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Palmar Álvarez-Blanco (Minnesota) The four-day conference of ALCES XXI 
takes place in the city of Zaragoza from July 3rd to 7th. Yesterday, Monday, 
July 3rd, we had our first meeting with all those who had just arrived in 
the city, and we did an opening ceremony at the Zaragoza deputation. 
There, we gave the title of honorary members to two people who have 
helped a lot: Vicent Fuster, the tourism deputy here in Zaragoza, and 
Ramón Acín, the writer who accompanied us in the first workshop 
in Valladolid in 2011 and who offered to help us manage the event a 
bit with the council. After giving out the titles and having a very good 
reception set by Vicent, we went to drink wine at Salón del Trono. There, 
we spent some time celebrating the arrival of those who had just gotten 
to the city and preparing a bit for the following day. After the wine, we 
left to accompany the guests who had just arrived in the city, who are 
very diverse people. We had Constantino Bértolo, Belén Gopegui, Diego 
Escusol, Nayra Sanz, Miguel Ángel Nieto, people of the collective world 
like Zemos98, Pedro Lucas, and Toni Serra-Abu Ali who came from OVNI 
(Barcelona Observatory of Unidentified Video). Well, we were there 
drinking a bit with them to welcome them to this event, and then the 
members of the group left to continue working until early in the morning. 

Directly to the Zaragoza Radio 

Palmar Álvarez-Blanco: Hello, good morning. Thank you very much, you too. 
Well, ALCES XXI, the 21st century Spanish literature and cinema association, 
is a collective created by people from the world of education, teaching, 
and research as well as cultural agents, so it includes a range of movie 
directors, editors, and producers. We are very diverse people; we are not 
only professors. It is true that there is a great percentage of participants 
from this year who come from the United States, and almost everyone who 
is here are people who teach literature, culture, and cinema in Spanish 
in the United States at the university level. We come together every two 
years. The first workshops opened in Valladolid. The University of Valladolid 
welcomed us there. The second ones in Madrid. We were welcomed there 
by Esther Bendahan at Casa Sefarad. The third ones we did in Soria. There, 
the Antonio Machado Foundation with José Ángel González and Grazziela 
Fantini welcomed us, and now we’re in Zaragoza. I don’t know where the 
next ones will take place. It depends on who invites us. What we normally 
propose to the cities is that they admit the cultural activities in exchange 
for a place to develop the conference, so it’s kind of a sharing of spaces.

Ana Luengo (San Francisco) ALCES is not just a couple of workshops, 
because you know during the time when there are no workshops there 
are people here, not just scholars, who you can communicate with, 
and suddenly, something catches your attention or you remember 
people who are thinking about similar things perhaps from a different 
perspective, other approaches but with who you can communicate with.
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Sebastiaan Faber (Ohio) The people who I meet during workshops often 
become part of my professional circle of colleagues, conversation partners, 
co-authors, as well. The workshops are isolated moments, three very 
intense days of contact, but they go a long way because they change 
practices afterwards and allow for longer term projects as well. 

Ana Luengo The workshops are a space where we work intensively for a couple of days 
and spend the time communicating, discussing things, which I think is very important, 
something that’s been achieved in some way with the new sensitivities like active 
listening; trying to listen to others to the point of being able to rearticulate many things.

Berta del Rio (New Jersey) What I learn and discuss in ALCES, obviously, permeates all 
dimensions of Berta as a daughter, Berta as a professor, Berta as a researcher. Keeping 
in mind that many of the things that are learned here include listening to others 
from a place of affection, and not with an imposition of judgment or argument.

Isabelle Touton (Burdeos) Something about ALCES that I will never forget is when in 
the workshops in Soria, 2 years ago, I was in the last general assembly and I thought, 
“For the first time in my life I belong to a community that has meaning to me.” 

Susana Álvarez (Valladolid) The feeling when the workshops end is one of satisfaction, 
of happiness and of thinking that we’re doing something that can matter, and that 
there are people who value it and it can contribute something very important in 
their lives, not only at a professional level but can be important on a personal level, 
as well, because they take something from ALCES and from other colleagues.

Constantino Bértolo ALCES is a recovery of what the university should have been 
and isn’t anymore. In ALCES there is a cultural and knowledge concern that to me 
appears to escape what we would call the miseries of the world of knowledge.

Diego Escusol singing

Photographer Fernando Sánchez  

Oscar Pereira (Nebraska) The first meeting we had was in the year 2011. After 
the great recession of 2007/2008 there was a very important process of re-
politicization throughout Spain that those of us who have lived for many years 
outside have been able to perceive with much clarity and ALCES, in a way, 
it’s a phenomenon related to what I’m talking about, and one that is really 
interesting in that it can contact these younger people and also participate, 
so to speak, in this process of re-politicization. It seemed very interesting.  

Palmar Álvarez-Blanco In political terms, I would say that ALCES XXI is a non-
partisan collective, as Óscar Pereira says, we are plural but not neutral. It’s a 
response to a systemic, planetary and human crisis of people who make up 
the collective sphere and who want to sit down and imagine a different model 
for education or for cultural research and dissemination. All this was also born 
as a response to the commercialization of the University. We’re talking about 
capitalism, we’re talking about university neoliberalism, educational neoliberalism. 
It’s worrisome when the research agenda is not defined by the subject itself but 
by the market, the market of ideas, the knowledge market that also exists.
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Steven Torres (Nebraska) And the market, in general.

Palmar Álvarez-Blanco Exactly. Well, it’s all cause for concern. I 
believe that we also become an echo of the neoliberal assault 
on the Institution, and we have always had this in mind.

Belén Gopegui (Madrid) There is a popular song called “Los que” (“those who”) 
where it says, “Those who take shelter in nuances are not understood,” 
and I have the feeling that the world of culture and education increasingly, 
especially academic education, covers itself with nuances to defend itself from 
I don’t know what, and I believe that what needs to be done is the opposite. 
I think it’s something that ALCES aims for; that we stop covering ourselves 
with nuances and start fighting to change things and end inequalities. 

Actress Laura Corcuera 

Palmar Álvarez-Blanco ALCES XXI is an adventure. The truth is, it’s been a process of 
8 years, 9 years already. It was created from a restlessness, like a dream, and has 
been projected over time into something that is changing all the time. It started as 
a conversation with friends. We were seven friends: Edurne Portela, Steven Torres, 
Susana Álvarez, Teresa Herrera, Ellen Mayock, and Javier Torre, who decided to 
embark on something that at the beginning didn’t make much sense, and it started 
making sense as we started to think about it further. It was to create a home, a 
meeting space between fields that are totally separated and that very rarely meet: 
teaching on the one hand, research on the other, and creation on the other.

Edurne Portela (Escritora) This initiative was born from what we consider a kind of 
gap in the profession, a space in which to resolve some current problems of the 
profession that had to do with teaching, with the questions of university tenure 
in the United States, with the way we evaluate our colleagues but also with that 
lack that we found in the University and that was kind of our isolation from the 
world of active and contemporary culture and with the world of activism. So, I 
think that with the ALCES initiative what we were trying to do was to create a 
space without the common hierarchies of academia in the United States which, 
despite everything, are deeply rooted, and at the same time that it was a bridge 
of communication with contemporary culture, with film directors, writers and also 
with activism that was not yet being developed as such; 15M had not emerged yet 
but there was a need for action, to transform the world in which we operated. So, 
it could be a world, a working relationship and a professional narrative and also a 
much more ‘transversal’ kind of learning, to use a word that’s become very popular 
now, but that in a way felt necessary from the beginning of the Association.

Drumming

Palmar Álvarez-Blanco And, of course, the great adventure was taking something 
that was a dream and turning it into an association. The challenge of designing 
it into something legally. We are nominally positions that function as a collective. 
Horizontality was always an initial premise and group work was another.

Steven Torres (Nebraska) Effectively, the ideas of   the collective and of horizontality 
were key from the start. From that first conversation we had where we began 
thinking about what could be done. We had this shared perception that there 
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were some deficiencies within the field of cultural production, and we thought 
about what could be done in that sense, how these deficiencies could be 
met, and how to generate a space for genuine dialogue where these different 
segments of the field of cultural production that are often totally segmented 
from the rest  and where often there isn’t much communication. The editors are 
here, university professors over there, institute or school teachers over there, 
playwrights, poets, novelists, essayists, film directors somewhere else. Everyone 
in their own bubble. And within the academic sphere different non-shared 
vocabularies are generated instead of trying to generate vocabularies that 
facilitate communication. That logic of distinction in the sociological sense is often 
pursued instead of seeing how cooperation, solidarity can be maximized and in 
some way be useful for society and for the community in which we are in. 

Palmar Álvarez Minnesota We obviously always had questions of gender, class and 
race issues in mind when creating a space where the intersectionality of these 
problems is discussed not only from the research perspective but from the 
teaching and creation as well. And then it was about replacing the principle of 
competition between ourselves for the principle of solidarity through cooperation. 

David Vila (Tennessee) Sometimes I think that my grandmother, for example, knows 
more regarding mutual support than many academics when they talk about 
it. I think what ALCES has going for it is that it does very well in combining the 
world of the people who study the culture with the creators of culture and also 
with the citizenry or with normal people who may not be interested in the study 
of culture itself, but who consume culture and who live in culture, so I think 
it breaks down the hierarchy a bit. Everything gets organically in contact.

Plenary session of activist collectives We have Pedro Jiménez representing ZEMOS98, 
Iñaki Alonso from Teatro del Barrio (Neighborhood Theater), Laura Corcuera from 
La Selecta (The Select), Guillermo Valenzuela from Nociones Comunes (Common 
Notions), Valentín Ladrero from Ecologistas en Acción (Environmentalists in Action), 
Silvia Nanclares from Pandora, Palmar Álvarez from ALCESXXI, and Toni Serra from 
OVNI. I’m going to pass the microphone now and you can introduce yourselves.

Oscar Pereira One very interesting thing about this association from the 
beginning is that it brings together people who do very different things. Not 
only people who are dedicated to teaching or who are part of the education 
system. I was amazed to see that writers, filmmakers, documentary filmmakers, 
and comic book artists like Miguel Brieva also came to the workshops. The 
possibility of also meeting and getting to know these people and see a little 
of how they think and how they see the phenomena of culture is one of the 
dimensions that make these types of meetings more interesting than usual. 

Participant of one the workshops: Dear coworkers, I can’t stand answering the 
question of whether I am a man or a woman. To remedy this, we recommend 
the transformer device that can be used as a princess crown or a beard, 
allowing one to be Pepita on Mondays and Pepito on Tuesdays. 

Nuria García (Workshop Organizer): So this has been our workshop.

Sebastiaan Faber: With the same unusual formats where we set up the seminars, 
the workshops allow much more interesting and more participatory exchanges. 
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The workshop that we just had in the first session was on journalism and 
academia and there were 20 people. There has been a constant conversation, 
non-stop. People were animated, interested. There have been disagreements, 
there have been agreements, but I think that people have come out with the idea 
that this has worked. Nobody has been bored at any point, I believe, while in a 
typical session of an academic year it is noticeable that people are not learning 
anything because the formats are not productive, and here, I believe that the 
energy invested in rethinking formats has been worth it because it works. 

Bécquer Seguín: This format explains it well. The most important information has to go in 
the beginning, and then, each paragraph explains why this information is useful or not. 

Jorge Gaupp (Nueva Jersey): I joined ALCES mainly because of the vision that it has of 
uniting what happens in reality in society, both in the US and Spain and globally, with 
what we do in our work which is kind of cultural criticism, cultural analysis. We have 
powerful tools that are useful, but if we are not in contact, we won’t learn anything.

Seminar Participant: I feel very honored to have the opportunity to 
participate in the seminar titled “Genealogies of Sefarad” and the place 
where we get together, Zaragoza, has a very special meaning to me. 

Jorge Gaupp: I also believe that when a lot of people get together to debate 
about texts and previous work, something interesting always surfaces. I think 
that the format of the workshop is the greatest departure because the idea 
is for there to be continuity and for something to be created afterwards. 

Oscar Pereira People in universities live in epistemic bubbles… Here you find some 
postmodern constructionist… talking about the construction of reality and whatnot. 
Then they leave, get in the car and automatically they forget about whether there 
is a reality or not; they actually drive while paying close attention to other cars. 

Jorge (Jordí) Marí (North Carolina) It’s an association that raises above all the question 
of relevance, of the work we do, making it useful, making it make sense in society, 
not purely this academic game in which we usually live, sometimes isolated from 
society. But that what we do has utility, meaning, and this for me is very important. 

David Vila (Tennessee) Another thing that I think ALCES does, and that other 
conferences and other academic events don’t, is bring the academic to the 
social movements. I think that’s very important because on the one hand, 
academics want to study culture and have a social purpose, and social 
movements are doing that, but on the street, the interesting thing would 
be to join both positions and cooperate. I think ALCES achieves that.

Palmar Álvarez-Blanco We wanted to emphasize that ALCES is, above all, a praxis 
and an exercise in mediation and facilitation among all of us here representing 
different spheres. There is the world of teaching, of research, and the world 
of cultural and collective agents. ALCES XXI is also a place of analysis and 
intervention in reality but always insisting that everything we do has to end in 
a praxis. It has to materialize in concrete exercises and in concrete actions.

Ana Luengo (San Francisco) In these workshops, I have organized a seminar with a 
colleague, Roberto Robles, on the genealogy of the culture of commitment, to 
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really think about that. That would be the function that we have, as the people 
who work in teaching or in any cultural field, to transform society in some way.

Miguel Brieva (Illustrator) Well, the mission of ALCES is something that’s being built 
all the time on the fly. But I think it has to do with spreading different ways of 
approaching the phenomenon of culture. Creative expressions and such that 
are usually kept in marginality, in this strange spinning world in which we live, 
definitely end up having probably some of the most value. At least for me. 

Belén Gopegui (Writer) At the end of the day what those of us who work in the 
world of culture produce comes from many sources that are external to us. So, 
being able to return that as ALCES proposes and share the materials seems very 
good to me, and is what I try to do: share some of my materials or my ideas here 
in the meetings and on the web and in everything that it’s being created. 

José Ovejero (Writer) I’m a writer. This means that if I’m with university professors, 
I’m usually the outsider. I’m the guest who arrives, participates, is treated normally, 
says what he has to say and leaves. Here, it seemed to me that it was much more 
interesting to be inside. That is to say, you’re not that guest, you’re a part of everything 
and that also means that you can participate, even suggest topics for conferences, 
propose workshops, etc. So it seemed to me that there was a greater fluidity between 
the academic and the creative, even within the structure of what I was used to.

Susan Larson (Texas) I really like that there are film people, literature people, people 
who organize all kinds of associations in Spain. It’s an opportunity that we don’t 
have in other conferences, with other groups: to connect the artists themselves, 
writers, film directors with professors who are in the US, in various parts of Spain 
and in other parts of the world who are teaching these movies, those texts. 
So, for me, it’s an incredible opportunity to talk to the artists themselves.

Section of the documentary displayed in the workshops “The Muted Transition” by 
Miguel Ángel Nieto: “At the bottom of the boat, the fisherman sleeps and the 
mother sea rocks him, the engine sings lullabies. At the bottom of the boat 
before sunrise, wake up the oars, child; you are already a fisherman.”

Silvia Nanclares (Writer) I always come away from the workshops with many 
contributions from other visions. Also, that idea of   seeing Spanish culture 
from the outside. ALCES’ perspective brings a lot to the things that are 
happening here and that as we are living them, we don’t have the perspective 
that they can have. And I come away with the desire to continue working 
and to realize or solidify the really rich ideas that come out of here. The 
desire to reach even a bit of a part of those proposals and realize them.

Constantino Bértolo (Editor) Here, I don’t see individualism. I don’t see this 
need to be selling ourselves, this need to become a name, but rather I see a 
huge capacity to find conversational partners. Something that to me it seems 
that today it is really difficult, finding people who you can talk with, who you 
can learn from while you speak, while you teach and while you listen. This 
is not easy. We have to thank ALCES, which, I can see with satisfaction, has 
increasingly expansive power and nevertheless isn’t losing its personality.

María Dolores Lorenzo (Nebraska) I personally incorporate almost everything I learn 
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here in my classes. For example, I incorporate documentaries that I’ve seen here, 
things like that. ALCES is like a window for me, a window open to new ideas.

Vicente Rubio-Pueyo (New York) The things that I read through ALCES or that come 
to me or the discussions in which I have already been able to participate already 
help me think about how I could give classes in another way or find tools that can 
help me to teach in other ways; it also helps me to link research and teaching, 
which, unfortunately, are often understood in totally separate ways, so [it lets 
me] find ways to collaborate and use activities that influence both fields.

Ana Luengo (San Francisco) For my classes, it is vital. From here, I get in 
touch with people who I may not have even known existed, I imagine 
things that I could see only on the internet or on my computer. But it is 
very different to see a documentary on your computer than to see it in a 
context where you can then start a conversation with the person who made 
the documentary and you can talk to the people who have seen it.

Jordi Marí (North Carolina) All this is directly applicable to my classes 
and my research because it makes me much more aware of 
my writing, of the effect that what I write will have.

David Vila  What ALCES creates for me, and for others like me who are still finishing 
their doctorate, is a horizon of hope, so to speak, because if there were not these 
types of platforms, then often one loses the desire to continue participating 
in academic elements because they see they really don’t go anywhere.

Sebastiaan Faber For me, it’s essential because that proposal of breaking 
with the formulas and the academic routines is very important. 

Megan Saltzman (Philadelphia) There are many people outside the 
university- artists, activists, architects, lawyers, people of all kinds who are 
working on many of the same issues that we are working on within the 
University. They’re investigating, exchanging information. So I think it’s very 
important to include them in the conversation and in the action.

Jordi Marí Much of the approach to the things we do at ALCES is very pedagogical 
and can be applied directly to the way we interact with our students, the 
type of activities we do with them, the way we evaluate their work.

Susan Larson ALCES gives many of us the opportunity to imagine a different 
university system. How to imagine a new way of working and a new way of doing 
research, a new way of teaching. A little outside of these limitations, those limits.

Silvia Nanclares (Writer) What has always attracted me most to the ALCES 
mission is that idea of   breaking the barrier between academia and the world 
beyond it, always very aware of the privilege inherent in being a teacher, 
getting a place in North-American academia with all the privileges that 
that gives you, and the desire to be able to put that symbolic and material 
capital towards collectivizing those privileges and those resources.

Ana Luengo I think sometimes it seems that there’s a verticality of knowledge 
from academia. It’s like the knowledge that comes from academia occupies a 
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superior space for many people. And from ALCES we try to change that dynamic 
and say that not all knowledge is occupying a space in the dialogue.

Constantino Bértolo (Editor) This is a meeting space. And in a meeting space what you 
find are basically voices and real people. This is also thanks to the kind of acts and 
the type of coexistence produced around the meeting, not academic coexistence 
but a more personal coexistence, more about exchange of experiences and stories. 
It seems to me that this closeness, so to speak, of ALCES to everyday experience 
is what makes one learn and creates the real experience we’re so grateful for.

Edurne Portela (Writer) ALCES was thought of and structured always thinking 
that it was a space outside of the elitism so typical of the world of culture 
and the world of the university. That is to say, it was a space in which all the 
people who wanted to participate came to contribute but also to learn to 
dialogue, to break those hierarchical structures so common in both fields.

Vicente Rubio-Pueyo New York Something that I have experienced living 
in the USA is that it’s a reality that can never be an individual process. I 
can’t decide alone. Okay, I’ll be good, and I will try not to be competitive. 
It has to be something that has to happen in a collective space. 

Edurne Portela (Writer) I think that behind all this there is this interest 
that is highly democratic, to democratize a structure like the 
university or even cultural so that everyone has a place.

Ana Luengo ALCES is not only a really intense experience, but it is also 
something for the long run, and we go slowly because we are going far. 

Susana Álvarez (Administrator of ALCES XXI) There are still many challenges. First, we 
are few people. We would like to have more people, more people involved who 
could work continuously during the two years. Not only during the workshops, 
that support is also very good, but outside them, a continuous work. That would 
be an important contribution to get. Then, on the other hand, I think we have to 
make the attendees feel that this is theirs. That it’s not that they collaborate with 
the group, no; the group is all of us. So, letting them know that they do not have 
to ask for permission to help. It’s not help. This is yours. So everyone can work. 
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