, besides, in the proprietary intellectual
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regimen of the World’s Trade Organization (WTO),27 all based on an
intellectual patent system contradicting explicitly the agreements of the
1992 Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) as pertains not only to
the fair participation of countries with genetic resources and in relation
to the benefits obtained from their exploitation, but also concerning the
rights it grants to the generators of communitarian knowledge, as per
Article 8.(j).28

Private appropriation, hence, artificially transforms traditional
knowledge and biodiversity into fictitious merchandise; this is to say,
into sources of great economic profit without their ever having been
conceived in behalf of such an end. Part of the benefits obtained by
corporations upon using traditional knowledge derives, in principle,
from the reduction of their research costs. The development of a
conventional study, in effect, requires meticulous analyses in
laboratories of thousands of samples gathered by chance, until one is
found presenting options of commercial success; an argument, in effect,
used frequently in order to justify patent law rules as they are being
enforced. Nonetheless, when the information is gathered directly from
the communities, one of every two samples may yield success given
that the researchers have been able to ascertain their efficacy
previously as a result of the use given to them by the population
residing in the area where they have been collected.29 Such a

27 Caño Tamayo, Javier. “Las cláusulas de la OMC sobre propiedad
intelectual son un obstáculo para la generación de conocimiento”. December,
2002. [“Clauses of the WTO on intellectual property prevent the generation of
knowledge.” At: http://www.laondadigital.com/LaOnda/LaOnda/101-
200/116/A5.htm

28 Convenio Sobre Diversidad Biológica. [Agreement on Biological Diversity.]
At: http://www.cbd.int/doc/legal/cbd-es.pdf

29 Grupo de trabajo de expertos indígenas sobre conocimientos tradicionales
de la Comunidad Andina de Naciones (CAN). Elementos para la protección

http://www.laondadigital.com/LaOnda/LaOnda/101-200/116/A5.htm
http://www.laondadigital.com/LaOnda/LaOnda/101-200/116/A5.htm
http://www.cbd.int/doc/legal/cbd-es.pdf
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procedure can generate savings of four-hundred percent of the costs
normally required by way of identifying the properties of the active
components of a determined organism; a dark shortcut, nonetheless,
that the enterprises falsely claim in favor of their “scientific methods of
investigation.” The economic value of products derived from worldwide
biological wealth has been calculated in the neighborhood of some
eight hundred billion dollars per year and it is estimated that ten percent,
approximately, corresponds to the contribution resulting from collective
knowledge.

Nonetheless, derived pharmaceuticals have, as their primary
goal, a market provided by countries to the North. During the last thirty
years, surely, pharmaceutical enterprises have commercialized some
one thousand two hundred new pharmaceuticals; among these, barely
fourteen were related to tropical diseases, despite the fact that the
latter affect sixty percent of the world’s population. The majority of
these activities of bio-prospecting, besides, is carried on in the midst of
a legal vacuum –locally and internationally-, and compensation is
resorted to only in an attempt to discourage community resistance.
Thus, while these communities are induced to participate in the plunder
of their natural and cultural patrimony, the immediate result is the
forfeiting of their rights and a loss of basic life sustenance in conditions
of health and wellbeing. The privatization of biodiversity and knowledge
reproduces, without a doubt, the same patterns of intromission and
violence against entire populations which have characterized the
economy ever since the emergence of industrialism.

sui generis de los conocimientos tradicionales colectivos e integrales desde la
perspectiva indígena [Working group of Native experts concerning traditional
knowledge of the Community of Andean Nations (CAN). Elements for the
protection of self-generated collective traditional and integral knowledge from a
native perspective]. October, 2004. At:
http://www.comunidadandina.org/public/libro_56.htm
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XI

VENEZUELA IN
SALVADOR DE LA PLAZA’S THOUGHT

(1896-1970)

Venezuela’s history as an oil country links us to other peoples, real
or imaginary. It is the case, for example, of Wadi al-Uyún, an oasis
from ancient times, in the midst of the Arab desert, which
disappeared, from night to day, when oil was discovered under its
sands. In the Village, whose name means Valley of Fountains and
Springs, life was slow, at a rhythm that nature´s pulse dictates,
between a waiting for the rains and the arrival of the caravans. Its
inhabitants had built an entire small world there, stable, secure,
ordered and peaceful; they trusted in freedom, justice and their
cultural tradition. They thought, besides, that everything they
possessed was infinitely more valuable than any treasure hidden
under the floor.

Wadi al-Uyún, while corresponding to the real name of some
townships to be found in Syria, Tunisia and Palestine, is also a
symbolic space created by the writer Abderrahmán Munif30 in the novel

30 Abderrahmán Munif was born in Amman, 1933, son to a Saudi father and
Iraqi mother. An expert in petroleum economics, he worked for the
Organization of Petroleum Exporters (OPEP) and at the Petroleum Ministries
of Syria and Iraq. In 1963, the government of Saudi Arabia accused him of
treason and withdrew his nationality that he would never be able to recover.
Country less, he lived in exile with his family in several countries, among
them France, Iraq, Egypt, the old Yugoslavia, the United States, Algeria,
Yemen, Russia and Syria. During the eighties he was a prisoner of Saddam
Hussein in Iraq, for declaring his opposition to the war with Iran. Away from the
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entitled Cities of Salt, written between 1984 and 1989 in all of five
volumes. In the first volume –El extravío-,31 Munif narrates for us the
commotion in the life of the Bedouins after the discovery of petroleum
and the installation of foreign companies in the Valley. We follow the
arrival –“unexpected and without the least forewarning”- of a U.S.
expert accompanied by a group of men sent by the Emir only to find out
that, Mited al-Hadal, a wise man, has called the first ones nabs –
misfortune- and, the others, gurab –the crows-. Munif also tells how,
within a matter of seconds, dozens of demons and genii were liberated
just as those men were explaining to the people that they had arrived in
order to help out since, under Wadi al-Uyún, there was such wealth in
store that its value could simply not be compared to that of the most
beautiful oases to be found in the desert. Days later, brutal machinery
destroyed all the houses and trees in Wadi al-Uyún and its inhabitants
were henceforward condemned to wander aimlessly, in the midst of
desolation, poverty and uncertainty.

The narrative then takes us to Harran,32 a village facing the sea,
not far from Wadi al-Uyun, chosen by the Americans to be
transformed into some “damned place” housing the company’s
headquarters, a great port and a new city. They also tore down the
inhabitants’ houses and forced them to move up into the hills;
turned into workers, the men first built the Harran for the foreigners
and later –“with debris from boxes and rocks”-, they put together the
new Arabic Harran. The great urban center became a “hostile and

political arena, he took refuge in literature, freely crossing the frontiers that
separate fiction from reality, convinced that through it he would be able to
denounce injustice, violence and the barbarity of the contemporary world.
He was a candidate to the Nobel prize in literature for 1988 and died from a
heart attack while in Damascus, January 24, 2004.

31 Munif, Abderrahmán. Ciudades de sal. La otra orilla. Bellaqva. Barcelona,
2006. [Cities of Salt, 1984].

32 Name of an ancient archeological site in the South-Eastern part of Turkey,
close to the frontier with Syria. In Arabic it means “route”, “path” or “pavement”.
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asphyxiating” place, at which ships carrying merchandise
continuously arrived, with prostitutes and also workers for the
company; all “seduced by unending stories that were nothing but a
mixture of dreams, desires and falsehoods.” In time, the port
widened for larger ships to dock in, and also the Emirate’s
headquarters and the Emir’s residence was built. Roads were paved
and trucks and buses began to circulate carrying more goods than
people. Finally the gas duct between Wadi al-Uyun and Harran was
constructed and, just before the inauguration, more policemen and
security guards arrived. The Americans gave the Emir a telephone
connecting directly with the chiefs of the petroleum complex;
surprised by the gadget, he wanted to know whether with it he might
be able to communicate with the dead. The workers chose a day to
strike, only to get savagely repressed by the forces of “law and
order.” One night the Emir went insane, and thus began the new era,
the petroleum era, in Harran.

Munif uses the salt metaphor, ultimately, to illustrate for us the
tremendous vulnerability of the social scenario that emerges from
the unexpected and violent presence of petroleum in the life of a
community. A world seemingly solid and opulent, whose true nature,
nonetheless, is that of salt’s very inconsistency. Its development, in
effect, takes place in the midst of permanent instability derived from
the loss of independence, of security and sovereignty, often
accompanied by political authoritarianism and the restriction of
liberties. The same process, then, that Salvador de la Plaza’s
writings examined; the analysis of half a century of Venezuela’s
history under the power of foreign oil companies, their road made
easy by the ignorance, mediocrity and boundless ambition of the
national “emirates” and their crows. An exhaustive reflection
criticizing the determining events that allow us to understand many
of the mechanisms and of the ideological, economic and political
instruments leading to the construction of just such a kind of rental
society and citizenry. This is to say, the bringing together of just
such a social universe confused, insecure, culturally lost and
dependent which incessantly devours its own aspirations, prisoners
of the myth of a supposedly inexhaustible treasure hidden under the
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ground; a particular delirium of modernity that has revealed itself as
the same mixture of dreams, desires and lies inciting the “salt
people” of Harran.

Engaged, since his years as a student in Caracas, with ideals
of freedom and justice that were later strengthened by his
intellectual and political experience while in exile in France,
Cuba and Mexico as of 1921, Salvador de la Plaza chose
historical analysis and journalism as ways of denouncing the
perverse, occult interests that stirred, from the very beginnings of
the XX.th C., the strings moving national life.

His critical position in face of the events,33 nonetheless, was at
once a warning directed at the social forces so that they would
comprehend the enormity and diversity of the risks that were
threatening the future of the country. He understood, without a doubt,
oil exploitation constituted an extremely vulnerable basis for social life
to rely upon. A constant concern that pushed him, at all costs, to
overcome always commonplaces and ideological stiffness.

Beyond the limits that foreign countries represented in relation to the
independence of national projects and institutions, Salvador de la Plaza
warned, in fact, against the emergence of other types of no less
dangerous social submissions to petroleum triggered oppression.

He considered it essential, henceforward, that the State assume
the reins of the petroleum interests as a demand of sovereignty, but
also –and above all-, as the initial step towards transforming such
tragic resignation, in the face of its petroleum destiny, into freedom,
justice, safety and autonomy. A goal that demonstrates, without a
doubt, the importance he assigned to nationalism as a guide to

33 Mattié, Mailer (Compiladora). Salvador de la Plaza. Petróleo y soberanía
nacional. Universidad de los Andes. Mérida, Venezuela, 1996. [Salvador de la
Plaza. Petroleum and National Sovereignty, compiled by Mailer Mattié].
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action, never as an end in itself. He did not live on, however, to see
the process as it developed from the time of nationalization of the
hydrocarbons in 1976, when his worst forecasts were realized as
even more genies and demons were liberated against the fulfillment
of those perspectives, ignored in the blinding light of a fleeting
opulence.

After the recovery of petroleum sovereignty, in effect, the
national elites instituted totally unsustainable ways of employing the
rent, without taking into consideration that the exploitation of the
reserves constituted also an irretrievable loss for the nation. The
economic system seemed ever more artificial and out of bounds;
ready, in reality, to subordinate local subsistence mechanisms
finally forced into practical extinction. The State ignored that the
freedom and sovereignty of a country are linked, without a doubt, to
the generation of basic sustainers of human needs; that is to say,
bound to assuring food security, technological independence, the
valuing of its cultures and of looking after nature. Nationalism, at the
end, was used by the ruling elites only to generate big business in
their own interest, just as the foundations of society were sinking.
We know now, after such an elevated price has been exacted, that
we have remained far too tolerant with those who have led the
country to its ruin, not once but several times and all in barely one
century, our own responsibility as citizens turned into
unquestionable complicity.

The ghost of Munif’s damned Harran, of course, runs throughout
the work of Salvador de la Plaza, where the oppressed and the
Emirs, disaster and crows, ignorance and ambition, destruction and
injustice, appear as events and as characters enacting our own
contemporary history. Nonetheless, making an effort to open their
way among the shadows, we also find in his thoughts the breath
and courage that shine forth from the luminous spirit of Wady al-
Uyun; which is to say, the ideals of autonomy, justice, freedom and
independence reaching out for reality in order to put an end to
another era, the era of petroleum.
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XII

SEA MERCHANTS

INDUSTRIAL GARBAGE DUMPING SITE

Contemporary economics ignores the multiple relations that exist
among diverse systems sheltering life in our planet. Nonetheless,
the consequences derived from their activities constantly
demonstrate that they too destroy them. Sufficient certainty to
advance the urgency of establishing limits to their practices and to
their abusive use of technology, while building, at the same time, an
alternative to the false notions about the world that props them up.
Economics, it is quite the case, says yes to colonization and to the
reaping off of entire continents having promoted, over the last
decades, the conquest of the oceans. The goals of such ambition
threaten, in fact, ninety seven percent of all living beings inhabiting
the sea.

As a result of industrial activity across the continents, the
planet’s bodies of water receive every day nine million tons of
contaminating substances through the underground rivers and
currents; carbon dioxide emissions and other gases that acidify
water, wastes containing mercury and lead and junk left on the
beaches. The rise in temperature of those large bodies of water
resulting from climate change, on the other hand, could bring about
the extinction of thousands of species. The contamination caused
by hydrocarbons generated by maritime traffic, considering that
ninety percent of world trade is carried on by sea, needs to be



79

considered as well.34The recent rise in the exploration and
exploitation of gas and petroleum in the oceans is added on to the
previous factors so far mentioned, as demonstrated by the oil spill
that occurred in April of 2010 in the Deep Water Horizon platform
belonging to the British Petroleum (BP) in the Golf of Mexico;
considered the biggest ecological disaster that has taken place in
the United States, it spilled between sixty thousand and one
hundred thousand barrels of crude oil daily, affecting coastlands,
beaches, mangroves and sea life in general. In the exploration and
exploitation of deposits in maritime waters, the environmental risks
are usually underestimated considering their high economic costs;
as a result, other countries could meet against similar future
catastrophes. Brazilian enterprises, for example, have discovered,
over recent years, enormous petroleum deposits known as presal, a
geological structure at depths of up to five thousand kilometers
under the ocean bed; the South American country means to
become an important petroleum producer and is planning to build
structures for perforation and production to be anchored in the high
seas.

FISHING WITHOUT LIMITS

From the end of last century, given the overexploitation of the majority
of fishing zones in the world, commercial fishing has concentrated
increasingly in the species inhabiting deep waters. The world’s fishing
fleet is calculated at approximately one million vessels, of which some
three hundred are dedicated to what is known as industrial fishing
through “dragging,” a source of many new problems in the open seas.35

34 “El impacto de la apertura del comercio en el cambio climático”. [The Impact
of Trade on Climate Change.] At:
http://www.wto.org/spanish/tratop_s/envir_s/climate_impact_s.htm

35 Sommer, Marcos. “Pesca industrial de arrastre. Aniquilación silenciosa”,14
de diciembre de 2004. [Fishing by Dragging. Silent Annihilation] At:

http://www.wto.org/spanish/tratop_s/envir_s/climate_impact_s.htm
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They usually navigate under convenient flags from countries such as
Panama, Liberia, the Bahamas or Cyprus, while belonging for the most
part to Russia, New Zealand, Spain, Portugal, Norway, Estonia,
Denmark, Lithuania, France, Iceland and Leetonia. Together they make
up as much as ninety-five percent of all yearly captures that are carried
out by dragging nets, with sixty percent of the total corresponding to the
European Union and to Spain alone forty percent of the world’s levels.

Technology and public subvention are the two pillars upon which
this activity relies. The great ships are furnished with eco-wave system
that allow for zeroing in with great precision on fish banks at great
depths; they can count on the most powerful motors, besides digital
cartography instruments and utilize enormous nets in the shape of bags,
made with synthetic lightweight materials that can be as big as one
hundred and sixty square meters in diameter and reach down two
kilometers in depth. Industrial fishing enterprises also use long lines
with thousands of hooks, called palangres, that kill thousands of sharks,
tortoises and other marine species; some also use dynamite to then
gather the dead fish floating to the surface, or cyanide allowing the
capture of living fish whose price in the market is ten times over and
above that of dead or frozen fish. Industrial fishing, in effect, would be
a very vulnerable business without the help of public subvention
increasingly used to pay for access to the territorial waters of countries
in Africa, the Caribbean or in the Pacific and to control thereby the
international fishing trade. Some estimations indicate that the
subventions add up to twenty thousand million dollars a year in the
European Union, a quantity approximately twenty percent of the total
income derived from the world’s fishing industry. 36

http://www.ecoportal.net/Contenido/Temas_Especiales/Desarrollo_Sustentabl
e/Pesca_de_Arrastre._Aniquilacion_Silencionsa

36 GRAIN. “Costas vacías, mares estériles” [“Empty Shores, Sterile Seas”, Jan.
2010]; Jan., 2010. At: http://www.grain.org/biodiversidad/?id=469

http://www.ecoportal.net/Contenido/Temas_Especiales/Desarrollo_Sustentable/Pesca_de_Arrastre._Aniquilacion_Silencionsa
http://www.ecoportal.net/Contenido/Temas_Especiales/Desarrollo_Sustentable/Pesca_de_Arrastre._Aniquilacion_Silencionsa
http://www.grain.org/biodiversidad/?id=469
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This type of fishing also constitutes a great threat to eco-systems.
The nets devastate the bottom of the sea and destroy great extensions
of coral reefs that might be as old as eight thousand years, along with
the species inhabiting them. The indiscriminate capture, on the other
hand, implies the wasting of ninety percent of the nets’ contents; this is
to say, some three thousand tons of fish of low commercial value and
of small fish that die before reaching their reproductive stage.
Nonetheless, when the population of a commercially valued species
begins to wane, the pursuit and capture turns to those rejected at an
earlier stage. Twenty five percent of the fishing yield, besides, is
destined to the production of fish flour and fodder for animals and not
for direct human consumption. Following such an absurd logic, the
fishing industry empties the seas by exceeding the biological survival
capacity of the species.

As happens with agriculture, the economy takes over the old word
and calls “fishing” something that, in reality, is a war against biodiversity,
the final end of which is financial gain and not human subsistence.

FLOATING FACTORIES: IS IT SAFE TO EAT SALMON?

The industrial nutrition system that means to dominate agriculture and
animal husbandry, has crossed beyond oceanic frontiers as well. The
World Bank and the government of China and Japan, for example, are
financing ten factories for exporting great quantities of tuna to the
European Union in the region of Madan, in Papua, New Guinea,
despite the protests by the population in view of the possible social and
environmental consequences derived from overexploitation.37 It is part
of the same system of intensive mono-production of species such as
shrimp, prawn and salmon, similar to the farms in which pigs and birds

37 “Papúa Nueva Guinea: pesca industrial del atún amenaza ecosistemas”
[Papua New Guinea: Industrial Fishing Threatens Ecosystems”]; Oct. 23, 2009.
At: http://www.grain.org/biodiversidad/?id=469

http://www.grain.org/biodiversidad/?id=469
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are stacked. This is, in fact, the segment of industrial production of food
with the greatest levels of growth throughout the world; China leads the
activity with sixty-eight percent of the total production, although the
latter has expanded during recent years, especially in Latin America
and Africa.

In Ecuador, the international financial bodies promoted the industry
during the years of the neoliberal governments, financing the
construction of installations for growing white shrimp and prawns,
primarily found in the provinces of El Oro, Guayas and Esmeraldas.

Ever since 2006, the Spanish enterprise Pescanova owns
processing and freezing plants for prawns in Mozambique, Mexico,
Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua. Chile, on the other hand, is the
first worldwide producer of cultivated trout and the second one for
salmon, after Norway. There, Spanish, Norwegian and Japanese
multinationals developed, during the last decades of the last century,
the salmon industry, especially in the austral regions of Los Lagos
(Puerto Montt and the island of Chiloé), Aysén and Magallanes; in the
Island of Chiloé, in barely three hundred kilometers, six-hundred
factories were installed for cultivating some one-hundred and twenty
million salmons. Salmon breeding reached, in fifteen years, a level of
growth equal to fifteen percent per year, turning into one of the pillars of
what has been called “the Chilean economic miracle,” next to the
exportation of copper and of cellulose; the sale to the United States,
Japan and the European Union have reached the level of two thousand
five hundred million a year. The “comparative advantage” of Chilean
salmon –with a cost of approximately three dollars per kilo
[approximately 2.2 lbs] in the international market- is due, among other
things, to the difficult working conditions that obtain for thousands of
people, the majority of whom are women laboring in installations with
low temperatures, humidity, insecurity and overcrowding.38

38 “Condiciones laborales en la industria del salmón: marejada en el sur”
[Working conditions in the salmon industry: swell in the south]; 7 Dec., 2005.
At: http://radio.uchile.cl/noticias/25925/

http://radio.uchile.cl/noticias/25925/
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The negative effects of aquaculture, in reality, are considerable,
even though its products will be sold as symbols of quality and healthy
eating. On the one hand, it destroys the traditional means of survival of
the local populations dependent on traditional fishing; industrial pools,
on the other hand, incubate illness and concentrate fish residues,
thereby affecting the levels of oxygen in the water. With salmon
growing in Chile, for example, in spite of the high amounts of antibiotics
used, a serious sanitary crisis arose in 2008 that translated itself into
dire consequences of a social, environmental and economic nature.
The Norwegian enterprise, Marine Harvest, the largest producer of
cultivated salmon in the world, recognized the infectious salmon
anemia (ISA) had arisen in its factories, spreading finally to other
centers in the austral region; the virus forced enterprises to close down
installations in order to decontaminate the water. As a result,
production dropped almost fifty percent and some twenty-five thousand
people lost their jobs, nearly half of the workers.

Michelle Bachelet’s government gave its support to the salmon
industry39 and in 2010, besides, the Reform to the 1991 Fishing Law
was approved authorizing the mortgaging of their concessions in order
to obtain banking credits and take care of its losses resulting from the
reduction in its exports, a measure that Chilean ecological groups have
rejected since it favors the “privatization” of the sea.40

Prawn breeding, as it goes, is considered the most unsustainable
fishing industry in the whole world. In Ecuador, it has destroyed as

39 “Bachelet oficializa ayuda a industria salmonera”. [“Bachelet gives official
support to the salmon industry.”] At:
http://www.terram.cl/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=3152

40 “Chile: ¡No permitas la privatización de nuestro mar!” [“Chile: Do not allow
for the privatization of our sea.”] At:
http://biodiversidadla.org/Principal/Contenido/Campanas_y_Acciones/Chile_!N
O_permitas_la_privatizacion_de_nuestro_mar

http://www.terram.cl/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=3152
http://biodiversidadla.org/Principal/Contenido/Campanas_y_Acciones/Chile_!NO_permitas_la_privatizacion_de_nuestro_mar
http://biodiversidadla.org/Principal/Contenido/Campanas_y_Acciones/Chile_!NO_permitas_la_privatizacion_de_nuestro_mar
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much as sixty percent of the Olmedo and Majagual reefs, cut down in
order to install breeding pools; called “salty forests,” they protect the
coastland from hurricanes and tsunamis and give shelter to great
biological diversity. The rivers in the region have been contaminated
and many families have found it necessary to migrate; the industry,
however, continues to receive strong help from the government of
Rafael Correa.41

RESERVES AND PREDATORS

The chronology of plundering the planet’s seas and oceans,
nonetheless, is not limited to our own days. Destruction of the inner sea
of Aral, considered one of the largest in the whole world, located
between Kazajistan and Uzbekistan in Central Asia, is merely a
sample.42 During the sixties the water of two of its main inflows was
decanted there with the purpose of developing the production of
cereals and cotton in that area, in keeping with the economic plans of
the old Soviet Union. In 1987, the diminution of the volume of water
divided the lake into two halves: the North Aral sea and the South Aral
sea; their ecosystems were left practically destroyed as a result of the
high salt concentration and the contamination from toxic substances. In
Canada, on the other hand, in the early nineties of last century, the
fishing industry collapsed when cod disappeared from its shores as a
result of overexploitation; close to forty thousand people lost their jobs
and have remained unable to recover after over a decade of the
species not being yet recovered. In Argentina, equally so, industrial
fishing brought about, in barely twenty years, the lowering of eighty

41 Wörmer, Nina. “La cría industrial del langostino: una amenaza
medioambiental y humana”. [“The industrial breeding of prawns: an
environmental and human threat.”] At:
http://ippai.info/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=313&Itemid=75

42 “La catástrofe ecológica del mar de Aral”. [The ecological catastrophe of the
Aral Sea.] At:
http://centros5.pntic.mec.es/ies.de.bullas/dp/sociales/El%20mar%20de%20Ar
al.htm

http://ippai.info/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=313&Itemid=75
http://centros5.pntic.mec.es/ies.de.bullas/dp/sociales/El%20mar%20de%20Aral.htm
http://centros5.pntic.mec.es/ies.de.bullas/dp/sociales/El%20mar%20de%20Aral.htm
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percent of the cod related hake population, with the loss of twenty
thousand jobs for the coastal populations of that country.

One billion people in the regions to the South still depend on fishing
by hand as the main source of protein in their diet. The increasing
levels of piracy in the coastal waters of some African countries answers
partly, no doubt, to the indiscriminate activity of industrial forests
destroying the means of survival of the local populations.

Intervention on the part of international institutions are able to obtain
positive results, such as the establishment of marine reserves –within
the Biological Diversity Convention (BDC) of 1992- and of fishing
quotas regulated by the Agreement on Transzonal Fish Populations
and Migratory Species dating from 1995; nonetheless, these measures
appear insufficient in facing the magnitude of the problems involved.
The DICC [Coalition for the Conservation of Maritime Reserves], for
example, has requested from the General Assembly of the United
Nations an immediate dragging fish moratorium, until such a time as
the international community has established binding regimens in this
respect. Diverse ecological groups, for their part, even propose
protection through marine reserves of up to forty percent of the oceans,
a number that is over and above the twelve percent established by
CDB for the year 2012. In 2009, however, the North Pacific Fishing
Management Council (NPFMC), a United States organism, resolved to
protect from industrial fishing an area of five hundred and eighteen
thousand square kilometers in the Arctic, a preventive measure
considered one of the most important to have been taken with respect
to fishing activity. In March of that same year, Venezuela became,
besides, the first country in the world totally prohibiting drag fishing in
its shores.

Many people and communities carry out, at the same time,
tremendous efforts in order to put together initiatives able to save the
planet from “technological solutions,” and from the cynicism and
irresponsibility of political leaders. They propose different options to



86

those who believe, as does scientist Stephen Hawking,43 that we must
abandon this dying planet and begin to think seriously about colonizing
other spaces; or alternatives such as that proposed by Patri Friedman,
grandson of the famous economist, who proposes creating societies
free from the limitations imposed by the States and constructing floating
neoliberal paradises in international waters. Similarly, with the intention
of responding to the failure of the Summit on Climate Change that took
place in Copenhague in December of 2009, the Peoples’ Agreement
during the World Conference that took place in Cochabamba, Bolivia, in
April 2010.44 Resorting to ancestral knowledge, this Agreement
maintains that the Earth is a living organism, a unique community,
indivisible and self-regulating and, consequently, should be subject of
such rights; a polemical statement, nonetheless, above all if the
objective is to attempt to give the State the attribution of guardian to the
planet.

Nature’s rights, nonetheless, have enjoyed constitutional ranking in
Ecuador ever since 2008, and have served as a juridical basis for the
demand entered in 2010 by ecological leaders and indigenous
organization against the British Petroleum Enterprise, accused of
violating those rights and of allowing the spilling of millions of petroleum
barrels in the Gulf of Mexico.

43 “Según Stephen Hawking, la humanidad coloniza el espacio o desaparece.”
[According to Stephen Hawking, humanity colonizes space or disappears.] At:
http://www.google.com/hostednews/epa/article/ALeqM5jDd3oGrflCjFY4Vto1U
bFBM7q-RQ

44 Conferencia Mundial de los Pueblos sobre el Cambio Climático y los
Derechos de la Madre Tierra. Acuerdo de los Pueblos. [People’s World
Conference on Climate Change and the Rights of Mother Earth. People’s
Agreements.] Cochabamba, Bolivia, April 2010. At:
http://bolivia.indymedia.org/node/48249

http://www.google.com/hostednews/epa/article/ALeqM5jDd3oGrflCjFY4Vto1UbFBM7q-RQ
http://www.google.com/hostednews/epa/article/ALeqM5jDd3oGrflCjFY4Vto1UbFBM7q-RQ
http://bolivia.indymedia.org/node/48249
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XIII

CLIMATE CHANGE

THE ILLEGITIMATE USE OF CONTRADICTION

Due to arrogance, greed and indifference many of us Earth’s
children have reached the end of life and the beginning of survival.

International Counsel of the Thirteen Indigenous Grandmothers

THE SHOW MUST GO ON

Medium global temperature rose 0.7 centigrade over the last century,
as a result of the accumulation of material and immaterial residues from
industrial civilization. An unprecedented threat to all living beings on the
planet, rising from the economy, from greed, from ideology and from an
ongoing violation of the basic rights of peoples as of the laws ordering
nature and life. Nonetheless, during the last decade of the XX.th C.,
even though the climate changes were evident, those voices being
raised to warn us of the encroaching situation, were constantly getting
disqualified by the petroleum interests and by industrial science that
considered the phenomenon a natural event unrelated to human
activity. However, the beginning years of the XXI C. went by as the
hottest ones in history, underscoring the true seriousness of the
situation.

Granting scientific status to the direct link that exists between global
warming and the industrialization of life meant, of course, recognizing
the extreme vulnerability of modern society that remains hidden under
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the ostentatious postures of economic, political and military power;
consequently, to reveal the imperative urgency of bringing about the
necessary transformations of an economy feeding itself on the
intensive use of fossil fuel and the destruction of Earth’s bounties. Even
so, the uniform answer in dominant spheres was to impinge upon
alternatives and to transform the climate crisis into an extraordinary
opportunity for developing new business strategies: while setting-off of
new markets created in the name of the supposed worldwide
commitment towards saving life on the planet.

Climate change was presented as a global problem from 2006
onward, when Al Gore –ex Vice-President of the United States (1993-
2001), during whose mandate the Colombia Plan was signed that
financed the air-spraying with glifosato on regions planted with coca-
presented in his country the famous documentary “An Uneasy Truth,”
shown the following year throughout the world. Alongside, the recently
designed climate oriented business enterprises took off on their
international expansion course; the carbon market, in effect, grew by
eighty percent in 2008 in relation to the previous year.

Al Gore, as we know, received an Oscar from the Film Academy,
the Prince of Asturias Prize and the Nobel Peace Prize of 2007.

Industrialized countries are the ones responsible for sixty percent of
all greenhouse effect emissions negatively affecting the environment
(GEI), which have risen, besides, by forty percent since 1990. If this
amount were to remain constant, the temperature would rise 0.2
centigrade points decade by decade; nonetheless, should emissions
continue to grow, their rise could reach up to 2.6 centigrade points for
every decade, thereby bringing about a sinking of islands, the
disappearance of glaciers and a loss of life-securing means for millions
of people throughout the world as a consequence of losing half of
today’s food production capacity. Carbon dioxide (CO2) –resulting from
the use of fossil fuels, from deforestation and soil destruction- is the
biggest contributor to climate change (fifty-four percent), although the
effects of methane (CH4) and nitrous oxide (N2O) –derived from mining,
from livestock breeding and from the use of chemical fertilizers in
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agriculture- is even higher. Methane concentration in the atmosphere,
in fact, has risen by fifty-five percent since the XVIII C., whereas nitrous
oxide, along with ozone and other gases, contribute closer to thirty
percent of global warming.

Such a turning of critical climatic changes into an opportunity for
business illustrates, in reality, the enormous limitations of the industrial
way of thinking in face of all the destruction such thoughts generate,
reaching out, as it does, toward instruments relying on the same kind of
logic that set off the problems to begin with. This is to say, shielding
themselves through a combination of incompatible enunciations that,
presented as truths, contradict themselves; a recourse allowing for the
falsification of reality and for what Simone Weil defined seventy years
ago as the “illegitimate use of contradiction.” 45

BUSINESS READYMADE FOR CLIMATE CHANGE

The Kyoto 1997 Protocol, upon establishing the mechanisms for
emission quotas of GEI, set the bases for building the climate market.
The countries that ratified the 2005 Agreement received, in fact, rights
for the emission of CO2 equivalent to the level that had been reached
in 1990; that is to say, the higher the contamination the more permits
they would obtain. Such quotas, besides, can be exchanged as carbon
tokens [bonds or certificates] in the market, in such a way that the
enterprises of countries that do not use all of their allowances may sell
them to others that surpass the limits. A carbon token is equivalent to a
ton of CO2 and its price is fifteen dollars, approximately. Supposing –
erroneously- that contaminating in a specific place has no global effects,
the system equally offers the possibility of compensating for the
contamination generated by a specific activity through investment, for
example, in projects of alternative energy –such as the aeolic one-.
When an industry compensates for its emissions in such a way, it is
doing nothing other than amplifying its capacity to continue on the

45 Weil, Simone. “Fragmentos de La opresión y libertad” [Fragments from
Oppression and Liberty]. At: http://hjg.com.ar/txt/sweil/sw_op_180.html

http://hjg.com.ar/txt/sweil/sw_op_180.html
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contamination pathway: the very contradiction on which the criterion is
sustained that the carbon market is an effective instrument for putting a
stop to climate change.46

This artifice, surprisingly, constitutes the axis upon which policies of
adaptation and mitigation are formulated and approved in the annual
meetings of the Convención Marco de las Naciones sobre el Cambio
Climático (CMNUCC). Designed to prop up the carbon market and to
benefit contaminating industries, they are part of the euphemistically
denominated Mechanisms of Clean Development (MDL), one of whose
main drivers is precisely Al Gore. Among them the Redd-Plus programs
stand out whose aim is to substitute forests with commercial plantations;
zero work (LC), projects that include the business of genetically
modified crops (CMG), now also called climate ready crops (CLC); the
exploitation of biomass as fuel, a new opportunity for petroleum
enterprises; the production of vegetable carbon “biochar;” the
expansion of industrial farming and stockbreeding; and the exploitation
of communal territories, considered unproductive and marginal lands.
Their execution, further, supposes complementary actions such as the
privatization of water, in many places still across the world a collective
wealth, whose availability could be seriously curtailed as a result of
climate change. Destined by and large to Southern Hemisphere
countries, they do not take into account the consequences for life and
human rights in those communities where they are carried forth.47

46 Los Mitos del Mercado de Carbono. [Myths of the
Carbon Market.] At:
http://www.carbontradewatch.org/publications

47 “Sin fiestas en el Bajo Aguán: conflicto y robo de tierras en
Honduras.” [Without parties in the Bajo Aguán: conflict and land theft in
Honduras] At:
http://www.biodiversidadla.org/Principal/Contenido/Campanas_y_Accio
nes/Sin_fiestas_en_el_Bajo_Aguan_conflicto_y_robo_de_tierras_en_H

http://www.biodiversidadla.org/Principal/Contenido/Campanas_y_Acciones/Sin_fiestas_en_el_Bajo_Aguan_conflicto_y_robo_de_tierras_en_Honduras
http://www.biodiversidadla.org/Principal/Contenido/Campanas_y_Acciones/Sin_fiestas_en_el_Bajo_Aguan_conflicto_y_robo_de_tierras_en_Honduras
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In the course of the meeting of the CMNUCC held in Cancun in
December 2010, a new thrust was given to climate markets. On the
one hand, the binding commitment on emission reduction of the GEI,
acquired by the countries signing the Kyoto Protocol –continuously and
systematically unobserved-, was eliminated so that decisions now, in
this regard, possess no more than a voluntary character. The World
Bank’s protagonist role, on the other hand, was left openly manifest
when its President, Robert Zoellick, proposed the approval of the
Climatic Green Fund (one hundred billion dollars), a new financing
instrument of the MDL along with the carbon market and the
government funds. Bolivia was the only country attempting to diversify
the debate, defending the proposals approved in the People’s Global
Summit on Climate Change held in Cochabamba. Among them, the
recognition of the climate debt with countries to the South; the approval
of the Universal Rights of Mother Earth; the establishment of the
International Court of Climate Justice; the reduction by fifty percent of
GEI emissions by 2017; and the elimination of the carbon market and
of the Redd-Plus projects. Even without being able to count on the
support of any other country, the Bolivian representatives refused to
sign the agreement, arguing that its application could lead to a rise in
temperature over and above four centigrade levels in the course of the
XXI.rst C.48 In any case, the Plurinational State of Bolivia has advanced
the possibility of interposing a demand against the document in the

onduras; Anglo Gold y Neste Oil vencedores del Public Eye Award.
[Neste Oil and Anglo Gold winners of the Public Eye Award] At:
http://www.veoverde.com/2011/02/anglogold-y-neste-oil-ganan-public-
eye-award-2011/

48 “Morales advierte sobre ‘ecocidio’ en Cancún”. [In Cancun, Morales warns
about “ecocide.”] At: http://www.impre.com/laopinion/medio-
ambiente/2010/12/10/morales-advierte-sobre-ecocidi-227224-
2.html#commentsBlock

http://www.veoverde.com/2011/02/anglogold-y-neste-oil-ganan-public-eye-award-2011/
http://www.veoverde.com/2011/02/anglogold-y-neste-oil-ganan-public-eye-award-2011/
http://www.impre.com/laopinion/medio-ambiente/2010/12/10/morales-advierte-sobre-ecocidi-227224-2.html
http://www.impre.com/laopinion/medio-ambiente/2010/12/10/morales-advierte-sobre-ecocidi-227224-2.html
http://www.impre.com/laopinion/medio-ambiente/2010/12/10/morales-advierte-sobre-ecocidi-227224-2.html
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Hague’s International Court, alleging that its approval did not respect
ordinary procedures.

AGRICULTURE AS A PROBLEM

Modern agriculture, pillar of the food system in developed societies,
based on the high consumption of animal proteins, destines a great
part of its production to the maintenance of industrial stockbreeding,
contributing directly and significantly to global warming. Twenty-five
percent of land worldwide, in effect, are used in the cultivation of feed
and pastures for animals; an activity promoting high levels of
deforestation and the intensive application of chemical fertilizers,
causing the loss of organic material from the soil and the alteration of
carbon’s natural cycle.49 Certainly, estimates indicate that industrial
agriculture generates thirty percent of total emissions of GEI linked to
economic activities, being responsible for twenty-five percent of all CO2
emissions and seventy percent of nitrous oxide and methane.

At international negotiations on climate change, however, what
prevails is the goal of widening and transforming agricultural activities
into an important instrument for compensating the GEI emissions,
incorporating them to the MDL network. In this sense, the CMNUCC
agreements include the zero labor (LC) aspect; the conversion of even
more land to fodder; the sequestering of carbon in farming areas; the
production of vegetable combustion; trees grown for producing biochar;
genetically modified crops; the Red-Plus projects; and the rise of
industrial livestock breeding. Biochar is a vegetable coal concocted
from the heating of biomass to be used as fertilizer; its production,
nonetheless, involves the use of great tracts of land with resulting
ecological and social consequences. The agro-combustibles industry,
besides, promotes negotiations involving millions of hectares of
farmlands located, especially, in Latin America and African countries

49 “Los bosques, el ciclo global del carbono y el cambio climático”. [Forests,
Carbon’s Global Cycle and Climate Change.] At:
http://translate.google.es/translate?hl=es&langpair=en%7Ces&u=http://www.fa
o.org/DOCREP/ARTICLE/WFC/XII/MS14-E.HTM

http://translate.google.es/translate?hl=es&langpair=en%7Ces&u=http://www.fao.org/DOCREP/ARTICLE/WFC/XII/MS14-E.HTM
http://translate.google.es/translate?hl=es&langpair=en%7Ces&u=http://www.fao.org/DOCREP/ARTICLE/WFC/XII/MS14-E.HTM
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devastated by conflicts. Intensifying the destruction of the Amazon
jungle, Brazil foresees elevating the areas of plantations dedicated to
fuel production over the next few years from six million hectares to one
hundred and twenty million hectares; it is expected that, by 2020, this
country will become the first worldwide exporter of biodiesel and a
model for the industrial adaptation to climate change.

Zero labor or non-labor agriculture (ALC), on the other hand, is
linked with the reduction of carbon emissions generated by farming
employing powerful herbicides; in reality, the pattern is already quite
extended, especially in Argentina, Brazil and the United States, where
there are great extensions planted with genetically modified soybean
that is resistant to Monsanto’s Roundup. In order to furnish the soy and
corn for industrial stockbreeding in countries such as Spain, for
example, three and a half million agricultural hectares are employed in
the cited South American countries alone, given the fact that ninety-
eight percent of Spanish cereal importation is destined for animal
consumption; a clear example of the industrial food model as it is
covered-up, in this case, by the international prestige of the
Mediterranean diet.50 This new answer not only intensifies present day
production levels of genetically modified crops (GMO), but accelerates
equally as well the development of so-called climate ready crops (CLC)
offering resistance to salinity, heat, dryness and inundation. In point of
fact, the five largest world corporations in biotechnology now hold over
five-hundred patents for what is known as “climate ready genes”;
according to the ETC research group, DuPont, Monsanto, BASF, Bayer
and Syngenta together represent seventy-five percent of them and the
first three alone hold two thirds of the total in their hands.51 As India’s

50 “España contribuye a los desastres ecológicos en los países del sur” [Spain
contributes to the ecological disasters in Southern Hemisphere countries.] At:
http://www.elperiodicodearagon.com/noticias/noticia.asp?pkid=370845
51 “La escalada de patentes sobre ‘cultivos climáticos’ amenaza la
biodiversidad y genera el acaparamiento de tierras y biomasa”. [The growing
number of patents over “climate-ready crops” threatens biodiversity and
generates the hauling of land and biomass.]
http://www.etcgroup.org/es/node/5224

http://www.elperiodicodearagon.com/noticias/noticia.asp?pkid=370845
http://www.etcgroup.org/es/node/5224
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activist and writer Vandana Shiva has denounced, we are facing the
most recent form of bio-piracy.

AGRICULTURE AS SOLUTION
Humanity, nonetheless, has at its disposal an extraordinary legacy of
cultures and of knowledge not to be able to face up to the
consequences of modern day economics; a legacy that manifests itself
in the continued presence of ancestral agrarian systems and in different
forms of local agriculture in Africa, Asia and Latin America. True
versions of a sustainable agriculture, share several traits: they rely in
communitarian experiences; they use solar energy foremost (human
labor and that of other living beings); they apply ecological farming
production methods; they develop multi-crop strategies in order to
protect productivity in the face of environmental risks; they depend to a
great extent upon communal labor and the use of collective assets and
integrate stockbreeding in a relation of interdependence. These models,
in turn, are usually inseparable from certain cultural forms determining,
above all, the limits defining human relations with their belongings and
with nature. One generalized norm, no doubt, is a demarcation of the
sphere of what is sacred, the goal of which is to warn the social group
concerning any vulnerability of the basic sources of life such as water,
soil and seeds; a cultural strategy that has accompanied the
development of human civilization for thousands of years and that the
modern world, in its constant drive towards destruction and conquest,
has looked down upon.

Towards the end of last century, Latin America actually had some
seventy million small owners of estates [or manors] with an extension
under two hectares; standing for thirty four percent of the entire amount
of land being cultivated and producing forty one percent of all basic
foods such as corn, beans and potatoes. In Africa, as well, it is
estimated that eighty percent of all farming units are small holdings; the
majority in the care of women who harvest a good part of the grains,
tubers, fruits and garden greens for local consumption. Asia, on the
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other hand, presently holds some two-hundred million small producers
of rice, of which seventy-five million live in China and still cultivate in
accordance with their ancestral ways.

Some of these practices, besides, are beginning to receive a fair
international recognition. The Organization of the United Nations for
Agriculture and Nutrition (FAO), for example, in 2002, began some
financing projects aimed at the protection and conservation of Systems
Important to the World’s Agricultural Patrimony (SIPAM) 52and the
Inherited Agricultural Systems of Global Importance,53 designated as
“ingenious agro-cultural systems reflecting humanity’s evolution, the
diversity of their knowledge and their profound relations with nature.”
Among the first to be included are the farming models in Peru and Chile;
the rice terraces of Ifugao in the Philippines; the oases of the Magreb in
Algeria and Tunisia; the integrated cultivation of rice and fish in China;
and the agro-pastoral production of the Maassai in Kenya and
Tanzania. The GIAHS include, on their part, the type of agriculture
found in the water channels and chinampas of Mexico, a type of food
production used since the time of the Aztecs in areas permanently
inundated and which is to be found in China and Thailand as well; the
waru-warus around Lake Titicaca, a system developed in the Andes
some three thousand years ago, formed by platforms surrounded by
water for producing crops at a height four thousand meters above sea-
level, resistant to frost, inundation and dry spells; ant the systems of
water harvesting prevalent in dry regions of Tunisia, Mexico and
Burkina Fasso, which store rain for watering the plants during the dry
season.

The expansion of these farming activities that, in general, protect the
soil and avoid the use of chemical fertilizers, could undoubtedly turn

52 FAO. “Sistemas Importantes del Patrimonio Agrícola Mundial (SIPAM)”
[Important systems of the World’s Agricultural Patrimony (SIPAM)]. At:
http://www.fao.org/nr/giahs/giahs-home/es/

53 FAO. “Globally Important Agricultural Heritage Systems (GIAHS).” At:
http://www.fao.org/nr/giahs/giahsproject/summary-features/en/

http://www.fao.org/nr/giahs/giahs-home/es/
http://www.fao.org/nr/giahs/giahsproject/summary-features/en/
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into a potential global carbon sinkhole leading to setting off some
measure of recovery of the lost equilibrium.54 In this respect,
organizations such as the Movement for Climate Justice and Vía
Campesina, propose that it is the small farmers of the world who might
be able to incorporate great quantities of CO2 to the soil; a gradual rise
over a period of fifty years –they say-, would manage to capture up to
two-thirds of the excess amounts of this gas in the atmosphere.55 As it
goes, it is legitimate to declare that it is to their activity that we may give
thanks for the rise in temperature not being even greater over the last
century.

IDEOLOGY OR COSMIC VISION?

Some governments and economic corporations apply pressures within
decision making centers so that today’s programs of climate change
adaptation and mitigation be included within geo-engineering projects,
an approach referred to as the MAG. Their execution supposes
transforming the planet into an experimental field for trying out new and
costly technologies, whose consequences remain unforeseeable. The
promoters are the main enterprises benefitting from the MDL and some
universities and research centers in the United States, Russia,
Germany and the United Kingdom.

54 Before industrial development took place, the carbon distribution was one
ton in the atmosphere for every two tons in the soil; presently, the proportion
has gone down to 1.7 tons in the soil for every ton in the atmosphere.
55 “Vía Campesina ante Conferencia Mundial de los Pueblos en Cochabamba”.
[Via Campesina at the Cochabamba World Conference of Peoples.] At:
http://www.cumbrescambioclimatico.org/cochabamba/analisis-y-opinion/205--
la-clocvia-campesina-ante-conferencia-mundial-de-los-pueblos-de-
cochabamba-

http://www.cumbrescambioclimatico.org/cochabamba/analisis-y-opinion/205--la-clocvia-campesina-ante-conferencia-mundial-de-los-pueblos-de-cochabamba-
http://www.cumbrescambioclimatico.org/cochabamba/analisis-y-opinion/205--la-clocvia-campesina-ante-conferencia-mundial-de-los-pueblos-de-cochabamba-
http://www.cumbrescambioclimatico.org/cochabamba/analisis-y-opinion/205--la-clocvia-campesina-ante-conferencia-mundial-de-los-pueblos-de-cochabamba-
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The application of geo-engineering would suppose a climatic
emergency situation; this is to say, the failure of the on-going programs.
It involves, among other things, throwing sulphate particles into the
atmosphere and iron particles into the oceans to feed the plankton that
absorbs CO2; genetic engineering of crops to alter their photosynthetic
mechanism; the construction of millions of solar space anchored
screens to deflect light from the sun; pouring limestone into the oceans
to change the levels of acidity; the storage of compressed CO2 in
abandoned mines and in empty petrol wells; and covering up the
deserts and the ice surfaces in the Arctic, among other things. In view
of the fact that there is no international regulation for its control, various
organizations in the world demand its prohibition, appealing to the
Precautionary Principle in environmental matters approved by the
European Council in December of 2000 in Nice. Even so, China –the
second world economy and main producer of CO2 in the planet- has
been using, over several years, technology for producing artificial rain
by bombarding the clouds with silver iodide, as was the case during the
2008 Olympic Games in Peking, in order to lower the levels of
atmospheric humidity; an activity that could be extended over three
million square kilometer of its territory –almost twenty-five percent of
the total-, employing thousands of available cannons and rocket
launchers for spreading iodide. The use of this technology has also
been proposed for Europe, especially in some of the bigger cities such
as Madrid suffering from high levels of contamination and long periods
of drought.56

Initiatives such as this one, of course, only mean to sustain the
validity of the present day industrial model of production as the only

56 “China provoca lluvia artificial. España pretende crear lluvia artificial”. [China
creates artificial rain. Spain means to create artificial rain.] At:

http://www.mailxmail.com/curso-agua-energia-sinergia-hidroenergetica-
2/china-provoca-lluvia-

http://www.mailxmail.com/curso-agua-energia-sinergia-hidroenergetica-2/china-provoca-lluvia-
http://www.mailxmail.com/curso-agua-energia-sinergia-hidroenergetica-2/china-provoca-lluvia-
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alternative and to reaffirm, finally, the unquestionable rationality
inherited from the XIX.th C.; a secular religion that self-servingly
confuses means with ends, linking thought to the fallacy of limitless
economic development through the reiterated illegitimate use of
contradictions. They obviate, hence, the great diversity of human
cultures that, defending their cosmic vision in the face of ideologies,
distinguish clearly between the means and the ends of social life, alien
to the modern “sickness of the limitless,” to use Wendell Berry’s
expression.
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XIV

THE WIWA’S PEOPLE’S
COMPLEMENTARY SOCIETY

The criterion allowing one to recognize that in a certain place human
needs are being satisfied is an expression or widening of fraternal joy,
of beauty, of happiness. There where there is a folding back into
oneself, sadness, ugliness, there are privations to be healed.

Simone Weil (Draft for a Declaration of Human Obligations: Profession
of Faith, London, 1943).

THE ELDERLY BROTHERS

Gonawindúa-Nabusimake –Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta— located
north of Colombia, is approximately seventeen thousand square
kilometers and covers the departments of Magdalena, Cesar and La
Guajira. It is estimated to have been inhabited ever since twelve
thousand years ago, although its original residents of the town Tayron
were exterminated during the Spanish conquest. Presently four pueblos
live there that consider themselves descendants and heir: the Kogui or
Caggaba inhabiting the interior of the massif close to Teyuna, an
archeological site known as the Lost City of the Tayron; the Arhuacos
or Ikas; the Kankuamos; and the Wiwa, Arzario, Malayo or Sanka
people, who live for the most part in areas close to the sea. They speak
different tongues of a chibcha origin and share one third of the old
ancestral territory distributed into aboriginal preservations, legally
recognized by the State since 1973. Following their cosmic vision, the
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founding gods first created the peoples or pueblos of the Sierra as
elderly brothers and later all the other pueblos throughout the planet.
The Sierra is for them, then, the heart of the world, the umbilical cord
uniting them to Seneikun –Mother Earth-, so that they all share the
common destiny of being its guardians in such a way that life there may
never be destroyed.

According to official figures,57 in 2010 the Wiwa population was
made up of thirteen thousand six-hundred and twenty seven people: six
thousand eight hundred and seventy-two men and six thousand fifty-
five women. Out of the total, twelve thousand reside in rural areas and
the rest in urban areas; seventy nine percent of the population is under
thirty years old and two percent above sixty. They dress in white in
order to honor the snowcapped mountains of the Sierra and their
tongue is Damana, although fifty-seven percent of its members also
speak Spanish. “Wiwa” means “warm,” people from the warm lands;
they are nonetheless also known as “Sankás” meaning “indigenous” [or
“native”] as opposed to “Sentalo” which designates all the rest. The
Kanunka –original Wiwa territory—corresponded to the Sierra lowlands;
however, since Spanish colonization, the communities were forced to
displace themselves to the higher areas in order to survive. At present,
the Wiwa people inhabit the region North and South of the Sierra; the
center of their culture, in the Kogui-Malayo-Arhuaco preservation, is the
town-helmet Ashintukwa and, around it, some thirty communities
distributed close to the Jerez, Tapias, Ranchería, Cesar and Badillo

57 República de Colombia. Ministerio de Cultura. Dirección de Poblaciones.
“Un poco más de la mitad de la población wiwa habla bien la lengua damana”.
Abril, 2011. [Colombian Cultural Ministry. Population Administration. A bit over
half of the Wiwa population speaks the Damana language]. At:
http://www.mincultura.gov.co/index.php?idcategoria=34350

http://www.mincultura.gov.co/index.php?idcategoria=34350
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rivers, among which you will find: Nunkumaka, Arimaka, Gomuke,
Naranjal, Korobal, Siminke, El Caney, Yulago, El Machín, Sabana
Grande and Limoncito, among others.58

CONQUISTADORS, KUMKUNAS, BUNZISIS, AND YIBIS

Life and culture have been objectives of the ongoing violence taking
place in the Sierra over the last five centuries. Located in the lower
areas, the Wiwa people was the first one to face up to the
Conquistadors; in the XVIII C., besides, the Spanish government
established obligatory conversion to Catholicism for the indigenous
communities along with the paying of tribute, thereby generating
dramatic social changes. Later, during the first half of the XX.th C., the
Republican State encouraged the presence of landlords and gold
prospectors, while the Church prohibited the use of original languages
and customs and confined children to orphan houses for their
acculturation. Since the sixties, on the other hand, what developed
there was outlawed plantations and drug-trafficking, thereby causing
the displacement of many families to the urban areas. Evangelization,
besides, continued with the presence of members from the Instituto
Lingüístico de Verano [or Summer Language Institute], a religious
organization whose objectives include translating the Bible into
indigenous languages –an organization, nonetheless, that has been
expelled from various Latin-American countries for, in complicity with
the oil companies, influencing communities to leave their lands behind-.

Over recent decades, the people of the Sierra have also suffered
the violence of armed groups –the Army (yibi), the guerrilla (kumkina)
and the para-military organizations (bunzisis)-, including the
unpunished assassination of communitarian leaders, forced recruiting

58 Zhigoneshi. Centro de Comunicación Indígena. “Wiwa”. Sierra Nevada de
Santa Marta, Colombia. [Zhigoneshi. Indiginous Communication Center.
“Wiwa”. Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, Colombia. ] At:
http://www.corazondelmundo.co/?q=node/49

http://www.corazondelmundo.co/?q=node/49
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of the young and massive displacement. In many sacred places of the
territory, for example, it is possible to find common graves and what is
still left of mines, munitions and explosives. According to accusations
by indigenous organizations, between 2001 and 2006, twenty-seven
people were indiscriminately assassinated by the public force; in April,
2003, several helicopters indiscriminately machine-gunned down the La
Laguna community from the air, forcing them to move; in the town of
Marocaso, armed groups destroyed the health site that looked after
four-thousand people, while in the process destroying the school and
killing animals and crops.59 Besides death, poverty and uprooting,
violence has caused a destruction of the environment; seventy–two
percent of the original forests, for example, have disappeared,
generating a reduction of the rivers’ affluence and of those streams
upon which the survival of millions of people inhabiting the nearby
towns and cities relies.

The Wiwa, nonetheless, intend to recover their way of life and are
undertaking a cultural reconstruction process based on the principles
that define their ancestral world-vision, rescuing sacred places and
strengthening traditional ways of communitarian organization, of
subsistence, education, medicine, justice and local government.

A PEOPLE WHO SPRANG FROM A THOUGHT

59 “El pueblo wiwa de la Sierra Nevada en Colombia pide que lo escuchen y
clama justicia”.Julio, 2003 [The Wiwa people of Sierra Nevada in Colombia
asks to be heard and reclaims justice, July, 2003.] At:
http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2003/07/21/oja75-colombia.html. Véase también:
A seis años de las medidas cautelares del pueblo wiwa. Enero, 2011 [See
also: Six years after the cautionary measure of the Wiwa people. January,
2011.] At:
http://nasaacin.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1496:a-
seis-anos-de-las-medidas-cautelares-del-pueblo-wiwa-&catid=77:informativo-
kueta-susuza&Itemid=85

http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2003/07/21/oja75-colombia.html
http://nasaacin.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1496:a-seis-anos-de-las-medidas-cautelares-del-pueblo-wiwa-&catid=77:informativo-kueta-susuza&Itemid=85
http://nasaacin.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1496:a-seis-anos-de-las-medidas-cautelares-del-pueblo-wiwa-&catid=77:informativo-kueta-susuza&Itemid=85
http://nasaacin.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=1496:a-seis-anos-de-las-medidas-cautelares-del-pueblo-wiwa-&catid=77:informativo-kueta-susuza&Itemid=85
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Following the Wiwa’s cosmic vision, before the world appeared at dawn
everything was water, only bubbles in the water. In midst of the
darkness, thought first sprang during an instant called Gaira, while the
ancestral father and mothers discussed how to create the Universe,
because some believed and others did not. At the end, mother
Punkusa decided for light, lagoons, rivers, plants and animals to appear
at a place known as Yuimke Atshintukwa, in the lower parts of the
Sierra. At the same time, Sealukukui and Seizhankwa were entrusted
with creating the Wiwa and turning them into persons by putting a
thought to brew in an earthen pot; following that, Abu Yuimke granted
them sexual organs and the tools that they might reproduce themselves
and be able to feed themselves and live united in Atshintukwa.

Notwithstanding, Tegu and Abubungá were the owners of the seeds
required for cultivation of the food; then, Serankwa the father and
Senegá the mother told Niulue to conquer Tegu’s daughter, who finally
became his wife. Thus, Abubungá taught Niulue to look after the seeds,
prohibiting all lies and conflict in the sacred places where they were
grown. At first also there was no disease and the Wiwas kept
themselves healthy, because they looked after the land. Also, the father
of creation left the Law of Origins or the Law of Sé to guide them in
their obligation to protect life and territory; this is to say, the norms that
guide the behavior of people in their social relations and in their
relations to nature.

For the Wiwa, hence, the world was created at the same time as
those ways allowing for its preservation and care.60

TO WALK ON THE SAME PATH, FOLLOWING THE ADVISE OF
MOON AND SUN

60 Zhigonesi. Centro de Comunicación Indígena [Indigenous Communication
Center]; Art. cit.
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In coordination with the remaining Sierra communities, at the present
time the Wiwas are in the process of developing the recovery of their
territory and their culture. In 1993 the Wiwa Yugumaiun Bunkuanarurua
Taryona Organization (OWYBT) was founded, representing all the
communities and acting as an instrument for the promotion of relations
with Colombian society and with the rest of the world. As of 2008,
equally so, traditional authorities have given reunification further thrust
with the objective of “following the same road and with a single thought
as a people,” complementing what is feminine and what is masculine
so that there be peace, intelligence, power, wisdom and strength. The
process of cultural reconstruction is primarily founded upon the
recovery of the principles contained in the Law of Sé for defining the
territory, the political organization, the subsistence systems and the
individual and collective behavior, whose ultimate objective is the
preservation of equilibrium in nature and the realization of life’s
wellbeing. The Law of Origin which decides, all in all, the means and
ends of Wiwa society; a dynamic code, “written” in the territory, linking
rights and obligations and which traditional authorities must clarify in
each circumstance, using ancestral “reading” procedures for accessing
knowledge as those known as zhatukwa, kashivitukwa, kwina, aluna
and a few others.

The system of traditional authorities constitutes, within this context,
a basic pillar; each community has a Mayor Mamo, a Saga, a
Commissar (Nikuma) and two Corporals, whose objective is to
guarantee that social life transpires in keeping with what the Law of
Origin sets forth. Mamo means sun, grandfather or counselor and, as
such, it is expected that he will extend light and warmth equally to all;
his wife is Saga, the moon, the grandmother, the counselor, the woman
brought up from childhood as a spiritual guide and meant to carry on
with the practice of traditional medicine. Communal government,
besides, is designed to remain in harmony with nature’s cycles; thus,
authorities get together during the June solstice in places known as
Mayor Ezwamas and in December in the Minor Ezwamas. The Mamos
of higher ranking are known as Takina, Makurama and Seishua, they
being the depositories and transmitters of ancestral knowledge; among
their functions is the demarcation of territory, the organization of
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ceremonies and rituals at the sacred sites and the establishment of
those guidelines to be followed in the task of caring for nature, for
social organization and for subsistence. The legitimacy of authorities, in
general, is derived not only from age, from the long periods spent in
preparation and the degree of knowledge acquired, but also from their
ethical behavior which sustains the consented obedience of the
remaining members of the communities. The Commissaries, for
example, upon assuming their post must travel as far as the Caribbean
Sea, and there find a white stone known as Nikuma – from which its
name is derived-, utilized for spiritual purification; the Wiwas assert,
besides, that there is an element called kuirisina which grants people
the capacity and honesty for exercising their authority, that they be
founded in facts and not merely in words. 61

Besides protecting sixty percent of today’s legally assigned territory
and of the sacred places menaced by great economic projects, such as
harbors and dams,62 the peoples of the Sierras have also set for
themselves the objective of recovering over the next few years an
additional three-hundred and thirty eight thousand hectares of their
original lands. The main means serving these objectives is the
demarcation of what they call the Línea Negra, an imaginary frontier
surrounding the Sierra that is formed by connecting the various sacred
places that show the limit of their ancestral territory, whose knowledge
is in possession of the Mamos. In the first Resolution of 1973,
traditional authorities pointed out thirty nine sacred spots; however, in
the change made in 1995, they were enlarged to fifty-four. They are
symbolic sites, also called “mothers,” representing all aspects of life
and wherein a variety of ceremonies are held. Jimain, for example,

61 “Pueblo Wiwa y derechos humanos”. [The Wiwa people and human rights.]
At: http://www.anarkismo.net/article/4342?userlanguage=zh&save_prefs=true

62 “Los indígenas de la Sierra Nevada piden auxilio” [The Sierra Nevada
indiginous people ask for help.] At:
http://www.escritoresyperiodistas.com/NUMERO29/sierra.htm

http://www.anarkismo.net/article/4342?userlanguage=zh&save_prefs=true
http://www.escritoresyperiodistas.com/NUMERO29/sierra.htm
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points to the spot where the Law of Origin and thought is located; Ayu
Kawaka, where offerings are made to the sacred plant Ayu (coca);
Ugeka, where payments are made in order to avoid war; there are also
places where disease is born and where disease is cure. According to
the Mamos, if offerings and payments are not made, bad thoughts
would take over the territory and destroy it.63

Wiwa towns, on the other hand, are organized starting with the
construction of ceremonial houses known as Unguma –where men are
gathered- and Ushui -where women gather-; they stand for union,
agreement, peace, the possibility of maintaining dialogue and the
spreading out of their knowledge. The Gagaka (Hill) is another one of
those places important for the maintenance of communication among
people, to which men and women equally have access; there the
Mamo listens to individual inquiries and requests counsel from the
original fathers and ancestors in applying the Law of Origin for each
case. Their subsistence is derived primarily from agriculture and from
the constant exchange of their crops and other material goods; they
produce their dressing costumes with cotton fibers and their handbags
and hammocks using fique. Each family owns a parcel (roza) and also
cultivates communitarian plots whose products are collectively
distributed.

HUMAN NEEDS THAT COMPLEMENT ONE ANOTHER

Months before dying, while in London, Simone Weil brought together a
body of reflections concerning the new society that would be possible,
published under the title The Need for Roots (L’Enracinement

63 “Indígenas de la Sierra luchan por salvar la Línea Negra”, 2009 [Sierra
natives fighting to salvage the Black Line, 2009.] At:
http://www.lasnoticias.co.cc/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=
98:indigenas-de-la-sierra-luchan-por-salvar-la-linea-negra&catid=53:noticias-
secundarias

http://www.lasnoticias.co.cc/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=98:indigenas-de-la-sierra-luchan-por-salvar-la-linea-negra&catid=53:noticias-secundarias
http://www.lasnoticias.co.cc/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=98:indigenas-de-la-sierra-luchan-por-salvar-la-linea-negra&catid=53:noticias-secundarias
http://www.lasnoticias.co.cc/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=98:indigenas-de-la-sierra-luchan-por-salvar-la-linea-negra&catid=53:noticias-secundarias
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[Roodtedness). Faithful to her personal search for truth, which she
linked to justice and beauty without further ado, one of her certitudes of
greatest outreach is the definition of human needs as “earthly needs of
the body and soul”; the notion, perhaps, that best expresses the
essence of her thought about life and the social world.

The human body –she wrote- needs above all food, warmth, sleep,
hygiene, rest, exercise and pure air; the needs of the soul, however,
are ordered into complementary pairs of opposites. Thus, the human
soul needs equality and hierarchy; consented obedience and liberty;
truth and freedom of speech; solitude and social life; personal and
collective property; punishment and honor; participation in common
undertakings and personal initiative; security and risk.64 But above all –
she emphasized-, the human soul needs rootedness, to be able to
anchor itself into a natural environment allowing one to feel oneself as
part of the universe.65

Following this path she went, in effect, beyond modernity’s
discourse while renovating the meaning of ideas and concepts that
have been assumed, all along, as contradictory and as mutually
exclusive.

She conceived the satisfaction of earthly needs, however, as
remaining subject to certain conditions and limited only by other
people’s wants. Hence, hierarchies will have to be legitimate, in
reference to the scale of responsibilities and removed from those that

64 Weil, Simone. Profesión de fe. Antología y crítica alrededor de su obra.
Edición y traducción de Sylvia Valls. México, 2006; pp.54 y ss. [Profession of
Faith. An Anthology and Criticism Around her Works, pp. 54 and following.
Edited and translated by Sylvia María Valls. Re-edited from the 1990 original.
At: https://institutosimoneweilediciones.wordpress.com/2018/03/09/simone-
weil-profesion-de-fe-antologia/ ]

65 Ibid.; p. 363

https://institutosimoneweilediciones.wordpress.com/2018/03/09/simone-weil-profesion-de-fe-antologia/
https://institutosimoneweilediciones.wordpress.com/2018/03/09/simone-weil-profesion-de-fe-antologia/
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are derived from political or economic power. An authority is legitimate
because it enjoys the moral recognition of the community and, hence,
does not have to be imposed. Only legitimate hierarchies –said Weil-
can govern in a healthy atmosphere that does not deprive individuals of
a consented obedience.

Truth, in turn, demands that all members of a community have
access to knowledge, in order to be able to defend truth and justice and
to protect themselves from errors, manipulation and falsehood. Liberty,
in turn, means multiple chances for choice, restricted only by those
norms established by legitimate hierarchies; if there is no freedom to
think –she wrote-, the limits placed on thought translate themselves into
limits placed upon liberty. Collective work, responsibility and initiative
satisfy, equally, the need human beings experience for feeling useful; in
modern society, such a satisfaction –if such there were- is
circumscribed almost exclusively to the labor market, and outside of it
human beings have to face up to serious moral and material
consequences. Human beings equally need security in face of every
sort of manifestation of vulnerability and of violence and their
expressions; however –Weil stated- risk constitutes an indispensable
incentive in the pursuit of life. Honor, in its stride, offers one
consideration within the social sphere in which one dwells, while
collective property offers a sense of belonging to a certain social group;
persons, besides –as she saw it-, should own their own house and a
piece of land around them to cultivate.

Although rootedness –she stated-, was very likely the most vital
need of all that may be experienced by human beings; this is to say,
participation in a network of social ties defined by common elements of
cultural reference, language, the historical past and perspectives for the
future; a common past that sustains members of the community, while
inspiring and guiding towards their future. She considered criminal, in
effect, anything that might uproot and shield someone from the
experience of rootedness,66 such as the destruction of a people’s

66 Ibid.; p. 56
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traditions, war, economic subjections and money, which she
recommended to discredit because it reduces human initiatives to
avarice and power. She thought, besides, that education also can come
to stand as an instrument of uprootedness, when it is oriented towards
the vulgarization of knowledge and culture and instills in one an
indifference to truth -which is to say, an indifference towards justice and
the good-.

Weil thought as well that the limitations of the modern world in
satisfying human needs had, as one of its major causes, the weakness
of the rights framework, because of its failure to contemplate
obligations as its starting point. Rights independent from obligations –
she wrote-, is linked only to personal matters, leading to the notion of
the individual as it excludes the community or collectivity.67 This is to
say, it refers back to private property, equality and individual freedom,
thereby excluding its complements such as collective/communal
property, legitimate hierarchy and voluntary obedience. Her definition of
the complementary character of earthly needs allows one to assume,
hence, that the ultimate end of a social organization is to guarantee that
its members will be able to satisfy them, something for which multiple
and diverse media and instruments are required. A factor that also
allowed her to transcend the modern society model that confuses
means with ends; the political system and the economy –she said-, are
conceived as ends in themselves, when in reality they should be means
at the service of human well-being.

According to Weil, then, only a social order contemplating this
metamorphosis can be considered appropriate and go hand in hand
with the extended fulfillment of human beings as persons, turned into a
true alternative to injustice and uprootedness; an order, finally, that I
propose to identify as a Society of Complementarity.

DIALOGUE WITH ANCESTRAL MINDFULNESS

67 Ibid.; p. 233
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In the process of a cultural reconstruction of the Wiwa people, we
observe, of course, diverse elements giving shape to a society in which
complementarity “rules the waves.” Based on the recovery of the
system of rights and obligations that is at the heart of the Law of Origin,
it reveals a clear definition of human needs, of the social world’s means
and ends, setting the political, economic, religious and spiritual,
communitarian and individual spheres in order to protect life and
territory.

The caring of nature and the recovery of ancestral knowledge, of
language, of traditions and the idea of a shared future translate, in
effect, into the reconstruction of a natural environment that will
strengthen rootedness. The definition of the sacred here is, besides,
indispensable as a cultural instrument conferring people awareness
concerning the common objectives of their obligations and
responsibilities.

Modern society, no doubt, faces the challenge of understanding the
need of propitiating dialogue with ancestral knowledge, leaving behind
any type of illegitimate hierarchies based upon false notions of
knowledge and traditional anthropological distancing, and coming as it
does from the definition of the “other” as additional object of
investigation for Western thought. The challenge is to accept a critical
and creative dialogue capable of revealing multiple aspects of the
complementary society and of other alternatives to industrial reasoning
and to the sterility of contemporary ideologies that justify economic
development without limits and the destruction of the planet; general
alternatives, in any case, for constructing legitimate democracies and
ecological citizenships, as proposed by Sylvia Maria Valls.68

68 See in this same edition her “Tentative Profile of a Legitimate Democracy.”
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An approach that would most likely reveal, besides, the duty of
projecting new and indispensable institutions able to collapse the
sources of injustice, uprootedness and devastation. A dialogue leading,
finally, to the construction of a “we” that issues from cultural diversity
and undertakes a joint disposition of humanity’s common future.
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XV

MADRID-PUERTA DEL SOL [DOOR TO THE SUN]

CALLING FOR A REAL DEMOCRACY

“The reasons and ways that make a city wise, at the same time
wizen the citizen.”

Plato

“We are done with transition, here comes democracy.”

Poster at Puerta del Sol

VENUS IN THE SUN

On Sunday, May 15th, thousands of people went out on the streets
throughout sixty-Spanish cities —thanks to the incidence of social
networks— appealing in favor of a “Real Democracy Now” platform,
outraged given the social consequences of the government’s policies
and behavior and of the European Union, political parties, trade unions,
financial entities, enterprises, markets and the IMF. In Madrid, some
fifteen thousand demonstrators gathered downtown and, at the end of
the mobilization, close to one hundred participants from some of the
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“collectives” such as Futureless Youth or Mortgage Casualties, decided
to hang the night out at the Puerta del Sol Square; nonetheless, they
were disbanded by the police in the early morning hours and some of
them wound up in prison. From then on, a great number of people
showed up at the site in order to give their support to the demonstrators,
transforming it into an immense mural with a great array of posters that
offered a display of the protest and its issues, while dozens of camp-
outs sprouted in all of the country’s main cities; international solidarity,
in addition, compounded the activity there with massive gatherings in
Brussels, Berlin, Florence, Paris, Bogota, Mexico and Buenos Aires.
Puerta del Sol thereby became the epicenter of the May 15th
Movement, acknowledged throughout the world as the Spanish
Revolution.

The Puerta del Sol Square occupies a surface equal to
approximately ten thousand square meters and has been considered
“kilometer zero” for Spanish highways since 1950. During the XV.th C.
it was one of the doors to the Medieval quarters encircling the old wall
built in the XII.th C; the gate was marked by an image of the sun, on
account of its easterly orientation. It has always been a site for
gatherings and great collective celebrations, including the proclamation
of the Second Spanish Republic on April 14, 1931. Presently, business
centers, bars, restaurants and tourist boutiques surround the old Post
Office, presently housing the Presidency of the Autonomous
Community of Madrid, whose XIX.th C clock greets the New Year bells
tolling. Two symbols, furthermore, mark its identity: the sculpture of the
bear and the “madroño” shrub with the beautiful goddess Venus figure,
popularly known as Mariblanca [White-Marie], a replica of the original
Italian image carved in white marble, as witness to Madrid’s history
ever since 1625.

“MY FLAG IS EACH PERSON IN THIS TOWN SQUARE”

The growing and continuous flow of people, the assemblies that were
taking place every day and the camp-outs and wide media coverage –
national and international- spurred by the impending city elections,
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were the main factors contributing to the vertiginous growth of the 15-M
Movement. Over a four week period, the campers at Puerta del Sol
developed a fresh and creative organizational structure which included
the participation of many volunteers and the distribution of donations,
something that guaranteed its resilience and ability to function in view
of the elimination of transactions involving money. An equally
significant factor was the consensus reached in relation to eliminating
flags and other signs of ideological identity, a point of departure
towards defining the movement politically as both anti-party and anti-
trade-union. On the other hand, the absence of pre-conceived rules
and formulas, allowed for the channeling of practice and reflection
through the creation of commissions and workshops fueled by the
reception of a multiplicity of proposals. Enabling the substitution of
ideologies with ideas, decisions were taken by way of democratic
participation in assemblies giving full swing to an exercise of the
constitutional right to assembly and free speech. The commissions
invested themselves in resolving matters of a technical nature and of
an organizational import, whereas the workgroups were charged with
the task of theorizing and formulating the concrete proposals in order to
attempt to pinpoint the principles and objectives of the Movement from
a political, economic and social standpoint, but also from an ethical and
moral vantage.69

The internal decisions in each workgroup were reached through
consensus, even though in order to be carried out they also required
the approval of the General Assembly. Among the commissions
operating at the Puerta del Sol encampment were those having to do
with infrastructure, information, feminisms, migration, food, thought,
respect, internal coordination, legal matters, spiritual matters, animal
protection, outreach, library, childhood, art, activities, assembly
dynamics, communications and sanitation. The Infrastructure
Commission, which, furthermore, had a team of volunteer firefighters

69 Information obtained during the General Assembly of May 24 at Noon,
Puerta del Sol, Madrid, 2011.
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working for it, distributed the space, took in the donations, maintained
the encampment physically and managed the cleaning-up requirements.

The Commission of Respect’s functions involved guaranteeing the
peaceful nature of internal cohabitation and of relations with
neighboring areas close to the Square, safeguarding the exercise of
freedom of speech and preventing the use of alcohol or drugs within
the camping area.

The Coordinating Commission, in turn, registered and distributed
assignments to the volunteer personnel made up of physicians,
psychologists, lawyers, engineers, information personnel, teachers,
cooks and artists, among others. The Legal Commission, made up of
approximately 200 lawyers, had as its responsibility the task of dealing
with the police and offering counsel to other encampments throughout
the country, neighborhoods and towns that joined the Movement. The
Library Commission managed the donations of newspapers and books
and supervised the reading room open to the public. The Food
Commission, with the motto “we are what we eat,” looked after the daily
availability of healthy food, including food specifically geared to
vegetarians, vegans, diabetics and to people suffering from intestinal
anomalies. The Outreach Commission maintained relations and
dialogue going with the more than one hundred neighborhoods, towns
and districts included in the Community, with the aim of organizing a
network of autonomous or self-regulating assemblies. The Art
Commission included the areas of literature, music, theater, audiovisual
and graphic arts. The Childhood Commission had under its care a
children´s library and the encampment´s nursery. The Spirituality
Commission, on its part, brought together a group of persons linked to
different religions and world views, including a representative of the
original peoples of North America (Hopi), as well as Yoga, Tai Chi and
Sufi meditation participants; however, at the beginning, this
Commission ran across many detractors in the media and in the social
networks which considered it unnecessary or out of place, perhaps not
understanding its true meaning in relation to the inspiration that all
knowledge can –and should— receive from the past and from the
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existing cultural diversity. The Commission for Animal Protection also
became a matter for debate, primarily due to its posture in relation to
the abolition of festivities in which animals are mistreated and to
vivisection, a practice usually covering up business interests with the
use of arguments supposedly justifying humanitarian and scientific
objectives. Another point of media debate was the small garden planted
around one of the fountains and which was used for growing tomatoes,
lettuce and eggplants; it became, nonetheless, a symbol of the protest
against GMOs, vs. food insecurity and industrial architecture, where,
nonetheless, it was not possible to include sacred plants such as
mistletoe, amaranth, coca plants, peyote and ayahuasca, protectors of
the planet and of the physical and spiritual well-being of millions of
people throughout the world.

The workshop groups, for their part, concentrated on five important
lines of thought: economics, long and short-term politics, society,
environment, education and culture. The work of the economics group
included areas concerned with employment, housing, financial systems
and the impoverished countries; the one dealing with the environment,
on the other hand, was the one charged with garbage and recycling at
the encampment, besides channeling proposals coming from the rural
areas. Notably, also, energy production was added to the communal or
collective self-supporting infrastructure, by installing electric generators
and solar panels. Also a protocol was designed and advertised -to be
activated in case of police evacuation of the premises-, instructing on
how to maintain a stance of peaceful resistance at all times.

The general assemblies, in which anyone coming into the Square
was allowed to participate, adopted a rotation system in order to avoid
the emergence of leaders, were held around noontime at first but later
on got shifted to the late afternoon hours.

The spokesmen for the commissions and workshops would share
the information concerning their specific activities, and then submit their
previously agreed upon proposals to the general consensus of all
present. The debate transpired in an orderly fashion established by
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means of dialogue taking place in a mood detached from all edginess
in either verbal or bodily language.

The Movement’s legitimacy was strengthened as popular support
increased up to seventy-seven percent of the population, according to a
number of sources; resisting, besides, the pressure from the elections
programmed to be held on Sunday May 22nd. Fearing that such
support might directly affect the voting results and harm the political
parties’ stakes, the Election Committee banned a demonstration that
had been called for the day before the elections, traditionally known as
“the day of reflection.” Nevertheless, the following massive
concentration at Puerta del Sol became a historical act of civil
disobedience that consolidated the Movement even further. The
elections, however, did not reflect the trial against democracy taking
place in the streets from May 15th onward; the results foreseen yielded,
in fact, a participation equal to 66%, a level of abstention amounting to
33% with barely 5% of the votes annulled and blank, so that the right
wing Popular Party (PP) became the winner and the PSOE, the
governing Spanish Socialist Worker’s Party, was severely punished.

Another shift-point significantly affecting the Movement´s
development took place on the morning of May 27th, when the
Catalonian government’s Delegation authorized that the campers
installed at the Plaza Cataluña of Barcelona be removed, alleging the
excuse, in so doing, of wanting to ensure a peaceful celebration, the
following day, of Barcelona’s Football Club possibly winning the
Champions’ end-game; this evacuation turned into a violent event
yielding over one hundred wounded with images of the violence sent
clear across the world through the international media.

Its immediate effect, however, was to reactivate the demonstrations
throughout the entire country.
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“WE ARE NOT MERCHANDISE IN THE HANDS OF POLITICIANS
AND BANKERS.”

In terms of the 15-M Movement documents published through the
internet, its over-all objective is the regeneration of the economic and
political system, as an unavoidable condition for improving the quality
of public life. In this sense, they consider mobilization of the citizenship
indispensible, its direct participation in the decision making process and
in the full exercise of our freedoms thus far curtailed by the political
parties and the trade-unions.70 Hence, during the general assembly
held on May 20th at Puerta del Sol an initial set of proposals was
agreed upon, a synthesis of initiatives previously decided through the
commissions and workshops, including the ones that had been
received from campers by way of feedback boxes during the previous
days.71 In part, these proposals address the matter of changing those
measures imposed by the European Union and the IMF that have
resulted in the social crisis generated by the financial system and doing
so in such a way as to attenuate their consequences; complementarily,
they are geared at producing changes in the political system that will
allow for the direct participation of individuals in the decision making
process.

Among the main proposals to be found: reforms in the Electoral
Law ensuring a representative and well proportioned system that does
not betray the social will in any way; eliminating the privileges of the
political class along with a prohibition against allowing anyone on the
ballot who has been previously charged with corruption or with
embezzlement of public funds; a lowering of the levels of
unemployment down to five percent while reducing the number of hours

70 Real Democracy Now!. Proposals. At:
http://www.democraciarealya.es/?page_id=234

71 15-M official list of proposals. At:
http://www.rtve.es/contenidos/documentos/propuestas_movimiento_15M.pdf
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in a work-day, maintaining 65 years as retirement age, rewarding
enterprises that maintain a low level of temporary employment, controls
over collective firing along with the reestablishment of the 426 euros
subsidy for long-term unemployment; the expropriation of unsold
housing to be offered for rental at controlled rates; housing subsidies
for young people and persons of meager resources; cancellation of
mortgages in exchange for the return of the properties to the credit
entities; higher employment in the public sphere of health and
education; reduction of the high costs of university tuition; public
financing for scientific investigation and the independence thereof;
abolition of the European Space for Higher Education; sustainability
and a lowering of transportation costs; re-establishment of trains
presently being substituted by high-speed systems; restrictions to the
flow of private traffic throughout the downtown areas; installation of
bike-paths; development of networks bringing together and
strengthening citizenship participation; increase in the coverage offered
by social legislation; prohibition against the transfer of public capital
aimed at helping out banking institutions and refunding of State funds
granted to that effect; nationalization of all failed banks; a tax increase
on banking capital and sanctions against its speculative operations;
prohibition to Spanish banks against investing in fiscal paradises; an
increase of the kind of tax applied to great fortunes; control of fiscal
fraud and capital flight; application of the Tobin rate to the international
circulation of capital; free access to the Internet and its use; abolition of
the Sinde Law as pertains to copyrights in the Internet; protection of the
right to freedom of information; obligatory and binding referendums
concerning the enforcement of policies that directly affect the citizen’s
standard of living; real independence for the judicial branch; a reduction
of military expenses and the shutting down of weapons factories;
elimination of the Senate and of life-long pensions for legislators;
reduction of the diplomatic corps; separation of Church and State;
closing of all nuclear plants and financing for the investigation and
development of renewable and free energy sources. Measures, in
general –they claim-, that would allow for savings equal approximately
to 45 billion Euros and, consequently, for the suspension of
adjustments foreseen in the areas of public investment, salaries and
pensions.
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“ANOTHER KIND OF POLITICS IS POSSIBLE”

The success obtained by the 15-M Movement can undoubtedly be
gauged from various vantage points. In the first place, it has
demonstrated the mobilization potential that people can muster when
they overcome the barriers that traditional organizations represent,
mostly where political parties and trade-unions are concerned; a
mobilization, besides, able to question antidemocratic decisions and to
generate alternatives, using media associated with the full exercise of
rights and freedoms. That is to say, refusing the limits that restrict
democracy when it is entirely defined as an end-in-itself, in order to
investigate its true possibilities as an instrument for attaining the
common good. At Puerta del Sol –and in the other encampments
throughout the remaining cities of the Spanish state-, the possibility of
building a new way of living politically within a community has been
demonstrated. Beyond mistakes and difficulties, the Movement
managed to activate and develop the principles of horizontality, of
justice and equality, within a framework of reflection directed towards
organizing ideas in order to generate effective changes throughout the
system. It has left with us, equally so, the historical experience of
wresting from powerful political parties the attention of the
communications media right in the midst of an election campaign
agenda, managing thereby to introduce, within the national and
international debate, issues concerning the creation of an alternative
society, along with the need to reflect upon the role that these
organizations play within our democracies and the place that might be
right for them. It has also clarified, right in the midst of the popular
uprisings taking place right now in the Arab countries, the decisive
importance of the new modes of communication and the need to
defend freedom of expression and of thought in social networks. It
contributes, in addition, the practice of an unprecedented exercise in
peaceful civil disobedience, played out by a great number of people
who went out into the streets the day right before municipal elections in
order to display their disapproval of, and unhappiness with, the way the
political system works.
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It is equally important to stress the achievement of being able to
incorporate into the popular assembly thousands of people traditionally
demobilized, as well, thereby bringing strength to the social movements
that had been incapable so far of organizing a massive and cohesive
response to the official management of the crisis. The Legal
Commission, in fact, participated directly in its definition with the goal of
demonstrating the legitimate character of these encampments and the
constitutional right of holding reunions, while not altering public order
but allowing citizens to exercise their right to freedom of expression and
thought.72 Seeking to build the real and future base for the 15-M
Movement, in effect, the encampment at Puerta del Sol gave a push to
a calling for assemblies on Saturday, May 29, at the plazas or main
squares of the 41 neighborhoods and 81 towns and municipalities of
the Madrid Community; in neighborhoods, in fact, with, for the most part,
a labor population as well as immigrants, such as Aluche, Vallecas,
Carabanchel, Lavapiés, Tetuán, Arganzuela, Getafe and Hortaleza; the
latter had more than 600 participants; in other areas such as Móstoles,
Paseo de Extremadura, Alcorcón, Algete, the neighborhood of
Salamanca and that of el Pilar, attendance was as high as 300 people.

Finally, a day later, on Sunday May 30th, all the delegates from
these assemblies together installed at Puerta del Sol what they called
the General Assembly of Madrid.73

“SCRAM! YOU ARE ALL UNWORTHY REPRESENTATIVES!”

72 Legal Commission’s Position in relation to the neighborhoods and town
assemblies. At: http://madrid.tomalosbarrios.net/2011/05/27/comision-legal-
taller-de-mediacion-con-la-policia/

73 About the development of the assemblies movement in the neighborhoods,
towns and municipalities of the Madrid Community. See:
http://madrid.tomalosbarrios.net/
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Reflection concerning the revocation or suppression of political parties
was set forth in Europe by the young French philosopher Simone Weil
(1909-1943), at the time when she was working in London, within the
team of investigators of General Charles de Gaulle’s government in
exile, on the project of what the future reconstruction of France should
be all about. Her ideas –ignored at the time- were spelled out in an
essay written between December,1942, and April, 1943, published after
her death under the title “Note concerning the Suppression of Political
Parties;” 74 a text reflecting, on the whole, her profound meditation upon
the significance and objectives of democracy.

The problem with parties –she wrote early on— is to know whether
their nature and behavior justify their existence; that is to say, whether
they are linked as a vehicle or medium with the end-purpose of a true
democracy –of the will expressed by the people- which consists in truth,
justice and the public good. For Simone Weil, rightly, democracy (real
and legitimate) demands, in the first place, that the people will not limit
the expression of their judgment on the city’s problems to elections and,
much less, to the election of “irresponsible collectivities;” a statement
that allowed her, in turn, to assert that no nation has ever known an
authentic democracy. To obtain it –she said—, people should have the
opportunity of expressing their opinion concerning the great problems
of social life, without any “collective passion” entering their minds such
as is bound to surface as a result of the existence and activity of
political parties.

74 Simone Weil. “Note Concerning the Suppression of Political Parties” in
Spanish, Profesión de fe. Edited and translated by Sylvia María Valls, México,
1990, 2006. At:
https://institutosimoneweilediciones.wordpress.com/2018/03/09/simone-weil-
profesion-de-fe-antologia/

https://institutosimoneweilediciones.wordpress.com/2018/03/09/simone-weil-profesion-de-fe-antologia/
https://institutosimoneweilediciones.wordpress.com/2018/03/09/simone-weil-profesion-de-fe-antologia/
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Following her argument, there are three basic characteristics that
prevent parties from acting as a means towards an end and that
transform them instead into ends in themselves at the service of their
own interests; characteristics –she held- that communist parties
developed to perfection during the XX.th C. In the first place, a political
party is a machine built in order to spur “collective passion,” expressed
through propaganda; in the second place, it is “collective passion” that
dominates its members’ thoughts; lastly, the only objective that political
parties have is their own unlimited growth for the sake of power.

Thus, the party never has sufficient members, sufficient voters,
sufficient money: evident characteristics –she declared— that allow us
to see in them totalitarian organizations as much in “germination” as in
“aspirations,” even when they define themselves as instruments at the
service of a specific idea of what constitutes the public good, something
hardly ever more than fiction. “Collective passion,” thus, germinates
because no level of growth and power can satisfy them, factors to
which they always attribute their errors, weaknesses and failures. The
unquenchable ambition for power then substitutes the search for truth,
justice and the public good: “something that should horrify us –she
warned- if it were not because habit has so hardened us (…). If we
were to entrust to the very devil the organization of public life, he would
hardly be able to come up with anything more ingenious.” Simone Weil,
nonetheless, was convinced that her recommendation that political
parties be eliminated, as a necessary measure towards the
development of a democracy, would have few chances of being
implemented before several generations had gone by. The XXI.rst C,
nonetheless, is now taking the relay, reaching for that torch.



124

XVI

NEW AGREEMENTS TO CHANGE THE WORLD

THE 15-M WALKS AND BIKES

“Let’s get together! We are the ones we were waiting for.”

The Hopi Nation’s Chiefs (Oraibi, Arizona, 2000)

HARMFUL MONOPOLIES

In his work, Ivan Illich (1926-2002) described the failure of industrial
institutions such as in education, medicine and transportation,75 when
they exercise a radical monopoly over people’s lives and limit their
autonomy and freedom; institutions that become ends in themselves,
differing in their objectives as means towards the satisfaction of
humanity’s physical and spiritual needs. This is how –Illich maintained-,
modern society’s educational institutions make you dumb, medicine
makes you sick and transportation paralyzes you. Generally speaking,
his analyses fit other social entities as well, such as political parties that
centralize personal participation in public life binding people to the
periodic exercise of the vote, and this with the objective of maintaining
their own party oriented interests in relation to power and to their

75 Mailer Mattié. El fracaso del progreso industrial [The failure of industrial
progress]. At: http://www.nodo50.org/ceprid/spip.php?article568

http://www.nodo50.org/ceprid/spip.php?article568
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adherence to economic ideologies; a control that reaches out to labor
unions and other areas of social organization as well. The modern
world, then, delegates unto parties the radical control of political
participation by its citizens, turning the progress of democratic systems
into fiction.

As Simone Weil wrote in her essay “Note for the Suppression of
Political Parties” –a contribution to the reconstruction of her country
once the European war would be over-, these organizations, turning
away from acting merely as means for procuring the public good,
become ends in themselves instead, directing their efforts towards
strengthening the harmful monopoly they exercise. They play a travesty,
in effect, upon democratic life since they undermine collective well-
being by dividing citizens among themselves and generating results
that are contrary to their proposed objective. To pretend that the
monopoly exercised by political parties is democracy’s prerequisite, is
only one more myth of contemporary society.

DEFYING THE WALLS

Radical monopolies are, in fact, social agreements limiting the rights of
the majorities whose vulnerabilities, nonetheless, rely upon the
outreach of their perverse social effects. Modern revolutions have
amounted to no more than the substitution of one radical monopoly
over another, using preferably violence as an instrument towards
transformation. And this is precisely the challenge facing the new social
movements that have emerged around the world since the end of the
last century, starting with the struggles of indigenous communities in
various regions of Latin America, including the most recent ones in the
Arab countries, in Iceland, in Greece, Chile and in Spain with the
revolution of the 15-M indignados –those feeling outraged— and its
remarkable international influence. That is to say, building new social
agreements that will substitute the power of radical monopolies and,
consequently, install the fullest exercise of the values and principles of
a real democracy.
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CITIZENS WITHOUT FRONTIERS

The 15-M proposals change our perspective as to political participation
by citizens in public life, linking social action not only to specific
principles, methods and strategies, but also to new definitions of social
space, of citizens and time. The 15-M, in effect, emerged as an
autonomous movement without any symbolic national identification, its
principal headquarters to be found in the street or in the city’s public
square, the neighborhood and the township. It is equally formed by
groups of persons interconnected amongst themselves who not only
call for their rights, but who assume responsibilities while beginning to
recognize one another as co-creators of their own social reality. They
make up, in fact, a collectivity that writer Sylvia Maria Valls has referred
to as ecological citizenship; that is to say, for active citizens who
perceive national problems from a planetary perspective, while
defending the importance of local autonomy as they decide on matters
of public life and common problems. Valls maintains, besides, that
survival in our planet will depend upon implementing a similar type of
citizenship throughout the world.

An ancestral principle of wisdom and sustainability of the Hopi
people advises that one take the necessary time to weigh each
important decision, taking into account their impact upon the next
seven generations; a commitment, no doubt, that ecological citizenry
must assume as creator of a new world at the personal, local and
global level. The 15-M has decided, hence, to move using its feet and
to bike.
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XVII

(REAL) DEMOCRACY
AS A UNIVERSAL OBLIGATION

Simone Weil’s critique of modern society, implies the profiling of a new
world. In her book Oppression and Liberty [original French title
appearing as “Reflections on the Causes of Liberty and Oppression”],
we encounter her first sketch of an alternative society that is based on
a firm and lucid challenging of ideologies as .such; with manual work
posited as a supreme cultural value, she reaches the conclusion that
the new civilization would have to emerge while keeping its distance
from the prevailing religion of economics and production. Nonetheless,
it was to be in her last essays in London, almost a decade later, that
she would develop the essential aspects of her thought concerning
some kind of a future society; ideas that she put forth as an answer to
the post-war challenges in Europe and in France in particular. In these
texts,76 Weil pinpointed the requisites that might lead to the
construction of what she called a true democracy built around human
beings; her thought, hence, acquires a remarkable level of actuality,
precisely in face of the crucial challenges stirring the new social
movements in Europe and other regions of the planet.

76 Weil, Simone. Profesión de fe. Antología y crítica alrededor de su obra.
Edición y traducción Sylvia Valls. México, [Profession of Faith. An Anthology
and Critiques Involving her Work]. México, 2006. At:
https://institutosimoneweilediciones.wordpress.com/2018/03/09/simone-weil-
profesion-de-fe-antologia/

https://institutosimoneweilediciones.wordpress.com/2018/03/09/simone-weil-profesion-de-fe-antologia/
https://institutosimoneweilediciones.wordpress.com/2018/03/09/simone-weil-profesion-de-fe-antologia/
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The democracy we are acquainted with –she declared-, is captive
to notions concerning persons and law; limited to the sphere of
vindication defined more by the ideological interests of social groups
and less by justice. Due to a monopoly exercised by the laws –she
maintained-, the oppressed’s cry has plunged to a grieving tone.

A person, even when taken as the beneficiary of laws addressed
towards the compliance of individual freedom and property, is forever in
danger given a permanent vulnerability concerning the satisfaction of
one’s needs and, thereby, rendered subservient to the collectivity –the
State, the economic and labor system, family, religion, education,
etcetera- all tending to compress the subject at hand.

The development of a true democracy, then, is possible only as far
as it is one that manages to free itself from both the notion of rights and
the notion of a person as generally understood. A process implying, in
fact, a redefining of the reality of what constitutes a human being who
thereby recovers his/her universal dimension: sacred, anonymous and
impersonally linked to the good, to truth and beauty; an attribution of
value with the capacity to free individuals from that collective
oppression to which modern society subjects them, even in the existing
democratic systems. To her mind, the latter constitutes one of the most
urgent problems to be resolved by any political activity meaning to
involve direct participation by citizens in the public domain’s decision
making process.

Construction of that new reality would imply, of course, the creation
of a multiplicity of institutions freed from the exclusionary dictates of law
and grievances.

The institutions of a true democracy –Weil set forth— do not exist;
they must be invented because they are as unknown as they remain
indispensable. Such institutions would express their recognition of the
impersonal character of human beings, something that is possible only
if their needs and obligations are revealed. This is to say, such
institutions would express the mandate entreating all human beings to
recognize their own obligation, in keeping with each person’s social
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position, to eliminate those privations that may destroy or mutilate the
life of other human beings; a general obligation whose level of rejection
or acceptance would make it possible to evaluate the social system and,
hence, the democratic horizon of its institutions.

A true democracy, therefore, bases itself on the recognition that the
satisfaction of human needs constitutes a universal obligation –public
and private, not subordinated to any other political, economic or social
consideration-, which organizes all forms of power and their institutions
as means and instruments at the service of such a duty.

As we know, Weil clearly distinguished the contents of the sphere of
obligations while defining the earthly needs of the body and soul,77
whose satisfaction, while they may vary somewhat among different
cultures, nonetheless, find themselves limited by the needs and wants
of others.

Thus, the human soul seeks after a set of complementary
obligations, integrated into a network of social ties defined by common
elements in relation to culture, tongues spoken, history and those
perspectives for a future that will ensure rootedness. In a true
democracy, then, each need would be identified with a specific
obligation, at the same time that rootedness –the ability to grow roots-
would constitute the most primordial object of satisfaction for each and
every human being. She conceived, then, the declaration of obligations
as the fundamental ideal for the development of social life, upon it
being fully adopted by the people and translated into laws, in such a
way that its noncompliance might be subject to punishment. The older
reality constituted by former notions of rights and persons, would
thereby leave the way open for the construction of a social context
defined by common and universal obligations, a process demanding

77 Weil, Simone. “Obligaciones hacia el ser humano”. [“Obligations towards
the Human Being.”] At:
https://institutosimoneweilediciones.wordpress.com/2017/08/08/simone-weil/

https://institutosimoneweilediciones.wordpress.com/2017/08/08/simone-weil/
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the substitution and creation of new institutions. To start with, any
solution would imply the suppression of political parties, mechanisms
bent on the propagandistically induced creation of fanaticisms and
collective madness at the exclusive service of their own power, thereby
turning the public good into pure fiction. In their place, a true
democracy would demand the selection of men and women whose
legitimate hierarchy resulted from the prestige acquired in their own
communities; aware of the needs and hopes of the people and
competent to translated them into laws and to guarantee their fulfillment.

A transformation, hence, derived from the act of placing human
needs at the center of social life and culture, so that they may once
again occupy the place usurped by contemporary society’s economic
interests and ideologies, which now corrupt all institutions as they
continue to vilify human aspirations.
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XVIII

THE END THAT JUSTIFIES THE MEANS
OF THE ECONOMY

THE FINANCIAL SYSTEM’S CRISIS AND OVERPRODUCTION

The development of a capitalist economic regime is made up of a
succession of cycles of prosperity and crisis, following one another
as do day and night. A period of productive growth is inevitably
followed by one of crisis. The origin of such a succession of events
lies in the fact that wealth created by productive labor during times
of growth ends up in hands of sectors of the population that are
exterior to it. The greater the creation of wealth, the greater also the
distance becomes between those who produce it and those who
make it their own. During boom periods, quite so, the discrepancy
between benefits and work grows, because earnings stop growing
in productive industry and rises in the financial sectors dedicated to
speculation, the most remote activity of all from work.

Hence, progress contains its own disintegration of the economic
regime as a result of subordinating the industrial system to the
financial one; this is to say, as a result of the economy moving
increasingly through the incentive of a profit that is derived from no
work at all. Consequently, when speculative benefit stops, the
economic machine halts in its entirety. The crisis, hence, does not
result from a disequilibrium between offer and demand in the
industrial market; on the contrary, overproduction arises in the
financial sector precisely because of the growth in speculative
capital. This happens because the real goal of the economy is none
other than the growth of earnings to which no work is linked. The
crisis appears, besides, like some sort of natural phenomenon
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equally affecting the “cloud of parasites” provoking it as well as the
workers. Nonetheless, its serious social consequences -such as
unemployment, low salaries and inflation- show the magnitude of
the inclement breach separating them.

This interpretation of the functioning of the economic system
which places the origin of these crises in the financial sphere, was
proposed by Simone Weil in 1931 in relation to the Great
Depression then devastating the Western world.78 Today we know
that Weil was right on the mark, now that the interval of nearly half a
century of a regulated economy has been closed and just as the
errors, limitations and intentions of the diverse ideologies
concerning economic phenomena come to light. Quite the case, the
decision, over the last decades of the last century, to give
capitalism a new start –what we know today as neoliberalism-, had
no other purpose than channeling the economic system towards its
original objectives in relation to the financial system, with an
increasing of parasitic earnings and a subordination, thereby, of the
rest of the economy and of society as a whole.

NEOLIBERAL PROPAGANDA

The crisis in growth and in inflation owed to the unusual rise in the
petroleum prices of the seventies, was used as proof of the inefficiency
of the welfare State in dealing adequately with the economy.

Thus began an intense propaganda campaign -described as a
theoretical and intellectual revolution, with the help of outstanding and
prestigious academic institutions and economists-, in order to convince

78 Weil, Simone. “L’Engagement syndical” in: Oeuvres Complètes. Published
under the direction of André A. Devaux and Florence de Lussy, Gallimard.
Paris, 1988. Translated by Sylvia Valls for the Instituto Simone Weil A.C., in
Valle de Bravo, México, 2012. The article was published originally in the
Bulletin of the Haute-Loire Section (Le Puy), XIII, Nº 68, 1931, edited by the
National Teacher’s Trade Union of France and its Colonies.
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the world concerning the need to open up the markets as the only
alternative bound to resolve humanity’s problems. Propaganda –as
Weil well put it- is the adversary of truth, which is why she
recommended its absolute prohibition, without exception. In order to
install the new order, then, it became necessary, not only to redefine
the relation of the economy to the State but, also, to put into effect new
mechanisms and instruments favoring the free international expansion
of the financial system.

Thus, the steady assault by older economic organizations such as
the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund –originally created
for the financing of productive development-, was compounded through
an additional control of political institutions in countries such as Chile
(1973), Great Britain (1979), and the United States (1981). Excessive
liquidity in the financial system linked to funds derived from the OPEP
countries’ petroleum rent, on the other hand, contributed significantly to
the ensuing “debt crisis” that seriously affected the lives of millions of
people in Africa, the Caribbean and Latin America. Financial
overproduction, in effect, caused credit to be extended beyond where
they could be paid back and the nation-States in these regions –the
majority in hands of corrupt governments and entrepreneurs- who,
years later, had to accept conditions imposed by the lenders –structural
readjustment programs and social cutbacks-, privatizing state property,
converting people’s rights into merchandise -health, education, housing,
water, among many others- and destroying natural resources and the
environment, in order to obtain the foreign exchange required to
continue feeding speculation through the successful instrument of debt.
The experiment was extended to Asia and the countries that had made
up the Soviet bloc, asphyxiating, in effect, the emergence of any other
alternative. The social consequences everywhere have been poverty
and inequality, uprootedness and migration, the destruction of nature
and of the sources of subsistence and food security, political instability
and the discredit of fragile democracies; effects barely moderated as a
result of the emerging resistance of social movements.

The neoliberal plan continued advancing in the industrial countries
of the North as well, accelerated by the enforcement of deregulation
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policies, privatizing the public sector, a lowering of taxes and the
granting of free movement to financial capital, while expanding new
instruments benefitting the growth of markets linked to speculation.
Nonetheless, speculative earnings not only remain alien to work, but
also to any sort of moral limitation; consequently, its globalization has
deepened to extreme lengths the gap that was opened over two
centuries ago between the economy’s interests and society’s welfare.

THE INVISIBLE HAND

The development of financial speculation requires great amounts of
money, power and information. In reality, it is what we may call the true
invisible hand of the economy able to influence prices, the demand and
offer of goods. It acts above all through what are known as the futures
market –a category of the derivatives markets or of financial
instruments, whose value has been estimated to amount to seven-
hundred percent of the real GNP of the world-, where millions of buying
and selling agreements are contracted for a determined period of time
establishing the amount, price and payment due date of the operation
involved; they are traded at the stock-exchange such as the Chicago
Board of Trade and other main stock-exchange markets throughout the
world. They have functioned in a small scale since the XIX.th C. in
order to cover possible risks concerning the fluctuation of prices,
especially in agricultural goods and raw materials; nonetheless, for over
the last two decades their volume has grown considerably due to
speculative demand and the inclusion of different financial products
such as interest rates, exchange currency and stocks, among others,
thereby losing their original function. As a result, consumer goods have
come to be considered primarily as financial assets, among them wheat,
coffee, cotton, sugar, corn, soya, lumber and cattle; also gold, silver,
aluminum and petroleum. It’s all about “playing” around with price
behavior, in such a way that only a very small percentage of the
contracts reach their original termination date –close to two percent-,
since the majority is negotiated earlier in the secondary markets.
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Over the last few years, the result of these activities has been
reflected in a spectacular price increment in various sectors. In 2010,
for example, food prices went up in general some thirty-three percent;
in 2011, silver prices went up eighty-two percent, and gold twenty-one
percent, wheat fifty four percent, corn eighty eight percent, cotton
seventy eight percent and sugar fifty two percent. Futures markets,
then, are instruments allowing speculative capital to grow at the
expense of wealth created by work, even before the latter has been
able to materialize.

THE END OF PROSPERITY AND THE BEGINNING OF
ALTERNATIVES

The diversion of real wealth and the rise of parasitic earnings show the
extent of subordination that the economic regime has reached in
relation to the financial sector. Nonetheless, they also show the
extreme vulnerability that such a scenario imprints upon all of society.
The earthshaking banking failure, first in the United States and later in
the European countries, associated to the overpricing of real estate and
problems with mortgage payments, covered up, nonetheless, the
serious consequences that speculation had also brought upon other
sectors, such as the increments in food prices across the world and of
petroleum, which reached one hundred dollars per barrel for the first
time precisely during 2008. It was estimated that by 2007 the volume of
speculative economics had become ten times higher than the
productive economy of goods and services. Elements that together, no
doubt, contributed to a collapse indicated by international recession.

Nonetheless, always faithful to its own propaganda, the neoliberal
system persists upon leaning on the financial system in order to
manage the financial system’s crisis, using the debt market’s
oppressive instrument, whose immediate objective is to appropriate the
benefits derived from a country´s work through the imposition of
readjustment programs. The system, therefore, ignores the increasing
demand for greater constraints such as a suspension of fiscal
paradises, the application of fees to speculative financial transactions,
controlling the movement of capital and the futures markets.



136

Insufficient reforms since the solution is to be found in breaking
definitively with the cycle that leads to the crisis and which makes state
intervention unavoidable; this is to say, reducing effectively the extreme
differentiation between the productive system and the financial one
whose maximized expression is the autonomy of the speculative
sphere that prevails as a result of deregulation.

The goal is to reintegrate the economy into society as a means for
subsistence and the satisfaction of human needs, in close alliance with
the development of a true democracy.
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XIX

NIKOLA TESLA (1856-1943)

FACING THE PROBLEM OF HOW TO CHANGE THE WORLD

The scientist’s work is like the farmer’s: for the future. He lives and
works and holds up hope.

Nikola Tesla, 1900

Bewildered as we find ourselves after several centuries of
technologically oriented pride, we have forgotten that there is a divine
universal order. We ignore that work, art, science, are only different
ways of entering into contact with that order. If the humiliation of great
misfortune were to awaken us, were we to encounter this great truth,
we would be able to erase what constitutes the foremost scandal of
modern thought: the hostility between science and religion.

Simone Weil, 1934

WE ARE ALL ONE
The course taken by industrial civilization during the XX.th C,
demanded that the values and world view implicit in the legacy of one
Nikola Tesla,79 be Ignored; and, even though that legacy is present in

79 Nikola Tesla was born in Smiljan, present day Croatia, on June 10th, 1856,
where he spent his childhood with his family in a rural setting; his father was
an Orthodox Church priest and his mother invented objects and instruments of
daily use. An engineer and brilliant inventor, he established the fundamentals
upon which electricity and modern technology are based. He worked in the



138

practically all spheres of present day technology; engineers graduating
from universities today are said not to be acquainted with him.
Fortunately, believers or not, we have initiated a promising recuperation
period for knowledge at all levels, whose main trait is the increasing
tendency to look for a possible unity between modern and ancient
modes of wisdom: an indispensable path towards finding permanent
solutions for humanity’s future. Within this context, Tesla’s deep vein of
thinking emerges in all of its lucidity and scope, with its social concerns
inseparable from its scientific and technical character, to provide an
irreplaceable contribution to our convulsive era.

In 1900, Tesla wrote his essay entitled “The Problem of
Augmenting Human Energy,” published originally by Century

fields of electromagnetism and electromechanical engineering, contributing to
the development of alternative current applications, robotics, remote control,
radar and computation, among other scientific novelties. Five months after his
death he was officially recognized in the United States as the discoverer of
radio, Guillermo Marconi having died as well and once it had been proven that
the Italian inventor had based his investigation upon Tesla patents. At the end
of the XIX.th C., his alternate current applications substituted T.A Edison’s
continuous current, bringing about a radical innovation in the everyday use as
well as in the industrial use of electricity, feats that gave him prestige and
worldwide recognition. He always worked with humanity’s benefit in mind,
paying little attention to his personal gain. He cultivated an eccentric
personality and his fame was deliberately overshadowed, to the point of being
referred to as a “mad scientist” and a “lazy dreamer” in view of his incredible
ideas, including his reiterated declarations to the effect that he had on
numerous occasions received signals from extraterrestrial life while carrying
on with some of his investigations. One of his great dreams, nonetheless, was
finding ways to use and to freely deliver energy from the sun and from the
environment, declaring himself a firm opponent to the combustion of matter, a
process he considered barbaric and irrational. He left no children or any known
mate, dying alone and in poverty in a New York City hotel at age 86, on
January 7, 1943, city to which he had emigrated in 1884, after a period in Paris.
His legacy is preserved at a museum in Belgrade.
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Magazine.80 A century later, its inspiring reading allows us to detect
with overwhelming clarity the invisible threads that wove together the
continued itinerary of modern society and the beginning, no doubt, of
many of its errors, consequences and atrocities affecting today the
planet’s peoples and nations. His own vision of reality and his
proposals destined to transform the world, offer not only an original
critical perspective: also –and above all- they reveal to us a scientific
alternative for imagining the reasoned construction of a new society. In
Tesla’s thought, as is quite the case, harmony, reciprocity and
complementarity among laws governing nature and those governing
society, are indispensable. He thus worked while supposing it possible
to direct the economic and political forces of the moment towards the
solution of problems he considered “infinitely more important for
humanity than a merely industrial development,” unable to allow that
human effort –and his own, so way beyond measuring- should be
dedicated to the attainment of other objectives. Rejecting avarice and
the interests vested in economic power growing around him like seeds
put into fertile ground, his position expresses –more than the simple
appearance of an extreme and dubious ingenuity- the absolute
conviction born from an understanding of the coherence behind
nature’s rhythmic movements. The conviction, no doubt, of not
contributing to the errors he surely saw multiplying, menacingly,
everywhere in that New York City recently illuminated thanks to the
application of his own discoveries, and brimming over with infinite
possibilities for economic growth and limitless accumulation.

In his essay, Tesla departs from an essential notion of life as the
guideline for describing the trajectory and objectives of some of his
main discoveries until that time. To this effect, he held that every
representation of human life, no matter how complex (an individual, a
family, a community, a nation) is, first of all, constituted by a mass that
is moved by a force, and to which it is thereby possible to apply the
same general laws of movement found acting throughout the universe.

80 Tesla, Nikola. Yo y la energía. [Very Truly Yours, English publication, 2007].
Presentation by Miguel A. Delgado y translation by Cristina Núñez Pereira.
Turner Noema. Madrid, 2011; pp. 239-311.
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Besides, we are part of a whole, he stated –“we are all one”-:
something that in principle is a “physical event,” quite as ancestral
teachings have vouched over thousands of years, even when –he
maintained- modern science has not developed enough
experimentation to allow confirming so, basically as a result of a lack of
means and methods for adequate research. A truth, besides, that in
itself blasts away the paradigms identified by modern society, founded
as it is on the inversion of means and ends, the separation, clash and
duality in which one of the extremes always prevails over the other:
North/South, modern/primitive, man/woman, economy/nature,
science/cosmic vision, etcetera.

HALF THE MASS BY THE VELOCITY OF THE SQUARE (1/2 MV x V)

If humanity is a mass propelled by force, it is possible then to calculate
its energy in agreement with the general laws of mechanical movement.
Following Tesla, such a calculation would be given in the formula:
1/2MV x V (human energy is the product of half of the human mass M,
multiplied by the square of a hypothetical velocity V); M is in constant
transformation, since we human beings are able to alter our volume
and speed, given our access to energy derived from diverse sources.
Consequently, the great problem for science will always be that of
augmenting the energy that is available to humanity.

A social reading of this reasoning allows one to deduce the
equivalency between energy and human wellbeing –peace, liberty and
justice-, where V amounts to the quality of life; in such a case, it would
be possible to say that the great problem posed by science –and also
by society- will always be that of increasing human wellbeing. A
problem the solution of which supposes accepting that M (movement)
relies upon a specific force F, to which resistance of another
antagonistic force R –integrated in part by friction forces and in part by
negative forces-; the difference between F and R, at the end, will be the
effective force upon which M’s velocity of movement will rely.
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Augmenting human energy, hence, is the equivalent of elevating the
product 1/2MV x V, that, following Tesla, may only be accomplished in
three ways.81

1. Augmenting M, without altering F and R;
2. reducing R, without altering M and F; and
3. augmenting F, without altering M and R

Increasing M and reducing R involve limitations; F, nonetheless,
could be increased indefinitely. The previous options entail three
different aspects of the same problem, although each in its turn is a
different problem: society faces, hence, three fundamentally different
problems.

AUGMENTING HUMAN MASS (M). FOOD

In order to overcome the first problem, Tesla proposed two solutions:
stimulating the forces that tend to augment M or reducing those tending
to diminish it. In the first case he cites, for example, healthy food, health
care, attention to childhood, hygiene and pure water,82 to which we
could add today the air we breathe. In a few words, we can refer

81 Aside from his love for animals and doves in particular, Tesla had a special
predilection for the number three, a symbolism that permeated his life and
work, coinciding, for example, with dates found in some of his most important
experiments.

82 Tesla proposed converting into an “inflexible law” the obligation to boil water
or to sterilized water for consumer use in each house or public place, and even
worked on the use of ozone towards such an end. Millions of people
throughout the world still lack the minimum amount of water required to satisfy
their needs.
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ourselves to the full satisfaction of what Simone Weil called, nearly half
a century later, “the earthly needs of the body.”83

Tesla warned, nonetheless, that upon adding new human mass to
the old it is of utmost importance that the mass be of a higher velocity –
quality-, taking education as the primordial factor of such an equation.
This way, the new, better educated mass, would add considerable
energy to the sum total of human energy, whose growth would remain
proportional to population growth.

Once again, citing Weil, human well-being could be augmented
notably and constantly if, besides, the new generations were to live in
absence of the threat of uprootedness and in conditions of being able
to satisfy the “earthly needs of the soul”; this is to say, were they to live
within a social context of equality, bowing to legitimate hierarchies, with
liberty and access to truth, to personal and collective property and with
security and personal initiative without the renunciation of risk.

On the other hand, among all the innumerable decisive factors
reducing human mass, none –Tesla maintained- is comparable to the
lack of food and an adequate nutrition, resulting from poverty and the
starvation that results in millions of deaths. Henceforward, the main
answer to the first problem posed by the matter of raising human
wellbeing is: how to provide healthy and sufficient food for the
population. In this sense, Tesla was in favor of bringing about a radical
shift in eating habits in favor of vegetarianism, objecting to the “barbaric
habit” of consuming beef, alleging that the slaughter of animals
destroys, among other things, our moral fiber. He proposed, therefore,
finding ways of raising the natural productivity of soils, starting with the
preservation of energy sources that would eliminate the need to burn

83 “Every person should consider the human body as a priceless gift from
someone who loves us above all else as a marvelous work of art of
indescribable beauty and perfection that is beyond any human capacity to
conceive, and as something so delicate and fragile that a word, a sigh, a look,
even more so, a thought, could harm.”
Tesla. Op. cit., p. 247.
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down trees –something that a century later appears to be of the utmost
urgency-; although the key for improving the earth’s fertility –he pointed
out-, is the natural and cheap production of nitrogen compounds –
nothing more foreign to the supposed solution being offered by our
ongoing model of industrial agriculture-.

Tesla, of course, tried to bring into practice his proposal by carrying
out an assortment of electricity experiments, with the goal of being able
to use atmospheric nitrogen in unlimited quantities by means of
oxidation. He considered that the low cost of the process would allow
for its free use throughout the world, the permanent fertilization of the
earth and the production of healthy food; this is to say, access to a new
and endless source of food that would translate into an incalculable
benefit for humanity. He trusted that the production of nitrogen in this
manner would soon turn into a new industry, whose importance he
compared to iron production; nonetheless, Tesla’s firm convictions
were incapable of overcoming the mean interests of industrial society.

REDUCING THE FORCE (R) THAT HINDERS THE HUMAN MASS.
PEACE.

The forces setting humanity back –this is to say, limiting the quality of
life on Earth- are, as mentioned before, fictional and negative ones.
The forces of resistance -Tesla explained-, lack any concrete direction,
just as is the case with ignorance and stupidity; negative forces, to the
contrary, do display a definite direction as illustrated, for example, by
religious fanaticism –or ideology, all kinds of propaganda and in
general those means tending to install themselves as ends in
themselves, we might add-. The first ones, hence, always imply an
inevitable loss, while the second ones are misdirected forces that may
be transformed; thus, in order to diminish them it becomes necessary
to employ radically different methods tending to eliminate the forces of
friction and to reduce the negative ones.

Tesla, in effect, defined ignorance as the main force of friction acting
upon humanity’s quality of life, which could only be minimized through
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the widening of knowledge and the unification of the different elements
making up human diversity –consequently, fragmentation,
uprootedness, destruction of cultures and duality as the dominant logic
of modern society are also principal forces delaying and limiting
humanity’s movement-. Nonetheless –Tesla maintained-, negative
forces have a superior effect, among which organized war is the one
with the greatest outreach, requiring immense amounts of money and
consuming a great amount of human energy –turned, besides, into one
of the most lucrative industries of modernity-.

Elevating human energy would demand, then, the abolition of all
barriers separating nations as well as the permanent establishment of
peace; a certainty that the Great War of 1914-18 reinforced in Tesla’s
views who, in 1919, wrote: “What we most wish for now is a more
intimate and better understanding among individuals and the
communities of the entire Earth, along with the elimination of that
fanatical devotion for those exalted ideals of selfishness and national
pride that are always prone to sink the world into primitive barbarism
and struggle”.84 Transforming the direction of that enormous negative
force –always on the rise— would demand, consequently, a set of
intermediate phases, whose initial step were to conjure up a most
radical hypothesis: this is to say, dispensing with human beings and
substituting them with machines –automatons- to confront each other,
and in favor of which he counted upon the success of his investigations
concerning remote control and robotics. The “nutty scientist” in all his
splendor. 85

84 Ibíd.; p. 226

85 We now understand that the ecological costs of producing such artifacts
would be unacceptable and, consequently, contrary to Tesla’s principles.
Better to avoid any excuses for encouraging wars.
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.ELEVATING THE FORCE (F) THAT ACCELERATES HUMAN MASS.
THE ADVANTAGES OF SOLAR ENERGY. WORK.

Here we find the solution that Tesla considered of greatest importance
for facing the fundamental problem of raising energy and human well-
being, since force (F) -which accelerates the movement of human mass
(M)- is the one that always determines its direction. Energy expressed
in work is the mechanism that makes the world go round, yet it is the
sun that is the true “trigger” managing the whole: it preserves life and
supplies human energy; hence, raising F means in first place deriving
more solar energy for human use.

Tesla noticed as well that modern society increasingly refused to
take any radical steps for furthering the use of energy derived from the
natural environment; a circumstance entailing a great waste of energy
and serving as source for diverse negative forces. Tesla, further,
considered it “a barbaric process opposed to civilization” to center
energy generation in the combustion of matter; today we know that
industrial society chose to multiply exponentially this tendency and we
are aware of the consequences, not to forget the incalculable risk that
the use of nuclear energy involves and the function that petroleum has
played as an instrument for generating the negative forces of war.

Nonetheless, in order to increase the availability of solar energy,
Tesla thought the best method would be to use the sun beams able, as
they are, to provide millions of horsepower units per square kilometer;
discovering how to do it would mean, in effect, finding a never-ending
power source and one that should remain beyond attempts at
expropriation. However, discovery of new energy sources would require,
at the same time –and above all else— the “radical innovation” of
finding a way for transmitting energy across whatever distance were
required through the atmosphere: from his point of view, such would be
the great leap finally to allow for the cohesion of humanity’s diverse
elements, with an incalculable “moral influence.”

Tesla, hence, summed up in three words the three possible
solutions to the great problem of increasing human energy –and of
changing the world-: food, peace and work (energy); three solutions
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that –he confessed— he had learned in childhood alongside his father
and mother in their common native soil. Setting upon the path towards
uniting human diversity would begin, henceforward, by approving the
consensus in relation to such a common human goal, as if we all spoke
the same language and worshipped together the same God.
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SECOND PART

FROM THE PERSONA L TO THE IM PERSONA L

Sylvia Maria Valls

Translated by Sylvia María Valls
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I

INTRODUCTION

“Only if one loves this earth with unbending passion can one
release one’s sadness,” don Juan said: “A warrior is always joyful
because his love is unalterable and his beloved, the earth, embraces
him and bestows upon him inconceivable gifts. The sadness belongs
only to those who hate the very thing that gives shelter to their
beings.”

Don Juan Matus in Carlos Castaneda´s Tales of Power. Simon and
Schuster, 1974; p.285

You may rest assured that, without Internet, this book, like so many
other things, would never have come into existence; albeit, from a
certain perspective, such a new vehicle has worked in a puzzling
way as well: the overwhelming amount of information reaching us
through the various media at our disposal is simply unimaginable to
my generation in view of the fact that we reach maturity and old age
these days with many more things to learn than were known when
we were still crawling around the playpen. Such a mental state as
we must face every morning can rapidly become a more or less
unassailable wall of impediments -and paradoxically, salvageable
only thanks to the Internet itself-. How on earth, you wonder, can
anyone mean to say anything powerful enough to sink deeply, to
grow roots, in another fellow being’s awareness! How to assume the
inevitable ending, sooner or later, feeling that we have been, effectively,
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doing the best we can in the fulfillment of our obligations to ourselves
and to those who may well be counting upon our knowledge of so many
things! And how to comply, better than so far, with the needs of this
bountiful Earth nourishing us while asking for so little from us in return!

At any rate, the spirit nurturing this enterprise -in which Mailer
Mattié and I have seen our friendship, with its Andean and Caribbean
flair, strengthened- is anchored in a certain “profession of faith” that
emanates from personal experiences encouraging us to find the
strength and resources –material and intellectual- without which it
would have been impossible for us to overcome such an imposing,
major obstacle that could easily have barred us from assuming this
undertaking. In the midst of it all, having access to these technologies
has been a truly encouraging factor as it has allowed us to
communicate creatively in an unencumbered way. As a result of the
interwoven study of various thinkers who have fed our minds and
ideational processes -Simone Weil, Ivan Illich, Wendell Berry and Karl
Polanyi, from the outset- one day Internet connected us, not casually
but causally, to use the term intuitively “found” by Karl Jung.

BEGINNINGS

In order to proceed as the title announces, I will say that I was born in
Havana, Cuba, on a day, like today, May 24th –“Mary the Auxiliary”
some friends remind me-, right at the moment when Second World
War was unclenched. My Cuban lineage has deeply marked me and
provides the explanation for a great part of my convictions concerning
the “model of citizenship” I envision as possible, given the present
conditions affecting every aspect of the planet. The rest I owe, in
greatest measure, to the study of those teachers whose work has left
a distinct mark in my worldview and, above all others, perhaps, that
indomitable warrior that our SimoneWeil (1909-1943) always was,
nicknamed by her fellow students “the Red Virgin” in reference to
Louise Michel, the great fighter of the 1871 Paris Commune: both, in
their own ways, workers, teachers, rebel anarchists, writers and poets
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whose biographies reveal equally edifying lives in view of a shared
dedication and strength of unassailable convictions.

Back to my personal itinerary and what might still deserve to be
recovered of it for the sake of a clearer understanding of those findings
and perceptions that destiny would place in my way, I realize that much
of what I most value today, in terms of the perceptions most apt to
nourish a constant dialectic with the world around us, is the outcome of
the “hurdles” of a Havana bred muchachita (of no small attractions at
the time) in the Cuba of the forties and fifties -a graduate, by good
fortune, of the best bilingual school in the Continent at the time and to
which I remain grateful for those great teachers who would find ways of
reconciling me with the notion of remaining a student instead of quitting
high-school, outright, in order to enroll as an air-hostess instead
(between Havana and gay “Paree”, of course)-. A few years ago I had
the pleasure of attending, in Miami, the 50th anniversary of my 1957
graduation from Ruston Academy.

Well, my life’s predicaments could be described as “inevitable,” I
suppose, for a Gemini person such as I happen to be (with apologies to
any excessively “straight” mentality reading all this who may be
predisposed to what Jean-Paul Sartre ridiculed as the “esprit de
sérieux”): twice “double” given my arrival during the Gemini-Taurus
cusp, an airy-earthbound sign binding me to this solid earth without
cutting my wings, instead, or preventing me from circulating
comfortably and at the speed of light, from one place to another,
throughout all latitudes in this tangential sort of way -the only one I still
find pleasurable (and at all possible) these days-. Thus, with my feet
firmly planted on earth and (symbolically, of course) “rooted” for as long
as I am able to remain in this corner of the world that has so generously
“taken me in,” allowing me to breathe, delight, in its endless beauties
and to be constantly reborn after the many deaths this body/soul unity
has endured, in this world, in this our “Mexico profundo.”

And it is from the depths of this throbbing Mexico –torn “from head
to toe” by the stupidity of the few and the relative impotence of most
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(though already much less so since barely the day before yesterday, let
it be said, when finally we had the chance of witnessing the emergence,
with all the clarity required, of the spirit of the indignados, here in our
own Mexican land)- that I write today, very much en situation, to use
another Sartrean term: among the many such terms that I would learn
soon after landing in Detroit in November of 1960, just in time for
Thanksgiving, all this as a result of the devilish slip-up of suddenly
marrying the handsome lawyer arrived in the city to witness, directly,
“what was going on in Cuba”: a complete and total stranger, he.

Scrupulously avoiding the details, I will simply say that the courtship
was in the Humphrey Bogart-Ingrid Bergman style of Casablanca under
the spell of A kiss is just a kiss. Suffice it to say that, by then, I had
already been an ex-change student enjoying a scholarship from the
College of Wooster in Ohio where, besides studying pretty much full
time, I had taught Spanish classes while living in the Spanish House,
just before going on to the French House for the duration of my second
year. Steps towards moving fully into those other cultures awaiting me
with open arms.

FROM HAVANA’S MALECÓN TO THE DETROIT RIVER AND
WAYNE STATE UNIVERSITY

Although I should say: from the University of Havana (Schools of
Philosophy and Letters and of Social Sciences and Public Law, 1959-
1960, in pursuit of a diplomatic career that might put my polyglot’s
talents to “good use”) since it was at the Parque Cadenas and the
spacious portals of the School of Social Sciences and Public Law
where you would be bound to find me and not, of course, cruising down
the Malecón which, at any rate, I used to speed up and down in my
“beetle,” a VW Sedan almost identical to the one that these days takes
me “from ranch to town and from town to ranch” through one of “the
most beautiful sites human eyes have ever seen” (as Columbus is
supposed to have said upon disembarking in Cuban waters back in
1492…). Our city dwelling, at the time, a spacious apartment between
3rd and 5th avenues in Miramar, down which Fidel’s “chariot” used to
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cruise at modicum speed, always so coquettish, he, in the company of
the last international visitor of importance, all of them destined to be
forgotten in their respective eternities “on the other side of the mirror,”
except for “him” of course, at least so far: like you, like me, like Mikoyan,
Sekou Touré, Sukarno and so many others. Like Camilo, like Ché, like
everybody!… [Of course, “in spite” of or “thanks to” the CIA, Fidel
survived to the ripe age of 90! An interesting topic to ponder, in and of
itself, but I respectfully stick to the translation of this text as it stood
back when we originally published it].

From that ambiance of “historical” promise and effervescence –
where “Marlon Brando” (if looks count) conquered “Ingrid Bergman”,
anachronistically and at full speed-, that little “critter” that I was, this
other, heavier, creature would emerge (“heavier” in more ways than
one), the poor, little Island cubanita of fiery eruptions (besides a full
time student also the “incognito model” for Cuba’s CMQ TV, as she had
been named on her way to a full disclosure of those 20 year old charms
that ultimately would never take place) fell –would fall- into an
unnamable abyss without end. So much so that that this abyss must
now remain unnamed, this sordidness that cannot be spoken and
needs to remain hidden until some day hopefully never to arrive: an
abyss that still, at times, devours her.

But, what I would like to point out here, above all else, are some of
the lessons gathered from the experiences that my daring actions and
faux pas were to bring upon me: to make explicit the proposals that I
advance, their origin, roots andoutreach, going from the personal
situations that account for them to the impersonal realm awaiting beyond
this separate self one believes oneself to be, passing on to a certain
something else that is nearly always equally better left in silence.

THE FLOWERS OF GOODNESS

It was during my last year in Cuba that I learned about Simone Weil for
the first time thanks to an article in the best Cuban press back then (1960):
Lunes de Revolución. Like the rest of my fellow students, I was taking
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exams every day in an effort to cover two years of work in one, thereby
compensating for some of the time when the University had remained
closed before that fateful day, or night, when General Fulgencio Batista
fled the country at around mid-night going into the New Year of 1959.
Besides finding myself carrying a course load in two faculties at once,
all of which explains my not having immediately attempted to get hold
of one of her books.

What is remarkable, however –the latter more as a result of what
you might call a “causality” rather than a “chance” or “casual”
occurrence- is that, in spite of the great impact that the profile of this
exceptional figure had had on me, even before leaving the country
where seven previous Cuban generations, on my paternal
grandmother’s side, had lived, another seventeen years would go by –
something I am quite surprised to recognize today, still- before I was
to find myself settling down, at long last, to read her.

The “common consensus” explanation (to use the term popularized
by the author of the epigraph accompanying this text) is that I had “so
very, very much” to read in order to be able to obtain all those degrees
over the sixteen years that transpired before the terminal one was
finally granted, that I simply “could not afford the luxury” of getting
involved in anything at all about which I knew perfectly well I would not
be questioned: in spite of all the course work that I undertook during
those many years, a major number of them in the field of French
literature, no one ever once mentioned Simone Weil in any connection
at all. Surprisingly enough yet true and this in spite of the fact that,
unquestionably, Wayne State University was, is, an excellent university
right smack at the center of the industrial urbis that had put most of the
world on wheels: a city today on its way to becoming something else
again, among ruins and open country; a socio-cultural space harboring
the possibility of becoming green, of producing food, at least for much
of what is left, in numbers, of that increasingly heterogeneous
population, not even half (about a third!) of what it had been when I was
driving, walking, living (and dying) there.
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But the latter is probably only a part of the explanation of how so
many years could have gone by during which I never stopped talking
about her, “hallucinating” her, even while not reading her (outside of
student manuals) and simply -resisting myself?- to do so (because, let’s
face it, I nevertheless managed to find time to read extensively many of
those Boom writers from Latin America no one would be asking me
about, either, in the course of my curricular studies…). I welcome
instead an explanation based on “special consensus” (another Don
Juan expression) derived from Simone Weil’s narrative concerning her
own reading of the mystics that she would not engage in until her own,
unexpected, mystical experiences had occurred. She had, indeed,
known of St. Francis well before then and, just like André Breton –
whose “surrealism” she decried even with a sense of indignation-
considered St. Francis her favorite saint. She refers to the Spanish
mystics in particular and feels she has been mysteriously protected
from reading them before her own gnosis –a direct and unmediated
knowledge- had validated this overwhelming event in her life: so that
she would not be tempted to entertain the slightest doubt that what
she had undergone had been an authentic experience instead of
simply some mirage induced through literary “suggestion”: all in
benefit of her ability to recognize herself as an impartial and faithful
witness of that larger self awaiting us beyond our private “personal”
self.

As for me, it is my belief that, while my “rational” explanation
concerning my lack of direct contact with Weilian thinking over a
period of seventeen years is not to be discarded as invalid, there is
another dimension from which to understand the matter. The
experiences and experiments of the sixties that I was able to engage
in at the heart of the great industrial urbis would be, undoubtedly, the
most important part of the preparation required so that my first
readings of Simone Weil not fall into soil unprepared to grant them
their fullest development. To allow her seed to grow roots in my soul.
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“THE NIGHT THAT CHANGED MY IDEA OF THE WORLD”

This was one of the titles that I thought of in reference to the
experience which befell me thanks to a friend, a fellow Caribbean
(Puerto-Rican) poet invested at the time in studying pre-med. Ulyses
later became a well-known Madison type in that native island of his
he so passionately loved, enjoying the full benefits of “lucid
dreaming” as he was doing when I last saw him in the late eighties!
In his company, back in late May, 1965, I would share a most
transforming evening, fully awake, in expectation and awe, that I
have always described as unprecedented and henceforward
unmatched. As unprecedented and unmatched as Simone herself is,
whose legacy seems to many of us essential for the generations
presently sharing the planet to be able to open their way along those
paths we barely fathom and that we will have to tread as a species
totally “en situation” –on the verge of extinction: unless… unless…
unless what?! … Not just one but many miracles? Miracles that we
ourselves would have to invent, visualize, see, realize?-.

That night that changed my bearings altogether happened, then,
causally or by chance, or both, the very week when I was turning 26,
sitting –not lying down or on my feet, but “decorously” sitting- in the
living area of one of those modern –inhospitable- extravaganzas by
Mies van der Rohe in Lafayette Park, two blocks from the Detroit River
and six or seven from the civic center of that -in spite of everything and
all things considered- my very beloved city reclined against the margins
of the river; that metallic urban sprawl with its expressways, student
demonstrations: against the war in Vietnam, in favor of civil rights for
blacks, Asians, indigenous peoples of all latitudes, for the Fair Play for
Cuba Committee against the embargo, and for our individual
freedoms, of course, in every sense. Personally, I would say I evolved
from being a devout adolescent, “Catholic, Apostolic and Roman” until
I had become, first, an agnostic and, not much later, a declared
atheist. Ten years would slip by this way. I had even anticipated the
arrival of “communism” as a better prospect by comparison to what
was already known, and all of this almost two years before the arrival
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of the “rebels” in Havana. Thereby I was making a double mistake,
finally, since –ultimately- “in order to be a good Christian first you
have to be a good Communist and, in order to be a good Communist,
first you have to be a good Christian,” something I have been spurting
out increasingly often for a good number of years, in fact, and which,
so far –perhaps “surprisingly”- no one within earshot seems to have
taken in any way as “preposterous”: the expression in the eyes of the
person I am speaking with always resolving itself into a resounding
Eureka! [Such a response, be it said, comes from Catholic bred
individuals, not Protestant “Christians” with a predilection for Ayn
Rand].

So, that week-end at the end of May, 1965, and thanks to my
friend Ulyses to guide me, I embarked upon a first journey through the
intricacies of my mind, of the “universe.”

Contrary to Simone Weil, I had read extensively not only the
Spanish mystics but also Charles Baudelaire´s Invitation au voyage
as well as the Aldous Huxley of Doors to Perception and Between
Heaven and Hell, not to mention Brave New World. Uly’s contact with
the artistic and experimental circles, in particular around the musician
John Sinclair, would bring to my house the incomparable spirit of
“Mescalito”, fortunately without my having to endure the bitter taste of
the lophophora williamsii, scientific name of a plant whose therapeutic
powers will never be either denied or accepted by the pharmaceutical
emporium: by this time in my life, Pfizer had already tried to put me in
jail for the sin of seriously attempting to help bring to an end the
tetracycline monopoly (this one, however, is yet another separate or
parallel story, though not unrelated to the rest…).

As a result of the perceptions reached that night I realized that
everyday language, which to a certain or greatest extent is our first and
last “motherland,” hides from us as much as it reveals: it prevents us
from establishing certain connections that syntax, within which
sequential time operates, simply excludes. As I have managed to
recount in “The Night that changed my idea of the world” [in Spanish
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only at www.mama-doc.com], language is the equivalent of a filter that
modulates our perception.

Perception itself is creative and this is something that may be as
good as not pending on the outcome. There is, however, a fundamental
experience that goes beyond what we consider “cultural,” beyond the
social languages that we learn from the time we arrive in this world only
to embark on that process of adaptation/mis-adaptation that becoming
a member –more or less adapted (as more or less mis-adapted)- of any
society entails. All of this may well sound like everyday’s bread and
butter in this world that remains open to so many things (as well as
closed), but back in those day it was hard to talk to anyone about my
experience at all… In fact, it would take me years to even begin to try to
discuss the night that changed my idea of the world.

What we can all get to know upon freeing ourselves for a few
hours from the straightjacket of the acquired culture (or cultures) –
contained in our verbal and bodily languages-, what the mystics reach
during the process of an ascetic practice, seems quite uniform (at least
beyond certain “accents” that various cultures grant to it).

For Simone this was something akin to the “scientific proof” of the
existence of God. She refers to the process as one of “decreation,” a
sort of involution leading precisely from the “personal” to the
“impersonal” (a term she uses deliberately in order not to turn atheists
automatically away).

Concerning this point in her itinerary, Mircea Eliade showed
surprise: that in a European intellectual of her time one should come to
find a progression so much like, not to say identical with, that of the
shamans he had studied in Siberia.

Following Simone, then, the “impersonal” may be seen as lodging
in that central “point” in each of us that makes us all equally worthy of
respect. A person is exposed to all kinds of measurements, may be
king or slave; but there is, in every person, a transcending Presence

http://www.mama-doc.com
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that we have the obligation to consider whenever addressing or
thinking about other human beings. To this common territory of being
she invites us to turn ourselves that we may grow roots, turning it into
our dwelling and thereby escaping a destiny no better than that of
“barbarians” prone to commit the most exorbitant abominations.

The horrors we find ourselves immersed in today, left and right,
proceed, of course, from our virtually total estrangement from that other
kingdom residing in a certain “beyond” but which, nevertheless, visits
us, from time to time, that we may find within ourselves the strength
required to become a better sort of being in this world. And, I must
declare myself convinced that, had it not been for a few exceptional
opportunities to establish that bond tying us to “what is not of this
world” –even though always manifesting itself in the “here and now” of
our physical world since, as St. Paul once put it, “the paradox of the
spirit” is that it must always “resort to matter in order to manifest itself”-,
this unsuspecting creature that I was would never have managed to
survive the horror of horrors that befell her as a result of her personal
mishaps, on the one hand, and, at the same time, of those countless
disasters visiting humanity, the entire planet, day after day and year
after year. And to think of how very different everything could have
been –could still be?- if we were only to find ways of putting science to
better purpose than it has served as a result of its complicity with the
boundless greed of the few. A Nikola Tesla so giving, brilliant,
humanitarian, versus a Thomas Alva Edison in shameful allegiance
with the “flowers of evil”: what else may be said, hence, if not precisely
that, concerning the role played, from the end of the XIXth C. onwards,
by banker Morgan, this “character” from “real life” wonderfully
interpreted by Orson Welles in his masterful cinematic production that –
thanks to the Internet’s benefits- we are able to enjoy today pretty much
for free (a privilege we have become increasingly used to and that we
must definitely protect and defend with all our inventiveness and
dedication).
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EVERYONE’S NEED TO BE FULLY RECOGNIZED AS CITIZENS OF
OUR SOCIAL AND NATURAL ENVIRONMENTS

Like so many other people, hence, I have managed to survive extreme
humiliation thanks to the radical transformation that those of us -“silly”
enough to believe in what is referred to as “divine love”- are prone to
undergo. That the flowers of goodness -received from the hands of a
poet friend and co-student in poet-laureate W.D. Snodgrass’ inspiring
class in American poetry- were the instruments for effectively and
decisively opening my “third eye,” is a factor fully contrasting, again,
with the experience Simone Weil underwent thanks to her asceticism: a
sufficiently purifying element, I believe, to open to her “the doors to
perception” and to awaken in her that sort of “bubble” outside of time
that allows opposites to coincide: “the moment is motionless,” “time no
longer goes by”; “eternity is apprehended here and now… a dense
silence prevails” in that “infinity of the infinite”; “a dense silence that is
not the absence of sound but a positive object of sensation, more
positive than any sound, that is the secret word, the word Love that
from the beginning holds us in its arms”, she will say in Waiting for God
(I translate from my Spanish version of André Devaux’ essay: “Passion
for Truth and Mystical Experience in Simone Weil,” as it appears in his
essay published in -my- 1990 Spanish language Anthology of texts by
and around Simone Weil, Profesión de fe [Profession of Faith]). That
infinite field to which the process of “decreation” -Weil’s expression-
restores us).

Surviving misfortune [malheur] thanks to the interception of a
transcendence so very far removed from what reason allows us, is
something that ultimately compels us. And reason, as Simone Weil so
well puts it, is bound to recognize “by those means appropriate to it”
that there are things that simply go beyond it, that reason may not deny
except at the cost of its own annihilation. That “sixties’ apotheosis,”
then, was to bind me to an effort of analysis without precedent in my life:
I had been left, going from one day to the next, in awe of the spectacle
of a world seen now from a totally new angle, having passed,
surprisingly easily, from not “believing in God” to recognizing, in the
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eyes of other creatures, a spark of intelligence no longer personal but
transcendent or “impersonally” aware. What might have turned into
hatred, loathing or bitterness in my life, opened the door and windows
of this “house” into something very different, forcing me to become
aware of the importance of finding a way, or ways, to prevent that what
I had endured [in my everyday life] should be the fate of so many
others. Or: that such devastating humiliation might go on in seculae
seculorum.

A good part of what has motivated me along the years derives
from this, then, that I have said to myself, time and time again: if I,
being who I am, with a certain level of culture, social and academic
“background,” white skin and European profile and the “manners” of a
quite “privileged” class, could ever have found myself so totally bereft of
protection, scared, in the face of the kinds of threats I was put up
against (and, the latter, from the very beginning, as a result of not being
a citizen of the country where I resided, even while still being a legal
resident, in fact), what ?! –I ask- is to be expected for those who see
themselves reduced to having to beg for everything on a daily basis,
not only as aliens but as undocumented or illegal aliens as well!

This is how the idea dawned on me that it is not enough to be a
“legal alien,” but that it is imperative that we be recognized as native to
those places where we actually dwell…but not as part of that “Nation-
State” -which is something cold, abstract and remote, the illegitimate
heir to old style patriotism and forged, to a great extend, by Cardinal
Richelieu in the XVIIth C. as Weil observed- but rooted, instead, in
something very concrete, real, palpable: my specific surroundings, my
city, the locality, the municipality, my family or extended families, the
profession or working associations within which I unfold my creativity,
my social circles located in specific times and places and the
languages shared with my co-citizens, all of them like multicolored
prisms passing through me, through you, and gloriously resonating in
our bodies across layers of compressed time: all our native tongues,
the first “tools” created by humanity in our efforts to survive both



161

spiritually and physically [as per Lewis Mumford in his unsurpassable
The City in History].

With the years, I was to acquire three national citizenships, and
what this experience –joined to the reading of Simone Weil’s
fundamental texts- would grant me, has been the recognition that
territorial nationality as we know it –to consider myself citizen of a
widespread territory historically identified with wars that at some point
were waged only so they could be integrated under the same name
and bank account- has resulted in something quite useless, in no way
realistic, hence equally undesirable and probably just as unnecessary.

RESONANCES FROM DEEP IN THE HEART OF MEXICO

Thus the thread hold ing together the hem of that garment
we´re wrapped in began to loosen up and let go; not just
the hem was let go but the ent i re disguise of a badly
conceived patr iot ism turned into a (harmful) secular
rel ig ion: hal f of my “awareness” hence has been the frui t
of my li fe ’s exper iences; the other hal f from what Simone
Wei l , and our other dearest teachers, have noted in
relat ion to a great var iety of themes.

That I eventual ly found the way to fa l l for a second
time into the “trap ” of marrying a ci t izen from another
nat ion-state and to live in his country –of which I would
not become a ci t izen unt i l af ter a couple of decades, that
second time around-, would mani fest , once and for al l ,
not only my opt imism without front iers (which has put me
where I am) as the empir ica l value of “personal ”
exper iences that have nour ished my convic t ions.
Something that includes my having spent the last three
decades in the welcoming bosom of a peasant fami ly at
the top of the mountains of centra l Mexico, where
Nature ’s beauty stands above the horrors to which we find
ourselves dai ly exposed in this extraordinary country that



162

could , no doubt, feed itsel f and a few other populat ions
as wel l . Except for…

Wel l ! : the lis t of al l the reasons why the lat ter is not
so would get much too long, even though it certa inly
would become considerably shorter were we to f ind the
ways necessary for r idding ourselves of those f lowers of
evi l poisoning us today as we cul t ivated, instead, the
f lowers of goodness whose scarci ty , l ike that of
everything we real ly do need, is created. A created
scarci ty being the modus-operandi of capi ta l ism depr ived
of true freedom of enterpr ise . That “ freedom of enterpr ise
wi thout capi ta l ism” may now be on the verge of becoming
a ral ly ing point for the most aware segments of the
populat ion should not str ike us as too great a surpr ise!
[See to th is ef fect Char les Eisenste in ’s Sacred Economics
and introduce yoursel f to Si lv io Gesel l ’s The Natural
Economic Order . ]

FARMER’S DAY: MAY 30. 2012. CUADRILLA DE DOLORES, VALLE
DE BRAVO

Yesterday would have been Eder’s twentieth birthday, son to one of
our best friends, had it not been that, by then, two weeks had
passed since he had received two stabs that managed to pierce his
heart in circumstances now under investigation. We ask ourselves
whether he might not have been victim to that “reptilian mentality”
that some see emerging thanks to the real poisons deliberately
imposed, as they would seem to be: call them “vaccines”
(supposedly for our general protection instead of for profit
maximization by the shrewd) or “glamorous” alcoholic beverages
(forcibly legal and, to the greatest extent possible, unrestricted)
which, nonetheless, reduce the reproduction of new neurons if taken
in excess: besides all sorts of other things such as those harmful
sprays that collaborate not only with the destruction of the ozone
layer but which, in some cases, are used as hallucinogens with even
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worse consequences than cocaine, if possible, or “crack” (of course,
they will not banish such standard products from the open market: it
would be as much of a hassle for the chemical industry as for any
government meaning to prohibit them in that ill-conceived –
Orwellian- war against “addictions”); that prohibition was a policy
unsuccessfully tried against the social/anti-social use of alcohol
seems to have been generally forgotten even though such a policy
meant nothing less than the strengthening and rising to the top of
those very same mafias governing us today from their elegant
hideaways and sumptuous offices on Wall Street and the like.
Substances, besides, that no one would consume as “drugs,” except
for the pretended “scarcity” (thanks to prohibition) of other much less
harmful ones that, in some cases, are downright beneficial to our
well-being and to the environment’s. Without leaving aside, equally,
the bad nutrition also created by a perverse and unsustainable
scheme of things: everything they do not prohibit is even worse for
our health than what they do in fact (illegitimately) prohibit. Or so it
would seem. Hence, where has that “reason” gone without which
humanity is irremediably lost?: If not to the banking accounts of our
governing élite and its criminal clientele around the “globe.”

Considering all of which, I recently –uselessly- allowed myself
to be “recruited” as a Non-Registered candidate* for the next
Mexican elections on July 1rst., just to see “what happens”; that is
to say, experimenting in order to find how the heck we might
organize ourselves so that regular citizens will be able to get rid of
political parties and all of their well-studied practices for wrenching
the public domain financially, in cahoots with the 1% (and against the
99% of local and world citizenry). The movement must be organized
with the entire planet in mind but anchored in our houses and
delegations, our localities and especially our communities,
understanding that the time has come to define in all honesty what we
mean to say when we talk of the “public good” and how to ensure it.
And, towards this labor of love that we cannot afford to ignore, the first
so-called “Toltec agreement” –“to use words impeccably”- shines forth
as a guiding light in the task of avoiding the fatal traps that tendentious
words are able to weave together. Better hence to speak of a planet
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integrated in a natural sort of way -bio-regionally, that is- than of a
“globe” ready at any moment to explode. Planetarization as the inverse
of a disastrous globalization waiting to be put on its head.
________________
* [My “recruiters” turned out to be far-right Catholics, as I eventually
realized… And I do wonder what Simone Weil would have thought of
them!...].

Farmer’s Day at the Cuadrilla de Dolores transpired not as what it
should be but as what it is, instead: an event organized so that those
who work for their Party will be able to show proof of their merits,
satisfying all the paperwork requirements to which our meetings of the
Sustainable Rural Development Council are primarily destined: this
time around, wheel-carts were distributed along with other agricultural
implements to an enormous auditorium effectively manipulated and,
hence, without many opportunities for the kind of seminal meetings
among municipal neighbors from all or most of the forty-four
delegations composing our municipality. The elections under
preparation, as always, have stood in the way of our intended work and,
as was the case only three years ago, everything in the making has
been left pending till “new advisement” or until such a time as the
election period is over, once more. [One year later, as I go over the
English translation of all this, the situation is recurring… six months lost
to making space for electoral proceedings, lottery events and political
trade-offs and no space for discussion of anything of any substance at
all. Fortunately, for this latest, 2018, edition, we are about to begin on a
hopefully new course with the overwhelming election, at long last, of
someone who inspires faith to the vast majority of folk and whose
ultimate performance will remain as much in the hands of fate as in our
own! After voting, much in spite of myself -not once nor twice but three
times- for an Andrés Lopez-Obrador who has become, at long last,
President Elect of Mexico, “We the People,” as a whole, now pray,
hope, trust and work for a few truly beneficial changes in view of so
many ongoing disasters of every kind across the planet!! Including the
so-called election of a Mr. Donald Trump to the North, the confirmation
of one Brett Kavanaugh as Supreme Court Justice, as well as of a
NAFTA -now rebaptized T-Mec- more sustainable than the other two ].
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VOYAGE TO HAVANA

A crucial aspect of the model of citizenship that I have been
contemplating –detailed in this book-, consists in each person always
being able to return to the place where they were born, by natural right
and with no government intervening; that nothing, ever, under any
circumstance, will deprive a human being, be s/he who s/he may be,
from the possibility of returning to one’s place of origin, where one grew
up as a child, was formed, first learned to speak in the vernacular
familiar tongue one is entitled to consider one’s original homeland. It is
true that these places in our memory, still there until relatively recently,
in many latitudes have disappeared; and herein, then, another concern
that we must ponder: the preservation of the environments that nourish
us, that are like the metaxu or bridges of which Simone Weil spoke,
fundamental for us in establishing our roots in this world and in saving
us from becoming entirely bereft of enracinement: rootedness…

Twenty-six years would transpire before -after many, many goings
and comings- I would be able to wander through the streets of my
original home, that unforgettable “Habana de mis amores.” The
unavoidably deep sorrow and nostalgia of those who never resign
themselves to the loss of their original land, as I have been able to
fathom and to relive with so many of my Cuban friends, tells me that a
Universal Carta Magna would advertise at the center of its concerns:
that no one should ever be deprived of the right to return to his/her
native land, when and however s/he may wish.86

86 Impressions from this return (not altogether a “return” since, in order for
such to take place, what you imagine returning to would have to be there
still, in more ways than one) appear scattered among my narrative and
poetic texts (http://www.mama-doc.com). Fidel Castro having lived to the
ripe age of ninety -in spite of the much advertised, numerous times
frustrated, efforts to dispose of him by what amounts to a Nazi-Party
dominated CIA (following Joseph Patrick Farrell’s The Nazi International
and The Third Way, among an amazingly long list of works splendidly
documented to this effect)- the Cuban Communist Party now attempts to
advance in a Constitutional Reform process meant to find a viable political
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I “returned,” then, after all those years, to the Havana of our
loves, hoping that the countless sacrifices exacted from the Cuban
people would have been worth the struggle; but, I was to return to
Mexico, quite the case, with my heart plunged all the way down to my
feet, having to confess to myself that we Cubans very likely share the
unenviable honor of finding ourselves among those people, from
around the world, to have been most severely affected by the wear
and-tear of a “cold war” designed exclusively with the objective of
facilitating the illegitimate -however legal (if at all so)- enrichment of
international corporate bureaucracies held together, according to
some researchers, by an ominous Breakaway Civilization of
unimaginable proportions (as per Richard M. Dolan et al: the proudly
self-proclaimed “Dark Journalists”). The real power remains
enthroned ever deeper and deeper, as we are now realizing: in that
“Deep State” constantly regurgitating Total Environmental Holocaust
(changes they pretend to ignore). Even while the true power in this
world may find itself nowhere at all, remain no more than an illusion
built upon the “three fictions” of XIXth C. liberalism that represented
itself as “neo-liberal” (in the sense that Karl Polanyi pointed out in The
Great Transformation, 1944): reducing land, human beings and money
to mere “commodities.” [See Annex.] Another fiction, of course, being
the one that involves power itself, as Simone Weil so brilliantly pointed
out in Oppression and Liberty (1932). Her observation of what
constitutes such an unavoidable, ultimate debacle succinctly expressed
in her notion of “illegitimate contradictions”: a legitimate contradiction
being what we call a paradox and an illegitimate one resulting from the
often incurred habit of treating two things that are different as if they
were the same and two things that are the same as if they were
different. In the end, the State, in its efforts to “control beyond where it
can impose itself, destroys everything.” How many examples of

solution in the face of the prolonged impasse of so many “illegitimate
contradictions” wrapped around their efforts to satisfy so many, long
frustrated aspirations of the Cuban people spread out, today, across half the
globe (or planet).
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precisely such a type of disaster are we not constantly facing
everywhere?!

Since that voyage to Havana another twenty six or more years
have passed and this in spite of the impression I had gathered back in
1986 -that so very faraway, distant “then”- that Cubans would hardly be
able to live through another two whole years in the grasp of such a
Chinese torture machine as the Revolution-without-a-solution had
become. The panorama I discovered after so many years of attempting
to return, “even if just for a visit,” became for me an additional call
towards seeking out valid solutions able to restore us to an authentic
freedom rooted in the true nature of human beings in this world. And
the text we have assumed as fundamental to the quests of the “Instituto
Simone Weil, A.C.” is no other than her “Draft for a Declaration of
Human Obligations” which we see as a reliable cornerstone for those
solid foundations of a “different world” built on truly libertarian
institutions that so many of us would prefer to envision as still possible.
The identification and expurgation of those “amoebic” words against
which Ivan Illich never stopped warning us, is a major part of this drive
to cleanse our political language from terminology brought into use
thanks to so much bad faith.

The unrealistic schemes disastrously applied in Cuba and in those
countries that have been called “communist” (without such being the
case, in fact, even though “anti-communists” within and outside these
countries insist on using the term in their own self-serving way,
confusing “socialism” with “communism” as if they could ever be
considered the same thing), will have to be rectified as time unfolds but
only, of course, upon a better understanding of that history that has
brought us to where we now are: no longer “with a foot in the stirrup” in
search of conquest but “walking and cycling” –as Mailer’s delightful title
mentions-, deciphering the puzzles that destiny throws at us with
surprising regularity and recapitulating what the real history of human
beings on this planet has been: a task of the greatest urgency for which,
luckily, we are not lacking in honorable exponents. Including, I must say,
a few things that Simone Weil would never have imagined, such as the
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possibility that thought could go over the barrier of an individual’s own
thinking processes and emerge, alive, from a collectivity’s efforts while
truly thinking things out together; or, again, such as the likelihood that
the energy problem is already, at least in theory, resolved. Probably
practically resolved as well, in so many places!

Collectivities, she believed, were unable to think, and she was
certainly right, in her own time; the latter may continue to be the case in
most places, no doubt, although the distinction between an amorphous
“collectivity” and an integrated “community” would require specification!
These days, however, it would seem that, at certain latitudes, we are
beginning to think things through together for real: perhaps, to save the
distance between isolated moments of reflection as we put technology
to work by and for us, in ways unimaginable just a short while ago. Are
we on our way, remembering, analyzing, investigating so that the past
may become a bridge towards the future –towards a future less
unviable than that “future of yesterday” that our “today” happens to be
(Illich) and that has brought us to where we find ourselves now-. All of
which explains why I am presently, partially, trying to reconstruct a past
in search of how it may be turned into a bridge towards a future more in
keeping with our aspirations as conscious beings in this world, knowing
that what lies behind “is not a finished story, but a tale that must be
written and rewritten constantly,” as Guillermo González Campos notes
in his memorable review of yet another book I would like to read very
soon (with all the vicissitudes of postponed reading), in the digital revue
Cuba Encuentro, May, 2012: Froilán Escobar, La última adivinanza del
mundo [i.e., “the world’s last riddle,”], one more compatriot from my
birthplace who burrows backwards in the hope of perceiving what
direction we should take, what name to grant that path that for us would
have “heart” as we grope towards a desirable and viable future that will
help us shape our today. [2018 is nearly over and the hope of ever
obtaining Escobar’s book, along with so many others, has continued to
recede… ].
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SISTER CITIES

I must confess that I was myself once upon a time adverse to
surrealism, as Simone was, and that it is thanks to “the night that
changed my idea of the world” that I would eventually wind up writing
my doctoral dissertation on the matter of Surrealism between East and
West concerning key issues involved in criticism pertaining to works
supposedly “surrealist” (Wayne State University, 1977). To my mind,
Simone Weil may be said to have the potential for passing on
historically as the most authentic surrealist of her generation, no less so
than the Catalonian painter Remedios Varo whose oeuvre, composed
of little more than one hundred paintings, I had the joy of examining
and photographing in 1981 at Mexico City’s Museum of Modern Art,
when “life” and dreams had begun to re-root me in this land overlooking
the Nevado de Toluca, a snow-capped volcano emerging robust in the
distance with its expansive prairies right at the most central part of the
region where the Sierra Madre East and West meet.

I am not sure whether there is “causality” or pure chance involved
or both (from what I have been able to see, these two occurrences
travel hand in hand), that my parents managed to conceive me right in
the heart of the Sierra Maestra, not far from the Chapel of the Virgin of
Charity who, for Afro-Cuban lore, is no other than Ochún, the “Venus”
of the Pantheon of all Saints of that singular religion reaching out to us
from prehistoric times, the oldest of all, they say, and which appears to
be the religion of a good part of the Cuban people, even after six
decades a revo-sinso-lución: a revolution-without-solution. That I
should have been identified as a “daughter of Oshún” -following the
sacred throw of shells by two babalaos visited in two separate places
back in the late eighties- is also equally as much the result of chance
as of causality. Even the fact that I would come into this world in
Havana is a beacon for me -that place that, in spite of everything, is still
there, somehow, calling me, remembering me to myself, demanding
that I return: the place of my original birth and earliest youth and
upbringing to which I will forever feel nostalgically indebted-.
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So it is that, today, after so many decades, I find myself “pushing,
pushing” in my own way -giving birth to babies nowhere nearly as hard
or painful as this- so that my Guantanamo friends will be able to count
themselves among the first ones to vote for the implementation of a
new model of citizenship based on shared bio-regions and so that
Guantánamo Bay –Gitmo- will become the first naval base equipped
and prepared to salvage communities at times of climatic emergency,
substituting arms with seeds (literally and symbolically speaking, just as
Monsanto fantasizes, only in reverse!). We have spoken at times of
something akin to an amphictyony or a kind of league similar to what
existed during early Greek civilization. Just as anarchists have spoken
of confederations of autonomous municipalities; and, I am certainly in
favor of such, provided bioregions are considered for the sake of a
better adjustment to natural instead of arbitrary historical frontiers or
boundaries. Of course, “Gitmo” is a fine candidate for a general
exorcism of all the bad “vibes” created by the “silly men” we are already
acquainted with, as well as by a “capitalist” system having nothing to do
either with freedom of enterprise or of conscience -nor with that
generous and increasingly “angry” entity we call Nature or Mother Earth
within which we dwell and which is, to a very great extent, shaped from
within ourselves-. (Shortly after writing this last paragraph, I have heard
on television that the United States maintains, in Miami, a place
equipped with all first-aid materials that could be needed within the
region during this type of an emergency: All the better! Would it not be
even better, however, if such emergency reserves belonged to and
were controlled by all those who may at some point need them?!)

And, recreating a certain past of which I possess many memories,
I find myself before the beautiful (extremely hot)St. Augustine of Florida,
the oldest city of what today are still the United States of America (even
if, within a relatively short time, they will stop being so, I tell myself, as
soon as this vision I cultivate has been realized): I “invent” (poetically)
another place for storing seeds, food and different essentials destined
to take care of emergencies for the populations of the Easternmost
areas of North America, right where St. Marks Castle (el Castillo de
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San Marcos) that one of those unsuspected ancestors I once upon a
time discovered, Juan de Peñaloza (four daughters and no sons),
helped to build back in the XVII-XVIII Century as refuge for ships
travelling the dangerous route from Mexico to the Metropolis, as well as
for sheltering residents of that city so very frequently put under siege by
Georgian bandits and pirates: among them the famous Morgan of the
movies of our youth and, what a terrific movie I fancy watching in the
recesses of my inner eye!

Once upon a time and for well over two-hundred years, St.
Augustine of La Florida was ruled from Santiago de Cuba and, in more
recent times, from Havana. I also learned how some of the
descendants of those “migrants in reverse” that many of my ancestors
were –having had to leave everything behind thanks to a Paris Treaty
of 1761 that never asked permission to send them, from one day to the
next, to live, henceforward, in Cuba- would eventually return to reclaim
their houses after twenty years of exile in the Island. The latter
happened at the beginning of what historians have called “Florida’s
second Spanish period”. To think that Spain, at one point, chose to
leave all of Florida in the hands of the British just in order to recover
Havana! Which is how things work out: over time, some changing
radically, others imperceptibly, if at all. (A detail, by the way, that
Anglos in Florida prefer to forget: that Spanish has been spoken in
those lands quite a bit longer than English, indeed!)

And, just as there has been a not quite prosperous intention of
“sistering” our cities, in the midst of so many impediments emerging
from that (foul) nation-state model imposed by the secular religion
pointed out above, the outworn notion of “national sovereignty”
(substituting disastrously for a very different kind of patriotism that
Simone Weil analyzes, in The Need for Roots, as an essential
component towards the satisfaction of our earthly needs: the healthy
love of the concrete spaces we grew up in), families and extended
families -strengthened by fair laws instead of getting run over by
unrealistic, merciless ones- will establish the natural, viable and actual
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links among all of our municipalities that our hopes for human survival
require.

THE PATH WITH HEART

My meeting with Carlos Castaneda, the best known wizard of the
Twentieth Century (increasingly rapidly forgotten in the 21rst),
happened “causally” more than by chance months after I had finally
begun to recover a certain level of autonomy and to remake myself
from the various shake-ups I took throughout those (everlasting) twelve
years previous.

It happened right at the time when I was about to engage in the
last phase of my investigation for the dissertation on surrealism. Let us
say that the “brujo” was a part of my investigation (as was I his, no
doubt) and that our friendship became a long-distance apprenticeship
that would lead me to see, to discern, in a systematically attentive way,
certain details without which nothing could have acquired sense,
meaning. The most important things are nested in the details: or at
least, that is what those who are aware of something the majority
seems to ignore assure us, even though most likely we all have that
extra sense that leads us to “seek” without knowing exactly what. To
seek not knowing what would become this “warrior’s” predicament, as
happens with all who choose to see just a bit further than the tip of their
nose. And the answers would materialize, have been materializing, in
most surprising ways.

Dreams, to begin with –of which I always had plenty-, under this
“discipline” became something extraordinarily different—at least in
terms of a good part of that dreaming potential we carry within us-. And,
what is “lucid dreaming” good for?, as they call it in the “tradition” I have
come closest to knowing. Simply put, they serve the purpose of
allowing us to connect, to open doors and extend bridges among
different parts of our minds, of the world-universe or cosmos in which
we live and which inhabits us. Lucid dreaming allows us to realize that
the material world, against which we are constantly knocking ourselves,
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is, above all, the result of an apprenticeship and that it relies to a great
extent on us (not “altogether” but “half and half” so to speak, which is
quite a lot!) to keep it going… The transformations we wish for occur in
our vision, for starters, and it is to that vision of what is really possible
and desirable –and not merely desirable for being possible, as happens
in many areas of science-, that we must direct our attention.

Praying may or may not get us where we want -but, at least, let us
pray with conviction-, i-de-a-ting, transforming ourselves and with us
our social and natural environment. Let us “pray” by way of impeccable
actions, rooted in truth -true truths instead of false truths, as so many
have been- and wherever such truths remain to be found: let us act,
finally, like “etymological Catholics,” as Simone Weil, once upon a time,
was happy to proclaim herself: this is to say, truly “universal.” Clearly
seeing that there will be no way out of the mess we are in except by
dismantling the nation-state –whose origins have little to do with any sort
of “national identity” (we are, in effect, pluri-national states or so are we
reminded by actors whose promises often may not be as dependable as
we would like them to be!) and whose interest in a certain type of
centralization prevails, required as it presently is, and has been, by the
international Banking consortiums and their lending hands in every
country-. (For “Is Eve to be born from Evo’s rib?” see Mailer’s Ch. VII.)

Those of us who –given our origins and culture- find ourselves
wallowing under the asphyxiating and demoralizing Papacy (with or
without “Francis”), are left no option but to point out that the Roman
Church, in order to be “Catholic,” that is to say, universal (and hence
ecumenical) will have above all else to stop being “Roman.” The
Vatican –that center of power “universally” despised and respected by its
parishioners (partisans)-, appears to be in the midst of a drowning fit. To
reject the sin of idolatry remains an unavoidable task for any believer, as
much as it is for unbelievers: idolatry involves turning an individual into
the incarnation of God on Earth (or of the State, in its most modern
version). The phenomenon of “incarnation” must always remain
“impersonal,” exterior to the public sphere: to be assumed only there
where two or three are gathered in prayer, never in the midst of
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enormous concentrations in which it is just as easy to praise the Pope as
the Duce or the Führer, or the “Líder Máximo,” whoever it happens to be
at the moment and whatever the name invoked.

Much of what I have managed to contrive in my imagination and to
project I owe, equally as well, to the experiences derived from having
spent the last thirty years in a municipality nourished by a great variety of
cultures –pre-Colombian, European, Latin American, Anglophone,
Francophone, among others-. Even though it is true that here, lately, the
peasants have seen themselves forced to become taxi cab drivers while
the “yuppies” aspire to becoming peasants or, at least, “organic
producers” of healthy foods, it is also true that conditions are emerging
for a better sharing of our material, intellectual and spiritual wealth. A well
directed use of our technological potential could spell the difference
between that precipitous and violent end that some seem to wish for, and
an intelligent continuity that will allow us to save the day within the
boundaries of that truly humanistic spirit that must be ours -more so than
“humanitarian,” let’s say, since the meaning of this last word refers to
“scarcity” more than to the prodigal abundance of which our soil may still
be capable as long as we manage to transform ourselves in the direction
we seek and to visualize clearly the destiny that we would like to realize
for all species, for ourselves and for our descendants-.

To this effect it is important to maintain our channels of communication
ever more open, to reject false notions and concepts concerning what has
been the true history of our species, enlarging our possibilities as sentient
and thinking beings in this world as well as in the face of those other worlds
knocking at our doors and for which we must be prepared, emotionally and
culturally. To leave behind, finally, permanently –as Simone Weil remarked-
the “scandal” posed by the hostility between “science” and “religion”.
Oremus, leaving the last word to this other “Don Juan,” very much in the
measure of our hopes and in whom we are able to find ourselves most fully
reflected:

“We are the Indians that we are. We are pueblos, we are Indians. We want to continue
being the Indians that we are: we want to keep being the people that we are; we want to go on
speaking the language that we speak; we want to continue thinking the word we think; we
want to go on dreaming the dreams we dream; we want to go on loving the loves we give to
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one another; we want to be what we are; we want our place already; we want our history now;
we want the truth now”.

Juan Chávez Alonso
(don Juan, for his brothers of the purépecha nation. 1941-2012)

Sylvia María Valls
Valle de Bravo, State of Mexico, May-June, 2012. Translation Aug-Jan, 2013-
2014. Last Revision, Jan, 2019.
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POSTCRIPTUM

In the rush to get the final draft finished for the first Spanish publication
of the book, I totally forgot to explain the nature of my precipitous
departure from the U.S. early in 1980, after an overall quite enjoyable
and satisfactory teaching experience at Louisiana State University in
Shreveport: the election of Ronald Reagan to the presidency of the
United States having filled me with a sense of futility and doom. I
decided right then and there that I did not want to reach the “third age”
living in a country that could actually elect such a person to the
Presidency. That Mexico would inevitably fall prey to an equal degree
of insanity was not within my range of foresight at the time. Ironically, of
the half a dozen Hollywood actors I wrote to from Havana when I was
about twelve, he is the one I could tell had actually written to me of his
own hand and with special feeling, totally charmed, perhaps, by my
adolescent note. Who would have told me then that, with the passing of
time, I was to find it preferable to leave the United States of America
altogether in favor of the United States of Mexico simply because the
very idea of “the free world” coming under the aegis of a Reagan
presidency struck me almost as intolerable then as the idea today of a
Trump presidency strikes the vast majority of the world population. I
gave notice to the University’s Administration of my upcoming
departure the day right after he was confirmed elected. (A decision I
confess to have eventually regretted more than once, indeed! …But…
C’est la vie!).
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II

SIMONEWEIL’S RELEVANCE FOR US TODAY 87

This fiftieth commemoration of Simone Weil’s death in Ashford, Kent,
offers us the opportunity of honoring the memory of Simone Pétrement as
well, her dedicated friend and biographer who was her fellow student at
the Lycée Henri IV, under the loving tutelage of the ever wise “Alain”
(Émile Auguste Chartier). A dedicated student and author of that
monumental biography, nearly 600 pages long, would die on Dec. 15,
1992, at age eighty five, half a century later than our own famous “Red
Virgin” –as she was sometimes referred to (with Louise Michel’s
Nineteenth Century geste during the Commune as backdrop…)-. Weil
would withstand this world’s trials for no longer than thirty four years, six
months and twenty days.

Another mutual friend, also Simone (Simone Dietz) a few years ago
let it be known that, just before dying, Simone Weil had accepted baptism
from her hands with water from the faucet in her hospital room at Ashford,
Kent, in what I am bound to refer to as clearly a state of sanctity after a
life that she managed to consume like “a candle burning at both ends at
once,” as one of her great admirers put it in his beautiful book Simone
Weil: Sketch for a Portrait (Southern Illinois Press y Arcturus Book
Edition, [1966] 1978).

At the core center of Simone Weil’s life and work appears what
shines through as some sort of extraordinary “apparition” of Jesus Christ;

87 Summary of text presented at the Colloquy of the French Institute for Latin
American in Mexico City on Dec. 8, 1993. Published in the Revista de la
Escuela de Filosofía y Letras [Philosophy Review], Mexico’s National
University (UNAM), February, 1994.
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a certain kind of event –without pretending to name it so far: something
like “a waking dream,” perhaps-, concerning which she spells out, on one
of her many Notebooks and framed by several blank pages preceding
and following the unearthly ambiance she depicts, as if portraying the
lapse of a time outside of time, beyond the everyday world and yet
adjacent to it: under a modest mansarde, Christ speaks to her and, from
time to time, takes a loaf of bread out from his pouch to share with her.

“That bread was a bread that tasted like real bread,” she recalls with
the nostalgia and chagrin of someone pulled back from a dream that
seemed to her like a more real way of being awake. In that “bread that
tasted like real bread,” I find the most splendid evocation possible of a
certain kind of undiverted “attention” to which Simone Weil refers and that
would entail, among other things, not letting ourselves be fooled by
appearances, not allowing ourselves to divert our sight from the ultimate
ending: from our first and foremost good. All other good things are relative
to that one and frequently hide a lie, a confusion: the most tragic and
harmful of all consisting in the act of taking what is a mere “means-
towards” as if it were an authentic “end-in-itself.” Not only avoiding that
“the end justify the means,” but also curing ourselves of that other
maniacal habit that consists in allowing the “gaze” of our conscience to
remain captivated in face of something that will never fulfill its promise
since it is never able to go beyond representing, in absentia, the supreme
good to which the soul aspires: a certain paradise some will describe as a
colorful paper flight into which death pours the soul of every warrior who
has fulfilled his mission (“impeccable” whosoever has delivered himself,
without second thoughts or doubts, to Heaven upon the completion of his
task).

Simone Weil’s relevance for us today belongs, as it turns out, to all
times since we are dealing with a thought that is situated at the heart of
all disciplines, bent on fulfilling what has been the first and foremost goal
of philosophy: finding the best way to draw nearer to the truth of each and
every thing, to those “crystallizations” that, like ice, “melt” in order to better
finetune our powers of attention; the ultimate purification exercise, able to
drive our conscience into direct contact with Truth and Truth alone (and
high cased). That bread that tastes like real bread. Truth that in Simone
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homologizes Christ: in her splendid Christology, beauty reveals itself as
“the smile of tenderness that Christ sends to the Creature through the
material world.” It is preferable even to turn our backs on Christ while
looking for the truth, says she, since being, as He is, the incarnate truth, it
is not likely you will stray very far without falling right into his arms.

Even while not sharing this language, for which only a certain kind of
preparation prepares, plenty of atheists have found in the life and work of
Simone Weil stimuli and revelations without end. But if truth is relative to
each thing (except as it refers to an absolute lodged in categories that
remain outside sequential logical thought), moral priciples have an
absolute character: they are universal since “each historical period has at
its disposal the totality of moral notions and simply chooses.” (I have in
effect, over time, relegated the use of the word “values” to refer to relative
values usually compromised in their purity by social practices and
expectations whereas steadfast morality appears embodied in more
fundamental, basic, absolute principles of behavior).

Consequently, the moral relativism of the Renaissance that finally
culminates in the Twentieth C., having crossed over the Age of
Enlightenment, appears to her as false in its very foundations as harmful
in its results: the latter being, no doubt, one of the reasons why, along
with colonialism, she rejects religious proselytism. That moral values –or
principles- always possess the same actuality strikes me as quite obvious
or we would be incapable of speaking about artistic works of “universal
value”, which does not mean to say that the expression of such values
will not vary with each culture; in any case, lying and infidelity have never
shown themselves as deserving imitation.

Nearly always balanced in her judgments, Simone Weil puts as much
faith in reason as in what remains beyond its province: “Intelligence must
recognize through its own means that there are things that escape its
powers.” Consequently, she would reject a God who demanded that she
accept anything going against the dictates of her conscience or in
defiance of her intelligence.
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Mircea Eliade, the great historian of religions, recognized in Simone
Weil’s spiritual itinerary a most surprising trajectory that had taken her, on
her own, towards “the reintegration of the primordial plenum”: the only
true reality to which all shamanic apprenticeship leads.” He quotes
Simone when she writes in her Notebooks: “We are back. Thus are we
born. Reestablishing order is an unraveling of the creature in ourselves,”
explaining next what is meant: “making everything that is created pass
into what is uncreated.” Eliade confesses himself “dumbfounded from
finding in a authentic modern religious experience, an archaic pattern: the
reintegration of the primordial plenum, the only true reality.” 88

To this sort of celestial rootedness that Simone Weil exemplarily
invites us, the notion of metaxu or “bridges” able to help us in such a
transition comes to play its part: the idea of being able to root ourselves in
one or various nurturig ambiances that are spiritually embracing appears,
as well, as a mediating factor towards the realization of such
transcendence. But the notion of cultivating “detachment” as part of a
practice meant to assist in the realization of such a “passage” towards the
primordial, impersonal, absolute, coexists in her with the notion of
rootedness, of attachment to one’s own nurturing “native soil” bridging our
way towards “decreation.”

I find quoting H.R. Schlete here very useful in view of the preciseness
and outreach of his observations:

(…) absence from one’s native country is characterized by the image of
uprootedeness. In relation to it, as to true rootedness, Simone Weil said what is
most essential of all already over forty years ago. She describes the workers’ and
peasants’ uprootedness and the “geographic” uprootedness by which she
understands, particularly, the disappearance of small communities that had been
torn up, according to her, by the Nation, by the State and by Money. In face of
such a development and in spite of her love for France, she recommends a
rootedness that deep down implies giving consent to those conditions that make

.88 Fragments d'un journal, I. Gallimard, 1973; p.224. Quoted in: Cahiers Simone
Weil, Association pour l’étude de la pensée de Simone Weil. Paris, Sept. 1986.
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up man’s humanity until one’s death. One’s original soil –native land— is hence
in relation to one’s roots (…). But, ultimately, rootedness -even while this may
sound paradoxical- (…) is something left to be realized, that is still not present
but remains still to be seen. [CSW, Sept, 1986.]

If we consider rootedness as a positive value that we would like to be
able to realize during our lives, especially in the face of that every day
growing spectacle, frightening and moving, of great conglomerates
struggling to move from one territory to another, it would certainly be
worth one’s while to attempt to see to it that Simone Weil’s admirable
legacy be seriously taken up by those who have, or would have in their
hands, the power of legislating so that the “true earthly needs of the body
and soul” be taken under advisement.

Her book, The Need for Roots [L’Enracinement or Rootedness],
bears as a subtitle precisely those words: “Prelude to a Declaration of
Duties Towards Mankind,” that she in fact considered her “Profession of
Faith” -title of our 1990 Spanish Anthology and of our continued
declaration of purpose for the Mexican Civil Association “Instituto Simone
Weil, A.C.” [ A school with the same name (but without the “A.C.” part)
appears to have been founded in Michoacán at the end of last century,
not very long after our www.institutosimoneweil.net began to appear]-.

T.S. Eliot thought that this title of hers stood to be considered as
obligatory reading for every head of State, and I for one think that it would
certainly be fitting for the United Nations to adopt it as a corpus of
reflection meant to clarify, finally, what human “needs” might be
considered to be. Perhaps that way it would be easier to reach
agreements concerning how to protect that part of us that screams out,
from the deepest well in our hearts: Why, oh why, are they doing this to
me?! The cry Simone Weil never ceased listening to in the deepest
recesses of her heart.

The “Study” (or “Draft” as per the English translation in circulation)
has two or three uppermost virtues to recommend it. One is that, as refers
to Simone Weil’s work as a whole, it is written in a language allowing for
the communication of ideas often complex, although extremely coherent
when its subtleties are considered with attention. Simone Weil’s simplicity

http://www.institutosimoneweil.net
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and clarity take us very far within a very short lapse of time. One need not
be an expert in philosophy to understand her thought, although there will
always be certain things requiring a certain level of experience to be fully
grasped.

Concerning Marx, she did us the great favor of pointing out what in
his work appears to be recoverable and extremely useful, along with the
errors and contradictions it glosses over. At present, considering the
legions of Marxists more or less adrift after the collapse of such an “ill
constructed religion” -as she puts it- one’s reading of Simone Weil’s
reasons could act as a salve, or balm, for those now surfing the
emotional shipwreck precipitated by such a surprising –if predictable-
“collapse.” Her visionary perspectives, in effect, were formulated in terms
that do not require a “great leap of faith,” only consenting to a certain
suspension of disbelief: that will grant them the “benefit of the doubt,”
perhaps. They will be pleased to see how the downfall of the Eastern
model of industrial civilization merely precedes that of the Western model
of a single system in crisis, call it “socialist” or “capitalist”: state capitalism
equitable with neither “free enterprise” nor with “communism,” per se.

In her “profession of faith,” besides, no mention of God is made: she
speaks only of a point –a very small point, that would be the same in all
human beings- through which what is “impersonal” sneaks, so to speak,
and emerges within us… if we allow it to do so; this is to say, if we grant it
our consent. Thus, she writes:

God as an object of love is light and the soul the eye, the organ of vision. It is
the organ of the “I.” But when the I has been erased, without the organ losing its
virtue, that soul turns into the organ of God’s vision. The spirit is that vision.

That two plus two are four, hence, is what she calls an impersonal
truth, whereas –she notes- errors in calculation are derived from what is
“personal” in the individual.

What is positive for us in this matter is that, in spite of the total
confusion in terminology, it would be possible, with a bit of serenity and
will, to come to agreements on matter of common interest. This is to say,
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as long as personal or partisan interest -the element of “social passion”
that Rousseau (and his great admirer that she was) denounced- were not
to subvert the ultimate search for solutions amiable to “the public good”
(better than those interminable “debates” between and among parties,
what you would obtain would be a true “dialogue,” since ideas –as she
points out- “are made to circulate” not to be set off one against the other
like boxers inside a ring: therein the distinction to be established between
one term and the other and that it is so important to underline).

If, on the one hand, it is important to remember why “reason must
accept through the means at its disposal” that there will be things always
remaining outside the range of its own faculties, it befits us as well to
become fully aware of the significance in her analysis of the
contradistinction between what she referred to as “legitimate
contradictions” and “illegitimate” ones. On the one hand, “paradox” or
“legitimate contradiction” can become, as she puts it, an instrument
allowing us to penetrate into the sphere of the impersonal: in order to
reach that “twist” of meaning that sustains that “this is, and is not -at the
same time- that”; that this is -and is not- true, or that something is as good
as it is bad, since “this is this, this is not this,” –the tat svam assi, neti neti
of the mystic (so often quoted by Joseph Campbell in his Creative
Mythology)- resulting from that essential incapacity of spoken language to
translate the mystical experience within the straightjacket of “rationality”
(between quotes); such a twist in perception liberated from the limits of
everyday language and which allows us, grace intervening, to realize the
ontological leap to which the exiled soul aspires in order to bypass the
famous separation between subject and object –the coincidence of
opposites that, as she well pointed out, also, is to be realized at a superior
level of understanding belonging to an altogether different dimension-.

“Illegitimate contradictions,” on the other hand, result from treating
things that are different as if they were equivalent and those that are
similar as if they were different. Tragic confusions, often the result of bad
faith, and that are regularly translated into ominous acts such as placing
bombs in clinics with the excuse of defending “life,” or killing an entire
people from hunger in order to save them from their misery.
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That contradiction, in itself, is not a sign that truth has been betrayed
is also something that one would have to remember in all of one’s critical
activity, next to the fact that there are illegitimate contradictions as well
which hide under a frivolous appearance of rationality. Detecting them
and denouncing them in the daily exercise of our responsibilities as
writers, thinkers, teachers, legislators, artists or parents -while exercising
our fullest citizenship- is what reading this visionary that she was is all
about: as rooted in heaven as in our good Mother Earth and to whom
Alain lovingly referred as “la Martienne”: “Lower the headlights, Simone!,”
he admonished her from time to time, even as the accomplice that he was
in that great adventure that the practice of unadulterated thought can
become but, at the same time, unable to ignore the terrorized expression
on the faces of her classmates nearly ready to leap and escape from a
room in which such piercing light surged forth.

Another aspect of her thought that impresses in terms of its
relevance for us today, and that appears to me extraordinarily useful to
underscore, has to do with her analysis of inhumanity or “barbarity”. As
Emmanuel Gabarielly points out:

Simone Weil’s leading notion in this respect is that, from the moment when
fundamental, external social virtue is absent, virtue no longer exists or else one
must be a hero or a saint in order to continue being virtuous. In effect: “It is only
by entering into what is transcendent, into that which is authentically spiritual, that
the human person rises above the social. Up until such a point, in effect, no
matter what he does, the social is transcendent in relation to man”. Experience
demonstrates that, for the immense majority of individuals, evil becomes as if
inexistent and invisible as soon as society, power, does not declare it to be so. As
soon as social punishment ceases to sanction it per se and thereby to reveal it,
crime no longer is recognized for what it is.89

From my own perspective, the pessimism of her social psychology
has been increasingly justified in our own century -as much so in the

89 Gabellieri, Enmanuel. "Simone Weil psychologue". CSW (Cahiers Simone
Weil, Association pour l’étude de la pensée de Simone Weil), Paris. Sept. 1986;
my underlining.
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Twenty-first C. as in the previous one, when these lines were first written-
although it amounts, I should say, to a positive pessimism warning us
against false illusions, forcing us to accept that only an authentic
spirituality, not one that is manipulated and fanaticized, can possibly save
us from barbarity.

Next to an authentic spirituality, then, it is laws and “sanctions” or
“punishment” wisely formulated and executed that will lead the city –la
cité- towards becoming a fairly decent social space where we may
confidently dwell. But she warns that “mysticism turns into idolatry and
fanaticism if it seeks answers in this world through adhesion to a visible
and temporal absolute90: another seminal idea to explore. Her analysis of
brutality facilitates forgiveness considering that one must practically be a
saint in order to resist the onslaught of the “social beast,” of brute force.
Nonetheless, for legislation and “punishment” (in the sense of a true
“teaching,” as she would have wanted punishment to be) to contribute
towards a harmonic development of social life, it would be necessary for
our governments to be constituted at the same time by legitimate
hierarchies.

Simone Weil’s work is full of clues that it would be worth our while to
follow with the purpose of reformulating the very foundations of our
political life, always considering the limitations as much as the possibilities
derived from the informational entropy we have reached. Her delightful
critique (very much enjoyed by Alain) of the miserable part played by
political parties –yesterday and today- could become the prologue of a
serious reevaluation of the direction in which they have led us and of what
it is that we would have to change in this institution –here, there,
everywhere- so that the constantly uttered word stand for something
authentically beneficial for our societies and not a mere propagandistic

90 Surely, as we have seen in terms of “Catholicism” and the idolized, necessarily
pernicious figure of the Pope: incarnated gods seem to be beneficial only for as
long as they fail to be recognized and adored as such and, instead, crucified; the
great evils unleashed by Christianity probably arising from this paradoxical truth:
an example of a legitimate contradiction no doubt.
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mumbo-jumbo in the lingo of those who only thereby may aspire to be a
part of the “governing élites” (illegitimate even if “legally” constituted).

Among the “earthly needs of the soul” that Weil lists we find the twin
terms “equality/hierarchy,” given that almost all of them “may be ordered
in pairs balancing and complementing one another”. Only when an
authority has been legitimately constituted is it possible to obey it in such
a way that our aspiration towards equality, equally powerful, not be hurt.
Social order, which is to say justice, cannot be obtained when authority is
the result of a coup d’état, or as an offshoot of elections, for example, in
which money –the power of money- decides everything.

Saying that a hierarchy based on money is not legitimate and that it
compromises the social peace and wellbeing of our city, of our social
milieu, appears to me as one of those truths that shine without any need
for exterior illumination. Just as is the case with those of Roger Bacon’s
words that Simone Weil would have been ready to adopt as an ultimate
Bible, minimal and sufficient: “Man orders nature by obeying her”. In this
saying of a XIIIth C. wise man we see what the most authentic ecological
movement has tried to communicate over the last few decades.91 The
convergence of Simone Weil’s political and social thought and the
concerns and attitudes of the “greens” have been pointed out;92 what I

91 And less engaged by a “welfare state” answering above all to the interests of
certain power groups: it being quite the case that we find ourselves effectively vis
à vis a movement that has been degraded by partisan whirling and dealings of a
“representative democracy” justifiedly criticized, along with others, by Ivan Illich in
his own time, as we shall have the opportunity of pointing out at other points
throughout this book.

92 Specially by Micheline Mazeau in CSW, Dec. 1983. See my translation of
her text in the revised and enlarged version of Profesión de fe [“Anthology”]:
www.institutosimoneweil.net or at
http://institutosimoneweilediciones.wordpress.com. Mazeau well observes that, in
any case, a green frame of mind does not go hand in hand with the political party
mentality that Weil so decried. (Ralph Nader’s mistaken path!) Ivan Illich’s critique
of certain pitfalls of ecologism are pointed out at various points throughout this
part of our book.

http://www.institutosimoneweil.net
http://institutosimoneweilediciones.wordpress.com
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have failed to see mentioned so far is how that recommendation of
“obedience to nature” is bound to enter into tension with what also
appears in her as the most profound conviction: that what is truly
miraculous is that a human being refuse to impose himself through force
as soon as circumstances allow him to do so: that only supernatural
courage (courage surnaturel) is capable of elevating us above that social
beast burrowing inside of us in order to save us, altogether, from falling
into savagery. Irreducible paradox: legitimate or illegitimate contradiction?

Alongside that perception of the indissoluble nexus between
“dominion” over nature and “obedience” to its principles, Simone Weil’s
proposals in recognition of the moral superiority of “obligation” over
“rights” and of a sounder understanding of the true “earthly needs of the
body and soul” strike me as crucial towards the formulation of a new
People’s Law which, taking into consideration the possibilities and
limitations of our communications systems, will allow us to direct our
energies towards building a new civilization less opposed to the most
profound aspirations of human beings (and all conscious species!) in this
world.

With some good fortune in stock for us, today’s opportunity93 of
honoring her legacy will help to foster attention by the Spanish speaking
world of her life and work: “Red Virgin” of the first half of the century,
rediscovered “Green” during the second half, her legacy still awaits
discovery and assimilation by nearly all of those today forced to assume
the immense task of paving the way towards a workable exit from this
dark jungle we find ourselves in, nel mezzo dil camino di nostra vita.
Bethlehem Star illuminating our way so that human beings will somehow
“escape the contagion of folly and collective frenzy by reaffirming on his

93 Unprecedented opportunity coming into play right now, no doubt, with
the uprising of the indignados during the 2011 Spring that we have
seen spreading across large segments of our world.
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own account, over the head of the social idol, the original pact between
the mind and the universe”. 94

94 Final words of Reflections on the “Causes of Social Oppression and
Freedom,” 1934 [Oppression and Liberty, University of Massachusetts Press,
Amherst, translated by Simon Leys, with an introduction by F.C. Ellert]. I have
used the translation of esprit as “espíritu” in Spanish but equally respect Leys’
use of the alternative translation: “mind.”
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III

A LEGACY WHOSE TIME HAS COME *

The “odd woman out” in almost any crowd, Simone Weil (Paris, 1909-
London, 1943) is a thinker who, one might say, hardly matters as a
woman if one assumes that one’s role as wife and mother is an
important component of what is –or used to be- meant by “a woman”;
on the other hand, if ecological awareness and concern can be
identified with our feminine or “yin” nature, her overall philosophic
outlook may well be looked upon as intrinsically “feminine” in tone. I do
believe that the movement that has developed in the last two
decadesand which refers to itself as the eco-feminist movement could
certainly claim her as one of its forbearers in spirit.95

* This summary of central aspects of Simone Weil’s postulates were part of a
series of “Special Conferences” I had the opportunity of offering at UNAM’S
[Mexico’s National University] Auditorium of “Filosofía y letras” –right at the end
of Sept., 2005, while “Katrina” raged over our beloved Nouvelle Orléans.
Another example of how the modern state manages to avoid dealing effectively
with its own created disasters. (Not to mention Fukushima!).

95 On this topic see Micheline Mazeau’s “Simone Weil et écologie” (CSW,
Dec., 1983). I am also happy to add in this revised edition of the text, Ivan
Illich’s warnings as pertains to “ecology,” as well as his recognition of the
yin/yang symbol being an emblematic figure of what he calls “the ambiguous
complement arity”of genders, radically opposed to what he describes as the
“economic sex” of the “unisex era” and which he analyses as the latest
modality of an industrially concocted sexism, especially against women but
eventually destructive of the freedom of anyone who winds up doing “shadow
work” in the entrails of a system incapable of guaranteeing subsistence, that
common good that men and women used to be able to ensure for themselves
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Jokingly (yet affectionately) referred to as “the Martian” by
herclassmates, but also mocked for her religious fervor on behalf of the
oppressed with the title of “The Red Virgin” (as Commune heroine’s
Louise Michel had been named half a century earlier) today she seems
to us more and more like a “Green Virgin”, without the more robust red
disappearing, exactly. Notably, her own interpretation of the
significance of the Virgin’s deep religious symbol is tied to Roger

and one-another in the course of carrying out work done shoulder to shoulder
as well as separately and involving each in the modality appropriate to them,
including the use of generically designated tools within a communitarian
context of greater harmony and equality and thanks precisely to those
contextual differences in which “vernacular gender” predominates. Illich was
afraid that an “ecologism” fed on “displaced preoccupations no longer having
to do with the good but with value,” take the upper hand. He notes how “a
mechanistic anthropomorphism obtained rights of citizenship (. . .). A cosmic
combat between increasingly complex forms of life has become the
foundational anthropic myth of the scientific era”. The artificial nature of the
notion of “life” reveals itself with extreme intensity in the on-going ecological
debate (see “The Institutional Construction of a New Fetish: Human Life,”
presented within the context of a “Planning event” of the Evangelical Lutheran
Church, Chicago, March 29, 1989). In the fourth of five observations
concerning the history of life, he states: “Ecology can mean the study of the
correlations between living forms and their habitat. The term is also
increasingly used for a philosophical way of correlating all knowable
phenomena. It then signifies thinking in terms of a cybernetic system which, in
real time, is both model and reality: a process which observes and defines,
regulates and sustains itself. Within this style of thinking life comes to be
equated with the system: it is the abstract fetish that both overshadows and
simultaneously constitutes it”; (pp. 230-231 of In the Mirror of the Past,
Lectures and Addresses 1978-1990). He describes this intellectual process as
“epistemic sentimentality” and sees its roots in “this conceptual collapse of the
borderline between cosmic process and substance, and the mythical
embodiment of both in the fetish life,” (ibid.). The result being that the “pop-
science” fetish “a” life tends to void the legal notion of person. His analysis of
the semantic drift of the word “life” is as illuminating as it is urgent for
understanding the extent of the Orwellian distortion of this “key” term
especially so since 1801 which is approximately, when Lamarck defined a new
academic field: “the science of life.”
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Bacon’s (1214-1294) dictum to the effect that “man commands nature
by obeying her” –in its brevity, a sufficient Bible for all times, thought
she (and one, methinks, must increasingly concur…)-. And so it is that
she thinks of the Virgin as an incarnation of the saving, holistic principle
of “obedience to nature”.

If her childhood “bolshevism” soon gave way to a denunciation of
what the Soviet state ultimately represented, her “virginity” has never,
as far as I know, been questioned (perhaps never particularly dwelled
upon). It is said that she usually displayed a marked, if not necessarily
extreme, aversion to physical demonstrations of affection such as
hugging; and, very early in life, decided that a marital attachment, while
right for others, would certainly not be so for her, feeling very strongly
that her own dedication to the social cause would have to be complete.
In her own “path with a heart” (recalling the well remembered phrase in
The Teachings of Don Juan by one Carlos Castaneda) the ideals of
social commitment and self-effacement quite simply precluded the
establishment of any type of nexus that might compromise her freedom
to search for truth and to act as her conscience required her to do.
Thus, the “impeccable warrior” that Simone Weil appears to have been
from the earliest age may be said to have succumbed to the Love
embrace only once and, as with all Christian mystics, it is Christ who
ravishes her away! 96

Always with one foot inside and another one outside, Simone Weil
was a Hellenized French Jew of agnostic parents whose passion for
the justice and beauty she found in the Christian inspiration would
conspire with her scrupulous personal ethic to keep her at the Church

96 For a sensitive discussion of Simone Weil’s mystical experiences see André
Devaux, “Passion de vérité et expérience mystique chez Simone Weil”, vol.
VIII, no. 1, March, 1985 of the Cahiers Simone Weil (CSW), published by the
Association pour l’étude de la pensée de Simone Weil of which Prof. Devaux
was founder and longtime President. Her most touching phrase, for me, to
describe her encounter with Christ under a Mansard roof in Marseille, was that
Christ had given her bread that “tasted like real bread.”
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door, neither quite inside nor quite outside, much like Hans Peter
Duerr’s hagazussa: “riding on the fence” between “wilderness” and
“civilization”.97 Her “constitutional” inability to take advantage of any
special privilege prevented her from accepting baptism when it was
offered under the special dispensation of not having to renounce her
“errors of faith”. Had she been able to renounce Krishna at the Church
door without feeling that in doing so she was also betraying truth, she
might have had the satisfaction of becoming a member of the Catholic
Church; a possibility that never quite ceased to tantalize her, perhaps
because of her inherited feelings of exclusion resulting from her
condition as a Jewess living in a Christian society, which made the
dream of a spiritual community all the more compelling and put the idea
of rootedness and community right at the center of her social concerns.
(It now seems she accepted to be baptized “in extremis” by her friend
Simone Dietz with water from the faucet at the Hospital in Ashford,
Kent, where she was finally to expire at age thirty-four).

Such persistent fidelity to the demands that the search for truth
imposes constitutes the most admirable quality of Simone Weil’s life –a
life, as has been copiously noted, in which thought and action remain
remarkably consistent in spite of her many apparent contradictions-.
As she brilliantly underscores, “an absence of contradiction in itself is
not a sign of truth” given the fact that contradictions may be “legitimate”
or “illegitimate” pending on how they come about: “The illegitimate use
consists in combining incompatible statements as if they were
compatible. The legitimate use consists, when two incompatible truths
impose themselves upon human intelligence, in recognizing them as
such and in turning them, so to speak, into the two prongs of a pair of
pliers, an instrument for entering indirectly into contact with the domain
of transcendent truth that is inaccessible to our intelligence”.98 This

97 In Dreamtime: On the Boundaries between Wilderness and Civilization,
translated from the German into English by Fellicitas Goodman. Basil
Blackwell, 1985.

98 My translation from the French original, Oppression et Liberté, written in
1934 when she was twenty-five years old; Gallimard. Paris, 1955; pp. 208 and
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second, acceptable form of contradiction is what properly constitutes a
paradox. If it is her passion for truth that kept Simone Weil “riding the
fence” between contending “sides,” in the realm of religious affiliation,
in time, her direct contact with the source of all mystical experience will
inform her educated judgments concerning the need to articulate the
sacred and the social in such a way as to protect individuals from the
madness of the “social beast” that Plato so much feared and thereby
fomenting a civilization capable of allowing human beings to flourish
both physically and spiritually, individually and socially. 99

Therein the “radicalism” of this extraordinary being whose
“femaleness” may appear to remain quite marginal to everything she
ultimately stands for. The rigorousness of her devotion to truth allows
her to make distinctions that are seldom made and without which it will
be mighty difficult to attempt to solve many of the most pressing
problems of our bereaved century and its sequel; those pending issues
with past and present to which Ivan Illich dedicated his singular powers
of penetration and synthesis throughout the half century transpiring
between Simone Weil’s death and his own on December 2, 2002.

Nor surprisingly, it is in the purity of her Christian inspiration that
Simone Weil poses the greatest threat to the bad faith sustaining much
of Sunday morning’s oblations and pretensions: briefly, “only by
directing the attention beyond the world can there be real contact with
(this) central and essential fact of human nature (...): [that] all human
beings are absolutely identical insofar as they can be thought of as

following. See Oppression and Liberty, The University of Mass. Press,
translated by Arthur Wills and John Petrie with an introduction by F.C. Ellert.

99 I am here following Richard Rees’ admirable exposé in Simone Weil: Sketch
for a Portrait, pp. 116 and following, where he quotes from the English
translation of L’Enracinement (The Need for Roots, N.Y., Putnam, 1952). This
book by Rees was to become the exemplary reading confirming all of the
reasons why I had always wanted to study her work, notwithstanding the many
years it would take me to get to it!!
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consisting of a center, which is an unquenchable desire for good,
surrounded by an accretion of psychical and bodily matter”. 100 That link,
that the reality outside this world remains beyond human faculties so
that the respect it inspires can find only indirect expression (“if it is not
expressed it has no existence”) binds us to this world as much as to the
other. Thus, “The only possibility of indirect expression of respect for
the human being is offered by men’s needs, the needs of the soul and
of the body, in this world.”

In that luminous statement written shortly before her death on
August 24th, 1943, Simone Weil sets forth her profession de foi wherein
she outlines what she considers to be the “earthly needs of the body
and soul”. (This brief text, in fact, puts forth the quintessence of her
major book, The Need for Roots, also written in London under the
auspices of the French government in exile). Hence, it is in one’s
determined effort to see to it that these earthly needs of human beings
be adequately satisfied, that one shows proof of the authenticity of
one’s faith or reveal, otherwise, one’s resounding moral vacuity.

In my often strained efforts to find conceivable solutions to some of
the worst problems affecting our societies both North and South of
some of our borders (Cuba/U.S.A./Mexico) Simone Weil’s exemplary
legacy –intellectual, spiritual, material- has been a source of constant
discoveries and rediscoveries, of unfathomable depths of
understanding and awe. Alongside the already mentioned distinction
between “legitimate” and “illegitimate” contradictions, I would like to
focus, henceforward, on the following seminal understandings that
appear to me particularly useful in the process of working, with
likeminded fellowmen and women, towards bringing into existence a
very different type of world order, one that will give humanity a new
opportunity under the sun.

100 Rees, op. cit.; pp. 132 and following (chapter title, ”Greatness –True and
False-”).
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I. The moral superiority of thinking first and foremost of
one’s obligations before considering one’s rights: or,
obligations as a primary source of one’s rights (and the
privileges to which they may give rise);

II. the earthly aspects of the needs of the soul, which in
most cases require that a balance be reached between
opposing drives (material and mental/spiritual);

III. the very important difference that requires to be
perceived between the abstractness of what enters into
the concept of the “nation” (identified with the state) and
the “concreteness” that enters into one’s relationship
with a city or locality of which one is an integral psycho-
physical component. Once this difference is recognized,
we are only a short step away from being able to
recognize the importance and possibility of considering
“nations” no longer in terms of centralized national
governments but in terms of cultural/linguistic identities
or language-based “commonwealths”;

IV. the pernicious effect upon public life of the existence of
contending political parties immersed in
confrontational politics (characterized by “debate” over
dialogue);

V. the ultimately dysfunctional nature of allowing any
government to attempt controlling “beyond where it can
effectively impose itself”: for example, attempting to
control the expression of human sexuality or the use of
altering “drugs” in ways demonstrably inimical to natural
human drives; equally, the fostering of black markets
deliberately constructed so as to maintain the earnings
of the very elements that promote prohibition beyond all
hope. The pretended safeguarding of the population,
human and otherwise, from “possible” (read, “inevitable”)
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disasters posed by nuclear proliferation, or against
financial crises, equally come to mind;

VI. the need to recognize, for the sake of sanity and of
sound legislation, that not all that is “necessary” is
necessarily “good”: to pretend otherwise is to court
disaster, that is, graver injustices than would otherwise
be obtained. To a greater or lesser extent, the death
penalty and abortion may be seen in this light;

VII.the mistake of inverting the relationship between ends
and means (or of taking what is only a means to an end
as if it were the end-in-itself);

VIII. the recognition that what offends our aspiration
towards equality is not the existence of hierarchies per
se, since consented obedience also is one of the needs
of the soul, but the fact of being forced to accept the will
and directives of hierarchies that must be seen as
illegitimate;

IX. that the true purpose of “school studies” is the
strengthening of our powers of attention, as Simone Weil
proposed. An idea that Ivan Illich advanced with his
proposal to “deschool society” in view of the negative
impact of compulsory education: i.e., the prolongation of
class divisions and the deterioration of the intellectual
faculties of those who are forced to subject themselves
to such a self-serving educational system;

X. that truth is of an impersonal nature whereas error
results from personal differences. Such an
understanding allows us to perceive the possibility of
true public consensus instead of making do with mere
factious or partisan “compromises”;
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XI. that just as there are legitimate and illegitimate
contradictions, that being able to distinguish between
one and the other is crucial to the decision making
process;

XII.that physical labor is as valuable as intellectual labor and
that no humane system will consider its value primarily in
terms of a worker’s “productivity” but rather in terms of
the relationship between the worker and his work.

These pages, hence, are offered in the spirit of contributing to the
task of bringing about the necessary socio-economic transformations
that will guarantee a sustainable future for ourselves and our progeny,
submitting to careful scrutiny many of the more confused, and
confusing, notions that prevent us from satisfying far more often that we
ever do, our earthly needs –those of the body as much as of the soul-.
This list remains open to revision and especially, to incorporating much
that may have been overlooked so far.

* * *

I. OBLIGATIONS OVER RIGHTS

In The Need for Roots, Simone Weil explains why the subject of the
book is obligations and not rights:

“It is meaningless to say that men have, on the one hand rights and, on
the other hand, duties. These words express only different points of view. Its
relation is the relation between the object and the subject. A man, as such, has
only duties, among which are certain duties towards himself; the rest, from his
point of view, only have rights. At the same time, there are rights when that
man is considered from the point of view of others, obligated towards him. A
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man left alone in the universe would have no rights whatsoever but he would
have obligations.

Rights turn out to be merely obligations seen from a particular
point of view; they are relative while obligations are absolute since, as
with beauty and justice, obligations belong to a realm outside this world
but filter into this world though the agency of “that good that is not of
this world”: “[. . .] the men of 1789 did not recognize the existence of
such a realm. All they recognized was the one on the human plane.
That is why they started off with the idea of rights. But at the same time
they wanted to postulate absolute principles. This contradiction caused
them to tumble into a confusion of language and ideas which is largely
responsible for our political and social confusion”, 101 even to this day.

Only one eternal obligation exists by Simone Weil’s book, and that
is in relation to the human being as such. But that obligation has no
foundation whatsoever in this world which is the realm of “force” an of
“necessity”: “If it is founded on something, that something, whatever it
is, does not form part of our world.” She finds verification of the
obligation, however, in the universal consent to it that is historically
evident “wherever it is not opposed by interest or passion”.
Collectivities have no eternal destiny, only human beings possess such
a destiny and it is that destiny that imposes the obligation of respect: a
respect that, as pointed out, can be effectively demonstrated only to
that part of the human being that belongs to this world. And, again,
unless that respect translates itself into appropriate action of some sort,
it has no reality.

The most obvious obligation is to feed the hungry. All other
obligations revolve equally around the need to satisfy some kind of

101 My translation from the French throughout; for the complete text in English
see The Need for Roots, Part I, The Needs of the Soul, Obedience, p.14;
translated by Arthur Wills, with a preface by T.S.Eliot, Routledge Classics,
London and New York.
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hunger. The needs of the soul, as we shall see, can be as material or
earthly as those of the body (and a very young babe, for example, fed
without any display of affection, can quite easily shrivel away in spite of
food put in his mouth…).

II. EARTHLY NEEDS OF THE BODY AND SOUL

While the basic needs of the body are the most obvious, they also
appear to be simple compared to those of the soul: she lists “food, heat,
sleep, hygiene, rest exercise, pure air…”. (From “Draft for a Statement
of Human Obligations”). Today we might add at least “pure water”
(anything else you can think of?). “Sex” shines by its absence but then,
not all human beings are so driven, as Simone Weil’s example and that
of many (or a few others?) demonstrate; also, does not a healthy erotic
life, or “sex at its best,” appear as the bridge that unites those two
polarities and which in a sense allows one to transcend, if only for “an
instant outside of time,” the body/soul dichotomy….?). Leaving behind
other considerations here, I find it irresistible to quote this one reflection
she puts forth pertaining to Freud:

Freudianism would be absolutely true if thought in it were not so oriented
that it comes out absolutely false […]. To reproach mystics for loving God with
the faculty of sexual love is like reproaching a painter for making paintings
composed of material substances.

We have nothing else to love with. You could, further, make the
same reproach to a man who loves a woman. Freudianism in its entirety is
saturated with the same prejudice it has given itself the task of combating:
that is to say, that everything that is sexual is vile,” 102

The needs of the soul present greater complexity for they tend to
appear in complementary couples that balance one another,

102 Weil, Simone. Cahiers III. Plon. París,1958; p. 98. My translation.
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harmonizing competing aspirations that human beings share. The soul,
thus, has a need for:

1. Equality and hierarchy (“special dispositions become
necessary for the two to be compatible”);

2. consented obedience and freedom; neither of which are possible
“in relation to a political power established through conquest or
coup d’état, or in relation to “an economic power that rests upon
money” (since “consented obedience” cannot be bought). Freedom
appears as “the power to choose within the margin allowed by the
direct constriction imposed by nature and authority recognized as
legitimate”;

3. truth and freedom of expression;

4. solitude and intimacy;

5. private property and collective property: “the existence of a
social class defined by the lack of personal and collective property
is as shameful as slavery”;

6. punishment and honor;

7. disciplined involvement in a common task of public utility and
personal initiative in that participation;

8. security and risk: “fear of violence” as much as “boredom” are
“illnesses of the soul”;

9. the human soul needs above all to be rooted in several natural
environments and to make contact with the universe through them.
Examples of natural human environments are: one’s country and
places where our first language is spoken as much as those whose
culture and historical past are shared along with one’s professional
milieu and neighborhood, among others.
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Under close scrutiny, if a panel of international jurists and
interdisciplianarian analysts were to pay attention to these assertions in
an effort to begin to discuss the kind of changes one might be seeking
in order to build bridges towards a better future, it seems to me quite
certain that they would be treading on the firmest ground. If anything,
her remarkable elucidation of human beings’ earthly needs reveals the
extent to which the centralized, bureaucratic state is fundamentally
incapable of acting so as to satisfy the vast majority of true earthly
needs (by comparison to those that have been imposed as part of the
overall design of benefitting the few in a world in which the logic of
scarcity prevails as befits the mercantile spirit).

The migratory laws that govern the exchange of population among
contemporary states, to give but one of the most blatant examples that
come to mind, contravene from just about every possible point of view
such earthly needs as are here underscored; rather than helping
human beings to “feel rooted in various natural environments and to
communicate with the universe through them,” the nation state’s
migratory provisions only help to uproot people and to disenfranchise
them almost universally of those very rights that are as often violated
as proclaimed… or better, more often violated than proclaimed!

Such a serious problem will not begin to be solved unless those
very destructive aspects are avoided that result from paying more
attention to defending abstract entities than to fostering the concrete,
real, wealth which only concrete places or milieus can offer; to wit, the
vain exercise of proclaiming “national” identity and “sovereignty” over
and above the practice of allowing for the proper governance of
localities to which people can directly, consciously and effectively relate
and of which they are an integral and dynamic component in the truly
wholesome experience of shared roots.
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III. COLD, DESTRUCTIVE ABSTRACTIONS VERSUS REAL,
NURTURING PLACES

While it is not possible within the scope of this presentation to follow the
history of Simone Weil’s hesitations concerning the use of the words
patrie and nation, in general one can say that –as a forerunner of the
ecological spirit- Simone Weil firmly believed that the nation-state was
the greatest threat to life on earth: her prescience made her dread the
implications of creating an Israeli state in Palestine. Richard Rees richly
summarizes the picture she gives (in the second part of The Need for
Roots) of our love/hate relationship to the State:

“. . . the State as collective animal, the mass ego summing up all the
individual egoisms of its members; the State as an idol, demanding holocausts
of its citizens; the State as a chronic invalid, secretly hated by his family because
their sacrifices for him exceed their love for him; the State as a governess to be
hoodwinked; the State as a shop to be plundered or cheated, and so on. A
love-hate relationship culminating in the emergence of the Leader, in whom the
cold, metallic features of he state, which are so difficult to love, are disguised
under the appearance of a man of flesh and blood . 103

So it is that she distinguishes between a healthy type of “patriotism”
and the sick, false religion of “nationalism.” As long as one’s devotion is
directed towards what is fragile on this earth (for example, the health,
beauty and integrity of a city); of a place one can feel, touch, smell, move

103 Rees. Op. cit.; pp. 132 and following. Here Rees further comments: “This
last phenomenon, she predicts, writing in 1943, is not likely soon to decline
and may well have some unpleasant surprises for us, ‘because the art, so well
understood in Hollywood, of manufacturing stars out of any sort of human
material, gives any sort of person the opportunity of presenting himself for the
adoration of the masses,”; in Need for Roots, p. 115, my underlining: no
comment required, say I, except to recall my ill fated Reagan love affair! [In his
book on Gnosis, Geddes McGregor cites her on this matter of “a self-limiting
God.”]. No comment required on Mr. Trump and his “plan” to Make America
Great Again!
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through, see and hear and know by name –places that constitute a “vital
medium” or “bridge” (metaxu) for connecting human beings with “the
good that is not of this world-”, then one’s patriotic fervor may be said to
be of a healthy sort; but, when patriotism takes the form of the
nationalistic adoration of an abstract, omnipresent and seemingly
omnipotent state, then love and humility (those ever so Christian
components of action inspired by certain basic principles that are eternal,
not just temporarily expedient) have given way to pride and idolatry, and
one is in deep trouble. As she sees it, unlike the State (that “false god”),
the “God of Love” limits his own power in order to allow the creature its
freedom, always a prerequisite for love: this reasoning of hers
constituting the explanation as to why, in spite of God being the good
and nothing but the good, there is still so much evil in the world. A fertile
idea to help us recover from too much atheism, although as our “Martian”
justifiedly observes, among those who have not had a direct experience
of divine love, believers are mistaken while atheists tend to be the ones
to get it straight.

In her essays on the genius of one of the cultures she most deeply
admired, that of the Cathars of Southern France and Northern Spain
during those Middle Ages that, for her, compares most favorably with the
false promises of a far less laudable Renaissance, Simone Weil notes
with interest that the word which came closest in their language to
expressing the idea of “homeland” (or patrie) was langue or “tongue.”
To this remarkable civilization, hence, it seems that a common tongue
was the basis for determining one’s common “ground” [“En quoi consiste
l’inspiration occitaine,” Écrits historiques et politiques; p. 75 104 ]. With this
observation of hers and her insistence upon language as one of the
“natural environments,” one is reminded that shared languages indeed
constitutes another modality of shared territories, far more flexible and
portable than national boundaries and citizenship papers happen to be.
The on-going revolution in our communications systems certainly
requires that this concept of a common language as a common mental
and spiritual territory going beyond existing, harmful, notions as to where

104 See also “L’Agonie d’une civilisation”. Écrits historiques et politiques,
Gallimard, 1960, p. 71 (or theŒuvres Complètes).
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one “nation” or “country” begins or ends, be better advisedly taken into
consideration. How far more convenient, besides, if one could maintain
citizenship in a variety of municipalities –localities- across national
frontiers instead of remaining adhered to a single, often immense,
geographical territory one hardly frequents and is far from intimately
knowing.

A growing awareness that good government can exist only within a
system that allows for local action in harmony with global interests –or,
better put, planet wide shared concerns, in a more positive sense of the
notion-, is bound to find such an intra/inter-municipal or intra/inter-local
option increasingly attractive. Simone Weil did not pose this option as
such, yet, she foresaw the day when new, unforeseeable inventions
would make it possible to bring into existence the kind of political and
social organization able to circumvent the need (real or imaginary) to
tolerate those extremely oppressive and uprooting mechanisms of social
organization set in motion by the massive centralization that
characterizes the civilization of the “second wave” (to use Alvin Toffler’s
label for industrial civilization). In this sense, her analyses of the great
harm perpetrated against the culture of the Cathars by the centripetal
force of the Ile de France in its alliance with the equally centralizing,
totalitarian tendencies of the Church of Rome, provide a most pertinent
reflection upon the sustainability of the nationalistic model of citizenship if
we are to save nature (which includes us) from total destruction.105

105 Problems created by massive migrations also need to be addressed.
Growth itself carries with it dangers that put into play mechanisms tending to
uproot people, to a greater or lesser extent. The principle of reality demands
that we find ways of:

a) Creating conditions that will prevent people from having to migrate
by force;

b) alleviating the negative impact of all change (even when the
change will carry with it benefits in the midst of limitations present
in any situation;

c) recognizing that people are able to adapt to changes as long as
their ties and relations are respected and preserved, at least to a
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Consequently, we are morally bound to the preservation of our
history that is embedded, in so many ways, in our common tongues, our
languages, the very first instruments invented by humanity, as Lewis
Mumford so well put it, and whose many layers preserve the
communality of memory and beliefs allowing us to share those cherished
as well as painful residues of our past; all the better to understand our
weaknesses and strengths, failures and hopes.

IV. THE CORRUPTING INFLUENCE OF OUR POLITICAL PARTY
SYSTEM

Here as elsewhere, Simone Weil’s appraisal of the nefarious presence of
parties in political life rejoins criticisms by the ecological movement with
its preference for “issues” over “partisanship”. While her aversion against
the omnipresent, destructive, nation-state does not foresee the possibility
of a total disappearance of the state per se, to be able to function in a
less destructive fashion it will be necessary for decisions to be reached
through less harmful procedures than most party systems normally
allow –be it a multi-party system- or a “one party” monopoly more
uniformly or single-handedly totalitarian, since “all political parties tend
towards totalitarianism”. The latter is certainly the case in view of the fact
that:

a) A political party is a machine for creating collective passion;

b) a political party is an organization built in order to apply collective
pressure; and

c) the first and last objective of any party is to grow and, this, without limit.

certain degree –or not beyond a certain degree- thereby allowing
them to make their lives more meaningful and hopeful.

.
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In effect, quite like any centralized state, a political party tends
towards a totalitarianism of which the first victims are its members. “Party
discipline” almost inevitably blocks the search for Truth and Justice.

V. THE ULTIMATE DYSFUNCTIONALITY OF ALLOWING ANY
GOVERNMENT TO ATTEMPT TO “CONTROL BEYOND WHERE IT

CAN EFFECTIVELY IMPOSE ITSELF.”

Among the many actions that our governments undertake there are far
too many that fall into this category. “Heroic” politics against “evils”
such as “drugs” (but which of all and why), against prostitution,
gambling, homosexuality have always produced more harm than
good.106 From this elucidation the proposal arises that no government
ever be able, constitutionally at least, to undertake restrictive and
violent actions against personal “vices,” but only against “vices” of the
system itself –including this ill conceived passion for doing away with
the personal “vices” of its citizens instead of dealing effectively with its
own: starting with the many aberrations and “addictions” (such as
money laundering) brought about by the wish of “controlling beyond
where it can effectively impose itself” (and thereby destroying
everything!).

Along with the elimination of political parties as platforms for the
creation of hierarchies that will never be legitimate no matter how long
they last, the first step would be to remove from the category of
“crimes” actions consensual in nature and for which there is no victim
whatsoever, properly speaking, of course: those victimless crimes that
have turned American jails and prisons into the most populated in the
world (and conveniently privatized for the exclusive benefit of the ones
providing the necessary means for keeping such large portions of the

106 The effects of the so-called “war on drugs” has culminated over the last few
years in the present levels of extreme, unsustainable, disorder throughout our
Mexican homeland (Nov, 2014; Nov., 2018 as I revise this text, hopefully for
the last time… !!) culminating in a resounding triumph for the candidate
perceived as the one most likely to make a difference.
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population behind bars. And working for pennies… indeed! One of our
many forms of post-slavery slavery…). Consensual actions or
“victimless crimes” to my mind, notwithstanding the element of force
implicit in relations among people, generally, within any economic
system that has turned land and people into chattel; may be said to
include sexual relations between and among human beings when no
direct force is used by one over another, as may be the case with
intercourse between a prostitute (be it a he or she) and his/her client.
Consensual activity, naturally, must be seen, as well, to include the use
of psychotropics freely bought, produced and consumed. Such a
measure would allow tribunals to decide cases in which real victims are
involved, instead of only those created by the State itself in its
relentless efforts to “control beyond where it can effectively impose
itself,” as she so very incisively exposed the inner worm of
unsustainable control.

Much easier to do and beneficial would be for so many public
funds presently employed in putting and keeping persons in jail who
have not harmed anyone but themselves (if as much as that, indeed!)
were to be employed, instead, towards the persecution and prosecution
of real crimes such as the ones that we most seldom see punished:
violations of an environmental character, for example, affecting the
population at large; the type of crimes recklessly exercised by all
powerful corporations and which are bound to involve much irreversible
harm to our health –the result, among other things, of ingesting
criminally dangerous pharmaceuticals whose effects can also be traced
to a systematic misrepresentation of the trustworthiness of the
substances involved-. [The potential harm from the use of GMOs when
these pages were first written was a well kept secret not entirely
uncovered, to this day, as a result of the corporate world’s power to
hide and subvert so much of the information we are entitled to (and
regardless of warnings by dedicated servants of the public good such
as Ralph Nader -since the very early sixties- with his Unsafe at any
Speed and Ivan Illich with his denunciation just a few years later of
iatrogenesis -medically generated illness- in his own ground-breaking
Medical Nemesis ].
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VI. THE NEED TO RECOGNIZE -FOR THE SAKE OF SANITY AND
OF SOUND LEGISLATION- THAT NOT ALL THAT IS “NECESSARY”

IS NECESSARILY GOOD

Unless it is recognized that in this world “everything that is good”
contains in it also some measure of what is not so good, and that
everything bad, or evil, also contains in it some measure of the good,
the psychological tendencies towards totalitarian behavior will most
often lead to extreme positions substantially disconnected from reality.
And it is there of course where it will be easiest to err in the sense
pointed out previously so that the “spirit of conquest” will most likely
lead social forces in the direction of a “holy war” against activity unlikely
to ever being totally controlled by any regime: at the end, the perceived
“evil” will seem like practically nothing when compared to the infinite ills
produced thanks to the “heroic” efforts –always failed- to extirpate it.

The best example to come to mind is the one involving “addictions”
that, only thanks to portentous amounts of Orwellian spin, will seem to
anyone sufficient reason to virtually kill or put in jail millions of individuals
whose only sin (or crime) has been to develop a physical and/or
psychological dependence on substances offered to them, daily, both
right and left and especially so in view of the profitable margins that their
sale is able to bring about: thanks, precisely, to the very prohibition relied
upon by those who understand that the only way to maintain prices at an
interesting level, and even skyrocketing ones, is by guaranteeing that it
will be the black market that will determines the price, instead of an open,
free market. The laws governing the use of these forbidden substances
(which proliferate from day to day under the stimulus that prohibition itself
offers) is one of the negative results of the system by which political
parties compete with one another since, in order to be elected within
such a devious system, it becomes necessary to raise great quantities of
money (over and above the amounts that the law allows parties to
receive from the national budget: one more instance of private
consortiums deriving ample help from the national coffers…). Such a
diabolical interplay of forces is what stands behind the laws we are all
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expected to obey.107 That so many “outlaws” be persecuted for behavior
ultimately inconsequential for the majority of people –the people- is what
appears most criminal of all! What you might consider an absolute evil
without any trace of compensatory good!! Drug dealers along with the
great pharmaceutical consortiums and the arms industry conspire to
maintain such a system in place inflicting the greatest physical and moral
damage on society as a whole: prohibition, hence, alongside the
nefarious political party system, constitutes one of those evils containing
practically no discernible good in them at all. Unwarranted wealth for
some at the expense of vast segments of an illegitimately criminalized
population is no good at all from any point of view, not even those
considered to be the “winners” in such a dirty scheme of things. This
most recent “witch-hunt” stands to be compared with the one that
gradually was imposed in Europe, not exactly during the Middle Ages, for
the most part, but precisely when the Renaissance was coming into full
bloom, as Marvin Harris underlined in his superb Cows, Pigs, Wars and
Witches. On the other hand, among those “necessary evils” that we may
feel uncomfortable with but, nonetheless, find it hard not to condone up
to a point -in an effort to forestall even worse events from occurring-
there is reason to site both the death penalty and abortion. But, in order
to decide correctly, that is to say, in such a way that is not merely wide in
scope but universal (Catholic in the etymological way Simone Weil
considered herself to be one) and based in knowledge at once very old
and very new, it becomes equally necessary to go to the bottom of the
kind of ideological mystification and scandalous, merciless misguidance
created over the centuries by illegitimate ecclesiastical hierarchies,
travesties of meaning that betray the truth and hide it at every turn. The
term “life,” for example, promoted to the category of “substance” and
turned into a “fetish”, as Ivan Illich, for one, has put it: a development he
found to have resulted in part from the strong emergence and prestige of
biological science at the beginning of the XIXth C. –elicits a dissociation
between what “high case” Life always meant and what, ultimately, is

107 See: Austin Fitts, Catherine. “Narco-dollars for beginners” and “The Rule of
Law”. In http://solari.com/ and www.mama-doc.com (also
http://www.institutosimoneweil.net/ ).

http://solari.com/
http://www.mama-doc.com
http://www.institutosimoneweil.net/
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nothing more than the mediating element that makes any true “Life”
possible: (low case) “life”-. Means are sacred only in relation to the extent
they are allowed to remain instrumental in realizing the end for which
they exist: when the end-in-itself that our Life is (spiritual yet firmly
grounded in material sustenance) finds itself undermined or sacrificed to
what would only be a “means” for its realization, a fatal error has
occurred against which Simone Weil warned in so many ways: that of
taking what is merely a means-towards-an-end with what could be seen
as a true, legitimate, end-in-itself. And only Divine Love is an end-in-itself,
she says: all the rest must take second place. The greatest disasters
overtake us thanks to this seldom detected perversion that amounts to a
simple inversion of means and ends.108

VII. RECOGNIZING THE ERROR INVOLVED IN THE INVERSION OF
MEANS AND ENDS FINALLY LEADS TO THE REEVALUATION OF
ALL OUR LAWS AND INSTITUTIONS WITH A VIEW TOWARDS THE

CREATION OF THOSE BEST ABLE TO REALIZE THE MOST
LEGITIMATE HUMAN ASPIRATIONS: LAWS AND INSTITUTIONS
THAT WOULD TRULY LOOK AFTER THE SATISFACTION OF
HUNGER, BOTH CORPORAL AND SPIRITIUAL, THAT IS IN US

Just as not everything that is necessary will be necessarily good (VI),
what will be important above all will be the reason(s) for doing what we
do, the how, when, where and why one does what one does. Ethical
behavior considers actions in their specificity and not in the abstract: for
ex, killing in cold blood, unnecessarily and in a cowardly way will never
be comparable to doing so because one wishes to alleviate another
being’s suffering -not unlike how, in the movies, the horse is shot in the
head out of pity and because there is simply nothing else left to do-.
Killing would thus be perceived not as something negative, to be avoided
at all costs, but as the ultimate charitable gift of Life before one’s

108 For the “fetishization of life” as conducive to the devaluation of persons see,
again, Ivan Illich’s observations concerning “The History of Life” [in Op. cit., In
the Mirror of the Past, pp. 618-621].
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personal accounting for oneself in face of one’s transcending awareness
(might I not prefer to give myself up while my faculties remain as lucid as
possible, instead of totally drowned under an awareness, obliterating
sedation …Though this, of course, may not be something we can know
for sure before that ultimate moment of no return…). It seems to me that
this is precisely what we are referring to when we talk about “dying with
dignity”: the withdrawal at the appropriate moment of all efforts to
maintain one alive, once final agony has set in.

Turning money once again into an effective means of exchange
instead of pretending for it to serve, at once, as a deposit of value and as
a means for fair, reliable exchanges: something that would be akin to the
most worthwhile imitation of Christ at the Temple as he faced the money
changers’ virtual sacrilege: the ultimate, most destructive lie of all
involving quite precisely the inversion of ends and means, as Simone
Weil clearly saw. Since the sustainability of our laws and institutions
approximates zero, our efforts should hence be directed towards the
creation of a network of cooperation favoring that sustainability that is
required to lessen, effectively, all negative consequences of the fall to be
expected. No doubt, ensuring the emergence of supporting mechanisms
that will facilitate exchanges among individuals and communities –from
house to house, locally and throughout a multiplicity of localities as they
appear in their regional or bio-regional specificity- would be the best
hope for saving us directly from the potentially devastating effects of a
sudden or progressively crumbling international financial system under
which humanity has labored for way too long. A necessary evil, after all,
is tragic, whereas an unnecessary one is what must be considered
criminal.

VIII. THE IMPORTANCE OF CONSIDERING THAT HIERARCHIES ARE
NOT IN THEMSELVES WHAT WE MUST ATTEMPT TO REMOVE

FROM OUR MIDST BUT ONLY THE EXISTENCE OF ILLEGITIMATE
HIERARCHIES WHICH SUBVERT ANY DEMOCRACY AND TURN IT

INTO A PLUTOCRACY
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The key for the necessary transformations to be carried out is, then, not
in the disappearance of all hierarchies, since this would mean that we
would be the only species able to govern itself without them (just as we
have become the only one that [ill]manages itself through the agency of
illegitimate hierarchies), but: in finding ways to make sure that the many,
or few, hierarchies within which we operate on a daily basis in our lives,
be legitimate ones to the eyes of those who participate in them, no
matter at what level, and that this perception result from their truly being
so.

The latter implies, to begin with, setting in motion a system in which
each individual will be allowed to operate at the level that most suits
him/her. It means being aware of the importance of “obedience and
freedom” –of being able to participate in tasks of public utility while
feeling free to develop individual initiative in such pursuits-. The
proposed “Tentative Profile of a Legitimate Democracy” –among many
other points- includes allowing citizens to decide individually whether
s/he prefers to vote openly in the public arena or to continue doing so
within a system that lends itself to as many fraudulent moves as the
present one does. For example, a whole month instead of a single day
might be allowed for each and all to cast their vote; and, those who so
chose might be able to sign a notarized statement before witnesses able
to give credence to one’s having been counted just as one meant to be
counted. Personally, I find it rather puzzling, or better, illegitimately
contradictory, for it to seem to be alright to announce your voting
intentions before everyone until five minutes or just a few hours before
the election, and to tell the whole world who it was you voted for as soon
as you are out of the voting booth and to be forced, still, to hide during
the process of casting that “secret” vote. The difference to my mind can
only come from the fact that: an intention to vote can hardly be the object
of theft, whereas a vote cast in isolation most certainly –and quite often
is- stolen (increasingly so, it seems, these days and in more ways than
one….). When the rule of law is a myth, you are better off to abstain from
voting! (Remembering here, as well, that an illegitimate contradiction
consists in the treatment of things that are similar as if they were not so,
while different ones are treated as if they were the same… ).
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IX. THAT THE TRUE PURPOSE OF “SCHOOL STUDIES” IS THE
STRENGTHENING OF OUR POWERS OF ATTENTION -AS WEIL

HOLDS- MAY COME AS A SURPRISE TO THOSE WHO HAVE SEEN
OUR ATTENTION CAPACITIES DIMINISHED CONSIDERABLY EVEN

AS THE NUMBER OF YEARS DEDICATED TO “FORMAL”
SCHOOLING HAS BEEN TREMENDOUSLY INCREASED

Precisely because we have seen the powers of attention greatly
diminished over decades of both public and private schooling, her remark
as to the “true purpose” of such studies makes us want to consider the
reasons why we are facing a diminished capacity instead of its opposite.
The flaws of “curricular studies” as described by Ivan Illich in his classic
invective against forced schooling (Deschooling Society, 1971) may be
explained to a great extent in view of Simone Weil’s intuition regarding its
true (legitimate) purpose and in such a way as to entice our minds
towards facing the challenge of chartering a course able to prevent
schools from further destroying entire generations of students -hopefully
bent on a path of authentic achievement- while promoting, instead, the
hidden curriculum of “domesticating” the masses for obedient
consumption of whatever commodity has been created for them by the
“powers that be”: necessary only in order to allow money to circulate
instead of contributing to the satisfaction of authentic needs (while taking
the “means” as ends- in- themselves in an ever exalted progress towards
total Nemesis).

Given that a captive audience needs to be entertained, the
educational process tends to find ways of dispersing rather than
concentrating attention. Instead of qualifying students effectively for a
great variety of tasks –intellectual and physical- that we are bound to be
called upon to perform in the course of our lives, “curricular studies” tend
to disqualify the many in favor of the few privileged consumers of its
multiple offerings. Instead of acting as vehicles for the acquisition of
expertise by those genuinely interested in specific activities and
knowledge, schools, by and large, increasingly justify their existence
through persistently failed promises leading to staggering student debts,
all without the implicit promises in such studies holding very solid
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chances for compensatory fulfillment. Another instance of the “means”
preempting legitimate “ends” –“mean means” you could say against
which Illich bantered in his indefatigable denunciation of that industrial
civilization for whose forced maintenance we have been universally
recruited-. A logistical mess composed of unsustainable, illegitimate
contradictions would thus be the fountainhead of laws that seek to keep
small farmers from employing their school-aged children, “minors,” in the
numerous tasks traditionally performed by families on their home front:
the “Stalinization” of American agriculture under the pressure of industrial
agriculture that monopolizes food production being one of the most
disturbing prospects at the present time. Today, among unemployed
college graduates we find a high percentage of students who always
lived “dedicated to their studies” without incurring the “crime” of having to
work. Extricating school studies from work and prohibiting multiple
generations from collaborating in the work traditionally done by families,
in their homesteads, is in complete violation of an efficient sharing of
knowledge and against survival itself. Of course, frustratingly, the most
often heard excuse for not giving someone a job after he graduates is
“lack of work experience”…!

X. THAT TRUTH IS BY NATURE IMPERSONAL WHEREAS ERRORS
DERIVE FROM PERSONAL DIFFERENCES

Such a consideration allows us to accept the possibility of a public
consensus instead of merely factious or partisan “arrangements.” It is
here that stressing the importance of dialogue –the “free circulation of
ideas”- comes into play, over and above any “debate” (that one must see
as contrary to the first and, above all, as a concerted confrontation of
“points of view” that one either “takes or leaves”). Debate, or the more or
less bellicose confrontation of ideas, does not bring us closer to the truth
but separates us from it, always: a “tour de force” of the moment in the
midst of a verbal pugilistic “match,” instead of a singularly brilliant or
clarifying observation or a concatenation of equally truthful statements
receiving sufficient attention for an honest delving of all minds present as
pertains to some specific points of interest for the civitas, for the polis, in
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which truth and truth alone stands to win the day while generously
shared.

The importance of civic dialogue unfolding within the structure of
honest canons, without interests alien to the well-being of the community
as a whole taking uppermost hand such as is inevitably bound to happen
under the ever corrupting influence of “party politicking”.

Among the more interesting experiences we have been able to
witness over the last couple of decades is the phenomenon of the
Zapatista Movement’s counsels for good governance, dedicated to the
principled task of “governing while obeying”. These counsels spring from
the same idea that Simone Weil proposed in her own day: two plus two
make four and only an individual error can explain a discrepancy. Truth,
always, by its very nature is “impersonal,” even when personal
experience upholds it. Justice will always rely on a vision that transcends
the persona, even if called upon to be applied in relation to a specific
person or community: impersonally “personal” or personally “impersonal.”
Undoubtedly, the process of arriving at a consensus often requires a
good deal of time, but very little waste of “energy” if one considers the
useless expenditures that political campaigns incur with their
inconsequentialities, purposelessness and execrable results. As pertains
to that good that is common to all, one would have to take as a point of
departure the notion that the foundation of all truth goes beyond
ourselves as individuals and finds its sustenance in truths as impersonal
as the sum of two numbers. But the slightest trace of “social passion” can
only derail the path towards a consensual decision; this is to say, backed
up by the clear conscience of each participant in the course of
deliberations.

In order to avoid the emergence of the ever threatening worm of
dissention from erupting in the ongoing deliberations and to give, instead,
an opportunity for a scrupulously lucid reasoning to come forth, spaces
are needed especially designed so that the most disinterested intellectual
activity will find it possible to unfold untrammeled, enhancing tolerance
and respect in relation to expressions with the capacity to scandalize the
prevailing common wisdom or the prevailing ignorance. It is the kind of
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space we have had the satisfaction of seeing emerge and come into full
bloom, especially as a result of the syndrome of “free association”
characterizing a great multiplicity of discussions in those “blogs” geared
to discussing a wide variety of crucial matters and which mature, visibly,
in the forums sponsored by participants in the “Spanish Revolution” of
the indignados and of the Occupy Movement globally open to just about
everyone (including “hackers” of various sorts wormed into their
respective spheres of influence…), as now also in the recently sprung
movement in Mexico #Yo soy 132 (of which little is now heard, only three
or four years later; the Occupy Movement soon struck me as occupied!).

XI. THAT JUST AS THERE ARE LEGITIMATE AND ILLEGITIMATE
HIERARCHIES, THERE ARE LEGITIMATE AND ILLEGTIMATE

CONTRADICTIONS. LEARNING TO DISTINGUISH BETWEEN THE
TWO IS CRUCIAL FOR THE DECISION MAKING PROCESS

If anything surprises and drives one mad, at the same time, it is the
feeling of being constantly exposed to “double talk”: the sort of talk that
emerges from a dubious use of terminology able to defy, subvert, twist,
one’s efforts to remain truly attentive to truth. We listen to individuals,
well instructed and talented, presenting proposals whose logical
foundations turn out to be non-existent (several of Mailer Mattié’s articles
in this volume reveal some of the “illegitimate contradictions” that poison
the intellectual atmosphere we live and die in; see also to this effect my
“introduction” to this Second Part of our book: “From the personal to the
impersonal.”). Weil’s analysis of an illegitimate contradiction boils down
to a simple formula which she denounces: It results from the practice of
treating things that are different as if they were equal and equal ones
different!

XII. THAT PHYSCIAL LABOR IS AS VALUABLE AS INTELLCTUAL
WORK AND THAT NO SOCIAL SYSTEM SHOULD CONSIDER ITS
VALUE PRIMARILY IN TERMS OF “PRODUCTIVITY” BUT, RATHER,
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IN TERMS OF THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE WORKER AND
HIS WORK

If we consider the extraordinary differences gradually discovered -thanks
to the anthropological field of studies- between the great variety of
activities we usually refer to as “work” and the activities that, for
thousands of generations, were engaged in to obtain food and protection
from the elements, we begin to ask ourselves if it might not just be that
Yahweh’s curse upon Adam and Eve for their “disobedience” (in eating
from the “tree of knowledge,” if you recall) is not, at long last, to be taken
up by humanity as a truly worthwhile challenge, in a libertarian way and
thanks, precisely, to the “knowledge” that once upon a time the
“Demiurge” of the Old Testament forbade us –so far away-, as He had
nearly always remained, from that “God of Love” Simone Weil recognized
in a Christ she saw as radically opposed to the threatening “All Powerful”
Yahweh of the Old Testament.

This pitiless Demiurge, in her mind, would remain forever identified
with the sort of merciless “Force” she squarely rejected and immediately
saw personified in the Old Testament: the latter as soon as she was no
longer able to continue postponing her final entrance into the intricacies
of that Book she had managed to escape delving into until quite
advanced in her adolescence.

The square rejection by the “Martian” of any predominance of
force –one of the main traits to define her spiritual itinerary-, leads this
daughter of Israel to approach a “God of Love” capable of renouncing the
omnipotence of One who, in great measure, chooses to withdraw,
incapable of imposing his “will,” –and, the latter, precisely due to respect
for that liberty in each person without which the mystical wedding would
not be possible considering that the foundation of an authentic surrender
to love will always be, precisely, freedom… or liberty!-.

The nature of the mystical phenomenon, witnessed throughout time
and space, and the similarities that characterize it, could well be
considered, she tells us, something like an “empirical proof” of the
presence of God in the universe. That what has been imposed upon us
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ideologically, at the same time, as both damnation and salvation in this
world (an illegitimate contradiction per se) might be transformed into a
free and joyous, creative activity. “Work” for me, today, would be any
activity forcing me to violate the natural bio-rhythms of my body and to
impose excessive mental and corporal pain.

But this point is the hardest one to grasp and the most worthy of
attention: how to remain fair to ourselves in face of a regimen defined by
want or scarcity throughout a demented system that does not withstand
comparison with the true possibilities of human beings in this world and
in the one drawing nearer; in the midst, besides, of an unfolding
Apocalypse that would seem to go hand in hand with a “Revolution”
conceived on the basis of those real possibilities that our past has
generated and in spite of the very great efforts to convert everything into
merchandise (remembering here the three “economic fictions” analyzed
by Karl Polanyi in his outstanding work The Great Transformation:109 that
land, human beings and money might be treated as merchandise without
the world, virtually, coming to an end).

For Roger Chénavier,110 Simone Weil’s thought in relation to work
presents aspects that are both current and not so current. The
exhaustive analyses that we are able to thank this student of her work for
are certainly worthy of our attention, even if, at this juncture in our
summary of key points in her thinking, we are unable to go much further
in that direction. Nonetheless, it seems to me that, in terms of our goal of
reaching a comprehensive approach to the Weilian legacy, it is important
to discern some aspects of what Simone Weil meant to impress upon us

109 See, in this same edition, Mailer Mattié’s “The Devil’s Factory and the
State.”

110 Here I quote and paraphrase his presentation of Dec. 6, 1986, at the
Association’s headquarters condensed from pp. 238-254 and 406-417 of the
Cahiers Simone Weil, Tome X, nos. 3 and 4 (Sept. and Dec., 1987). The text
is briefly reproduced in the Spanish Anthology Profesión de fe. Robert
Chénavier is President of the Association pour l’étude de la pensée de Simone
Weil and editor of the Cahiers Simone Weil.
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concerning a civilization capable of making us free, avoiding the traps
into which we could easily fall were we not to think and act with sufficient
clarity of mind.

As Chénavier points out, for Simone Weil “true freedom is not
defined by a link between desire and satisfaction but by a link between
thought and action”. 111 She develops a “spirituality of work,” starting with
the ability to reach, through it, the perfect union between freedom
(defined as methodic action) and necessity. Necessity appears to her as
a characteristic of work that imposes itself upon thought, all the while
searching to put an end to the degrading division between manual and
intellectual work: “something that will always constitute an absolute goal
for Simone Weil,” as he asserts.

It goes without saying that what we have here is sufficient material to
reflect upon throughout an entire book; but, suffice it to say that Simone
Weil remained very much aware, always, that there must be a
correspondence between the perfection of the social patterns existing in
a human conglomerate and the souls of those whose lives unfold therein.
As Chénavier explains, “the metaxu allow for the upward surging of the
soul along with the downward trend towards the supernatural”. Work that
prevents such a flow of one’s mind from the bottom upward and the other
way around, that is not capable of turning into a bridge between the
individual and the divine soul, would be work that is alienating and
lacking in dignity. And, while she is not lacking in reason, we find
ourselves in the face of quite a complex hurdle from various points of
view.

On one side, she imagines a life plan in which workers would have a
great deal more free time, but not in order to enjoy a leisure that would
turn out to be as empty as it would be demoralizing. She opposes, in
effect, the idea of a leisured civilization, although she imagines another
one that, at the time when Chénavier wrote these analyses (last decades
of last century), it could well have seemed much more “derived from

111 The quote is from Oppression and Liberty. I use my own translation into
English from Chénavier’s French text.
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utopia” and less realistic than it might have seemed today. As he points
out, Simone Weil’s suggestions would lead to “the elimination of the
separation between the work sphere and the no-work realm;” and this
reduction of the distance separating work from no-work, would appear for
many of us, today, as a possibility –within reason- not altogether
farfetched.

Simone Weil’s rejection of the idea that technology might liberate
human beings from work goes hand in hand with Ivan Illich’s remarks
concerning the “counter productivity” therein implied. It could, however,
contribute if it replaces people at the most painful tasks, a point in
regards to which Simone Weil shows herself steadfast. Automization,
however, implies greater expenditure of hard and degrading work in the
non-automated branches of labor (for example, the mines where the
metals are extracted with which those automatic machines are produced).
So that we here come back to the issue of the appearance, in great scale,
internationally, of the Greek model she rejected in spite of her great
admiration for that civilization: the liberation of some persons demands
the exacerbation of the servitude of others. And she observes also how
automated society creates by itself superfluous work given that
production of what is unnecessary -placed at the same level as that
which is in effect necessary- translates itself, at the same time, into an
increment of the total amount of work that is necessary or unavoidable.
Destined to liberate us from degrading work that is necessary,
automization creates superfluous work (that is passed off as
necessary!).112

In his essay, Robert Chénavier draws a “theoretical framework of the
least free society”, followed by a summary of those characteristics
enabling work to escape the traits justifiedly denounced by Simone Weil
in relation to dualistic societies:

112 Chénavier, R. Op.cit. “Production, consumption and human labor, in such a
society, find themselves diverted from their end,” the author concludes.
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1) Liberty and necessity would not be split among separate
individuals. Socially necessary work would be a right –and a
duty for all (heteronymous sphere)-;

2) not all needs would fall on the side of things, whereas liberty
would be on the side of individuals; i.e., that the automization
of necessary production would not turn liberty into an
unrecognizable residue of itself;

3) freedom and need, ‘tis true, would be shared at the center of
individual existence, but not as slave work or as demoralizing
leisure. Work that is necessary (heteronymous) will have to be
as un-alienating as possible; free time will not operate as
compensation for a servile type of work but, instead, a time of
autonomous labor (and not demoralizing leisure).

The heterogeneity of work and leisure is not overcome with the
sphere of necessary labor turning into a sphere of free labor (this is
impossible) or turning all labor into play (this is utopian). The solution is
to be found in a society whose space is discontinuous, with different
levels of liberty in each. 113

My own inclination goes in the direction of conceiving that much of
what is “necessary” could turn out to be as “utopianly” affordable as the
Sunday preparation of a well served family repast. Certainly, our present
day situation [ever more so thirty years after these reflections were first
written down] puts into question concepts such as “development” and
“growth,” and appeals in favor of the creation of a civilization conceived
as capable of wiping out a substantial part of the division between “work”
and “creativity”: with good amounts of “creative unemployment” involved
(Illich), within a framework allowing that we be able to find ourselves
occupied through a wide variety of activities we enjoy, have a knack for -

113 A “discontinuous space” that respects “the play between the right and left
hands,” a metaphor of what Illich calls the “ambiguous correspondence”
between “vernacular genders”?
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sometimes more, sometimes less so- but without the excessive amounts
of sacrifice we presently suffer while putting at risk the material and moral
sustainability of our lives on our [we hope] planet. All of this intrinsically
tied to the disappearance of homo oeconomicus and homo industrialis
and the vindicating return of homo habilis. 114

This final quote, possibly better than any other, points out what may
be meant by work that is truly fitting for human beings to perform and
what kind of work definitely is not so:

A young lass happy, for the first time pregnant, who sews her baby’s
clothes, thinks about sewing as well as she possibly can, but does not for one
minute forget the child she is carrying. At the same time, in some corner of the
jail’s workshop, an inmate also sews thinking about how to do so as best she
can, but in her case because of fear she harbors thatshecouldbepunished.You
might imagine that both women are doing the same and that their attention is
occupied with the same technical difficulty. And yet, there is an abyss
separating one work from the other. The entire social problem at hand consists
in getting the workers to go from one of these two situations to the other. 115

114 A topic we develop in the next chapter (IV). More recently, Charles
Eisenstein in Sacred Economics draws attention to Silvio Gesell’s work from
the first decade of the XXth C., The Natural Economic Order. He was a
Communist Party member who revealed, with genius and humor, Marx’s
ignorance of how money works and does not work and why.

115 Weil, Simone. The Need for Roots, Part II, Uprootedness. [Here, I offer
my own translation from the French]. The crucial theme concerning
“inhumanity” in Simone Weil’s work has been treated, as mentioned earlier, by
Emmanuel Gabarielli -among the great students of her work in France- and
offered in the “Antología”. The “substantifique moelle” or the very morrow of
her great final book, The Need for Roots, appears in her “Draft for a
Declaration of Obligations Towards Human Beings,” eight pages that we offer
as foundational purpose for the activities of the Instituto Simone Weil in Valle
de Bravo, Mexico, a non-profit A.C. (or Civil Association). It was included in the
Spanish Anthology and my English version appears in our sites.
[ institutosimonewediciones.wordpress.com ] Another essay of great value for
understanding her ideas on rights and obligations is owed to Eric O.
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How the new technologies, in combination with the old cultures,
techniques and visions, might be conjugated in order to help free us
from the devastating forces presently in place constitutes perhaps the
central task for interdisciplinary investigation and for multitudinous
people’s undertakings such as we have had the opportunity of
witnessing at the heart of movements suddenly reaching us from North
Africa and Spain, and speaking earnestly, with discipline, for 99% of the

Springsted, former President of the American Weil Society, also included in
that “Antología”: Profesión de fe.
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world population: not the “proletariat” per se but, plain and simple, the
“people.”

All that precedes constitutes an important set of related matters to
which Simone Weil in her time dedicated much attention and that we
should be considering seriously today as we take advantage of the
double benefit of her luminous legacy and of our experiences of the last
fifty years, so very lucidly and eruditely reflected upon by Ivan Illich and
other great masters (Lewis Mumford,indeed!) vigorously entreating us
to think over matters of the city, the community and the human soul
with the thoroughness and responsibility they deserve.

The hopes and terrors of a science that dazzles as much as
frightens us –and in the face of which what is left of our endangered
humanity would hope not to have to cry vanquished- demand, more
than ever, that everything pertaining to the true earthly needs of the
body and soul be squarely put upon the discussion table. As a topic for
dialogue, not “debate.”

.
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IV

A POLITICAL ALTERNATIVE FOR OUR TIMES:
BERRY, ILLICH, WEIL116

From her earliest, most significant essay (“Oppression and Freedom”,
1934) to the end of her last major work (The Need for Roots, 1943),
Simone Weil argues in favor of creating a civilization in which work might
become the pivot of the spiritual life and the element binding
harmoniously families and communities.

On this occasion I would like to introduce Wendell Berry's proposals
for agriculture (in The Unsettling of America, Culture and Agriculture,
1977) and Ivan Illich's observations regarding some of the available
options for our society today (in his lectures and addresses from 1978-
1990 collected under the title In the Mirror of the Past), as a way of
corroborating the soundness of the intuitions and recommendations of all
three thinkers who share in the view that man's health and happiness and,
with them, the earth’s beauty, require that homo aeconomicus (in its most

116 Originally meant to be presented at the Sixteenth Annual Colloquy of the
American Weil Society, Graduate Theological Union, Berkeley, California, April
26-2, 1996. I have made a few stylistic and other minor rectifications to this text
meant for a colloquy I was ultimately unable to attend. The version appearing in
the book in Spanish is an abridged version of this original “manuscript” in regards
to which I soon received a letter from Ivan Illich’s associate and secretary, Lee
Hoinacki, surprised to have found in someone’s else’s title the very same three
names he had brought together in the course of his ongoing pursuits. [See The
Challenges of Ivan Illich, A Collective Effort, by Lee Hoinacki and Carl Mitcham,
New York University Press, 2002, is available through the internet].
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extreme form, homo industrialis) be allowed to reintegrate himself into
homo habilis (following here more closely Illich's terminology), so that
man may turn from passive consumer of "unlimited commodities" into
active producer of what might actually be needed to make life more or
less "livable" for most. At the same time, the matter of Simone Weil's
notions of "order" and "rootedness" and how each stands vis à vis the
other, may hereby appear more clearly than in the past.

All three thinkers, in effect, may be said to rebel vs. the notion of
"work" irremediably as "punishment" and, to such an extent, rejecting an
important aspect of what is most often meant by the biblical "Fall from
Grace." They invite us to save ourselves from the scourge of senseless
production and consumption through the studied enhancement of the
private as well as the public or communal spheres of our lives and
through responsible political involvement in those communities and civic
forums to which we may have access or which we may still manage to
create as a matter of choice and determination.

In saying the latter, I do not mean to imply that any of these three
thinkers would be so silly as to consider that "Paradise" can be "regained"
(except momentarily by some), since all three are well aware of the fact
that, as Simone Weil observes, "here on earth all good is mixed with bad"
and vice-versa: only that humanity may still have the capacity to save
itself from total Hell on Earth through a more mature political awareness
and action (or so one hopes...).

It should go without saying (although unfortunately it hardly ever does)
that a saner political vision requires, in the first place, a more competent
understanding of how so very many of our everyday assumptions betray
our goals from the moment that they cover up misperceptions made
possible by the habitual use of frivolous "terms" that tend to confuse
thought and which interfere with clear thinking that alone can be
expressed by those real "words" that really mean (Illich) and which
SimoneWeil considered "sufficient".

The responsibility of intellectuals thus has a double edge: to truth
through an exorcism of language afflicted with too many "terms" that
confuse thinking and to justice through a courageous stance in the life
of the cité, of the body politic, that assumes and enhances the
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acceptance of those very truths that real words alone reveal and sustain.
The intrinsic interdependence, however, of terms such as truth, justice,
health, beauty, wholeness, holiness, love, order and rootedness also
stand to receive some clarifying corroboration.

* * *

In a letter to Gustave Thibon during the summer of 1941, Simone Weil
speaks about her experiences as a farm worker and -while being careful
not to give the impression that she is dismissing the hardships involved
for others in less privileged situation- vis à vis the land than she has been
able to enjoy while laboring at Thibon's vineyards, she goes on all the
same to recollect the moments in which, having exhausted her fatigue,
she experienced "a kind of joy, of plenitude and participation in the land
and the world around such as no other kind of activity brings" (my
translation, Cahiers IV, no. 2). And, at the end of the same letter, she
further observes what she had certainly not been in any position to speak
about in 1934 when writing the text she seems to have favored over all
others, Oppression and Liberty: "The situation of a machine operator in a
factory is pure slavery, and as long as I was in the factory I was only a
slave; I truly fear (not for myself, of course) that the situation of a
farmhand may well also be a bondage in various ways, but it is at the
same time something else".

What that "something else" might be is the central theme of Wendell
Berry's writings on culture and agriculture, for the simple reason that it is
precisely that "something else" that mechanization and "agribusiness" has
relentlessly destroyed throughout the country that calls itself America and
whose "unsettling" has touched us all as much as it has touched those
who until recently still managed to enjoy that "something else": American
farmers whose destiny has been to be relieved from the so-called
"drudgery" of having to work the land in order to do what?, Berry ironically
asks (as everyone else might and should). That those same farmers
would now be free to join the armies of the "unemployed and
unemployable" in the inner cities, while slowly being recovered for some
type or other of passive consumption of industrial commodities and social
services (necessarily supported by the welfare state with the help of all
taxable citizens) is what the well equipped spokesmen for "efficiency,"
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who take pride in the extraordinary “productivity” of the American farmer
and in the marvels of the agribusiness industry, obstinately fail to see or
might ever be expected to discuss.

Clearly, Wendell Berry's defense of traditional farming methods is
informed by his own quite formidable knowledge and experience. It is the
experience of someone who is not only a highly cultivated spirit, a poet,
but a Kentucky farmer who has lived the life and times of who he truly is:
a gentleman farmer, an academic, and one of the founding fathers of
Friends of the Earth. His experience, of course, is not the experience of
everyone who has worked the land, yet what he knows about farming
explains to those of us who are not farmers (and I am certainly not one,
even though I've lived in the countryside for many years) precious things
about that "something else" that Simone Weil was referring to, however
vaguely, in her letter to Thibon. Quite a few other things of equal import
are consequently brought home.

What most impresses me in Wendell Berry's luminous essays, I must
say, is his profound kinship with the Weilian spirit and the in-depth
resonances of his observations concerning the unsettling (uprooting!)
effects of specialization, of the tendency towards generalization or
abstraction, of mechanization, of dispensing with God -for example- in
order to put Paradise in the Future: of the penchant for ignoring limits, of
rejecting all kinds of bodily work as a damnation instead of accepting it as
a great opportunity for self preservation and happiness. These are only
some of the keen analyses which -never parting company with Illich,
whose work he cites- place him among those beacons to whom Simone
Weil is referring when, at the end of Oppression and Liberty, she speaks
of those special individuals -indispensable, I say- whose effort of critical
analysis, even while treading in solitude and surrounded by scorn, would
allow them to “renovate on their own account, beyond the social idol, the
original pact of the spirit with the universe.”

One of the first observations in the collection of essays to which I am
referring throughout and that I cannot skip for the sake of brevity is that
"the Indian became a redskin, not by loss in battle, but by accepting a
dependence on traders that made necessities of industrial goods" (Sierra
Club edition, p. 8). There is a difference of course between the "earthly
needs of the body and of the soul" that Simone Weil proposes to us in her
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effort to leave some plausible guidelines that we might further investigate
while deciding which way to take, and those other "created needs" that -in
Illich's incisive historical account- will eventually turn the "savage" into a
"native" (a being with "limited needs") and the "native" into an
"underdeveloped" being (one with "unlimited needs" conveniently
adjusted to the scale of demands of a "limitless," ever expanding
production of services and commodities owed to the "developed" world).
(In passing, vocabulary among the three thinkers sometimes clashes
even while the underlying notions seldom differ much: for example, Berry
would welcome "an economy of necessities", whereas Illich prefers to
speak about "subsistence" and attacks "needs" that never existed until
someone began to bet on them; Illich praises "autonomy" or self reliance -
it's one of his favorite words, along with "disvalue" whose use he defends
against the so called ravages of "entropy"-, whereas Berry might decry
the claim for "autonomy" yet not by any means in the sense Illich intends -
as self-reliance-, rather as an impossible narcissistic solution to the hard
work that relationship entails...Yet their postures in spite of such
“semantic drift” remain within the same orbit).

In perfect agreement with Weil and with Illich, Berry sees
specialization as a disease of the modern character and notes how
"society becomes more and more organized but less and less orderly" (p.
19). In his essay on "The ecological crisis as a crisis of agriculture", he
makes a plea against the "Terrarium view of the world" (p. 8), chuckling
over the many would-be protectionists who confuse not-using with
"protecting" when in effect "the question is not to use or not to use but
how to use".

The importance of preserving wilderness indeed is great, considering
that our biological and cultural roots are in nature and that children should
always have some access to places where they can "imagine the
prehistoric": in fact, for Berry (and other scientists such as Wes Jackson
at the Land Institute in Salina, Kansas, or Hans Peter Duerr, the cultural
anthropologist) wilderness is needed as a "standard of civilization and as
a cultural model" since "only if we know how the land was can we tell how
it is", records never being enough: "to know is to see" and it is in
wilderness that the forces of growth and decay are in balance (p.30).
That is not to say that we should hope or be able to preserve more than a
small portion of the land in wilderness.
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Berry notes how, as knowledge (hence, use) is generalized, essential
values are destroyed which include the abandonment of the idea that the
farm should aim at economic independence: agripower, petropower
become the same, interdependent and yet competitive: food as a weapon,
with the result that consumers eat worse and producers farm worse while
waste becomes institutionalized. It is thanks to the historical acumen of
Ivan Illich, who claims to study history "as an antidote to obsessive
speculations about the future", and whose pass-time it is to "look out of
[the past's] perspective at the axioms of that mental topology of thought
and feeling which confronts me when I write and speak" (Mirror, p. 35) -
that one discovers that "waste is not the natural consequence of human
existence" (p. 79): before 1830 "waste" as a verb and as a noun was
related to "devastation, destruction, desertification and degradation" but it
was not "something that can be removed," as we currently assume with
increasing pangs of apprehension as to the feasibility and cost of the
portentous project-.

.
In "The Agricultural Crisis as a Crisis of Culture" Berry, with

characteristic humor, notes how "sanitation" as an excuse for getting rid
of small operators has only managed to replace germs with poisons: "it is
one of the miracles of science and hygiene that the germs that used to be
in our food have been replaced by poisons" (p. 41). Agricultural
"progress" has involved painful, forcible, massive displacement of millions
of people and while the communists used the military as a force, in our
country this force has been economic: a "free market" in which "the freest
have been the richest". And yet, "the preserver of abundance is
excellence. . . food is a cultural product. . .it cannot be produced by
technology alone": "A healthy culture is a communal order of memory,
insight, value, work, conviviality, reverence, aspiration. It reveals the
human necessities and the human limits. It clarifies our inescapable
bonds to the earth and to each other. It assumes that the necessary
restraints are observed, that the necessary work is done, and that it is
done well" (p. 43). And he tells a beautiful story about wanting to market
some "inferior lambs" for which his friend kindly rebuked him saying that
he was in the business of producing good lambs and that he wasn't going
to sell any other kind. An attitude, observes Berry, resulting from a
passion that is "culturally prepared. . .handed down to young people by
older people whom they respect and love" (p. 44).
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What impresses those of us who know nothing about farming and
assume that it is for "dullards," then, is the degree of mental and cultural
complexity that good farming involves. Mechanization and concentration,
"agribusiness", turns a series of interrelated activities that are rich and
complex into something that is as boring as it is dehumanizing and
ultimately wasteful in every sense. Unlike a businessman or a technician,
a good farmer is made by generations of experience: "This essential
experience can only be accumulated, tested, preserved, handed down in
settled households, friendships, and communities that are deliberately
and carefully native to their own ground, in which the past has prepared
the present and the present safeguards the future" (p. 45). What happens
with the concentration of farmland is that there is forcibly a "shift from
agricultural responsibility to financial accountability and the capacity of
[the farmer's] machines".

A good agricultural system is unified and durable like the Creation
itself and like any real organization always involves "real responsibility" of
which technicians, with their faith set on the future, are hardly capable.
What happens with the shift from agriculture to agribusiness (or to an
agriculture that is modeled after the industrial system of production) is that
it begins to "live off the principal rather than the interest" and turns
exploitative instead of "nurturing". In a unified system, Berry notes, "past a
certain point. . . `other life' is our own: . . . we can have agriculture only
within nature and culture only within agriculture". It is Berry's way I think of
elaborating on that Roger Bacon dictum concerning nature that Simone
Weil considered the only "Bible" necessary to guide the spirit of a new
civilization: "Man commands nature by obeying her". It suffices, she says,
"in order to define veritable work, one that makes men free, and this even
to the same degree in which it is a conscious submission to necessity"
(my translation,Oppression et liberté, Gallimard, 1955, p. 140).

Berry drives all the nails home when he concludes (my italics): And it
is within unity that we see the hideousness and destructiveness of the
fragmentary; the kind of mind, for example, that can introduce a
production machine to increase "efficiency" without troubling about its
effect on workers, on the product, and on consumers; that can accept and
even applaud the "obsolescence" of the small farm and not hesitate over
the possible political and cultural effects; that can recommend continuous
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tillage of huge monocultures, with massive use of chemicals and no
animal manure or humus, and worry not at all about the deterioration or
loss of soil. For cultural patterns of responsible cooperation we have
substituted this moral ignorance, which is the etiquette of agricultural
"progress".

It is precisely in this kind of concern, moral perhaps to the same
extent that it is ultimately also profoundly practical -and vice-versa- that
Simone Weil saw some hope, however remote, the true value of "culture"
residing in its ability to "arm man so that he may entertain with the
universe and with his brothers, in identical condition to his, relations
worthy of human greatness" (O. et L., p. 137).

Perhaps nowhere is Berry closer to Simone Weil's logistics for
salvaging what is still left of humanity than when he points to the
importance of being able to work at home. The most destructive influence
of the modern household in effect is its remoteness from work: "when
people do not live where they work, they do not feel the effect of what
they do" (p. 52). Thus it is that our time may be said to be characterized
by "the movement of the center of consciousness away from home".
When he describes what used to be, "particularly in Europe," he sounds
as if he were echoing some of Simone Weil's reveries about a possible
future: "Work and rest, work and pleasure, were continuous with each
other, often not distinct from each other at all. Once, shopkeepers lived in,
above, or behind their shops. Once, many people lived by 'cottage
industries' -home production-. Once, households were producers and
processors of food, centers of their own maintenance, adornment and
repair, places of instruction and amusement. People were born in these
houses, and lived and worked and died in them. Such houses were not
generalizations. Similar to each other in materials and design as they
might have been, they nevertheless looked and felt and smelled different
from each other because they were articulations of particular responses
to their places and circumstances" (p. 53).

In Berry's account of man's displacement from his proper place on
earth, machines emerge as the most powerful of agents. But such a
displacement occurs only at some point when the balance between life
and machinery ceases to obtain, he insists: only when, instead of
enhancing or elaborating skill, machines begin to replace it. With Simone
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Weil, he notes that the problem is related to the desire for long term
stores and supplies of energy, the difference between animal energy and
that of the machine being that, while the energy derived from machines
can be stored and accumulated in stockpiles or reservoirs, animal energy
-which combines earth, air, fire, sunlight and water- perishes quickly: it
lasts over a long period only in the life cycle. When the "governing human
metaphor" was pastoral or agricultural, "it clarified and so preserved in
human care, the natural cycles of birth, growth and decay". Machines as
agents of man's displacement worked not only as instruments which,
instead of enhancing skills replaced them, but -even more powerfully, he
notes- as metaphor: "We began to see the whole Creation merely as raw
material, to be transformed by machines into a manufactured Paradise. . .
Our 'success' is a catastrophic demonstration of our failure" (pp. 53-56).

In the process, a ubiquitous disregard for "limits" took hold of the
modern mind which Berry describes as a basic inability to distinguish
between an "enormous quantity" and "infinity": "Any quantity we cannot
measure we assume must be infinite". He notes, as Weil did, that even if
the foreseen supplies of energy we think we will need in the "Paradise of
the Future" were limitless, "we can use them only within limits" (p. 84).
This vice of our "logical" thinking in effect yields something as absurd as a
"destructible infinity": "infinite energy”= "immeasurable fuel". The sun, of
course is "infinite" (for several billion years, he notes) but the question is,
who will control the use of that energy... Energy from natural life, on the
other hand, is made available not as an inconceivable quantity, but as a
conceivable pattern, mastered by "primitive" peasants thousands of years
before modern science: "It is conceivable not so much to the analytic
intelligence, to which it may always remain mysterious, as to the
imagination by which we perceive, value and imitate order beyond our
understanding". It is this order, I believe, "beyond our understanding," but
which nevertheless is quite patent to our senses and which filters through
our own bodies when "things" are in their "proper place", that Simone
Weil had in mind when she spoke about the needs of the soul. That such
an order is at once universal and extremely diverse in its earthly
manifestations is what emerges very clearly from such an earthbound
reading of the meaning of culture, I think. It is also the only kind of "order"
able to preserve "order" in its more "mundane" sense (as in "law and
order"), since it alone is capable of ensuring that social hierarchies, based
on work and responsibility, will be "legitimate" and perceived as such: the
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only possibility that "law and order" will in effect prevail since no worldly
power will ever be able to impose it for long. We realize more and more
every day the seemingly "limitless" capacity for destruction attributable to
the "State" -following Weilian analysis, the result of its penchant for
attempting, quite mechanically, as a matter of fact, to "control beyond
where it can effectively impose itself" as is constantly demonstrated,
among other things, by a so-called "war on drugs" most likely financed or
at least encouraged by the very same criminals it is expected to destroy-.

"Production, consumption, and return" thus emerge as the
components of "the moral order appropriate to the use of biological
energy". And, "whether we like it or not," it is religion that binds us back to
"the source of life". Energy is "superhuman" in the sense that humans
cannot create it but only refine or convert it; we cannot have it except by
losing it and cannot use it except by destroying it, but "from a human point
of view, we can destroy it also by wasting it: that is, by changing it into a
form in which we cannot use it again" (p. 81). In effect, "our technology is
the practical aspect of our culture", Berry goes on to say: "By it we enact
our religion or our lack of it" and, "because the biological limits are
probably narrower than the mechanical, this calls for restraint on the
proliferation of machines" (p. 82).

When Simone Weil spoke about the future being "empty" and only
our "imagination" filling it, she was trying to awaken us precisely to the
dangers and inevitable disappointments of that mental acrobatics
whereby "the only possibility of satisfaction is to be driving now in one's
future automobile", as Berry jocularly depicts the quirks of our present
madness (p. 58). The future appears thus, he poignantly states, like "a
continent recently discovered that the corporations are colonizing", all the
while recognizing, as he does, the inevitability of thinking about the future.
Obviously, "hope and vision can live nowhere else": "But the only possible
guarantee of the future is responsible behavior in the present. When
supposed future needs are used to justify misbehavior in the present, as
is the tendency with us, then we are both perverting the present and
diminishing the future". Of course, "the great convenience of the future as
a context of behavior is that nobody knows anything about it". In the
process, "the old rural virtues of solvency and thrift" are dumped and "the
economic and moral uncertainty of living on credit" shrugged off as the
cost to be paid for "an improved standard of living", which we must
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increasingly recognize as very relative, I think, compared to the absolute
loss of peace of mind and, increasingly, of any level of security: a true
human need, following Simone, along with its complement, which is risk.
Thus goes the law of the exploiter which holds that "for every loss there is
a gain . . . good fortune itself," ironizes Berry: "It means that you can do
no wrong" (p. 63).

Berry speaks of the "modern" utopia as "the secularization of
Heaven" -the "engineered Paradise-," observing that the modern mind
"longs for the future as the medieval mind longed for Heaven". This
precarious ontological situation of modern man is connected with a
dangerous way of defining "sovereignty" exclusively in terms of what is
inferior to it, "neglecting or ignoring what is superior to it" (p. 53). What
seems clear about the nation-of-the-future, fed by the farms-of-the-future,
he laments, is that people "will not live where they work or work where
they live. They will not work where they play. There will be no singing in
those fields. There will be no crews of workers or neighbors laughing and
joking, telling stories or competing at tests of speed and strength or skill
[etc...]" . . .People will have become consumers -consumptive machines-,
the slaves of producers, since "it is impossible to mechanize production
without mechanizing consumption" (p. 74). And what mechanization
finally, inevitably, manages to install is nothing other than "the
organization of disorder" (p. 70).

When the machine replaced the "Wheel of Life" as the "governing
cultural metaphor", then life could be seen as a "road to be travelled as
fast as possible, never to return. Or, to put it another way, the Wheel of
Life became an industrial metaphor; rather than turning in place, revolving
in order to dwell, it began to roll on the 'highway of progress' toward an
ever-receding horizon" and it is in this process that the principle of "return"
-whose morality, I should add, is equal to its long term practical necessity-
was catastrophically abandoned. Short term profit instead of the kind of
"changes" in time and place that answer for our diversity and which alone
will secure "continuity," the type that is needed for man to be at one with
the "universe".

At the end of his book, Berry advances twelve recommendations
under the subtitle "Public Remedies" (pp. 218-223), which include a plea
for the preservation of "margins", their essence rejoining E.F.
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Schumacher's wisdom in his classic "Small is Beautiful," whose subtitle
you may recall is, most tellingly, "Economics as if People Mattered" -
especially since smallness is the only way to guarantee true greatness,
the kind that keeps the biggest, most dreadful disasters in check-. I refer
you to them as part of the work of defining what the political alternatives
for our time are. Even at the cost of a further reduction in the time
available to discuss more lengthily what Ivan Illich has to say about these
alternatives -but considering that with Berry (and Weil) we are already
covering many of the most important aspects of Illich's own sobering
recommendations- I would further like to quote from Berry's luminous text,
leaving it largely to you to make the corresponding connections in terms
of Simone Weil's own perceptions and intuitions:

The culture that sustains agriculture and that it sustains must form its
consciousness and its aspiration upon the correct metaphor of the Wheel of
Life. . . it would aspire to diversity, enable the diversification of economies,
methods, and species to conform to the diverse kinds of land. It would always
use plants and animals together. It would remain as attentive to decay as to
growth, to maintenance as to production. It would return all wastes to the soil,
control erosion, and conserve water. To enable care and devotion and to
safeguard the local communities and cultures of agriculture, it would use the land
in small holdings. It would aspire to make each farm so far as possible the source
of its own operating energy; by the use of human energy, work animals, methane,
wind or water or solar power. The mechanical aspect of the technology would
serve to harness or enhance the energy available on the farm. It would not be
permitted to replace such energies with imported fuels, to replace people or to
replace or reduce human skills (p. 89 and following of The Unsettling of America,
my italics).

The use of work animals, of course, is wholesome not only from the
point of view of their integration into the life processes that ensure a
"return" to the soil of its own yield, but from the point of view of the kind of
pace that they instill to the work: just slow enough for the farmer to be
able to remain attentive to those details upon which all good performance
depends while at the same time setting limits to a "productivity" that is
more illusory than real and which, in Illich's favored expression, should be
declared thoroughly "counterproductive": for the most characteristic
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aspect of the kind of "progress" that has been promoted so irresponsibly
with our own aid and with that of our more recent ancestors, as well, is a
"counterproductivity" consisting in what Illich refers to as the problem of
"undesired externalities" (op.cit.,“Disvalue”; pp. 81 and following),
resulting in the "Nemesis of development", or: “counterproductive
productivity.”

Thus, as Ivan Illich has expounded all along his brilliant critique of
industrial civilization, there is hardly an aspect of life today that is not
riddled with what could well be referred to as "a punishment of the gods"
for all of our excesses: Nemesis, medical (as in the famous title: Medical
Nemesis) and otherwise:

For most people, schooling twists genetic differences into certified
degradation. The medicalization of health increases demand for services far
beyond the possible and useful, and undermines that organic coping ability which
common sense calls health; transportation, for the great majority bound to the
rush hour, increases the time spent in the servitude to traffic, reducing both freely
chosen mobility and mutual access (Mirror..., p. 84).

The "privileged", in fact, being those individuals "free to refuse the
counterproductive packages and ministrations of their self-appointed
tutors". And he helps to dispel from our confused, over-charged minds,
the corrupting influence of thinking about human "equality" in terms that
reduce human beings to the status of helpless, passive would-be
consumers of all kinds of trash (among which, medical and educational
services, both private and public, appear as perhaps the most damaging
of all). In fact, also, the perception of a human being as a “needy being”
constitutes a radical break with any known tradition: "We are no longer
equal because of the intrinsic dignity and worth of each person, but
because of the legitimacy of the claim to the recognition of a lack”. It is
the transformation of a "culture" into an economy ("transmogrification" is
the delightful expression he uses to refer to this process), that accounts
for the "disembedding of the individual self" whereby it seems natural to
us to define the person by "abstract deficiencies", rather than by
"peculiarity of context" (from “Alternatives to Economics: Toward a History
of Waste”; pp. 34 and following of: In the Mirror…).
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In the essay "Silence is a Commons," Ivan Illich narrates a most
revealing anecdote: arriving at the Island of Brac in 1926 from Vienna,
where he was born, he managed to do so in the same boat with the first
loudspeaker ever introduced in the island: "Silence now ceased to be in
the commons; it became a resource for which loudspeakers compete" (p.
53) so that "language itself was transformed from a local commons into a
national resource for communications". Yet, "Silence is. . . necessary for
the emergence of persons. It is taken from us by machines that ape
people", and such a development constitutes in reality "the most
fundamental form of environmental degradation" in the process of
transforming the environment "from a commons to a productive
resource...".

When Simone Weil speaks about the need for both "private" and
"public" property as a "need of the soul", I believe that what she has in
mind is a sense of both the "private" and the "public" that are best
understood in terms of the "commons" as Illich explains it. The kind of
"private" property that Simone Weil has in mind, you will recall, has
nothing to do with a "bank account" and everything to do with those things
that persons can consider as an "extension" of one’s own self and which
are quite limited to the real, concrete setting in which one’s bodily and
spiritual life unfolds (without there in effect being any kind of a "split"
between these two poles of a person's singularity).

In a relationship that may be said to parallel, to my mind, this kind of
"body/mind" continuum or unity, traditional communal life has entailed a
"reality too complex to fit into paragraphs". The Commons (irai in
Japanese), Illich observes, is "that part of the environment outside of
people's own possessions, to which . . .they had recognized claims of
usage, not to produce commodities but to provide for the subsistence of
their household", through intricate practices peculiar to time and place
that must remain, because of this complexity, "unwritten law". Before
"space" was turned into "an infrasctructure for vehicles," Illich notes, the
"Commons" while "limited and necessary for different groups in different
ways" was not really perceived as "scarce". It was after all imminently
renewable thanks to the "Wheel of Life" practice of taking, using, and
returning.
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"Vernacular" in Rome between 500 B.C to 600 A.D., designated any
value that was "homebred, homemade, derived from the Commons, and
that a person could protect and defend though he neither bought nor sold
it in the market" (p. 99). It is a word that allows Illich to point in the
direction of at least a conceivable counterbalancing of the excesses that
have put us where we are. "Commodity independent lifestyles must be
shaped anew by each small community and not be imposed," he warns,
or their efforts at restoring some measure of sanity into our civilization will
be spoiled by the very same forces that made their emergence necessary:
"Communities living by predominantly vernacular values have nothing
much to offer others besides the attractiveness of their example". His
analyses of "shadow work" are clear, persuasive and useful, yet today
there is time left only to highlight the options that he sees open to us.

As you will note, and as was stated in the introduction, the values
(principles!) he spouses rejoin Simone Weil's own hopes for humanity in
every way. While analyzing these options he notes that, unfortunately,
"ecology still acts as a subsidiary or twin to economics": for example,
"what housing as a commodity has done to the environment has so far
not been recognized by our ecologists", though this is rapidly changing,
especially in the "underdeveloped" world where it is increasingly difficult to
deprive people of "the liberty to dwell" in view of the total incapacity of
those governments to even begin to fulfill people's "right to shelter" (which
by definition is in conflict with the liberty to dwell, as he explains it, while
pointing out that "there can be no dwelling without its commons" and that
"just as no two communities have the same style of dwelling, none can
have the same commons"; thus, "just as the home reflects in its shape
the rhythms and extent of family life, so the commons are the trace of the
commonality"; p. 59).

Schematically put, then, Illich discusses, in "The Three Dimensions of
Public Opinion" (a paper that was the "Keynote speech at the 16th
Assembly of the society for International Development at Sri Lanka, in
1979), the nature and scope of the decisions we must each make in our
own lives with a view, above all, to extricating ourselves in whatever
measure is possible from the sordidness to which we are expected to
conform, thereby putting ourselves on the side of at least not being idle,
patient, blind collaborators of our own unnaturally sordid kind of demise.
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There are the issues related to social hierarchy, political authority,
ownership of the means of production, and allocation of resources
(usually designated by the terms Right and Left) which he puts on the "X"
axis. There are those issues that involve technical choices between
"hard" and "soft" (goods and services both being affected) which he
places on the Y axis (with "hard" at the bottom and "soft" at the top), and
then there are those issues that he puts on the Z-axis and which have to
do with the social organization that fits the satisfaction in doing more than
in having, where, with Eric Fromm (and, of course, Simone Weil), he puts
doing at the top and having at the bottom of what is most desirable.

He shows, then, that "the soft path can lead either towards a convivial
society where people are so equipped as to be able to do on their own
whatever they judge necessary for survival and pleasure, or towards a
new kind of commodity-dependent society where the goal of full
employment means the political management of activities, paid or unpaid.
Whether a 'left' or 'soft' path leads towards or away from new forms of
'development' and 'full employment' will depend on the options taken
between 'having' and 'being' on the third axis" (p. 97). He warns, however,
against the "new experts", who already crowd airports and conference
halls pushing "French rather than German self-help methods or windmill
designs": "The last hope of development bureaucracies", he insists, "lies
in the development of shadow economies" (p. 101).

* * *

The richness of my selected topic, and its vastness as well, has made it
excruciatingly difficult to discard precious material that deserves, just as
much as what has been included here, to come to the fore. In closing,
though, I would like to mention what I believe, above all else, it is most
important to keep in mind in our daily lives and in the process of making
some hard core "political" decisions: an insight central to all that has been
said and which is at once a starting point and a harbor for all thought. It
consists of what Simone Weil referred to when she recommended that we
do not attempt to "dwell on our bridges."

Mysteriously, yet beyond the shadow of a doubt, the more we examine
the terrors that our civilization forces us to face, the more it becomes clear
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that the greatest disasters we have managed to create for ourselves
result from allowing what are purely "means" to occupy the place of what
may legitimately be called, one at a time, "an end in itself", fairly
intertwined as an aspect of the one and only end-in-itself. And it is
precisely the confusion of means and ends that underlies our Fall from
Grace, in the sense referred to at the beginning of this presentation. For,
as Wendell Berry so beautifully puts it once again, for us, today:

There is work that is isolating, harsh, destructive, specialized or trivialized
into meaninglessness. And there is work that is restorative, convivial, dignified
and dignifying, and pleasing. Good work is not just the maintenance of
connections -as one is now said to work 'for a living' or 'to support a family'- but
the enactment of connections . . .one of the forms and acts of love (p. 138, my
underlining). [So that]: we are working well when we use ourselves as the fellow
creatures of the plants and animals, materials, and other people we are working
with. Such work is unifying, healing. It brings us home from pride and from
despair, and places us responsibly within the human estate. It defines us as we
are: not too good to work with our bodies, but too good to work poorly or joylessly
or selfishly or alone (p. 140).

Weil rediviva.
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V

GUIDELINES TOWARDS AN ECOLOGICALLY
INSPIRED MODEL OF CITIZENSHIP MINDFUL OF
"THE EARTHLY NEEDS OF THE BODY AND SOUL"

(S.WEIL) 117 [1]

I

The model is set forth taking into consideration a basic assumption
which is itself the result of an extended process of observation on the
part of many philosophers, ecologists, theologians, sociologists, etc.,
that the survival of the species and, with it, the physical and spiritual
health of earthly beings, will depend upon our ability to "think globally,
act locally”. To think "globally" as members of a universal or worldwide
ecological system that cannot be contained by frontiers and by political
establishments that appear today as unnatural as they seem historically
and socially obsolete; at the same time, that being alert to global
realities, and to global interests, demands that one recognize the

117[1] Revised Feb-March, 2012, in Valle de Bravo, Mexico. This text was
originally presented in Miami, June 22nd, 1991, within the framework of the
International Social Studies Conference on the Caribbean. This is the English
original with additional remarks and references, particularly in relation to Ivan
Illich’s insights with which I was not sufficiently acquainted at the time of my
original presentation, also to Catherine Austin Fitts, whose original idea
concerning her proposed “solaris” I am pleased to integrate into the framework
of this ecological model of citizenship. The changes are meant to bring this
English version as close as possible to the Spanish edition of our book
published in Madrid, La Caída, 2013, Las necesidades terrenales del cuerpo y
del alma. Inspiración práctica de la vida social.
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importance of restoring to localities a greater margin of control as to
what goes on at home.

What is at stake, briefly, is the need to think the integrity of the
planet while one acts primarily at the local level. . . Think globally, act
locally. [ Originally I wrote “globe” instead of “planet,” but “globalization”
having turned into a more or less dirty word, I now speak of the “planet”
and of “planetarization” as the inverse of the kind of movement that has
led the way to ruining precious Gaya].

II

Following Simone Weil's reasoning in relation to the "earthly needs of
the body and soul" [see Appendix] and her critique of nationalism for its
responsibility in the destruction of local traditions, this model seeks to
restore to the locality, to the municipality or the county, through the
agency of the extended family, schools, churches, trade-unions, civil
associations, corporations -stripped of their falsely assumed identity as
“persons”- etc., the task of recognizing peoples' full status as citizens at
their places of temporary and/or permanent residence. Nationalism,
Simone Weil observed, amounted to the negative triumph of the
abstract over what is concrete: a city, she says, is thinkable, it has a
direct relationship, visceral, tangible with my childhood and with my
destiny whereas the "nation" is so all, encompassing that it finally
becomes little more than its symbols -code of arms, flag, anthem-
excuses for those wars destructive of everything that for me is truly
precious such as my/our/your house, home, family, friends, field,
animals, garden, town square, temples, monuments that stand for
experiences shared by successive generations, that pond hidden away,
the sea, la mar, my tongue, the tongue that is my mother's tongue, that
of my brothers, companions, with whom I can share, fraternize, laugh
and cry; it is this which is one's patrie, one's homeland (or motherland,
“matria”, as we say often now in Spanish), what is fragile and hence,
alone, worthy of sacrifice; the nation-state, on the other hand, sacrifices
me instead, in exchange for deadening lies, it is the greatest of frauds,
the true demiurge of today, the false god.
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The public sphere, nevertheless, in terms of people's movement
back and forth, would limit its functions to those of registration and
verification of the current status of the person as determined by law,
carrying on its tasks with the help of the private sphere and with the
most advanced communications technology at our disposal, facilitating
instead of obstructing documentation.

Briefly, it is a matter of getting citizenship to act as an instrument
for the protection of human beings instead of their disenfranchisement.

III

Membership in a local community would not erase membership that
has been acquired in another one; on the contrary, it would be possible
throughout an entire lifetime to continue building on a lifelong
curriculum of citizenship in a variety of localities throughout a region,
continent or the globe as inter-municipal networks develop far and wide:
naturally, the principle of reciprocity would have to rule exchanges
between and amongst localities. The networks would be multiple and
could intercross and intertwine without much conflict (for example,
there would be networks of exchange that would emerge from common
interests at the level of the bioregion; others emerging from exchanges
rooted in linguistic and cultural affinities or complementarities of a
certain type; others, still, that would help to coordinate and to regulate
the production and distribution of shoes or of artichokes, of medical
services, of the fishing industry and/or water sports etc.).

IV

The disorder and chaos generated by population explosion and by
monetary bottlenecks, by the waste that results from overproduction
unleashing scarcity (as when the farmer is ruined by too plentiful a crop
so that he then fails to earn what is required) etc., while not prone to
beinf eliminated entirely, would still be greatly alleviated as long as our
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"marvelous machines” 118[2] are used for the extension of truly useful
programs developed, with the understanding that nothing positive is to
be expected of a technology for which we are not capable of finding an
adequate, alert use oriented towards the satisfaction of the real bodily
and spiritual needs of human beings.

Recognizing that any solution to a problem is apt to generate other
kinds of problems (a situation referred to by Ivan Illich as the factor of
“counterproductivity”, with iatrogenesis constituting its specific case in
the field of medicine -so that you are charged first for getting rid of one
ailment, then for getting rid of the one generated under such a peculiar
brand of “health management” mystification)-, it is necessary to put into
action solutions whose outcome will not make the balance of our
misery as a species even worse than it already is but raise the general
quality of life throughout our societies, instead, while diminishing the
levels of oppression, injustice, of bodily and spiritual hunger. (It is
enough to want to diminish them considerably, instead of pretending to
eradicate them altogether, considering that the latter is hardly possible,
either in the long or short run: basically, any kind of “radical
fundamentalism” for the sake of “justice” tends to generate more harm
than good).

The required information, concepts, knowledge and wisdom exist,
but they are splintered throughout an immense, complex network of
electronic brains that are at once biological and manmade: there is no
existing political machinery, there is no "second wave" government (on

118[2] Which also make us sick and isolate us nonetheless, just as they could
serve in the opposite direction. The future relies on them but also we find
ourselves counting far too much on a technology that, at the most unexpected
moment, could fail us altogether, precipitating us into a total chaos. Using it
now to make sure that we will be able to survive in its absence seems, at
present, the most advisable. [By the time of this last revision, what one begins
to dread the most is the Tower of Babel Effect resulting from the duplication of
information at the present formerly unimaginable rate of “once every two
years” and with it of so much false information. “False” news further
complicating the daunting problem of not loosing track of the real].
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Toffler’s three waves of civilization, see Ch. V), able to handle
successfully all the requirements for adequate documentation and
identification of individuals and their communities; and, even when the
system might seemingly tend toward efficiency instead of chaos, a
centralized power appears increasingly capricious and alien to our
concrete and circumstantial reality, constantly exposed as we are to
sudden and unexpected change. The (supposedly) "efficient" industrial
civilization that consolidated the tendencies toward centralization in
almost every aspect of our lives must at last give way to another type of
social, political, economic organization that has the inherent capacity to
"process" the existing information and to create the kinds of programs
for which our societies across the globe are clamoring [better put:
across the planet, now that the globalization scheme is being declared
bankrupt, figuratively and literally]. Those who manage to survive what
might befall us within a relatively short period of time will find
themselves having to legislate so that the citizenry will be fully
protected within a context that is no longer national but supranational,
local or inter-local (municipal or intermunicipal), biorregional as well as
interbiorregional or planetary … (inter-planetary?)

The fact is that most of our gadgets are badly used (inefficiently
and/or to the wrong purpose, lacking efficacy), simply because the
intelligent programs fail to arrive in time to match the rapid arrival in the
market of our dazzling equipment (without going much further into the
reasons why: as in other areas, our disastrous habit of putting the cart
before the horse, or of turning the means into an end, has led us to
favor the proliferation of the means -the computers- over and above the
realization of their legitimate end which is the communication of
intelligent programs).

What is needed, then, first and foremost, in order to redress such a
dangerous situation as presently obtains, is to become universally
conscious of the unsustainability of the nation-state; that this hybrid
monster which has grown to unhealthy, life-threatening proportions,
and which continues to bring forth smaller versions of itself throughout
the globe without the slightest regard for human misery, must be
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clinically and effectively dismantled now that we have the technology
on hand, at last, as much as the programmatic potential, allowing us to
change "quantity of life" for "quality" as a criterion of health and of
well- being.

A most important aspect of the kind of awareness that is required for
our survival, of course, involves not only the realization that our notions
of "national sovereignty" are as meaningless as they are dangerous,
but that it is not life itself, unqualifiedly, that must be regarded as
"sacred" but the values that make a life worth living: the earthly needs
of the body must be satisfied, indeed, only in order allow human beings
to nourish their souls so that they may learn to transcend themselves in
the very act of fully realizing themselves.119 [3]

V

Following what has so far been set forth: Only a system of interlocking
networks throughout our communities, from house to house, from
house to agency, to school, from school to school, amongst the
different public entities both public and private, will be able to sort out
the immense wealth of information that is out there, with the sufficient

119[3] At the same time, the "dichotomy" body/soul may be seen to function only
half/way; sexual union -which in Simone Weil's list of "needs" shone by its
absence- , would seem to mark that crucial point of intersection between the
two dimensions. Similarly, the experience of sacred communion consists of a
marvelous state thanks to which the body/spirit inverts its polarity, so to speak:
the body empties itself in the spirit, and the spirit in the body, so that "the
opposites coincide" (noting, with Simone Weil, that the "coincidentia
oppositorum" occurs at a higher level of understanding and realization, "not on
the same plane, somewhere in between the two"). The joy of the mystic would
then appear like the joy of a supremely accomplished sensualist (“St.” Paul,
not necessarily what you would be inclined to call a mystic, once
acknowledged that "the paradox of the spirit is that it must manifest itself
through the flesh "); thus, for Simone Weil, "Beauty is the smile of tenderness
that Christ sends to the creature through the material world".
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intelligence, speed, and flexibility to put to test and to revise effectively
and efficiently the programs that alone will be able to satisfy our needs
as human beings; needs which proliferate within an ever growing
shuffleboard of relationships in constant movement that characterize
our human enterprise. We need people, jobs, the product of our labor,
services, capital, knowledge, to be able to move with ease so that the
maximum utilization of positive assets may be obtained, understanding
that the maximum utilization refers to criteria of universal value going
beyond our own immediacy in both time and space, criteria of quality
and not merely of quantity (see in this respect Wendell Berry’s sensible
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appeal for sensible farming, beautifully made, time and again, in ch.
IV).120[4]

We are talking about responsible behavior across today’s national
frontiers as much as beyond our own generation. National frontiers that
must yield inevitably to biorregional criteria considered at a planetary
level.

120[4] In this segment particularly I get the feeling, upon revision, of opening the
door more than may be advisable to aspects of capitalism that include the
proliferation of what Ivan Illich has called “shadow work” and its companion,
“economic sex”. His analyses have shown the incompatibility of the world of
“resources” and “commodities” with freedom, justice and equality. [Lately, as
we strive to see more clearly in the midst of so much “blinding light,” some of
us have begun to consider the notion of “free enterprise without capitalism,” as
per Charles Eisenstein’s Sacred Economics, espousing Silvio Gesell’s
proposals of over a century ago for free money and free land in his three
volumes on The Natural Economic Order which caught the eye of Lord
Maynard Keynes no less]. Women’s loss of prestige within the salaried regime
has been demonstrated in spite of a long struggle for equality. The “second
sex” has found itself evermore run over and this as a consequence not of a
natural or biological inferiority but of a gradual loss of equilibrium that always
prevailed between men and women at the heart of societies throughout which
the “ambiguous complementarity” of genders guaranteed the success of an
autonomous subsistence. The relative equality of both genders inside the
regime of “vernacular gender” is what succumbed in the process. While a
universal debacle of our current systems of communication would most likely
eliminate the possibility of carrying on with gradual readjustments within a
transitional period as I am addressing in this segment, such a transition would
open the way to the expedite reduction of the levels of repression and misery
presently in force: we would be, in effect, bringing about a lowering of the
overall misery afflicting great portions of humanity in favor of the
reestablishment of what we might call a “sustainable poverty”. Neither the
excesses of accumulation, nor the misery that such excesses elicit, are
sustainable in the long run. The poverty against which so many cynical
tricksters rebel, on the other hand, is not, by a long shot, comparable to the
misery that their sacrosanct “remedies” against “underdevelopment” have
managed to produce.
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To stop confusing means and ends entails, in the case of public
agencies, recognizing their limited, transitory function. No government
can guarantee the happiness of its citizens, or that each one will realize
in a complete way his human potential: but a government can and
should look after the ability of citizens to organize themselves in order
to undertake pertinent initiatives with a view to bettering our chances of
satisfying our (real) multiple “needs”. The latter implies an activity that
is of the order of the governor of a ship, as Simone Weil sought, thanks
to which a slight pressure here or there will act so as to restore the
necessary balance and keep us in course as soon as an imbalance or
deviation makes itself felt. No more. Nor less. (See on this topic “The
Principle of Subsidiarity and the Agrarian Ideal” by Joshua P.
Hochschild in the Archives of institutosimoneweil.net. 121[5]

This principle assumes that one of the needs of the soul is to
participate in tasks of public utility or of collective interest and to be able
to exercise one's personal initiative in the performance of that task. One
of the things I believe to be involved here is what Toffler refers to as the
tendency towards "adhocization", or that spontaneous emergence of
groups "for this" and "for that" -ad hoc- whose life is briefer or longer
pending upon the issue at hand, usually very specific and more or less
restricted in time and scope: a characteristically "third wave" trait,
indeed. Which, remarkably - however- should not entail the kind of
corruption presently discernible whereby the private sphere enters into
the public and the public into the private with nefarious consequences.
It entails, rather, the careful separation - to the extent that the latter may
appear necessary and possible- of what is public from what is private,

121[5] Silvio Gesell, member of the Belgian Communist Party, understood that
the state had a place in the overall societal scheme he advances. I consider
his proposal in keeping with Simone Weil’s notion of the state as a
“governor” –gouvernacle or “helm”- designed to keep things in balance. My
way of putting it is: the state (low case) as a means for guaranteeing the
proper amount of currency in circulation that will secure steady prices for all
merchandise, thereby avoiding the devastating consequences of repeated
depressions. The State (high case) as an end-in-itself would thereby be
“dissolved”.
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discarding, once and for all the incomprehensible legal concept
allowing an external authority to rule our lives in things that pertain to
persons in their intimacy and consensual relations.

For the public domain, what would not be acceptable is for the
personal initiative to deviate from the collective purpose in order to
satisfy only purely private ones. It would allow for a public agency to
intervene, upon request by a private party, within the sphere of private
life, but without the ability to impose very easily within this sphere
criteria of common consensus concerning matters which, by their very
nature, should remain subject to the discretion of private individuals
between or amongst themselves or between the individual and his own
conscience (or "God"). This is a principle that implies tolerance and an
effort to maintain tensions among private entities, among persons and
between individuals and society, or different societies, at a tolerable
level. It implies discarding altogether the notion of “crime” from the
sphere of consensual activity: Where there is no victim there can be no
crime (suicide as the assassination of oneself -fallo da se- was an
invention of St. Augustine´s concern with preventing Christians from
opting for a better life in the hereafter, thus forcing them to remain on
this side of the divide where their vital existence was required for the
sake of Christian imperial expansionism: better slaves than martyrs).

VI

Such a model of citizenship assumes a drastically different approach to
what constitutes our "security" and puts into question the innumerable
fallacies of the very notion of "national security". There can be no
"national security,” nor local, nor global (or planetary), that is not rooted
in an awareness of the realities confronting us in terms of a planetary
safety affecting everyone in an equal measure; similarly, the "nation"
(to the extent such a term can signify anything that is very concrete) will
not survive unless local communities cease to be thwarted in their
efforts to control their own destinies within a framework of interactions
respectful of the peculiarities of each - cultural, linguistic, historical,
natural, bioregional- perceived as part of a whole that transcends the
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particular but that at the same time is, necessarily -and healthfully so-
composed of particularities.

What has been said in relation to the sphere of the private and of
the public may be applied to the laws that are to govern the exchanges
between the locality - the municipality- and that which is to govern inter-
local or inter-municipal relations at the level of the multiple continental
and intercontinental regions (or bioregions). An experimental period of
transition could include the possibility of a dual track citizenship that will
allow us to be citizens of an entire country at the same time that one
creates a curriculum of citizenship in one or several local communities
beyond present national frontiers.

These dual- track (and multi-track) citizens would be exempt from
military service in the traditional sense but might accept duties in
conformity with the morality of a single planet for all earthly beings: to
be able to nourish several homelands at the local level across existing
national frontiers is something that is in conformity with the possibilities
and requirements of our advanced communications technology just as
it is in conformity with our already well-established concern regarding
the solution of the extraordinary ecological problems confronting us. It
is also something that is in perfect agreement with the need to establish
roots in several natural environments, in the wider sense suggested by
Simone Weil and, also, one way to begin to resolve the problems of
"minority" ethnic groups (“racial,” religious, linguistic) in many "nations"
or "republics" whose efforts to function as centralized “powers” have
been unleashing explosive tensions in so many places. Think of Ireland
and of Great Britain, of the complex culture of Mexico, of the (former)
Soviet Union, of recent events in Iraq, of Israel and the Palestinians, of
Canada vis à vis Quebec, Spain vis à vis the Basque movement for
independence etc., not to mention Yugoslavia or the Balkans. Unless
we tend to these problems soon, we will see more and more countries
torn asunder by inner conflicts of just such a nature emerging
everywhere -as we have seen and are unfortunately, increasingly
seeing  the Ukraine!-. While, most recently, the U.S.A./Mexico
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common borders seemingly erupt as we enter 2019. Stampeding
populations all over the “globe.”

Rather than burning all of our national flags, it would be very good
if we could agree to confine them, respectfully so, to a new kind of
museum dedicated to preserving the relics of "unnatural history" while
strongly advancing the cause of multi-lingual wealth throughout the
planet. “Nationhood” understood as a commonality of shared historical
roots expressed by the ability to communicate effectively.

VII

In keeping with the model of citizenship envisioned is the principle,
generally accepted, that a type of investment that tends to act in a most
harmful sort of way for the health and stability of the community is
defined by absenteeism, these days increasingly in the form of free-
floating investments, one day here the other gone. Absentee landlords
and entrepreneurs (the state included) tend by nature to be less careful
and less respectful than those who think of themselves as destined to
reside in a single place for a long time, from generation to generation;
when the main proprietors of the land, house, enterprise, feel
themselves destined to reside with full obligations and rights in the
community, their actions would tend to be guided or motivated in such
a way as to yield substantially more positive results, at least in principle!

The other side of the coin is residence lacking any kind of
rootedness because of a lack of proprietary bonds or feelings of
belonging when one is deprived as much of private as of public
property. Granting municipal citizenship to the investor at the same
time that a commitment is expected towards the physical and moral
wellbeing of that community is something entirely congruent with
ecological and humanist principles, as it is with (Shumacker’s)
philosophy of "small is beautiful". What is big may be “beautiful” too,
undoubtedly; but, when dealing with the consequences of one's errors,
generally the small ones are a lot easier to repair than the bigger ones.
A large "transnational" enterprise could, just the same, channel its



254

investments through small partnerships rooted in their own localities,
attentive to a great variety of opportunities and in solidarity with the real
needs of the communities within which such enterprises and their
partners were to reside while fully exercising civic rights and obligations.
Such residence could be periodic, or cyclic, but in any case it is
important that the allegiance be authentic and not merely formal; that it
tend towards preservation and sustainability of the community and that
it provide continuity. Consider that the value of innovation, necessary
for survival, can be catastrophic if it is disconnected from a certain
tradition -that the value of innovation is fortified by the value of
continuity-. The Solari model proposed by Catherine Austin Fitts
proposes that only the locals should be allowed to make decisions, and
I would agree; the other angle is to make the “global” community more
congruent with place and to facilitate the process whereby one
becomes a recognized citizen in a certain locality.

VIII

Thus, as a corollary to the general improvement that would come about
with regard to human rights -in view of the greater protection of the
laws likely to be enjoyed by those who today find themselves suffering
from what amounts to a new form of slavery resulting from the
humiliating condition of "alienhood", legal or illegal- but, also, to the
extent that “rootedness” in various "natural environments" (S. Weil)
would facilitate population movement while, concomitantly, the most
desperate conditions generating the need to migrate begin to
experience some relief, the society as a whole would be protecting
itself from business practices that depend most nefariously upon
relative "advantages" offered, within certain localities, as a result of the
lack of protection from which people and nature presently suffer,
including the privileged handling of information by certain entities.

Instead of exploiting such disadvantages, enterprises would be
forced to consider other profit enhancing, relative advantages for both
the short and long run: their chances of obtaining a reasonable gain
(not an outrageous one) would then depend more on their capacity to
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respond to the emergence of new markets resulting from a general rise
in the levels of income and of the standard of living of the population;
they would need to depend more upon the proximity of raw materials
and find justification for their investments in social and economic
factors issuing from the decentralizing tendencies characteristic of the
civilization of the third wave described by Alvin and Heidi Toffler; thus,
the advantage of more diversified, positive aspects to be derived from
reuniting producers and consumers -or of bringing them closer together,
at least- de-massified (or individualized) production would come to the
fore, as would the many122[6] positive aspects to be derived from reuniting

122[6] Brief synthesis of the civilization of the “three waves”:

Civilization of the "1rst wave": Agriculture its dominant trait, home based
or local production; rural life rather than urban; the producer blends with the
consumer (prosumer) or they remain within each other's proximity. More
individualized consumption as pertains to manufactures; a predominance of
the extended family and of a renewable energy system.

Civilization of the “2nd wave”: Heavy industry and its requirements
dominate the era; urbanization and centralization in just about everything,
"massification" of products and of culture and separation of the producer and
the consumer; weakened local government, nuclear family (not extended) and
breakdown of the family, workplace away from home, school created to
support factory regime (compartmentalization, rigid work schedules,
uniformity). A predominance of non- renewable energy resources prevails.

Civilization of the "3rd wave": Knowledge factor and speed of
communication dominant force; heading towards decentralization and
demassification, work finding its way back to the home front, towards more
appropriate scales of production, consumer goods more individualized, with
consumers and producers coming closer again (greater participation of the
consumer in the production of what he consumes), a falling away from the
great urban conglomerates; a greater reliance on the extended family, moving
towards the strengthening of local government and away from
compartmentalization (greater integration of separate units that make up an
enterprise), more flexible schedules and more individualized products. It seeks
to substitute renewable energy sources for the un-renewable ones.
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producers and consumers or of bringing them closer together, at least.

One healthy trend would be the general acceptance of the
soundness of "labor intensive" methods in agricultural policy as
prescribed by soil conservationists. Such policies would require of legal
innovations allowing for greater flexibility in land tenure arrangements;
the new laws would have to take into consideration psychological,
economic, social and cultural factors that bear upon ecologically
acceptable practices, granting to localities a wide margin of
self- determination necessary so that the measures will obtain more
positive rather than negative results, within a framework of inevitable
interdependence that would nevertheless gear itself towards the
greatest desirable self- sufficiency especially, as pertains to that crucial
factor upon which all else depends: nutrition (of body and soul, we
might add). In conjunction with the latter, extraordinary benefits would
accrue to us from the reinsertion of economically productive activity into
the home, as Simone Weil clearly sensed (Oppression and Liberty) and
as Toffler has envisioned on the basis of more recent developments
that are conspiring to keep more and more people working at home
(the new technology, the price of gas, sprawling urban areas, greater
and greater distance to be traveled at greater and greater expense
monetarily, psychologically and ecologically). Such a development
could become a great boon towards the spiritual or psychological
recovery of societies devastated by the splintering off of the last
remnants of the "nuclear" family, at a time when the re-emerging
"extended family" has been unable to secure any kind of stability as a
result of legal insufficiencies of our systems of law and politics and in
view of the turmoil (and under-toe) created by the shock and power
shifts of the "three waves of civilization". 123[7]

123[7] See Alvin and Heidi Toffler, Power Shift, Bantam Books, Nov. 1990. Also
Oppression and Liberty, translated by Arthur Wills and John Petrie. The
University of Massachusetts Press, with an Introduction by F.C. Ellert.
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The malaise and the psychosis of individuals battered by a
civilization that has split them apart through prolonged, unrelenting
unemployment and -among other things- through an excess of
contradictory demands (directed at producers against consumers and
vice- versa, when the same individuals are both) cannot be resolved
with self- serving, unrealistic methods such as the "war on drugs for a
drug free America" happens to be; the problems of childhood, of youth,
maturity and of old age can be resolved only by paying the fullest
attention to the real needs of human beings in this world –needs which,
as we can see-, are not exactly the ones created by the vested
interests of a system of massive production and distribution of products
and “services” -not those “needs” at least that Ivan Illich has judiciously
questioned as he analyzes all that “development” oriented politics
promoting an unreachable “future” has really meant-.124[8] [Although the
destructiveness of our most appreciated, loved as well as despised
technical phenomenon, may at this point be causing more
psychological and social havoc than anyone ever bargained
for…Talking about truly harmful “addictions!” How to turn this –until
recently- inconceivable “gadget,” for most of us, into a truly “safe”
adjunct to our daily intimate and social lives remains to be seen].

Thirty years before the advent of the micro- chip, Simone Weil
dreamed of another civilization in which work would be so organized as
to contribute greatly to the spiritual realization of human beings, in
which the play of children would not be divorced from their parents’
daily toil but might, in many cases, become a part of mutually enriching
activities, learning, joyful, productive, rewarding activities. She
imagined a mode of production that would decentralize industry and
relocate it in the countryside throughout thousands of smaller,
cooperative efforts recombining the family hearth with the workshop in

124[8] See Ch. V of this book, “Wendell Berry, Ivan Illich and Simone Weil, a
Political Alternative for Our Times”. Also, ch. VII: “Jarring Metaphors of the
Great Ecological Disarray” and, in Spanish only, Mailer Mattié’s La sociedad
inédita. Los límites del marxismo y del progreso (Polanyi-Weil-Illich-Berry).
Libros en Red. Buenos Aires, 2010.

http://www.librosenred.com/libros/lasociedadineditaloslimitesdelmarxismoydelprogresopolanyiweilillichberry.html
http://www.librosenred.com/libros/lasociedadineditaloslimitesdelmarxismoydelprogresopolanyiweilillichberry.html
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a much closer association with nature: a thrifty enterprise of human
proportions, mindful of sustainability in every sense, reuniting producer
and consumer in many ways. Part of what Illich refers to as a “convivial
society”. Cybernetic programs such as the one invented by Catherine
Austin Fitts, Community Wizzard, would allow communities, in their
place, to find out what is really going on within their own sphere, at their
own center, in their very heart (which is the reason why such a program
along with its intrepid, persistent creator have been persecuted,
prosecuted, and forced to fight bitterly for their very life). 125[9]

IX

The struggle for dominion has led to the systematic uprooting of entire
populations that accompanies the imposition of one language over
another. To be deprived of one's language amounts to a mutilation of
the soul. It is one thing to encourage people to acquire a second or
third language that will allow them to integrate effectively into an
additional socio-cultural space, and another very different one to feel
pressured on all sides to give up one's mother tongue. No government
should be licensed to force human beings to become so devastatingly
uprooted. One's native tongue is, in effect, one's socio- cultural womb
and it is not possible to divorce ourselves from it without serious
spiritual harm overcoming us, our families, our entire society. Linguistic

125[9] For rigorous information concerning the framework that maintains us all
ignorant of much of what goes on, visit the site of this courageous “cybernetic
guerrillera,” some of whose articles I have been translating into Spanish:
“Narco-Dollars for Beginners” and “The Myth of the Rule of Law, or How the
Money Works: The Destruction of Hamilton Securities Group”, both available
in English and Spanish through www.institutosimoneweil.net. Catherine Austin
Fitts was honored by the Mexican Association of Journalists as best foreign
reporter, Spring of 2018.

http://www.institutosimoneweil.net
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imperialism not only harms us morally but economically as well. 126[10]
(Of course, it is an important aspect of the struggle for markets within
the mass-minded mentality of the civilization of the “second wave,”
rabidly holding on to its ways even at the expense of destroying all
life).127[11]

Here we face a situation that is analogous to that of the famous
"mega- seeds" meant to bring about the "mega- crops" of the "green
revolution”, so effective in propitiating the more recent calamities of
much of the “developing” world and putting so many farmers of the
advanced countries also at a disadvantage: the great genetic "banks"
that a vast variety of seeds used to offer has been greatly decimated as
a result of the insistence upon concentrating on a much smaller number
of super crops; consequently, farmers have tended as much to
overproduce as to have to increase their dependence upon chemicals
as a way of controlling the greater incidence of plagues that tend to
accompany vast extensions of single crop, single strain cultures, the
ruin of farmers through loss of income, of soil depletion and of the
poisoning of water resources affecting everyone sooner or later.

126[10] Illich explains (in Deschooling Society and elsewhere) that in reality the
talk about “maternal tongue” was an invention by the first grammatologist of
the Castilian language, Nebrija, who rapidly realized the uses that his work
could be put to as part of the Spanish Crown´s efforts to impose its empire
over the many communities that were just beginning to awaken, 500 years ago,
to the possibilities of the printing press. The drive to disqualify vernacular
languages thus becomes the means of appropriating the instruments of
communication by some over others, in that specific historical juncture, by
those who had the knowledge of Castilian, the “official, mother” tongue, over
those who did not.

127[11] Going back again to what Ivan Illich has called the “intellectual collapse
of the frontier between cosmic process and substance” and its “mythical
incarnation in the fetish ‘life’”, which tends to empty the legal notion of a
person from its original content. See In the Mirror of the Past, “The Institutional
Construction of a New Fetish: Human Life,” pp. 218 and following.
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As is the case with the seeds of agriculture, languages contain in
them the accumulated memory of millennia of experience, of
knowledge, that is to say, the power to adapt to new circumstances.
For example: the precious medical knowledge of peoples who have
studied nature, and who understand and have a name for the medicinal
use of thousands of plants, disappears with the passing away of these
populations. It is not even necessary for the ethnic groups to disappear
as such; it is enough that they abandon their language in favor of
another one, for that precious knowledge accumulated in the course of
hundreds of generations to gradually evaporate across a few
generations. As with the "genetic banks" wiped out as a result of
concentrating on a few strands of super seeds, it is hardly possible for
the "phonemic banks" -through which our knowledge of nature across
the globe has been encoded- to disappear without considerable hunks
of the long and intricate, rich memory of our species getting wiped out
as well.

More than a simple analogy, between those two kinds of reservoirs,
we see indeed a profound interdependence. The future of our
adaptability as a species demands a greater respect for diversity:
bridges need to be extended amongst the separate islands of our
diversity, instead of a single, solid, identical mass of wasteland
becoming our lot.

Multilingual education must be encouraged and none should be
forced to sacrifice his original lineage. 128 [12]
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128[12] One's lineage should be considered not so much a matter of "pride" as
an important component of one's ability to survive both physically and
spiritually, indissolubly bound to one's instinct of self- preservation, that
continuity may be maintained as part of our strategy of survival and of family
cohesion across generations and across present day national frontiers. Victor
Zuñiga, of the Colegio de la Frontera Norte, found that Mexican migration to
the United States is more highly conditioned by cultural factors related to
ascendancy - to lineage- than by economic factors (without, of course,
pretending that the latter do not weigh). It was very touching for me to discover
thanks to his fascinating data how adolescent Mexicans who planned
eventually to migrate had already, by their early teens, developed a kind of
compensatory psychological mechanism allowingthem to remain faithful to
both their homelands: those whose family relations would eventually take them
to live in Houston thought Houston to be the most beautiful city in the world;
but, unlike their fellow students who did not have very definite plans to move
across the border and who spoke of a marked preference for hamburgers,
those who were certain they would sooner or later be living in "the most
beautiful city in the world" demonstrated disdain for hamburgers and the
greatest appreciation for Mexican food over all the others. Fifty-five percent
considered Spanish "the most beautiful language" and thirty-five percent
considered that language to be English; ten percent went for other languages,
especially French and Italian (thus, close to two thirds remained faithful to
Romance). The traditions that mediate the Mexican migrant's insertion into life
in the United States go back for at least four generations and have their origin
in four Mexican States primarily (Jalisco, Zacatecas, Michoacán and
Chihuahua). Thus, it is parental networks clearly that provide the mechanisms
of adaptation through a refined knowledge of labor market behavior, of
migratory laws and how to use them advantageously and, of course, through
economic and psychological support. The speed at which all kinds of news
travel by way of these networks is truly amazing [though I, for one, would be
thankful to come across a serious study documenting present levels of e-mail
counterproductivity]. This is precisely what I am referring to when I say that
"the programs" exist and that they are scattered throughout millions of
"electronic brains" that are as much biological as manmade. [The extent of
confusion created by the spilled over “fake news” phenomenon along with the
ever increasing speed at which knowledge multiplies –be it made public or
remain of the “Deep State” type- makes one wonder as to how long before
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X

Among the political changes most apt to benefit the coming into
existence of a viable inter-municipal system would be the introduction
of mechanisms for the selection of legislators, judges and
administrators that would cease to rely upon the corrupt, ferocious and
very destructive system of selection provided by competing political
parties. I would recommend an alternative for the very same reasons
expressed by Simone Weil ("Note concerning the general suppression
of political parties").129[13] In Cuba, a Popular Assembly freed from the
ideological entrapment of a manipulative, repressive, “hero”
worshipping Communist Party, political organ of the Cuban army under
the rule of that classical caudillo that Fidel Castro has always been
(“was” now, even while managing, however briefly, to remain thus),
could result in a government intimately connected with the hopes and
real needs of the population. But one must believe in miracles without
counting too much on them. I do not know what hope may or may not
be entertained that the army will withdraw from the selection process so
that such an open, free selection, will be able to proceed without the
pressures of brute force but, instead, in a mood allowing for public
dialogue to unfold without the corrupting effects of partisan debate
poisoning the atmosphere. Such a miracle would be just as
overwhelming were it to come about in Washington as in Havana,
indeed. It is political parties that corrupt dialogue (or the free circulation
of ideas) and turn it into “debate” (the forced, unwholesome
“confrontation” of ideas). If it is unanimously recognized that the best
results for a country as a whole issue from a decision-making process
in which legislators skirt partisanship and act in solidarity with what
appears to be the best course of action, how is one then to pretend that
for a country to become "democratic" it must, of necessity, base its

something breaks lose in the human psyche reaching unimaginable heights:
The gestating Tower of Babel syndrome].

129[13] For a complete translation try
http://www.nybooks.com/books/imprints/classics/on-the-abolition-of-all-
political-parties
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political life upon the manifestly inadequate procedure of parties
competing for supremacy at an outrageous cost in every sense. Such
an absurd belief is based on what Simone Weil termed "illegitimate
contradictions"; "legitimate contradictions" exist in the form of the
paradox, since the absence of contradiction is not necessarily a
criterion for truth... but, to recognize that partisanship is bad and to
pretend that any good can possibly come from the activity of political
parties is simply pure and unadulterated nonsense... [An alternative
role for something we might refer to as “parties” appears in Chapter VI,
Tentative Profile of a Legitimate Democracy. A role allowing for
“dialogue” instead of “debate”].

Contrary to the notion generally promoted by those who claim that
the existence of political parties, in open competition, is the hallmark of
a democracy worthy of the name, their existence [as so far established!]
in fact guarantees little more than the deliberate distortion of important
issues resulting from bad faith on the part of candidates who, in the
midst of a campaign, agree to disagree on what it is safe to disagree on,
even when basically they might be in agreement. Those horny
questions, on which much public passion has already been invested,
no one will tackle squarely for fear of losing precious votes, even when
society would be best served by an opportunity to clarify such issues
dispassionately and, following, be able to exercise a legitimate choice
more in keeping with the foremost objective of attaining to a superior
level of social wellbeing: Caught between the “lead” (or bullet) and the
“silver,” most prefer to accept the latter, even if it´s only “dough”!

Thanks to the unrelenting, corrupting influence of political parties,
propaganda has a field day and elections continue to be decided by the
force of money. The reason why the proponents of "law and order"
have taken us such a long way along the road to lawlessness and
disorder is that practically no one wishes to obey a government that is
legitimately perceived as illegitimate, and it is pretty obvious that an
electoral system that relies increasingly upon the buying power of dirty
money will fail dismally to command respect outside of the arenas that
it effectively controls (but, of course, nothing like a war of some kind or
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another to alienate in just the proper measure reasonable thoughts in
the public's mind and to promote, instead, the visceral reactions of a
rather cheap brand of patriotism).

Over half of the American people shrink from voting mostly
because, a long time ago they became aware of the sham and do not
want to lend credibility to the process [41% in the last presidential
elections]. The rest choose to remain confused; a few, or not so few,
act with complete cynicism and that is all. In the coming years we shall
see whether the recently created Occupy Movement [now, 2019, semi
defunct?] will be able to evacuate the plague that corrodes Washington
through the institution of legitimate, non-partisan elections, or whether it
will seem best to wait until the government has collapsed under its own
weight –peso, in Spanish- with that “dollar” going Humpty-Dumpty in
the face of so many alternatives as have come to feast upon our
mounting incertitudes, something that, over time. appears increasingly
likely. 130[14]

No doubt, we are “en situation” –remembering Sartre once again-
and in expectancy of the unimaginable.

If the existence of political parties subverts the very process upon
which we claim to base the legitimacy of our democratic kind of
government, it does so, not only by corrupting the possibilities for
legitimate choice, but also (and greatly as a result of the latter) by
compromising to a large extent the efficacy of our system of checks
and balances amongst the three branches of government, the latter
truly the hallmark of a “democratic” system worthy of the name, in

130[14] I have bracketed a number of comments emerging from a more recent
historical context than the original writing. A great surge of collaboration
among “Martians” will become necessary, be they “Weilian” ones or from
another world, altogether!



265

Simone Weil’s view and as most people would agree (see, especially,
her proposals for a new Constitution). 131[15]

A “democracy” worthy of its name, of our respect and support,
would be one in which the three branches of government remained
truly independent from one another, in which those elected to office
would have to think first and foremost about the public interest: in such
a way that power would serve as a means for the pursuit of the public
good instead of as the end in itself of all action, against the public good.
Those who love power for power's sake, or who are put into a situation
of not being able to think about the public good because their need to
retain that very same power overrides all serious consideration of just
about everything else, will never be able to grasp fully what their real
obligations are; they will lie to themselves and to others and will
contribute only their share of our final harvest of infectious lies.

We allow ourselves to pretend that we have something that can be
called democracy because we are able to point to its histrionic side:
political "debate,” whereas the task of analyzing the mechanisms
through which "the will of the people" actually might exert itself is a far
more difficult thing to do (and for some, more dangerous); to the extent,
however, that such a vague notion means anything at all, it is apt to
refer primarily to a sense of justice and of truth that can surface in
public life only in the absence of public passion instilled in the masses
by political parties for their own devious ends. And yet, the common
man in the street knows even those who have been cheated out of
the most elementary tools of analysis and who find themselves in a
situation that prevents them from articulating their understanding with
any measure of clarity, those very same people, in spite of everything,
know -since at some very basic levels, they are in contact with reality-
that there is indeed a difference between the “map” and the “territory.”

131[15] It appears among her last writings in London, 1943, the year of her
untimely death, Écrits de Londres et dernières lettres.
http://www.americanweilsociety.org/bibliography.
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In essence, then, a democracy worthy of its name would not be
defined by how many political parties compete to confuse the issues
but by how many people are able to participate in a vast, complex,
ongoing, decision-making-process from the bottom up and in the
absence of "public passion" that has been created around certain
issues (or non- issues) with the intended purpose of maintaining in
power specific interest groups whose ultimate concern for the wellbeing
of humanity or for the "public good," in the sense that most citizens
would want to see it defined, can hardly be said to exist. (That these
forces at work manage their information in highly deceptive ways and
are not even able to tell what their own real –i.e., human- interests, in
the long run, are, is not the least of the problems that we are facing).
[And…as the reediting of these pages unfolds, a battle of wills between
the U.S. Congress and President Trump keeps 800,000 or so U.S.
government workers as uncomfortably idle as payless over an
expensive and ultimately senseless… Wall! ].

A democracy worthy of its name would maintain a careful, real,
balance of powers so as to prevent, among other things, that a
transient majority, instinctively pushed by momentary passions, will be
able to impose upon any minority -or upon itself – decisions that to the
conscience of those not poisoned by the same social "bug" (affecting
the "social beast" 132[16]) would find repugnant. It would rely more,
instead, on people's real knowledge of real people when it comes to
selecting individuals who are to find themselves in the difficult situation
of having to think about, and decide, certain very important matters for
us. It would elicit educated responses from voters on clear issues left
open to intelligent discussion, to dialogue, over “debate”, rather than
forcing voters to have to decide between competing "images," a la
Hollywood or Madison Avenue, that have been concocted with the
support of massive funding from highly suspect regions of our
economic activity, increasingly dominated by organized crime.

132[16] E. Gabarielli in particular has written about this theme in Simone Weil’s
work concerning our “beastly” (un) social manners.
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A decent democracy worthy of its name, would, at the very least,
safeguard us from having to choose what seems right along with what
we definitely do not want to have to swallow, after some execrable Chef
and his scullions have taken the liberty to decide for us, in some filthy,
uninspected kitchen, what it is that goes with what. It would leave the
greatest possible number of decisions in the hands of those who must
live with the consequences by decentralizing government truly and
effectively as contemplated here, instead of just playing lip service to
local autonomy for demagogic reasons while rapidly moving to
suffocate it as soon as an effort is put in place to exercise such
autonomy. It would use our most innovative technology, as well, in such
a way as to allow the masses of illiterates or semi- literate people
throughout much of the world, to express themselves effectively on a
variety of matters most directly related to their interests.

What is more, such a democracy would make that very “stability”
that the proponents of "law and order" claim to seek, a much more
likely outcome of our political activity. And, with that greater over- all
stability across present day borders and sectors of our societies, we
would find ourselves in a situation less conducive to the disruptive
effects of massive capital flights from one region to another (geographic,
economic) that have so contributed to putting our world in its present,
sorry state. Above all, it would give each one the opportunity of acting
within the context of a great number of legitimate hierarchies. For, if the
younger generations reject increasingly the very notion of “hierarchy” it
is only because we have become, finally, the only species universally
led by illegitimate hierarchies and thanks, for the most part, to that most
undemocratic aberration that we refer to as the “democratic
competition” among political parties).133[17]

133[17] Of course, “capital flight” would be altogether obviated as a result of the
implementation of what Silvio Gesell called the Natural Economic Order… i.e.,
provided we “the people” were able to enforce such a “natural” system as
proposed by this Belgian-German-Argentinian back in 1910, whose eventual
fame Keynes prognosticated far too long ago!
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Among the aspirations of the human soul are those of equality and
of consented obedience, as Simone Weil observed with extraordinary
insight. And only a legitimate hierarchy preserves equality and allows
us at the same time the opportunity of exercising a consented
obedience, quite as this blessed “Red Virgin” pointed out (“The Martian”
being the other loving nickname her great teacher, Alain, bestowed
upon her).

Such developments, call them what you may, would be far more
apt to satisfy - both in the long run as in the short- the earthly needs as
much of those who own a great deal as of those who have been left
with virtually nothing: an improvement in nearly every sense imaginable.
AMEN!

Revised: April/September 2002 in Valle de Bravo, Mexico, and re-
edited on Jan. 2019 to draw closer to the text as it appears in the
Madrid publication of 2013, Necesidades terrenales del cuerpo y del
alma. Inspiración práctica de la vida social. La Caída, Colección Tina
Modotti. This synopsis of what ecological citizenship would be like was
presented on June 22, 1991, at the International Social Studies
Conference on the Caribbean gathered at the Intercontinental Hotel in
Miami June 21-23. I have made a number of stylistic adjustments,
adding a few notes and references, especially as concerns Ivan Illich
and also in relation to Catherine Austin Fitts whose “solari” ideas
appeared then as a viable formula for wealth integration within the
matrix of an ongoing search for sustainability that is, however, not likely
to be found within the limitations of a monetary system used to turning
“means” into “ends”, as Silvio Gesell pointed out in The Natural
Economic Order. After the “mega-seed hoax” referred to below, we are
now getting bombarded with “seedless” plants whose “seedless buds”
fail to germinate (triumphantly so, one might say, for those devilish
pranksters whose business it is to sell them and who belong to an
ersatz divinity that will offer nothing but pain for free ). Applying the
metaphor about languages/phonemes and seeds (Point IX) we could
say we are drawing ever closer to a quasi total aphasia: the
programmatic death of agriculture.
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VI

TENTATIVE PROFILE

OF A LEGITIMATE DEMOCRACY

For democracy to obtain good results, it must be legitimate. The better
its results, the greater its legitimacy. The first requirement is that the
population have at its disposal the required information and all the
opportunities for intervening in the decision making process. It must be
up to those who must live with the decisions shaping their everyday life
to decide what the governing rules might be. In order to attain such a
goal, it is important that each person have the opportunity of depositing
their trust on those individuals they feel they can count upon in view of
the fact that their capacities and moral qualities will have been
sufficiently demonstrated in their everyday life.

I
A legitimate democracy is one in which only those most prone to
govern with justice and understanding in favor of the common good
would be bound to be elected. For the best to be able to occupy posts

 Originally meant for the Fourth Biarritz Encounter that took place in Valle de
Bravo, Mexico, between Oct. 29-31, 2003, as a “Discussion Forum for the
European and Latin American countries”. It complements Ch. V, “Guidelines
for a New Model of Citizenship”. We were denied entrance point blank, as if
arriving from another planet, total aliens that, all things considered, we
undoubtedly were. The likelihood of such a thing happening today appears to
me quite remote, especially in view of the “Fourth Transfornation” that has
been set in course at this most surprising historical moment.
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of responsibility, the selection of candidates must be as transparent as
possible and –also- held in absence of “passions” stirred up by partisan
procedures; consequently, the contribution of political parties would
tend to disappear altogether. The latter would receive no public funding;
henceforward, such funding could be used in strengthening some
aspects of school and community work, including the work of carrying
on with the impartial selection of representatives whose governance
would be required for the effective maintenance of a healthy planet.
Private funding for something that might still be called “political parties”
could in effect be allowed in relation to interest groups of various kinds
bent on formulating legislative proposals: but legislators listening to
such proposals would have no obligation to the sources of the
proposals other than impartially listening to and considering the value
of the proposals themselves, in terms of ensuring that the public good
best be served.

Once an initial approximation has been created of what might
constitute a legitimate hierarchy, all decisions would be made with a
greater understanding of the issues involved, with a sense of justice
and with the common good always in mind. Since the private good
involves the public good and vice-versa, such “political parties” or
“clubs” would be welcome to propose laws before legislative bodies
that have been ridden of “party” interests as we have known them. No
functionary, judge, or legislator would be involved in the work of such
conclaves as long as they remain in office but would be expected to
listen to the proposals with an open mind.

II

A legitimate democracy would be one in which the government’s overall
composition would faithfully reflect the composition of the population as
a whole. Such an arrangement’s objective would be to guarantee the
full and equitable manifestation of the greatest diversity of opinion,
thereby allowing for the emergence of wider perspectives that may be
shared, discussed and understood by everyone responsible for looking
directly into the realization of a common good.
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For such a hierarchy to be considered legitimate, therefore, it
would be equally important that for every man there also be a woman
elected, such an arrangement guaranteeing the fullest and fairest
manifestation of the diversity of opinions throughout the social matrix.
At the time of elections it might even be possible for women to vote for
women and men for men. From some points of view this is something
that would seem to make sense: the legislators, equitably distributed
between men and women, would agree, for example, upon what
executive decisions might be taken by Mr. and/or Ms. President; also,
on the matter of what such a “bicephalous” executive branch would be
expected to decide in a consensual way, or when a law might be
required to receive direct popular approval (as per a referendum).

Such a disposition would serve the goal of seeing to it that women
and men be free to manifest themselves fully and equitably. The idea
being to create a more well balanced participation, assuring for us that
the widest perspectives will be shared, discussed and understood by all
those persons charged with the responsibility of looking after the
common good. Since gender has become something increasingly
complex, citizens might therefore enjoy the freedom of opting or
deciding upon their own gender identity as well. For some purposes,
also, voters would decide independently of their gender as registered
before the pertinent governmental instances. Such things could vary,
as well, depending upon the specific communities and their established
preferences and traditions.

III

A legitimate democracy in today’s world –with our knowledge and
experiences, technologies, needs and possibilities-, would respect
municipal autonomy, as much in fact as in word; each municipality
would relinquish a part of its sovereignty to the biorregion of which it is
an integral part, but only in relation to certain matters of common
interest: water, air, regional communication, trade regulations with a
view to ensuring food self-sufficiency of the different localities, sources
of energy as well as everything for which intermunicipal cooperation is
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required (control of plagues, fires, epidemics, natural catastrophes,
etc.).

Starting with a preliminary selection of individuals considered
deserving in each municipality, a selection of candidates for the
integration of bioregional government would ensue. Henceforward, with
the participation of all the bioregions throughout the planet, an inter-
bioregional government would be integrated able to reach out farther
(and further) than is today the case with the United Nations. Such an
inter-biorregional government would act like a planetary arrangement
whose mandate would issue from an intimate connection with the base
of the pyramid resting or supported by the local communities and
neighborhoods making up the various municipalities (or “counties”).

IV

A legitimate democracy would care after the health and security of
those exercising legitimate authority as well as of those governed, all
as the basic components of an integrated whole.

The “general will” would be to obey laws enacted by groups
legitimately endowed with the moral and mental capacity to carry forth
with the tasks of good government, which is to say, to “command while
obeying”.

Only a legitimate hierarchy would be able to decide matters of war
and peace, always taking into consideration the true earthly needs of
the body and soul. Its members would not feel any special obligation
towards those whose wealth is obtained from illegal markets, the
exercise of war and the exploitation of human misery (armaments and
pharmaceuticals, for example). It would distinguish between the valid
and fair use of words and a sneaky or manipulative, dishonest use of
same. It would not allow itself to fall into the traps of propaganda and
would discard all forns of propaganda –or implicit lies- from its
deliberations. [See in the Annexed materials: “The four Toltec
Agreements”].
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V

A legitimate democracy would push forth the transparent exercise of
citizenship: of our rights and obligations.

Voting secrecy, in alliance with the new technologies designed for
electoral procedures, lends itself to the biggest fraudulent exercises. At
the very least, each person would have the freedom of deciding
whether they prefer to exercise their right to vote openly or not; the
secret vote would be carried out with the help of some methodology
directed and protecting it from fraudulent tactics. The percentage of
citizens who chose to vote openly, besides, would be an indicator of the
level of trust that the population at large feels concerning the integrity of
the rule of law.

VI

In a legitimate democracy, personal freedom would not be
compromised by governmental actions that had nothing or little to do
with the protection of citizens at large.

All laws criminalizing consensual activity, whatever such might be,
would be considered unconstitutional. The corollary to this principle is
that the Constitution or Fundamental Law would explicitly ban such
laws from being approved. Only actions involving harm to third parties
would call for penal action.

Thus, “justice” would not spend any time or resources in going after
individuals because of their personal habits, dedicating all their efforts
of prevention and punishment to real crimes instead. This means, for
example, that one would not be able to criminalize someone as a result
of his or her sexual persuasion (the relationship between sex workers
and their clients to be considered as one more kind of contracted
services or arrangements in which both participants enjoy legal
protection within a set of standard criteria if such can exist, may I say,
in the ever surprising wilderness of unbounded sexuality) or the use of
mind-altering drugs persecuted: only should the subject’s actions
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violate a third party’s rights in any way and/or involve the use of force
might the state be allowed to intervene directly; the right to privacy
would thereby receive the most thorough guarantees.

VII

A legitimate democracy would legislate in such a way as to favor
childhood’s interests to the fullest and with them, those of women,
leaving in the past false notions and prejudices as pertains to the
nature and needs of the most oppressed.

That Biblical prejudice considering work as “punishment” would
give place to the quest of an economic activity potentially playful,
productive not only of objects and services but also of physical, mental
and spiritual satisfactions. The expansion of the human spirit and the
fullest realization of vital aspirations would regulate human tasks.

The corollary here would be that we would all be protected against
the most demeaning exploitation; in this sense, it does not seem fair to
attempt to institute major distinctions between different age groups.
Prohibitions relative to children’s work, for example, not only fail to
protect children from extreme exploitation in most of our societies but,
instead, guarantee that childhood be even more atrociously enslaved.
At the same time, a certain type of negative endorsement is imposed
upon individuals left considerably unprotected by the law: persons who,
because of their age, are considered less deserving of
commiseration.134

134 In effect, following social anthropology, unchecked population growth was
the result of being able to benefit from offspring’s work and thereby improve
the family’s economic situation while increasing its numbers. Often, the result
was infanticide, especially that of girls. Prohibiting child labor might lead
parents to decide to have less children, but only when contraception becomes
a universal possibility will it be successful. In the meantime, preventing any
human being from employing him or herself even within the abusive conditions
that the black market employs when no other alternative is in store for
satisfying one’s aspirations -and no real alternatives offered towards their
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It all amounts to the same counterproductive dynamics observed in
the case of laws meant to prevent that the population enjoy certain
kinds of amusement or feel free to use plants known to have been part
of humanity’s cultural wealth throughout the millennia. The latter is
done while constantly creating the required conditions for the
proliferation of “designed” drugs which, only by way of an enforced,
totally illegitimate prohibition, will guarantee the exciting earnings
expected by all those involved in the most lucrative business in history:
from the President’s office down to the last echelon of the drug-war
scenario. In the meantime, the health of those who depend upon the
powerful pharmaceutical industry, will continue to deteriorate at a
gigantic pace.

Equally so, just as rape or sexual assault would continue to be
considered crimes, childhood might be qualified to aspire to the same
rights and obligations that are recognized for adults of more advanced
age. At the present time, an intolerable tension exists between what a
“child” is -or is supposed to be- and real nature: as if hormones began
to exercise their pressures on the very day they turn eighteen. Nothing
would seem harder to achieve, as much among the young as among
adults, than the practice of a responsible sexuality; yet… lying to
ourselves in respect to human sexuality is certainly not the best way to
encourage either good social manners nor responsible sex. Many
human beings by force must resort to prostitution, in order to feed their
children or be able to eat themselves; the economic system per se
being ultimately the most responsible element of all supporting such
practices. Is blaming the victim the fairest way to deal with this social
reality.

satisfaction- appears as a total absence of responsibility and an absolute
cruelty. In the meantime, infanticide and feminicide grow by leaps and bounds,
day by day, with economic policies as the main factor accruing to the cruelty
and annihilation perpetrated equally upon children and adults.
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VIII

With the exercise of a legitimate democracy, the separation of powers
would be a reality in lieu of mere fiction, thereby offering guarantees for
the fulfillment of constitutional liberties. Only a legitimate hierarchy
selected thanks to the fullest citizenship participation and in absence of
social passion created by factious interest, is apt to guarantee the most
balanced sharing of responsibilities among the three branches of
government, the legislative, executive (or administrative) and judicial
branches; thus, the observance of the constitutional mandate would be
fully guaranteed in every respect. Further, a wide number of decisions
related to specific matters of interest to the municipality –or locality-,
regional and interregional in scope, would require direct scrutiny by
local populations through assemblies and polls safely guarded from
fraudulent practices. The new technologies would, of course, be
available in service of the transparency of electoral processes and to
guard against any subversion of the popular will. “Hands up” counting
would return full-fledged to the main political scenarios.

IX

Only a legitimate democracy would guarantee freedom of religion along
with the free circulation of ideas and see to it that propaganda not
strangle, hide or distort the information required for the decision making
process to culminate in the realization of the common good.

The overall atmosphere that political parties stimulate allows for
propaganda to permeate news and information in general, thereby
destroying all institutional transparency and negatively affecting society
at large. Which is the reason why voting absenteeism in no way
manifests a lack of interest by the people as such but rather their
exasperation in face of institutional weaknesses and of the low moral
quality of the leaderships involved when one considers so much wasted
talent and innate decency floating around!. A consensus against
policies that have been compromised beforehand in order to guarantee
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that nothing that truly matters will change, such is what absenteeism at
the polls eloquently reveals!

X

In a legitimate democracy, the various language commonwealths
organized throughout a variety of existing and forthcoming frameworks
emerging from day to day throughout civil society135 would be charged
with tasks involved in facilitating the free circulation of information
alongside the sustained promotion of an implicit as well as explicit
respect for all linguistic, cultural expression within their “parallel” but
also commonly shared spaces. Language commonwealths must be
recognized across the planet and linked at the planetary level as well.

As pertains to the realization of such activities involving the
protection and enhancement of culture and the many languages
involved, one of the most interesting topics to discuss would be the
consideration of a possible variant to the institution we refer to as
“monarchical”. We might then speak of “legitimate monarchies” whose
role would be the ceremonial expression of a certain cultural identity
and the administration of programs designed towards the cohesion and
reaffirmation of the cultural links among different linguistic groups,
locally and throughout the planet. It would not represent royal power in
any military sense but used towards the enhancement and prestige of
symbols of a cultural identity linked to a variety of linguistic groups

135 By “civil society” I understand the totality of guilds, brotherhood, trade
unions, religious associations, schools, nuclear and extended families, cultural
associations as well as linguistic ones (the language commonwealths),
enterprises producing goods and services and, among the latter, farming
associations with their respective requirements for general prosperity, among
which a high degree of self sufficiency in food production would take the
highest precedence. The great corporations as such would be excluded in
view of their inimical nature as pertains to the common good.
.
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present in the community; its members might be elected democratically
as ceremonial figures and invested with the task of seeing to it that
pertinent spaces be fairly distributed in order to allow for the richest
possible expression of the cultural groups involved.

Such a scheme, more supple and realistic than the nationalistic-
republican one, offers a viable answer to the contradiction between
identity –cultural, linguistic- and the earthbound municipal-
intermunicipal citizenship, regional and interregional (no longer
“nationalistic” in that XIXth C. sense currently still in vogue).

Our individual participation in various cultural scenarios and
linguistic associations would have no reason to generate conflict since
complementarity is the name of the game, just as would be the case in
terms of our individual participation as citizens in various municipalities
throughout our lives. As mentioned in a previous text, the possibility of
an individual citizenship curriculum is something that the new
technologies propitiate; it is also the basis for a well grounded hope
towards the creation of peace economies within the
planetary/interregional or interbiorregional scheme of things, instead of
the nefarious war economy globally imposed on all from within the
matrix of those taxing nation-states and all those their/our armies we
are forced to maintain! The false and constantly invoked “sovereignty”
of the different States would be replaced by a full and real autonomy of
peoples (pueblos=towns) allowing us to “look upward” and not just
“downward,” as Simone Weil suggested should be the case. Not even
one’s own house would be exempt from certain definite frontiers to its
sovereignty, each being obliged to respect certain limits in
consideration of that all encompassing environment we share;
respecting, for example, the silence we owe ourselves and others and
being equally careful with air, earth, and water, all elements belonging
at the same time to everyone and to no one.
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XI

A legitimate democracy would limit the action of the State to those
matters in which its activity might prove itself desirable; this is to say, as
“efficient” (a practical consideration) as it would be efficacious (an
ethical perspective). It would recognize the pertinent constitutional
limitations to state action and would protect human beings from policies
endangering the very survival of the species, respecting that great
“Weilian truth” (see her first major opus, Oppression and Liberty, 1934)
to the effect that “the State, in its efforts to control beyond where it can
effectively impose itself, destroys everything.”

The never ending war against terrorism, just like the self-serving
war against drugs, are incontrovertible examples of this singular
statement. Equally unsustainable, the chaos and misery inflicted upon
human beings by means of migratory regulations imposed in a
centralized sort of way by national governments, incapable as they are
of taking into consideration the true earthly needs of the body and soul;
of not knowing very well even who is who in terms of what a reasonably
good government might be; yet, all the same, able to intervene in
everything as a means of holding on to power which, in any case, will
never legitimately belong to them. Which is why it behooves families
and civil associations to be the ones to establish citizenship rootedness
in each locality, collaborating amongst them in order to see to it that
every human being who works, studies or inhabits a certain place over
an established period of time will punctually receive recognition as
citizen with full rights and obligations in each locality where his/her
activities and associations may lead. If health were what ultimately was
in jeopardy, might it not be better to use such a big hunk of public funds
in actions leveled against contamination and against those who
contaminate in lieu of spending such a large chunk of the budget on a
“war vs. addictions”?

In effect, what no one ever points out is that, ultimately, what
determines that a “drug” be banned depends nearly exclusively upon
whether its use lends itself, or not, to a relatively discrete use: since
neither tobacco nor alcohol lend themselves to much discretion,
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burdening their sale with a prohibitionist formula in order thereby to
raise the price remains as inoperative a procedure as alcohol
prohibition showed itself to be nearly a century ago: all in spite of the
fact that smoking and hard drinking, as addictive as they indeed are,
remain the substances harming individuals and their entourage the
most (although not necessarily because of their being “legal”, even
when that too, to some extent, may be the case as well). The use of
cocaine and heroin follows alongside an increasing array of those very
substances whose “discrete” use -because of the ease of sneaking
away for a “hit”- is, in effect, the most important factor towards
awarding them the economically promising status of prohibition. In the
meantime we have begun to discover that perhaps there is as much if
not more harm to be expected from those other “drugs” respectfully
referred to as “pharmaceuticals”, expensively bought and sold in a
market propped up by government subsidies.

In effect, it is prohibition that may be said to be responsible, to the
greatest possible extent, for the very deaths prohibitionists claim to be
attempting to eliminate! Without going into the matter of the word
“addiction” remaining one of those “key” terms used by the State as an
excuse for undertaking actions infinitely more harmful than all
“addictions” put together. Orwell, indeed!

XII

For being perceived as such, a legitimate democracy would remain fully
participatory and obtain brilliant results in the conception and execution
of public policies tending to bring into existence a “convivial” society, to
use the notion proposed by Ivan Illich;136 such a society would not find

136 The least and most that might be said about a convivial society is that it
would be one in which human beings had the opportunity of realizing
themselves to the fullest as a result of the possibility of living a peaceful
existence, dreamful, creative, in which the end in itself of everything would not
be discarded in favor of the idolatry constituted by what may only be awarded
the status of means: the party, money, and “life.” A society in which the
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legitimate and universal aspirations of the individual counted “economy” was
constructed with the true earthly needs of the body and soul in mind, notions we
are grateful to Simone Weil for giving us the opportunity to consider. In relation
to that double-edged term, “life,” Illich warns us about what he refers to as the
“fetishization of life” (in “The Institutional Construction of a new Fetish: Human
Life, pp. 218-231, op.cit., In the Mirror of the Past, Lectures and Adresses,
1978-1990). “First, life, as a substantive notion, makes its appearance around
1801. (. . .). The concept of life does not exist in Greco-Roman antiquity: bios
means the course of a destiny and zoe something close to the brilliance of
aliveness. In Hebrew the concept is utterly theocentric, an implication of God’s
breath.” He comments that, upon inventing the term “biology,” Lamarck “defined
a new field of study: the science of life,” and finds “surprising” the “solemnity”
with which biologists have been asked by church executives to pool their
competence with that of theologians in the study of issues related to post-
Lamarckian life.” Secondly, “the loss of contingency, the death of nature and the
appearance of life are but distinct aspects of the same new consciousness. (. . .).
By the thirteenth century, and specifically in the Franciscan school of theology,
the world’s being is seen as contingent not merely on God’s creation, but also
on the graceful sharing of His own being, His life. Whatever is brought from
possibility, de potentia, into the necessity of its own existence thrives by its
miraculous sharing in God’s own intimacy, for which there is no better word
than –His Life.” But with the scientific revolution, “contingency-rooted thought
fades, and a mechanistic model comes to dominate perception. (. . .). Raising
the “nagging question” of how to explain the existence of living forms in a dead
cosmos. “The notion of substantive life thus appears not as a direct answer to
this question,” he says, “but as a kind of mindless shibboleth to fill a void.”
Thirdly, “the ideology of possessive individualism has shaped the way life could
be talked about as a property”. Consequentially, a break occurs with the ethics
that had informed Western history since Greek antiquity, “clearly expressed by a
shift of concern from the good to values.” Following which society is organized
on the utilitarian assumption that a man is born needy, “and needed values are
by definition scarce”. This is how homo oeconomicus becomes the reference for
ethical reflection. And as he puts it: “For over a century now it has become
customary to speak about ‘the conservation of life’ as the ultimate motive of
human action and social organization”. During that same period, homo
oeconomicus was surreptitiously taken as the emblem and analog for all living
beings. Bacteria, for example, are imagined to mimic “economic” behavior and
to engage in “internecine competition for the scarce oxygen available in their
environment”. Thereby “the anthropic foundational myth of the scientific age”.
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itself subjected to the many pitfalls implied by an irresponsible use of

Fourth, “the factitious nature of life appears with special poignancy in ecological
discussion (. . .) with the result that “the term is increasingly used for a
philosophical way of correlating all knowable phenomena”. So that: “It then
signifies thinking in terms of a cybernetic system which, in real time, is both
model and reality: a process which observes and defines, regulates and
sustains itself. Thus, “life comes to be equated with the system: it is the abstract
fetish that both overshadows it and constitutes it.” With the regrettable result that
such a “fetish of trivialized science” tends to empty the legal notion of a person
of its content [My italics]. Whereby, a physician becomes “the socially
responsible manager not of a patient, but of a life.”

In his call for a dismantling of bioethics (with Dr. Robert Mendelsohn) he
points out that “the metamorphosis of a person into ‘a life’ is a devastating
operation, as dangerous as getting close to the tree of life in the days of Adam
and Eve,” p. 622 of the collected works in Spanish (my translation here from the
Spanish text of the Collected Works (Obra Reunida, vols. I and II). They
consider that bioethics bear “no relation with that life thanks to which we mean
to face pain and anguish, renunciation and death”. Here Illich is referring to high-
cased Life, of course, the “end it itself” of everything!
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words twisted in favor of twisted objectives, which is what most
constantly characterizes an illegitimate democracy.

The propagandistic attitude that a manipulative, dishonest, use of
language entails would yield to critical, honest, disinterested analyses
on the part of consciences free to watch over the fulfillment of our true
needs. It would not confuse “small case life” with “high case Life;” this is
to say: it would know how to distinguish between what constitutes only
a means towards an end and the end in itself: legislating and executing
in such a way that the end-in-itself may be realized.
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VII

JARRING METAPHORES OF THE GREAT
ECOLOGICAL DISARRAY137

Ecology: from the Greek oikos, abode or dwelling, and the Latin logos,
word or discourse. Branch of biology studying the relation between
organisms and their total environment, animate as well as inanimate
and, in sociology, the one having to do with human populations, their
environment, spatial distribution and the cultural patterns resulting from
them.138

137 Condensed rendition of a presentation for friends at the Instituto Charles
Simeón, Miami, Fall of 1997. For the complete version of that text try
www.institutosimoneweil.net and/or
institutosimoneweilediciones.wordpress.com..

138 Illich explains: The term Ökologie (which in French was adopted with the
spelling OEcologie) was created in 1866 by E. Haeckel, in an investigation
about general morphology of organisms which he carried out on the basis of a
Darwinian evolutionist perspective. Robert P. McIntosh (“The Background and
Some Current Problems of Theoretical Ecology”, Synthèse, 43, 1980, pp. 195-
255) provides a critical and analytical historiography of ecology in the
biological sciences. Ecology as a political science has a far closer origin in
time. Around this topic, see William Ophuls, Ecology and the Politics of
Scarcity: Prologue to a Political Theory of the Steady State, W.H. Freeman,
New York, 1977. “Ecology” for Illich, will not mature unless it integrates two
distinctions it has failed to focus on: the juridical distinction between the
spheres of community and of productive resources and also the distinction
between spheres of complementarity and spaces that are non-generic.

http://www.institutosimoneweil.net
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To begin with, I must confess that I am speaking to you from the
perspective of a quasi total loss of hope, not to say faith, especially as
pertains to what has been advanced to us as “development”, a notion
assimilated to that of “progress” itself inherited from a period prior to the
French Revolution, the XVIIIth Century’s Enlightenment unquestionably
the hearth of much Nineteenth C. “silliness” that we are still suffering
from today and, hopefully, not for much longer, one way or the other,
since as our saying goes: “No hay mal que dure cien años ni cuerpo
que lo resista”: “No ill there is that will last a century nor body capable
of surviving it”.

THE PRESENT AS FUTURE TO THE PAST

One of the great intellectual masters of the XXth C., Ivan Illich said he
had studied “history as an antidote to excessive speculation about the
future”; to his mind, “the present appears as future to the past”. Today I
can say that the “future” that so terrified us back in the sixties has
arrived, even before it had been foreseen, given the vertiginous
acceleration of certain events today, an acceleration subject to total as
well as to unforeseen halts. And yet, when we study history –if we go
back to not much earlier than the cited decade- we note that so many
of our perceptions of today remained unimaginable back then;
nonetheless, in order to understand the a prioris of today, it is
necessary to see, even if for no more than an instant, with the eyes of
yesterday and the day before. Let us take, for example, that
contemporary habit of referring to human beings as entities defined by
their needs, “needy” in relation to all kinds of things.

Although it may appear as a lie to us, the definition of the human
being in terms of what he lacks or needs is a recent invention, as Illich
underscores. He reminds our short (ever shorter) memory that the
“birthday” of the concept of “underdevelopment” dates from January
10th, 1949, date when President Harry Truman incorporates it to history,
in the course of his inaugural address, as part of the Four Points the

[Paraphrased from the FCE Spanish version: Illich, Iván. “El género vernáculo”.
Obra Reunida. Volumen II; p. 194].
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United States assumed then as its binding commitment to intervene in
the “development” of other societies. Several definitions marked by
negative implications slip into the language in a more subtle way; an
example being, in English, the word illiteracy as a substantive, a voice
that appears in Boston in 1982 thanks to the Harvard Educational
Review. Henceforward other nouns converting individual human beings
into entities defined with the use of abstract deficiencies creep in,
instead of peculiarities of a specific, human context that is culturally
understandable. Illich assures us that this perception of human beings
as needy entities constitutes a radical breaking away from any
recognizable tradition. Equality now does not follow from the “intrinsic
dignity of each being” but from the “legitimacy of one’s being
recognized as someone who is helpless, made up of deficiencies”.

Where Illich is leading with his observations is to the discovery of
how the transformation of cultures into economies deprives us of the
faculty to understand a reality that is infinitely complex and varied. He
states, hence: “Economic indicators can only measure abstractions,
compared to what happens in Tampa with what happens in Yakohama.
By definition, they go over and above, or beyond, the joys and sorrows
to which a specific culture may have access”.139 So much so that, in
today’s Japan, it is not even possible to assume certain created
“needs” due to the reinterpretation of old age from within an economic
instead of a cultural context; professor Ui Jun is hence led to state that
the biggest contribution that the poor countries have made to the
Japanese economy since 1970 has been to provide opportunities for
getting rid of all kinds of waste that include, of course, old people (for
example: the proposal of one million beds for old Japanese folk in
tropical Mexico in exchange for an industrial development package).
The old folk, who until recently had been perceived as a source of
spiritual and social wealth, have been turned into a burden, a negative
value –disvalue- for the economy.

In the shadow of economic growth, hence, very positive cultural

139 Illich, Iván. In the Mirror of the Past; p. 43.
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values have been devalued. We find ourselves in the crux of having to
pick between abstractions lacking a true, concrete, reference that might,
through all types of artificial operations, be assigned a rigorously exact
price and real cultural values to which it is practically impossible to
assign, even modestly, an approximate price.

This is how, then, “economic value” surges and fuzzes over our
“blessings” wherever it has been possible to wipe out the cultural
context. As space turns into an infrastructure for motorized vehicles, it
becomes increasingly difficult to use one’s feet: could one say then that
our feet become increasingly obsolete? Whatever automobile
producers might say, our feet can never be considered “a rudimentary
mode of self-transportation”. Nonetheless, how many of us have ever
rebelled against the aggression such an ever increasing appropriation
of space constitutes. Without question, many of the physical and moral
ills we suffer from today in developed countries result from that gradual
loss of chances for enjoying a stroll through spaces that have not yet
been ruined for a gratifying “self transportation” by the peripatetically
inclined.

Interestingly, the XVIIIth C. ideas about “progress” and XXth C.
ones about “development” also stretch back to the XVIIth C. when, at
the London College of Physicians, back in 1610, William Harvey
announced his theory concerning the circulation of blood. As Illich
explains: “By the end of the eighteenth century Harvey´s theory was
generally accepted in medicine. The conception of personal health
based on the brisk circulation of blood fitted the mercantilist model of
wealth –just before Adam Smith- based on the intensity of money
circulation”.140 It is quite the case that, by the mid-XIXth C. several
British architects were beginning to talk about the City of London in
accordance with this same paradigm, recognizing over and over their
debt to the immortal Harvey, conceiving it as a social body through
which water must constantly circulate in order to carry out its cleansing

140 Illich, Ivan. In the Mirror of the Past, Part III, “H2O and the Waters of
Forgetfulness,” pp. 141-158.
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task; it is water that will circulate, the faster the better, carrying with it all
the pestilence that, otherwise, tends to stagnate in the vital substance.
In effect, the modern system, says Illich, obeys this precise concept:
unless water circulates rapidly and copiously, the place stagnates and
rots: “Just as Harvey had created something previously unimaginable,
namely blood as a medium of circulation and thus the body of modern
medicine, Chadwick and Ward and their colleagues by the creation of
flush invented the city as a place requiring to be constantly relieved of
its refuse. Like the body and the economy, the city could be henceforth
visualized as a system of pipes”. 141

As Illich explains, such flushing away of putrefaction long ago
stopped having anything in common with the “water of our dreams.”
For “water” unlike “H2O” is “a historical concept mirroring -for better or
for worse- the fluid element of the soul” in such a way that the “H2O-
bound water” of our social imagination can be very far removed from
the water we long for in our dreams. Today’s city water constantly
crosses city limits: it comes in as a commodity and it goes out as
waste”. Whereas: “Water belonging to oral culture, those that used to
flow beyond the limits of this world, have been turned into the most
precious provision with which a government can supply the city”. The
problem is that, with rare exceptions, all cities receiving water from a
long stretch away had something in common: what the aqueduct
brought to the city was absorbed by the soil. It would not be until more
recently, with the steam-engine turned into somewhat of a “common
sight”, that the notion would take hold to the effect that “water entering
the city through tubes should leave it by means of a sewage and piping
system frequently leading to treatment plants. Such a procedure having
acquired an apparent guise of inevitability, what such water purification
plants produce remains, of course, ever farther and farther away from
the ‘water of our dreams’”. 142

141 Ibíd. , p, 147.
142 Ibíd., pp. 147 and following.
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CULTURE AND AGRICULTURE

So much said, I would hereupon like to consider matters of crucial
interest for those who, never having been farmers nor tilled the land –
be it by hand, with a stake, with or without an ox, with or without a
tractor- depend as we do upon its health and upon the fine toils of all
those who are able to make it produce and prosper; this is to say,
country folks, farmers and laborers belonging to those families that
industrialized agriculture has marginalized and systematically
condemned to unemployment or underemployment, all in spite of the
fact that, without their knowledge of the land and their love for it, the
fertility and longevity of the soil would be totally compromised.

In effect, the educational system was designed to serve the
industrial mode of production and its greatest failures therein reside.
And if, at the end, graduates do not find work simply because there are
no more jobs, or because they are not prepared for doing what is
expected from them, or because in order to work they would have to
spend more than they are bound to earn, the same is applicable to
industrial agriculture: its products are increasingly expensive and ever
the less digestible since, among other things, it relies upon processes
that include the poisoning of the soils and, consequently, of the food so
produced along with those of us ingesting it.

Incalculable, in economic as in cultural terms, the expenses
incurred by humanity upon falling into the trap of using that XVIth C.
invention converted, in the XIX C., into a panacea against the control of
bad odors. It means throwing away as “waste” the most natural of
fertilizers, the sine qua non food of all soils: what the earth needs to
receive back from us in exchange for what it gives us as part of an
unbreakable cycle –or breakable only in a mortiferous sort of way-, of a
do ut das: a reciprocity thanks to which energy is recycled. Throwing
our digestive remnants into the water, no less, and daring to
contaminate the vital fluid as an imagined solution based on a
metaphor (blood circulation=cleanliness and good health) in lieu of the
relatively digestible problem of urban bad odors is something that, well
scrutinized, would seem inconceivable to anyone whose intelligence
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had not been totally atrophied by “false erudition”. Any “savage” knows
better; or, perhaps, only “savages” know any better (hereby confessing
my two favorite quotes from José Martí, who I scarcely ever quote: one
is that “all wealth issues from the land” and the other one to the effect
that “the last battle will be the battle between false erudition and
“knowledge”). 143

What is more: “we begin to see all of Creation as raw material to
be processed by machines in a manufactured paradise”. In the
meantime, a generalized disregard for any kind of limit entered into our
way of perceiving and understanding, described by Berry –let us
remember- as an incapacity to distinguish between “an enormous
amount” and an “infinity”. Thus, inconceivable amounts are set off
against the notion of “pattern” and “design” that the mentality we refer
to as primitive developed thousands of years before the advent of
modern science, not exactly as a result of the exercise of analytical
intelligence but as the result of a certain kind of “imagination” that is
part of human instinct and whose primary source are the senses
(corporal before it is intellective). Patterns and extremely diverse
designs, the universality of which is expressed precisely in countless
practices removed from the notion of “waste” and in which production,
consumption, and devolution constitute “the components of a moral
order appropriate to the use of biological energy”. 144

In cosmic terms, one can say that the total balance of a culture is
positive if in it we find that the interaction of sun, earth and water is
prioritized. Human societies that provide waste are precisely those that
destroy the sun/soil/water matrix of their localities, as Wendell Berry
shows, thereby turning them into expansive centers of devastation.
Following Illich once again, development is a programmed form of

143 Illich, of course, is among those who possess the rare capacity of
unmasking false erudition given his profound knowledge of history, something
that will always rely on a profound knowledge of the evolution of human
expression throughout the centuries: philology…!!

144 Wendell Berry, The Unsettling of America, Chapter 6, “The Use of Energy”.
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devaluing the protection that societies considered “primitive” maintain
as part of their way of life with a view towards continuity and
permanence. One thing is to maintain oneself within the limits that
nature imposes and another one to pretend to “make progress” through
“development” and its adjacent notion –“growth”- on the road to the
“future paradise”.

The confusion between “values” that are measured following
economic categories and the good to which a specific community
aspires –and for which it works-, constantly hinders the judgment and
decisions of those who have assumed for themselves the responsibility
of leading us toward “a better world”. Half a century ago it was still
possible to dream of a “brave new world”, at least a more equalitarian
one; by the eighties, however, the promises of equal opportunity
sounded empty. The necessary “growth” for “development” has only
managed to concentrate economic benefits, at the same time that
people and places are devalued to such an extent that surviving
outside the money economy turns into something nearly impossible
(although, very soon, we are bound to fear –or hope- only outside such
a money economy will it be possible to survive).

Worse yet, rejection of the knowledge and cultural practices of
traditional communities continues without what was supposed to take
their place giving signs of ever appearing. We have forgotten how to
give back to the land, in a natural sort of way, what belongs to it: a new
topology has taken over the minds –the ideology of production and
consumption under conditions of “natural” shortages-, while neither
paid work nor money appear to remain within the reach of those finding
themselves doubly deprived. What prevails is a self-degradation, or a
lowered esteem, of themselves as part of the cost of creating the
necessary conditions for the growth of a money economy in which,
paradoxically, what is supposed to circulate hardly circulates or does so
only to the extent required by those with the means at their disposal for
continuing to accumulate it (if only within the limits that reality, sooner
or later, imposes!).

If, as Simone Weil assures us, the worst evils issue from the
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perceptual error consisting of a confusion between what are simple
means with what may legitimately be considered the end-in-itself of
something, it is easy enough to understand that the great
accumulations of money (much of it hidden for being “dirty” and in
search of “laundering”) should amount to so much evil. Hauling money
as if it were an end-in-itself is as harmful as overvaluing small cased
“life” –which as we well know, belongs to the category of means- over
and above justice, truth, and beauty: all aspects of that end-in-itself
which is the good, which is love, which is what we are called upon,
commanded, never to “name in vain”.

It is, of course, inevitable to think about the future, but not about
those future demands proposed as excuses for all sorts of savagery in
the present. Let us keep ourselves from falling into that type of askew
mentality promoted by corporations for which the future is a “territory”
meant for their exploitation and belonging to them and to them alone;
an attitude as unlikely sane in relation to what is yet to come as in
relation to what is already upon us. Better to begin again with Paradise
where it must certainly remain, has been and will continue to be, at
least for those ready to assume responsibility for their actions: in
Heaven, way beyond, removed from all worldly noise: as always has
been known by “every sage who in the world has been” (recalling the
memorable verses by one Fray Luis de León). Even though certain
moments, indeed, there be when it suffices to breath just a bit more
deeply, a bit more slowly, to find oneself quite there, already...
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EPILOGUE (July, 2015)

From deep in the heart of old Mexico, chaotically enmeshed in
unbending strife, and headed once again for Detroit on this singularly
sunny, peaceful morning of an apparently calm and “functional” Mexico
City, I ponder once again some of the events that have transpired since
first writing, at full speed, the “introduction” to my end of this joint effort
with Mailer Mattié, mi amiga. It is one of so many attempts to see to it
that “ideas circulate”, as the splendid “Martian”, Simone Weil, would
have sought, whose clear vision keeps us company. A healthy
dialogue –open and plural in scope- instead of so many ready made
phrases fired one against the other as if in the midst of some battlefield,
substituting for that attentive, impersonal, effort bent on discerning
clearly some of those very truths that alone are bound to help us, as
human beings, to continue treading on the path before us as…human
beings! And it is simply the case that no “battle of ideas” –be it Fidel
Castro’s* or anyone else’s- will ever manage to allow for the
emergence, within the sphere of public discussion, of the much needed,
required, precisions without which it will be impossible to attempt
saving this species on the path to extinction that we have become
(along with all the rest of the species still holding on). And we are
extinguishing ourselves also as a result of so very many “success”
stories as are permanently proclaimed right and left and, equally so, in
spite of the vertiginous reproduction of pregnancies -in spite of, if not
thanks to, the very social programs whose objective it is to reduce
population growth-, whose “products” will remain available, in any case,
for the benefit of a “science” bent on splitting body and soul within the
arena of that unwholesome corporate scheme of things –industrialized,
criminally quack medicine- killing us day by day.
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Only boundless rapacity dictates that treatment be imposed upon
us by way of pharnaceuticals designed, from the beginning, strictly in
view of gain, always in detriment of the most studied application of our
nost sacred plants: those with the power to cure the spirit in such a way
that the body, resonating box for the soul in its wellbeing, may be
plainfully restored as well: “Science sans conscience n’est que ruine de
l’âme!” as was to say in his day (early XVIth C.) François Rabelais, a
Marseilles Franciscan monk and the sharpest wit of all those erudite
(and kowledgeable) fellows I have had the good fortune of getting to
know.

The spectacle of a Mexico torn asunder under the dual constraints
of a State emminently organized to subjugate us (by way of laws as
illegitimate in their constitution as undoubtedly are those very same
powers controlling us and using them in behalf of our own
extermination) has already travelled around the world over and over
again. We inhabit territories ruined by all kinds of deals which, in each
locality, respond to the portentous opportunities offered to them by
what Ivan Illich signaled out as an instrument of the most frightening
type of cohersion at hand: the “criminalization” of sin, a ruse to which
the Vatican State expediently allied confession as its strategy for
cohersion. So-called “health crimes” [crímenes contra la salud] are
thereby turned into one more of the pivots of the desperate, and
exasperating, war economy. And, Mexico counting as one of the
closest client States to the Empire, in order to “protect me” (from
myself!), all types or armaments –be they used or not- are bought only
to wind up in hands of armies sinisterly disguised though plenty in sight:
I lose count of the growing number of local, state and federal well-fitted
outfits (from head to toe: and who knows how many more there be that
we are not told). The “national” debt grows in tandem and, considering
the drop in oil prices, who is to know how all this mess is bound to
unfold.

But Mexico, in fact, has a lot of company: the shake-up of a
popular vote in Greece against rising privations, along with greater and
greater debt, puts world citizenry into a new thinking framework. The
international banking stronghold has got the whole world in its hands: a
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Demiurge of Usury, instead of the God of Love of the unforgettable
song: This one’s Whole World has U$ in his pocket. Is there anything,
by any chance, left in our own (human) hands or –for the first time!—
have we got something in our hands that could help us pitch the ball
back to that devilish pitcher that confronts us? What are we to do?

What to do? ¡¿Qué hacer?! Quoi faire?

The task of analyzing options becomes increasingly difficult, day to
day, especially considering the difficulty of obtaining sufficient, sound
information required concerning what actually happens in those
increasingly shady depths where, in spite of overwhelming quantities of
data reaching us, what we know for sure is relatively little –and all in
spite of so many well intentioned-, earnest citizens bent on the task of
finding solutions to a situation that for too many of us, already,
announces itself as hopeless.

Given that human nature tends to seek solutions and to hold on to
a hope cradled by the legendary certainty that at any moment what we
need to save ourselves as beings in this world will emerge, whole, from
the oldest depths of our Being in the Universe, here and now, we have
no choice but to chant, throughout the planet, the famous “¡Sí se
puede!”: “Yes we can!”, while acting in such a way that others will be
inclined to feel in their own being that yes, we can! But only, of course,
as long as the struggle is carried out openly, concertedly, with probity,
so that the very truths -so often blurred by that sempiternal, dubious
phraseology of public media largely at the disposal of financial gain-
may be heard in all their resounding clarity within amplified spheres of
our rich (still not fully counted?) tongues openly shared in their
respective spaces throughout the planet.

For those fully aware of them –of those unavoidable truths-, the
first step is to try and see to it that all proposals alien to moneyed
interest emerge clearly in the minds of persons living in every
community throughout the countries, across a world in the grasp of
those unceasing lies made to circulate by the very same indefensible
“interests” weighing upon us and bent on extinguishing us all, including



296

the very same Demiurge in action: although there are enough
historians and “current affairs” researchers who state categorically (and
I for one have begun to lend full credence to these charges) that such a
false god ruling both terrestrial and extra-terrestrial “waves” may
already have the spacial infrastructure operating elsewhere in the
universe to allow them soon to move altogether to their relatively
unpublicized cosmic or other “earthly” havens. A fact providing some
measure of logical explanation as to their sovereign disregard
concerning the unmitigated ruination of what is still left of “our” Mother
earth (or of what is still left of their legacy to us…).

Notwithstanding so much that is hidden from us, it is still quite the
case that, day by day, we continue to learn, to find out that we may still
be able to count upon instruments capable of liberating our eyes and
ears as citizens of this world. In particular, for example, we owe a
beautiful book about “Sacred Economics” to one Charles Eisenstein
who introduces us, at the same time, to a magnus opus with the
capacity to open many windows for us all at once, no more nor less
than the great work by Silvio Gesell: The Natural Economic Order,
about which Mailer Mattié writes, succinctly, in her essay “La bondad
del dinero” [Money’s goodness; in Spanish only, Metaxu nº 8,
https://institutosimoneweilediciones.wordpress.com/2017/07/19/108/]
that I hereby quote:

The purpose of economic production for Gesell is neither
plusvalue nor commercial gain nor the satisfaction of human needs;
its ultímate end is the interest that money generates. The fact that it
may be accumulated without material consequences –unlike what
happens with the vast majority of goods-, allows its proprietors to
interrupt the free flow of the goods and services market requiring a
medium of Exchange. In Gesell’s words, money demanding interest
is, consequently, the fundamental presupposition of mercantile
exchange; in other words, it turns economic activity into an end that
remains alien to human prosperity.

Gesell calculated, on the other hand, that the monetary system
founded on interest was approximately four thousand years old; in
this sense, it is possible to say that economic institutions –as of the
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XIX C.´s great transformation- have promoted their own
development, putting at their service the fiction of merchandise,
establishing extreme distinctions among the functions of money
and instituting the “right to the product of the other’s labor”. As he
confirmed through his research, early in the XX.thC, money as a
means of exchange, when the gold standard was in place,
absorbed between 30 and 50 percent of the total production of
goods; at present, 88 percent of the money in circulation is financial
money corresponding to debt and derivatives, and only 1 percent to
paper currency. Financial economy, in effect, is equitable with 90
percent of the totality of economic activity throughout the world.
Money, consequently, has gone, from being a material symbol
used mainly for facilitating exchanges, to being the most powerful
of economic institutions created by modern thought.

The principles governing the economy –Gesell concluded-
ultimately are those of the usurer or the loan shark since the
firsthand objective is no other than the exercise of usury. We have,
undoubtedly, disposed of the planet’s abundance just in order to
pay the illegitimate tribute of interest, such usury exercising a
growing pressure in behalf of the expansion of fictitious
merchandise to the limits where we find ourselves today: seeds,
human genome, biodiversity, cultural patrimony, ancestral
knowledge and all the riches from the bottom of earth and sea. A
tribute that, ultimately, is the main factor contributing to the extreme
differentiation between economy, society and nature: the main
source of all the problems menacing the world.

Gesell, besides, blamed economic theory for the ignorance
predominating throughout society as relates to money, a failure for
which he blamed science. In particular –he said- the theoreticians
of value –that economic fantasy- turned the economy into an
impenetrable non-sensical body of speculation by way of blurred
concepts that disfigure reality, thereby contributing towards a sort
of monetary witch-doctoring. The monetary matter –he maintained-
is always distorted in the mouth of experts and politicians, possibly
also because mostly everyone is involved in the deceit: the State,
political parties, labor unions, international economic organizations
and universities.
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Here we see, then, Simone Weil’s warnings concerning the
dangers of confusing means with ends. A confusion Gesell clearly
stated in his day.

The gruesomeness continuing to unfold throughout most of what
we still call our planet, hence, has propiciated generalized repulsion
awaiting a greater cohesion that is now in the process of channeling
widespread energies ever more headed in the direction of
communitarian self-affirmation throughout countryside and urban
localities.

In Athens alone, in the last few years, some forty local
organizations for mutual help have appeared just as a stubborn,
successful, resistance is being promoted against hooliganism resuting
from an ongoing complicity with the powers that be. Each contributes
what he can and those who have nothing, owe nothing in return. In
Mexico, the auto-defensas, forcefully repressed by the state, do not
relent from organizing and struggling; while, at this point, the Mexican
State appears to relent from its cruel vendetta against one of its most
courageous and effective founders, Dr. Mireles, the citizenry at large
continues to press for his freedom. Hence, criminals roam free on the
streets while stalwart citizens rot in jail. [Eventually, Dr. Mireles was
released in 2018 showing signs of extremely deteriorated health; his
efforts certainly contributing to the presently uplifiting changes within
the Mexican political landscape that I hope to comment upon, however
briefly, in an “Epilogue to the Epilogue” that will be posted as a
separate text in our active sites].

It is in the midst of this “parting of waters” so to speak that
dissatisfaction with political parties have been more explicitily heard, in
favor of independent candidates (June 7, 2015): Efforts sadly
conditioned by misperceptions and bad habits, encouraged over
decades within a system of “representative democracy” that it will not,
by any means, be easy to totally dismantle. What appears to me of the
greatest urgency, as to many others, is: putting into practice formulas
for an effective unfolding of open, plural, dialogues.
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In spite of the authoritarian legacy of the Roman Church and of
one of the most retrograde bourgeoisies imaginable, here in Mexico,
there are still, nonetheless, pocketfuls of fully democratic traditions in
what is most fortunately so far left of our ejidos. These community
oriented spaces -belonging to what we have learned to call a “real
democracy”, i.e., fully participatory and to the greatest possible extent
unspoiled by nefarious political-party-minded modes of operation-, must
be encouraged and imitated by means of local assemblies more often
coming together, now, thanks to initiatives by citizens sick and tired of
the attending levels of corruption throughout the entire body politic.

Among relevant efforts, the one promoted by Raúl Vera, Bishop of
Saltillo, in favor of the Constituyente Ciudadana Popular, gathered in its
first Assembly, May 2nd, 2015, whose endeavors [were] expected to be
realized in time for the celebration of the 1917 Constitution. As a result
of my participation, I have been able to reach the conclusion that a
considerable perceptual span separates, on the one hand, women of all
ages along with younger men and, on the other side of the spread, men
of the third age as a whole (although, exceptions there have always
been and will be). I have also confirmed that the basic manners –
required for any dialogue- seem to have disappeared from the social
milieux in which we move; the latter is probably the reson why the
discussion tables turn out to be always so frustrating: everything
unfolds as if a boxing match were in process, following rigorously set
time spans and dictates by referees that constantly, unceremoniously
and pitilessly, interrupt each participant’s efforts so that the only thing
that seems to go in crescendo are bad humor and the sense of one
being fed up by the stiffness of procedural attitudes hardly conducive to
any truth or shared vision emerging at any time.

Consequently, it has seemed important to set for ourselves the
goal of recuperating formulas for open and pluralistically minded types
of association still predominating in spaces that linger on within our
social milieux, characteristic of the communal assemblies that existed
during Medieval eras so very far removed from the “darkness”
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systematically attributed to them and which, more generally speaking,
may be more fairly associated with “modernity” and its unrelenting
grotesque sequels. Nevertheless, what most worries me, besides the
loss of our talents for dialogue, is the devastation caused over the last
two centuries by the type of Nineteenth C. nationalism rabidly hanging
on to that persistent habit of summoning us to war, all flags stirring in
the wind: the only success that obligatory schooling can decidedly put
to its (dis)credit without lying (not to mention the supposed
“sovereignty” that we are expected to claim for ourselves and defend,
even if its existence turns out to be as impossible as the concept itself
harmful at its very root: autonomy, in turn, appearing to these ears as
desirable as it would be possible: it is autonomy, in effect, that we can
define as “a sovereignty that looks upward at the same time that it
looks downward,” as our impeccable warrior Simone Weil imagined
sovereignty ought to be in order to stop causing so much harm).

As pertains to Pope Frances’ Encyclical, Laudato Si, it is important
to warn, with Catherine Austin Fitts,** that we are facing a conceptual
piece alien to “all the financial and political realities of the Vatican, of
the Catholic Church and its allies”, without forgetting that the latter has
been “the most powerful institution of the entire western world during
the last 500 years” –a period of time when the prevailing model has
been one of a centralized bank dependent upon a war economy
mercilessly affecting the harvest of our common good-. Hence, the
distance separating the wishes of an “ecological” Frances from the
program that the institution he presides would have to assume, appears
as unbridgeable as the one separating an open and plural dialogue
from a full array of empty and inconsequential diatribes. And I have
been suspecting that, ultimately, it is that very trial, precisely, that we
are to face: the possibility of a true dialogue within the very bosom of
the Institution that has collaborated the most towards our nearly total
ruination over the last five centuries.

As Simone Weil so clearly put it, pretending, as did Marx, that “the
downtrodden, having obtained power, could continue being, at the
same time, the downtrodden”, translated itself into something like
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believing in miracles; in such a case, logistically speaking, it would
have been better to believe in God, as she lucidly (and not without a
dint of sarcasm) observes. Today, the presence in Rome of a Pope
ecologically inclined and disposed against the aberrant and merciless
economic system we continue to endure, offers us an unequalled
opportunity that we are not entitled to let go to waste. And since, as we
have seen, it is not necessary to believe in God in order to believe in
miracles, the present moment offers itself to my beatific gaze –half
atheistic, half mystical- as a miraculous opening in the fracture of
secular time. Just as “etymological Catholicism”, meaning thereby a
Christianity authentically universal of which, once upon a time, our “Red
Virgin” claimed herself, should find a right to asylum –droit de cité- in
every heart and conscience that considers itself truly “universal.”

The distance separating “scientific” knowledge from the “spiritual”
kind has, in effect, been crumbling down, although: only from the
moment when those intellectuals most stubbornly holding on to their
ignorance have found the necessary humility that will allow them to sit
down and dialogue with those who think, see and feel differently, will
we be able to cross over those bridges –metaxu- joining together the
two sides of a single river flowing, inevitably, in the same direction.
Bridges should serve us in the process of going from one side to the
other, not as places where we end up dwelling: another metaphore
referring to the dismal habit of using what should continue being a
simple means to an end, instead of an end in itself. The best example
today of that major error of calculation (although not for the bankers, of
course) is, precisely, money whose use as a deposit of value ruins its
possibilities as a dependable medium for exchange. The latter being
the reason for the meme that shines forth from our present discourse
and hopeful exchanges: “Freedom of enterprise without capitalism.!”

My travel companion on the way to Detroit, a very sharp law
student from Harvard, tells me that she does not believe that “truth”
exists. And, of course, such a view fails to surprise me at all, coming
from where it does onn this occasion. “Law,” instinctively shuns “truth”:
the only thing that matters is what is “convenient” to those who manage
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it for their own benefit, directly or indirectly. Hence, Simone Weil never
trusted its empire. Nonetheless, we shall have to legislate: And, how to
do so in such a way that the laws will not destroy us all equally, those
on top along with those of us at the bottom? From which we derive the
great importance, at the time of making those momentous decisions
waiting to be made, of reflecting about the true earthly needs of the
body and soul that Simone Weil jotted down on paper for us one fine
day in 1943, in London, just as humanity was being torn asunder
across the entire planet and all of it, finally, for nothing that could
possibly have remained alien to the great moneyed interests
perennially at stake. From that time forth, more and more technology at
the service of that sempiternal usury invades us and changes
everything, day by day, under a sky that, from one moment to the next,
we are hardly able to recognize. The time to wake up, hence, is here
and now:

“Science without conscience is but ruin of the soul”

Sylvia María Valls. México/Detroit, Michigan. July, 2015

(Final revisión and translation, Feb. 2019).

______________________
* Fidel Castro… passed, finally, at age ninety, in November, 2017.
Notwithstanding the CIA’s confession (announcement?) of having tried to kill
him “over six-hundred times”? Although apparently a single try sufficed to
liquidate the President of the USA, John Fitzgerald Kennedy, in November,
1963. I point out, in passing, that while Gral. Manuel Noriega, in Dec., 1989,
was intervened through an invasion of Panama -for which no permission
seems to have been required-, sequestered and jailed in Florida without
further ado; the following month, January, 1990, “Cuba” would become a
member of the United Nations Security Council with the back up of the USA
assured (“justified”) by the determined combat against “drugs” on the part of
the Cuban government. All of this having occured barely six months after
several Cuban military effectives had fallen in disgrace and been executed for
the crime of putting in danger the “reputation” of the country with their
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participation in a drug related scandal in relation to which the champion of the
cross-dressed left of then and today declared himself perfectly innocent: when,
from the beginning of the so-called “Revolution”, the first point of focus by the
Máximo of which I still have fresh memory was his commitment to the
inflexibility of “the Revolution” (i.e. himself) vis à vis those “drugs” (an
irrefutable sign, to me, of his decided fidelity to the CIA’s longterm project
which, from the beginning, has performed as top C.E.O. -along with the
Federal Reseve of the USA, i.e.- of that abominable IVth Reich within which
we presently attend to our own, diligent, extermination!).

** Catherine Austin Fitts received the 2018 prize as “best foreign reporter” from
the society of Mexican journalists (www.solari.com). Her main concern now, as
ours, concerning the extraordinary amounts of information being hidden from
humanity at large -including the trillions of dollars stolen, or “removed” from the
Federal Government’s treasury and totally unaccounted for so that she no
longer knows what to think, even. Fitts advices that the richest people, those in
effect most aware of the world situation in general, are investing everything
they can in real-estate with the project of people opting for renting instead of
owning their own living quarters. The future thereby would be in receiving rent
from our properties... [So what else is new? How much has the world had to
change, then, for the system of exploitation to continue more or less
unchanged?... (Plus ça change, plus ça dévient la même chose! Or, the more
things change, the more they look the way they did before! ) ]. As Silvio Gesell
well saw, the problem lies with that inversión of means and ends that Simone
Weil, Ivan Illich, Wendell Berry, and other lucid thinkers have consistently
denounced. Let us hope our efforts in this direction will turn out better than
theirs before us!

http://www.solari.com
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ANNEX

POLANYI, KARL (1886-1964). THE GREAT
TRANSFORMATION. The Political and Economic Origins of
Our Time. Foreword by Joseph E. Stiglitz; Introduction by Fred
Block. Beacon Press Boston: Copyright, 1944 (1957) by Karl
Polanyi.

Miraculous union of capitalists and socialists

“Belief in the gold standard was the faith of the age. With some
it was a naïve creed implying acceptance in the flesh and
rejection in the spirit. Yet the belief itself was the same, namely,
that banknotes have value because they represent gold.
Whether the gold itself has value for the reason that it embodies
labor, as the socialists held, or for the reason that it is useful
and scarce, as the orthodox doctrine ran, made for once no
difference. The war between heaven and hell ignored the
money issue, leaving capitalists and socialistists mircaculously
united. Where Ricardo and Marx were at one, the nineteenth
century knew no doubt. Bismarck and Lassalle, John Sturart Mill
and Henry George, Philip Snowden and Calvin Coolidge, Mises
and Trotsky equally accepted the faith. Karl Marx had gone to
great pains to show up Proudhon’s Utopian labor notes (which
were to replace currency) as based on self-delusion, and Das
Kapital implied the commodity theory of money, in its Ricardian
form” (p. 26).

“Not until 1834 was a competitive labor market established
in England, hence industrial capitalism as a social system
cannot be said to have existed before that date. Yet almost
simultaneously the self-protection of society set in: factory laws
and social legislation, and a political and industrial working class
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movement sprang into being. It was in this attempt to stave off
entirely new dangers of the market mechanism that protective
action conflicted fatally with the self regulation of the system. It
is no exaggeration to say that the social history of the
nineteenth century dynamic was that determined by the logic of
the market system proper after it was released by the Poor Law
Reform Act of 1834. The starting point of this dynamic was the
Speenhamland Law. (. . .) If the French Revolution was
indebted to the thought of Voltaire and Diderot, Quesnay and
Rousseau, the Poor Law discussion formed the minds of
Bentham and Burke, Godwin and Malthus, Ricardo and Marx,
Robert Owen and John Stuar Mill, Darwin and Spencer, who
shared witht the French Revolution the spiritual parentage of
ninetheenth-century civilization” (pp. 87- 88).

“Syndicalism, capitalism, socialism, and anarchism were
indeed almost indistinguishable in their plans for the poor.
Proudhon’s Bank of Exchange, the first practical exploit of
philosophical anarchism, in 1848, was, essentially, an outgrowth
of Owen’s experiment. Marx, the state-socialist, sharply assailed
Proudhon’s ideas and henceforth it was the state that would be
called upon to supply the capital for collectivist schemes of this
type, of which Louis Blanc’s and Lassalle’s went down to
history” (p. 113).

“Essentially, economic society was founded on the grim
realities of Nature; if man disobeyed the laws which ruled that
society, the fell executioner would strangle the offspring of the
improvident. The laws of a competititve society were put under
the saction of the jungle. The true significance of the tormenting
problem of poverty now stood revealed: economic society was
subject to laws which were not human laws. The rift between
Adam Smith and Townsend had broadened into a chasm; a
dichotomy appeared which marked the birth of nineteenth-
century consciousness. From this time onward naturalism
haunted the science of man, and the reintegration of society into
the human world became the persistently sought aim of the
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evolution of social thought. Marxian economics –in this line of
argument- was an essentially unsuccessful attempt to achieve
that aim, a failure due to Marx’s too close adherence to Ricardo
and the traditions of liberal economics”.

“He classical economists themselves were far from
unconscious of such a need. Malthus and Ricardo were in no
way indifferent to the fate of the poor but the humane concern
merely forced a false theory into even more tortuous paths. The
iron law of wages carried a well-known saving clause according
to which, the higher the customary needs of the laboring class,
the higher the subsistence level below which not even the iron
law could depress wages. It was this “standard wretchedness”
on which Malthus set his hopes* and which he wished to have
raised by every means, for thus alone, he thought, could those
be saved from the lowest forms of wretchedness, who, by virtue
of his law were doomed to be wretched” (p. 131). (. . .)
Ironically, in order to evade the law of nature, men were here
enjoined to raise their own starvation level. And yet, these were
undoubtedly sincere attempts on the part of the classical
economists to rescue the poor from the fate which their theories
helped to prepare for them” (p. 132).

“Marx himself followed Ricardo in defining classes in
economic terms, and economic terms exploitation was
undoubtedly a feature of the bourgeois age”.

“In popular Marxism this led to a crude class theory of social
development. Pressure for markets and zones of influence was
simply ascribed to the profit motive of a handful of financiers”.
(. . .) Actually, class interests offer only a limited explanation of
longrun movements in society. The fate of classes is determined
by the needs of classes. Given a definite structure of society, the
class theory works; but what if the structure itself undergoes a
change? A class that has become functionless may disintegrate
and be supplanted overnight by a new class or classes. Also, the
chance of classes in a struggle will depend upon their ability to
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win support from outside their own membership, which again will
depend upon their fulfillment of tasks set by interests wider than
their own. Thus, neither the birth nor the death of classes, neither
their aims nor the degree to which they attain them; neither their
cooperations nor their antagonisms can be understood apart from
the interests of society, given by its situation as a whole”.

“Now, this situation is created, as a rule, by external causes,
such a a change in climate, or the yield of crops, a new foe, a
new weapon used by an old foe, the emergence of new
communal ends, or, for that matter, the discovery of new methods
of achieving the traditional ends. To such a total situation must
sectional interests be ultimately related if their function in social
development should become clear”.

“The essential role played by class interests in social change
is in the nature of things. For any widespread form of change
must affect the various parts of the community in different
fashions, if for no other reason than that of differences of
geographical location, and of economic and cultural equipment.
Sectional interests are thus the actual vehicle of social and
political change. Whether the source of the change be war or
trade, startling inventions or shifts in natural conditions, the
various sections in society will stand for different methods of
adjustment (including forcible ones) and adjust their interests in a
different way from those of other groups to whom they may seek
to give a lead; hence only when one can point to the group or
groups that effected a change is it explained how the change has
taken place. Yet the ultimate cause is set by external force, and it
is for the mechanism of the change only that society relies on
internal forces. The ‘challenge’ is to society as a whole, the
“response” comes through groups, sections, and classes”.

“Mere class interests cannot offer, therefore, a satisfactory
explanation for any long-run social process. First, because the
process in question may decide about the existence of the class
itself; second, because the interests of given classes determine
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only the aim and purpose toward which those classes are striving,
not also the success or failure of their endeavours. There is no
magic in class interest which would secure to members of one
class the support of members of other classes. Yet such support
is an everyday occurrence. Protectionism itself is an instance.
The problem hence was not so much why agrarians,
manufacturers, or trade unionists wished to increase their
incomes through protectionist action, but why they succeeded in
doing so; not why businessmen and workers wished to establish
monopolies for their wares, but why they attained their end; not
why some groups wished to act in a similar fashion in a number
of Continental countries, but why such groups existed in these
otherwise dissimilar countries and equally achieved their aims
everywhere; not why those who grew corn attempted to sell it
dear, but why they regularly succeeded in persuading those who
bought the corn to help to raise its price”.

“Secondly, there is the equally mistaken doctrine of the
essentially economic nature of class interests. Though human
society is naturally conditioned by economic factors, the motives
of human individuals are only exceptionally determined by the
needs of material want-satisfaction. That ninetheenth-century
society was organized on the assumption that such a motivation
could be made universal was a peculiarity of the age. It was
therefore appropriate to allow a comparatively wide scope to the
play of economic motives when analyzing that society. But we
must guard against prejudging the issue, which is precisely to
what extent such an unsual motivation could be made universally
effective”.

“Purely economic matters such as affect want-satisfaction
are incomparably less relevant to class behavior than question of
social recognition. Want-satisfaction may be, of course, the result
of such recognition, especially as its outward sign of prize. But
the interest of a class most directly refer to standing and rank, to
status and security, that is, they are primarily not economic but
social” (pp. 158-160).
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“Engels and Marx made no study of the Poor Law. Nothing,
one would imagine, should have suited them better than to show
up the pseudo-humanitarianism of a system which was reputed to
pander to the whims of the poor, while actually depressing their
wages under the subsistence level (powerfully assited in this by a
special anti-trade-union law), and handing public money to the
rich in order to help them make more money out of the poorer.
But by their time the New Poor Law was the enemy, and some
Chartists naturally tended to idealize the Old. Moreover, Engels
and Marx were rightly convinced that if capitalism was to come,
the reform of the Poor Law was inevitable. So they missed not
only some first-class debating points, but also the argument with
which Speenhamland reinforced their theoretical system, namely,
that capitalism could not function without a free labor market” (pp.
285-286; notes on sources).

2. WEIL, SIMONE. THE NEED FOR ROOTS [Translation: Sylvia Maria
Valls]. From “Uprootedeness” [our own subtitles]; from pp. 86-106.

The spirituality of work

“The mission, the grand vocation of our own times, was to be the
creation of a new civilization founded on the spirituality of work. Ideas
related to the foreshadowing of such a vocation -advanced by
Rousseau, Georges Sand, Tolstoy, Proudhon, Marx, Papal encyclicals
etc.- are the only original ones in our times that we have not borrowed
from the Greeks. As a result of not being up to the task of such a
momentous occasion, we have only managed to throw ourselves into
the abyss of totalitarian systems”.

“The contemporary way for an authentic greatness is that of a
civilization constituted by the spirituality of work. It its possible to put
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forth this idea without running the risk of any type of cleavage. The term
“spirituality” does not imply any kind of special affiliation. Communists,
in our present-day atmosphere, would quite certainly not reject it. For it
would be easy enough to find quotes from Marx in which the lack of
spirituality of capitalist society is censored, from which it is safe to
assume that such would be present in the new society. Nor would
radical, lay or freemason milieux reject it. Christians would joyfully
adopt it. Such a notion could in effect elicit unanimity”.

Uprootednes and nation

“Another kind of uprootedness requires study if we are to have a
summary understandiong of our sickness. It is the uprootednes that we
might consider geographic, this is, one related to collectivities
corresponding to territories. The very meaning of these collectivities
has disappeared except in one sense alone: the nation. But there have
been, and were in other times, very many others. Some smaller,
sometimes very small ones: the city, or a certain set of towns,
provinces, regions, and others still that include various nations or
fragments of nations”.

“But all have been substituted by the nation, that is to say, by the
State; since no other definition of the term nation can be found other
than the aggregation of territories recognizing the authority of a single
State, one could say that, in our own time, money and the State have
substituted all the other links”.

“The family does not exist”

“Only the nation, and for quite some time already, fulfills the role that
has been the mission, par excellence, of the collectivity in respect to
human beings, to wit: guaranteeing the connection between past and
future through the present moment. In this respect one can say that the
nation is the only collectivity existing today. The family does not exist.
What is known under this term is a minuscule group of human beings
around each one; father and mother, wife or husband, children;
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brothers and sisters more or less distant. In these times, in the midst of
a general state of abandonment, such a small group has earned in
attraction almost irresistibly, to the point of making one forget at times
any other kind of duty; but that is the way it has been because, in the
midst of the freezing cold that has fallen upon us, it is only there that a
bit of warmth was still to be found. It was, practically speaking, an
animal reaction”.

“Nonetheless, today no one still thinks about his ancestors dead
some fifty or even twenty years ago, or ten years before one’s own birth,
nor in respect to those descendants to be born fifty or twenty or ten
years after one’s own death. Consequently, from the point of view of
the collectivity and its proper function (…) the family counts for nothing
(…), as neither does the profession. The artesans’ corporation was a
link among the dead, those living and those yet unborn, within the
framework of a specific kind of work. Today there is nothing, not even
barely, addressing itself in such a direction”.

“Finally, the people, the city, the district, the region and all the
lower geographic units, compared with the nation, have practically
ceased to count. The same may be said about those units that include
within it several nations or fragments therof. (…) In brief: that most
precious factor of human wellbeing as relates to the temporal order -
one’s continuity beyond the limits of one’s existence- has been, in both
ways, completely entrusted to the State”.

“And yet, it is precisely at this juncturem wherein the nation is the
ony thing surviving, that we have attested to its instantaneous,
vertiginous breakdown. Wherein we have been left bewildered to the
point that it has become extremely difficult to think about it (…). The
homeland never seems as beautiful as it does under a conquering
sword when the hope of seeing it whole again holds on”.

The notion of a homeland

“From the social point of view, in particular, we will not free ourselves
from the need of thinking through the very notion of homeland. It is not
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a matter of thinking it through once more but thinking it through for the
first time ever, since, unless mistaken, it has never been thought at all.
Is it not a peculiar sort of thing, in relation to an idea that has played,
and plays, such a remarkable role? A signal as to the place that
thought occupies amongst us”.

“For years, workers were told that internationalism was the most
sacred of duties and patriotism the most shameful of bourgeois
prejudices. Henceforward, they were taught that patriotism was a
sacred duty and that not complying was the equivalent of betrayal. As
things go, how else might they react other than in a coarse and
propagandistically inclined way. (…) There will be no healthy labor
movement that does not assign a proper place to that notion of the
homeland; and, what is more, a specific place, which is to say, a limited
one”.

“Nations are a recent occurrence. In the Middle Ages fidelity
referred to the lord or to the city or to both and beyond that to specific
territories. The feeling that we refer to as patriotism existed, and at
times very intensely so; but its object was not defined territorially. It
included varying territorial domains depending on circumstances”.

“The State is something cold that one is incapable of loving; the crime
of idolatry”

“The State is something cold that one is incapable of loving, but which
kills and extinguishes everyting that might instead be loved; which is
why one is forced to love it: nothing stands to be found outside it. Such
is the moral torture of our contemporaries (. . .). The need to embrace
the metallic coldness of the State has, in contrast, led people to love
something made of flesh and blood. Regardless how disastrous the
results, such a phenomenon is far from exhausting itself, and we may
still be due some very disagreeable surprises; since the art, so well
known to Hollywood, of turning any sort of human material into vedettes,
allows any such kind of human spoil to be offered for the adoration of
the masses”.
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“Unless mistaken, the notion of the State as an object of fidelity
appeared for the first time in France and in Europe with Richelieu.
Before him, one spoke of the public good, the country, the king, the lord,
in a tone bearing a religious sort of affection. Richelieu was the first one
in adopting that principle by virtue of which anyone employed in a
public post owes his entire fidelity not to the public sphere but entirely
to the State. It is difficult to define the State in any sort of a very
rigorous way. Nonetheless, unfortunately and unquestionably, no doubt
is to be entertained that such a term refers to a certain reality”.

“Unity or death”

“The substitution of the King by national sovereignty carried out by the
Revolution had only one obstacle before it: that national sovereignty did
not exist (…). In effect, there was no known procedure whatsoever to
bring into existence something that might correspond to such words.
Consequently, only the State was left, in whose benefit, naturally, the
fervor for unity –“unity or death”- sprang around the belief in national
sovereignty. Henceforward, more destruction ensued within the realm
of local life. The State through war –with war as the triggering
mechanism of this story from the very beginning- under the Convention
and the Empire, became increasingly totalitarian”.

State totalitarianism and the loss of the past

“Loss of the past, individual or collective, is the great human tragedy
(…). People desperately resist conquest primarily in order to avoid such
loss”.

“One characteristic of State totalitarianism is that stately powers
conquer the peoples under their authority without sparing them the
illfated results usually accompanying such conquest, only thereby to
obtain a better instrument for foreign invasion. Thus occurred in France
and more recently in Germany, not to mention Russia”.

“The development of the State, however, exhausts the country.
Since it devours its moral substance, lives and fattens itself from it until
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the food is exhausted, which leads to a downward trend derived from
hunger (…). The British have a monarchy with a republican content; we
have a Republic with an imperial content. And the Empire, in its stead,
beyond the Revolution, is connected with the monarchy but without a
solution of continuity: not with the old French monarchy but with the
totalitarian, police oriented monarchy of the XVIIth.C”.

Education

“The State, besides morally annihilating any entity smaller than itself, in
terms of territory also transformed national frontiers into walls for the
confining of ideas. If history is examined closely, leaving behind the
manuals, one is marvelled by the fact that certain periods -almost
deprived of material means of communication- outmatched ours by the
wealth, variety, resourcefulness and liveliness of ways of exchanging
ideas across the widest reaching territories. Such was the case with
the Middle Ages, pre-Roman antiquity or the period immediately
previous to historical times. In our own days, despite the radio, aviation,
the general development of transportation, of the printing press, news
outlets, this modern phenomenon of the nation encloses within small,
hermetic compartments even something as universal as science”.

“Of course, frontiers are not insurmountable; but, just as one has to
go through endless, cumbersome, painful, formalities in order to cross
them, equally so any contact with a foreign thought, in any domaine,
demands a mental effort that will allow crossing that frontier. It is a
considerable effort, and many are not ready to make it. And even
among those who make it, the fact that an effort is unavoidable
prevents such organic links from being established over and beyond
the frontiers to overcome”.

Disappearance of old corporations. Work as merchandise

“The State has also suppressed all the links that, beyond public life,
could give fidelity some guidance. The French Revolution, upon the
abolition of corporations, favored technical progress, but at the same
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time caused moral harm, or, at least, consecrated and completed a
harm already partly realized. One must not stop repeating that, today,
when we use this term, in whatever sphere it may be, the reality to
which it corresponds has nothing in common with the corporations”.

“Once the corporations had disappeared, work became, in the
individual life of men, a means whose end was money. In some
passage of the constitutional texts of the Society of Nations, it was said
that work would cease being merchandise. It was a joke in bad taste.
We live in a century in which the number of valuable beings who
thought themselves farly removed from what Lévy-Bruhl called a pre-
logical mentality, have lent far greater efficacy to the magic of words
than any native from the Australian hinterland. When an indispensable
product is removed from commercial circulation, some other form of
distribution is foreseen for it. But that has not taken place with work
which, needless to say, continues to be merchandise”.

3. RUÍZ, MIGUEL. LOS CUATRO ACUERDOS: UN LIBRO DE
SABIDURÍA TOLTECA [THE FOUR AGREEMENTS. A BOOK OF
TOLTEC KNOWLEDGE]. Ediciones Urano. Barcelona, 1998.

In this book, the autor presents an interesting legacy of “Toltec” culture.
The “agreements” make one think of the kinship –mentioned by Mircea
Eliade- between that “decreation” proposed by Simone Weil as a path
between the “personal” and the “impersonal” and shamanic knowledge:

First agreement: “To use words impeccably”
Second agreement: “Not to take things personally”
Third agreement: “Not to make assumptions”
Fourth agreement: “To always do the best you can”

The author later wrote El camino tolteca hacia la libertad: Romper
viejos acuerdos [The Toltec path to freedom: Breaking old agreements],
where we find yet a fifth agreement: “To be skeptical and learn to listen”.

Had she come across them, Simone Weil would very likely have
considered them worthy of inclusión alonside Roger Bacon’s dictum:
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“Man controls nature by obeying her”, that short-cut Bible she
recommended always keeping close at hand. Alongside Profession of
Faith, these sayings open windows towards “another world that is
possible” in which “homeland” (patrie) will not be confused with the
“nation-state,” nor real democracy with a party ruled one, private
property with “capitalism,” the “classist” conflict with history’s most
significant propeller… means with ends…
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As Ivan Illich remarked in 1969, people’s “needs” require an “apprenticeship”. We
belong to a culture prone to make us think of human beings as individuals whose basic
reality is defined by their wants. Thereby, the word “need” –or “needs,” in plural- is one
more instance of those “amoebic” words that he despised -“development” being
another one of equally devastating power-. Not long before her death in 1943 –she
herself touched by that mentality concerning human wants which capitalism, always
“savage,” imposes upon us so that an unsustainable misery is bound to substitute for
what could have been, in effect, a sustainable level of scarcity-, Simone Weil thought
through something that we, in our present day situation, must consider with total
presence of mind: What are our true hopes? What is it that we wish for as beings in this
world? In fewer words still: Who are we? Her answer, hence, is contained in what she
referred to as “the earthly needs of the body and soul”. It is from that point onward,
hence, that we might be able to watch over their satisfaction, instead of those false
“needs” attributed to us, for their own benefit, by Mammon’s idolaters, the devil of
avarice, the false God.

Mailer Mattié. Economist (Universidad de los Andes), Master’s Political Sciense, Master’s in
International Cooperation for Development (Universidad Pontificia Comillas de Madrid), Doctoral
Studies in Social Anthropology (Universidad Autónoma de Madrid). Was born in the Andes region
of Venezuela and is a resident of Madrid. Her personal convictions have led her to remain at a
distance from the academic world for several years now. She presently dedicates most of her
efforts, in close collaboration with the Instituto Simone Weil (Valle de Bravo, Mexico), to the study
and promotion of that extraordinary French philosopher’s thought Simone Weil, whose legacy is
recognized as unprecedented in value for a fuller understanding of contemporary society and as a
fountain of inspiration in the process of creating those means and tools most appropriate to a real
democracy rooted in old habits of conviviality. Los bienes de la aldea (2007), La economía no deja
ver el bosque (2007) and La sociedad inédita (2010) are among her published works. Several of
her articles and essays have been translated into Portuguese, French and English.

Sylvia María Valls. Ph.D., 1977, Modern Languages and Literatures, Wayne State University,
Detroit, Mich., taught French, Spanish and English at Louisiana State University in Shreveport, La.,
until Ronald Reagan’s election to the presidency of the United States prompted her to move to
Mexico where she has resided since 1981. A seventh generation Cuban born woman from
Havana, she is deeply thankful for her newly found roots at the heart of “el México profundo”. In
favor of the peaceful dismantling of the nation-state per se, with three national citizenships of her
own, she proposes a model of citizenship capable of decentralizing government and of re-integ
rating the planet for enjoyment by a rich, diverse humanity liberated from false promises and
expectations. All our native languages -our original “homelands”- to be cultivated and preserved.
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